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Introduction

This essay compares and contrasts Gillian Bennett’s article ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’ published in Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, edited by Barbara Walker
 with Jenny Blain’s article ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, in the on-line, open-source DISKUS Volume 6 (2000).

“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’
About the Author

Gillian Bennett was born in 1939 and is a folklorist. She was a Research Fellow at the Centre for Human Communication at Manchester Metropolitan University and a Research Associate of the National Centre for English Cultural Tradition at the University of Sheffield. One of the central themes of her work is contemporary legends.” 
 
Context and Analysis
Central to Bennett’s article is the folklore of foreknowledge. Her introduction is succinct and the historical perspective of the folklore of foreknowledge is detailed and clearly written introducing a baseline set of metrics to aid in comparing against the data set she would extrapolate out of her research. These baseline metrics also establish the nature of the topics that lie at the centre of her research.  
These topics are based around “two strands in British folkloric writing about foreknowledge” … “accounts of divinatory practices and the interpretation pf signs and tokens” and “accounts of visions, dreams and presentiments.” 

Bennett explains in detail the history of early surveys and compares survey data relevant to both strands. She discusses the previous surveys on the first strands explaining that the central theme was astrology, fortune-telling and psychic visitations and looked at data from both Britain and the United States between 1925 and 1985. 
  In reference to the second strand historical survey’s, she explains they centred on Extra Sensory Perception (ESP); clairvoyancy and telepathy and were taken from Britain and then later from Finland in the 1970’s.
 
Having established the themes of her research, Bennett proceeds to define her research methodology. She identifies that due to the abstract nature of the subject (folklore of foreknowing) in addition to defining her topic, an important part of her research lay in establishing a “safe space” to conduct her interviews. For this she chooses her father’s podiatric clinic. Bennett explains this provided a location which she perceives as being a non-invasive, non-threatening and one which a place of trust could be established. Drury et al reiterates that “Good reflective listening skills are a vital tool for qualitative researchers as reflective listening encourages the researcher to question how the participant sees themselves and their situation”
 Although this interview location could be considered by some as unethical, Bennett appears to have limited the exposure of personal information obtained from her father (i.e. basic demographic information including age, marital, domestic status and in some cases religious beliefs). 
Bennett states that she defined what she was trying to achieve and obtained permission from her study group. I believe she may have stepped over the ethics line by recording the sessions primarily due to medical confidentiality of the patient first and foremost. In this instance Bennett’s father had a fiduciary relationship with his patients and by allowing the daughter to sit in and record the sessions it could be argued that the father doctor and patient confidentiality did not extent to the daughter and was therefore unethical. 
 

Bennett’s states that her research group involved interviewing 120 people of male and female content and covered an age range from sixteen to ninety-five. Although Bennett discusses interviewing some male’s she then states that the main target of her survey was commentary obtained from eighty-seven females aged between sixty and ninety-five. The overview on religious faith is slightly ambiguous and conjecture and would have been better addressed as a simple interview question to add validity to this specific data set. 
 The summary she provides from her findings does demonstrate her questions and interview method were able to extrapolate useful data on her topic, the folklore of foreknowledge in a neighbourhood group. 
 I felt this data could have been better visually presented in a chart or a table in lieu of a written commentary. 

A substantial piece of this article (six pages under the heading of ‘Beliefs and Stories about Knowing the Future’) focused on exploring the central themes raised in the interviews and conversations (astrology, premonitions, omens, fortune telling, telepathy and extra sensory perception). Bennett compares her research data with that of previous surveys explaining there were similarities and provides some samples of her interviews. 
 
To dissect the strong findings (astrology and fortune telling), under the heading ‘Traditional Values and Roles’ Bennett cleverly explores the demographic of her target group in comparison with the period they grew up and societal expectation and perceived restrictions at that time on women. She provides very good commentary on the role of the church and the importance of the family.

In the findings there was an observation of scepticism and disapprovement towards the use of seances and mediums. Bennett explores the cause of this in the paragraph ‘Negative Aspects of Psychic Powers’ and links this possibly back to the demographic of the sample group.

The conclusion provided a good overview to the findings but didn’t clearly re-articulate the objective of the research. Bennett also introduced new data especially relevant to the young female populating in the research group with the first reference to horoscopes and birth-charts. Bennett also introduces findings extrapolates from the males in the research group, but she had excluded this data completely in the article. To reiterate the point I had raised previously, adding all the research data into a table or spreadsheet, Bennett could have then been able to discuss this in her conclusion. 
 The reference list was detailed and relevant and included examples of anonymity of the interviewees. 

Summary of “If I Knew You Were Coming, I'd Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood [sic] Group’.

Overall, the objective of the research was clearly introduced, and Bennett examined the history of folklore of foreknowledge through an effective literary review. The research methodology was defined and did raise some ethical concerns primarily regarding her father’s medical confidentiality and fiduciary relationship with his patients. The detail of the exact make-up of the sample group was, at time confusing with a focus on the elderly female demographic. The body of the article was well written and focused on the observed findings. The conclusion summarized the research findings but introduced additional metrics from young females and male interviewees. I felt the conclusion didn’t clearly articulate the research objectives. 
Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality 

About the Author

Jenny Blain was born in 1949 and was a senior lecturer at the School of Social Science and Law at the Sheffield Hallam University. She is a shamanic ‘seidr’ practitioner and an anthropologist. Research interests include neo-shamanisms, gender and sexuality and constructions of identity within Western paganisms.
 
Context and Analysis
Central to Blains article was internal and external perception of the shamanic practice of ‘seidr’. Although the abstract clearly summarizes the objection of the article within the scope of the article the actual objective of the article is spread between the introduction and the body of the text. The methodology utilised if felt was very clever and although it focused on two examples of practitioner experiences it inwardly reflected on the authors own experiences as well. This was very effective because the author understood in theory the nature of the journey the practitioners had experienced and could express that in a comparative reflexive manner. 

The article could have benefited from a dedicated literary review because it transfers very fast from a brief introduction into a story at customs she had experienced when inwardly reviewing the purpose of her journey and what she would be experiencing at the wedding. Blain then focuses on a fellow practitioner ‘Winifred’ and elaborates about their friendship and explains the challenges associated with a practise outsiders may perceive as strange or weird, almost demonic in a Christian world. 
 

The literary review does then occur but most of the literary publication Blain cites are her own work. The body of the article is very clearly written in so far that it introduces the Shamanic world beliefs to the reader. There is an excellent tie-in to the Icelandic saga’s and Norse mythology which helped the reader to visualize the nature of the journey experienced under ‘seidr’.
  
The article is cleverly pitched at a non-sharmanic ‘seidr’ practising audience of academics and non-academics. The first account (Jordsvin) Blain provides is unabridged and describe journeys as perceived by the individual. The second account (which is actually her personal journey) has been modified in a way that would be simplified in a way the uneducated audience could possibly relate to. The most striking thing noted is what is experienced is unique to the individual. I did feel that there would have been more added value if they both were describing a journey to the same world. I felt Jordsvin’s account was describing a journey to the underworld whilst Blain’s personnel journey was to the mid-world. 
The personal reflection of bigotry and homophobia experienced by Jordsvin strongly lead Blain to inwardly reflect on external perception and she introduced a central theme about ‘feminism and the ‘critique of ethnography’ have emphasised the situatedness of narrative and narrator’.

The principal headings in Blain ‘Seidr and the Anthropologist’ and ‘Shaman and Anthropologist’ were cleverly selected.  ‘Seidr and the Anthropologist’ is very much focused on the practice of seidr, what it is, demonstrating a written account of the experience and briefly discussing its place within the heathen community.

‘Shaman and Anthropologist’ looks at the challenges between approaches to seidr and shamanism and even to some extent the challenges faced when the practitioner live between both worlds, the shamanic or seidr existence and that of the academic. There are similarities here between historians and archaeologists. One world is black and white and the other is very reliant on interpretation or the human perception of material culture.

The example discussed in the closing part of the article between the similarities between a hunter with movement on the landscape and a shaman’s movement between worlds is a very effective final analogue. I specifically didn’t mention conclusion here because the lack of sub-headings made it difficult to distinguish the parts of the article. I did enjoy how the final paragraph was an inward reflection of the original question poised to her by the customs agent. 
  

Summary of ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’. 

Blain took a challenging topic and presented it in a unique way by comparing two individual subliminal experiences; one external and one internal. Blain discussed the challenges faced within the heathen community and the academic communities. The shamanic ‘seidr’ practice was introduce to the reader in a way that aroused interest in further investigation.  I felt that the article could have benefited from more external referencing primarily because a central feature of the article was here own reflection on the experience. 
The research group that she used was extremely limited and could have benefited from additional accounts of the journey. Although there is no reference to the relationship or association between Blain and Jordsvin, there would have been an added value to going outside her ‘inner heathen circle’ to see if the journey was similar or include an account of the journey by ‘Winifred’. Blain extremely well articulates that each ‘seidr’ journey is individual to the person and think based on this fact alone additional accounts would have been beneficial.
 Being unfamiliar with heathen society I am unsure of the relationship or bonds of trust exists outside one’s own society.
I felt that Blain’s strongest and most poignant line in the article was: 
To me the shaman becomes a metaphor for the ethnographer of postmodern society, moving through the worlds, moving between levels of analysis, in an attempt to reconstruct something in her own understandings, her own life, that approaches wholeness, an understanding of living that is complete, not fragmented, returning in her journey to a pole of being, the world tree.

Comparing Bennett and Blain Articles 
Both articles explore academically ‘taboo’ topics that challenge the perception into the subliminal experience. Bennett chooses a conventional research route of defining her objective, selecting a research group of 120 candidates, conducting interviews and compares, analysing and reports the findings. Blain takes a slightly different path by examining an external account and comparing it to her own personal experience and looking at how she dictated that experience to better express it to an un-‘seidr’-educated audience.
Bennett’s article was effective in providing a modern data set that brings added value in examining trending insight into an aged female demographic from a specific neighbourhood. Although she does state that consent was given by the patients in her father’s medical clinic was obtained, medical confidentiality and recording of sessions by a non-medical practitioner would have been professionally unethical. 

Blain’s Article is partially objective because the account is a personal perceived event and can not be effectively cross examined, challenged or tested. Bennett similarly describes personal perceived event but of the interviewees not the author so there maybe unconscious bias. To counter that argument unconscious bias could exist depending on the interactions of the elderly interviewees in Bennett’s article.

Both articles could have benefited from better sub-headings and after several reads of both I concluded the titles were very appropriate to the content. Both articles were very well written and explored challenging topics articulating the subject very well proportional to the audience they were targeting. 
Conclusion
In conclusion, this essay was to compare and contract Gillian Bennett’s article ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood [sic] Group’ published in Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, edited by Barbara Walker with Jenny Blain’s article ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, in the on-line, open-source DISKUS Volume 6 (2000). In achieving this I have focused on introducing, contextualizing, summarizing and analysing them. The articles chosen were interesting and were excellent examples to highlight unique research techniques.  
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