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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources

This essay critically compares two secondary sources, Gillian Bennet, ‘If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake’,[footnoteRef:1] and Jenny Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality.’[footnoteRef:2]  To enable the reader to critically engage with this essay it is helpful to note that both authors have done previous study in this field. [footnoteRef:3] [footnoteRef:4] [footnoteRef:5] [footnoteRef:6] There is an ethical issue at the heart of Bennet’s paper concerning anonymity.[footnoteRef:7] However, these is also a thread running through the entire piece, which gathers up all the information and puts it into a good structural context, in that, is it deliberate and transitions well. Yet, learning about her background was useful in terms of guiding her research and the subject areas that it was pulled toward. Though, what is interesting throughout this paper, is that she has an ‘internal’, ‘external’ perspective and uses this to tie it together. Blain also has an ‘insider’, ‘outsider’ perspective. However, when she refers to other people, it is more of an insider perspective.[footnoteRef:8]  [1:  Gillian, Bennett. 1995. “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, pp. 122-142. Logan, Utah: Utah University Press.]  [2:  Jenny, Blain. 2000. ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’. In DISKUS Volume 6 (2000).]  [3:  Jenny, Blain, and Robert J. Wallis. “RITUAL REFLECTIONS, PRACTITIONER MEANINGS: DISPUTING THE TERMINOLOGY OF NEO-SHAMANIC 'PERFORMANCE'.” Journal of Ritual Studies, vol. 20, no. 1, 2006, pp. 21–36.]  [4:  Gillian, Bennet. Alas Poor Ghost. University Press of Colorado, 1999.]  [5:  Gillian, Bennet. “The Thomsian Heritage in the Folklore Society (London).” Journal of Folklore Research, vol. 33, no. 3, 1996, pp. 212–220.]  [6:  Jenny, Blain & Wallis, Robert J. (2000). The 'Ergi' Seidman: Contestations of Gender, Shamanism and Sexuality in Northern Religion Past and Present. Journal of Contemporary Religion, 15(3), pp. 395–411.]  [7:  Robert, J, Griffin. “Anonymity and Authorship.” New Literary History, vol. 30, no. 4, 1999, pp. 877–895.]  [8:  GARDINER, MARK Q., and STEVEN ENGLER. “Semantic Holism and the Insider—Outsider Problem.” Religious Studies, vol. 48, no. 2, 2012, pp. 239–255.] 

Another issue is location of interviews, that are at her father’s podiatry clinic, in the sessions, with him present - as she says quit openly. He father is also a member of the same church as the participants. This may have had a prohibited effect on the interviewee, or maybe, had a prohibited effect on her as the researcher – given that her father was present, in what types of questions she might have asked the women. At the beginning she is very good at maintaining locational and conversational anonymity - not specifying where these conversations were taking place, as she describes them as being ‘delicate’ thus needing a private place to conduct them.[footnoteRef:9] However, because she used the intermediatory of her father, the location and conversations could potentially be traced back to where most of the information came from.   [9:  Bennet G, “If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake.” p. 126.] 

For example, on page 127, Bennet writes, ‘My father was able to give me at least a minimum of demographic information.’[footnoteRef:10] Furthermore, when she starts laying out the stirs that are told among the women, she does not name the participants. However, naming two at the end – where she also brings in new participates – males along with young females. The closest Bennet comes to identifying the issue is a section before she goes into the survey data.  Bennet also relies on storytelling. For example, instead of using quantities of data or academic references, she uses the stories themselves to legitimise her argument, or legitimise the women’s experiences themselves and does not provide evidence for what they say. She throws percentages, facts and figures in, that makes it seem legitimate on the surface. However, looking closely, there is no reference – so the reader has no idea where the information came from. The only study she recommends in an appropriate way is a Finnish study. However, that only reports on figures, there is no context to the study, and she does not refer to any academic papers in anyway.[footnoteRef:11]  [10:  Bennet G, “If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake.” p. 127.]  [11:  Gillian Bennet, “If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake.” p. 128.] 

Comparably, a through runs through Blain’s paper - it comes a literary aspect of this. However, then of course there is the idea of liminality, both on this literary level - but also an academic level. She uses this device as a walker between the worlds and in many ways, this is ‘embedded’ in the actual way the paper in constructed.[footnoteRef:12] We are taken over the threshold, in a way that maybe this can address the fact that is reads like a novel in the begging. In a way she is trying to do two things - here is another essence of ‘liminality’.[footnoteRef:13] She is revealing some of her research and saying towards the end, it is professional suicide to begin to talk about these things. She has only ever told two people about all this, so she is revealing some of her research herself - and of course two of participants are able to speak. However, she is also examining the research process herself and the idea with ‘phenomenology’, that it is problematic on a level that it suggests that one can be neutral – simply by being the observer bracketing off.[footnoteRef:14] [footnoteRef:15] However, she does not use phenomenology or structure; she uses the structure of ‘post-modernism.’[footnoteRef:16] Though, she could be challenging this idea and she does this quit well. This is not a traditional paper – it is pushing the boundaries – as does Bennet. She is including herself in this account but stepping outside towards the end, mirroring the journey that she is talking about. [12:  Monnig, Jane, Atkinson. “Shamanisms Today.” Annual Review of Anthropology, vol. 21, 1992, pp. 307–330. J]  [13:  Larry, Ellis. “Trickster: Shaman of the Liminal.” Studies in American Indian Literatures, vol. 5, no. 4, 1993, pp. 55–68.]  [14:  James, M Glass. “The Philosopher and the Shaman: The Political Vision as Incantation.” Political Theory, vol.2, no. 2, 1974, pp. 181–196.]  [15:  James, V, Spickard. "Empirical Phenomenology in the Study of Religion." (2012).]  [16:  Rachel, K, Fischer., and Aimee Graham. “Postmodernism.” Reference & User Services Quarterly, vol. 54, no. 1, 2014, pp. 29–33.] 

Most of Blain’s research is ‘emotionally reflexive’, many of her quotations are of her own work and not of academic comparison. She explains the place and she observes’ herself and typically refers to other people, but this very few.[footnoteRef:17] She also claims to have practiced for many years but does not elaborate further.[footnoteRef:18] There is also an argument of bias views, of beliefs and spirits; that was well written in this paper. Blain goes on to say that she has been in discussion with Wingers. However, we do not know what they spoke about in context of research.  Furthermore, there does not seem to be any ‘quantitative’ methods applied, although there is ‘qualitive’ methods – again not backed up by evidence.[footnoteRef:19] Like Bennet’s research. In this paper, the reader cannot be sure if they are being asked questions. The ‘ethnographer’, however, standing from an outside perceptive – as he explains – if you just stand outside you cannot justify the things, therefore you must also be an insider too.[footnoteRef:20] For example, the outsider can see how belief functions within the community; Blain describes this well when being an outsider. Blain then goes on to describe the ethnographer’s beliefs as not as important as the dialog of the researcher.  [17:  Claudia, Malacrida. "Reflexive journaling on emotional research topics: Ethical issues for team researchers." Qualitative health research 17.10 (2007): pp. 1329-1339.]  [18:  David, Woodruff, Smith, "Phenomenology", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2018 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.)]  [19:  Alan, Bryman. "Integrating quantitative and qualitative research: how is it done?." Qualitative research 6.1 (2006): pp. 97-113.]  [20:  Cristina, Moretti. “The Wandering Ethnographer: Researching and Representing the City through Everyday Encounters.” Anthropologica, vol. 53, no. 2, 2011, pp. 245–255.] 

However, we do not see much of this dialog, but a great amount of her own reflexive experiences. For example, she explains the reasons for both insider and outsider (like a shaman) and moves between the two, to connect the views. She also goes on to compare the methodology of ‘critical awareness’, ‘reflexivity’ and ‘rationalization’.[footnoteRef:21] Reflexivity is a strong ethical part of Blain’s research. She appears to do this throughout the paper and manages her position as insider, outsider throughout the discussion very well. The notion regarding one of the ways she does this, is by managing her concerns. It could be determined through this that ethically, this provides a framework of respect and justice - to include of course, the direct words from the community that she is studying.  It does also reflect - as well - throughout his paper, how she manages the concern of linking the seidr world to the world of academia for her, from an anthropologist perspective. Something else that demonstrates respect and justice for the individuals who are participating in the seidr work, is situating the practice of seidr, she discusses very clearly that it is a ‘re-embedded’ practice, and the communities are deliberately constructed today, and they are potentially informed by the gender and political discourse, from not just one thousand years ago, but also contemporary discourse (Blain and Wallis, 1999).[footnoteRef:22]  [21:  Ellen, Mary, Kondrat. “Who Is the ‘Self’ in Self‐Aware: Professional Self‐Awareness from a Critical Theory Perspective.” Social Service Review, vol. 73, no. 4, 1999, pp. 451–477.]  [22:  Robert, J, Wallis, Wallis, & Jenny, Blain. (2003). Sites, sacredness, and stories: Interactions of archaeology and contemporary paganism. Folklore (London), 114(3), pp. 307–321.] 

Thus, one can believe this does in fact emphasise that justice as well as respect for this viewpoint of the seidr community does exist. Blain’s own beliefs are questioned. It seems like she is reflexive, again, in a way she is managing how she wants to discuss belief in an academic setting. However, it cannot be determined that she really considered what the community wants her to believe. Therefore, if she is as much of an insider as outsider - she does not explicitly say this is her view. Therefore, the reader is curious, if her prompting of this questioning of belief came from within the community itself - do they have an incentive or position of what they want her to believe. If she is dancing at a wedding or participating in a séance as what is described.  One can believe that the majority of this is focused on her as an anthropologist versus what benefits the community, in terms of belief – thus who gains from this paper. The paper reflects - as she mentions, not only what insiders do, but also what is expected in academia in terms of discussing belief. Thus, is it the world of academia, or is it the seidr community at large that benefits, or is it the anthropological world that benefits.[footnoteRef:23]  Furthermore, there is a part of the paper where she examines her own experience but does not lead the reader into a clear understanding that this is her own experience, in the part of the séance. She specifically says, when describing these experiences in papers or conferences, the experience is designed in a way to create and effect. Therefore, it could be determined that this creates an effect, and that she may be motivated to create that effect, and that motivation may come from academia or the seidr community. However, this could come with the territory of being both insider and outsider. [23:  Tuhiwai, Linda, Smith. Decolonizing methodologies: Research and indigenous peoples. Zed Books Ltd., 2013.] 

This raises some concerns for the reader in examining the extent in which she may have curated these words, that she really created a specific effect with the experience, she wants to experience, what she wants to relay from the seidr community. Again, with the positioning of the paper, she was very clear about that, with being positioned within a gender and political discourse from 1000 years ago from today and mentioning shamanaphobia (Dowson 1996) from the academic world. [footnoteRef:24] Furthermore, the reader would like to know what the community thinks about this, one does not believe she should be imposing the academic viewpoint on the community, but one is curious since most of the paper seems to be focused on the role of the anthropologist. If there is any room for her to invite the community in to discuss how they want her to relay information, there was not a lot of discussion there regarding shamaniphobia.[footnoteRef:25] This could possibly be a big inhibitor for the community and especially since the community is very new and newly ‘in-embedded’ within the pagan landscape in Europe, as it has been ‘re-embedded’ from a much older practice, where there is not a lot of information available.[footnoteRef:26] [footnoteRef:27] It leaves the reader standing on how the community would feel regarding these issues.  Similarly, Tanya Luhrman, a researcher of witchcraft and Wicca, also became involved in the same community as Blain, to which some of the members in that community felt betrayed by her presence there, because she had done her research work on the community, but then had no further contact with them.[footnoteRef:28]  [24:  Blain, ‘Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’ (2000).]  [25:  Marie, Perruchon. I am Tsunki: Gender and shamanism among the Shuar of western Amazonia. Diss. Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis, 2003.]  [26:  Mary N. MacDonald. (2002). THE STUDY OF SHAMANISM: LOCAL AND UNIVERSAL DIMENSIONS. Journal of Ritual Studies, 16(2), pp. 88–107. ]  [27:  JUN, SATO. “EUROPEAN SHAMANISM IN CONTEXT: THE CASE OF THE ‘BENANDANTI.’” Cambridge Anthropology, vol. 25, no. 3, 2005, pp. 17–37.]  [28:  Jo, Pearson. “Going Native in Reverse’: The Insider as Researcher in British Wicca.” Nova Religio: The Journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions, vol. 5, no. 1, 2001, pp. 52–63.] 

Thus, Luhrman and Blair where there to gain on their research. So, there is an interest in what she believed. To whatever extent with her, in things like weddings or séances’, if she does not insincerely hold the exact beliefs to the extent that they may do, because she is still partially an outsider. Thus, who holds both Blain accountable in this process, yes, she is dancing at a wedding, yes, she is heavily involved in the community – she is reflexive – but she is not reflexive enough to point out some of the practices that may have been involved in certain community members, that felt uncomfortable, or comfortable. Furthermore, it was not seen in the research any mention of self-determination for the group, or confidentiality or informed consent, things that one looks for within the ethical sphere.[footnoteRef:29] One wonders if mentioning the sexuality of one of the community members was in relaying his story if that was deemed okay by the community members. However, there is no more information regarding this - thus is highly flawed, as is Bennet’s research with assumptions all over the place and does not give reference to any other studies that would support her huge inductive leaps - interpreting what they say, just because she purply thinks that might be the way it is. [29:  Frank Vanclay, James T. Baines & C. Nicholas Taylor (2013) Principles for ethical research involving humans: ethical professional practice in impact assessment Part I, Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal, 31:4, pp. 243-253.] 
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