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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
Introduction
This essay will compare and contrast Jenny Blain, Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality. DISKUS; Online Journal of Religion. (2000) and Gillian Bennet, ‘“If I knew you were coming, I’d have baked a cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’, In Walker, B., ed., Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, (University Press of Colorado, Utah State, 1995), 122-142. It will critique how these papers apply principles and practice of qualitative research in relation to contemporary cosmologies, assessing the effectiveness of their literature review, methodologies and reflexivity. 
The first paper is written by Jenny Blain, a now retired lecturer and researcher of paganism, shamanism, social theory, and experiential ethnography. In her paper, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’[footnoteRef:1], she discusses the practice of Seidr, exploring the phenomenological experiences of practitioners, and reflecting on academic practices and debates around the overlapping roles of researcher and practitioner, including issues of impartiality and “going native”. This paper was published in an online journal, Diskus, in 2000, however it was previously presented at the ‘Going Nature’ conference of the Folklore Centre, Ohio State University, in 1999, and is written in a style more akin to a spoken presentation than an academic research paper.  [1:  Jenny Blain, Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality, DISKUS; Online Journal of Religion. (2000) Available online at http://www.uni-marburg.de/religionswissenschaft/journal/diskus/#6&gt  ] 

The second paper is written by Gillain Bennet, a founding member of International Society for Contemporary Legend Research, and a former editor of the Folklore journal (1994-2002), known for her scholarly work on contemporary legends, supernatural belief, and history of folklore. Her paper, ‘“If I knew you were coming, I’d have baked a cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group,’[footnoteRef:2] investigates how a group of elderly women in the author's hometown shape their belief in folklore and foreknowledge, looking at it in terms of their social situation and moral code.  [2:  Gillian Bennet, ‘“If I knew you were coming, I’d have baked a cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’, In Walker, B., ed., Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, (University Press of Colorado, Utah State, 1995), 122-142] 


Literature Review
The authors approach the literature review of their papers quite differently, with varying effectiveness. The role of the literature review within an academic research paper is to ‘contextualise the study’[footnoteRef:3] and it ‘should provide the reader with a picture […] of the state of knowledge and of major questions on the subject.’[footnoteRef:4] This tells the reader how the current research relates to previous research and theory, to make clear what this paper is contributing to the wider understanding of a topic. Blain begins her paper with a very limited literature review, defining the philosophical standpoint of her discussion, after which she largely refers to her own past work on Seidr. As a result, this literature review does not serve the academic purpose of giving context of existing knowledge. Blain instead opens her paper with a more poetic, narrative style, introducing a story of going through the airport and having to tick multiple boxes at immigration for a trip that is both business and pleasure. She does not present past research or theory on similar critiques of ethnography to put her discussion into context, despite there being more than a decade of published material on this topic. For example, in 1987, Patricia and Peter Adler[footnoteRef:5], compared and distinguished between the different membership roles in research, using similar category distinctions to Blain. Additionally, Ted Aoki[footnoteRef:6] had previously discussed ideas of hyphening; being inside and outside a group that you are researching. Blain’s perspective could have been clearer if discussed in the context of earlier research and theory, such as this.  [3:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative research methods, (London ; Thousand Oaks, 2011), pp296]  [4:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing your research project: a guide for first-time researchers, 7th edition. (London: Open University Press, McGraw-Hill Education, 2018), pp125]  [5:  Patricia Adler and Peter Adler, Membership roles in field research, (Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1987).]  [6:  Ted Aoki, Imaginaries of “East and West”: Slippery curricular signifiers in education. Paper at the International Adult and Continuing Education Conference (ERIC Reproduction Service No. ED 401 406, 1996)] 

Bennet’s literature review, conversely, is more typically structured. It begins with historical perspectives and classifications of omens, divination and foresight, drawing on publications from the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, then sharing twentieth century prevalence studies of extra-sensory perception from the USA, UK and Finland. While this provides a broad historical framework, it is unclear why she did not incorporate more recent studies on folklore belief to bring the literature review and context for the paper up to date. Therefore, similar to Blain’s paper, this research’s academic context is not clearly outlined.
The literature review’s other function is to help outline how the author intends to approach their study, ‘establishing a map or framework of how the research will be conducted’[footnoteRef:7]. While Blain’s literature review departs significantly from the formal style and role of the literature review, it still fulfils a purpose by acclimating the reader to the style of the rest of the paper through the use of storytelling and analogy, which permeates the discussion that follows. Although not a blueprint or structure, it helps get the reader ready for her subsequent approach.  [7:  Bell & Waters, Doing your research project, pp127] 

Similarly, Bennet’s discussion of past classification and prevalence research is relevant to her subsequent handling of her own findings, in which she summarises the prevalence of belief among community subgroups in tables and intext data and discusses the categorisation of her respondents' beliefs. However, Bennet does not make explicit how this previous research shaped her research design; for example, whether she codified her data as per prior classifications, or measured prevalence in the same way as earlier research to allow valid comparison. In her later discussion, she made little connection to her literature review in order to contextualise the new finds with past research. The literature review is also supposed to be ‘a standard precursor to the presentation of the results of the report’[footnoteRef:8], whereas Bennet includes research findings in hers, before she even outlines her methods. These factors make parts of the literature review difficult to follow and make its relevance to the rest of the paper less clear. [8:  Alan Bryman, Quantity and quality in social research, (Routledge, London, 2006) pp22] 


Methodologies
A methods section ‘explains how the problem was investigated, and why particular methods and techniques were employed’[footnoteRef:9] giving detail and justification for those choices. It also provides us ‘accounts of procedure, size of sample, method of selection, […] and tests of measurement and statistical analysis.’ Blain’s paper lack a methods section and she does not explicitly state her process, however, from her description, we may infer that her methods were ethnography and autoethography. Ethnography is described as ‘The study of people in naturally occurring settings or “fields” by means of methods which capture their social meanings and ordinary activities’[footnoteRef:10]. It is an appropriate method for studying the practices of Seidr, as in addition to ‘provid[ing] insight into people’s behaviour’ and ‘context to behaviour’[footnoteRef:11] it also enables her to be ‘aware of contextual nuances’[footnoteRef:12] in ways other approaches could overlook. While it is possible to identify Blain’s method, the paper does not provide us any further detail, and does not meet the academic functions of this section to ‘allow readers to follow your process’[footnoteRef:13]. Blain also does not outline sampling methods, although she includes the account of one other participant, whom she names as Jordsvin[footnoteRef:14]. It is not made clear if this is a pseudonym or the participant’s actual name, raising ethical concerns around confidentiality[footnoteRef:15] and beneficence[footnoteRef:16], as not only does she identify her respondent, she also discusses their sexuality, and include their comments and criticisms of the heathen community as a whole, potentially opening them up to harm. [9:  Bell & Waters, Doing your research project, pp291]  [10:  John Brewer, Ethnography, (Buckingham: Open University Press, 2000), pp 6 ]  [11:  Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, pp198]  [12:  Bryman, Quantity and quality in social research, pp129]  [13:  Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, pp299]  [14:  Blain, Speaking Shamanistically, pp7]  [15:  Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, pp83]  [16:  Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, pp81] 

Bennet’s paper, conversely, does have a methods section, albeit entitled “Research Context”[footnoteRef:17], where she names her method as “interview”. Interview is helpful for gaining ‘in-depth and personal level data on experience, life stories, feelings’ and is ‘useful for sensitive topics’[footnoteRef:18], and so is an appropriate method for this research on belief in foreknowledge. She gives some detail about her participants and sampling method, but very little further detail on her process, possibly due to the paper being published as a chapter in a book rather than in a research journal. Unfortunately, these omissions and the limited information of her sampling method make her process unclear and raise many questions. Bennet explains that she reached participants by sitting in on their treatment at her father’s doctor’s clinic[footnoteRef:19], and that her father provided them with basic demographic information. It is unclear, however, whether participants’ informed consent was obtained before this information was disclosed, or whether Bennet did anything to mediate for the inherent power imbalance and social pressure of being interviewed by the doctor’s daughter at a doctor’s appointment. While Bennet identifies the topic of her research was ‘”delicate” or controversial,’[footnoteRef:20]  we do not know whether participants were fully informed about their right to not participate or to withdraw their participation from the research, and whether the interviews were confidential or conducted in front of her father, their doctor. These issues would contravene many institutions ethical guidelines, and would be rejected by ethics committees[footnoteRef:21] who Yvonne Darlington and Dorothy Scott explain have ‘a duty to consider all possible sources of harm and satisfy themselves that the researcher has thought through all the relevant issues prior to granting permission to proceed’[footnoteRef:22]. [17:  Bennet, “If I had known you were coming”, pp126]  [18:  Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, pp134]  [19:  Bennet, “If I had known you were coming”, pp127]  [20:  Bennet, “If I had known you were coming”, pp126]  [21:  Bell & Waters, Doing your research project, pp68]  [22:  Yvonne Darling and Dorothy Scott, Qualitative Research in Practice: Stories from the Field, (Buckingham: Open University Press, 2002) pp223] 

Bennet also does not specify what analysis was conducted on the interview data, however some of her commentary suggests it falls into Discourse Analysis. This approach is based on the idea that a ‘frame of thinking or social reality [...] can be reflected in the way people talk about issues,’[footnoteRef:23] and can be inferred from Bennet’s focus on method of delivery (ie. defensively, jokingly), rather than directly commenting on what participants say[footnoteRef:24]. She reported her results under three headings: ‘Beliefs and Stories about Knowing the Future’[footnoteRef:25], ‘Traditional Values and Roles’[footnoteRef:26] and ‘Negative Aspects of Psychic Power,’[footnoteRef:27] though do not outline how these categories were identified, or what form of analysis or coding was undertaken to create them. Codes are ‘issues, topics or concepts that are present in the data’[footnoteRef:28] and allow you to ‘’cluster’ key issues in your data and take steps towards ‘drawing conclusions’.’[footnoteRef:29] As Bennet’s method of analysis or coding is unclear, it is not clear on face value how the examples given represent “traditional values” or whether or not this is simply an a priori belief that Bennet is projecting onto the evidence. Barney Glaser says effective codes are, among other criteria, ‘raised by participants’[footnoteRef:30], which is not the case in Bennet’s examples, and so some of the conclusions do not appear to be supported by the data. [23:  Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, pp210]  [24:  Bennet, “If I had known you were coming”, pp131,]  [25:  Bennet, “If I had known you were coming”, pp127]  [26:  Bennet, “If I had known you were coming”, pp133]  [27:  Bennet, “If I had known you were coming”, pp136]  [28:  Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, pp218]  [29:  Bell & Waters, Doing your research project, pp271]  [30:  Barney Glaser, Theoretical Sensitivity: Advances in the Methodology of Grounded Theory, (Mill Valley, CA: Sociology Press, 1978) ] 

Insider-Outsider Debate
The last area that this essay will discuss is the position of the researcher on the insider-outsider continuum, namely the advantages and disadvantages of emic (insider) perspectives and etic (outsider perspectives), and the level of reflexivity in the two papers. Reflexivity, according to Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, ‘is a process that involved conscious self-reflection on the part of the researchers to make explicit their potential influence on the research process,’[footnoteRef:31] making it easier for us to evaluate research. [31:  Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, pp19] 

We know from the text that Blain is an insider in the community that she is writing about. She shares that she is a practitioner of Seidr[footnoteRef:32], and much of the crux of the paper is about the issues of being a practitioner as well as a researcher. She shares three accounts sharing different perspectives: one of a typical informed outsider, giving an etic perspective, and then two emic accounts, one from her respondent, Jordsvin, and the other from herself. Blain’s paper is rich in reflexivity, showing lots of awareness of her own beliefs and how they influence the findings. For examples, she identifies that the detail in Jordsvin’s account is due to him knowing she was knowledgeable of Seidr[footnoteRef:33]. Blain also identifies the benefits of her insider position, explaining ‘My understandings of Seidr include understandings of its links to the 'outside' world, and my own locations within these.’[footnoteRef:34] She continues to emphasise the importance of reflexivity in adding value and validity to her work, concluding, ‘I seek to understand the construction of seidr and its community, […] by understanding my 'self' as part/not part of that community, as situated within its relations’, finally concluding, ‘Critical awareness and reflexivity are constructed in the intersections of the worlds,’ ending with another metaphor, likening carrying out research with journeying between the world as in Seidr. [32:  Blain, Speaking Shamanistically, pp7]  [33:  Blain, Speaking Shamanistically, pp6]  [34:  Blain, Speaking Shamanistically, pp13] 

Bennet, on the other hand, is more difficult to place on the insider-outsider continuum, largely due to the lack of reflexivity in the paper. While the research is conducted in her hometown, she does not identify whether or not she knows the participants personally, or whether she shares belief in foreknowledge. It may also be that the setting, in the doctor’s office, may set her apart from her participants. Hennink, Hutter and Bailey explain ‘The interview setting and the interpersonal dynamic between the researcher and participant can influence knowledge creation,’[footnoteRef:35] and it is possible that this setting has had an effect on her research validity. Bennet comments[footnoteRef:36] that respondents gave defensive or rehearsed answers, which she interprets as being a habit formed by frequently encountering disbelief, but which might be because they view her as an outsider, and so perhaps do not feel relaxed enough to respond openly. Unfortunately, as this is not addressed in the paper, we can only speculate.  [35:  Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, pp19]  [36:  Bennet, “If I had known you were coming”, pp125] 


Conclusion
This essay has examined the effectiveness of the literature review, methodologies and reflexivity in the works of Blain and Bennet. While Bennet’s literature review followed a more conventional style, it lacked clarity linking past research to the design or findings of Bennet’s research. Blain on the other hand did not include a literature review, but her narrative, storytelling style prepared us for how she would approach her subsequent discussion. Though this may have been fitting for its original purpose as a spoken presentation, it did not give us a clear context for the paper. In terms of methodologies, neither paper gave us a clear account to follow their method, leaving much to speculation, and in Bennet’s case, resulting in more questions regarding the ethics of her study and the validity of her conclusions. Bennet’s paper contains very little reflexivity, raising yet more questions about the validity of the method, whereas Blain gives a richly reflexive discussion of her position on the insider-outsider continuum, sharing insight on how that influences the different accounts and the validity of her research. Overall, this highlights the complexities and essential considerations needed when conducting qualitative research into contemporary cosmologies.
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