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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources
Cheryl Abraham, 2510780.
Word count: 2454.
Introduction
This essay compares and contrasts Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse’s article ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’ (1999) with Gillian Bennett’s (1939–2023) chapter ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighbourhood Group’ (1995).[footnoteRef:1] The comparison focuses on their methodological approaches, their position on the insider outsider continuum, and the way in which they relate their findings to existing academic literature, as well as the ethical implications of their research. [1:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England,’ Sociology of Religion, 60.2 (1999), pp. 187-197; Gillian Bennet, ‘“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 (Logan, UT: Utah State University Press, 1995), pp. 122–142.] 

Walter and Waterhouse explore the variety of meanings that the idea of reincarnation holds for people in England in the late twentieth century.[footnoteRef:2] They place their analysis within debates on the privatization of religion.[footnoteRef:3] Walter, Professor of Death Studies at the University of Bath, has published extensively on topics relating to death, belief, and the afterlife, providing a clear context for his interest in reincarnation.[footnoteRef:4] Waterhouse, an independent researcher who completed doctoral research on Buddhism at the University of the West of England, Bristol, contributes expertise on religious belief and practice through her religious studies background and research on Buddhist communities in Britain.[footnoteRef:5] The article is published in the academic journal Sociology of Religion, and is situated within sociological research on religious belief. [2:  Walter, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p.189.]  [3:  Walter, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p.187.]  [4:  Tony Walter, Author Profile, University of Bath Research Portal, https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/persons/tony-walter (accessed 14 March 2026).]  [5:  Helen Jean Waterhouse, ‘Authority and Adaptation: A Case Study in British Buddhism’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of the West of England, Bristol, 1997), https://researchspace.bathspa.ac.uk/1437/ (accessed 14 March 2026).] 

Bennett’s chapter examines how foreknowledge is understood and shared among a group of elderly women and explores how their social circumstances and moral values shape the folklore they exchange.[footnoteRef:6] Bennett was a folklorist whose research focused on contemporary legend and vernacular belief, and she was associated with the National Centre for English Cultural Tradition at the University of Sheffield.[footnoteRef:7] The chapter was published in the edited volume Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural (1995), which situates the work within academic research on supernatural belief traditions.  [6:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”’, p. 122.]  [7:  International Society for Contemporary Legend Research, ‘Gillian Bennett’, https://contemporarylegend.org/prizes/degh/dr-gillian-bennett/ (accessed 14 March 2026). ] 

While both texts are directed primarily at an academic readership, Walter and Waterhouse analyse belief in reincarnation within the sociology of religion, while Bennett examines vernacular understandings of foreknowledge from a folkloristic perspective.

1. Methodology
While Walter and Waterhouse employ a mixed method approach and combine survey data, interviews and theoretical discussion, Bennett relies primarily on qualitative interview material and engages to a lesser degree with existing surveys and theoretical discussion. Walter and Waterhouse begin by analyzing survey data to establish the statistical prevalence of belief, before using interviews to add depth and explore how individuals give meaning to the concept of reincarnation. Both studies critique the limitations of survey data, but only Walter and Waterhouse incorporate it as a central component of their methodology.[footnoteRef:8] The studies also differ in analytical scale, Bennett focuses on micro level social interactions, while Walter and Waterhouse operate at a more abstract, generalizing level.  [8:  Walter, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p.188; 192; Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”’, p.124-125.] 

The participant selection reflects different research aims and leads to different limitations. Walter and Waterhouse rely on volunteers who are willing to talk about reincarnation, which likely attracts people already interested in the topic and therefore limits how representative the sample is. Bennett, on the other hand, draws her participants from her father’s podiatry clinic, which results in a group of elderly women. However, this is made explicit and aligns with Bennett’s aim of analyzing a specific group. While this limits diversity, it does allow her to look more closely at how beliefs circulate within a specific ‘neighborhood’ setting. 
Bennett draws on a large number of interviews; over a period of five months she spoke with 120 patients aged between sixteen and ninety-five.[footnoteRef:9] By contrast, Walter and Waterhouse conducted thirty taped interviews with adults and three group interviews with twenty-one schoolchildren. Their sample is smaller and based on volunteers, meaning it cannot be considered representative of “contemporary England,” as suggested by the article’s title.[footnoteRef:10] Both texts report well on demographics.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”’, p. 127.]  [10:  Walter, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p.188-189.]  [11:  Walter, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p.189; Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”’, p. 128.] 

Additionally, Walter and Waterhouse’s collaboration allows for a certain reflexivity in the interpretation of data, as they both analyzed the data.[footnoteRef:12] While Bennett’s analysis depends more heavily on a single interpretive voice, and she provides limited detail about how the interviews were structured or analysed. [12:  Walter, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p.189.] 

While Walter and Waterhouse conclude that belief in reincarnation functions as a largely “private” and “detached” belief.[footnoteRef:13] Though the small nature of their sample limits the extent to which these findings can be generalised to England as a whole. Bennett focuses on a small, specific group, and writes in a more detailed understanding that reflects the lived experience of her participants. This highlights a key difference in methodological validity: Walter and Waterhouse prioritise broader applicability, while Bennett prioritises depth and contextual understanding. [13:  Walter, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p.196.] 



2. Researcher Position: Insider Outsider Dynamics
Bennett is not an insider, as she is not clearly part of the social or belief group she studies. At the same time, her access through her father’s community creates a level of familiarity and trust that makes her different from a more typical outsider researcher. She is also close to her research group, as a woman close in age to her participants which might add to the familiarity. However, we do not know anything about her, since there is no reflexivity section. Her position can therefore be understood as somewhere in between the insider and outsider ends of the continuum. By contrast, Walter and Waterhouse adopt a more outsider position, though they included some personal contacts which would create strong familiarity, they also approached participants through a call for volunteers on the local radio, and a certain amount of snowballing by participants recommendations.[footnoteRef:14] A limitation of snowballing is that participants are likely to be from the same social network.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Walter, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p.189.]  [15:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd edn (Los Angeles and London: Sage, 2020), p. 101.] 

As for the data produced. Bennett relies on more naturally occurring narrative forms of data and is closer to everyday conversation than the semi-structured interviews used by Walter and Waterhouse. They analyse responses that are more directly shaped by interview questions, which may influence how beliefs are articulated. Although Walter and Waterhouse use open-ended questions and aim to capture participants’ own words, their data remains shaped by the structure of the interview setting. The 30 taped interviews and group discussions of Walter and Waterhouse are more likely to be limited to single, structured encounters, which potentially restricts more nuanced or reflective responses. However, this is unclear in the article. Bennett’s research setting suggests the possibility of repeated and more informal interactions with participants, as interviews took place within an ongoing social environment rather than as isolated encounters.
Bennett’s position is closer to the middle, or insider end, of the continuum compared to Walter and Waterhouse. This allows for richer and more nuanced data, but also raises some concerns about subjectivity, while Walter and Waterhouse’s position provides greater analytical distance but limits the depth of insight into participants’ lived experiences.

3. Use of Literature 
Walter and Waterhouse engage extensively with existing scholarship and clearly position their study within scholarly debates. They draw on discussions on the privatization of religion by Davie.[footnoteRef:16] Scholarship on New Age by Bruce and Heelas.[footnoteRef:17] Popular literature on past-life experiences (e.g. Carpenter; Sutphen and Taylor; McClain) is also referenced, mainly to contrast dramatic accounts with the more tentative beliefs expressed by interviewees.[footnoteRef:18] Though the latter contrast is somewhat problematic, because such literature forms part of the same cultural context in which beliefs about reincarnation circulate, it is difficult to assume that these ‘dramatic’ narratives are less representative than the more tentative accounts from the interviews. While their engagement with academic literature is broad, heir use of unpublished papers (Walter 1996; 1998a–c) limits the accessibility of their theoretical framework and makes it more difficult to assess the basis of their arguments.[footnoteRef:19] This limitation could be reduced if these materials were made publicly available in academic repositories.  [16:  Walter, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p.189-190.]  [17:  Walter, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p.191.]  [18:  Walter, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p.193.]  [19:  Walter, ‘A Very Private Belief,’ p.189; 197.] 

Bennett, by contrast, focuses more closely on the stories her participants tell. While she does refer to some existing scholarship, many of her references are to her own work or to the interview material itself.[footnoteRef:20] Her use of historical sources, such as John Aubrey’s Miscellanies (1696), provides historical depth, but her analysis would benefit from a stronger engagement with contemporary theoretical frameworks.[footnoteRef:21]  This is particularly evident in her discussion of gender roles. She explains that the participants tell in detail about visionary experiences and in vague lines about the divinatory.[footnoteRef:22] She later continues to argue that belief in ESP “may claim status and yet not challenge the conventional perception of her proper role,” as a traditional housewife.[footnoteRef:23] However, she does not develop this insight through engagement with gender theory. As a result, her interpretation remains suggestive but under-theorised. This limits the extent to which her findings can be connected to broader academic debates, and makes it more difficult to assess how her conclusions relate to existing discussions of traditional gender roles and belief.  [20:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”’, p. 141-142.]  [21:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”’, p. 122-124.]  [22:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”’, p.132.]  [23:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”’, p.134.] 

In terms of writing style and structure, both texts are generally organised, but they differ in how clearly their arguments come across. Walter and Waterhouse follow a more conventional academic structure, moving from survey data to interview findings and then to theoretical interpretation, which makes their argument relatively easy to follow. Bennett’s chapter, by contrast, is more narrative in style, moving between historical discussion, participant accounts, and interpretation. While this allows for a richer presentation of the lived experience of the participants, the structure is less clearly signposted, which at times makes the overall argument harder to follow.

4. Ethics
Both studies provide limited discussion of ethical procedures, which reflects research practices of the 1990s, when formal ethical protocols were less consistently reported. Hammersley and Traianou discuss the history of the development of ethics in the social sciences in their book Ethics in Qualitative Research (2012). They note that only in recent decades there has been a major shift towards the ethical regulation.[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Martyn Hammersley and Anna Traianou, Ethics in Qualitative Research: Controversies and Contexts (London: Sage, 2012), p. 5.] 

Bennett’s position raises several concerns.  As she mentions: 
“Since the subject of my research might be thought “delicate” or controversial, I had to find a venue conducive to personal conversation, and an intermediary to introduce me to potential informants and put them at their ease.”[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”’, p. 126.] 

Since Bennett conducted the interviews within her father’s medical practice, and relied on him as an intermediary, this arrangement potentially created a power imbalance that may have influenced participation and responses. Bennett also obtained demographic and religious information through her father.[footnoteRef:26] This would now raise ethical concerns regarding confidentiality. As Hennink states: “Confidentiality refers to not disclosing information that is discussed between the researcher and the participant.”[footnoteRef:27] Now Bennett’s father would have been present during those conversations. Although Bennett indicates that she explained her research and obtained permission to record conversations, the chapter contains little explicit discussion of ethical considerations or the impact of the setting. Many participants also attended the same Methodist church as Bennett’s father, which may have influenced how openly and honestly they discussed a potentially “delicate” or “controversial” topic.  [26:  Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”’, p. 127.]  [27:  Hennink, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 71.] 

Similarly, Walter and Waterhouse provide little information about participant anonymity, informed consent, or ethical procedures. This lack of transparency makes it difficult to assess how ethical considerations were addressed. This is particularly relevant given that part of their data is drawn from group interviews with schoolchildren, who constitute a more vulnerable group and would require careful ethical consideration regarding consent and participation.

Conclusion 
In conclusion, the comparison between the two texts show both similarities and differences in how they approach the study of belief. Walter and Waterhouse use a mixed method approach and focus on broader patterns in belief, but their small and selective sample limits how representative their findings can be for the English population. Bennett, by contrast, focuses on a specific social group. She provides rich detail but her findings are less easy to generalise to other contexts. 
Bennett’s closer connection to her research raises the possibility of interpretive bias and ethical issues. Walter and Waterhouse’s more distanced position leads to a more structured and detached analysis, but limits the depth of insight into participants’ lived experiences.
The two studies also differ in how they use academic literature. Walter and Waterhouse engage more extensively with existing scholarship and clearly place their work within wider academic debates, although some of their sources raise questions about accessibility and interpretation. Bennett, on the other hand, focuses more on interview data and engages less with broader theoretical frameworks, which makes her analysis more self-contained and at times under-theorised.
Finally, both studies provide limited discussion of ethical procedures, which reflects the research practices of their time, although Bennett’s research setting and Walter and Waterhouse’s use of schoolchildren raise particular ethical concerns. Overall, the comparison shows how differences in methodology, researcher position, and use of literature shape both the strengths and limitations of each study.
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