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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources 
Studying supernatural belief puts pressure on standard research methods. Experiences like premonitions or ritual trance states are not easily captured through empirical frameworks, yet for the people who have them they carry genuine meaning and shape how those people understand their lives. 
The methods a researcher chooses, and the stance they take up relative to the community they are studying, directly determine what the research is capable of finding.
This essay looks at two papers, one by Gillian Bennett on foreknowledge stories and another by Jenny Blain on seidr practice: 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, edited by Barbara Walker (Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press, 1995), pp. 122-142, and Jenny Blain, 'Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality', DISKUS, Volume 6 (2000). 
Bennett worked with a group of older women in England who exchanged tales about premonition: dreams that appeared in retrospect to have predicted events, or feelings whose significance only became clear afterwards. Blain's focus was seidr, a shamanic ritual practice drawn from Old Norse sources and currently active in heathen and pagan communities across North America and Europe. Both works are written for academic audiences in anthropology and folklore studies, though Blain's engages more with ongoing methodological debates within the discipline.
This essay examines both papers through three lenses: Fiona Bowie's account of how ethnographers negotiate the boundary between participation and analysis (2016), Michael York's exploration of insider and outsider place within belief communities (2004), and, as a methodological contrast, Brink's quantitative approach to measuring inconsistency in supernatural belief (1978). Together these three viewpoints make it possible to compare not just what each researcher did but how they positioned themselves and how they used their sources.
Bennett stays outside throughout, working from what people tell rather than from shared participation. Blain moves inside the practice, involving herself in rituals and treating her own responses as part of what the research needs to account for. This is not just a technical difference. It shapes what each paper is actually able to say.
Bennett's research relies on a folklore like approach centered on collecting and analyzing personal stories. The group’s similar background matters because it shapes how the research works. Recurring patterns across narratives are more likely to reflect shared belief than individual variation.
Brink looked at belief inconsistency among Catholic students in 1978 and his questionnaire could show how widespread supernatural belief was but not what people did with it or said about it. Bennett's group would have been a data point in that framework. The stories would not have been there.

Bennett observed treatment sessions and allowed relevant topics to surface through conversation rather than directing them. Given that premonitions, omens and fortune-telling are subjects many people treat with some embarrassment, a structured interview format would likely have suppressed disclosure. The conversational setting got people talking in a way a formal interview probably would not have. Women described dreams that seemed, in retrospect, to have predicted something. Feelings that only made sense once an event had happened. Most of the cases she documents were not understood as prophetic when they happened. A feeling, a dream, a vague sense of something, none of this was recognized as prediction at the time. The meaning came later. Bennett argues that belief in foreknowledge tends to develop through backwards reinterpretation, the experience only gets understood as significant once you know what came after it. You can see this more clearly when you look at how people retell their narratives.
Each retelling then makes the story more recognizable, more like what that community expects that story to sound like, a process only visible through being in the room over time.
Bennett notices something social going on that the women themselves did not fully see. The women did not see it as research. Bennett did. Being outside the group is what let her see it as a group at all. Women in the study consistently described psychic ability as a gift, something that came to them, not something they went looking for. Bennett says this framing mattered because it let them claim a low key authority without appearing to overstep the gender expectations of their generation. Being a little bit psychic was passive. Claiming to know things outright would have been a different matter for women of that generation. The belief system is doing a social job there that nobody in the group would have put it in those terms.This is only recoverable through Bennett's conversational method.
The research stays grounded in the community and makes no claims about whether the experiences are real. Whereas Blain had to build relationships through months of attending rituals, Bennett's access to the group was already there through her father's work with them. This gave her a level of trust already in place that would have taken considerably longer to develop through fieldwork alone.
Staying on the outside comes with a price. Sticking to what the tales do means the research never gets at what it feels like to hold these beliefs. Bowie argues that certain kinds of knowledge are simply unavailable to a researcher who observes without participating (Bowie, 2016, p. 5). Because Bennett stays outside, what the belief actually feels like never makes it into the analysis.
Bennett's paper never gets at what foreknowledge actually feels like from the inside. It documents what these tellings do within a group but cannot account for what it means to actually hold such a belief or to have been through it. Her method cannot get there. These women were patients. Bennett was connected to the person treating them. Whether that relation affected what they were willing to disclose is something the research would have been stronger for addressing.
The women in the group were connected to Bennett through a therapeutic relationship with her father. That is not a neutral context. People in treatment tend to manage what they disclose to anyone associated with their practitioner, whether consciously or not. Bennett does not acknowledge this at all, which weakens her argument.


Blain's approach is different from Bennett's. Where Bennett works with stories about supernatural experience told after the fact, Blain engages directly with a living ritual practice in which those states are actively sought. Seidr involves entering trance states and journeying within a Norse cosmological framework to seek guidance or contact with spirits. The audience at a seidr ritual are participants, not observers, because they enter lighter trance states through the ritual process. Just observational fieldwork could not capture what is happening. So her whole method has to be built around that.
Blain uses participant observation. She could not simply turn up, watch and then leave. The practice required her to enter the ritual space as a participant, which changed what she was able to see but also changed her relationship to what she was studying. She attended rituals, built relationships with practitioners, and included what she lived through inside ritual contexts as part of the data rather than filtering them out. Blain notes the difficulty of presenting seidr to academic audiences, who tend to reach for psychological or sociological frameworks that explain the practice away rather than engage with it on its own terms (Blain, 2000, n.p.). 
The result, she argues, is a description that practitioners would not recognize as an account of what they actually do. Blain's response is to step back from the question of whether beliefs are true or false and instead treat the spirits and relationships in seidr as simply part of the community's reality, not things that need explaining away (Blain, 2000). Blain calls this refusing to adjudicate belief, arguing that treating the spirits as simply part of the community's world is honest instead of positioning herself as having access to truths her participants lack. 
Bowie's thinking on cognitive empathetic engagement argues for an approach that neither dismisses difficult data nor accepts everything practitioners say, but subjects what is encountered to an honestly held view of how the world works (Bowie, 2016, p. 15).
York found himself on the other side of the same problem. His students, most of whom were practicing astrologers at Bath Spa had no interest in applying sociological frameworks to their own subject. Being asked to treat astrology as an object of external analysis seemed beside the point to them (York, 2004, p. 3).
His answer, drawing on Arweck, was to push for what he calls sustained reflexivity, a movement between insider experience and external critical perspective (York, 2004, p. 13). 
Blain is sitting right in that uncomfortable middle position and does not make clear exactly where she stands at different points in the argument, making it harder to follow her thinking.
The reality of trance, the relationships between practitioners and the beings they encounter in seidr, the whole atmosphere of the ritual, none of this shows up in what an observer could record. A researcher who has journeyed alongside practitioners is going to get something different and richer than someone who watched from a chair. 
Researcher bias is a limitation. When you have participated in what you are writing about, stepping back becomes difficult. There is a question about how representative Blain's own experiences are, given that practitioners describe their journeys differently from each other. Blain acknowledges a need for multiple situated narratives because seidr is not one fixed thing (Blain, 2000, n.p.). 
Blain acknowledges the problem but does not resolve it. The tension between her participation and her academic arguments are visible at several points in the work, where you cannot always tell where a particular claim is actually coming from.
Where exactly the line falls between insider and outsider is unclear. Bowie describes the boundary between them as a series of relationships moving along continua from distant to close, experience-far to experience-near (Bowie, 2016, p. 18). 
Bennett and Blain end up in very different places on that spectrum. Bennett is clearly on the outside. She has a connection to the community through her father's practice, but does not share the beliefs she is documenting.
She does not participate in anything related to the supernatural practices she is studying. That distance allows her to identify patterns that an insider might not register as patterns at all. 
Bennett's analysis is strong at explaining what these stories do in the social life of the group. What it does not convey is what it feels like to hold these beliefs.
Blain's position is much harder to pin down. She writes for academic audiences, uses academic frameworks, maintains a researcher role throughout. But she has been inside seidr rituals herself alongside practitioners. When Blain talks about entering the world of the seidworker as a native speaker while keeping critical academic awareness (Blain, 2000, n.p.), that is a real and interesting goal, but the paper does not always show how she is actually doing it. 
Sometimes Blain is describing what she felt and encountered, other times she is making academic arguments. She does not always tell you which she is doing. Is the claim coming from something she lived through herself, something a practitioner told her, or something she read. Each of those would sit differently in the argument. Bowie suggests that good ethnography sometimes requires losing yourself as an observer, but that you have to come back out still thinking like a researcher (Bowie, 2016, p. 18).
When Blain writes about encountering spirits in seidr the source of what she is saying is unclear. She could be describing her own experience, reporting what a practitioner said, or summarizing something she read. For anyone trying to follow the argument that is a real problem. She does not manage it but she is upfront and frank about the difficulty, which is more than ethnographies that pretend the researcher has no position at all. 

Bennett’s reading comes out of folklore. She draws on work on legends, first person narratives and popular belief to link her findings. 

Historical sources like John Aubrey let her trace these kinds of beliefs back several centuries, which suggests what the women in her group were describing was not a modern phenomenon but something with a much longer history behind it. Survey data from Britain and Finland backs this up. The strongest piece of literature use is how Bennett applies Hufford's concept of traditions of disbelief to the skeptical women in her group (Bennett, 1995, p. 125). Hufford worked it out elsewhere but Bennett picks it up. That is the thing a literature review should do.
Blain's literature is different. She draws on feminist critiques of ethnography and work on situated knowledge and reflexivity. None of this is about seidr directly. It is about whether the idea of a detached objective researcher makes sense at all. Blain argues it does not, and that acknowledging your own position is more honest. 
Bennett uses her sources to show this is not a new or unusual thing. Blain uses hers to say the whole way researchers approach this material needs looking at again. Reading both together shows they are asking different questions, and getting different things back.
Bennett's reading of it works well for what she is trying to do. The argument about how these accounts get reworked in light of later events and what they are doing for the group socially, is convincing. But she stays outside the encounters. Blain goes in. Participating in seidr rather than observing it from a distance is the decision the whole premise is built on, and it is why she gets access to things Bennett simply cannot.
What you get from going inside is richer than watching ever could be, but it does raise real questions about bias, questions that as Bowie suggests, may be the price of doing this kind of research at all rather than a failure of rigour (Bowie, 2016, p. 18).
Read alongside each other, Bennett and Blain point to the same issue in the study of supernatural belief. Staying outside lets you see how belief moves through a group, what it does socially, how the narratives settle into recognizable forms over time. Going inside gets you something else entirely, something closer to what the practice actually feels like, which watching from the outside simply cannot do. 
Neither fully bridges that gap, and it is not clear that any single researcher could. What the comparison suggests is that studies which set out from the start to use more than one way of looking at it would get further than asking one method to cover everything. Bowie, York and Brink all circle the same problem from different directions. None of their positions settles it. Bennett and Blain together suggest that the gap between inside and outside may not be something any single study can close.
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