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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources
(word count 2455)

This essay critically compares and contrast two papers “If I Knew You were Coming, I'd Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group by Gillian Bennett with ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’ by Jenny Blain.[footnoteRef:1]
 [1:  Gillian Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You were Coming, I'd Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’ in Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, edited by Barbara Walker,. (Logan, Utah: Utah University Press, 1995), pp. 122-142; Jenny Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, DISKUS Volume 6 (2000). [On line]. Available: http://www.uni-marburg.de/fb03/religionswissenschaft/journal/diskus [Accessed March 15, 2021], p. 2.

] 

A main theme of Blain’s paper is seidr, a Northern shamanistic practice described in the Icelandic sagas and reconstituted as a part of reconstructed religious tradition in North America and Europe. In her paper Blain described her journey to the United Stated for the wedding of seidr’s practitioners and provided rich description of the anthropological discourses about shamanism. She discusses problematic questions related to research on the experience of ‘irrational’. An earlier version of her paper was given at the conference on ‘Going Native’ on Ohio State University in May 1999. Blain is an anthropologist. She also wrote about seidr in her other papers. ‘Speaking Shamanistically’ was addressed to the scholars and researchers interested in anthropology. 
A main theme of Bennett’s paper is how the women’s social situation and moral code shaped the folklore of foreknowledge they share. She presented the results of her research conducted in 1981 on a neighbourhood group of British women over sixty years old. The aspects of traditional beliefs about foreknowledge analysed by Bennett were astrology, premonitions, omens, fortune-telling, telepathy, and the spirits of death. She focused on how participants were using their stories as vehicles of moral judgements and accepting elements of traditional folklore which fit or were contrary to their values. She stated that the stories mostly showed the narrators as caring, sensitive, loving people and the moderate ability of foreknowing the future was approved feminine virtues.[footnoteRef:2] The exception was fortune-telling (cards, astrology, and cup readings) connected by participants with a moral danger and perceived as a treat to the traditional female role.[footnoteRef:3] ‘If I knew’ was addressed to scholars and researchers. Bennett is a folklorist, and she has published two books based on mentioned research Traditions of Belief: Women and the Supernatural (1987) and Alas, poor ghosts! Traditions of belief in story and discourse (1999).
 [2:  Bennett, ’If I Knew’, p. 135.]  [3:  Bennet, ‘If I Knew’, p. 139.] 

Methodology

Both authors used qualitative, phenomenological research. According to Alan Bryman, the qualitative approach to the study of the social world seeks to describe and analyse the culture and behaviour of humans in their groups from the point of view of those being studied.[footnoteRef:4] Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey stated, that this approach allows to examine people’s experience in detail by using a specific set of research methods such as in-depth interviews, focus group discussions, observation, content analysis, visual methods, and life histories or biographies.[footnoteRef:5] Bryman pointed out, that in qualitative research a participant observation and unstructured interviewing were seen as the central data gathering planks because its practitioners would be able to get closer to the people they were investigating.[footnoteRef:6] He stated, that the aim of seeing through the eyes of the people studied is a keynote of the tradition of qualitative research.[footnoteRef:7]
Bennett’s research was based on in-depth interviews with 87 women. As a result she collected 111 stories. Six of them were partly quoted in her paper. Participants were anonymized and numbered. In the paper she tagged them by the false names.
Blain described her inquiry as an experimental research. Her method was participant observation. Blain’s knowledge of seidr resulted from personal experience perceived and interpreted within the discourse of seidrworkers. In her paper she described the ceremony of an oracular seidr from both insider and outsider point of view.
While Bennet position as a researcher was an outsider, Blain approaches the survey from the insider perspective. According to Sonya Corbin Dwyer and Jennifer L. Buckle, the status of the researcher is an essential and ever-present aspect of the investigation.[footnoteRef:8] The participants observation, which entails sustained immersion of the researcher among those whom she or he seeks to study, was advocated by Malinowski with his plea for the social anthropologist to come down from the verandas and to mix with natives.[footnoteRef:9] Blain explored the benefits of ‘going native’. She wrote that describing seidr to the audience of academics was never easy, as the audience attempts to rationalize and explain the phenomena encountered. The tendency was to treat seidr as an exotic curiosity, while for her ‘studying seidr’ means more than that because seidr as a shamanistic practice involves a change of consciousness and the audience were therefore also participants.[footnoteRef:10] To illustrate the difference between two observes she contrasted description of the ritual of an informed outsider with the descriptions of a practitioner account. She claimed that rather than striving for a single, syncretic description that captures the event, postmodernism gives an opportunity to present seidr experiences as participants’ discursive understanding, embedded with social and community processes.[footnoteRef:11]
Blain also discussed the problem of existence of the spirits. For a Western rationalist audience non-belief in ‘spirits’ is axiomatic and if a researcher believes in them, his or her credential could be discredited but a non-belief also could constitute bias.[footnoteRef:12] Her choice was to refuse to adjudicate belief because this was not a good description of shamanism. As she wrote: “For me shaman becomes a metaphor for the ethnographer of postmodern societies, moving through the worlds, moving between levels of analysis, in an attempt to re-construct something in her own life, that approaches wholeness, as understanding of living that is complete, not fragmented, returning in her journeys to a pole of being, the world tree’.[footnoteRef:13]
For Bennett the problem of existence of spirits was not essential because she took an outsider position. However, when she described the stories about the encounters with the helping spirits of the death, she explained them psychologically: the widow believed that she obtained help from male spirit because she was brought up to feel unpowered.[footnoteRef:14] She took feminist perspective, which make problematic women’s diverse situation.[footnoteRef:15]
As Bryman stated, the main purposes of the research is to provide a detailed description of the social settings which are investigated and to provide analyses of the researched environments. Qualitative researchers exhibit a preference for contextualism and holism.[footnoteRef:16] As he pointed out, the basic message that qualitative researchers convey was that they can understand events only when they are situated in the wider social and historical process.[footnoteRef:17] To achieve the goal, Bennett analysed the historical perspective of her topics based on literature, from Miscellanies of John Aubrey (1696) to works of Catherine Crowe (1848). She also analysed surveys conducted in Britain and the United States between 1925 and 1985. She wrote about the British traditions of supernatural in past times and related it to the modernity. However, she did not refer to works of other contemporary scholars from her field and she did not quote them in her paper.  [4:  Alan Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research (London and New York: Routledge, 2004), p. 46.]  [5:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey, Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches (London and New York: SAGE Publications, 2020), p.10.]  [6:  Bryman, Quantity, p. 3.]  [7:  Bryman, Quantity, p. 62.]  [8:  Sonya Corbin Dwyer, Jennifer L. Buckle, ‘The space between: On being an insider-outsider in qualitative research’, International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 8 (1) (2009), p. 55.]  [9:  Bryman, Quantity, p. 45]  [10:  Blain, ‘Speaking’, p.2.]  [11:  Blain, ‘Speaking’, p. 3.]  [12:  Blain, ‘Speaking’, p. 7.]  [13:  Blain, ‘Speaking’, p. 8.]  [14:  Bennet, ‘If I Knew’, p. 134.]  [15:  John W. Creswell, Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches (Thousand Oaks, California: SAGE Publications, 2003), p.10.]  [16:  Bryman, Quantity, p. 62-63.]  [17:  Bryman, Quantity, p. 64.] 

Blain provided a wide perspective of research related to seidr and shamans, although she resigned from the description of the history of shamanism. She discussed works of anthropologists and focused on their relation to the agency in shamanism, which is the main topic of her work. According to Creswell qualitative approaches allow more creative, literary-style writing, a form that individuals may like to use.[footnoteRef:18] Both articles are well written, although Bennett paper is not clearly and logically structured because the conclusion contains additional material from the interviews with women and men from different age groups.

To conclude, both authors used qualitative tools in research: Bennett’s method was in-depth interviews conducted from a feminist perspective, Blain’s used participant observation. They vary in position: Bennett was an outsider, while Blain was an insider. Both authors referred to the literature of the fields, although Bennett was more focused on history than contemporary research. Both articles are well-written, although Bennett paper was not clearly and logically structured.


Ethics and reflexivity

Marylis Gullemin and Lynn Gillam wrote, that there are at least two major dimensions of ethics in qualitative research. These are procedural ethics and “ethics in practice” or the everyday ethical issues that arise in the doing of research.[footnoteRef:19] Gullemin and Gilliam recall the Kantian maxim that people should never be used merely as a means to someone else’s end (that is, as a tool to achieve someone else’s aim).[footnoteRef:20] Blain became participant in the research rather than subject of it. She wrote about other seidr participants respectfully and her role as a researcher was clear for them. She avoided patronizing participants, when the researcher took the view ‘they believe it, so I’ll accept it’.[footnoteRef:21] [18:  Creswell, Research, p. 22.]  [19:  Marylis Guillemin and Lynn Gillam, ‘Ethics, Reflexivity, and “Ethically Important Moments” in Research’, Qualitative inquiry, Vol.10 (2), (2004-04), p. 263.]  [20:  Guillemin and Gillam, ‘Ethics’, p. 271]  [21:  Blain, ‘Speaking’, p. 7.
] 

Blain gained her knowledge through participatory approach. As Jonh W. Creswell explained, this position arose during the 1980s and 1990s from individuals who felt that the positivist assumptions imposed structural laws and theories that did not fit marginalized individuals or groups or did not adequately address issues of social justice.[footnoteRef:22] Jorge, one of her participants, was a victim of homophobia in his seidr community, which for Blain was an example how shamanism was embedded within the social community and political practices. Thus the process of research requires high sensitivity. Guillemin and Gilliam noticed that the potential harm to participants in qualitative social research is often quite subtle and stem from the nature of the interaction between a researcher and the participant.[footnoteRef:23] The researcher should be aware of reflexivity, which was defined by Guillenim and Gilliam as a process of critical reflection both on the kind of knowledge produced from research and how that knowledge was generated.[footnoteRef:24] Adopting a reflexive research process means a continuous process of critical scrutiny and interpretation, not just in relation to the research methods and the data but also to the researcher, participants, and the research context.[footnoteRef:25] Blain approach was reflexive. Her participants were anonymous, and she wrote about them with respect for their autonomy and practice.
But what was more important in her paper, is that the ethics also covered non-human beings. She wrote: ‘It seems that these beings are part of the relationship, partial creator of community endeavours. They are simply there: and in an ethnography of encounters with a spirit-world, the spirit-beings surely must communicate their part.’[footnoteRef:26] Blain decided to take seriously not merely the human participants’ belief, but also the ‘spirits’ themselves. [22:  Creswell, Research, p. 9]  [23:  Guillemin and Gillam, ‘Ethics’, p. 272]  [24:  Guillemin and Gillam, ‘Ethics’, p. 272.]  [25:  Guillemin and Gillam, ‘Ethics’, p. 272.]  [26:  Blain, ‘Speaking’, p. 7.] 

Sonya Dwyer and Jennifer L. Buckle paid attention to the importance of the acceptance, as a benefit to being a member of the group.[footnoteRef:27] One’s membership automatically provides a higher level of trust and openness. Although Bennett was close to the interviewees, she was not a member of their community. She admitted that it was a problem for her to find a proper venue for open conversation and after several fails, she asked her father for help.[footnoteRef:28] It raised an ethical question about her reflexivity. Her father was a doctor in clinic and was about to retire, so he was in similar age as the participants and know them. He was also a member of the local church attended by majority of the participants.
His personal authority might help Bennet to get close to the participants as her research was conducted in his clinic. She wrote: “With their permission, I simply sat in on their treatment, told them what I was researching and how I was planning to use the material and recorded everything that was said”.[footnoteRef:29] She did not use any questionnaires and her information about social status, religious beliefs and domestic circumstances came from her father archive. In her paper she did not mention if she informed the participants about transmission of information, which contained marital status, domestic circumstances, and religious beliefs. [27:  Dwyer and Buckle, The space, p. 58.]  [28:  Bennet, ‘If I Knew’, p. 126-127.]  [29:  Bennet, ‘If I Knew’, p. 127.] 

She focused on how participants were using their stories as vehicles of moral judgements it was not clear how she researched participant’s values. Furthermore, she was making many generalizations about her participants such as: ‘Like it or not, for reason of age, class, and religion these women’s lives were geared to traditional roles and pursuits: we can assume that they had been taught as children, and had grown up believing, that the ideal member of their sex is an intuitive, caring, unassertive person whom direct action, independent thought, and concern with self-care are unbecoming and whose “natural” role is to support, nurse and help mate’.[footnoteRef:30] She gave her opinion on unreliable data and marginalized her participants.

To sum up, Blain’s paper was written following ethics and reflexivity. In contrast Bennett used data, which probably were not obtained from the participants. She used an authority of her father, which is against ethic and reflexivity which weakened her research.
 [30:  Bennet, ‘If I Knew’, p. 133.] 


Conclusion
What links the two papers was the examination of the experience of ‘irrational’. Both authors used qualitative research: Bennett’s in-depth interviews, Blain participant observation. However, they papers vary in position towards participants: Bennett was an outsider, while Blain was an insider. Both authors referred to the literature of the fields. The articles were well-written, although Bennett paper was not clearly and logically structured. The weakest part of Bennett’s research was the ethical approach because in her research she used information not obtained from the participants. To final point to stress is that both papers adopted entirely different approach to the issue of spirits.
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