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Introduction

Culture is central to anthropology, often understood as a semiotic system through which human societies interpret and assign meaning to the world around them. Clifford Geertz argues that anthropology aims to understand culture by exploring the meanings that communities and their members attach to their actions and symbols. As Martin noted, Geertz’s interpretative approach profoundly impacted anthropological thought, particularly through the use of ethnography, which immerses researchers in cultural contexts for a deeper understanding.
 This essay will compare and contrast two ethnographic studies: ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake’
 by Gillian Bennett and ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia, and Rationality,’
 by Jenny Blain. As each study approaches the topic from a distinct perspective, this paper will evaluate how ethnography can be applied to explore cultural phenomena differently: one examining the everyday life within the sphere of folklore and the other interpreting shamanistic practices. The structure of this essay will cover the background and aims of the studies, methodologies, ethical considerations and researcher positioning, structure and literature reviews, and conclude with an overall evaluation of both approaches.

Background and aims of the studies

Jenny Blain’s Speaking Shamanistically was published a year after she presented it at a folklore conference on the theme ‘Going Native.’  An ethnographer of postmodern society, the author worked as a Senior Lecturer in Sociology at Sheffield Hallam University, specialising in research methodologies and epistemologies. Mascall described her as a world-renowned author and scholar whose work concentrated on paganism, sacred sites, and shamanic practices.
 
Blain’s first academic book, in which she describes herself as a practitioner and scholar interested in Heathen cosmology,
 contains significant sections from Speaking Shamanistically, with the first chapter recounting the incident at the customs desk. Written for those interested in the possibilities for alternative spirituality in today’s world, the ethnographic exploration of the shamanistic practice called ‘seidr’ aims to reflect ‘not only on what “insiders” do but also on academia and its practices and discourses’.
 Several years after publishing this article, the author redefines ‘seidr’ as a ‘form of altered consciousness/journey/oracular practice being (re)developed within Heathenry.

Exploring a similar philosophy related to spiritual experiences, the second paper focuses on the sphere of folklore, tradition, and experience. The essay was written by Gillian Bennett, the former editor of Folklore (1994—2002), an academic of contemporary legends, supernatural beliefs, history of folklore scholarship, women folklorists, and author of numerous publications, including Traditions of Belief.
  Bowman regards Bennett as a ‘key figure in the movement towards the democratization, modernization, and professionalization’ of folklore studies in the UK in the 1980s and 1990s.
 
The article, described by Johnston as a study of the ‘premonitions, prophetic dreams, omens, signs and visionary hunches,’
 focuses on the ‘common consent and agreement’
 about future insight and how social and moral norms shape the folklore shared by an elderly group of women in Bennett’s hometown.  Included in the book Out of The Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, the article is aimed at readers willing to ‘stimulate and expand the conversation encompassing culture, folklore, belief, and the supernatural,’ as stated by its editor.

Research Methodology 
To achieve this goal of expanding upon folklore and belief in the supernatural, Bennett employed ethnography as a form of narrative inquiry, which, according to Braud and Anderson, ‘may contain life-changing impacts and offer ways of knowing other realities.’
 While her approach was predominantly qualitative—drawing on interviews, conversations and storytelling—she also used quantitative elements, such as percentages and demographic information presented in Table 1.
 According to Bryman, the quantitative conveys a ‘view of social reality which is static in that it tends to neglect the impact and role of change in social life.’
 He also noted that the qualitative approach offers the researcher a better position to view ‘the linkages between events and activities and to explore people’s interpretations of the factors which produce such connections.’
  Bennett has blended the two methods: the quantified findings indicated that participants did not ‘equally’ value divinatory and visionary practices, and the in-depth analysis of conversations and narratives revealed that the women used their stories ‘as vehicles of moral judgements.’
 Further, the quantitative findings confirmed that the patterns discussed in the paper were, indeed, characteristic of the focus group. In Jick’s opinion, this cross-check triangulation method can be used ‘not only to examine the same phenomenon from multiple perspectives but also to enrich our understanding by allowing for new or deeper dimensions to emerge.’

Although both researchers use in-depth and relational qualitative research methods, Blaine’s ethnographic exploration aligns more closely with phenomenology, as she emphasises lived experience and personal insight. As Braud and Anderson explain, the phenomenological approach aims to develop a ‘complete, accurate, clear, and articulate description and understanding of a particular human experience or experiential moment.’
 This indicates that the research can provide a complete picture of lived experience, with findings that emerge organically rather than being imposed by the researcher. However, this approach has limitations, such as the subjective nature of interpretation, reliance on participants’ articulate skills, and a lack of focus on conceptualising the experience. 

Blain’s experiential methodology, which relies on direct experiences, interpretations and interaction with others with different perceptions, can be seen as a form of intuitive anthropology. The researcher immerses herself in the experiences of shamanistic rituals and personal insight, offering a deeper understanding of seidr practices through ’emic’
  knowledge and applying autoethnography, extending beyond the traditional academic framework. Bryman asserted that qualitative researchers ‘often favour a research strategy which is ‘relatively open and unstructured’
, such as Blain’s experience at a wedding, a shamanistic ceremony involving seidr practices. Scholars have argued that an open research strategy enhances the opportunity to encounter entirely unexpected issues that may interest the ethnographer. Whyte’s view—Bryman cited— is that ethnographic research ‘derives much of its strength from its flexibility, which allows new leads to be followed up.’
 This, together with the fluidity in the temporal framework, positions Blain in an ongoing dialogue with the community, which requires continual ethical reflection and negotiation of researcher positioning.

Ethical considerations and researcher positioning

This ongoing dialogue with the community naturally brings ethical challenges. For example, Blain’s first narrative
  lacks clear source attribution, raising concerns about reliability. Jordsvin, whose name may be a pseudonym, offers the insider’s perspective based on personal experience. Although this can provide valuable depth and authenticity, it is important to ensure full transparency when incorporating personal accounts into research. The paper does not clarify whether permission was granted for its inclusion, and the absence of Jordsvin in the bibliography complicates the issue. Given the personal nature of the information, particularly the homophobic abuse,
 this omission raises concerns regarding participant exposure. Without clear protocols regarding strict adherence to informant anonymity and consent, the research risks compromising both the participants’ welfare and the study’s credibility. Designed to immerse the reader in the speaker’s experience, the second account takes more protective measures for confidentiality—only two individuals have read the full chapter—and presents an opposing positional dilemma: Blain’s insider connection to the community versus her role as an objective academic analyst. However, the author’s concern for her own exposure explains the choice to rely on interview accounts for similar information. In terms of spiritual values, she is so close to the shamanistic focus group that her portrayal of them is, in some ways, a self-portrait. This helps explain why she prefers to interrogate her position by presenting others' theories rather than discussing her personal experiences. Reflexivity, a critical quality component in this study, involves ‘conscious self-reflection by researchers to assess whether their subjective knowledge, expectations or interpretations’
 may have influenced the process. Blain declared that ‘to enter the world of the seidworker…. but simply going native…. is not enough,’
 highlighting the significance of critical awareness of her position within the community and the wider world. 

In contrast, Bennett does not explicitly discuss her reflexive positioning. However, her research suggests a level of insider status due to the shared cultural background and gender with her focus group. As she simultaneously occupies an outsider perspective as an academic, balancing both roles throughout her study, ethical considerations are brought into context. The author discusses the choice of a favourable context for conversation and the use of a gatekeeper—her father, a doctor—to gain access to the participants. While she stated that she asked for ‘their permission’ to record the interviews, there remains uncertainty about whether participants’ consent was truly voluntary or if they felt a form of coercion driven by the gatekeeper’s social expectations, such as feeling obliged to participate, especially since the clinic was used as a site for her project. Furthermore, 

anonymity is an ethical concern due to the small size of the community under study, which is described as a ‘homogeneous social and cultural group.’
 This highlights the complexities of maintaining privacy in small, interconnected groups and may pose challenges to full confidentiality, as individuals may recognise the stories shared despite the precautions taken. 

Another ethical concern arises from the demographic information provided by the doctor, as the article does not specify whether data-sharing was explicitly stated in the doctor-patient agreement. However, Bennett took measures to minimise the potential harm by adhering to ethical research practices, such as assigning pseudonyms and codes to informants, as seen in the endnotes.’
  The endnotes, as part of the paper’s structure and engagement with the literature, lead into the next section of this essay.

Structure of the papers and literature review

Bennett’s article starts with a quote that sets the context and the main theme: knowledge of the future and cultural perceptions about it. The following paragraph—serving as an introduction— clearly presents the essay’s focus and outlines the framework, which comprises a historical context followed by the research. Displaying a chronological approach, the first section discusses one significant work for each century, allowing for a strong and progressive argumentation. In line with Topolski’s interpretation, ‘the coherence of a narrative is one of the conditions of arriving at the truth.’
 Therefore, the structured progression in this text strengthens the foundation of the main argument and ensures a coherent context for the findings. 

After describing the methodologies and ethics, Bennett presented quantitative data and discussed the findings about women’s stories as moral judgments. The following section explored traditional values and smoothly transitioned into the negative aspects of psychic power. Interestingly, Bennett considered that six of the stories, representing less than 6 per cent of her interviews, had a coherent pattern that deserved exploration. By relating to them in detail, she suggested they are valuable due to their complexity and the depths of experience revealed by the informants. The conclusion holds a rhetorical question that reinforces the structured progression of the text and prompts reflection on the study’s applicability in a broader context. However, introducing new data at this stage shifts the conclusion from reflecting the research to what seems to be a separate study within a study, a strategy reflected in the literature review choices. Her academic reviews extend nearly a decade beyond her fieldwork and incorporate foundational work to show how the field has evolved over time. This shows that Bennett’s work is grounded in historical and cutting-edge research, integrated into a current scholarly framework, a continuous dialogue between past and present with potential for further thematic progression. Self-referring to previous work suggests that women’s relationship with the supernatural was a continuous subject in her research. This, together with carefully selected foundational works to show how the field evolved over time, shows Bennett’s commitment in making her work as relevant and engaging as possible for contemporary researchers. 

Both studies ensure a link between sections and a rational academic flow. Speaking Shamanistically begins with an abstract and introduction outlining the type of research and methodology and discussing the séance. Departing from the conventional academic structure, the fluid text has an immersive structure. It is organised around two primary themes: one from the viewpoint of experiential anthropology and the other reflecting the author’s daily reality as an academic. This structure is reflected in the opening, where the text begins with a personal story, using the first person and engaging in self-reflection. Although it may look less formal, the flux between personal and academic is an essential characteristic of the article, ensuring a profound connection between the reader and the research theme while offering the perspective of a multi-layered research context from within. Passing from Yggdrasil’s theory and concepts, Blain moves the focus to anthropologists and generates a rhetorical question about their approach to the complex context of shamanism. Further, two case studies illustrate the subjectivity of rituals while introducing the fundamental questions presented in the introduction for exploration: ‘feminism’ and ‘critiques of ethnography.’
 Lacking a formal conclusion, the paper resembles an ongoing essay, which expresses that the author finds herself caught between two worlds. Blain repeated the central theme of her work and closed the paper with the same anecdote, creating a cyclical structure. The framing device: ‘I'm an anthropologist; I'm going to dance at her wedding,’
 suggests that the ethnographer and their participants are equally involved in constructing reality. 

As a natural continuation of ongoing research, the article contains five highly relevant references to Blain’s previous work, strengthening her arguments and supporting the theoretical framework. Notably, most of the sources were recent—the earliest from 1992—reflecting the author’s focus on contemporary scholarship. This ensures that theory is grounded in modern academic discourse, making the study relevant for understanding current trends in seidr. While most sources focus on shamanist practices and ethnography, a 1984 article about psychology introduces an interdisciplinary perspective that enhances the understanding of altered states of consciousness in ritualistic contexts, thus enriching the study's theoretical framework.

Conclusion
In conclusion, both papers present ethnographic research, with the authors occupying insider and outsider positions while adhering to ethical considerations. However, their methodologies differ, reflecting the distinct philosophies and cultural contexts of each study. Bennett employed complementary methodologies, combining quantitative and qualitative approaches, to provide a valuable contribution to understanding belief systems in folklore and knowledge of the future. Similarly, Blaine opted for a mixture of methods yet approached them from a phenomenological and experiential perspective to explore individual experiences, offering comprehensive psychological insight into shamanistic rituals. Although both papers explored spiritual experiences, such as visionary practices, foretelling or heightened states of awareness, they did so within contrasting social and spiritual realms. Bennett’s research focused on everyday community life, whereas Blain’s work delved into esoteric rituals and the spirit world. Despite differences in how ethnography was applied, both articles exhibit strong structural coherence, with a clear link between sections and a rational academic flow. With no conclusion but featuring a circular structure, Blain's study subtly implies that research should be seen as an ongoing process. Similarly, with its robust conclusion, Bennett's work paves the way for future research, opening avenues for comparative studies. This organisational framework aligns with their distinct methodologies: Bennett favoured an organised progression from historical traditions to contemporary social context, and Blain adopted a more narrative-driven style, gradually immersing the reader into her ethnographic exploration. From this perspective, Speaking Shamanistically shares similarities with performative and reflexive anthropology, about whom Turner asserted that ‘To perform ethnography, then, is to bring the data home to us in their fullness, in the plenitude of their action-meaning.’
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