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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
Word Count: 2648


Introduction 

Belief in the spirit world and the human ability to interact with it have been challenging for western knowledge systems to study and comprehend.[footnoteRef:31693] Occurrence of belief may be quantifiable statistically, yet the context, meanings, and implications of these beliefs demand inquiry of a qualitative nature. As the practice of western research is more profoundly influenced by global perspectives, opportunities increase for critical and ethical research-based scholarship on what might be called the supernatural, magical, or spiritual.  [31693:  Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (London: Zed Books Ltd, 2012) [hereafter Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies], p. 78] 


This paper critically analyses two such projects based on the methodologies employed, author reflexivity and the use of supporting literature. Gillian Bennett's, 'If I knew You Were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake' inquired into 'common consent and agreement' about methods of future casting believed and practiced by a group of women elders in her hometown.[footnoteRef:18911] Research from this 'middle class suburb of a large northern city' in Great Britian in the early 90s was based on two types of foreknowledge: divinatory practices and visionary traditions. [18911:  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 University Press, 1995) [hereafter Bennett, If I Knew You Were Coming], pp. 122-142] 


At the end of the same decade, another British research project was published on a different spiritual belief. 'A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England', by Walter and Waterhouse investigated the belief in reincarnation, its relationship with held conventional Christian belief and the influence of modern privatization on the ability of participants to reconcile internalized stipulations in dogma.[footnoteRef:15151] Although the participants in Walter's and Waterhouse's project varied in age and gender, the largest surveyed demographic was also women elders.  [15151:  T. Walter and H. Waterhouse, 'A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England', Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999) [hereafter Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief], pp. 187-197] 


Although qualitative research seeks to 'embrace and understand' context, meaning and belief on their own cultural terms,[footnoteRef:24178] it has been well reflected by even the most self-aware researchers that the process of doing research in relation with the spirit world has been deeply influenced by the reductionistic, denialist and dehumanizing worldview of dominant 'Western' culture.[footnoteRef:16690] Therefore, this analysis of methodology, reflexivity and supporting literature also critically analyses the respective treatment of the inquiries themselves and the humanity of the participants who volunteered to share their lived experiences. [24178:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (Los Angeles: SAGE Publications Ltd, 2020) [hereafter Hennink et al, Qualitative Research Methods], p. 10]  [16690:  Edith Turner, 'The Reality of Spirits: A Tabooed or Permitted Field of Study?', Anthropology of Consciousness, 4 (1993) [hereafter Turner, The Reality of Spirits], p. 9] 



Methodology

Both Walter and Waterhouse as well as Bennett employed the use of one-to-one interviews as their research methodology. As both projects sought to gather individual beliefs which were assumed 'private'[footnoteRef:849] and 'delicate'[footnoteRef:15873] by the researchers as well as the context of these personal beliefs, the use of interviews was justified.[footnoteRef:16612] However, the difference in methods of recruitment and locations of data collection provide important distinction for analysis.  [849:  Walter and Waterhouse make assumption through analysing privatization as a purpose of the study, in their conclusion as well as the title of the paper.]  [15873:  Bennett, If I Knew You Were Coming, p. 126]  [16612:  Hennink et al, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 116-117] 


Walter and Waterhouse recruited participants from personal contacts, a public media call and snowballing. Interviews were conducted in people's homes which were also analysed. Although these choices were academically sound the general tone of the paper mimics its conclusions as 'detached', with attempts to categorize beliefs leading to more uncertainty.[footnoteRef:19587]Details found throughout suggest the influence of the culturally dominant positivist paradigm of 'Western' research, although an interpretivist approach was intended.  [19587:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p. 187 and p. 192] 


Who was excluded from participation and why, assumptions about cultural or spiritual indications found or not found in homes and conclusions about who is an 'archetypal reincarnationist'[footnoteRef:16393] all indicate the trend that Western researchers 'are often not aware of the dominant paradigm of their academic discipline and how this has shaped their approach to research'.[footnoteRef:13216] In a critique of the standard training and attitudes of Western researchers, anthropologist Edith Turner pointedly stated that 'doctrinaire cults destroy sensitiveness'.[footnoteRef:9190]Indeed, Walter's and Waterhouse's methodology however justified, lacked a certain sensitivity and depth, perhaps as a result of an unrecognized influence of the doctrinaire cult of empiricism.  [16393:  Walter, Tony, 'Reincarnation, Modernity and Identity', Sociology, 35 (2001), p. 22]  [13216:  Hennink et al, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 14]  [9190:  Turner, The Reality of Spirits, p. 11] 


Bennett recruited participants with the help of her father, who had a well-established medical practice in the location of study. Patients who volunteered, the majority of whom knew Bennet's father from church, were interviewed in the medical office during scheduled treatment appointments while their doctor, and fellow parishioner, was also present. That her father shared 'at least a minimum of demographic information' about the participants is ethically questionable by many national laws of medical privacy. Confidentiality and anonymity are also chief concerns when conducting sound qualitative research.[footnoteRef:5177] Holding interviews with research participants in the presence of her father who was not part of the research team could therefore be considered an ethical transgression by the standards of critical academic review.  [5177:  Hennink et al, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 79-80] 


However, Hennink and her colleagues confirm the challenge of undefined ethics and encourage researchers to develop their own sense of ethics that minimize harm and prioritize respect.[footnoteRef:17187] Bennett's methodology offers compelling opportunities to reflect not only on concepts of ethics but also rapport, especially in comparison to the practice of indigenous research methodologies as described by Linda Tuhiwai Smith.[footnoteRef:23809] Although there are many similarities to what might be considered 'western' approaches, it is unique to indigenous research that 'the complexities of an insider research approach can be mediated by building support structures' which help both researcher and participants.  [17187:  Hennink et al, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 70-71]  [23809:  Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, pp. 138-142] 


Bennett's decision to conduct research in her father's medical office, in his presence, with fellow parishioners might be considered a supportive and appropriate structure when considered in indigenous communal terms. Bennett was not just interviewing research participants; she was receiving the stories of elders in her community and she was doing it in the witness of a trusted healer with whom participants shared a spiritual bond. Bennett's choice to include her father and conduct interviews in his office could then be understood as a respectful and ethical choice to minimize harm through the use of community support when understood through indigenous research frameworks.

Overall, both sources employed appropriate qualitative research methodologies.  Although sensitivity and ethics can be critiqued in more detail in the context of the methods used, stipulations can be understood through the subtle yet consequential influence of the dominant positivist paradigm. This influence continued into data interpretation and is discussed further through considerations of author reflexivity. 


Reflexivity 

By investigating the nature of beliefs, both papers reflected an insider approach to research. Smith claims, 'a critical issue with insider research is the constant need for reflexivity'.[footnoteRef:917] This practice shows awareness of how the researchers, the setting or interpersonal dynamics influenced the process, analysis and findings.[footnoteRef:18139] In both works, explicit reflexivity was scarce, but was found throughout by critical analysis of potential biases.  [917:  Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, p. 138]  [18139:  Hennink et al, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 18-19] 


Reflexivity from Walter and Waterhouse came only through acknowledgement of their academic perspectives: sociology and religious studies, respectively.[footnoteRef:18844] From these backgrounds, the authors claimed that 'contemporary culture and official religion provide little legitimization for the belief in reincarnation' and they as well seem to dismiss participant belief due to interpreted weakness in semantics. Participants tended to share their thoughts on reincarnation with statements beginning with, 'maybe', 'perhaps,' or 'I think', rather than a more definitive, 'I believe'.[footnoteRef:22482] By simply interpreting these statements as evidence of questionable belief, they failed to inquire as to why participants might choose to downplay their 'knowledge' to probing researchers who may have unconsciously projected a positivist attitude through doubt and scepticism. [18844:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, pp. 189-190]  [22482:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, pp. 191-192] 


Although respondents 'covered a range of religious affiliations and connections' and gave many examples for the basis of their beliefs, Walter and Waterhouse questioned the participants' truths and concluded that beliefs were completely detached from their spirituality or religion, from the New Age, fanaticism, popular literature and even their everyday lives. In relation to reflexivity, this revealed more about the researchers than about the participants. Belief in reincarnation, concepts of the soul and an eternal shared life among all beings are ancient and indigenous ways of relating to the meanings of life and death. The inability for western research paradigms to be able to honor the complexities and paradox of holistic human nature has been criticised as inappropriate and harmful[footnoteRef:25525] and is illustrated here by the inability or unwillingness to make connections between various facets of and influences on participants lives.    [25525:  Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, pp. 75-78] 


Bennett's reflexivity is also explicitly lacking in regard to her personal and professional background as well as her involvement and relationship with the local community. One assumes that trust and rapport is extended to her as the daughter of a local clinician since there is mention that the office provides a place where patients/participants can be 'at their ease'. Still, Bennett's assumptions about the women who participated in her study provoke questions into how her own background and biases may have influenced her findings. 

Many repeated presumptions were made about how the women 'had been taught as children', about 'the traditional feminine role' and how their beliefs and experiences with divination and visionary traditions relate to that role. Bennett describes this traditional role as naturally 'intuitive, caring, unassertive', and concludes that the women both respect and wish to subvert this role. She also 'cannot help but guess', as do some men in the study, that divination and visionary traditions are 'more for the ladies' because 'men of this age and class feel sufficiently in control of their lives to have no use for these practices'.

These gender-based assumptions are not universal and are reflective of western, hetero-normative, Judeo-Christian standards. They may indeed reflect the views and experiences of the women interviewed, but as this information was not collected from the participants themselves, it is understood that Bennett projected her own enculturated understandings of 'traditional' gender roles onto her participants. The history of women's relationships with mystical traditions is fraught with taboo, punishment and enforced subservience.[footnoteRef:9139] Inquiring into how behaviors, beliefs and gender-roles have been intergenerationally created in relation to the supernatural themes of inquiry may have provided a more expansive understanding of the women's relationship to their practices, in effect challenging enculturated biases presumed by the author.  [9139:  Ehrenreich, Barbara and Deirdre English, Witches Midwives & Nurses: A History of Women Healers (New York: Feminist Press, 2010) [hereafter Ehrenreich, Witches Midwives & Nurses], pp.26-39] 


Beliefs in reincarnation, divination and visionary practices can be understood as indigenous traditions. Lineages can be traced all over the globe, including to the pre-Christian lands of what is now the United Kingdom. How these traditions have survived and present in modern day is a worthy topic of deeper scholarship, however, researchers should be aware of how the history of spiritual and intellectual colonization has shaped their own perceptions of reality and tools of study. Being explicitly reflexive legitimizes and validates the research process[footnoteRef:7431] and more clearly contextualizes assumptions inevitably made by the researcher.  [7431:  Hennink et al, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 19] 



Literature Review 

Hennink, Hutter and Bailey describe the purpose of literature and theory within research as identifying positionality in an existing field by making use of past scholarship and justifying its aims.[footnoteRef:12739] Although both papers incorporate literature from a variety of sources, critical comparisons can be made based on how literature was contextualized and integrated. Walter and Waterhouse drew from a variety of sources but remained squarely in their fields of sociology and religious perspectives displaying limited integration. [12739:  Hennink et al, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 33] 


Belief in reincarnation was contextualized within modern belief systems, however a historical context was lacking. In the absence of this discussion, Walter's and Waterhouse's research again felt akin to their conclusion- 'detached'. The exclusion of 'obvious New Agers' and people who believe in reincarnation 'because their religion tells them to' not only denied the vast influence of Eastern and pagan beliefs in modern British society, but also showed a lack of respectful, subjective understanding of the nature of belief as deeply embodied as opposed to purely imposed. 

Historically, the belief in reincarnation in what is now the European 'west' and specifically Great Britian has been deeply influenced by ancient Platonism as well as diverse interpretations of the Christian bible.[footnoteRef:26281] As well, the historical and modern influence of Eastern spirituality should not be understated in its influence on Western thought. Also lacking was discussion of historical and modern taboo and consequence associated with the experience of holding or practicing beliefs that are outside of modern Christian doctrine. Integration of this wider contextual framework may have challenged the conclusion that belief in reincarnation is completely 'detached', 'not handed down', 'a kind of new religious belief' or separate 'from everyday life'. Instead, belief might have been understood as an expression of an unbroken, yet elusive lineage of indigenous western paganism which has been intimately intertwined with Eastern beliefs.  [26281:  Ernest Valea, 'Reincarnation and Christianity: A Possible Marriage?', Journal of Religion & Psychical Research, 25 (2002), pp. 167-176.] 


Comparatively, Bennett's bibliography was more limited in breadth. However, her substantial incorporation of historical perspective specifically, in the British traditions of divination and visionary practices, gave her work a more well contextualized positionality. Although her exploration spanned hundreds of years into the past there was one influential tradition that was curiously absent, the effect of which can be seen in her assumptions and remaining questions. As with Walter and Waterhouse, Bennett neglects an analysis of pagan traditions, specifically witchcraft, and how taboo and consequences of being associated with witchcraft might have influenced the perspectives and experience of her volunteers and her own interpretations. 

Bennett came to understand the value and acceptance of the visionary tradition over the divinatory tradition from her volunteers in terms of a moral preference. Being the recipient of an unsought gift was favourable to the questionable, selfish, and potentially dangerous practice of 'deliberately seeking knowledge of the future'. She concluded these to be subjective 'moral judgements' of the women interviewed and suggested that they had picked 'elements of the traditional folklore which fit in their values' while 'rejecting those that run contrary to them'. This may be so, however values are not detached from historical context and an exploration of the Brititsh tradition of witchcraft, which was largely centered on the powers of women, and its subsequent violent oppression by Christian traditions[footnoteRef:27843] might have given Bennett a broader understanding of the source of varying attitudes towards mystical practices.  [27843:  Ehrenreich, Witches Midwives & Nurses, 2010] 


Walter suggested that meanings given to certain ideas are culture specific.[footnoteRef:21847] He uses the accepted characteristic of the modern British as individualistic to support ideas of British beliefs as reflections of 'modernist concepts of the self' which are also individualistic. Comparatively, Bennett concludes 'patterns of belief are a function of age and sex' which are also subject to cultural influence. Although a certain breadth of literature was incorporated into both studies, the idea of the British psyche as individualistic also influenced a willingness or ability to 'connect the dots' of how even individualistic cultures have been historically shaped and are intimately influenced by the diversity of cultures found within their own traditions.  [21847:  Walter, Tony, 'Reincarnation, Modernity and Identity', Sociology, 35 (2001), p. 36] 




Conclusion 

Some of the most deeply elusive facets of life and death remain mysterious despite modern attempts to understand them. Although phenomena such as reincarnation and divinatory traditions have been honored, practiced and documented across most cultures throughout history, scepticism remains. Still, the reality of these phenomena has 'profound implications for understanding the true breadth of the human psyche,' according to Kean.[footnoteRef:16569] [16569:  Leslie Kean, Surviving Death, A Journalist Investigates Evidence for an Afterlife (New York: Three Rivers Press, 2017), p. 2] 


Through analysis of the methodologies, reflexivity and literature reviews in both the Walter/Waterhouse and Bennett papers, it appears that 'inherited centuries of individualism'[footnoteRef:8658] not influenced the participants studied and also the researchers. When researching culture-specific spiritual beliefs which have survived 'despite the supposed enlightenment',[footnoteRef:9101] which are also contested, taboo and historically punishable, it should not be taken for granted that these beliefs are merely a curious 'matter of choice'.[footnoteRef:6809] Context is critically relevant throughout every stage of research and reflexivity, which was lacking in both papers, is required beyond the scope of data analysis.  [8658:  Walter, Tony, 'Reincarnation, Modernity and Identity', Sociology, 35 (2001), p. 24]  [9101:  Bennett, If I Knew You Were Coming, p. 123]  [6809:  Walter and Waterhouse, A Very Private Belief, p. 189] 


Ethical stipulations of Bennett's methodology, the influence of the positivism paradigm in Walter and Waterhouse's process as well as the gaps in the historical scope found in both literature reviews may have benefited from deeper reflexivity. However, both papers share justifiable methodologies and positioned themselves logically within existing research in their respective fields given the sensitivity of the content of study. Learning opportunities for future researchers abound and gratitude for both efforts is here acknowledged. 

Belief in reincarnation as well as divinatory practices are ideas which may be considered supernatural in some cultural contexts but are in fact widespread and mundane. Western research, which has enjoyed a much shorter existence than these traditions, has been deeply influenced by the positivist paradigm as well as socio-religious contexts. This knowledge allows for further inquiry into how even qualitative methods fall short of honoring the complexity of the human experience. It also provides the opportunity to resist the urge, tendency, and necessity to make conclusions using limited tools about phenomena which are inherently mysterious and opens pathways toward conducting research that is better equipped to integrate multiple co-existing realities, known and unknown. 
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