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Introduction
This essay compares and critically contrasts the article by Gillian Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming I'd Have Baked A Cake’, with the paper by Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse titled ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England.’[footnoteRef:1] Bennett contributed her article as a chapter to a 1995 book that challenged the notion that experiencing the supernatural is unusual. In her contributed article, Bennett presented the results of a large-scale interview study examining how elderly women in her British hometown coped with precognition. She explored the social roles such abilities entailed within the community and whether the ability to foresee the future conferred a particular status or influence. She also investigated the extent to which the interviewed women were able to maintain their conventional roles in society and as members of the Methodist Church when they gained either intentional or unintentional insights into the future. By contrast, Walter & Waterhouse reported on a small-scale study conducted by Helen Waterhouse and published in 1999 to provide more specific insights into how English individuals could hold the belief in reincarnation alongside Christianity.[footnoteRef:2] They synthesised her findings with previous survey data, examining whether the then-increasing belief in reincarnation reflected a trend in contemporary Western societies, particularly in England, and its impact on participants’ daily lives. Their article was published in the journal ‘Sociology of Religion’, which was launched in 1938 to promote unified efforts among Catholic higher education institutions in the realm of social thought and activism. According to its website, the journal has grown and diversified significantly over the past several decades, having gained a more international perspective.[footnoteRef:3] Therefore, both papers examined individuals in England in the mid to late 1990s in a similar way and analysed how socio-economic circumstances and moral frameworks influenced their beliefs and their compatibility within social and ecclesiastical contexts.  [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; 
Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’. Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999), pp. 187-197.]  [2:  Helen Waterhouse, ‘Reincarnation Belief in Britain: New Age Orientation or Mainstream Option?’ in Journal of Contemporary Religion, Vol. 14, No. 1, 1999, pp. 97-109. ]  [3:  <https://sociologyofreligion.org/History> [accessed on 7 March 2026]] 


Structure and literature review 
Both Bennett’s and Walter & Waterhouse’s articles share key features, one of which is the well-structured, effective presentation of their results in a coherent, progressive manner. According to Monique Hennink et al., to present studies in an article, the research must be based on existing literature and theoretical frameworks and expanded to incorporate them.[footnoteRef:4] To meet this requirement, Bennett first placed her study topic in a historical context, examining traditions to gain context for the present, followed by an explanation of her research methods and an introduction to the members of her study group. She began by looking back at the work ‘Miscellanies’ by antiquarian John Aubrey from 1696, which contained orally transmitted legends, rumours and stories about personal experiences with the supernatural. She then drew a comparison with the following century, drawing on the antiquarian Francis Grose, and stated that people's desire for predictions about the future and death remained widespread despite rationalism and the Enlightenment. However, following her own argument in her previous work, Bennett noted that the eighteenth century brought a shift in emphasis: Supernatural beliefs, signs, omens, and warnings lost their dramatic tone and became less widespread, but were gradually internalised.[footnoteRef:5] Advancing her argument into the mid-nineteenth century, she observed a division of British folklore literature into two primary themes: intentional insights through fortune-telling methods and symbol interpretation, and unintentional foreknowledge through visions, dreams, and intuitions. To this end, she drew on the work of William Henderson, a renowned British collector of regional folklore, and Catherine Crowe, who had collected stories about dreams, premonitions, trances and spirits. Bennett continued to lay the groundwork for her own study results in her article, stating that both traditions were still being actively passed down. On this basis, she began to weave her findings into her article by continuously comparing her interview partners’ interpretations of intentional or unintentional foreknowledge with scientific research on human nature, psychology and psychiatry, sociology, religion, and traditional beliefs. In doing so, she particularly referred to David Hufford’s work to explain why some of her interviewees' answers seemed somewhat scripted, giving the listener the impression that their line of reasoning had frequently been used in past conversations. The overall structure of Bennett’s article culminated in a coherent conclusion that, among the individuals she studied, there existed an unwritten agreement that she perceived as a folkloric belief. By comparison, Walter & Waterhouse structured their article to examine previous survey data on the belief in reincarnation; however, rather than consulting literature from previous centuries, they consulted earlier surveys on the topic from 1947 to 1995. They based their theoretical framework on their own recent articles. In addition, they drew on Berger, who had stated in 1969 that religious beliefs had increasingly turned into a matter of individual preference, and Grace Davie, who also noted that belief had become a personal matter, leading to a lack of perceived necessity to be part of a congregation in England. The authors, however, took into consideration that, whilst sociologists had long held the view that the process of secularisation in the West had weakened the role of religious faith to such an extent that it now had little influence on moral views and actions, this assumption had been challenged by Robin Gill, a scholar in the field of sociological theology. The authors furthered their discourse within the article by systematically presenting their findings across multiple thematic headings. These included religious associations, the nature, source, and content of beliefs, as well as their consequential effects. Each section thoughtfully connected back to Waterhouse’s small-scale interview study, thereby reinforcing the relevance and applicability of the findings within a broader academic context. Just like Bennett, they incorporated interviewees' quotes into the article to illustrate their point and link it to literary theory, thereby leading the article to conclude coherently that reincarnation appeared to be primarily a modern personal belief among the surveyed individuals, independent of religious or popular ideologies or daily experiences. [4:  Hennink, Monique; Hutter, Inge; Bailey, Ajay. Qualitative Research Methods (English Edition) (S.35). SAGE Publications. Kindle-Version. ]  [5:  Gillian Bennett, Traditions of Belief: Women and the Supernatural (Harmondsworth, England: Penguin, 1987), pp. 175-188. ] 


Research methodology
The topics of both articles are comparable in their aim to examine belief systems in English society. Therefore, it was appropriate, according to Bell et al., to work with a qualitative research method, because it would allow the researchers to comprehend how individuals view the world.[footnoteRef:6] However, both researchers were also interested in participants’ demographic information, because a more comprehensive understanding could be gained, according to Bell et al.[footnoteRef:7] Therefore, they both chose a mixed-methods approach combining qualitative and quantitative methods. Bennett’s in-depth interviews can be considered a form of narrative research, according to Bell et al., because they examined the participants' personal experiences by analysing the narratives they shared.[footnoteRef:8] Alan Bryman referred to the in-depth interview style chosen by Bennett as a collaborative process. In this process, both the interviewer and the interviewee work together to create knowledge. The interviewer plays an active role in understanding the interviewee's subjective experience, Bryman claimed.[footnoteRef:9] Regrettably, neither Bennett nor Walter & Waterhouse provided detailed insights into the specific questions they asked. Walter & Waterhouse's article stated that they aimed to enhance and expand upon survey data that previously only offered 'yes', 'no', or 'don't know' responses.[footnoteRef:10] In the small study on which their article was based, thirty adults and twenty-one children were surveyed who were ‘willing to consider the idea that reincarnation exists’.[footnoteRef:11] It was the researchers’ aim to find out ‘how those who entertain the idea of reincarnation actually think and talk,’ thereby enriching and clarifying previous survey data.[footnoteRef:12] Walter & Waterhouse highlighted that their research methodology was not focused on obtaining a representative sample but on understanding the wide variety of interpretations related to the idea of reincarnation. Therefore, according to the authors, the interviews were conducted in an open-ended format, intentionally steering clear of leading questions to encourage genuine responses.[footnoteRef:13] Bennett, likewise, made it clear that she based the discussion in her article on ‘the responses of eighty-seven women aged sixty to ninety-five years’, who were ‘knowledgeable about every aspect of traditional beliefs about foreknowledge and, with very few exceptions, were happy to discuss these matters with me and tell me their personal experiences’.[footnoteRef:14]  [6:  Bell, p. 35.]  [7:  Bell, p. 34.]  [8:  Judith Bell, pp. 49–50]  [9:  Bryman, Alan. Quantity and Quality in Social Research (English Edition) (S.115). Taylor and Francis. Kindle-Version. ]  [10:  Walter & Waterhouse, p. 191.]  [11:  Helen Waterhouse, p. 98.]  [12:  Walter & Waterhouse, A very private belief, p, 195.]  [13:  Walter & Waterhouse, p. 189.]  [14:  Bennett, p. 127.] 


Ethical considerations and the reflexive position of the researchers 
Reflexivity entails a thoughtful examination of how a researcher develops knowledge throughout the research journey, according to Guillemin and Gillam. It examines the various factors that affect the researcher's knowledge construction and how these influences manifest across the stages of planning, executing, and reporting the research.[footnoteRef:15] Neither Bennett nor Walter & Waterhouse fully disclosed the questions asked or whether they had considered their bias and applied reflexivity. This could raise the concern that both interview studies were, to some degree, tailored by the researchers to yield a desired outcome. The research by both Bennett and Walter & Waterhouse reveals that their studies were shaped to gain insight into matters of personal interest to them. According to Bryman, ‘it is the practice of many researchers to tailor their research strategy to the problem at hand.’[footnoteRef:16] Waterhouse’s decision to exclude Hindus, Buddhists, and Sikhs—religions that fundamentally believe in reincarnation—while including only those individuals who had shown interest in participating, indicates that the researchers tailored the study to achieve the results they desired. This raises concerns about potential bias in the research design. ‘Who we include and who we exclude as participants in our research are revealing,’ as Guillemin and Gillam pointed out.[footnoteRef:17] Bennett, in contrast, did acknowledge the sensitivity of the ethical issues surrounding her research and expressed concern that it could be seen as 'delicate' and contentious, emphasising the need to identify a setting that would help put her potential informants at ease.[footnoteRef:18] However, her ultimate choice to conduct the interviews at her father’s podiatric clinic raises exactly the concerns about ethical standards she seemed to have wanted to avoid. She must have been unaware that the patient’s personal desires for comfort and reassurance are paramount in a clinic, because doctors exemplify the unequal political dynamics between experts and non-experts, which require careful examination given the significant power asymmetry, as Hufford argued.[footnoteRef:19] As the doctor's daughter, she stepped into that very same doctor-patient relationship and held the same significant power advantage as her father, the doctor, during the interviews. In contrast, Walter & Waterhouse did not state any ethical concerns in their article, despite conducting three group interviews with 21 schoolchildren aged 11 to 18. There might have been pressure on the children to consent or reveal private beliefs, which could have been problematic given their relationships with one another. Guillemin and Gilliam argued that ‘research involving human participants starts from a position of ethical tension’, especially in the interview situation, which sets up an awkward social scenario that is inherently sensitive.[footnoteRef:20] In general, both Bennett and Walter & Waterhouse conducted interviews in close-knit communities where the participants not only knew one another but also knew the researchers, further exacerbating the ethical tensions that can arise in such research settings. The fact that these ethical considerations were not explicitly taken into account may be attributable to the period in which the studies were conducted. [15:  Marilys Guillemin and Lynn Gillam, ‘Ethics, Reflexivity, and “Ethically Important Moments” in Research’ in  Qualitative Inquiry, April 2004, University of Melbourne, pp. 261-280 (p. 275).]  [16:  Bryman, p. 171.]  [17:  Marilys Guillemin and Lynn Gillam, ‘Ethics, Reflexivity, and “Ethically Important Moments” in Research’ in  Qualitative Inquiry, April 2004, University of Melbourne, pp. 261-280 (p. 274).]  [18:  Bennett, pp. 126-127.]  [19:  Hufford, David J., ‘The Scholarly Voice and the Personal Voice: Reflexivity in Belief Studies’, in Russell 
T. McCutcheon, ed., The Insider/Outsider Problem in the Study of Religion (London: Cassell 1999), p. 63.]  [20:  Marilys Guillemin and Lynn Gillam, ‘Ethics, Reflexivity, and “Ethically Important Moments” in Research’ in  Qualitative Inquiry, April 2004, University of Melbourne, pp. 261-280 (p. 271).] 


Conclusion
This essay compared and critically contrasted the article by Gillian Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming I'd Have Baked A Cake’, with the article by Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse titled ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’. Both were based on studies carried out in England in the 1990s that examined belief systems and how these were embedded in the participants’ social and church contexts. The articles, therefore, shared several key features, including similarities in content, time period, country, and methodology. A shared feature was that their findings were well organised thematically in the article and, in addition to literary theory, included interview quotes. Bennett's work contextualised her study of supernatural beliefs by examining historical traditions, contrasting 17th-century with 18th- and 19th-century shifts in belief, and noting a trend towards internalised supernatural experiences. She drew on various folklorists to highlight ongoing traditions in intentional and unintentional foreknowledge, linking interviewee perspectives to psychological and sociological theories. Her conclusion identified a folkloric, yet unspoken belief shared among her subjects. Walter & Waterhouse’s work, by contrast, sought to evaluate the assertion that secularisation had reduced religion's influence on moral frameworks. They drew on contemporary sociological theories about individualism in religious beliefs. When assimilated with the literature, this led the researchers to conclude that belief in reincarnation was not tied to a specific religious practice, Church affiliation, New Age trends, or personal experiences, but rather appeared to be a highly personal conviction. They found it aligned well with the individualised approach to religion typical of modern Western societies. Another common characteristic in both studies was the methodology the researchers applied: They adopted a qualitative mixed-methods approach to gain insights into demographic information, with a primary focus on participants' experiences. Bennett’s in-depth interviews were a narrative research, focusing on personal perceptions and fostering collaboration between the interviewer and interviewee, whereas Walter & Waterhouse applied a methodology with open-ended interviews, which aimed to supplement existing surveys with qualitative data. Their interest was primarily spurred by enriching and supplementing survey data that had provided only ‘yes’, ‘no’, or ‘don’t know’ answers in the past. Both articles offered limited methodological details, which raises concerns about potential bias in the study results. Furthermore, neither researcher fully addressed the importance of ethics and reflexivity. However, since the interview studies were conducted during a similar period in the 1990s, it can be concluded that ethical and reflexive considerations were less emphasised during that time. 
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