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Introduction
This essay critically 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 the journal Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural in 1995[footnoteRef:1], with Jenny Blain’s article “Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia, and Rationality”, published in the in the University of Marburg’s journal on religious studies, Diskus, in 2000[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, (Logan, Utah: Utah University Press 1995), pp. 122-142 <https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1079&context=usupress_pubs> [accessed 13 February 2023].]  [2:  Jenny Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, in DISKUS Volume
6 (2000) <http://jbasr.com/basr/diskus/diskus1-6/blain.txt> [accessed 19 February 2023]] 

Bennett writes and edits books and articles as a folklorist who studies contemporary belief in the supernatural[footnoteRef:3]. The article reviewed here is published in a book of contributed works covering a range of supernatural and folkloric topics. It is written for those who also believe in, or are studying, these topics and seeks to contextualise modern understandings of the folklore surrounding foreknowledge and the influence of society. The Bennett article follows a clear structure, laying out the historical background, context, findings, and conclusion in logical order with matching headers. The findings themselves are broken out and grouped so that similar topics are presented together, with both positive and negative respondent perspectives presented for balance. [3:  University Press of Colorado, Gillian Bennett (2015) <https://upcolorado.com/our-books/our-authors/item/2403-gillian-bennett> [accessed 11 Mar 2023].] 

In contrast, Blain’s article appears to have been written primarily for herself despite being published in a journal. While it ostensibly critiques ethnography as a methodology, the argument delves more into her thoughts on writing academically as an insider and her concern that being a member of a group lessens academic credibility. Blain identifies as ‘Heathen’ and practises seiðr, the topic of focus in her essay[footnoteRef:4], and was a senior lecturer at Sheffield Hallam University at the time of writing the article. While Blain’s essay was published in an academic journal, it lacks a recognizable structure despite its headings, reading as more of a stream-of-consciousness account of the author’s experiences as an academic-practitioner. On the whole, the text rambled and headers didn’t match the content they covered. [4:  Prydein Press, Dr. Jenny Blain (2018) <http://prydeinpress.com/dr-jenny-blain/> [accessed 11 Mar 2023].] 

In a way, both pieces demonstrate a similar philosophy from different approaches: true understanding of the nature of the topic under examination isn’t really possible without belonging, at least in part, to the group being studied. This seems to reflect a tenet of human nature, that holding oneself apart and considering complete rationality as superior, means true empathy and understanding of a topic cannot be achieved. When the topic is people and the relationships between people, their experiences, and each other, this is even more the case.
Both articles also include narrative or literary devices in the title and in the text that stray away from a strictly fact-based style. While this may be due in part to the nature of the topic being studied, the wandering nature of the compositions makes it more difficult to parse the key elements of context, methodology, literature review, and findings.
Finally, both authors are studying lived experience with supernatural topics, but from different starting points in personal experience, involvement, and reflexivity.

Reflexivity and positioning
Blain is a part of the group she’s studying, which is the motivation behind her critique of ethnography and the academic response to insider research. The essay is deeply reflexive; reflecting on her involvement in the practise of seiðr and her perception of its effects on her academic work is the primary purpose. However, neither the opening anecdote about arriving in Boston nor the following explanation about Blain’s relationship with another practitioner have meaningful bearing on the topic. Blain’s descriptions of her own involvement in the practise would have been sufficient evidence of both her role as an insider and her reflexivity.
The tunnel-vision of this insider position may have contributed to a weaker argument in some respects. Despite describing “feelings of doubt about the ability to publish without sacrificing a career”[footnoteRef:5] related to her insider status, Blain didn’t extend that thought to other identities that would be similarly impacted. Brief intersectional consideration of, for example, Black American scholars studying race in the United States, or Indigenous scholars in formerly colonised countries studying colonisation, could have strengthened her argument about how academia views insiders and their research. Indeed, many scholars in these groups may face even greater hurdles to having their scholarship treated as valid (or even becoming scholars to begin with), given the historical inequities in income, opportunity, and resources for these populations in both society and institutions of higher education[footnoteRef:6]. This is not to suggest that there needs to be a ‘competition’ for who has it harder, but rather to demonstrate that her concerns have broader contexts that could support her argument as well as other scholars and fields.  [5:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’.]  [6:  Diana Ellsworth, Erin Harding, Jonathan Law, and Duwain Pinder / McKinsey, Racial and ethnic equity in US higher education (2022) <https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/education/our-insights/racial-and-ethnic-equity-in-us-higher-education> [accessed 11 March 2023].] 

Despite this gap, Blain makes a persuasive point regarding the possible impacts of her deep personal association with seiðr and other practitioners. As noted by David Hufford, ‘the general demand for impartiality in scholarship is applied with special stringency to the study of spiritual matters’ and there is frequently an assumption that belief is equivalent to incompetence when it comes to academic rigour[footnoteRef:7]. The conundrum this creates—whether those on the outside can fully understand the topic of study and whether those on the inside can effectively separate self from practice—is hinted at in Blain’s essay. The result she describes, wherein conferences and the academics attending them repeatedly cover the same, potentially irrelevant questions (e.g. ‘do the spirits exist’)[footnoteRef:8], illustrates one of the benefits of an insider perspective supported with reflexivity: the ability to move beyond established or long-debated questions to cover new ground. [7:  David J. Hufford, ‘The Scholarly Voice and the Personal Voice: Reflexivity in Belief Studies (1995), p. 60.]  [8:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’.] 

While Bennett’s role as insider or outsider isn’t explicitly stated, her opening paragraph seems to position her further to the outsider end of the insider-outsider spectrum. She appears to be enough of an outsider that she had a number of ‘false starts’ in meeting and interviewing respondents[footnoteRef:9]. As a result, her findings rely fully on the testimony of respondents and in her accuracy in recording, interpreting, and analysing them in the way the respondents meant them. [9:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You were Coming I’d Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’ (1995), p. 127.] 

The authors’ differing positions on the insider-outsider spectrum necessarily influenced their methodological approaches.

Methodologies
Blain’s research effectively demonstrates how membership in the group being studied can aid in deeper understanding. Her first-hand participation in the subject of study takes her beyond a venture into a ‘thick description’[footnoteRef:10] and into a lived experience of it. This experience, while possibly difficult to translate to the satisfaction of outsiders, nonetheless is captured for her own study to a depth a total outsider would not be able to reach. [10:  Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures, 3rd edn. (New York: Basic Books 2000), p. 6.] 

As an outsider, Bennett interviewed her participants. While her work is more structured in terms of methodology, there are notable areas for concern. First, the extent to which respondent anonymity can be reasonably assured, given that all of them were interviewed in her father’s office. The table of results, while welcome to review data, includes only one to two respondents in some categories. It could be easy to figure out who each respondent is or might be. Additionally, confidentiality is a concern, as presumably Bennett’s father is present or can overhear these conversations. 
Clifford Geertz said that ‘cultural forms find articulation’ in behaviour[footnoteRef:11], which Bennett illustrates in her connection of respondent beliefs in astrology versus clairvoyance to their socio-cultural roles. Whether these connections are completely correct is in question, however, because the respondents don’t seem to have been asked outright in their interviews. Instead, Bennett speaks to the ‘impression’ she got with regard to the older female respondents in particular[footnoteRef:12]. Given her position as an outsider, one could argue Bennett may not fully understand the reasoning behind her respondents’ beliefs without having asked. This is a gap in the methodology. [11:  Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures, p. 19.]  [12:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You were Coming I’d Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’, p. 134.] 

Finally, there are ethical concerns with using the privacy of a doctor’s office to conduct unrelated research. In Qualitative Research Methods, Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey note the importance of minimising harm, which includes shame, embarrassment, or social harm[footnoteRef:13]. It’s reasonable to think that being asked about personal beliefs while visiting one’s podiatrist could be a source of embarrassment or social harm. Her father’s sharing of information about his patients is also highly questionable, certainly by modern standards where HIPAA law would forbid such a thing in the United States.  [13:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd edn. (London: Sage Publications Ltd., 2020), p. 75.] 

There is not a lot of overlap between the methodologies as presented. Bennett’s use of interviews is necessarily limited to what her respondents can or will tell her, which thus limits the depth of her findings. Blain’s participative ethnography lends itself to the consistent and representative perspectives that qualitative researchers advocate for[footnoteRef:14]. However, both likely run into a similar difficulty: people who know they’re being studied or observed, even if indirectly as may be the case with Blain, may change their behaviour or answers.  [14:  Alan Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, (Abingdon: Routledge 1988), p. 63.] 

Neither author mentions using quantitative research for a blended approach. For both articles, the qualitative research conducted could ‘act as a source of hunches or hypotheses to be tested by quantitative research’[footnoteRef:15]. For example, Bennett’s findings could be extended to other areas with similar demographic profiles to see if they hold true, or tested with different profiles to see how and where differences in belief occur. Blain’s critique of ethnography and the insider-outsider debate could be tested with a questionnaire to discover the perceptions of fellow academics to see if her fears and doubts are similarly held by others, as well as to explore possible solutions. [15:  Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, p. 134.] 

It’s possible that the position of each study in the body of academic research played a role in their choice of methodology.

Literature and sources
Based on the way historical accounts were covered, Bennett’s work seems to be laying new ground in the study of contemporary supernatural belief. Prior academic research is lacking—perhaps because there wasn’t any available to her at the time—but her own research in the form of interviews is provided. As a result, her study is framed more in the context of primary sources, with some supporting information from modern surveys carried out in the US and the UK about belief in astrology and clairvoyance. Primary texts were drawn from the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries, establishing traditions in British folklore and their evolution. These sources provide context for the traditions which likely shaped her respondents’ beliefs and practices. 
Though extensive, this context could have been better supported with more examples of the cultural connections Bennett went on to make in her conclusions. For instance, dreams and omens are covered in the literary review, as well as being the focus of the research. However, context related to the historical roles of women in British society is missing. Bennett expounded on her thoughts about how the older women in her study had lived or were influenced by society and culture, and yet unlike the coverage of the supernatural, we have none of the historical context to compare against. Someone not versed in the history or culture of the UK would have to rely entirely on her stated assumptions about what respondents had been taught as children or how their religious beliefs likely influenced their beliefs around supernatural topics[footnoteRef:16]. The reader would also have no idea if this is a new or ongoing situation in Britain, whether it is unusual compared to previous periods, or if there are any previous instances of religious upbringing corresponding with a greater willingness to believe in clairvoyance over astrology. [16:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You were Coming I’d Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’, p. 133.] 

Where Bennett conducted at least a partial literature review, Blain included none. Her essay features accounts of her own experiences and those of other practitioners, but no up-front grounding in existing research. There are references to other resources later in the article, but these are used to emphasise points or define terms. Readers are left with little to no understanding of the context in which this work is situated. 
As a result, the argument doesn’t offer much evidence beyond personal anecdotes. Bryman had published on research methods and Geertz had published on culture and ethnography prior to the publication of ‘Speaking Shamanistically’. Both speak on ethnography as a research methodology. Rather than contributing to academic literature, this article mainly reads as an expression of grievances. While it can be worthwhile to expose an issue or concern, the lack of contextualization weakens Blain’s overall point.
The strengths and weaknesses of each article’s positioning, methodology, and literature review impact their effectiveness.

Conclusion
Overall, Bennett’s was the stronger academic article despite gaps in the literature review and serious concerns with the methodology. The effort to position the research in historical context, as well as the provision of data tables and a more structured and linear format, made it more effective at communicating the research and findings.
In contrast, Blain’s paper was stronger in the depth of the research she was able to carry out. Her accounts of the subject of study were richer and more complete due to her insider status. Reflexivity is another strength of this paper; she speaks freely about her choices and beliefs, and the impacts she perceives those to have had on both herself and her academic career. Despite being published in a journal, however, Blain’s work may actually be more intended for researchers who have also felt embarrassed, dismissed, or overlooked by colleagues with a stance more fixed in the so-called rational or with greater insistence on objectivity. 
On the other hand, Bennett appears to be writing solidly for mainstream academia. For communication to be effective it needs to speak the language, whether literal or figurative, of those receiving the message. Of the two papers, Bennett achieves this for readers of academic journals where Blain does not.
While both papers have serious, if differing, gaps in a key area, they also have their own strengths in specific contexts which can inform future research.
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