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‘A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources’
Word Count: 2620 words

This essay compares and contrasts two 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: Folklore and the Supernatural (Logan, Utah: Utah University Press, 1995), and Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion 60.2 (1999).[footnoteRef:1] This essay will provide an overview of the authors, their academic backgrounds, and information around the publications in which their work appeared. Having established this context, the essay will consider the methodologies the researchers employed, their respective positions on the insider/outsider continuum in relation to their research subjects, and how the authors reflected their field work data within broader academic literature and frameworks. [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: Folklore And The Supernatural, ed. by Barbara Walker (Logan, Utah: Utah University Press, 1995), pp. 122-142 <https://digitalcommons.usu. edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1079&context=usupress_pubs> [accessed 11 February 2023]; Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’, Sociology Of Religion 60.2 (1999), pp. 187-197 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/3711748> [accessed 8 February 2023].] 


About the Authors and Their Papers

The British folklorist Gillian Bennett has researched contemporary beliefs in premonitions, extrasensory perception (ESP), dreams and ‘other paranormal psychic phenomenon’ for over four decades.[footnoteRef:2] She has edited and co-edited periodicals and books concerning contemporary legend stories, and has authored two monographs considered among her peers as ‘essential to the contemporary legend canon’.[footnoteRef:3] Bennett’s paper, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming I’d Have Baked You a Cake’”, was published while she was a research associate at the University of Sheffield.[footnoteRef:4] The paper appeared in an edited volume of essays examining ‘belief constructions and behaviour patterns’ regarding the supernatural.[footnoteRef:5] A review of the essay collection noted its important contribution to removing folkloristic writing from the confines of academic journals and making it more accessible to both folklorists and general readers.[footnoteRef:6]    [2:  ‘Contributors’, in Out Of The Ordinary, pp. 213-214 (p. 213).]  [3:  Bill Ellis, Award Justification, ‘2015 Recipient Of The Linda Dégh Lifetime Achievement Award – Dr. Gillian Bennett’, International Society For Contemporary Legend Research <https://contemporarylegend. org/prizes-and-awards/linda-degh-lifetime-achievement-award> [accessed 16 February 2023].]  [4:  ‘Contributors’, in Out Of The Ordinary, p. 213.]  [5:  Barbara Walker, ‘Introduction’, in Out Of The Ordinary, pp. 1-7 (p. 1).]  [6:  Sabina Magliocco, Review of Out Of The Ordinary: Folklore And The Supernatural, ed. by Barbara Walker, Western Folklore 55.4 (1996), 340-42 (p. 340) <https://doi.org/10.2307/1500143> [accessed 9 March 2023].] 

 By contrast, Tony Walter, one of the two authors of ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, was a sociologist at the University of Reading at the time of the article’s publication.[footnoteRef:7] His published works have addressed reincarnation beliefs in the West, with a focus on identity and sociological views of death.[footnoteRef:8] His collaborator, Helen Waterhouse, received her doctorate from the University of West England, Bristol, where her thesis concerning contrasting forms of Buddhism in Bath, United Kingdom was published in 1997.[footnoteRef:9] Walter and Waterhouse collaborated on subsequent articles concerning views of karma and social mobility, suffering and injustice, and illness and bereavement.[footnoteRef:10] The article under examination in this essay appeared in Sociology of Religion—a journal aimed at advancing sociological studies of religious phenomena while engaging in ‘agenda-setting work in the field’.[footnoteRef:11] [7:  Walter and Waterhourse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 187.]  [8:  Tony Walter, ‘Reincarnation, Modernity And Identity’, Sociology 35.1 (2001), pp. 21-38 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/42856247> [accessed 12 February 2023]; Tony Walter, Jane Littlewood and Michael Pickering, ‘Death In The News: The Public Invigilation Of Private Emotion’, Sociology 29.4 (1995), 579-596 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/42855606> [accessed 12 February 2023]; Tony Walter, ‘Historical And Cultural Variants On The Good Death’, BMJ: British Medical Journal 327.7408 (2003), 218-220 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/25455093> [accessed 12 February 2023]. ]  [9:  Helen Waterhouse, ‘Authority And Adaptation: A Case Study In British Buddhism’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of West England, Bristol, 1997). ]  [10:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘Lives-Long Learning: The Effects Of Reincarnation Belief On Everyday Life In England’, Nova Religio: The Journal Of Alternative And Emergent Religions 5.1 (2001), 85-101 <https://doi.org/10.1525/nr.2001.5.1.84> [accessed 12 February 2023]; Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 189.]  [11:  ‘About the Journal’, Association For The Sociology Of Religion <https://www.sociologyofreligion.com/ journal-sociology-of-religion> [accessed 12 February 2023] (para 1 of 4); ‘About the Journal’, Sociology of Religion, Oxford Academic <https://academic.oup.com/socrel/pages/About> [accessed 9 March 2023] (para 1, 7 of 7). ] 

Having established the academic interests of the respective authors and provided context around the publications in which their articles appeared, this essay will now examine the remit of each research project and the methodologies employed. 

Methodological Approaches

Bennett investigated ‘common consent and agreement’ about future foreknowledge as ‘understood by a group of elderly women in [her] hometown’.[footnoteRef:12] Noting the limitations of earlier scholarship in which previously administered surveys on beliefs and premonitions failed to ‘reflect genuine differences between differing populations […] at different times’, Bennett aimed to address the ‘curious lack of descriptive detail’ by gathering personal experiences of premonitions.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Gillian Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked A Cake”’, p. 122.]  [13:  Ibid., p. 125.] 

Acknowledging the delicate nature of her subject matter, Bennett used her father and his clinical podiatry practice to access informants.[footnoteRef:14] Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey described this type of intermediary as a ‘gatekeeper’ who is often instrumental in qualitative research for assisting in recruiting suitable study participants.[footnoteRef:15] Bennett relied on her father’s practice not only for identifying 120 interviewees ranging in age from 16 to 95, but also for obtaining ‘a minimum of demographic information’.[footnoteRef:16] While the use of her father’s practice and the information obtained raises ethical questions concerning medical confidentiality and patient vulnerability in a clinical setting, Bennett nevertheless noted that her informants agreed to participate, reportedly allowing her to ‘[sit] in on their treatment’ while she ‘recorded everything that was said’.[footnoteRef:17] Marilys Guillemin and Lynn Gillam have emphasized the importance of obtaining free and informed consent from participants in human-centred projects, which Bennett appears to have secured.[footnoteRef:18]  [14:  Ibid., pp. 126-7. ]  [15:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (London: Sage, 2020), p. 99.]  [16:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked A Cake”’, p. 127.]  [17:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked A Cake”’, p. 127.]  [18:  Marilys Guillemin and Lynn Gillam, ‘Ethics, Reflexivity, And “Ethically Important Moments” In Research’, Qualitative Inquiry 10.2 (2004), 261-280 (p. 271) <DOI:10.1177/107780040326360> [accessed 11 February 2023].] 

Given Bennett’s interest in understanding ‘patterns of belief’, her unstructured interview approach appeared suitable.[footnoteRef:19] Joshua Atkinson has argued that unstructured interviews can offer flexibility while reducing the ‘“bureaucratic” atmosphere’ of structured interviews—something that Bennett may have been cognizant of when using her father’s clinical practice as an interview venue.[footnoteRef:20] However, Atkinson also noted the lack of consistency that unstructured interview responses can yield across the variety of questions posed.[footnoteRef:21] Bennett, however, appeared more concerned with achieving a ‘thick description’ of informant experiences—an interpretive term the anthropologist Clifford Geertz developed to convey the complexity of anthropological data and the necessity to evaluate ‘people’s constructions’ alongside their own interpretive contexts.[footnoteRef:22] Geertz noted the challenges arising from this approach included moving from ‘ethnographic miniatures’ to larger-scale interpretation—a shortcoming Bennett acknowledged by referring to her work as ‘an impressionistic discussion’, though with some potentially ‘discernible’ trends.[footnoteRef:23] Nevertheless, Bennett appeared to achieve the ‘descriptive detail’ she sought, while endeavouring to fill gaps in existing scholarship through more robust informant narratives.[footnoteRef:24]  [19:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked A Cake”’, pp. 125, 141.]  [20:  Joshua D. Atkinson, Journey Into Social Activism: Qualitative Approaches (New York: Fordham University Press, 2017), pp. 70-71 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1hfr0rk.6> [accessed 17 February 2023].]  [21:  Atkinson, Journey Into Social Activism, pp. 70-71.]  [22:  Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation Of Cultures: Selected Essays By Clifford Geertz (New York: Basic Books, 1973), pp. 9-10.]  [23:  Geertz, The Interpretation Of Cultures, p. 21; Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked A Cake”’, p. 140.]  [24:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked A Cake”’, p. 125.] 

By contrast, Walter and Waterhouse framed their study of ‘westerners interested in reincarnation’ around an overarching question concerning the extent to which the ‘privatization of belief makes it easier to hold beliefs not taught by one’s church’.[footnoteRef:25] To answer this, the authors reviewed surveys undertaken between 1947 and 1990, including one carried out on a ‘random sample of a London suburb’ and the larger European Values Survey (EVS) of 1981 and 1990, which represented ‘a cross-national, and longitudinal survey’ of ‘basic human values’.[footnoteRef:26] Although the earlier London survey data led Walter and Waterhouse to hypothesize that respondents viewed reincarnation as ‘an alternative to Christianity and secularism’, the 1990 EVS appeared to contradict this, suggesting that reincarnation beliefs were ‘associated with conventional Christian beliefs’.[footnoteRef:27] [25:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 187.]  [26:  ‘About EVS’, European Values Study <https://europeanvaluesstudy.eu/about-evs/> [accessed 18 February 2023].]  [27:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 188.] 

To address their research question, Walter and Waterhouse carried out ‘a small scale interview study’.[footnoteRef:28] Waterhouse conducted 30 interviews with consenting adults of various ‘religious affiliations’, as well as three group interviews with 21 schoolchildren, ranging in age from 11 to 18.[footnoteRef:29] It should be noted that Hindus, Sikhs and Buddhists were excluded from their study owing to the reported embeddedness of reincarnation in their religious beliefs.[footnoteRef:30] Given that the article’s analytical discussion exclusively considered the content of adult responses, the necessity for including youth perspectives is called into question. This arguably reduced Walter and Waterhouse’s stated sample size further, although, as Hennink, et al, have contended, qualitative research does not always require ‘statistical inference’ if a justification is provided.[footnoteRef:31] To this end, although Walter and Waterhouse noted the over-representation of certain age groups and social classes, they nevertheless acknowledged that their ‘intention was not to assemble a representative sample’, but to explore a ‘range of meanings’.[footnoteRef:32]  [28:  Ibid., p. 188.]  [29:  Ibid., pp. 188-90.]  [30:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 189.]  [31:  Hennink, et al, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 315.]  [32:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 189.] 

Walter and Waterhouse recruited informants from personal contacts, radio ads, and ‘snowballing’.[footnoteRef:33] Snowball sampling, which relies on study participants referring other suitable individuals that meet the research criteria, has been recognized as an important technique in qualitative research where interviewees can be ‘hard to come by’.[footnoteRef:34] However, Erik Bleich and Robert Pekkanen have argued that snowballing can introduce bias, especially as ‘the original interviewee and subsequent contacts may share similar views’.[footnoteRef:35] Nonetheless, Walter and Waterhouse maintained that their ‘respondents covered a range of religious affiliations and connections’, thus potentially mitigating some bias in obtaining similar viewpoints.[footnoteRef:36] [33:  Ibid., p. 189.]  [34:  Hennink, et al, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 330.]  [35:  Bleich, Erick, and Robert Pekkanen, ‘How To Report Interview Data’, in Interview Research In Political Science, ed. by Layna Mosley (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 2013), pp. 85-106 (p. 87) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7591/j.ctt1xx5wg.9> [accessed 16 February 2023].]  [36:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief in Religion’, p. 190.] 

Like Bennett, Walter and Waterhouse pursued unstructured interviews, inferred by their statement that the interviews ‘were very open-ended’, allowing interviewees to ‘speak in their own terms’.[footnoteRef:37] This harks back to a comment that Bennett made around the ‘specialized vocabulary’ that informants used when discussing foreknowledge experience, suggesting that all authors valued opportunities for informants to relay individual understandings and beliefs in their own voices. However, in contrast to Bennett’s ‘thick description’, Walter and Waterhouse’s approach could be viewed as ‘thinner’, borrowing from Geertz’s descriptive contrast in which the analytical emphasis was more on the response itself than understanding the experiential context in which these beliefs were held.[footnoteRef:38] This said, all authors appeared sensitive to the personal beliefs their subjects held and intended to use interviews in a manner that preserved the integrity of their subjects’ views and experiences.  [37:  Ibid., p. 189.]  [38:  Geertz, The Interpretation Of Cultures, p. 7.] 

Having outlined the respective methodologies of the two papers, this essay will now turn to discussing each author’s position on the insider/outsider continuum. 

Insider/Outsider Positioning

The linguist and anthropologist Kenneth Pike defined two perspectives from which human behaviour could be studied: the ‘etic viewpoint’, which examines behaviour from outside a system, developing evaluative criteria from an analytic, outsider perspective, and the ‘emic viewpoint’, which studies behaviour from inside a system, discovering its own internal criteria and language.[footnoteRef:39] Critics of the emic perspective, such as the anthropologist Marvin Harris, have argued that it can bring bias to analytic study, however, the linguist Numa Markee has defended emic perspectives for their heterogeneous ‘ontological and epistemological assumptions’.[footnoteRef:40] While Bennett, Walter and Waterhouse could all be classified as etic outsiders according to Pike’s definition, additional nuances need to be considered.  [39:  Kenneth L. Pike, Language In Relation To A Unified Theory Of The Structure of Human Behavior (The Hague: Mouton & Co., 1967), p. 37.]  [40:  Russell T. McCutcheon, ‘Introduction: The Study of Religion as a Cross-Disciplinary Exercise’, in The Insider/Outsider Problem In The Study of Religion: A Reader, ed. by Russell T. McCutcheon (London: Cassell, 1999), pp. 15-23 (p. 18); Numa Markee, ‘Emic and Etic in Qualitative Research’, in The Encyclopedia Of Applied Linguistics, ed. by Carol A. Chappelle (Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), pp. 1-3 (p. 3) <DOI: 10.1002/9781405198431. wbeal0366> [accessed 18 February 2023].] 

Taking Bennett first, inferences must be made about her position absent any documented reflexivity. Bennett indicated that her interviewees were from her hometown, suggesting a potential degree of ‘insiderness’ if she knew her research subjects personally.[footnoteRef:41] Her ‘outsiderness’ may be inferred from the extent to which she lacked the ‘vocabulary’ of foreknowledge used by her subjects, though she noted having acquired it ‘after only a few days’ exposure’.[footnoteRef:42] This may not grant her an entirely emic status, however, it suggests some capacity for comprehending the language of foreknowledge and reflects a key characteristic that Pike ascribed to the emic perspective, namely achieving an understanding of ‘the way in which a language or culture is constructed’.[footnoteRef:43]  [41:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked A Cake”’, p. 122.]  [42:  Ibid., p. 125.]  [43:  Kenneth L. Pike, ‘Etic And Emic Standpoints For The Description Of Behaviour’, in The Insider/Outsider Problem in the Study of Religion: A Reader, ed. by Russell T. McCutcheon (London: Cassell, 1999), pp. 28-36 (p. 32).] 

Walter and Waterhouse were somewhat clearer in their positioning, acknowledging that Walter was offering a sociological perspective, while Waterhouse represented a religious studies viewpoint.[footnoteRef:44] This suggests that both authors likely possessed their own academic biases and preferred theoretical frameworks for evaluating interview data. Although neither detailed the extent of their previous knowledge of their research participants or any communities to which they belonged, Walter and Waterhouse’s disclosure around the use of ‘personal contacts’ implies potential familiarity with some of their informants and, arguably, the content of their beliefs.[footnoteRef:45] [44:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief in Religion’, p. 189.]  [45:  Ibid., p. 189. ] 

Finally, it is worth adding that Pike considered the emic perspective from the position of the researcher’s own activities as well. He argued that researchers tend to initiate inquiries from their own norms and cultural background, further ‘[affecting] an etic report’.[footnoteRef:46] In all instances, the absence of any reflexivity in the two papers makes it more difficult to determine the biases considered ‘emic’ to each author and their individual disciplines. In the case of Walter and Waterhouse, detailed data analysis and theoretical issues arising from their interview respondents were addressed in two separate published articles, further limiting insights into their insider/outsider status from the article at hand.[footnoteRef:47]  [46:  Pike, Language In Relation To A Unified Theory, p. 46.]  [47:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 189.] 

Having discussed Bennett, Walter and Waterhouse’s position on the insider/outsider continuum, this essay will now turn to examining how they related their interview data to relevant literature and larger academic frameworks. 

Literature Reviews and Frameworks

Bennett traced the historical development of beliefs in omens and other presages by examining trends in folkloristic writing beginning in the late seventeenth century. Her literature review highlighted a discursive turn with the rationalist influences of the Scientific Revolution contributing to an internalization of supernatural experience.[footnoteRef:48] Bennett argued that by the mid-nineteenth century two main strands of folkloristic writing about foreknowledge emerged: the interpretation of external stimuli derived from ‘divinatory practices and the interpretation of signs and tokens’, and the more ‘personal’ and ‘internal’ events, such as ‘dreams, visions “hunches”, and strange perceptions or states of mind’.[footnoteRef:49]  [48:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked A Cake’”, pp. 123-124.]  [49:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked A Cake”’, p. 124.] 

By introducing the historical development of supernatural experience from widespread popular and published examples to its gradual internalization, Bennett was able to demonstrate how the two strands shaped twentieth-century surveys administered to examine divinatory modalities.[footnoteRef:50] In particular, survey data in the United Kingdom, United States and Finland demonstrated varying levels of belief in and trends regarding these strands of foreknowledge. Bennett’s own research reflected both strands, while also pointing to ‘a preference for the visionary over the divinatory’.[footnoteRef:51]  [50:  Ibid., p. 124.]  [51:  Ibid., p. 126.] 

In interpreting the views of her informants, Bennett appeared to be on shakier theoretical ground, offering interpretations of ‘women’s ideas about psychic powers’ against the backdrop of tensions regarding traditionally held gender roles.[footnoteRef:52] In claiming that the ‘psychic gifts’ her subjects possessed not only enshrined ‘conventional feminine virtues’, but also permitted her subjects to ‘act outside’ them, Bennett may have overlooked an opportunity to frame these observations within broader literature concerning women’s agency within the realm of supernatural phenomena.[footnoteRef:53]  [52:  Ibid., p. 136.]  [53:  Ibid., p. 139.] 

Walter and Waterhouse also based part of their research on previously administered surveys. As noted earlier, the 1981 and 1990 EVS factored prominently in the authors’ provisional hypothesis.[footnoteRef:54] Although the EVS initially appeared to be a touchpoint for examining the extent to which the authors’ interview findings ‘broadly fit the EVS data’, it became evident that the survey had limited interpretive utility absent any inquiry into ‘why reincarnation can be attractive to Christians’.[footnoteRef:55] As Walter and Waterhouse examined the sources, content and effects of beliefs, they relied less on the EVS and more on secondary literature to address conceptions of the self in a post-modern context and to gain insight into why people accepted, entertained or rejected reincarnation.[footnoteRef:56] [54:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, pp. 187-188.]  [55:  Ibid., p. 190.]  [56:  Ibid., p. 195.] 

Walter and Waterhouse also situated their study within the ‘privatization of religion’ debate, inclusive of arguments around the declining role of the church and differing opinions concerning Western secularization and its marginalization of beliefs in religion, ‘moral attitudes and behaviour’.[footnoteRef:57] Moreover, Walter and Waterhouse were careful to address the currency of their sources—such as in the ‘somewhat dated’ studies concerning spiritualism in the United Kingdom—or where terms, such as ‘the New Age’, were ‘notoriously difficult’ to define.[footnoteRef:58] As Hennink, et al, have argued, embedding studies within existing literature not only aids researchers in justifying the importance of their research, but also supports conceptual frameworks and enhancing existing knowledge.[footnoteRef:59] For Walter and Waterhouse, in highlighting the deficiencies in existing literature and conceptual challenges, they were able to demonstrate how their research enhanced existing scholarship, while identifying gaps for future research.  [57:  Ibid., p. 189-190.]  [58:  Ibid., pp. 190-191.]  [59:  Hennink, et al, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 33. ] 



Conclusion

This essay has examined two papers according to the methodologies of each research project, the positions of the researchers on the insider/outsider continuum, and the extent to which the researchers related their field work data to larger academic frameworks and scholarly literature.
Concerning methodological approaches, this essay highlighted similarities between the two papers. For Bennett, the content of personal experience focused on foreknowledge, while Walter and Waterhouse were interested in the intersection between reincarnation beliefs and some adherence to Christianity. Both authors chose unstructured interviews, and though this essay noted certain limitations inherent in this approach, both papers appear to have reflected a suitable methodology given the remits of their projects. 
In considering the positions of the authors on the insider/outsider continuum, this essay identified Bennett, Walter and Waterhouse as largely reflecting an etic perspective. However, it was also argued that the demarcation between etic and emic positioning was not clear in all instances, and, to a certain extent, all researchers reflected certain levels of ‘insiderness’, including a likely ‘emic’ academic bias. 
Finally, this essay examined how each researcher used existing literature to relate their fieldwork to larger academic frameworks. While Bennett traced the history of contemporary ‘strands’ of folkloristic writing and situated the content of her subjects’ experiences within that tradition, she appeared to overlook grounding additional observations concerning female roles in an academic framework. By contrast, Walter and Waterhouse used previously published survey data as a referential touchpoint for assessing certain aspects of reincarnation beliefs. They drew on a wider range of literature, including academic debates about the privatization of religion, conceptions of the post-modern self, and conceptual problems in defining the term ‘New Age’. Moreover, they were able to highlight areas where scholarship was outdated, thus raising potential cautions around informational currency for the reader.  
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