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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].] 


	Key comparisons include contexts, demographics, intended audiences, sources, and quality. 

CONTEXT, DEMOGRAPHICS & INTENDED AUDIENCES

	While both studies work within the “context of discovery,”[footnoteRef:2] Bennett’s 1995 exploratory study is an outgrowth of her curiosity based solely on hometown observations that she, then, supports with historical oral histories of folklore and supernatural occurrences dating to 1696.  In contrast, Walter & Waterhouse (W & W) based their 1999 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:3] that reported the ‘discovery’ of a belief in reincarnation in three percent of respondents in an otherwise Christian London borough. [footnoteRef:4]   [2:  Jutta Schickore, ‘Scientific Discovery,’ 2018, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2018 Edition) Edward N. Zalta (ed.), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2018/entries/scienfific-discovery/ [accessed 31March 2021].]  [3:  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].]  [4:  Field, ‘Puzzled People Revisited,’ p. 455.] 

	Demographically, both studies 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:5] - 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:6]  Area wise, Bennett’s title suggests a single neighbourhood; yet, her respondents must come from a larger - perhaps countywide - 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.   [5:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England,’ Sociology of Religion, 60, (1999) 187-197, [p. 189].]  [6:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’,’ p. 189.] 

	Intended audiences differed markedly. 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:7]  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:8]   [7:  Project Muse, Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural (2020) <https://muse.jhu.edu/book/9855> [accessed 21 February 2021].]  [8:  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).] 


AUTHOR QUALIFICATIONS & ARTICLE SUMMARIES

	Author qualifications are reflections of their intended audiences.  Bennett’s qualifications stem from her international reputation while W & W are academics.  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, spirit tall tales and terror - all of which inherently features life after death – similar to belief in reincarnation.     
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].] 

Whereas Bennett’s article probes beliefs about ghosts, spirits, and synchronicities, W & W explore belief in reincarnation.  Bennett investigates beliefs held and passed on relative to knowledge of the future (foreknowledge) and 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:12]  Her key concept is that these ‘women’s social situation and moral code shape the folklore shared.’ [footnoteRef:13]  In the end, she concedes, “Not too much should be made of such an impressionistic analysis . . . nevertheless it is suggestive” [footnoteRef:14] – readers will certainly concur.      [12:  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).]  [13:  Bennett, p. 122.]  [14:  Bennett, p. 141.] 

	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:15].  They conclude that belief in reincarnation is the “ultimate detached, private belief.” [footnoteRef:16]   [15:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 187. ]  [16:   Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 196.] 


ASPECTS OF QUALITY:
 REFERENCES, METHODOLOGY, STRENGTHS & WEAKNESSES

Provocatively, the authors of Qualitative Research Methods (2020) say, “Reflective thought and resulting adjustments to research tasks are often overlooked when presenting qualitative research – [even though they] are important indicators of quality in qualitative study.”[footnoteRef:17]  If that is the case in 2020, it should be no surprise that these 1990’s articles are similar in their omission of reflective thought and its resulting adjustments.  Based on textual descriptions, it is attractive to say that Bennett is an “insider” – research in her hometown - while W & W are “outsiders,” – research at various locations in Somerset County; however, readers are not given baseline perspectives and relationships to the beliefs studied. Hence, no definitive conclusion exists about researchers’ amendments to personal opinions or actions as a result of their interviewee interactions.  And, the quality of the research must be judged by other criteria.     [17:   Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, & Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (London: Sage Publications, 2020), p. 324.] 

For instance, references and their use – there are 28 and 27 sources listed, respectively.  Bennett cited ten primary sources as “informant content” while W & W cited only 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:18]  Bennett’s historical book citations are dated:  1696, 1705, 1787, 1848 and, 1866.  Two books and five articles date from 1925 to 1958 and may have been archived sources. Early books set the stage for her research and inform historical perspectives of folklore that eventually conjoins into the 1990 practices she studied.  W & W cite one potentially archived source - a 1947 Mass-Observation article, ‘Puzzled people’ – that first identified belief in reincarnation in a London borough.  Most, if not all, of the archived sources may have been provided by university libraries since all three authors are so affiliated: the Universities of Mississippi, Colorado and Utah (Bennett), the University of Reading and the University of Bath (Walter), [footnoteRef:19] and the Open University (Waterhouse). [footnoteRef:20]  In all, Bennett cites 19 secondary sources: 11 books, dating from 1696 to 1988, and eight articles dating from 1925 to 1986.  Whereas, W & W references 26 secondary sources: 20 books, dating from 1955 and 1996, and six articles dating from 1990 to 1998.  All their other references date from 1965 to 1999 and deal primarily with religion, privatization of belief, New Age, and spiritualism. Four, however, deal directly with past life regression, therapy, or experiences.  With this in mind, it is difficult to believe that the authors were unaware that, “Past life memories are typically experienced by very young children, and fade within a few years.” [footnoteRef:21] [18:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 190.]  [19:  University of Bath, 2008-2021.]  [20:  Open University, 2021.]  [21:  K.M. Wehrstein, ‘Adult Past-Life Memories Research’. Psi Encyclopedia. (London: The Society for Psychical Research, 2017) References <https://psi-encyclopedia.spr.ac.uk/articles/adult-past-life-memories-research> [Accessed 20 March 2021].] 

In light of similar findings reported by past-life researchers for the past 50-years, [footnoteRef:22] one wonders why W & W chose to report ‘fleeting and insubstantial past-life memories’ unlike those found in popular books on reincarnation and past-life regression[footnoteRef:23] instead of reporting their findings as consistent with other research conducted about past-life memories at, for instance, the University of Virginia. [footnoteRef:24]   [22:  University of Virginia, Division of Perceptual Studies, 50 Years of Research (2021),  <https://med.virginia.edu/perceptual-studies/our-research/children-who-report-memories-of-previous-lives/fifty-years-of-research/> [accessed 20 March 2021].]  [23:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p. 193.]  [24:  University of Virginia, 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 20 March 2021].] 

	 Unstructured interviews were employed in both studies and in the skilled hands of these interviewers were, most likely, controlled, producing the data that answered the research questions. [footnoteRef:25] However, “the pervasive acceptance of the unstructured interviews as a legitimate tool of qualitative research” has been questioned on at least five elements[footnoteRef:26] and neither article explains this choice of methodology. Presumably, it provided an opportunity to “delve deep” into the subject and follow relevant topics as they came up.  Nevertheless, Bennett’s approach to data collection and permission raises concerns. According to her account:   [25:  Judith Bell & Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project A Guide for First-time Researchers, 7th Ed., (London: Open University Press, 2018), p. 213.]  [26:  Alan Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, (New York: Routledge, 1988) p. 114 - 116.] 


“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:27]   [27:  Bennett, p. 127.] 

	
	So, did she, without prior notice, suddenly appear - recorder and notepaper in hand - at the treatment room door?  Since she establishes no direct relationship between the respondents and the research questions, one wonders whether she chose her respondents simply because of their easy availability or manipulability.[footnoteRef:28]    [28:  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 conducted in respondents’ homes, suggest conformance to ethics requirements; above all, 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:29]   They concluded that an attempt to: [29:  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:30]   [30:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p. 192.] 


	This approach supported their intent to discover a range of meanings related to reincarnation.  
Having said that, their assumption that belief in reincarnation is a ‘deviant belief’’ in western society[footnoteRef:31]  is undercut historically by literature not included in their bibliography.  Plato’s Phaedo, dated 399 to 360 BCE, [footnoteRef:32] refers to belief in reincarnation and we know that Druids shared this doctrine with Greek Pythagoreans – and Indians. [footnoteRef:33]  Lastly, and frustratingly, W & W point readers to “detailed analyses regarding theoretical issues”, in unpublished articles by Walter (1998 a, b, & c) and a Waterhouse paper (1999) [footnoteRef:34] that is unavailable through library links or Google (except by purchase).  In comparison, Bennett’s most obvious weakness is the inclusion of new information in her “Conclusion.”  Furthermore, 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.   [31:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p. 187.]  [32:  Oxford Reference, Timeline: 4th Century BCE (2021) <https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780191735400.timeline.0001> [accessed 8 February 2021]. ]  [33:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology, (London: Bloomsbury, 2015), p. 33.]  [34:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p. 189.] 

	With this in mind, these articles are still logically organized beginning with the basic preliminary information, describing the simple technical structure of the interviews, and stating the findings.  Overall, Bennett’s structure located key information reasonably whereas W & W embedded key information making it difficult to find.  For instance, W & W reveal their use of unstructured interviews in the “FINDINGS” section under “The Nature of Belief” – which is the second subsection - instead of including it under “SURVEY DATA”, “Interview Data” where a reader might expect it along with the descriptions of their interviewees, interview locations and demographics.[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Walter & Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, pp. 188 - 192.] 

	Significantly, and similarly, the greatest strength of these studies is that they are emergent; to say nothing of the compelling examples of first person testimonies that heighten interest, information, and key insights into societal knowledge about practicing Christians – some hold private beliefs about life, death, and afterlife existence. 

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’s academic tone and style befits their academic audience and publication in Sociology of Religion, a journal dedicated to scholarship in the sociology of religion. 
	Unstructured interviews were the methodology in both studies which are weakened by exclusions and errors. On the one hand, 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.  Whereas, W & W weaken their article by viewing reincarnation solely as a religious belief, omitting acknowledgment of its ancient origins, foregoing an opportunity to substantiate research findings about past life memories in adults, and referring readers to sources of theoretical detail that are unavailable.  
	The greatest strength of these articles is that they work within the context of discovery.  Notably, both studies are emergent and reveal that Christians in western society hold private beliefs about life after death. 
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