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Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
  
INTRODUCTION

This essay critically compares two papers, Bennett G. 1995. ‘“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, 122-142. Logan, Utah: Utah University Press.[footnoteRef:1]  And, Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H. 1999. ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England,’ Sociology of Religion, 60, 187-197. [1:  The full book – ‘Out of the Ordinary’ is available as a PDF from Utah State University, 
DigitalCommons@USU <http://digitalcommons.usu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1079&context=usupress_pubs> [accessed 7 March 2021]] 


QUALITATIVE PROCESSES

At first glance, these articles represented opposing positions in humanities writing: general interest versus academic styles.  Only after summarizing (below) and outlining each article - comparing each to checklists for ethics[footnoteRef:2], qualitative research processes and reporting[footnoteRef:3] - did the similarities become readily identifiable.  It was, however, the inherent subject matter – life, death, and afterlife – that made them irresistible.  [2:  City University of London, Principles of research ethics (2021) <https://www.city.ac.uk/research/support/integrity-and-ethics/ethics/principles> [accessed 28 February 2021].]  [3:  Bridget C O’Brien, Ilene B Harris, Thomas J Beckman, Darcy A Reed, David A Cook, ‘Standards for reporting qualitative research: a synthesis of recommendations’, Academic Medicine, Sep 89/9 (2014), 1245-1251 (p. 1247) < doi: 10.1097/ACM.0000000000000388>.] 

Bennett’s article probes beliefs held and passed on relative to knowledge of the future (foreknowledge) and investigates whether, as a mix, these beliefs form a “common consent and agreement” about knowledge of the future as understood and practiced by a group of elderly women in her home town. [footnoteRef:4]  She argues that these ‘women’s social situation and moral code shape the folklore shared.’ [footnoteRef:5]  In the end, she concedes, “Not too much should be made of such an impressionistic analysis . . . nevertheless it is suggestive” [footnoteRef:6] – readers will certainly concur.      [4:  Gillian Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming I’d Have Baked A Cake:” Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’,  Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, ed. Barbara Walker (Logan: Utah University Press, 1995), pp. 122-126 (p. 122).]  [5:  Bennett, p. 122.]  [6:  Bennett, p. 141.] 

	Walter & Waterhouse (W & W) explore what reincarnation means to believers, why it’s attractive, and whether it relates to other aspects of life.  Their key concept is that reincarnation is a religious belief and their main argument is: ‘the doctrine of reincarnation belongs to neither of western society’s two major belief systems, namely Christianity and secularism . . . [and therefore] it is a deviant belief which people “ought” not to hold.’  Study data were reviewed from sociological and religious perspectives, per the authors’ respective disciplines asking whether the twentieth century privatization makes it easier to hold belief not taught by one’s church[footnoteRef:7].  They conclude that belief in reincarnation is the “ultimate detached, private belief.” [footnoteRef:8]   [7:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England,’ Sociology of Religion, 60, (1999) 187-197, [p. 187]. ]  [8:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 196.] 

These researchers were/are well qualified in these specific areas of interest. Gillian Bennett is an established folklore researcher, who, according to Amberley Publishing, is a former editor of the Folklore Society’s journal, Folklore, and she

 . . . lectured in English Literature for sixteen years before turning her attention to folklore and oral narrative in 1980. Since then she has built up an international reputation for her work on folk belief, storytelling, traditional and contemporary legends and ghost-lore, having published extensively in leading publications across the world. [footnoteRef:9] [9:  Amberley Publishing, Gillian Bennett (undated) <https://www.amberley-books.com/community-gillian-bennett> [accessed 21 February 2021].] 


	The point being, her writing career focuses on ghosts, the supernatural, tall tales and terror - all of which informs her bases for the study of folklore of foreknowledge.    
	Tony Walter is an Emeritus Professor at the Centre for Death and Society, University of Bath, UK, where he conducts qualitative research and is currently writing a book for Sage on 'Death in the Modern World'.[footnoteRef:10]  Helen Waterhouse co-authored four papers about reincarnation with Walter and has published journal articles and chapters for various books on Buddhism as well as other religions and has been affiliated with the Religious Studies Department at the Open University since 1999.[footnoteRef:11]   [10:  University of Bath, Tony Walter (2008-2021) <https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Tony-Walter> [accessed 21 February 2021].]  [11:  Open University, Dr. Helen Waterhouse (2021) <http://www.open.ac.uk/people/hjw26> [accessed 21 February 2021].] 

	Demographically, respondents are similar. Bennett’s participants were of a group of 87 elderly women, aged 60 to 95 years, who resided in, or near, her hometown.  W & W participants were a group of 30 volunteers in Somerset County, England, 10 men and 20 women, aged 40 to 80 years, who responded to newspaper and radio ads.  Interestingly, religion, and more precisely, Christian religion, is an important cultural background for both studies.  Bennett’s respondents were primarily Methodists while W & W describe their respondents as “practicing Christians, including Quakers,” but  ‘deliberately excluding Sikhs, Hindus, Buddhists’ [footnoteRef:12] - because these religions teach reincarnation – and New Agers. W & W inform readers that compared to 1981 and 1990 surveys, their participants “considerably over-represent the older age groups and the higher social classes.” [footnoteRef:13]  Area wise, Bennett’s title suggests a single neighbourhood; yet, her respondents must come from a larger area since they were patients at her father’s podiatry clinic.  W & W respondents answered radio and newspaper ads for volunteers in Somerset County, England.   [12:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p. 188.]  [13:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’,’ p. 189.] 

	While both studies are exploratory qualitative research, Bennett’s study is purely exploratory, an outgrowth of curiosity based solely on hometown observations that she, then, supports with historical oral histories of folklore and supernatural occurrences dating to 1696.  In contrast, W & W based their phenomenological work, in part, on an ontological finding in a 1947 Mass Observation publication of “fieldwork conducted from October 1944 – January 1995, in Hammersmith, among a quota of 500 adults” [footnoteRef:14] that reported the ‘discovery’ of a belief in reincarnation in three percent of respondents in an otherwise Christian London borough. [footnoteRef:15]   [14:  Clive D. Field, Puzzled People Revisited: Religious Believing and Belonging in Wartime Britain, 1939–45, Twentieth Century British History, Volume 19, Issue 4 (2008), 446–479, (p. 450) <https://doi-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/10.1093/tcbh/hwn036> [accessed 13 February, 2021].]  [15:  Field, ‘Puzzled People Revisited,’ p. 455.] 

	Even with the differences in targeted audiences and publications, closer reviews revealed that writing styles, contrary to initial appearances, were, also, similar. Bennett’s folklore became a chapter contribution to the 1995 publication Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, a Utah University Press book, that online booksellers describe as a collection of contributed articles challenging the idea that supernatural experiences are extraordinary – and the stance of academe with regard to study of beliefs and the supernatural.[footnoteRef:16]  W & W published in Sociology of Religion (1999), an Oxford University Press scholarly journal, and have, subsequently, drawn on their 1997 results to publish in other academic journals, in 2001 and 2003.[footnoteRef:17]  Although there is no single, all-encompassing type of writing in the humanities, these articles meet general guidelines for research and interpretive/ analytical writing with content organized into report sections and subsections.  However, key research elements were embedded and difficult to find.  For instance, W & W reveal their use of unstructured interviews in the “FINDINGS” section, second subsection entitled “The Nature of Belief” instead of including it in the “SURVEY DATA”, “Interview Data” which does not describe their interview data but describes their interviewees, where the interviews took place, interviewee demographics, and points to unavailable sources for “detailed information”.[footnoteRef:18]  [16:  Project Muse, Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural (2020) <https://muse.jhu.edu/book/9855> [accessed 21 February 2021].]  [17:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘Lives-Long Learning: The Effects of Reincarnation Belief on Everyday Life in England,’ Nova Religio, (Fall 2001), 85 – 101, (p. 101 Endnotes).]  [18:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, pp. 188 - 192.] 

	Total sources cited in each article were similar, 28 and 27, respectively; Bennett relied on primary and archived literature to a greater extent than did W & W.  Bennett cited ten primary sources as “informant content.”  W & W cited one primary source:  a 1998 presentation by Gill entitled ‘Religious Belonging and Moral Values’ that they used to demonstrate calling into question a widely held belief of sociologists, i.e., ‘western secularization has so marginalized religious belief that it now has little influence on moral attitudes and behaviour.’[footnoteRef:19] In all, Bennett’s 28 total references include 19 secondary sources: 11 books, dating from 1696 to 1988, and eight articles dating from 1925 to 1986.  The 27 total W & W references include 26 secondary sources: 20 books, dating from 1955 and 1996, and six articles dating from 1990 to 1998.  Bennett’s historical book citations are dated:  1696, 1705, 1787, 1848 and, 1866.  Two books and five articles that date from 1925 to 1958 may have been archived sources.  W & W cite one potentially archived source - a 1947 Mass-Observation article, ‘Puzzled people’ – that first identified belief in reincarnation in a London borough – all other references date from 1965 to 1999.  In both studies, access to archived sources was, probably, provided by university libraries since all three authors are so affiliated. Bennett is affiliated with the University of Mississippi, Colorado and Utah. Walter was, in 1999, affiliated with the University of Reading but is now at the University of Bath, [footnoteRef:20]and Waterhouse is with the Open University.[footnoteRef:21]   [19:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 190.]  [20:  University of Bath, 2008-2021.]  [21:  Open University, 2021.] 

	 Given that both studies employed unstructured interviews and, thus, had opportunities to delve in depth into relevant topics; there is no reason to suspect anything other than honest responses.  Still, some concerns arise with Bennett’s approach to data collection and permission. According to her account:  

“With their permission, I simply sat in on their treatment, told them what I was researching and how I planned to use the material and recorded everything that was said.”[footnoteRef:22]   [22:  Bennett, p. 127.] 

	
	So, did she, without prior notice, suddenly appear - recorder and notepaper in hand - at the treatment room door? Since no direct relationship is established between the respondents and the research question, it seems probable that she chose her respondents simply because of their easy availability or manipulability. [footnoteRef:23]    [23:  City University of London, Principles of research ethics (2021) <https://www.city.ac.uk/research/support/integrity-and-ethics/ethics/principles> [accessed 28 February 2021]. ] 

	In contrast, W & W leave less to the imagination.  Taped interviews were conducted in respondents’ homes, which suggests conformance to ethics requirements; so, doubts are not generated in their narrative. Open-ended questions were employed and care was taken to let the interviewees speak in their own terms and interviewers were careful not to ask leading questions.[footnoteRef:24]   They concluded that an attempt to: [24:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p. 189] 


. . . categorize belief in reincarnation into the categories of yes-don’t know-no, as most surveys do, bears no relationship to the way in which people think and talk about the concept, at least in the situation of an unstructured interview.[footnoteRef:25]   [25:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘ A Very Private Belief,’ p. 192] 


	This approach supported their intent to discover a range of meanings related to reincarnation.  
Yet, they should have scrutinized their own belief that reincarnation is a ‘deviant belief’’ in western society.[footnoteRef:26]  Their argument that belief in reincarnation is solely a religious belief is weakened, along with their rationale for this study, by ignoring the ancient origins of belief in reincarnation, as evidenced by its inclusion in Plato’s Phaedo dated 399 to 360 BCE. [footnoteRef:27]  And, we know that Druids shared this doctrine with Greek Pythagoreans – and Indians. [footnoteRef:28]   Additionally, they do not recognize the importance of their findings about past life memories in adults.  It is well-known, and research supports, that “Older children may retain these apparent memories [about past lives], but generally they seem to fade around the age of 7.” [footnoteRef:29]  Although W & W findings substantiate this fact, they instead report ‘fleeting and insubstantial past-life memories’ unlike those found in popular books on reincarnation and past-life regression. [footnoteRef:30]  Lastly, and frustratingly, W & W refer readers, for “detailed analyses regarding theoretical issues”, to unpublished articles by Walter (1998 a, b, & c) and a Waterhouse paper (1999) [footnoteRef:31] that is unavailable through library links or Google (requires payment).  On the other hand, Bennett’s most obvious weakness is the inclusion of new information in her “Conclusion.” Otherwise, she omits: discussion of differing opinions about supernatural occurrences within current research, placing her research within a context of similar current research, and any direct reason for her readers to find her work compelling.   [26:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p. 187.]  [27:  Oxford Reference, Timeline: 4th Century BCE (2021) <https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780191735400.timeline.0001> [accessed 8 February 2021]. ]  [28:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology, (London: Bloomsbury, 2015), p. 33.]  [29:  University of Virginia, School of Medicine, Division of Perceptual Studies, Children Who Report Memories of Previous Lives (2021) < https://med.virginia.edu/perceptual-studies/our-research/children-who-report-memories-of-previous-lives/> [accessed 26 February 2021].]  [30:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p. 193.]  [31:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p. 189.] 

	Overall, and similarly, the greatest strength of these studies is that they are emergent with strong, first person testimonies that add interest, information, and key insights to their reports and societal knowledge about practicing Christians – that they hold personal, private beliefs about life, death, and afterlife that do not arise from Christian doctrine. 
CONCLUSION
	Gillian Bennett’s 1995 investigation of beliefs about folklore and supernatural encounters held by a group of Methodist women in her hometown was critically compared to Tony Walter & Helen Waterhouse’s 1999 research about belief in reincarnation held by Christians in Somerset County, England.  
	Bennett’s writing style befits its contribution to Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, a book targeted to a general public audience. Walter and Waterhouse take an academic tone and style as befits their academic audience and publication in Sociology of Religion, a journal dedicated to scholarship of the sociology of religion. 
	Unstructured interviews were the preferred data collection methodology in both studies – and add interest as well as information to the reports. However, exclusions and errors weaken these articles.  Bennett’s key weaknesses are omitting: differing opinions about supernatural occurrences within current research, context within current similar research, and any reason for the reader to find her work compelling.  W & W weaken their article by viewing reincarnation solely as a religious belief, omitting acknowledgment of its ancient origins. They also ignore an opportunity to substantiate research findings about past life memories in adults, and refer readers to sources of theoretical detail that are unavailable.  
	The greatest strength of these articles is that they work within the context of discovery.  Their combined value is that both studies are emergent, revealing that Christians in western society hold personal and private beliefs about life after death, not derived from Christian doctrine. 
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