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Supernatural experiences as part of everyday life. A comparative analysis of Gillian Bennett’s and Jenny Blain’s articles.

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”
 and Jenny Blain’s article “Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality”
. 

It focuses on three main aspects of each work. First, it examines the methodologies used by the researchers and evaluates how appropriate and effective these methods are in relation to the aims of their respective projects. Second, it considers issues of ethics and reflexivity, particularly the researchers’ positions along the insider–outsider continuum in relation to the groups they study. Third, it analyses the structure of each text and the literature reviewed, assessing how effectively the authors connect their fieldwork data to relevant scholarship and situate their research within a broader academic context. Before turning to the main analysis, the essay will briefly place both texts in context and summarize them in order to better understand the perspectives from which the researchers are writing and the questions they aim to address.

Context

Gillian Bennett and Jenny Blain are contemporary authors: Bennett lived from 1939 to 2023, and Blain was born in 1949. Both authors question the idea that supernatural experiences are extraordinary, although they approach the topic from different perspectives. While Bennett was a British folklorist whose aim was to move away from the antiquarian bias of earlier work on the folklore of the supernatural and to shed light on present-day attitudes and concepts; Blain is a British anthropologist interested in shamanism and the practice of seidr, a Northern European community-oriented shamanistic practice. She researches the cultural specificity of these practices within shamanistic communities, seeking to understand how these practices—and their contact with “the other world”—help shape individuals’ identities in “this world.”

Bennett’s article is a chapter in the book Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, published in 1995 and edited by Barbara Walker. The book, published by Utah State University Press, explores the functions of belief and supernatural experience across a range of cultures. Both the book and Bennett’s chapter are intended for an academic readership.

Blain’s article was published in 2000 in the journal Diskus: The Journal of the British Association for the Study of Religions (BASR). It is a peer-reviewed journal in the Study of Religions and related disciplines. Like Bennett’s work, this article is aimed at an academic audience.

Summary of the articles reviewed

Bennett’s article focuses on the knowledge about the future as it is shared by a group of elderly women in her hometown, and the ways in which women’s social roles shape the knowledge they share. To explore this, she revisits a folkloristic tradition that distinguishes between two different approaches to belief: on the one hand, external and objective practices such as astrology, fortune-telling, or visits to psychics or mediums; and on the other, internal and subjective experiences such as extrasensory perception. Throughout her article, she shows that these women were often ashamed to admit belief in objective practices but were very proud of having experienced extrasensory perceptions, which require “patience, watchfulness, compliance – not action” (Bennett 1995, pg. 135), qualities that are compatible with traditional female roles
.

Blain’s article focuses on the role that science—and anthropologists in particular—play in the study of shamanistic experience. She uses the altered states of consciousness associated with shamanistic practices as a metaphor for the anthropologist’s position along the insider–outsider continuum, as researchers move between worlds, levels of consciousness, and levels of analysis. Based on experiential research among practitioners of shamanistic seidr, the article engages deeply with reflexivity and the benefits of “going native” in order to truly understand what these practices entail.

In sum, whereas Bennett offers some explanations related to traditional female roles to understand why these elderly women prefer extrasensory perceptions, Blain’s question is more epistemological in nature, exploring the conditions under which research takes place.

Methodology  

Both studies are mainly qualitative, as they seek to understand their target groups in their own terms and descriptions, using qualitative research methods such as in-depth interviews, observations, and active participation. In the following section, we will first compare the methodological approaches of these articles, the level of detail they provide about those approaches, and the relevance of these approaches to their research aims.

Bennett’s research is based primarily on interviews. Even though she interviewed 120 people from 16 to 95 years old, the analysis relies solely on 87 interviews: the ones that were in good technical condition and were directed at elderly women aged 60 to 95. She also relied on sociodemographic information provided by her father, the group’s clinician: their age, their marital status and the domestic circumstances. As all of this information is quantifiable, we can say that she combines qualitative and quantitative data to, as Alan Bryman puts it, “produce a general picture” (Bryman 2001, pp. 136-137)
. The quantitative data provide the context and structure of the population under study, while the qualitative data explore the meanings these women give to their experiences and perceptions. In Blain’s article, it is evident from her descriptions that she is an active observer and participant in many seidr practices. She also mentions conducting numerous interviews with seidr workers. From her quotes, we can infer that she collected numerous narratives that help her reconstruct the experiences of her target group. She uses ethnographic and autoethnographic writing, offering descriptions of natives and her own experience in rituals.

Nor Bennett nor Blain go into great depth describing their methodological approach. For instance, Benett does not mention whether the interviews are structured or unstructured, although they appear to be in-depth interviews, given the narratives from the people interviewed that are included in the paper. Blain does not refer to her methodology in detail either. She doesn’t state how many interviews, observations, or active participations she was involved in or the characteristics of the interviews she conducted.

However, the methodological approaches they use allow them to capture individual voices and stories. On the one hand, in Bennett’s case, interviews are used to understand the shared meanings within this population regarding foreknowledge. On the other hand, Blain attempts to describe the liminal space that exists not only across different levels of consciousness within these practices, but also between the anthropologist and the spiritual practices being studied. In this context, using multiple narratives to reconstruct the phenomenon she studies appears to be effective. In her own words, “Seid is not one single event or sensation” (Blain, 2000, p. ?). Including her own experience is also effective in accounting for this liminal space, as it adds another level of analysis to the space that exists between shamanistic practices and the anthropologist.

In sum, although neither article provides much detail about the methodology used by the researchers, the methods they employ—mainly qualitative and based on in-depth interviews, observation, and active participation—are effective in capturing the perspectives of the target population in their own terms.

Ethics & Reflexivity

In this section, we will be discussing these researches’ ethics and the position of the researcher at the insider/outsider continuum in relation to the target groups.

Benett’s paper was written in 1995, when some of the ethical considerations that guide research today were not as prominent. In light with today’s perceptions, several issues in her paper draws our attention. First, Bennett states in her paper: “My father was able to give me at least a minimum of demographic information about the majority of these women” (Bennett 1995, pg. 127)
. However, she does not indicate whether this information was collected with the interviewees’ consent. Additionally, when Bennett transcribes parts of the interviews as quotations, she leaves the interviewees’ names in many cases. This could be perceived as a breach of research ethics, since it does not respect anonymity (Hennik, Hutter and Bailey 2020)
. Finally, there may also be an issue related to power dynamics, given that her father was these women’s doctor and attended the same church as they did. It is therefore questionable how much freedom these women had to refuse participation. Even when she asked for consent to record the interviews, these apparently took place during their medical consultations. However, this appears to be a somewhat ambiguous situation, since the conversations about extraordinary perceptions might have taken place during medical appointments. This does not seem to be the most appropriate environment to conduct research, as interviewees may not be fully focused on the topic she is trying to investigate.

Blain does not explicitly discuss consent or the prior ties that connected her to the research community, and, like Bennett, she mentions the names of a couple of the seidr workers she is studying. None of them state whether the names they use in their papers are the real ones, but this seems to be a breach of anonymity. However, considering that she states she is attending the wedding of one of the people she studies, it is possible to speculate that she developed relationships with members of the community based on trust and mutual respect.

Regarding the insider–outsider perspective, Bennett explains at the beginning of the article that, given the specific focus of her research, it was difficult to find suitable interviewees. She eventually found them through her father’s medical practice in the neighbourhood where the women lived. In this sense, she was somewhat close to the community she studied, which could suggest a partial insider position. However, she maintains a certain analytical distance from the people she studies and does not appear to be transformed by the views of the community. This may therefore indicate that she retains aspects of an outsider perspective.

Blain’s paper also raises interesting questions about reflexivity, particularly when she discusses the potential benefits of “going native” in order to understand the relationships within the community she studies as culturally specific. When writing about something as sensitive as shamanistic practices, being present in their practices and experiencing what members of the target group experience may be one way to truly understand them. However, this approach also carries the risk of losing analytical distance or objectivity in relation to the subject of study.

In Bennett’s paper, the researcher and research seem to be very different entities, and she doesn’t question the impact of the researcher’s view on the people she is studying. Conversely, Blain focuses her paper on the impact this relationship has on the objective of her research.

Structure and Literature Review

In this section, we will analyse the structure of these articles and the literature they reviewed.

At the beginning of the paper, Bennett clearly states that she will take a different approach from what is commonly expected first looking at past traditions and then describing her research strategy (Benett, 1995)
. However, the paper then proceeds through a series of clearly structured subheadings—Historical Perspective, Research Context, Beliefs and Stories about Knowing the Future, Traditional Values and Roles, Negative Aspects of Psychic Power, and Conclusion—each linked to the next through an academic rationale and a logical progression. 

Blain divides her paper into four sections: Introduction, A Dance for a Wedding, Seidr and the Anthropologist, and Shamans and Anthropologists. Although the content of each section is clear, the connections between them are not always logically sequenced. For instance, the introduction states that she will discuss the anthropological perspective on shamanistic practices, yet the section A Dance for a Wedding begins with a description of her attendance at the wedding of one of her interlocutors. She does not explicitly explain why the dialogue with the customs officer is significant or why attending the wedding is important for her argument. She also does not include a conclusion section, which makes it somewhat more difficult for the reader to identify the central argument or overall message of the paper. 

Regarding the literature review, in Bennett’s article she begins by examining traditional antiquarian perspectives in order to establish a distinction that she later applies to the group of women she studies. Although the article does not include a bibliography section, the footnotes show that she reviews literature from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in order to trace the historical development of beliefs in omens and other forms of foreknowledge. She also draws on nineteenth-century literature to explain how the Scientific Revolution contributed to the internalization of supernatural experience. Finally, she reviews works from the 1920s, 1940s, and 1950s, as well as sources contemporary with her writing, to show how these beliefs are experienced by the people she studies.

In Blain’s case, the literature she reviews is also highly relevant to the topic, as it includes many of her own publications as well as reflections by other anthropologists on the position of the anthropologist in relation to shamanistic practices. She discusses different academic perspectives on these practices. Some focus on bodily, postural, and sensory stimulation, while others argue that shamanistic cultures are embedded in their broader cultural contexts in such a way that the ethnographer cannot simply choose to examine them as they please. Through this literature, she positions shamanistic practices within their cultural contexts and provides an overview of academic attitudes toward them. A closer look at the bibliography shows that the sources she reviews are relatively recent for the time of writing, ranging from 1984 to 1999, while the article itself was published in 2000.

Conclusion

In this essay, we reviewed the methodology, ethics and reflexivity, structure and literature review of two articles. Both authors chose methodologies that fit their research topics well, although neither of them explains their methodology in much detail.

We then identified some ethical concerns in Bennett’s article, which are probably due to the time when she was writing, when ethical considerations were not as prominent as they are today. We also pointed out some issues related to power dynamics in her article and a potential issue of anonymity in both papers. Whereas Bennett’s paper presents the researcher’s point of view as different from that of the population she studies, Blain questions the anthropological community and its relationship with the people they study. For Blain, this point of view is somewhat multidimensional and exists “between worlds” (Blain, 2000). Bennett situates herself along the insider–outsider continuum, while Blain considers herself closer to the insider position, which raises some concerns about the objectivity of her work.

Both researchers review highly relevant literature for the topics they address. In Bennett’s case, she reviews literature from the previous centuries, as she examines past traditions in order to study present practices, while Blain reviews literature that was very recent at the time she was writing the article. Bennett also demonstrates a strong structure in her article, whereas in Blain’s paper we noticed some issues with the logical sequence of the argument.

Finally, both researchers raise important findings and questions that are insightful for the research community, as they seek to demonstrate that extraordinary perceptions are in fact part of everyday life and, in some cases, part of the way individuals construct their identities.
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