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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources

Introduction
This essay critically compares and contrasts Gillian Bennett’s "If I Knew You Were Coming, I'd Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group, from Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, edited by Barbara Walker, pp. 122-142[footnoteRef:1] with Tony Walter & Helen Waterhouse’s ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’ from Sociology of Religion, 60, pp. 187-197.[footnoteRef:2] Specifically, it analyzes the papers through the themes of Methodology, Ethics and Reflexive Positioning, and Structure and Literature Review. The essay contextualizes each paper by introducing its authors and outlines. It then analyzes them according to these themes and concludes by noting their similarities and differences. [1:  Bennett, Gillian. 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, by Barbara Walker, 122-142. Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press.]  [2:  Walter, Tony and Waterhouse, Helen. Summer, 1999. "A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England." Sociology of Religion, Vol. 60, No. 2 pp. 187-197.] 


The Authors
Gillian Bennett (1939–2023) was a folklorist specializing in contemporary legends. She was editor of the journal Folklore from 1994 to 2002[footnoteRef:3], founder of the International Society for Contemporary Legend Research (ISCLR)[footnoteRef:4], and author of many published works on folklore and belief in the supernatural. [3:  Society, The Folklore. 2023. Dr Gillian Bennett (1939-2023). December 13. Accessed March 6, 2025. https://folklore-society.com/blog-post/dr-gillian-bennett-1939-2023/.]  [4:  Research, International Society for Contemporary Legend. 2015. 2015 Recipient of the Linda Degh Lifetime Achievement Award - Dr Gillian Bennett. Accessed March 6, 2025. https://contemporarylegend.org/prizes/degh/dr-gillian-bennett/.] 

Tony Walter is Emeritus Professor of Death Studies at the University of Bath and past Director of the Centre for Death and Society[footnoteRef:5]. His research includes afterlife beliefs, mediations between the living and the dead, and formation of a sociological understanding of how death is perceived in contemporary society.  [5:  Bath, University of. n.d. Tony Walter. Accessed March 6, 2025. https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/persons/tony-walter.] 

Dr Helen Waterhouse is Honorary Research Associate in the Study of Religions Department at Bath Spa University and teaches World Religions for the Open University. Her research focused on British Buddhism[footnoteRef:6] and other manifestations of pluralism in Britain, including belief in reincarnation among British citizens[footnoteRef:7]. [6:  Waterhouse, Helen J. 1997. "Helen Waterhouse - 1997." Authority and Adaptation: A Case Study in British Buddhism. February. Accessed March 10, 2025. https://researchspace.bathspa.ac.uk/1437/1/Helen%20Waterhouse%20-%201997.pdf.]  [7:  Waterhouse, Helen. 1999. "Reincarnation belief in Britain: New age orientation or mainstream option?" Journal of Contemporary Religion 14 pp. 97:109.] 


The Papers
The first paper analyzed was Gillian Bennett’s “If I Knew You Were Coming, I'd Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group [footnoteRef:8].  This was one chapter within a book of essays that explored how events and occurrences that might be considered “supernatural” are integrated into everyday life. Bennet’s essay focused on how a group of older women in her own town explained precognition and how it happened. It also demonstrated what Bennet called “’common consent and agreement’ about knowledge of the future.”[footnoteRef:9] In the essay, Bennet reviewed her findings in the context of related literature and how it reflected the participants’ social and cultural conditioning. [8:  Bennett, Folklore of Foreknowledge.]  [9:  Ibid, p. 122.] 

	Bennet’s essay compared and contrasted with Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse’s A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England.[footnoteRef:10] This paper summarized findings from a study of English people who privately believed in reincarnation outside of their religious, spiritual, or moral principles. The study concluded that belief in reincarnation was common among Christians but was held separately from these other associations and had little effect on the rest of their lives. The authors' conclusions pointed to the theory that belief in reincarnation often served as a way of dealing with problematic questions like the reason for suffering, even as it conflicted with mainstream Christian beliefs about the afterlife in heaven. [10:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief.] 


Methodology
	Bennett relied primarily on qualitative methodology. She conducted in-person interviews with her participants, who were among her father's patients, at his podiatry practice over five months, interviewing 120 people total and using 87 women between the ages of 60 and 95 as her primary informants.[footnoteRef:11]  Judith Bell and Steven Waters list adaptability as an advantage of interviews, and the potential to gather richer and more personal information than you might get from a survey.[footnoteRef:12] However, they also note that interviews can be time-consuming, which could be a disadvantage if the researcher's time is limited[footnoteRef:13]. Since Bennett appeared to have had plenty of time, this was probably not an issue for her. She did not specify how she structured the interviews but explained that they were done as recorded conversations during the informant’s podiatry sessions and that she asked the participants for stories about events demonstrating experiences of foreknowledge[footnoteRef:14] which then fed into her analysis of their beliefs. A potential concern is that doing interviews with someone undergoing podiatry treatment, presumably with the podiatrist also present, could affect the interviewee's sense of privacy. However, Bennett stated that she explained her research and got permission before proceeding.[footnoteRef:15] Bennett also included quantitative methods. She compiled statistics on her informants' demographics and beliefs, which she incorporated into her analysis[footnoteRef:16]. This combination of methodologies enabled Bennett to group responses by age range, marital status, and domestic situation to make meaningful comparisons between those groups.  [11:  Bennett, Folklore of Foreknowledge, p. 127.]  [12:  Bell, Judith and Waters, Steven. 2018. Doing Your Research Project - A Guide For First-time Researchers. London: Open University Press, p. 210.]  [13:  Ibid.]  [14:  Bennett, Folklore of Foreknowledge, p. 127.]  [15:  Ibid.]  [16:  Ibid, pp. 128, 141] 

Walter and Waterhouse began their research by following up on the European Values Surveys (EVS) of 1981 and 1990.[footnoteRef:17]  They also used qualitative methodology, taping interviews with 30 adults in their homes and 3 group interviews with schoolchildren.[footnoteRef:18] The adults were found through personal contacts, radio advertising for volunteers, and referrals from existing participants. They deliberately excluded Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists, and "new agers" because they sought to talk to those whose belief in reincarnation had not been influenced by their religion.[footnoteRef:19]  The in-home interviews were semi-structured. The researchers started by asking questions about belief in reincarnation, religious associations, and involvement with 'alternative' lifestyles and then allowed the informants to speak freely. They were careful not to ask leading questions.[footnoteRef:20]. Alan Bryman discussed a benefit of allowing informants to ‘ramble’ when he quoted Lynda Measor saying, [17:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p. 188.]  [18:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, pp. 188–89.]  [19:  Ibid.]  [20:  Ibid.] 

Inevitably, the interviewee will ‘ramble’ and move away from the designated areas in the researcher’s mind. The interviewee, in rambling, is moving onto some areas that most interest him or her.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Bryman, Alan. 1988. Quantity and Quality in Social Research. London and New York: Routledge, p. 46.] 

He said, “rambling is interesting because it may reveal a matter of importance to (the informant).[footnoteRef:22]” A criticism is that Walter and Waterhouse did not specify how the children were identified or how those interviews were structured. In fact, they were not mentioned at all after the introduction, so there is no information about how they were interviewed or how the data from the group interviews was used. This issue was addressed further in the Ethics section of this essay. The data from the interviews was used by each researcher separately, Walter from a sociological and Waterhouse from a religious perspective. Each published articles based on this data[footnoteRef:23] [footnoteRef:24], and this article summarized their main findings and presented them within a framework of the privatization of religion[footnoteRef:25].  [22:  Ibid, p. 47.]  [23:  Walter, Tony. 2001. "Reincarnation, Modernity, and Identity." Sociology Vol. 35, No. 1 pp. 21-38.]  [24:  Waterhouse, Helen. 1999. "Reincarnation belief in Britain: New age orientation or mainstream option?" Journal of Contemporary Religion 14 pp. 97:109.]  [25:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p. 189.] 


Ethics and Reflexive Positioning
	Bennett was somewhat of an insider to her participant group, as they come from the same town and are part of her local community. However, she never addressed this directly. She said that the women were elderly and her father’s patients, and most were members of the same church, which she did not attend herself. In addition, the women she spoke to all had the gift of precognition. So, in these ways, Bennett was an outsider. Marlize Rabe recognized that a researcher can be “an outsider regarding certain aspects of a person’s life, but not others."[footnoteRef:26]Rabe also discussed potential power dynamics between researchers and participants. Often, the researcher is seen as the one in power.[footnoteRef:27]. In Bennett’s case, since she was interviewing members of her own community, it could mean that she belonged to a similar social class and had a similar vernacular, which could help mitigate this, but again, she never addresses it. There is also the ethical question of how she obtained access to these informants. Since they were her father's patients and he made the introductions, her father may have been perceived as having power in this situation. From Bennett's description, it sounds like she simply sat in on their podiatry sessions, described her research, and asked for permission before interviewing them.[footnoteRef:28] However, this does not address the concern that they may have felt obligated to interview because of their relationship with the father and the dynamics with him. As Rabe put it, [26:  Rabe, Marlize. 2003. "Revising 'Insiders' and 'Outsiders' as Social Researchers." African Sociological Review p. 150.]  [27:  Ibid, p. 153.]  [28:  Bennett, Folklore of Foreknowledge, p. 127.] 

The researcher is the one with power, the researched is the one without power. When the relationship of power is examined historically, the one with power is often white and male[footnoteRef:29].  [29:  Rabe, Revising Insiders and Outsiders, p. 153.] 

Bennett does not address ethical concerns about her father sharing demographic and personal data about his patients[footnoteRef:30], but this also could have been problematic given that her father was a white male doctor and the participants were female. [30:  Bennett, Folklore of Foreknowledge, p. 127.] 

	Similarly, Walter and Woodhouse worked with informants in their general area. So, geographically, at least, they are insiders to the culture of their participants. Waterhouse wrote her PhD on Buddhism in Britain[footnoteRef:31] and Watson had previously written a paper on reincarnation[footnoteRef:32]. All were referred to in this study and there was some input from each according to their previous work. Thus, they are both familiar with the subject matter. However, the authors do not say whether they believe in reincarnation or what their spiritual orientation is. So, it is not known whether they are insiders or outsiders in that way. From an ethics standpoint, the adults in the study were self-selected and had volunteered to be interviewed[footnoteRef:33].  Bell and Waters listed informed consent and assurance of anonymity among the critical ethical practices for qualitative research[footnoteRef:34].  However, consent from the informants for the interview material to be used in published findings was also listed as critical[footnoteRef:35], and this was never addressed in the paper, so this guideline may not have been followed.  [31:  Waterhouse, Authority and Adaptation.]  [32:  Walter, Tony. 2001. "Reincarnation, Modernity, and Identity." Sociology Vol. 35, No. 1 pp. 21-38.]  [33:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, pp. 188-89.]  [34:  Bell and Waters, Doing Your Research p. 81.]  [35:  Ibid, p. 82.] 

For the schoolchildren, as mentioned above, there was no information in the paper at all about how they were approached or chosen for the project or whether they freely agreed to participate. Although some of the data collected from the children was found in Water’s[footnoteRef:36] and Woodhouse’s[footnoteRef:37] other articles, there was no mention of how the children were engaged, which could raise ethical concerns in these areas if teachers or other adults had pressured the children to participate. Phelan and Kinsella discuss the ethics of doing qualitative research with children: [36:  Walter, Reincarnation, Modernity, and Identity.]  [37:  Waterhouse, Authority and Adaptation.] 

In order to uphold respect for a child participant’s dignity, the child’s assent or willingness to participate is sought in addition to informed consent from the parents. Assent is sought by explaining to the child the purpose of the research project and the child’s role in the process[footnoteRef:38]. [38:  Kinsella, Shanon K. Phelan and Elizabeth Anne. 2013. "Picture This . . . Safety, Dignity, and Voice—Ethical Research With Children: Practical Considerations for the Reflexive Researcher." Qualitative Inquiry Volume 19, Issue 2 p. 82.] 

Walter and Waterhouse did not address this. Granted, their paper was written well before Phelan and Kinsella’s article, but this would be considered critical if the paper were written today.

Structure and Literature Review 
	Bennett’s article began with a literature review exploring how two main branches of the foreknowledge experience had been described since the seventeenth century[footnoteRef:39].  She referred to the first as “divinatory practices and interpretation of signs and tokens”[footnoteRef:40] (deliberately seeking out information about future events) and the second as “visions, dreams, and ‘presentiments’”[footnoteRef:41] (spontaneous revelations received by the subject). This review helped to give context for Bennett's research. It supported her theories that there has historically been a preference for the second branch and that there is an agreed-upon folklore within the community she is working with. These are the arguments she addressed in her analysis[footnoteRef:42]. Her paper was well-organized into sections with descriptive headings[footnoteRef:43]. Each section flowed smoothly from the one before, making her arguments easy to follow and understand. In so doing, her structure is like that described by Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey.[footnoteRef:44] Bennett’s results were presented using their ‘Key Concepts Approach’, described by them as using “key concepts that are the outcome of data analysis as subheadings to structure the results”[footnoteRef:45]. This helped the reader understand each concept and how they linked together to support her arguments. [39:  Bennett, Folklore of Foreknowledge, pp. 122-126.]  [40:  Ibid, p. 124.]  [41:  Ibid.]  [42:  Ibid, p. 126.]  [43:  Bennett, Folklore of Foreknowledge.]  [44:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey. 2020. Qualitative Research Methods. Los Angeles | London | New Delhi | Singapore: Sage Publications, Ltd. p. 295.]  [45:  Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey. 2020, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 295.] 

Walter and Woodhouse also followed a clear, standard structure. They began with an introductory paragraph describing the paper's purpose and organization. They continued with a section entitled ‘Survey Data,' which was broken down into subsections. The first part described findings from the EVS (European Value Survey) results from previous years going back to 1947, detailing belief in reincarnation among Europeans and how that evolved over time[footnoteRef:46]. This set the historical context for the following subsection on ‘Interview Data,' describing how they approached collecting interview data for their study[footnoteRef:47]. This then flowed logically into a section on ‘Findings,' which in turn was broken down into subheadings.[footnoteRef:48]. Each subheading provided an analysis of the data relevant to its concept. The paper ended with a 'Conclusion' section reiterating its purpose and summarizing its findings. [46:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p. 188.]  [47:  Ibid, p. 189-190.]  [48:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, pp. 190-195.] 

Bell and Waters state that a literature review “should provide the reader with a picture, albeit limited in a short project, of the state of knowledge and major questions on the subject[footnoteRef:49]”. Walter and Woodhouse attempted to do this by discussing the results of the EVS along with previous studies that looked at religious beliefs in the UK, Europe, and North America, some of which also included contradicting results[footnoteRef:50]. These helped set the context for this project's findings. In addition, they referenced the articles that each had previously published using data from this study and stated that this paper summarized their findings together.[footnoteRef:51] This information would be helpful for a reader who would like to see more detail about the data they collected. [49:  Bell and Waters, Doing Your Research Project, p. 125.]  [50:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, pp. 188-190.]  [51:  Ibid, p. 189.] 


Conclusions
	This essay critically analyzed two papers through the themes of Methodology, Ethics & Reflexive Positioning, and Structure & Literature Review. Both papers used qualitative methodology, relying on personal interviews to gather data. However, Bennett also mixed in quantitative analysis by grouping data by demographics. Each author had similar reflexive positions. Both interviewed members of their local communities, which made them insiders, but at the same time, they may have been outsiders when it came to the beliefs of their participants; it was not made clear by any of them whether they shared these beliefs. There were also potential ethical issues in both studies. Bennett’s informants were patients of her father, which could have caused discomfort in power dynamics as defined by Marlize Rabe[footnoteRef:52], if the patients felt obligated to agree to the interviews. Similarly, Walter and Waterhouse interviewed groups of schoolchildren but never explained how the children were engaged or who agreed to their participation. At least in today’s world, as described by Phelan and Kinsella[footnoteRef:53], it would be critical to have approval from their parents and the students before engaging them. Both articles were well structured, with smooth transitions between sections. Each provided context through a literature review, although Watler and Woodhouse relied strongly on previous surveys and their own previous articles. They are also similar in exploring "supernatural" beliefs and phenomena that seem to contradict their everyday lifestyles. [52:  Rabe, Insiders and Outsiders, p. 150.]  [53:  Phelan and Kinsella, Picture This, p. 82.] 
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