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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
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Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk67311608]This essay compares and contrasts the papers, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’ by Tony Walter of the University of Reading and Helen Waterhouse of The Open University; with ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I'd Have Baked a Cake": The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighbourhood Group’ by Gillian Bennett, of the University of Sheffield.[footnoteRef:2] Both papers deal with spiritual beliefs; Walter and Waterhouse’s with belief in reincarnation amongst people in the South West of England, whilst Bennett’s explores belief in knowledge of the future amongst a group of elderly women in Northern England.  [2:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, 
Sociology of Religion, Vol 60 No 2 (1999), pp.187-197 [hereafter Walter and Waterhouse]; Gillian Bennett, ‘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, ed by Barbara Walker (Utah State University Press, 1995) [hereafter Bennett, Baked a Cake]] 

Walter and Waterhouse’s paper is taken from the peer-reviewed journal Sociology of Religion, 1999, with Walter writing from a sociological perspective, and Waterhouse from one of religious studies. Bennett holds a Ph.D. in Language and Folklore; her paper is a chapter taken from a collection of essays, ‘Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural’ edited by Barbara Walker, published in 1995. Both papers are aimed at a scholarly audience.

Rationale
The two papers are qualitative responses to survey data, suggesting high levels of belief in 
reincarnation and foreknowledge.
Walter and Waterhouse’s study addresses surveys suggesting that a substantial minority of westerners believe in reincarnation. This data further suggests that the number of people professing such belief is greater than those who adhere to Eastern or New Age religious belief systems of which it might be expected. Given this, and the fact that reincarnation is a feature of neither Christianity nor secularism ,it is, in the authors’ words a ‘deviant belief which people ought not to hold.’[footnoteRef:3] They begin with a well referenced overview of the survey data. In total seven different surveys are presented, conducted between 1947 and 1997, demonstrating a trend of rising belief in reincarnation in the West.[footnoteRef:4] Of particular interest to the authors is the fact that the data suggests that belief in reincarnation often accompanies conventional Christian beliefs, rather than providing an alternative belief system.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  Walter and Waterhouse, p 187]  [4:  Walter and Waterhouse, p 188]  [5:  Walter and Waterhouse, p 188] 

In contrast, Bennett frames her study as part of a chronological narrative, tracing the history of belief in foreknowledge and arguing that the rationalist worldview which emerged during the scientific revolution ultimately led to the emergence of two distinct strands of understanding foreknowledge: the divinatory and the visionary.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Bennett, Baked a Cake, pp 122-124] 

She presents survey data within this wider chronological framework. Like Walter and Waterhouse, Bennett references several surveys, conducted both in Britain and the United States, between 1925 and 1985, which demonstrate contrasting levels of belief in astrology and fortune-telling. The survey data is not as clear cut as that presented by Walter and Waterhouse, with greater fluctuations of findings, and a less obvious trend of belief.[footnoteRef:7]  Also, the division between astrology and fortune-telling does not mirror the division between divinatory and visionary foreknowledge, which frames Bennett’s argument; astrology and fortune-telling, would both appear to fall into the former category. [7:  Bennett, Baked a Cake, p 124] 


Theory
Waters and Waterhouse present a solid theoretical framework for their study, based upon 
debates about the privatization of religion, particularly Peter Berger’s argument that increasing secularisation had led to modern religion becoming, ‘a matter of personal choice… so each individual American chooses a church from the religious supermarket’.[footnoteRef:8] The authors also cite Davie’s argument, that, in England, ‘belief is so private that no need to belong to a congregation is perceived: the English believe without belonging’.[footnoteRef:9] They similarly acknowledge that both Kepel and Cassanova have challenged this privatization hypothesis.[footnoteRef:10] [8:  Walter and Waterhouse, p 189]  [9:  Walter and Waterhouse, p 189]  [10:  Walter and Waterhouse, p 190] 

In contrast to the firm theoretical framework provided by Walter and Waterhouse, Bennett’s feminist position, becomes evident only as she begins to analyse the stories recounted by her participants. It is a theory-after approach, of the kind Bell and Waters recommend for only for large scale studies.[footnoteRef:11] Bennett, however, fails to provide any theoretical source on which to base her research. The use of a folklore analogy, for example, comparing masculine and feminine ethea in ‘a typical youngest-smartest story’, is not supported by a citation or reference.[footnoteRef:12] Her literary analysis of her women’s stories is in keeping with Stahl's work on personal narrative as folklore genre.[footnoteRef:13] Framing her work more decisively within this conceptual framework, or a feminist folkloric theory, such as discussed by Kousaleos, would provide Bennett with a firmer foundation for her research.[footnoteRef:14] Beyond the introductory historical sources and survey data, Bennett provides few secondary sources at all. Walters and Waterhouse, in contrast, draw on a wide range of secondary sources throughout their paper to support their arguments. [11:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project: a Guide for First Time Researchers (London: Open University Press, 2018 [hereafter Bell and Waters] p 126]  [12:  Bennett, Baked a Cake, p 136]  [13:  Sandra K. D. Stahl, ‘The Personal Narrative as Folklore’, Journal of the Folklore Institute, Vol 14, No. 1/2 (1977), pp. 9-30.]  [14:  Nicole Kousaleos, ‘Feminist Theory and Folklore’, Folklore Forum, Vol 30, No 112 (1999), pp. 19-34; Monique Hennik et al., Qualitative Research Methods, (London: Sage, 2020) [hereafter Hennick et al.], p 36] 


Methodology and ethics
Given the shaky theoretical foundation, there is, perhaps unsurprisingly, little evidence of an 
academic rationale for Bennett’s methodology. Whereas Hennick et al., recommend that chosen methods should logically reflect the paradigm underlying the research, the impression here is of a project of convenience.[footnoteRef:15] Bennett acknowledges, several false starts in her research, resulting in her decision to interview patients at her father’s podiatrist practice.[footnoteRef:16] Over a period of five months, she interviewed 120 men and women, with ages ranging from sixteen to ninety-five. Only on concluding these conversations, did Bennett decide to focus on elderly women as her primary informants, on the basis that they made up the majority of the total interviewed.[footnoteRef:17] This methodology gives rise to some substantial ethical issues with Bennett’s paper. She explains her approach as follows: [15:  Hennink et al., p 41]  [16:  Bennett, Baked a Cake, p 126-7]  [17:  Bennett, Baked a Cake, p 127] 

With their permission, I simply sat in on their treatment, told them what I was researching and how I was planning to use the material, and recorded everything that was said.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Bennett, Baked a Cake, p. 127] 


It is debatable whether this meets the principle of informed consent, described by Bell and Waters as, requiring ‘careful preparation, involving explanation and consultation before any data collection begins’.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Bell and Waters, p 67] 

There are also concerns regarding Bennett’s father sharing his patient’s personal information, including age, marital status, domestic circumstances, and religious practices. Similarly, given the interviews took place during the women’s podiatric treatment, administered by Bennett’s father, there is a lack of anonymity which, as defined by Hennick et al., should include restricting those who overhear interviews to researchers and transcribers only.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Hennick et al., p 79] 

In comparison, Walters and Waterhouse demonstrate a clear methodology addressing stated research aims. They also use interviews, in this case to understand what reincarnation means to those who express belief in it.[footnoteRef:21] Interviews were conducted at locations across South West England. As recommended by Hennick et al., interviews were open-ended: ‘care was taken to let interviewees speak in their own terms, and interviewers were careful not to ask leading questions’.[footnoteRef:22] Thirty interviews were conducted with adults who responded to a call for volunteers.  In addition, three group interviews were conducted with 21 schoolchildren of various age groups. No particular rationale is provided by the authors regarding their interviewing of children; one is left to assume that these interviews were undertaken in a school setting with appropriate consents and safeguards.  [21:  Walter and Waterhouse, pp.188-189]  [22:  Hennink et al., p 124; Walter and Waterhouse, p 189] 

Walter and Waterhouse position themselves as dispassionate, etic observers, professing no personal opinions regarding their subject matter. Bennett’s position on the insider/outsider continuum is more questionable.[footnoteRef:23] The overall impression is of Bennett as an objective observer, and, as an academic researcher, of presumably younger age than her informants, she does appear, culturally at least, to be an outsider. However, the relationship between the participants and Bennett’s father, and the fact that his patients all ‘used the same doctor, shopped at the same local shops and were part of the social network’, suggest that to no small extent, Bennett is socially an insider, with some degree of emic perspective.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  Hennink et al., p 18]  [24:  Bennett, Baked a Cake, p 127] 


Assumptions and generalisations
[bookmark: _Hlk66989637]Practising Hindus, Sikhs, and Buddhist were excluded from Walter and Waterhouse’s study,
the rationale for this being to focus the study on those who have come to believe in reincarnation independently, rather than ‘because their religion tells them to.’[footnoteRef:25] For similar reasons, the authors also seek to exclude ‘obvious New Agers’.[footnoteRef:26] Whilst acknowledging that the term New Age is notoriously difficult to define, they rather tie themselves in knots attempting to do so, reasoning that reincarnation must be part of a package of New Age beliefs, on the basis that adverts for past-life regression appear in New Age magazines.[footnoteRef:27] Their method of determining which of their respondents is a fully fledged New Ager, seems to be largely based on a stereotype. [25:  Walter and Waterhouse, p 189]  [26:  Walter and Waterhouse, p189]  [27:  Walter and Waterhouse, p 191] 


Our respondents simply did not seem to us like New Agers. Virtually none of our respondents nor their homes exuded typical images of the New Age such as Indian skirts, crystals, or New Age music.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Walter and Waterhouse, p 191] 


Similar generalisations are displayed elsewhere. Other lifestyle choices which the authors deem likely indicators of belief in reincarnation, include involvement in environmentalism, alternative healing, vegetarianism and yoga.[footnoteRef:29] No sources are provided to back-up these assumptions. [29:  Walter and Waterhouse, p 191] 

Walter and Waterhouse’s statement that reincarnation ‘is perhaps the folk religion of the media age’ is also questionable. Partridge, for example, has written of the variety of ways in which increasing numbers of westerners are discovering and expressing spirituality, identifying countless other practices or beliefs, such as yoga, meditation, paganism and occult practices, for which a similar claim could be made. [footnoteRef:30]  [30:  Christopher Partridge, The Re-Enchantment of the West, Vol II: Alternative Spiritualities, Sacralization, Popular Culture and Occulture, London: T & T Clark International, 2005 [hereafter Partridge, Re-enchantment]] 

Bennett is also guilty of making assumptions. For example, she provides no evidence for her claim that because of their age, class, and religion, her participants must believe that

the ideal member of their sex is an intuitive, caring, unassertive person for whom direct action, independent thought, and concern with self are unbecoming and whose "natural" role is as support, nurse, and helpmate.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Bennett, Baked a Cake, p 133] 


In contrast to the recommendations of Hennink et al., that the conclusion of study should simply summarize its findings, the conclusion of Bennett’s introduces new data.[footnoteRef:32] This is in the form of the results of interviews with men and younger women, initially excluded from her study, which goes some way to supporting her contention that women’s age and sex reflects their views on foreknowledge. [footnoteRef:33] This argument, however, would be more robust had it been discussed in more depth within the body of the work. [32:  Hennink et al., p 312]  [33:  Bennett, Baked a Cake, pp 140-141] 

Bennett also displays a tendency for imposing an interpretation the women’s stories, rather than letting them speak for themselves. For example, she writes that the women use their stories ‘as vehicles of moral judgments, accepting elements of the traditional folklore which fit in with their values and rejecting those that run contrary to them’.[footnoteRef:34] On other occasions, however, Bennett’s interpretations are supported by the evidence of the women’s own words. This is best exemplified by her handling of narratives told to her about deaths of the women’s husbands. She reports many of the women feeling helpless when faced with something they regard as their husband's task, such as completing tax forms.[footnoteRef:35] Such is the women’s acceptance of their inability to undertake these tasks, their subsequent completion is given a supernatural explanation: ‘I firmly believe that my husband was beside me telling me what to do.’[footnoteRef:36] Bennett’s suggestion, that these narratives provide a way for these women to claim status without challenging the perception of their traditional role, is persuasive, because it is based on the women’s own testimony.  [34:  Bennett, Baked a Cake, p 133]  [35:  Bennett, Baked a Cake, p 134]  [36:  Bennett, Baked a Cake, p 134] 


Results: the benefits of qualitative data
Both papers demonstrate the strengths of interview, as noted by Bell and Waters, in picking 
out nuances that survey data can miss.[footnoteRef:37] Walter and Waterhouse observe that the surveys on which their research is founded tend to ask closed questions such as ‘Do you believe in reincarnation?’[footnoteRef:38] However, the authors report that their respondents were more likely to use phrases such as ‘I think’, ‘maybe’, or 'perhaps’, rather than to categorically state that ‘I believe’.[footnoteRef:39]  [37:  Bell and Waters, p 213]  [38:  Walter and Waterhouse, p 191	]  [39:  Walter and Waterhouse, p 191] 

The interview method also enabled Walter and Waterhouse to identify the key influences on their respondents’ attitudes toward reincarnation.[footnoteRef:40] An ‘Intellectual’ basis was observed, especially amongst people for whom past lives present an alternative to Christian understanding of suffering. Others were influenced by second-hand experiences of past-lives, gleaned from books or T.V. programmes. A third group claimed first-hand experience, such as an unexplained familiarity with ‘places, people, music, and… food’ which they took to be suggestive of a previous life. [40:  Walter and Waterhouse, p 193] 

Karma was used by some respondents to frame their interest in reincarnation, demonstrated by one respondent believing that ‘for everything you do, you get something back.’[footnoteRef:41] However, the authors note that the understanding of Karma displayed was rather westernised, involving degrees of personal autonomy about when, and in what form, they might reincarnate.[footnoteRef:42] The authors frame these observations by referring back to the literature on the subject, citing research from Du Pertuis and Mellor regarding the formal conversion of westerners to Eastern religions.[footnoteRef:43] Similarly, they challenge Giddens’ notion of late-modern people ‘in love with their bodies and therefore desperate to construct a bodily afterlife.’[footnoteRef:44] On the contrary, Walter And Waterhouse observe that their participants value the spirit more highly than the body.[footnoteRef:45] [41:  Walter and Waterhouse, p 194]  [42:  Walter and Waterhouse, p 194]  [43:  Walter and Waterhouse, p 194]  [44:  Walter and Waterhouse, p 194]  [45:  Walter and Waterhouse, p 194] 

Bennett’s key observation is the contrast in her respondents attitudes towards the divinatory and visionary strands of foreknowledge. Again, the qualitative approach allowed subtleties to emerge which might otherwise have been missed. For example, interviews allow Bennet to discern different ways in which the two kinds of experience are relayed.  In stories about visionary foreknowledge, the women are careful to date events clearly and to specify the places and people involved.[footnoteRef:46] In contrast, when relating stories about divination, the details of the stories are much vaguer, without the same degree of detail about the characters involved or the location at which events took place.[footnoteRef:47] [46:  Bennett, Baked a Cake, p 132]  [47:  Bennett, Baked a Cake, p 132] 


Christianity and alternative beliefs
Both papers also shed light on the relationship of Christianity with beliefs which fall outside 
of its conventional doctrine. Walter and Waterhouse observe what little effect acceptance of the possibility of reincarnation has on the lives of their respondents. Referring back to Davie’s observation of the English believe without belong, they write, ‘our interviews confirm that it is perfectly possible both to go to church and to believe in reincarnation’.[footnoteRef:48] Similarly, most of Bennett’s participants are Christian to some degree, and see no contradiction between belief in foreknowledge and Christian belief. Indeed, linked to the idea of foreknowledge, Bennett observes an acceptance of predestination ‘running like a thread through many of my informants' conversations’.[footnoteRef:49] Future events can only be perceived they are predestined and, for the women in her study, this is evidence God's plan.  [48:  Walter and Waterhouse, p 196]  [49:  Bennett, Baked a Cake, p 135] 


Conclusion
Both of these papers, then, take a qualitative approach to interpreting pre-existing 
quantitative data, both using interviews as their method of investigation. The authors of both papers are guilty of making assumptions about their participants but, whereas Walter and Waterhouse, provide a firm academic rationale and conceptual framework for their work, these foundations are noticeably lacking from Bennett’s. Ultimately, this leads Bennett to fall back on new data to conclude her piece, whereas Walters and Waterhouse are able to refer their findings back to Davie’s work which formed part of the initial academic framework for the study.
The use qualitative methods of investigation enables the authors of both pieces to illuminate the findings of the surveys on which they are based; not least, that non-conventional spiritual beliefs can be, and are, adopted by members of Christian churches. As such they support Partridge’s assertion that such beliefs do not necessarily constitute a revolution but that ‘they tend to be forms of detraditionalized Christian belief’.[footnoteRef:50]  [50:  Partridge, Re-Enchantment, p 2] 

[bookmark: _Hlk67335881]
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