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Sarah Fae - HPCA7016 - Essay 1  

A Critical Comparison of two secondary sources.


 This essay will compare and contrast the two research papers Bennett, G. “If I Knew you were Coming I’d Have Baked a Cake,”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighbourhood Group. In Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, edited by Barbara Walker (Utah University Press) and Walter, T. & Waterhouse, H. 1999.’A Very Private Belief; Reincarnation in Contemporary England’ Sociology of Religion. 

Conducting research around extra sensory phenomena using a phenomenological approach is no piece of cake. A high level of sensitivity is necessary to study the internal world of research subjects and present findings for external publication as noted by Bogdan and Taylor (1975).

The phenomenologist views human behaviour …as a product of how people interpret their world. The task of the phenomenologist, and, for us, the qualitative methodologists, is to capture this process of interpretation in order to grasp the meanings of a person’s behaviour, the phenomenologist attempts to see things for that person’s point of view.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Bryman, Alan, Quantity and Quality in Social Research: Contemporary Social Research:18 (Routledge 1992), p. 53. ] 


 This essay will find commonalities and differences between the methodologies employed by both studies and the ethical implications the research presents and the reflexive position of each researcher. 

 The most notable difference between these papers is in the academic background of each researcher. Firstly, Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse work in unison to conduct their research on the privatisation of belief about reincarnation. Walter provides a sociological perspective whilst Waterhouse approaches the topic from her schooling in religious studies. It is not clear throughout the paper what either thinks about reincarnation as there is no reflexive section in their paper.  Gillian Bennett, acting alone in her research, is a folklorist who studied at the centre for English Cultural Tradition and Language, and who, like Walter and Waterhouse also omits a reflexive section from her paper. Although she does offer some insight of her stance through her use of language, describing the context of her research as controversial, one where the subject was a “delicate.”[footnoteRef:2] Bennett also spoke of the specialised vocabulary her interviewees used, and how after only a few days exposure she was able to understand and use neologisms such as “a psychic sense.”[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Bennett, Gillian, “If I Knew You Were Coming I’d of Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighbourhood Group. Out of the Ordinary (University Press of Colorado Utah State University Press 1995), p. 126. ]  [3:  Bennett, “If I Knew You Were Coming,” p. 126. ] 

 
 Negating a reflexive section makes is difficult for readers to learn the position of each researcher on the subject topic, whilst being an insider with intimate knowledge on topics such as reincarnation and foreknowledge would have been a definite advantage.[footnoteRef:4] This lack of signposting is a common feature in both papers, who despite having a clear structure fail to provide subheadings for the specifics in their methodology. Perhaps most notable is how both papers fail to signpost their literature reviews, this is a real factor in Walter and Waterhouse’s paper as it is embedded in the main body. The placement of Bennetts literature review, albeit not signposted, is at the start of her paper, giving the reader a historical perspective and is clearly separate from her methodology and findings. Bennetts’s purpose is clear, and she provides an academic rationale for her research undertaking with descriptions and examples of what is meant by esoteric instances such as ‘visionary perceptions, disembodied voices, mysterious noises around the house, all of which consistently appear in folklore collections as “omens” of death and danger, were often cited by my informants as instances of “premonitions.”[footnoteRef:5] Unfortunately, Walter and Waterhouse do not provide the same level clarification and the reader is left without definition of a term which underpins the entire study, that is, how they define reincarnation.  [4:  Bell, Judith, Doing Your Research Project A guide for first-time researchers in education, health and social science 5th edn. (Open University Press 2010), p. 55. ]  [5:  Bennett, “If I Knew You Were Coming”, p. 126. ] 


Methods are more autonomous than many realise, proposed Bryman, who goes on to state ‘they can be used in a variety of contexts with an assortment of purposes in mind. Indeed, the very fact qualitative researchers instil an element of quantitative data collection into their investigation underlines this point to a certain degree.’[footnoteRef:6] Yet, in her research on the folklore of foreknowledge, Bennett limited her enquiry to only two questions, and although she devised them from previous scholarship and recorded 120 hours of conversation there is no quantifiable data available from her study.  [6:  Bryman, Quantity and Quality, p. 125.] 


 Whilst Walter and Waterhouse used both structured surveys and open-ended interviews, employing a mixed methods approach they give very few examples of their questions but do acknowledge the limitations of that approach. Through their use of small-scale interviews ‘to elicit the meaning of reincarnation to those who believe in it,’[footnoteRef:7] they can interpret a cultural phenomenon by analysing the perspective of those who participate in it, utilising an emic approach.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Walter, Tony and Waterhouse, Helen, A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England, Sociology of Religion, Vol 60 (Oxford University Press 1999), p. 188.]  [8:  Cuneo, Daniele, Thinking Literature: Emic and Etic Approaches. Rivista Degeli Studi Orientali, vol 84, no1/4, (Fabrizio Serra Editore Saperieza Universita di Roma 2011), p. 123. ] 


 Bennett uses a narrative approach to present her findings which enabled her to see through other people’s eyes whilst using her abilities as a researcher to interpret events from their point of view.[footnoteRef:9] What differs considerably from Walter and Waterhouse is that she gives her subjects voice throughout the presentation of her research. Through Bennett there is opportunity for the reader to gain an in depth understanding on matters relating to ESP through her sharing of deeply personal subjective stories, this is especially seen on the topic of “delving,” in which Rose and Alma disclose profound insight on their reading of the teacups, ‘there was no future for her. None at all. The next thing we knew my mother was going to her funeral.’[footnoteRef:10] This level of deep personal insight is missing by Walter and Waterhouse as although care was taken ‘to let interviewees speak in their own terms,’ the degree of disclosure pales in comparison to what we experience through Bennett’s study of folklore and foreknowledge.  [9:  Bryman, Quantity and Quality, p. 72. ]  [10:  Bennett, “If I Knew You Were Coming”, p. 137. ] 


 Walter and Waterhouse survey and interview much wider geographic sample size encompassing Bath, Bristol, Taunton in Southwest England, much bigger than Bennetts, who deliberately set out to focus only on her hometown,[footnoteRef:11] Evidence could suggest that due to Bennetts sample being so local, and to her father’s clinic, a level of familiarity might have resulted in higher levels of disclosure, expressed as; “I get such a queer feeling,” or “I know what’s coming,” and “it has come true just as I dreamt it”[footnoteRef:12] Whilst Walter and Waterhouse, also provide general snapshots of participant voice, they fall short of offering the same level of person detail about reincarnation, ‘I believe… but every statement prefaced with I think.’[footnoteRef:13] [11:  Bennett, “If I Knew You Were Coming”, p. 122.]  [12:  Ibid, p. 130. ]  [13:  Walter and Waterhouse, “A Very Private”, p. 191. ] 


 Walter and Waterhouse admit themselves the limitations of their methods to provide deep insight on secular views on reincarnation,’ we conclude that to attempt to categorise belief in reincarnation into the categories yes-don’t know-no, as most surveys do, bears little relationship to way people think about the concept.’[footnoteRef:14] Whilst at the end of her paper Bennett also openly admits she is speculating and hasn’t proven anything conclusive or answered anything definitive about foreknowledge, ‘more would need to be done to confirm whether these are universal patterns among elderly women.’[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Ibid, p. 192. ]  [15:  Bennett, “If I Knew You Were Coming”, p. 141. ] 


 Perhaps what both studies have in common is their somewhat ambiguous approach to ethics, evidence suggests that the ethical stance in both papers albeit for different reasons cause equal amounts of concern.  Blaxter at al. summerised the rules of research ethics as transparency about the nature of the agreement you have entered with your contacts and subjects.[footnoteRef:16] Through Bennetts access to her father’s podiatry patients, she was able to target and interview a group in a clinical setting as they received a medical treatment. The nature of such circumstances raises questions, firstly, is ethical to study a community who didn’t actively seek out the opportunity, ‘I had to find a venue conducive to personal conversation,’ and secondly the involvement of her father who is the ‘intermediary to introduce me to potential informants and put them at their ease.’[footnoteRef:17] This is in stark comparison to the use of radio advertising by Walter and Waterhouse who after their recruitment, ‘conducted thirty taped interviews with adults in their own home, who had expressed interest in being interviewed on the subject.’[footnoteRef:18] Through recruiting respondents through radio advertising Walter and Waterhouse were able to ensure that their sample actively wanted to be surveyed and interviewed, thus ensuring the consent of their participants was truly informed. [16:  Bell, Doing Your Research Project, p. 46. ]  [17:  Bennett, “If I Knew You Were Coming”, p. 126. ]  [18:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private, p. 188. ] 


 Darlington and Scott express the importance of ethics committees who act as gatekeepers to potential vulnerable groups of people.[footnoteRef:19] School children are arguably one of thee most vulnerable social groups yet were also included for interview by Walter and Waterhouse. Unfortunately, no information is provided ensuring their emotional welfare, how their data was be used/stored and if correct safeguarding protocols were adhered too. Unfortunately, in Bennetts’s research, she fails to safeguard her participants by publishing their first names which is a breach of confidentiality.  [19:  Bell, Doing Your Research Project, p. 47. ] 


 The setting where interviews are conducted is important, and due to presence of Bennetts father as a third party throughout her taped conversations could have elicited different stories if he was not also in the room. Might their descriptions of been somewhat constrained due to the presence of person who is in a position of authority, especially one who attends the same Methodist Church, which given the subject of foreknowledge might cause some controversy. Water and Waterhouse interviewed subjects in their own homes which may have led to more open and honest answers as subjects likely felt very safe and comfortable as the questions were asked and this could produce more authentic answers.

 This high level of personal trust is seen in the snowball effect Walter and Waterhouse experienced as interviewees recommended friends and family to take part in the study. However, this might have had a paradoxical effect on the results for the sample is no longer random and those belonging to same the social structures often hold the same norms, values and belief systems. 

  A similar conundrum is seen in Bennetts sample as her participants, ‘used the same doctor, shopped at the same local shops, and were part of the same social network. The majority also attended the same Methodist Church.’[footnoteRef:20] Yet Bennett openly states that this was her intended focus at the start of her paper in exploring ‘knowledge of the future, as it is understood by a group of elderly women in my own hometown.’[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Bennett, “If I Knew You Were Coming”, p. 127. ]  [21:  Ibid, p. 122. ] 


  Perhaps what is most notable about both studies is how all three authors stereotype, yet albeit in different ways. Firstly, Walter and Waterhouse exclude anyone who they perceived to be New Age, their definition of which was based upon externals, ‘such as Indian skirts, crystals.’[footnoteRef:22] Evidence would suggest that this exclusion, based purely on externals is somewhat ironic given the fact the two researchers are seeking to discover, private inner belief. They also excluded Sikhs, Buddhists, and Hindus from taking part in the study pertaining their religions already prescribe to a belief on reincarnation, again this is an assumption based upon their belief that all Sikhs, Buddhists and Hindus automatically subscribe to all facets of their faith. [22:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private, p. 191. ] 


 Bennett had no barriers of entry to her research but, evidence suggests, does make assumptions about the women who took part and why they think, behave, and act the way they do. She focuses upon the traditional values and roles of women and emphasizes how weak and helpless they are in face of their troubles, ‘a lack of confidence so acute that it leads them to attribute even the smallest personal success directly to man, even if he is dead.’[footnoteRef:23] Bennetts’s voice is strong throughout the presentation of her findings throughout and at no point relates it back to previous scholarship, it is often difficult for the reader to distinguish between her respondents’ views and her opinion.  [23:  Bennett, “If I Knew You Were Coming”, p. 134. ] 


 Whilst Walter and Waterhouse have a much more impersonal, almost scientific tone as they link their findings back to previous scholarship, most notably the EVS (European Values Survey), an example being ‘our sample is reasonably typical of reincarnations (as identified by the EVS) in respect to gender and conventional religiosity.’[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private, p. 189. ] 


 This, almost scientific approach to qualitative date presentation is seen through the categorisation of their respondents ‘entertaining the idea of reincarnation,’ into three key influences: intellectual/nonexperimental, second-hand experience, and first-hand experience.[footnoteRef:25] The text breaks and subheadings, are simple to digest and the information clearly deduced from listening to interviewees. The structure of the information provides clarity on a topic which is abstract. This style of simple, digestible classification is missing from Bennett’s paper who instead as she summarises her findings opts for two titles ‘traditional roles and values’ and ‘negative aspects of psychic power,’ followed by large bodies of text. [25:  Ibid, po. 193. ] 


[bookmark: _Hlk98432791] Bennetts sole use of the narrative approach could make the reader question its validity, as Bryman states, ‘ethnographers rarely adopt a stance of being “sponges,” whereby they simply absorb their subjects’ interpretations,’[footnoteRef:26] as she openly admits choosing to showcase stories (such as Rose and Alma) for they are good narrators.[footnoteRef:27] Evidence would suggest this favouritism might make the reader question about those interviewees who were less charismatic and, who as a result did not make the cut. Also, without data from surveys with closed questions, and through her sole use of narrative storytelling we are at her mercy and ability to accurately transcribe and relay the information as intended by her participants.  [26:  Bryman, Quantity and Quality, p. 73. ]  [27:  Bennett, “If I Knew You Were Coming”, p. 137. ] 


 It could be argued that Bennett uses a patronising manner throughout her paper by referring to her interviewees as ‘old ladies,’ and displays an often-judgemental tone, ‘their shamefacedness disappeared, and they were willing to admit they have considerable belief.’[footnoteRef:28] We get no such instances of personality from Walter and Waterhouse who present their data in a much more impersonal and practical tone, ‘most of our respondents seriously entertain the idea of reincarnation, though only a minority categorically believe in it.’[footnoteRef:29] [28:  Ibid, p. 128. ]  [29:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private, p. 189. ] 

 As researchers, Alan Bryman appreciates the complexity of phenomenological research by querying ‘how feasible is it to perceive as others perceive’[footnoteRef:30] and through Ball (1984) he warned that ‘for everything that is noticed a multitude of other things go unseen, for everything that is written down a multitude of other things are forgotten.’ Evidence would suggest that the sole methodological use of narrative storytelling by Bennett meant that despite 120 hours of recordings the reader might always wonder about the words left unspoken. However, the stories that are shared give the reader a series of powerful personal accounts on ESP, and offer a real vantage point, ‘never again will I tell a fortune, frightened me to death.’[footnoteRef:31] This level of disclosure distinctly missing from Walter and Waterhouse whose research, evidence suggests, rehashes generic cliches about reincarnation, ‘yes everything has a cause and effect. For everything you do, you get something back.’[footnoteRef:32] [30:  Bryman, Quantity and Quality, p. 73.]  [31:  Bennett, “If I Knew You Were Coming”, p. 138. ]  [32:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private, p. 194.] 


  Yet, despite offering a deeper perspective on her topic Bennett falls short on one aspect of her approach and the reader is left wondering had she used one of the methods employed by Walter and Waterhouse might she of produced new outcomes. Evidence suggests more structure in her interviews might have produced more quantifiable results, as this would have allowed her to cross compare her answers. This change would not have come at the expense of her participants, as it would have been a very simple addition, that could have provided a new insight on what was already a complex topic. A piece of cake indeed. 


Bibliography

Bell, Judith. Doing Your Research Project A guide for first-time researchers in   
 education, health and social science 5th edn. (Open University Press 2010)

Bennett, Gillian. “If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore   
 of Foreknowledge in a Neighbourhood Group. Out Of The Ordinary: Folklore and 
 the Supernatural, edited by Barbara Walker, (University Press of Colorado 1995), 
 pp. 122–42. 

Alan, Bryman. Quantity and Quality in Social Research. Contemporary Social 
 Research:18 Series Editor Martin Bulmer. (Routledge 1992).

Cuneo, Daniele. THINKING LITERATURE: EMIC AND ETIC APPROACHES. Rivista 
 Degli Studi Orientali, vol. 84, no. 1/4, (Fabrizio Serra Editore, Sapienza - Universita di 
 Roma 2011), pp. 123–28. 

Walter, Tony, and Helen Waterhouse. A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in 
 Contemporary England. Sociology of Religion, vol. 60, no. 2, (Oxford University 
 Press, Association for the Sociology of Religion, Inc.1999), pp. 187–97, 


 
image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





