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A Critical Comparison of Two Online Papers
Word Count 2437
	
	This essay shall attempt to critically compare and contrast two preselected cosmological research papers, and to discuss, analyse and assess these papers in relation to qualitative research in modern understandings on theories of the cosmos. The first research paper will be Gillian Bennett’s 1995 book chapter, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’[footnoteRef:1], and the second research paper will be Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse’s 1999 essay, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England.’[footnoteRef:2] The definition of precognition and reincarnation as they relate to both articles will be discussed within this essay as well as a discussion as to whether the research methods chosen were most suitable or where an appropriate substitution could have been presented instead and what that would look like in relation to the answers provided in the studies responses.  [1:  Gillian Bennett, 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, pp. 122-142]  [2:  Tony Walter, and Helen Waterhouse, 1999 “A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England.” Sociology of Religion, vol. 60, no. 2, 1999, pp. 187–97] 


	The similarities in the homogenous group make up within the sample individuals will be addressed, and arguments towards the positives and negatives of using this type of group as well as the researcher’s opportunity to access the study’s participants will be debated. This essay shall attempt to critique both research papers and will present secondary sources that will discuss the methodology that was used and the relevance of the articles to present research on modern views of Western esotericism. The key aspects of precognition, psychic abilities, spirituality, reincarnation, and divination by astrology will be explored as to how they are addressed within the articles and questioned if the responses would be different if asked of another subject group.

Overview and summary of the first scholarly article and its findings:

	At its most basic interpretation, precognition and reincarnation are the two tenets that are discussed in the two essays and both essays deal with precognition déjà vu as well.
Or more correctly, and to the point, the methodology that was used to validate the responses of the survey populace. Both papers take an intrinsic look at a small sample group of British people living in Leeds and Bristol and surrounding areas respectively. The researchers identify that both groups of people include those who are self-identifying as Christian, with Walter and Waterhouse specifically interviewing respondents who were not connected to any Eastern or New Age religions that may hold a predetermined bias towards a belief in reincarnation. Furthermore, Walter et al seem to aim to preclude from their data Christian members from prophetic ministries for the same reason. However, while Bennett identified that her research groups age range was between sixteen and ninety-five, she also noted that an overwhelming amount of the interviewees, ninety-six (or eighty percent), were elderly, female members of Bennett’s father’s Methodist congregation. 

	Traditionally, under the theology of Methodism as a Christian Arminian sect[footnoteRef:3], Methodist doctrine does not subscribe towards the belief of predestination or foreknowledge, which Bennett only marginally tackles through discourses regarding intervention by the divine or supernatural, that Bennett rather classifies as a ‘belief in involuntary ESP’[footnoteRef:4] that would act as an intermediary between the interviewed women’s personal woes. Additionally, Bennett observed that in what she determined as the second strand of cosmological foreknowledge, mainly the concept of extrasensory perception (ESP) among the greater number of widows in her survey, who adhered to the belief of a limited contact with the husband who had passed for a period after their death. [3:  William Stephen Gunter John Wesley, a Faithful Representative of Jacobus Arminius, in Wesleyan Theological Journal p. 82]  [4:  Bennett pp.133-134] 


	At the outset of the book chapter on foreknowledge ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake’, Gillian Bennett introduces historical perspectives of early British writers, beginning in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century with observational quotes by John Beaumont[footnoteRef:5], on the relationship of dreams and divination to a person’s psyche, and by John Aubrey[footnoteRef:6], on the supernatural remit of omens, foreknowledge and divination. Bennett uses the quotes to introduce the reader to the concept of a British folkloric past that was enmeshed within the mystical and paranormal and that has had a lasting impression down through the decades, that if only tangentially, has influenced the spiritual cosmology on the participants of her study, via “old wives’ tales”, visions or death omens. Bennett, quoting Aubrey, shows further historical examples among the aristocracy, from prior centuries, that suggest a belief system that is interwoven with the paranormal[footnoteRef:7]. By proceeding into examples of the mid nineteenth century, Bennett demonstrates a paradigm shift into two separate ‘writing strands in British folkloristic writing about foreknowledge: on the one hand, accounts of divinatory practices and the interpretation of signs and tokens; on the other, accounts of visions, dreams, and "presentiments." [5:  John Beaumont, An Historual Physiologual and Theologual Treatise of Spirits, Apparitions, Witchcrafts, and Other Magual Practues, (1705) p. 220]  [6:  John Aubrey, Miscellanies, (1696) pp. 33-34.]  [7:  Aubrey, pp.33-34] 


	To illustrate the progression and evolution of belief relating to foreknowledge, Bennett presents empirical evidence from the 1920s and up to the 1950s. Whereas her own research focussed upon a small group of predominantly Methodist women from Leeds and the surrounding countryside, she identifies studies and surveys from the United Kingdom and the United States. The surveys that Bennett discusses show a slightly higher belief in astrology, twenty-nine percent, than fortune-telling, twenty-five percent, among American students in the 1920s, and when it was recreated twenty years later among British participants the levels had dropped to eighteen and twenty percent responding to a belief in astrology and fortune-telling respectively. What Bennett fails to identify is the demographic similarity or differences between the two survey populations and what affect the immediate aftermath of trauma and postwar experiences had that influenced the responses of those that were surveyed. 

	Furthermore, when Bennett expounds on later studies, namely Gorer in 1955[footnoteRef:8] she notes that while belief in astrology had remained roughly the same (now twenty percent in 1955), belief in divination through fortune-telling had increased by ten percent to thirty percent. Another essential point that Bennett muses upon but does not offer any truly corresponding rationale for is the 1952 research into the belief systems of American students[footnoteRef:9]. In this study, Bennett affirms that the survey population had the lowest responses regarding the cosmologies of astrology and fortune-telling but only offers a minimum of deduction as to why the percentages of belief were so low in comparison to the similar sociological surveys at the same time in Britain, such as Gorer’s. [8:  Geoffrey Gorer, Exploring English Character (London: Cresset, 1955); in Bennett pg. 124]  [9:  F. W. Warburton, "Beliefs Concerning Human Nature among Students in a University Department of Education,", in Bennett pg. 125] 


Overview and summary of the second scholarly article and its findings:

	Similarly, Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse approach their empirical research from a sociological perspective and present their data as conclusive proof that for a ‘small number of English people […] reincarnation is indeed a very private belief, detached from religious and other affiliations, from the New Age, […and…] from everyday life. At the outset of their article A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England, in the introduction, Walter et al, express the idea that ‘the doctrine of reincarnation belongs to neither of western society’s two major belief systems, namely Christianity and secularism […]’[footnoteRef:10]. However, this definition arbitrarily suggests that reincarnation as not being aligned towards the tenets of Christianity; whereas it can be argued that the Christian system of belief in a resurrected messiah is inherently one of the most objectively famous instances of rebirth and reincarnation. The rebirth of the soul through baptism, or acceptance of Jesus as saviour, can be interpreted as a Christian philosophy of reincarnation, specifically within the Methodist congregations such as those who participated in Bennett’s study there is an adherence to the creed of Regeneration[footnoteRef:11] and rebirth through prevenient grace[footnoteRef:12]and there is inconclusive evidence, in readings of Gnostic texts, that suggests early Christian tenets were more inclined to consider reincarnation of the soul as an integral part of their belief system. [10:  Walter et al pg.187]  [11:  Ephesians 2:5]  [12:  Roger Olsen, Arminian Theology: Myths and Realities, 2006 pp. 158-199] 


	It is not just Christianity that has some element or other of reincarnation as part of their belief system, almost all major religions throughout history have had some elements of reincarnation. Although, it can be a source of debate that religious doctrine that includes a direct transmigration of the soul into another human or physical form is more often found within mainstream Eastern religions and their creeds such as Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism. Abrahamic religious off-shoots that believe in reincarnation in its traditional interpretation include the Druze, Rosicrucian’s and Jewish mystics, Kabbalah adherents and dabblers in Western Esotericism. Chaim (alternatively: Hayyim) Vital (1542-1620) wrote a treatise, Shaar HaGilgulim[footnoteRef:13] on the Jewish concept of reincarnation and the Kabbalah in the seventeenth century which describes in depth the practice of Tikkun olam to prepare believers to improve and repair the world around them and their place within it.  [13:  J. H. Chajes Between Worlds: Dybbuks, Exorcists, and Early Modern Judaism (2011) p.190] 


	Based on the research of Somer, Klein-Sela, and Or-Chen a decade and a half later from the original essays discussed above (2011) and based in Israel, belief in ‘[Reincarnation] (tanasukh) is crucial to Druze identity’[footnoteRef:14] as according to their faith, the number of human souls is static and were all created at the same time. Somer et al did a sociological study on the belief of reincarnation amongst bereaved Jewish and Druze parents who had lost a loved one as soldiers in war. When explaining their methodology, the researchers verified that the Druze recipients were able to access and respond to their questionnaires in their own language, Arabic, these were then vetted between three translators and an agreement on the correctness of the translations were conferred. Language barriers had not been an issue for the sociological articles from the nineties that have been discussed as the respondents and researchers shared the same mother tongue. [14:  Eli Somer, Carmit Klein-Sela, and Keren Or-Chen Beliefs in Reincarnation and the Power of Fate and Their Association With Emotional Outcomes Among Bereaved Parents of Fallen Soldiers ] 


	Additionally, both papers share a similar homogenous demographic population, predominantly populated by elderly participants that were often regular church goers, specifically defined as mainly part of the Methodist congregation of her father’s church in Bennett’s case. The authors got their sample populations mainly from English cities, and their surrounding areas, Leeds for Bennett and Bristol, Bath, Taunton and the southwest for Walter et al. Interestingly, both essays relate a superstitious account of negative associations with the supernatural or reincarnation, interestingly, from Bennet, she reported that ‘[the] women [she] studied […] draw a sharp line between unsought precognitive experiences and delving, which is designed to harness these powerful abilities and claim them for one's own. The latter corrupts or backfires, the former does not. Likewise, Walter et al describe the negative connotations of two of their subjects as being ‘One was old, tired, and wanted a rest from incarnation for quite a while, while the other did not want to come back because she had had a bad life this time around’.

	Walter et al began to collate respondents by appealing through personal connections, approaching school groups and requests through local (to them) media. Where they differed from Bennett’s source groups is the inclusion of twenty-one school children or young adults through three group interviews, with different age ranges in these subsect groups, eleven, fourteen and fifteen, and seventeen and eighteen respectively. Out of the adults who participated in interviews, often within the privacy of their own home, the researchers found that over half held to Christianity as their main belief system or religion and a third of those were regular, practising Christians. Walter et al then posit the question as to why is reincarnation is so attractive to active members of Christian sects? As well as Bennett, Walter et al also refers to the 1955 study by Gorer as it relates to their paper on reincarnation beliefs, albeit this may just be because spirituality, ESP, divination, and astrology etc. were somewhat niche subjects with not a lot of prior source material that was focussing upon specifically English testers.

	The methods applied in both surveys have been in the form of questionnaires, interviews, surveys, and data that was collated and later analysed, other qualitative research has often followed a similar pattern such as Somer et al study of bereaved parents (as above). Due to the nature of the sociological research, it is probably one of the better ways to employ the use of questions and interviews that will add to the shared examples of divination, astrology, and reincarnation. This could be since both studies took place in the 1990s and before the advent of online content, which may reflect a change in beliefs in prophecy, divination, and reincarnation. However, a 2021 article in the science journal Explore used quantifiable analysis to look not so much at the evidence of reincarnation through observational data, but on the reporting of seventy-one scientific published papers that address reincarnation through ‘bibliometric and methodological characteristics’ of the studies. With regard to studying the relationship that occurs between scientific knowledge and fortune telling, a 2014, Taiwanese study used a much larger, by a factor of approximately ten, study pool to analyse the phenomenon of “cognitive polyphasia”, that is the separate ethos’s cohabiting in the respondents rationale.




Conclusion: 

	Considering that both Bennett and Walter and Waterhouse’s studies were locked into a small sample size of a similar group makeup, they were published within five years of each other, and the homogeny of the two study participants, it can be concluded that the method of interviews and the collaboration of research questionnaires were the only viable way to access the data on such a niche theme. The definition of precognition and reincarnation has been looked at in this essay, particularly in how it relates to the studies that were discussed and analysed. Subsequently, the convergence of both studies in a period before widespread internet access leaves an opportunity to recreate the study with a greater participation and possibly with differing outcomes.
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