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The Self and the Supernatural 
 

Rachael Ironside, Robert Gordon University 
 
 

Supernatural experiences continue to be a feature in our everyday lives. Indeed, research suggests 

that over two fifths of the population in Britain have reported a supernatural experience and one-

quarter of Americans claim to have felt or sensed a presence. They are encountered in many 

different ways, however, most commonly they are reported as subjective experiences including 

feelings, the sense of a presence, out-of-body experiences, or paranormal dreams. These subjective 

experiences are often encountered on or in the body, and the source of the experience rarely has a 

visible source. As a result, sharing these experiences with others can pose interactional challenges 

due to the lack of a visible, shared reference. This chapter will introduce the nature of supernatural 

experiences and their subjective qualities, drawing upon examples to illustrate a typical event. It 

will then explore the interactional challenges posed by these experiences, and investigate how 

individuals use talk and gesture to communicate and share their embodied experiences with others. 

In doing so, this chapter will provide an introduction to the role of the Self during supernatural 

encounters, and explore how the body is used to not only communicate and share experience, but 

also to transpose and validate extraordinary claims. 
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Introduction 

 

In this chapter I explore supernatural experiences and the role of the self in managing, sharing and 

interpreting such encounters. Supernatural experiences, by their spontaneous and subjective form, 

present certain challenges when reporting and sharing them with others. They also pose a potential 

threat to how the self is represented due to a wider cultural scepticism surrounding them. To 

manage this, individuals draw upon interactional resources, such as embodied talk and action, to 

manage how they account for and disclose experiences.  

 

The study of supernatural experiences from an interactionism perspective is limited. Instead, wider 

research has often focused on questions of its’ ontological importance, and wider social and cultural 

concerns such as ‘are supernatural experiences real?’, ‘who believes?’ and ‘why?’. However, this 

focus is potentially restrictive because it views ‘truth’ as something that can be examined through 

an objective lens and ignores the potential social constructions that may inform such accounts. In 

1992, Professor Robin Wooffitt, published Telling Tales of the Unexpected, which marked the first 

significant study to apply an interactionism perspective to supernatural experiences. By applying 

discourse analysis to examine how people disclose unusual (or supernatural) events, Wooffitt 

revealed that individuals draw upon interactional resources to manage how they present and account 

for their extraordinary claims. Following this earlier study, subsequent research has applied 

interactionism frameworks to examine the different ways that individuals and groups disclose 

(Childs & Murray, 2010; Woods & Wooffitt, 2014), understand (Ironside, 2018), and share 

(Ironside, Woods & Wooffitt, 2015) supernatural experiences. In applying an interactionism 

perspective, these studies have made a significant contribution to understanding how we 

communicate, understand and share these experiences with others.  

 

In the following discussion a definition of supernatural experiences and the challenges these pose to 

interaction studies will be explored. In this chapter, I focus predominantly on one of the most 

reported supernatural phenomena, ghostly experiences, and the interactional strategies employed to 

report, share and manage these encounters will be examined.  

 

What are Supernatural Experiences? 

 

The term supernatural is familiar in its use during casual conversation and popular culture. It is 

often used to describe or represent things that are deemed strange, unusual or out-of-the-ordinary. 

However, the use of the term supernatural is often entangled with terminology such as paranormal, 



spiritual, and anomalous and, as such, it is useful to spend some time exploring what I mean by a 

supernatural experience in the context of this discussion.   

 

Émile Durkheim proposed that the ‘supernatural’ refers to ‘all sorts of things that surpass the limits 

of our knowledge; the supernatural is the world of the mysterious, of the unknowable, of the un-

understandable’ (1915, pp. 39). In a society predominantly influenced by scientific knowledge and 

understanding, the supernatural is a departure from these norms. Commonly what we might refer to 

as supernatural would include ghosts, UFOs, Bigfoot, the Loch Ness monster, magic, and abilities 

such as fortune-telling and communicating with the dead. Supernatural experiences, therefore, are 

instances where individuals (or groups) encounter a ‘phenomena that appears to defy scientific 

explanation’ (Macdonald, 1994, pp. 35). Often the term supernatural is used interchangeably with 

the term paranormal and whilst arguably distinctions do exist, both of these terms will be used in 

this chapter to accurately reflect their use in the studies mentioned. 

 

Supernatural experiences have been reported throughout human history, however, regardless of a 

shift towards a more scientific based society, supernatural experiences and belief are still common 

(Castro, Burrows & Wooffitt, 2014). The most commonly reported experience is the perceived 

encounter with a ghost. As reported by Waskul and Waskul (2016), experiences with ghosts 

continue to feature in our everyday and extraordinary lives. The Gallup Poll of 2005 reported that 

37% of respondents believed that houses could be haunted, and more recent studies suggest that 

nearly half of all Americans believe in ghosts (McCarriston, 2017). This continued interest in 

ghosts is often attributed to the rise of supernatural popular culture (Hill, 2010), the 

commercialisation of ghosts as a form of tourism (Ironside, 2018), and a movement away from 

secularised forms of religion (Eaton, 2015). Indeed, the desire to encounter ghostly experiences has 

given rise to subcultural groups often referred to as ghost hunting or paranormal investigation 

groups that seek out these ghostly experiences (Ironside, 2016).  

 

Supernatural experiences are by their nature commonly subjective in form. They are often reported 

as sensory experiences including visions, smells and feelings (Drinkwater, Dagnall & Bate, 2013; 

Ironside, 2018). For instance, it is not uncommon for people to report smelling a familiar perfume 

of someone who has passed on, seeing shadows that have no obvious source or feeling like they are 

being watched when no one is present. Individuals may also experience auditory phenomenon such 

as disembodied voices, or experience physical sensations such as touching, scratching or being 

pushed by an unseen force. Supernatural experiences are incredibly varied and whilst they may 

retain some common cultural features (see for instance, the Old Hag phenomena described by 



Hufford, 1989) are individual to those that encounter them (Waskul & Waskul, 2016). These 

variations in experience are also interpreted in different ways. For some, supernatural experiences 

may provide comfort and be perceived as a positive, whilst for others the experience can be 

extremely negative, fearful and traumatic in nature (Drinkwater, Dagnall & Bate, 2013; Waskul & 

Waskul 2016). An account from one individual who I interviewed about her encounter with a ghost, 

is presented below: 

 

“Suddenly a movement under the bed caught my eye, I could see a black mass forming and 

felt the hairs on my neck stand up…I started to get a bit worried and a bit scared because 

logically it didn’t make any sense. I said to my daughter “can you see that” and she said 

“yes I can”. It began to roll towards me in a black wave, by now I was quite scared and 

shocked by something which I couldn’t logically understand. It seemed to have a very dark 

evil presence about it. I jumped up from the stool, and shouted abuse at it at which point it 

seemed to fragment and dissipate. The experience was frightening, shocking and 

unbelievable as it couldn’t have logically happened and to have two people experience a 

paranormal event and both see the same thing at the same time. It was horrible.”  

 

Whilst these experiences are relatively common they are often stigmatised in mainstream society. 

Indeed, belief in supernatural experiences have been attributed to cognitive deficiencies including 

low IQ (Smith, Foster & Stovin, 1998) and a lack of scientific education (Otis & Alcock, 1982). 

They have also been linked to the social marginality hypothesis (Tobacyk, Miller, Murphy & 

Mitchell, 1988), fantasy proneness (Perkins & Allen, 2006), and hypnotic suggestibility (Irwin, 

1993). As a result, demonstrating belief in the supernatural, or that an experience is supernatural in 

nature, carries with it potentially troublesome attributes. There is a cultural scepticism (Wooffitt, 

1991) towards the supernatural, and those that believe they have experienced supernatural 

phenomena may be perceived as having a ‘naive gullibility’ (Childs & Murray, 2010). Reporting 

experiences can, therefore, pose a challenge to the self and, as the following section will discuss, 

requires individuals to draw upon interactional resources when presenting such accounts.  

 

Managing the Self and the Supernatural 

 

In the face of these challenges, a number of studies have examined how reports of supernatural 

experiences are managed by individuals. As Lamont (2007) suggests when reporting supernatural 

experiences individuals participate in a process of ‘belief maintenance’ in which avowals of belief 

follow a statement of initial scepticism towards the event. For instance, a person may state that they 



used to be sceptical of the existence of ghosts, but after a particularly vivid supernatural encounter, 

became a believer. Earlier Alcock (1981) made a similar claim stating that: 

 

In our society, individuals are expected to act in a critical manner when evaluating evidence 

for a claim. Even the strongest proponents of paranormal claims often preface their remarks 

by reference to their initial scepticism about the reality of the phenomena, scepticism which 

supposedly was overcome by the weight of confirming empirical evidence. (Alcock, 1981, 

pp. 48) 

 

In presenting an initial ‘sceptical self’ which has been transformed into a ‘believing self’ through 

the supernatural event that occurred, individuals mitigate against potential judgements of gullible 

naivety or irrationality. Likewise, other studies have shown how reports of supernatural experiences 

are managed ‘in particular ways to achieve particular functions’ (Childs & Murray, 2010, pp. 24). 

In his study of people reporting supernatural experiences, Wooffitt (1991) discusses how 

individuals draw upon their memories of mundane activities when accounting for strange events. As 

Wooffitt discusses, these mundane activities are not memorable in their own right (for instance, 

washing the dishes) but when included in the narrative of a supernatural experience infer uncanny 

qualities towards them. As he discusses when presenting accounts of supernatural experiences 

individuals regularly draw upon the device ‘I was just doing X when Y’. For instance, someone 

might state “I was just sitting on the couch watching the television, when I heard a strange sound”. 

Wooffitt argues that this device is intentional and aids in achieving certain interactional goals. The 

uncanny qualities of the event are implied by virtue of the fact that they interrupted a mundane 

activity. In addition, by stating the circumstances at the time individuals demonstrate that their 

memory and alertness of the event enabled them to perceive the phenomena clearly. Thus, 

mitigating against the potential for others to perceive their experience as being caused by 

‘explainable’ factors (for instance a loss of sentience). Both Wooffitt (1992) and Childs and Murray 

(2010) have also explored the ‘not-naming phenomena’ that appears prominent in supernatural 

reports. As they discuss, labelling experiences as supernatural may imply implicit belief in the 

existence of the phenomena, and speakers ‘cannot be seen too readily to accept the existence of the 

phenomenon they believe they have encountered’ (Wooffitt, 1992, pp. 114). Instead, speakers use 

oblique references towards the experience such as ‘it’, or they draw upon contrast structures such as 

‘paranormal or not paranormal’ to display an ongoing awareness of the potential for a sceptical 

assessment. When reporting accounts of supernatural experiences individuals do, therefore, seem 

aware of the cultural scepticism towards events and draw upon interactional devices to manage how 

their disclosure may be seen by others.     



 

These studies suggest that individuals adopt strategies to preserve how they are seen by others in 

reporting a supernatural experience. These reports are often provided in hindsight, however, 

research also suggests that self-management strategies are evident as experiences occur ‘in the 

moment’. This is illustrated in Woods and Wooffitt’s (2014) study of UFO encounters. As they 

observe, the participants in the YouTube videos examined draw upon abnormal features of the 

experience they witness to apply transgressive qualities towards it. For instance, on observing lights 

in the sky the witnesses determine that they do not appear to move in the same manner that would 

be expected from a plane, and as such imply that it could be something else (i.e. a UFO). The 

implication that an event may have transgressive properties is also observed in the first noticing of a 

supernatural experience. As I explore later in this chapter, the first noticing of an event is often 

formulated as a ‘that’ based question (i.e. ‘what is that?’). As Ironside, Wooffitt & Woods (2015) 

argue in a similar manner to the ‘not-naming’ phenomena discussed, ‘that’ based references are 

used as a resource to draw attention to something unexplained in the environment whilst avoiding 

the explicit categorisation of it as supernatural.  

 

As illustrated, the reporting and experiencing of supernatural events is, therefore, governed by 

strategies to manage how they are seen and assessed by others. These studies suggest that 

individuals are aware of a culturally embedded scepticism towards the supernatural, and draw upon 

interactional resources to mitigate the judgement and labelling that might be associated with 

disclosing their own experiences or belief about the events they have encountered. However, 

beyond the self-management strategies discussed, sharing and interpreting these events are also 

subject to additional challenges. These will now be explored.  

 

The Trouble with Supernatural Experiences  

 

The supernatural by its very nature is often invisible or without physical substance. This is 

particularly true of ghostly experiences where the ethereal nature of spirits means that they are 

rarely, certainly collectively, experienced as a physical object in space. Instead, reports of 

supernatural encounters often involve sounds, feelings, or environmental changes that seem 

uncanny at a particular moment in time. For instance, an unusual knocking sound may be 

experienced in a room where no one or no thing is accountable for such a noise. Apparitional 

encounters, where a ghost is actually seen, do occur but these are often witnessed by one individual, 

lacking substance, fleeting or unable to be captured physically on camera. Likewise, even 

encounters with UFOs which assume a more physical quality are often experienced with vagueness 



(for instance strange moving lights in the sky) and leave little trace of their presence behind. The 

‘invisible’ quality of supernatural events presents interactional challenges in sharing an experience 

that has no physical form to reference.  

 

The subjectivity of supernatural experiences presents further interactional challenges as each 

individual may encounter an experience in a slightly different way, or may not share in the 

experience at all. In the extract provided above, the witness describes seeing a dark mass, feeling 

the hairs on her neck raise and sensing an evil presence. Whilst the mass is reportedly seen by the 

witness’s daughter the feelings described are individual to the person reporting them. 

Communicating not only what was experienced, but where and how, requires individuals to 

carefully consider how to present their own encounter in a way that can be experienced, interpreted 

and understood by others.  

 

In addition, despite the way supernatural experiences are portrayed in Hollywood films, the reality 

is that the majority of paranormal events are fairly mundane in character (Waskul & Waskul, 2016). 

They are experienced as brief moments of uncanniness, rather than chandeliers rocking and 

apparitions floating down the staircase. As such, the supernatural qualities of an event are not 

always initially obvious. For instance, a strange knocking sound may be heard coming from the 

room next door. However, further investigation will likely be needed to establish if this is 

supernatural or simply the wind blowing against an open door. Supernatural events, therefore, are 

not always obviously supernatural and require a degree of work on behalf of the individual, or 

group, to categorise them as such.  

 

Finally, supernatural experiences are spontaneous. As Inglis and Holmes (2003) observe, ghosts 

rarely appear on cue. People often experience the supernatural when it is unexpected and 

unintended, and as such there may not be the opportunity to share the encounter with others. 

Exceptions to this do exist, and the increasing popularity of activities such as paranormal 

investigations do provide opportunities for the evocation and purposeful seeking of collective 

experiences to occur (Eaton, 2015).  

 

Supernatural experiences are, therefore, notoriously difficult to share with others. However, 

collective supernatural experiences can help to mitigate against some of the sceptical assessments 

that may be attributed towards them. Experiencing an event with others assigns the event a level of 

objectivity as something that occurred ‘out there’, and minimises the potential for it to be 

rationalised by others as a product of ‘normal’ psychological or environmental factors. As discussed 



by Childs and Murray (2010) being able to account for the collaborative and objective nature of an 

event enables those reporting them to minimise the negative associations that may be attributed to 

such events, like gullibility or irrationality. For the remainder of this chapter I will explore how 

individuals draw upon bodily resources to overcome some of these challenges. To do so, I will draw 

upon data collected from paranormal investigation groups. Paranormal investigation groups provide 

a unique opportunity to examine collective supernatural experiences that are often difficult to access 

due to their private and spontaneous nature. These groups which are formed with the purpose of 

seeking supernatural experiences regularly film their activities for the purpose of collecting 

evidence. This does, therefore, provide a rich corpus of naturally occurring data of supernatural 

experiences taking place (Ironside, 2016).  

 

 

The Body and Experiencing Ghosts 

 

In this chapter, I focus on a specific type of supernatural experience – experiencing a ghost (or 

spirit). By ghostly experiences I am referring to those instances where individuals report coming 

into contact with a person that is believed to be deceased. These experiences, as discussed, are often 

subjective in form manifesting as feelings and sensations that occur either in or on the body. These 

embodied feelings may be reported as a drop in temperature, a feeling of being touched or extreme 

emotions. As noted previously, the private nature of these experiences presents certain interactional 

challenges in both presenting and interpreting these events as supernatural in form. The body acts as 

an important resource to overcome some of these challenges and provide an interpretative landscape 

to communicate, express and position these experiences for others.  

 

Making the invisible visible 

 

One of the significant challenges presented by supernatural embodied experiences is how these 

events can be shared and communicated with others, particularly given their private and invisible 

form. If for instance someone reports being touched by a ghost there is rarely a visible sign that the 

event has taken place. Likewise, even experiencing a drop in temperature may be a private 

experience attributed to a ghostly presence rather than a notable drop in temperature within the 

room. Due to the lack of a visible reference for the event, highlighting and sharing supernatural 

embodied experiences is challenging and individuals draw upon a range of embodied actions to 

achieve this.   

 



To explore how this occurs an example of a supernatural embodied experience is presented below. 

In this example, a paranormal investigation group involving three people are participating in an 

Ouija Board session. During this session the planchette on the Ouija Board has moved several times 

and has spelled out the name ‘Munthob’1. We join the group in this extract just as they vocalise the 

word Munthob, at which point the Gauss Meter starts to generate an increasingly loud sound2. As 

the Gauss Meter starts to increase, participants A and B look towards each other, and in line 82 C 

states ‘Its definitely Munthorb’ (suggesting that the Gauss Meter was in response to the name of the 

spirit being called). It is at this point that B lets out a long breath and exclamatory statement ‘jesus’ 

whilst leaning towards the table and closing her eyes (83 and 85). This attracts the attention of the 

other participants, A and C.  

 
Extract 1  

 
78 B H[ello Munthob 
79           [Munth^ob^ 
80  [(Gauss can be heard increasing in the background) 
81  [(B and A look at each other. B bites bottom lip) 
82 C Its define[tely Mu[nthorb 
83 B              [hhhhhhhhhhhhhhh jesus 
84            [(B and A look at C) 
85                    [(B Leans in towards table, closes   
86  eyes and exhales. A and C look at B) 
 
 
Following this activity, participant C asks if B is ‘alright’ (87) and B, still with her eyes squinted 

and leaning forwards, comments that her eyes are watering (89).  

 
 
87 C [You alright 
88  [(B's eyes squinting still leaning forwards) 
89 B [Yeh, i think my eyes watering   (3.0)      jesus:: 
90  [(B turns head to left and closes eyes briefly) 
 
 
In this example, B appears to be in some discomfort displayed through the verbal exhale, closing of 

her eyes and leaning forwards towards the table. Whilst she does not explicitly state the cause of her 

discomfort the timing of the talk about her bodily experience and her embodied gesture appear to be 

connected to the ongoing activity of the Gauss Meter and vocalisation of the name Munthob. 

Following this the Gauss Meter sound continues to escalate until it eventually stops, and C asks B 

 
1 An Ouija Board is a device used by some paranormal investigators to attempt communication with spirits. It consists 
of a board with the letters of the alphabet inscribed and the answers ‘Yes’ and ‘No’. Investigators will ask the spirit 
questions whilst placing their hands on a movable pointer called a planchette. If the planchette moves this is considered 
communication with spirit, and the planchette may move to relevant letters on the board to answer the questions posed.  
2 A Gauss Meter is a device used by paranormal investigators to measure electromagnetic fields, and is believed 
amongst these groups to detect spirits. The Gauss Meter generates a high pitched sound when it detects an anomalous 
electromagnetic field, which according to paranormal investigators may indicate the presence of a spirit. 



why her eyes were watering. B then continues to state that ‘it was really strong did you not feel that’ 

(124). 

 
122 C [Why are your eyes watering? 
123  [(A looks at B. B starts wiping eyes again) 
124 B It was really strong [(2.0) did you not feel that? it-  
125                  [(A looks at OB. B continues wiping  
126  eyes) 
127 B was like ((unknown)) 

 
In this example, the embodied experience felt by B is communicated to both A and C through talk 

and gesture including her shift in body and facial gestures. Whilst the nature of the embodied 

experience is unknown at this time, B’s description of the event as ‘it was really strong did you not 

feel that’ indicates a significant bodily experience, while the lack of categorisation infers an 

unknown or uncanny quality towards it. In doing so, B is able to highlight her internal private 

experience to others, illicit further interaction enabling her to disclose her experience and infer that 

it may be linked to the broader unusual events occurring in the environment.  

 

The use of the body as an interactive display to express embodied experience is common during 

supernatural experiences. In producing embodied action, individuals are able to elicit others to not 

only notice their experience but respond to it. As such, these experiences become part of a larger 

interactive framework in interpreting supernatural experiences. In this instance, B’s experience 

contributes to the ongoing activity of the group. Her experience further illustrates the uncanny 

qualities of the event which have not only impacted upon the external environment through the 

sound of the Gauss Meter, but have also produced physical and unexplainable effects on her body. 

By displaying these experiences B invites others to see her experience in the context of the wider 

activity taking place, and thus infers supernatural qualities towards it. Displays of supernatural 

embodied experiences do more than just react to internal subjective feelings but are ‘produced in 

the light and presence of others’ (vom Lehn, 2006, pp.1352). In doing so an essentially invisible 

phenomenon is made visible and shared with others through these actions. In eliciting further 

interaction through displays of embodied experience individuals also shift the experience from an 

individual private event into an interactive space where it can be jointly understood and interpreted 

(Ironside, 2018).  

 

 

Becoming supernatural  

 

Earlier in this chapter the ‘not-naming’ phenomenon is described as a common feature in reporting 



supernatural experiences. As previously discussed, Ironside, Wooffitt and Woods (2015) also 

observed that this is common when ghostly events occur in the immediate environment. In their 

study, they highlight that individuals use the term ‘that’ to refer to uncanny events. As they 

determine, the use of the term ‘that’ most often positioned in a question (i.e. ‘what is that?’ or ‘did 

you hear that?’) has interactional importance. The use of the demonstrative term that acts to 

highlight an event and is often accompanied by a shift in gaze towards a space in the local milieu. 

However, the choice of the term that when referring to an ambiguous event in the environment (for 

instance, an unusual knocking sound) has inferential qualities. It creates an interpretive landscape 

through which the event, by not naming it, is implicitly categorised as having transgressive 

properties. In doing so, it invites further exploration of the event while predisposing others to the 

possibility that the event may having uncanny qualities. Categorising events as supernatural is, 

therefore, rarely immediate or conclusive. Instead, when supernatural experiences occur with others 

they are invited to discover and interpret them collectively. The interactional resources used to 

facilitate this will now be examined.  

 

Empty Spaces and Supernatural Inference  

 

In addition to displaying supernatural experiences through embodied conduct individuals also use 

the body as a resource to locate experiences in certain spaces. In the context of a supernatural 

experience the locating of events in certain spaces has inferential qualities. For instance, if a voice 

was to come from a space in the room where someone was standing, this would infer a very 

different explanation to a space where no one was standing. As such, where an experience is 

positioned in space has the potential to determine its supernatural potential.  

 

During collective supernatural experiences the body is used as an interactive resource to position 

events on the body and in the local milieu, and thus imply uncanny qualities towards them. In the 

example below, a paranormal investigation group are taking part in an Ouija Board session when 

one of the group members feels like he has been touched on his left arm. Initially he looks towards 

the space to his left, and then grabs his arm and looks around the group (see Figure 13).  

 

 
3 The images in this chapter have previously been published in the authors former research which can be viewed in The 
Journal of Pragmatics and Text & Talk. 



 
 
The process of grabbing his left arm has interactional properties. This process leads to a departure 

from the group activity (the Ouija Board), and the grabbing of the arm followed by the shift in gaze 

around the group suggests that it is produced as a display to others. As highlighted in the extract 

below this action is, however, not immediately noticed by the group (which may be attributed to the 

dark surroundings the activity is taking place in). It also occurs during an ongoing conversation 

about the pet cats that are in the room with the group (which will become relevant to this activity 

shortly). After producing the grabbing gesture C continues to rub his arm, look around the group 

once again, re-grab his arm and then produce an utterance to highlight his experience (46).  

 
Extract 2 

 
39  [(C continues to rub left arm and look around the group 
40 A [excuse me can’t see 
41  [(B looks towards door) 
42 E [(I think they’re turning it up) the problem with cats are- 
43  [(C looks to left again towards the door and grabs left 
44  arm. D Looks towards the area that B and C are looking 
45  at) 
46 C [Uh I just got-[ felt like I got touched in the arm 
47  [(C continually rubs his arms whilst looking at B) 
48                 [(D looks towards C) 

 
Following his disclosure, the group orientate to C’s experience, and after assessing the experience 

as being ‘strange’ continue with the group activity and ask if the spirit will confirm through the 

Ouija Board that it poked C in the back. As the planchette starts to move, the group continue to 

discuss C’s experience and suggest that the spirit perhaps found the gesture of poking C in the arm 

funny. However, it is at this point that A provides an alternative sceptical assessment of the 

experience highlighting that a cat is located behind C (and therefore implying it could have been 

responsible for the ‘poke’) (74). In response to this, C states ‘No like it was right- it was up on my 

arm right there’ (77) and grabs his arm once again in the position he originally felt the ‘poke’ (79).  

 
74 A  well there is a [cat right behind you 
75                        [(C, B and D all look to C's left in  
76  the direction of the cat) 



77 C [No like it was right-[it was up on my arm right[ there 
78 D                                                     [hh                                                                           
79  [(C looks towards A and touches behind his left   
80  shoulder)    
81                                [(B looks at C)    
82          [(D  
83  looks towards E) 

 
In displaying his experience in this manner, C uses his body to position the event in a space away 

from the cats (a ‘normal’ explanation) and instead positions it in an ‘empty space’. In doing so he 

implies that the cause of the poke is unexplained.  

 

The use of the body to highlight points in space where experiences have taken place is common in 

collective supernatural experiences. Individuals regularly use deictic gestures such as pointing and 

touching their own, and others’ bodies, as a way of positioning the event in the local and embodied 

environment. These embodied gestures aid in making visible an essentially invisible event, and by 

positioning these events in ‘empty space’ implying uncanny qualities towards them.  

 

Bodily Gesture and Supernatural Features 

 

Beyond positioning events in space individuals also use their bodies to determine the features of 

supernatural experiences. Similar to positioning an event in empty space, determining the features 

of an experience can aid in the interpretation of potentially uncanny qualities. If, for instance, an 

experience such as a sound can be determined to exhibit features that are not ‘normal’ in the local 

environment this could infer a supernatural potential towards it.  

 

This is illustrated in the following example in which a paranormal investigation group have been 

asking out for a spirit to make a noise. Shortly afterwards two of the group members indicate that 

they have heard a strange scratching sound. Initially the group question one of the other group 

members and ask if she scratched her clothes. When the group member questioned states that she 

did not scratch her clothes, B points towards a space to the right of E and states that it sounded like 

a dog scratching. At the same time E starts to describe the sound suggesting that it was instead a 

‘high pitched chu chu chu chu’. As she describes this E moves her whole hand in a scratching 

motion (see Figure 2).   

 



 
 
The hand gestures and accompanying talk produced by B and E develop an interpretative 

framework for the sound. B’s hand point towards the right of E suggest that the sound came from an 

empty space in the local milieu. E’s iconic hand gesture in the air, rather than on her own clothes, 

and the use of her whole hand implies that the sound is not likely to have been caused by a person 

in the room (who have their hands positioned on the planchette) but an unknown source. 

In doing so, the positioning of the event (in an empty space) and the character of the experience (a 

dog scratching) imply that the event is unexplainable.  

 

In addition to this, the embodied gesture and talk produced serves another purpose. They illustrate 

the character of the experience in such a way that it can be seen and understood by others. In this 

example the transgressive nature of the experience and its unknown source become visible to the 

rest of the group (a strange scratching sound that came from an empty space) through the hand 

gestures of the two speakers. Sharing the features of these experiences through embodied gestures 

aids in communicating the transgressive qualities of the event in a visible manner that can be seen 

and understood by others. Embodied gesture can therefore not only help to make visible 

supernatural experience, but also transpose the uncanny qualities of them to others.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Supernatural experiences are common in our contemporary society. However, as explored in this 

chapter these experiences pose challenges in sharing and managing how these events (and those that 

experience them) are seen and interpreted by others. The cultural scepticism that surrounds 

supernatural belief and experience is noticeable in the interactional strategies employed by 

individuals when disclosing their own encounters. When reporting supernatural experiences 



individuals structure accounts to demonstrate rationality and integrity, and they avoid categorising 

events as paranormal. To facilitate sharing collective supernatural experiences, individuals draw 

upon embodied action to make visible internal experiences, position events in certain spaces in the 

environment and establish the features of these events. In doing so, the uncanny qualities of these 

experiences are displayed, shared and interpreted socially. Individuals are, therefore, aware of the 

challenges that disclosing supernatural experiences present to how the self is perceived by others, 

and through talk and embodied action act to mitigate and manage these concerns.  

 

The study of interaction and supernatural experiences can reveal valuable insights into how events 

which are subjective, or without visible form, can be brought into the environment to be noticed, 

discovered and categorised. Importantly, it highlights that collective supernatural experiences are 

not immediately regarded as extraordinary, but are interpreted as such through socially organised 

action. At current, there is limited research into supernatural experiences from an interactionist 

perspective. However, further studies have the potential to reveal valuable insights into how we 

interpret our extraordinary, and ordinary, experiences in the world. This chapter provided a case 

study into ghostly experiences, however, it would be interesting to examine a broader range of 

supernatural experiences. Are the same interactional resources drawn upon to discover and interpret 

extra-terrestrial, religious or psychic experiences? Furthermore, research in this field has 

predominantly focused on talk, however, as highlighted in this chapter individuals draw upon a 

wider range of resources including the body, tools and the environment during interaction. Future 

studies should take account of this broader framework of interaction to develop a comprehensive 

understanding of the role of our bodies in shaping our own experiences, and the experiences of 

those around us.  
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