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Introduction
This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers, Gillian Bennett, “If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group,[footnoteRef:1] and Jenny Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality.’ [footnoteRef:2] [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, ed. by Barbara Walker (Utah State University Press, 1995).]  [2:  Jenny Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, Diskus, 6 (2000) <http://www.uni-marburg.de/fb03/religionswissenschaft/journal/diskus>.] 



1. The methodology employed by the researchers; how valid has been their choice of 
methodology, given the remit of the project?

Gillian Bennett uses a mixed method methodology involving qualitative and quantitative research methods gathering her data through interviews with 120 women and men aged 16-96. Bennet then focused on the data that she had gathered in the interviews that she had with the 96 older women who were aged 60-95. Bennett noted that due to technical problems 9 of these interviews had to be discarded leaving data from 87 interviews.[footnoteRef:3] The use of figures, in particular Bennett’s citing of percentages shows that she used quantitative research methods in this research after undertaking these 120 interviews. Throughout the chapter, when discussing a topic, Bennett includes the number of the informants who expressed an option, for example, 69 of the informants’ discussed premonitions, while 59 of the informants discussed fortune telling.[footnoteRef:4] Bennett also quantified particular findings. For example, 50.6% of younger women who Bennett interviewed expressed a belief in foreknowledge compared to 47.1% of older women expressing a belief in foreknowledge.[footnoteRef:5] Bennett mostly draws on the interviews content of the discussions that she had with the informants concerning the foreknowledge that the informants discussed as either experiencing or in having an option about. Therefore, Bennett was mostly using qualitative research, and this includes sections where Bennett directly quotes what the informants told her, for example when discussing the women’s disapproval of the practice of ‘delving’ where a woman would use their psychic gifts to their own advantage, Bennett includes what two informants, Alma and Rose said.[footnoteRef:6] [3:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake": The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’. p.127]  [4:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake": The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’. p.127]  [5:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake": The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’. p.140]  [6:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake": The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’. pp.137-138] 


Jenny Blain’s paper is markedly different from Gillian Bennett’s chapter in content and method. Concerning content, Blain’s topic is about the religious practice of Shamanism and specifically the Shamanistic practice of Seidr as practiced in modern Heathenism.[footnoteRef:7] Blain begins by talking about her own experience, which is a departure from the standard academic paper where the author’s own experience is absence with the author’s focus being on their academic research. Within anthropology the author’s own experience is auto ethnographic, Blain includes auto ethnographic sections in her paper when discussing her own Shamanic experience of seidr. Blain then goes on to provide a definition of what the Shamanic practice of Seidr is and provides a brief literature review. Following this, Blain returns to her own experience of practicing and researching Shamanism and Seidr. When considering Blain’s paper and her inclusion of auto ethnography together with qualitative research in the form of refereeing to interviewees experiences in her methodology; it is clear the extent to which Blain’s research and methodology differs from Bennett. With Bennett’s chapter there is no indication of Bennett’s own religious practices and beliefs, the focus is solely on the informants and their beliefs and views that they expressed to Bennett in the interviews.  [7:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’.] 




2. The position of the researchers on the insider / outsider continuum in relation to their target
groups: how has this shaped their projects?

Gillian Bennett is an outsider. In her chapter she discusses the close social connections of the older women who she interviewed, which included many attending the same Methodist Church as Bennett’s father.[footnoteRef:8] As Bennett is undertaking her research from the standard academic position of absence of her personal details she does not state if she is a member of this congregation. However, prior to discussing the informants Bennett states that she had initial problems recruiting informants which led her to use her father’s podiatry clinic as a source for informants, where she was able to recruit 120 patients to interview. The situation of where Bennett found her informants underlines her position as an outsider. Another pointer to Bennett’s status as an outsider is her use of the term ‘informant’ for the people that she interviewed. For example, had she been a member of the congregation of the Methodist church it would be reasonable for her to state that many of the women who she interviewed where fellow members of the congregation. These points underline Bennett’s status/position as an outsider. The only time that Bennett refers to herself is when she says: [8: Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake": The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’.p.127                                                  ] 

      
             …and the ways in which I believe that the women’s social situation and moral code shape the   
            folklore that they share. I want to begin rather obliquely, however; first looking at past traditions in      
            order to get a historical perspective on the present..[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake": The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’. p.122] 


Here Bennett is referring to herself in order to show the aims of her academic research and to provide a reason for her initial exploration of past research into this field of research. Despite this reference to herself, Bennett’s methodology takes the standard position that removes the researcher from the paper as a non-participant regarding the views and beliefs of the people whom Bennett is researching. 

In contrast, Jenny Blain’s paper places Blain as an insider regarding her research into Seidr. Right at the start of her paper, Blain states that:

My knowledge of seidr results from personal experience perceived/interpreted within the     discourse of seidhworkers and dialogues with these ‘others.’” [footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’.] 


Blain then states that when attending anthropological conferences she presents papers using “other people’s words,” [footnoteRef:11] thus in such activities Blain is practicing standard academic practice of separating the academic from their research in the same way as Bennett undertook in her chapter. However, throughout her paper, Blain places her own experience of the Shamanic practice at the centre of the paper. Blain includes examples of qualitative research that she has undertaken in her research into the Shamanistic practice of seidr. For example, when discussing an interviewee who is talking about a trance experience, Blain cites the interviewee: [11:   Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’.] 


                  I go through Gela’s gate, I always nod respectful to Queen Hela. I’m in her living room…[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’.] 


Blain’s use of interviewee’s quotes concerning the interviewees experience that include the word ‘I’ underlines the individual centric nature of Blain’s paper. This contrasts to Bennet’s chapter, whilst Bennett does quote the informants conversation, these quotes do not convey any sense of ‘I’ in an individual centric way.  It is therefore possible to say that Blain is also taking a mixed method approach in her methodology using auto ethnography together with qualitative research using interviews and standard academic practices that remove the academic from the research in instances where Blain is presenting the findings of her research at a conference. This point relates to the use of ‘academia’ in the paper’s title as Blain is showing how her research is not the standard academic research, but takes a more individual centric position that includes the position of the researcher as a practitioner of the religious practice being studied.


3. The literature reviewed by the researchers; how effectively have the researchers related their fieldwork data (from interview and/or questionnaires) to relevant literature and positioned their projects within a larger academic framework?

Bennett’s literature review of previous / other literature in the field of psychic research into people’s beliefs of psychic phenomena begins with a summary of historical literature beginning with the English Antiquarian John Aubrey’s work Miscellanies which was published in 1696. Bennett then follows this with a brief survey of writers in the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries with Bennett’s focus on what research showed these beliefs to be. For example, Bennett refers to an American survey of students in 1952  which she compares with a British survey conducted in 1956. The aims of both surveys was to determine the percentage of subjects’ beliefs in astrology and fortune telling. From these two examples, Bennett concludes that beliefs in divinatory practices such as astrology and fortune telling still exist in modern society.[footnoteRef:13] Through this example of two studies into astrology and fortune telling, Bennett connects her research to and places her research within the existing body of research into astrology and fortune telling. Bennett’s literature review is not solely based on historical examples and contains more recent research – she cites Leea Virtanen’s book” That Must `have Been ESP!” An examination of Psychic Experiences (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990).[footnoteRef:14] The publication date implies that Virtanen undertook her fieldwork in the 1980’s which would be a near contemporary study to that of Bennett, as in her footnotes Bennett shows that the interviews that she cites in the paper were conducted in 1981.[footnoteRef:15] In discussing literature that is directly relevant to her research, Bennett ties her research only into the topic of psychic beliefs but not within the wider field of psychic studies. This may be due to limitations of space given that Bennett was writing a chapter in an edited volume rather than a monograph about her research. [13:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake": The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’. pp.124-125]  [14:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake": The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’. p.125]  [15:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake": The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’. p.142] 

In her account of the Shamanistic practice of seidr, Blain refers to the research that several Anthropologists have undertaken including Zoe Borosky, Felicitas D. Goodman, Jean Guy Gaulet, Marie Francoise Guedon, Hoppai Milhaly & Juha Pentikainen, Galina Lindquist, George Marcus, Edith Turner, Couze Venn and Roderick C. Wilson. Blain’s use of the research published by the Scandinavian anthropologists listed above, illustrates how Blain places the practice of seidr into its context within modern Shamanic practices in Scandinavia.[footnoteRef:16] In addition to her brief study of the work of other anthropologists, in the context of the auto ethnographic aspect of her paper, Blain also includes her own previous fieldwork and fieldwork that she undertook with the British sociologist Robert Wallis.[footnoteRef:17] Blain’s literature review is focused and establishes  that there is a the body of published  academic research into the Shamanistic practice of seidr which given the element of auto ethnography in Blain’s paper is important. Blain places her research into seidr within literature from wider heathen practices for example in citing Guedon’s argument about how Shamanism ‘permeates’ all Nabesna culture.[footnoteRef:18] It is possible that the differences in the subjects, in the methodologies and primary source material between Bennett and Blain’s studies influenced the way that each anthropologist approached their literature review. Bennett’s topic of contemporary British people’s views and beliefs about psychic experiences could be a sociological topic. While Blain’s discussion including her literature review with its reference to fieldwork in other cultures comes across as a traditional anthropological literature review. [16:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’.]  [17:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’.]  [18:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’.] 


Are they clearly and logically structured?

Bennett’s paper is well structured with an introduction, historical background followed by an exploration of Bennett’s data and findings in the section where Bennett includes quotes taken directly from some of her interviews which she is using to illustrate a point – such as the women’s views concerning ‘delving’
 and finally, Bennett includes a conclusion where she sums up her argument.

Blain has a less structured format there is no distinct literature review or data sections. Blain has mixed her structure up with three identifiable elements/strands running through her paper of auto ethnographic elements/strands referring  to her experience, elements/strands referring to and discusses the fieldwork and findings of other anthropologists and elements where she discusses the views of other seidr practitioners who she has interviewed. Given Blain’s inclusion of an auto ethnographic element/strand this feature of three different elements/strands running throughout the paper works well. At the same time on completion of reading Blain’s paper it is clear what Blain’s aims and arguments are in that she is writing about the Shamanic practice of seidr from both her own perspective and that of others and seeks to place it within a wider anthropological context.

Are they well written?

Both papers are well written and clear. Unlike many social science papers especially academic writing concerning social theory both papers use clear language that is easy to follow. The inclusion of examples of quotes from the authors respective fieldwork does not bog the papers down and reading them did not feel like Geertz’s ‘Thick Description’ in that it is a chore to wade through the paper due to its complex language and large chunks of verbatim quotes from interviews that are found in some anthropological papers.

Do they rely on evidence, or do they make unfounded claims?

Both papers rely on evidence. This is very apparent with Bennett given her use of a standard social science format that exempts her as an individual from the research. Blain’s use of auto ethnography could give the impression that her research is limited in its scope, but her inclusion of discussion about other seidr practitioners that she has interviewed including quotes from what some interviewees said balances out Blain’s evidence. 

How do they deal with similar concepts?

There are few similar concepts between these papers. Bennett’s paper is a standard social science paper concerning contemporary views and beliefs amongst a group of British people about psychic abilities and folklore, while Blain’s paper is an exploration of the Shamanistic practice of seidr. Where Blain is describing a Shamanic trance journey she does refer to mythology concerning dwarves. But Blain’s paper is focused on exploring a contemporary Shamanistic practice from her own auto ethnographic perspective and from the accounts of seidr practitioners that Blain has interviewed.

Do they have similar or contrasting philosophies?

The philosophies are different. Bennett’s paper is about the philosophies of a group of elderly British women who were interviewed in 1981 about their beliefs and experiences of certain psychic phenomena. While Blain is exploring the Shamanic practice of seidr amongst a multi-national population together with her own input as a practitioner of this practice. The women interviewed in Bennett’s research convey a philosophy of a closed British group that grew up and were then young adults in the first half of the twentieth century and their philosophy comes across as insular with its roots in British psychic beliefs hence Bennett’s inclusion of a historical background. 
In contrast the philosophy of the other practitioners of seidr together with Blain’s auto ethnography convey a philosophy that is rooted in modern contemporary Shamanic practices that have been rediscovered from Icelandic sagas. Blain shows the feminist aspect of seidr, and this contrasts with the patriarchal elements that are seen in Bennett’s informants regarding their place in their families. 

Conclusion
In conclusion these two papers present different approaches by each author. Both have used a mixed methodology. In Bennett’s case she has used both qualitative and quantitative research methods of interviews from which she then draws statistical conclusions from to support her arguments. While Blain uses both qualitative research in the form of interviews together with auto ethnography to provide an insider’s perspective of the Shamanistic practice of seidr. In the different topics both authors have written papers that are structured, and they convey their arguments. Bennett’s paper is grounded in long established methods in the social sciences, while Blain’s paper, which was published in 2000 is very individually centred focusing more on individual people than Bennett’s paper. Blain’s paper points the way to where anthropology is now located in its philosophy and methodology. That is to a position that acknowledges that anthropologists are not objective and have biases a factor that works well within the field of the anthropology of religion.
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