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Assignment :
Compare and contrast TWO research papers:
Gillian Bennett, ‘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, (Utah State University Press, 1995)
and 
Tony Walter and Helen  Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary  England’. Sociology of Religion, 60, 187-197, (1999)
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Introduction
This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers, Gillian Bennett’s work,  ‘‘If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake’: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’,[footnoteRef:1] published in Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural and Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse’s work, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, published in Sociology of Religion.[footnoteRef:2] These two papers cover similar topics and were both written for specific audiences as can be seen by the publications which published them, as opposed to a wider, more generic audience. We shall examine Bennett’s work first, followed by Walter and Waterhouse, compare and contrast the two, before coming to a conclusion.  [1:  Gillian Bennett, ‘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 (Utah State University Press, 1995), (pp.122-142) <https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt46nwn8.13>]  [2:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60.2 (1999), (187-197) <https://doi.org/10.2307/3711748>] 

Bennett – Context and Focus
The focus of the research is regarding a shared perception of knowledge of the future, as understood by a group of elderly women; and also their folklore regarding the topic, which Bennet believes has shaped a collective understanding.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Gillian Bennett,  ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’, p122. ] 

Bennett contextualises their research by giving a historical perspective, by looking at John Aubrey writing in the 17th century, showing there is a long tradition of collecting rumours, legends and personal experience stories with a supernatural theme. The validity of these supernatural stories are shown by Aubrey where he equates his collected information with the links  to real life events his interviewees had put forward.[footnoteRef:4] Bennett continues this theme with Francis Grose writing in 1787, who compiled an inventory of omens of death, that were considered to be contemporary for the time.[footnoteRef:5] Bennett states that in the 18th century there was a move away from supernatural beliefs with more impressive expressions, but that did not mean that they vanished entirely, instead they became more restricted and less dramatic, moving to more personal and less extravagant stories.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  Bennett, pp.122-3.]  [5:  Ibid, p.123.]  [6:  Ibid, p. 124.] 

Bennett argues that the Scientific Revolution meant that instead of externalising the supernatural experience, it transformed into more internalised, and by the mid 19th century there were two main areas regarding foreknowledge in British folkloristic writing; one which dealt with visions and dreams, the other interpretation of signs and other external stimuli.[footnoteRef:7] Bennett uses the examples of William Henderson and Catherine Crowe, writing less than 20 years apart, with Henderson focussing on the external, and Crowe more concerned with the internal.[footnoteRef:8]  Bennett claims that these two areas have continued into their time of writing, with statistics regarding the belief in astrology and fortune-telling in both the US and the UK reflecting this.[footnoteRef:9] Even though some of the figures quoted have shown a decline, they still reveal that those surveyed are familiar with the subject and the practises in question, and therefore these have not completely vanished from society’s collective consciousness. Bennett states that the statistics reveal there is a higher level of belief in such things as telepathy and clairvoyance in the UK and that a study in Finland in the 1970s found similar results.[footnoteRef:10] Bennett believes there is a preference for visionary, rather than divinatory folkloric tradition and this is backed up by the research and indeed their own experience of collating data.[footnoteRef:11]  [7:  Ibid, p. 124.]  [8:  Ibid, p. 124.]  [9:  Ibid, pp. 124-125.]  [10:  Ibid, pp. 124-5.]  [11:  Ibid, p. 126.] 

Bennett then moves on from the historical context for their research to their own experiences of collecting data, and found that informants were willing to share information and vocabulary openly within the restrictions of the interview process chosen.[footnoteRef:12] Bennett notes that details are often left vague by respondents and claims this is indicative that the informants had a belief that the interviewer was already be familiar with terminology that is specific to the folklore being discussed.[footnoteRef:13]  Bennett explains the means with which interviewees were sourced and identified,  utilising the patients that attended a podiatrist’s clinic, which belonged to Bennett’s father. Describing them as a fairly homogeneous cultural and social group many of whom attended a local church and were based in the neighbourhood nearby.[footnoteRef:14] Bennett sat in on treatments with the patients’ permission, explained the research and recorded everything that was said.[footnoteRef:15] Bennett’s group was 120 people and from this they chose the pool of interviewees, which were elderly women. The responses are based on 87 participants aged 60 to 95 years with information about the participants passed on by Bennett's father.[footnoteRef:16] Some of the information was not confirmed with participants and instead was drawn from conclusions made by Bennett during the interviewing process.[footnoteRef:17]  [12:  Ibid, p. 125.]  [13:  Ibid, p. 125.]  [14:  Ibid, p. 127.]  [15:  Ibid, p. 127.]  [16:  Ibid, p. 127.]  [17:  Ibid, pp. 126-7.] 

Bennett describes the interviewees as believing in their own expertise and being witness to the phenomena they detailed; that large numbers of the women had interest in fortune telling and astrology, however, they were also shamefaced regarding the beliefs.[footnoteRef:18]  Bennett claims depending on the type of experiences the interviewees spoke about, they had different ways of describing them, in some cases they were specific about the details when it came to information about what they saw as premonitions or omens, whereas they were more reticent in terms of details when they spoke of predictions or circumstances regarding their own fate.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Ibid, pp. 129-31.]  [19:  Ibid, pp. 132-3.] 

Bennett questions whether interviewees’ background and upbringing had any specific impact on their folkloric beliefs, and this was evident especially in narratives from widows in particular when facing a challenge of some nature they might appeal to their spouse and reported they felt they had received an answer from them.[footnoteRef:20] These stories often emphasised their inability to complete the work in the absence of their spouse, and the answer they needed they believed came from their spouse beside them giving advice.[footnoteRef:21]  [20:  Ibid, p. 134.]  [21:  Ibid, p. 134.] 

In contrast to the benefits of good advice, Bennett also discusses the negative impact of having the ability to forecast or predict in a psychic manner. Interviewees used the term  “delving” which often led to dire results for those involved.[footnoteRef:22] Bennett notes that for the respondents the concept of “delving” was seen as dangerous, but psychic gifts were, in contrast, empowering and safe.[footnoteRef:23] Bennett concluded that this along with other statistics they obtained during their surveying showed age, sex and age-related cultural contacts are operational factors in the results.[footnoteRef:24]  [22:  Ibid, pp. 137-9.]  [23:  Ibid, p. 139.]  [24:  Ibid, p. 141.] 

Walter & Waterhouse – Belief and Background
Walter and Waterhouse explore the belief in reincarnation for those who belong to organised religions which do not teach reincarnation as part of their creed.[footnoteRef:25] They excluded respondents who professed to following any religion which has a belief in reincarnation as they were more focused on those who believed in the concept, but were not taught it as part of their mainstream belief system.[footnoteRef:26]  [25:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, p.187  ]  [26:  Walter and Waterhouse, p.189.] 

To give context, they discuss the social construct of belief within the UK, specifically in the English countryside, claiming that it is not attached with a pressure to conform to orthodoxy and regular church attendance.[footnoteRef:27]  [27:  Walter and Waterhouse, p. 190.] 

To ensure they had the correct pool of respondents, they also examined whether the respondents had any links to eastern religions, the New Age, and any involvement in indicators of an alternative lifestyle.[footnoteRef:28] They found no clear pattern and the researchers also found no obvious evidence such as external indicators they considered typical of such beliefs.[footnoteRef:29]  On the responses they received, they noted that few were firm in their choice of words regarding reincarnation and some used less definitive language; instead, they found respondents were intellectually attracted to the concept and would like to believe in it but what were not sure if they did;  this led to the researchers characterising the sample of respondents as those who seriously entertain the idea, as opposed to believing in it outright.[footnoteRef:30]  [28:  Ibid, p. 190.]  [29:  Ibid, p. 191.]  [30:  Ibid, p. 192.] 

They questioned why their respondents would entertain the idea of reincarnation and found the responses stood out in three ways; the first solved the issues of Christianity’s weak theodicy regarding justice and suffering, the second from respondents’ own experiences from second-hand evidence, and finally those who had experiences first-hand that indicated some form of precognition or familiarity; although these were, in the majority, noted to be insubstantial, fleeting and not detailed.[footnoteRef:31]  There were other elements that Walter and Warehouse explored in their research, including what respondents thought the purpose of reincarnation to be; which led some of their respondents to mention karma.[footnoteRef:32] Connections were made between reincarnation and the concept of purgatory, with the idea of experiencing purification on a spiritual level on earth rather than the more traditional concept of purgatory as defined by the Catholic church, was postulated by the authors as seemingly more appealing to the respondents based on their responses.[footnoteRef:33] [31:  Ibid, p. 193.]  [32:  Ibid, p. 194.]  [33:  Ibid, p. 194] 

Walter and Waterhouse also draw attention to the fact that it was not the concept of bodily reincarnation that their respondents found attractive; but rather they valued the spirit more highly than the vessel they saw the body as, and they found little evidence that respondents focused on their past identities and instead found their respondents were using reincarnation for their own sense of self.[footnoteRef:34]  The authors noted that reviewing the interview transcripts showed the respondents’ belief in reincarnation did not affect their practical morality. The authors concluded that it is possible to believe in reincarnation and attend church without any ideological contrast, and they do not consider that belief in this is any sort of religious revolution.[footnoteRef:35] It is instead more similar to old style folk religion that does not need to be integrated into a larger systematic context but instead can remain a private belief.[footnoteRef:36] The authors liken this to being a nominal Christian, in that it is part of their belief system but does not have an impact on their everyday life, although as the authors note, in other more fundamentalist or Catholic churches the outcome might be significantly different.[footnoteRef:37] [34:  Ibid, pp. 194-5.]  [35:  Ibid, p. 196.]  [36:  Ibid, p. 196.]  [37:  Ibid, p 195] 

Approaches to research
The methodologies and philosophies for both papers have comparisons and contrasts in their approaches to researching. Bennett, as has been seen, contextualised the research they have undertaken by citing work related to their field. They also go into detail about statistics from other studies related to the topic area they are examining. Walter and Waterhouse are have a narrower approach in regards to their interpretations of the contextualised area of research, and do not provide as much background research in their field in their article, however both provide references for their papers, clearly showing the literature review by citing the research they have undertaken prior. Bennett’s work follows a clear and logical path by placing it in a specific context with a thorough collation of information regarding the area of study, Walter and Waterhouse meanwhile avoid this particular element in terms of the depth compared to Bennett.
It is notable both papers make claims that are not always confirmed through their research. For example Walter and Waterhouse have stated within their research regarding the suitability of respondents they used external identifiers to confirm whether their respondents were influenced by elements they would rather exclude, which does not give certainty,[footnoteRef:38] however they are not alone in making presumptions about their respondents, as Bennett also comments that some of their understanding of their interviewees was based upon suppositions rather than confirmed data.[footnoteRef:39] [38:  Ibid, p. 191.]  [39:  Bennett p.127.] 

Walter and Waterhouse’s respondents are potentially less identifiable than Bennett’s as whilst they have focused within a geographical area,[footnoteRef:40] Bennett has used personal connections with a specific business to find the interviewees they used.[footnoteRef:41] Indeed in Bennett’s book Alas Poor Ghost, Bennett names the city in which the study was undertaken.[footnoteRef:42] [40:  Walter and Waterhouse, p. 189.]  [41:  Bennett, p. 127.]  [42:  Gillian Bennett, ‘Alas, Poor Ghost!’ : Traditions of Belief in Story and Discourse, Revised edition. (Logan: Utah State University Press, 1999) p.12. <https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt46nwwn>] 

Both studies rely on the evidence that has been obtained, however the claims made within both can be questioned. Bennett’s target group relied on a family connection for information regarding the interviewees, which could have provided a bias or incorrect information, indeed it should be considered that as they were patients of Bennett's father, there may have been an element of possible pressure in answering questions to obtain medical treatment and therefore questions about informed consent.[footnoteRef:43] Walter and Waterhouse meanwhile make claims regarding Christianity and how it is practised and perceived in the English countryside, but do not appear to provide any significant levels of research regarding this statement to substantiate their claims.[footnoteRef:44] [43:  Bennett, p.127.]  [44:  Walter and Waterhouse, pp. 189-90.] 

Both research papers are similar in terms of concept in that they deal with spirituality and belief, however they are reviewing different areas of a broad umbrella term. Bennett deals with prediction and forecasting whilst Walter and Waterhouse deal with reincarnation. There are similarities within the research in that both mention an adherence to Christian thought and that their research is based on the responses from people who are believed to be members of the Christian faith. Both areas chosen for the respective research topics are not typically part of mainstream Christian belief.
It is clear from Bennett’s research that whilst they may be considered an outsider, they are using an insider perspective by the very nature of how they obtained their interviewees, in that they were introduced by an authority figure who was trusted by the participants to provide medical care, and therefore by being in situ during these appointments could very easily facilitated a level of trust in Bennett that may not have been obtained if they had sourced their interviewees in a different manner.[footnoteRef:45] In addition to this, Bennet was expected to understand the terminology the interviewees used, which would lead to the assumption that they were seen as part of the group, rather than an outsider.[footnoteRef:46] Walter and Waterhouse however appear to have more of an outsider perspective in terms of their target group as it appears they recruited participants in a variety of ways.[footnoteRef:47]  [45:  Bennett, p.127.]  [46:  Bennett, p. 125.]  [47:  Walter and Waterhouse, p. 189.] 

Conclusion
In conclusion we have seen that Bennett’s work has more contextual depth than that of Walter and Waterhouse, that both have used participants who they believe have links to organised religion, and that they also have beliefs that are not in keeping with mainstream Christian ideology, and the participants had different approaches as to how they dealt with reconciling these with their more orthodox beliefs. 
Their approaches to finding their participants differed, Bennett chose a more insider approach compared to Walter and Waterhouse, and it could be seen that perhaps this could lead to a bias in the results obtained. Both papers had some form of supposition regarding their participants and also some of the claims made, especially by Walter and Waterhouse were not necessarily as strongly evidenced as perhaps it could have been.
Whilst both papers are interesting in terms of their topic, there are elements which perhaps the authors missed, leading to potential questions about the validity of their responses in Bennett’s case and also the presumptions that appeared apparent in Walter and Warehouse’s. Overall, both papers have increased knowledge in areas that can very much be hidden away amongst the target groups Bennett, Walter and Warehouse interviewed, and consequently these can be seen to have opened up areas that would otherwise be missed or misunderstood by anyone unfamiliar with the research areas in question.  
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