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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
Word count: 2,527

Introduction 
This essay presents a critical comparative analysis of two academic papers that investigate distinct spiritual subjects, rooted in the scholarly study of unseen experiences and belief. 
[bookmark: _Hlk221795305]On the one hand, Gillian Bennett’s chapter ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’ is a contribution chapter within the edited book Out of the Ordinary, edited by Barbara Walker and published in 1995 by the University Press of Colorado and Utah State University Press. This work researches the lived experiences of foreknowing among elderly women in Britain.[footnoteRef:1] Bennett’s work explores both spontaneous psychic experiences and structured foretelling practices, such as astrology, and provides a foundational introduction to the folklore surrounding these phenomena. [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 , ed. by Barbara Walker (Utah: University Press of Colorado and Utah State University Press, 1995), pp. 122-142, <http://www.jstor.com/stable/j.ctt46nwn8.13> [accessed 2 February 2026].] 

On the other hand, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’ is an article authored by Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse and published in the journal Sociology of Religion in 1999, which investigates belief in reincarnation.[footnoteRef:2] Their study focuses on British groups unaffiliated with Eastern or New Age religions, highlighting the private nature of such beliefs. [2:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’, Sociology Of Religion, 60.2 (1999), pp.187-197 <https://academic.oup.com/socrel/article/60/2/187/1623131> [accessed 2 February 2026].] 

To execute this critique, a brief introduction to the authors' respective academic backgrounds will first be provided, followed by a comparison and contrast of the papers. The analytical structure includes an examination of the methodological approaches employed by the authors, an assessment of how ethical considerations and reflexivity were navigated, a critical review of the papers’ structures, and an evaluation of the literature and theoretical frameworks applied.
The intention of this essay is not to perform a deep dive into the specific theological or sociological content of the papers, but to critically analyze their academic composition by comparing how these papers were constructed, how the authors’ backgrounds influenced the depth of their findings, and how clearly their arguments are outlined.

Authors’ Background and Context 
Gillian Bennett was a distinguished folklorist, specialized in contemporary legends and supernatural narratives.[footnoteRef:3] Her research at the Centre for English Cultural Tradition and Language (CECTAL) culminated in her 1985 PhD, which led to her book Traditions of Belief: Women, Folklore and the Supernatural.[footnoteRef:4] Her expertise is further established by her tenure as the editor of the journal Folklore (1994–2002).[footnoteRef:5] Additionally, she also approached the subject of gender stereotyping.[footnoteRef:6] [3:  The Folklore Society, ‘Dr. Gillian Bennett (1939-2023)’, n.d., <https://www.folklore-society.com/blog/post/dr-gillian-bennett-1939-2023/> [accessed 6 February 2026].]  [4:  Marion Bowman, ‘Gillian Clayton Bennett (Née Lawley) 1939–2023’, Folklore, 135.4 (2024), pp. 657-660 (p. 657), doi:10.1080/0015587X.2024.2401266.]  [5:  The Folklore Society, ‘Dr. Gillian Bennett (1939-2023)’.]  [6:  Marion Bowman, ‘Gillian Clayton Bennett (Née Lawley) 1939–2023’, p. 659.] 

In contrast, ‘A Very Private Belief’ is the product of a cross-disciplinary collaboration between Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, whose backgrounds in sociology and religious studies, respectively, offer a synergistic perspective on belief inquiry.[footnoteRef:7] Walter, a Professor Emeritus at the University of Bath’s Centre for Death and Society, has dedicated his career to the sociology of funerals, afterlife beliefs, and end-of-life discourses.[footnoteRef:8] Waterhouse, who served as an Honorary Research Associate at Bath Spa University College during this research, specializes in British Buddhism and religious pluralism, but also the subject of reincarnation.[footnoteRef:9] Their partnership has provided several contributions to the study of reincarnation, including works such as Lives-Long Learning (2001) and Reincarnation Belief and the Christian Churches (2003).[footnoteRef:10]  [7:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 189.]  [8:  University of Bath, ‘Tony Walter Personal Profile’, n.d., <https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/persons/tony-walter/> [accessed February 9 2026].]  [9:  Helen Waterhouse, ‘Reincarnation Belief In Britain: New Age Orientation Or Mainstream Option?’, Journal Of Contemporary Religion, 14.1 (1999), pp. 97-109 (pp. 107-108), doi:10.1080/13537909908580854.]  [10:  The Open University, ‘Helen Waterhouse’, n.d., <https://oro.open.ac.uk/view/person/hjw26.html> [accessed February 9 2026].] 

While Bennett approaches unseen experiences through the lens of folklore, Walter and Waterhouse utilize their combined expertise to examine how private spiritual concepts like reincarnation function within the broader context of English society.

Methodological Approaches
Both studies employ qualitative research designs to explore how individuals ascribe meaning to extraordinary experiences – specifically foreknowledge (Bennett) and reincarnation (Walter and Waterhouse). Qualitative research is often defined as an approach for understanding the meanings groups ascribe to social problems.[footnoteRef:11] Additionally, both papers align with Denzin’s interpretivist philosophical perspective, which sees qualitative research as a set of practices that make the world visible through interpretation.[footnoteRef:12] Their relativist ontology differs in the sense that for Bennett, reality appears to be local and group-dependent, aligning with a bounded relativist ontology; while for Walter and Waterhouse reality seems to be subjective and private within the human’s mind, aligning with a purely relativist ontology.[footnoteRef:13] Their epistemologies also differ in the sense that for Bennett, one could argue that she follows a constructionist epistemology, since meaning derives from our engagement with the world, while for Walter and Waterhouse, meaning comes from how a person perceives reality, aligning with a subjectivist epistemology.[footnoteRef:14] [11:  Edward B. Davies and others, ‘Using Qualitative And Mixed Methods To Study Relational Spirituality’, Psychology Of Religion And Spirituality, 8.2 (2016), pp. 92-98 (p. 92), doi:10.1037/rel0000046.]  [12:  Norman K. Denzin, ‘Evolution Of Qualitative Research’ in The SAGE Encyclopedia Of Qualitative Research Methods, ed. by Lisa M. Given (Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications, 2008), pp. 311-318 (p. 311), doi:10.4135/9781412963909.n160.]  [13:  Katie Moon and Deborah Blackman, ‘A Guide To Understanding Social Science Research For Natural Scientists’, Conservation Biology, 28.5 (2014), pp. 1167-1177 (p. 1170), doi:10.1111/cobi.12326.]  [14:  Katie Moon and Deborah Blackman, ‘A Guide To Understanding Social Science Research’, p. 1172.] 

None of the papers, however, outline a specific research methodology. Bennett describes how she conducted her fieldwork, while Walter and Waterhouse provide more detail, including number of interviews, gender gap, religion, and others.
Fieldwork Approaches
Both studies used interviews to collect data, but they differed in their approaches to fieldwork. Bennett utilized ethnography, defined by Brewer – cited in Bell, Waters and Johnson – as ‘the study of people in naturally occurring settings’ through direct researcher participation.[footnoteRef:15] By embedding herself in her father’s clinic, she observed her informants in their natural social context. This aligns with narrative inquiry’s goal of understanding people’s experiences.[footnoteRef:16] She also treated language nuances and narrative gaps as evidence of shared folklore.[footnoteRef:17] [15:  John D. Brewer, Ethnography (Berkshire: Open University Press, 2000), p.10, cited in Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, with Helen Johnson, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide For First-Time Researchers, 8th edn e-book (Maidenhead: Open International Publishing Limited, 2024), p. 340 <https://www-vlebooks-com.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/Product/Index/3630179?page=0&startBookmarkId=-1> [accessed 18 February 2026].]  [16:  D. Jean Clandinin and Vera Caine, ‘Narrative Inquiry’, in The SAGE Encyclopedia Of Qualitative Research Methods, ed. by Lisa M. Given (Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications, 2008), pp. 542-544 (p. 542), doi:10.4135/9781412963909.n275.]  [17:  Gillian Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked A Cake’, p.125.] 

Conversely, Walter and Waterhouse utilized semi-structured, in-depth interviewing and purposive sampling. They recruited via personal contacts and local media to target their informants, deliberately excluding people belonging to religions or groups where belief in reincarnation is traditional – their goal was to explore this belief in England.[footnoteRef:18] Additionally, the authors both analysed the data, joining their respective backgrounds in sociology and religious studies.[footnoteRef:19]  [18:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 189.]  [19:  Ibid, p. 189.] 

Conceptual Evolution: From Deductive to Inductive
Both studies demonstrate an evolution in their conceptual frameworks. While they initially engage with a deductive element by grounding their inquiries in existing literature and surveys, they both move toward an inductive conceptual framework, where they allowed their research design to be shaped by the collected data, which in turn helped the final findings to be grounded in the participants' lived realities.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd edn (Los Angeles: SAGE Publications, 2020), pp. 37-40.] 

Triangulation and Context
A core methodological strength in both papers is triangulation: the use of an array of methods and perspectives to gain clearer and more holistic insight.[footnoteRef:21] Walter and Waterhouse utilized methodological triangulation by cross-referencing their qualitative interviews with quantitative data from the European Values Survey (EVS).[footnoteRef:22] This allowed them to question the existing statistics, revealing the private nature of the belief, as well as considering interest in reincarnation rather than belief. [footnoteRef:23] [21:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, with Helen Johnson, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide For First-Time Researchers, 8th edn e-book (Maidenhead: Open International Publishing Limited, 2024), p. 350, <https://www-vlebooks-com.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/Product/Index/3630179?page=0&startBookmarkId=-1> [accessed 18 February 2026].]  [22:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 188.]  [23:  Ibid, pp. 187, 196.] 

Bennett employs historical discourse analysis as a form of data triangulation. She cross-references ethnographic observations with centuries of antiquarian literature – from omens from the seventeenth century to surveys of the twentieth century.[footnoteRef:24] This historical context allows her to interpret modern psychic language as an evolution of British folklore, specifically, the transition from external omens to the internalization of the supernatural.[footnoteRef:25]  [24:  Gillian Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked A Cake’, pp. 122-126.]  [25:  Ibid, pp. 124, 126.] 


Reflexivity and Ethics 
Reflexivity ensures alignment between methodology, epistemology, and their ethical considerations, emphasizing the importance of honesty, clearness and general responsibility in research.[footnoteRef:26] Both studies initially adopt an etic perspective, grounding their inquiry in an outsider’s evaluation of existing literature and quantitative data. [footnoteRef:27]  [26:  Andrea Doucet and Natasha Mauthner, ‘Knowing Responsibly: Linking Ethics, Research Practice And Epistemology’, in Ethics In Qualitative Research, ed. by Melanie Mauthner and others (London: SAGE Publications, 2002), pp. 123-145 (p. 125).]  [27:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 18. ] 

Bennett transitions toward an emic perspective by conducting fieldwork in her hometown, sharing a geographical bond with her informants while remaining differentiated by her academic role and their age gap. At times, she struggled with understanding the motivations or reactions from participants.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Gillian Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked A Cake’, p.131.] 

In contrast, Walter and Waterhouse maintain a predominantly etic perspective, being professional strangers to their participants, and acting as analysts who organize personal testimonies into a structure: nature, source, content and effect of belief in reincarnation.[footnoteRef:29] This reinforces their position as external observers. [29:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, pp. 191, 193-195. ] 

In terms of ethical considerations, we should first evaluate what concerns ethics in qualitative research. According to Edwards and Mauthner:
Ethics concerns the morality of human conduct. In relation to social research, it refers to the moral deliberation, choice, and accountability on the part of researchers throughout the research process.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Rosalind Edwards and Melanie Mauthner, ‘Ethics And Feminist Research: Theory And Practice’, in Ethics In Qualitative Research, ed. by Melanie Mauthner and others (London: London: SAGE Publications, 2002), pp. 14-31 (p. 14).] 

Bennett discloses that she obtained informed consent from all participants when conducting the fieldwork, noting that patients were fully informed of her research objectives, use of the data, and of being observed and recorded during their treatments.[footnoteRef:31] However, the research setting – her father’s medical clinic – shows some ethical complexities. [31:  Gillian Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked A Cake’, p.127.] 

By utilizing her father as an entry point, she received access to a localized community. But this could present some risks. Labov – cited in de Roest – indicates that the emic or insider perspective assists with cutting deeper in the conversations by being ‘more fragmentary and less well-formed’.[footnoteRef:32] On the other hand, de Roest adds that this familiarity could make participants feel inhibited from speaking freely.[footnoteRef:33] Participants may feel a social obligation to participate in order to please their physician, creating an undercurrent that requires management by ensuring participants are fully aware that they are not obliged to participate.[footnoteRef:34] [32:  William Labov, ‘Some Principles Of Linguistic Methodology’, Language In Society, 1.1 (1972), pp. 97-120 (p. 115), cited in Henk de Roest, ‘Doing Research In Community: A Multiplicity Of Collaborative Research Practices’ in Collaborative Practical Theology: Engaging Practitioners In Research On Christian Practices (Leiden: Brill, 2020), pp. 185-251 (p. 219) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1163/j.ctv1sr6h8g.10> [accessed 11 February 2026].]  [33:  Henk de Roest, ‘Doing Research In Community A Multiplicity Of Collaborative Research Practices’ in Collaborative Practical Theology: Engaging Practitioners In Research On Christian Practices (Leiden: Brill, 2020), pp. 185-251 (p. 219) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1163/j.ctv1sr6h8g.10> [accessed 11 February 2026].]  [34:  Rose Wiles, ‘Informed Consent’, in What Are Qualitative Research Ethics? (London: Bloomsbury, 2012), pp. 25-40 (p. 25), doi:10.5040/9781849666558.ch-003.] 

Another critique involves how participant demographics were obtained. Sutrop and Lõuk emphasize that researchers must use appropriate methods to honour participant privacy and ensure their wellbeing.[footnoteRef:35] While Bennett admits to receiving background information from her father, it is unclear if the participants consented to their medical or social records being shared. In a liberal ethical framework, the importance of the individual is paramount.[footnoteRef:36] And while her immersion in the clinic provided a valuable emic perspective, it blurred the ethical lines between a professional medical environment and a research field. [35:  Margit Sutrop and Kristi Lõuk, ‘Ethical Research In A Global Context: A Dynamic Tension Between  Universal Values, Principles And Contextual Applications’, in Ethical Evidence And Policymaking: Interdisciplinary And International Research, ed. by Ron Iphofen and Dónal O’Mathúna (Bristol: Bristol University Press, Policy Press, 2022), pp. 15-39 (p. 18), <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv2tbwqd5.6> [accessed 11 February 2026].]  [36:  Margit Sutrop and Kristi Lõuk, ‘Ethical Research In A Global Context’, p. 25.] 

In contrast, Walter and Waterhouse recruited via public calls, personal contacts, and word of mouth, ensuring that participants engaged with the researchers only in their role as researchers. However, an ethical limitation of their paper is the absence of explicit ethical reporting. 
Edwards and Mauthner note that concerns about ethics have been steadily growing, and give the example that in the UK in the late 1980s and early 1900s a number of professional associations developed or revised ethical declarations for their members.[footnoteRef:37] As a result, one could expect to read some ethical considerations in both papers. But that is not explicitly provided by Walter and Waterhouse, while Bennett provides some considerations. [37:  Rosalind Edwards and Melanie Mauthner, ‘Ethics And Feminist Research: Theory And Practice’, p. 14.] 

One particular ethical concern found in Walter and Waterhouse’s paper is their mention of conducting group interviews with schoolchildren.[footnoteRef:38] In qualitative research, involving minors as a vulnerable population requires additional ethical protocols, which include obtaining dual consent from both the minor and their parent or guardian –  and in this case the school – which all can act as a deterrent for researchers.[footnoteRef:39] Walter and Waterhouse provide no discussion regarding these safeguards. Furthermore, there is a lack of transparency concerning this part of data, since the authors do not indicate how the children’s perspectives were integrated into the final analysis or how they contributed to the research findings. [38:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, pp. 188-189.]  [39:  William Bülow and others, ‘Experiences Of Ethical Review: Perspectives Of Swedish Researchers In Social Science And Humanities’, Journal Of Academic Ethics, 24.35 (2026), pp. 1-20 (p. 14), doi:10.1007/s10805-025-09702-3.] 


Structure Overview 
Effective introductions are essential for engaging the reader.[footnoteRef:40] Bennett achieves this by opening with John Beaumont’s 1705 defense of divination, leveraging the phrase ‘common consent and agreement of mankind’ to establish the existence of a shared folklore regarding foreknowledge.[footnoteRef:41] While this particular terminology might initially challenge an inexpert reader, it grounds her investigation within her expertise as a folklorist. Bennett employs thematic headings: Historical Perspective, Research Context, Beliefs and Stories about Knowing the Future, Traditional Values and Roles, Negative Aspects of Psychic Power, and Conclusion. According to Day, headings – and subheadings – help guide the reader to different parts of the discussion.[footnoteRef:42]  [40:  Trevor Day, Success In Academic Writing (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2023), p. 41.]  [41:  Gillian Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked A Cake’, p. 122.]  [42:  Trevor Day, Success In Academic Writing, p. 42.] 

On the other hand, Walter and Waterhouse start their paper with an abstract where they clearly explain the aim of their investigation – belief in reincarnation in populations not attached to Eastern or New Age religions – and proceed immediately to outline the findings of their study.[footnoteRef:43] Day mentions that sometimes introductions include part of the work’s conclusions.[footnoteRef:44] One benefit of doing this could be to inform the reader of the general outcome of the study, facilitating their decision to keep reading. They proceed to break down the structure of the paper by using headings: Survey Data, Findings, and Conclusion. The subheadings of the Findings section – Religious Associations, Nature of Belief, Sources of Belief, Content of Belief, and Effects – outline the specific themes and concepts that emerged from the collected data, aligning with the inductive conceptual perspective.[footnoteRef:45] [43:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 187.]  [44:  Ibid, p. 41.]  [45:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 39.] 

When it comes to the conclusion, Bennett introduces new statistical data and secondary study groups – specifically younger women and elderly men – that were not the primary focus of her investigation.[footnoteRef:46] While this can provide a comparative context, it shadows her original focus on the neighborhood group of elderly women. Although Day notes that a conclusion may occasionally include new evidence to create a ‘twist’, Bennett provides considerable detailed data that arguably belonged in the research context. [footnoteRef:47]   [46:  Gillian Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked A Cake’, pp.140-141.]  [47:  Trevor Day, Success In Academic Writing, p. 43.] 

Walter and Waterhouse, by contrast, present a conclusion that outlines in a straightforward way the core findings of their research – using bullet points for each core finding, and closing with a short discussion of what these findings mean in terms of their research focus: the belief in reincarnation and the private nature of this belief among non-Easter and non-New Age affiliated groups.[footnoteRef:48] [48:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 196.] 


Literature and Theoretical Grounding 
Bennett sets the foundation by providing a historical overview of how foreknowledge has evolved from the seventeenth century to the present. She identifies two main British folkloric currents of foreknowledge: one based on the interpretation of external stimuli – such as astrology and fortunetelling – and the other depending on sensitive perception, like spontaneous visions, dreams, or presentiments. Throughout this historical review, she consistently provides appropriate references.[footnoteRef:49]  [49:  Gillian Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked A Cake’, pp. 122-126] 

During the analysis, she provides statements based on her own opinions which lack adequate referencing. For example, when discussing the negative aspects of psychic power, she engages in a psychological discussion about power versus the moral danger these women face for having the gift of foreknowledge.[footnoteRef:50] Throughout this section, there are no references to other works. [50:  Ibid, pp. 136-139.] 

Walter and Waterhouse, on the other hand, root their research in available data on reincarnation, using various surveys from the 1947 Mass Observation to more recent ones from 1995–1997.[footnoteRef:51] Throughout the paper, they use values from the 1981 and 1990 European Values Surveys (EVS) as a point of comparison. For this, they reference Ashford and Timms’ 1992 study, What Europe Thinks, as listed in their references.[footnoteRef:52] [51:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 188.]  [52:  Ibid, pp. 188, 196.] 

They also refer the reader to their own previous articles for specific data analysis. This prevents the paper from getting overwhelmed by details, as their main goal is to summarize findings within the current reincarnation debate.[footnoteRef:53]  [53:  Ibid, p. 189.] 

As the discussion begins, they use academic works to back up their points, such as the westernization of karma.[footnoteRef:54] Their various self-citations reflect their expertise. But when discussing reincarnation experiences, they cite popular books and less academic literature.[footnoteRef:55]  [54:  Ibid, p. 194.]  [55:  Ibid, p. 193.] 


Conclusion 
This comparative analysis demonstrates that qualitative research, situated within an interpretivist framework, serves as a powerful tool for uncovering the subjective meanings individuals ascribe to unseen experiences or concepts. Bennett’s ethnography explores how British folklore evolved as a community, while Walter and Waterhouse focus on the personal interest individuals have in reincarnation. Both papers show that interviews and narrative inquiry can provide a depth of insight that quantitative data alone cannot capture.
However, the strength of such research depends on methodological and ethical transparency. As seen in the critique of both studies, addressing ethical considerations – such as the handling of data coming from minors or the role of intermediaries – is not just a formality. It can clear possible reader confusion and establish the study's integrity. While Bennett’s use of her father’s clinic as an intermediary facilitated access, it raised questions regarding secondary data consent. Similarly, Walter and Waterhouse’s mention of schoolchildren highlighted the need for explicit protocols concerning dual consent and transparency.
Ultimately, no study is without limitations. A researcher should have the ability to identify, clarify, and mitigate these constraints, either through careful reflexivity regarding ethics or by aid from triangulation when interpreting data. 
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