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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
Word count: 2476
Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_M0s9JzV3][bookmark: _Int_N1OBwa7U]This essay will compare and contrast two research papers: ‘Brink, T. L. 1978. ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’ and ‘Bennett, G. 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’. 
T.L Brink’s paper, ‘Inconsistency’, surveyed the beliefs of students at a Roman Catholic girls’ school towards astrology and reincarnation[footnoteRef:2]. The paper was published by the Religious Research Association (RRA) in 1978. The RRA focuses on ‘empirical social science research’[footnoteRef:3] on wide ranging religious topics. The stated goal of the RRA is not to publish research arguing for or against certain beliefs, but rather to present data and research from various disciplines around religious beliefs.[footnoteRef:4] Brink’s paper is therefore likely to have had a target audience of other social scientists and religious researchers, particularly those looking for specific data regarding beliefs obtained through surveying.  [2:  T. L Brink, ‘Inconsistency Of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’ Review of Religious Research, 20, (1978), pp. 82-85. ]  [3:  Religious Research Association, Aims and Scope, https://www.rraweb.org/journal-review-of-religious-research/aims-and-scope/ [accessed on 28/02/2023]. ]  [4:  Ibid. ] 

Bennett’s chapter ‘If I knew you were coming’, examines the beliefs around knowledge of the future amongst a group of elderly neighbourhood women[footnoteRef:5]. This chapter is contained in the book ‘Out of The Ordinary’, a compilation of work on folklore and belief in the supernatural[footnoteRef:6]. The book covers a range of topics, with the aim of drawing out discussion and ‘engender[s] reflection’[footnoteRef:7] amongst its readers. Bennett is a scholar, previously a lecturer in English literature and author specialising in folkloric beliefs[footnoteRef:8].  [5:  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.), pp. 122-142. 
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1079&context=usupress_pubs [accessed on 01/03/2023]]  [6:  Barbara Walker, “Preface.” Out Of The Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, ed. Barbara Walker, (University Press of Colorado, 1995), pp. ix–x. (p.ix) JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt46nwn8.3. [accessed on 04/03/2023], ]  [7:  Ibid. ]  [8:  Ibid. p.213. ] 

In contrast to Bennett’s chapter, Brink’s paper offered less accessible language for a reader less versed in academic research. Brink referred to ‘social psychological theories’ and ‘cognitive dissonance… logical-affective consistency’[footnoteRef:9] and their authors without further explanation. This suggests Brink’s audience was other researchers at a similar academic level to Brink rather than a general audience. Bennett used language that, whilst sometimes academic such as the brief discussion on previous studies and ‘function of the methodologies employed’[footnoteRef:10], was more accessible to a general audience. For example, her ‘Historical Perspective’ section contextualised the continued study of British folklore by introducing the reader to key figures and the aims of their work.[footnoteRef:11] This brief analysis of language may suggest that both authors have different audiences, thus affecting the style of their writing as well as methodologies employed.  [9:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency’, p. 82. ]  [10:  Bennett, p. 124-5. ]  [11:  Ibid. p. 122-3. ] 

This essay will examine further the methods employed by both researchers, their subjects, ethics and the conclusions they come to. 
Structure
The most notable difference between these papers is their length. Brink’s paper is only a few pages long, whilst Bennett’s paper appeared as a chapter in a book and was thus much longer. Both begin with some contextualisation of their research. 
In the abstract, Brink stated ‘The author takes a functionalist perspective.’  A functionalist approach to social research examines society for the ‘orderliness and relative stability in the context of a changing environment’[footnoteRef:12] that underpins it. By setting out his approach at the beginning of the paper, Brink situated his research in a specific context, allowing the reader to understand his methodology and findings through this lens.  Fiona Bowie argued that by taking a functionalist approach ‘the anthropologist reaffirms his or her own privileged (Western) epistemology.’[footnoteRef:13]  Indeed, Brink’s functionalist approach informed his methodology and hypothesis that Roman Catholic beliefs and a belief in astrology or reincarnation cannot be held by one person as they are ‘inconsistent’, a hypothesis that is later disproven by his findings. Brink situated his research specifically in social science, citing ‘cognitive theories’[footnoteRef:14]. Brink’s hypothesis rests on these cognitive theories – that beliefs must be consistent with each other to be held by one person. Ending the paper by discussing the findings of the survey, Brink found his hypothesis incorrect; students did hold beliefs of astrology and reincarnation alongside Roman Catholic beliefs. He also noted that ‘This pattern has been seen in Thai religion’ and ‘among American adolescents … and Erikson (1950, 1959) attributed it to the confusion and uncertainty of that developmental stage.’[footnoteRef:15] Bowie’s argument that functionalist approaches can reaffirm a researcher’s own bias may be applied here, as despite knowledge to the contrary of Brink’s own hypothesis, Brink described himself as ‘somewhat surprised’[footnoteRef:16] at the results.  [12:  Barry Barnes, The Elements of Social Theory, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2014), p. 37. ]  [13:  Fiona Bowie, ‘Negotiating Blurred Boundaries: Ethnographic and Methodological
Considerations in The Insider/Outsider Debate: New Perspectives in the Study of Religion
eds. By George Chryssides and Stephen Gregg, (Equinox, 2016), p. 2. ]  [14:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency’, p. 82. ]  [15:  Ibid. p. 84. ]  [16:  Ibid. ] 

Brink ended his paper with a call for further research into the subject. He offered approaching the findings through the ‘function of belief’[footnoteRef:17]; that the students surveyed have an internal logic protecting their ego which may not make sense to outsiders[footnoteRef:18]. Brink’s paper was clearly structured, had a clear goal and audience. Written for the Religious Research Association, Brink’s paper is in line with their goal of publishing empirical research on religious trends and changes, and the implications of such changes[footnoteRef:19]. [17:  Brink, p. 85. ]  [18:  Ibid. ]  [19:  Religious Research Association.] 

Bennett’s paper was about the ‘“common consent and agreement” about knowledge of the future … and the ways in which I believe that the women’s social situation and moral code shape the folklore that they share.’[footnoteRef:20] In contrast to Brink, Bennett did not explicitly situate her paper within contemporary social theory but instead included a section on the ‘Historical Perspective’ as a background for her research. However, by examining the ‘“common consent and agreement”’ that existed as an unspoken social rule between these women, it can be argued that social theory does underpin Bennett’s research. As a folklorist, Bennett provided a background of folklore through British history, citing surveys and data collection on British folklore from the fifteenth century through to the present day[footnoteRef:21]. Bennett provided further context for her research, noting that it could be considered ‘“delicate” or controversial’[footnoteRef:22]. Bennett again portrayed her awareness of being a researcher in the space of the women.  [20:  Bennett, p. 122.]  [21:  Ibid. pp. 123 – 5. ]  [22:  Ibid. p. 126.] 

In comparison to Brink’s paper, Bennett’s paper provided more context on the process of gaining participants for her research. She described choosing participants which ‘formed a fairly homogenous social and cultural group based on the local neighbourhood.’[footnoteRef:23] There are some ethical considerations here around the use of her father’s patients as participants, as well as using his personal knowledge to supplement her knowledge of the women’s lives[footnoteRef:24], which will be discussed in the following section. In line with Bennett’s hypothesis, that the folklore of these women is shaped by moral and social codes[footnoteRef:25], she compared the language of women when discussing premonitions and extra-sensory perceptions to the language used when discussing astrology and fortune telling. The incorporation of extracts from in depth interviews, and discussion of language used is characteristic of the book in which Bennett’s paper was published. In the introduction to ‘Out of the Ordinary’, editor Barbara Walters wrote: [23:  Ibid. p. 127. ]  [24:  Ibid.]  [25:  Ibid. p. 122. ] 

‘How groups regard the supernatural contributes to thought and behaviour, and by attending to those patterns, we gather a fuller understanding of what is meaningful to the group, what gives it cohesion and animation, and thus we develop a rounder perspective of cultural nuance, both within the group and cross-culturally.’[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Walters, ‘Introduction’ in Out Of The Ordinary, p. 4. ] 

In line with Walter’s comments on the benefits of studying supernatural beliefs, Bennett related the difference in attitude towards premonitions happening to women and women seeking out divinatory knowledge[footnoteRef:27] to social attitudes of elderly women. Bennett situated the beliefs in the traditional roles the elderly women took on in their local neighbourhood. Bennett noted that most women were caring for family in some capacity[footnoteRef:28], and did not disrupt traditional roles by seeking out fate management or knowledge of the future, instead allowing it to come to them and help them. In a similar manner to Brink relating inconsistent beliefs to external factors, Bennett concluded her paper by suggesting the women’s attitudes towards belief ‘as a coping strategy against the vagaries of chance’[footnoteRef:29]. [27:  Bennett, p. 139. ]  [28:  Ibid. p. 133.]  [29:  Ibid. p. 135. ] 

With Walter’s introduction in mind, a similarity can be found in the purposes of Brink’s and Bennett’s papers. Both papers are structured in a similar manner – outlining their hypothesis, a table showing demographic data in Bennett’s case, providing context, and answers to a survey in Brink’s case and finally analysis of the data in relation to social roles. Despite the contrasts in approach, neither Bennett nor Brink make any unfounded claims, and rely instead on sociological theories in the case of Brink and folkloric as well as sociological factors in the case of Bennett. Both authors use the structure most appropriate to their aims and the context of their publications. 


Methodology and Ethics
Bennett interviewed her participants at her father’s podiatry clinic. Bennett notes that due to the nature of her research, she needed to find ‘a venue conducive to personal conversation, and an intermediary to introduce me to potential informants and put them at ease.’[footnoteRef:30] Hennink, Hutter and Bailey noted that to achieve the goals of an in-depth interview, such as Bennett’s, the participant and researcher must trust each other.[footnoteRef:31] Whilst Bennett was able to find a location that provided the participants with security and privacy, thus benefiting her research, Bennett’s methods raise some ethical concerns. By using not only her father’s podiatrist but also gaining background information on his patients[footnoteRef:32], who would become Bennett’s participants, there is an issue of microethics. Guillemin and Gillam discussed the concept of microethics, that is ‘the complex dynamics between doctor and patient in a clinical setting’[footnoteRef:33] and that consent between doctor and patient is a given. Though it is advantageous to Bennett as a researcher, ethical concerns over her father as a doctor handing over confidential information are apparent. However, Bennett’s paper suggested that the women participating enjoyed the interview process. Bennett noted that ‘with very few exceptions, [they] were happy to discuss these matters with me and tell me their personal experience.’[footnoteRef:34] Guillemin and Gillam described the ethical difficulty in finding research subjects, but that this tension can be resolved through ‘free and informed consent from participants rather than simply conscripting them.’[footnoteRef:35] Bennett explicitly stated that gaining consent involved explaining the research, how it would be used and why[footnoteRef:36], demonstrating the ‘free and informed consent’[footnoteRef:37] necessary for qualitative research such as Bennett’s.  [30:  Bennett, p. 126.]  [31:  Monique Hennink, Hutter, I. & Bailey, A. Qualitative Research Methods (Los Angeles; London, SAGE, 2020), p. 197. <http://www.eiilmlibrary.com/library/79214_Monique%20Hennink_%20Inge%20Hutter_%20Ajay%20Bailey%20-%20Qualitative%20Research%20Methods-SAGE%20(2020).pdf> [accessed on 04/03/2023].]  [32:  Bennett, If I Knew You Were Coming, p. 127.]  [33:  Marilys Guillemin, and Lynn Gillam, ‘Ethics, Reflexivity, and “Ethically Important Moments” in Research’ in Qualitative Inquiry, 10.2 (2004), pp. 261–80, (p. 266). ]  [34:  Bennett, If I Knew You Were Coming, p. 127. ]  [35:  Guillemin and Gillam, ‘Ethics, Reflexivity and “Ethically” Important Moments’, p. 271.]  [36:  Bennett, p. 127. ]  [37:  Guillemin and Gillam, ‘Ethics, Reflexivity and “Ethically” Important Moments’, p. 271. ] 

Brink used a questionnaire to collect data. The questionnaire had 14 statements, with the subjects either agreeing or disagreeing with each statement. The author sorts the answers into 4 columns by belief and non-belief of 1) astrology and 2) reincarnation. Statements covered specific Roman Catholic beliefs, such as ‘I believe Jesus is the saviour’, prayer and religious rites. The final two statements asked if the subject believes in astrology and/or reincarnation. In contrast to Bennett’s paper, there is less clarity on Brink’s methodology, for example it is unclear from the findings[footnoteRef:38] presented whether there were more options that agree or disagree. This may be due to the paper presenting quantitative research, which aimed at ‘gathering rather simple facts’[footnoteRef:39], which Brink acknowledged could be useful in further research rather than presenting the findings as standalone facts[footnoteRef:40]. In a similar manner to Bennett, Brink chose a small and focused section of society to research. Brink surveyed 227 junior and senior students at a Roman Catholic girl’s school, with participants being students who attended a mandatory religion class on the day.  [38:  Brink, Inconsistency Of Belief, p. 83.]  [39:  Stephen Gorard, Quantitative Methods in Social Science Research, (London: Continuum, 2003), p. 90. ]  [40:  Brink, p. 84. ] 

Bennett and Brink take different methodological approaches, but there is similarity in their position as outsiders. Fiona Bowie argued that those being surveyed or interviewed for research may hide parts of themselves that, while pertinent to the research, could be ridiculed by peers or dismissed by researchers[footnoteRef:41]. Bennett noted that some women were ‘shamefaced’[footnoteRef:42] about believing in divinatory practices despite being ‘equally knowledgeable about the divinatory and visionary’[footnoteRef:43]. In contrast to Brink’s paper, perhaps due to length and qualitative method, Bennett investigated the reasons behind the shame around divinatory practices. Bennett’s paper contained obvious reflexivity, especially in the opening sections. Bennett wrote that some aspects of the way folklore was discussed were ‘strange – to the researcher’[footnoteRef:44], but would not be unusual to anyone else in social circles in which discussions of folklore took place. This reflexivity demonstrated by Bennett is necessary to the hypothesis that the social and moral codes of this group of women has an impact on the ‘constantly negotiated folklore.’[footnoteRef:45] As David J. Hufford wrote ‘reflexivity helps to control hidden bias. Reflexivity …  urges on us a multiplication of perspectives.’[footnoteRef:46] As an outsider, Bennett’s methodology of using in depth interviews exposed her to the complexities of the folklore, and later wrote she has adopted some of their specialised vocabulary[footnoteRef:47].  [41:  Bowie, p. 3. ]  [42:  Bennett, p. 128.]  [43:  Ibid. ]  [44:  Ibid. p. 125. ]  [45:  Ibid. ]  [46:  David. J Hufford, ‘The Scholarly Voice and the Personal Voice: Reflexivity in Belief Studies’ in Western Folklore, 54.1 (1995), pp. 57–76, (p. 58).]  [47:  Bennett, p. 125. ] 

Brink showed less reflexivity in his paper; however, this may be due to the short length of the paper and its aims. Still, there are ethical issues in Brink’s paper, the resolutions of which were unclear. Brink is using an American high school class in a Roman Catholic girl’s school. The questionnaires were given to those present in a mandatory class on the day[footnoteRef:48], however it is not clear whether privacy was given to complete the survey anonymously. Anne Marshall and Blythe Shepard noted that students may feel pressure to consent to participating in research if asked by an adult authority[footnoteRef:49]. Like Bennett, Brink used a place familiar to the participants, perhaps attempting to ensure not only a level of familiarity, but also ensuring data collected was limited to a specific location and social group. [48:  Brink, p. 83. ]  [49:  Anne Marshall and Blythe Shepard, ‘Youth on the Margins: Qualitative Research with Adolescent Groups’ in Ethical Issues in Community-Based Research with Children and Youth, ed. by Bonnie Leadbeater et al., (University of Toronto Press, 2006) pp. 139–56, (p. 145). http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.3138/9781442674653.13. [accessed 15.03.2023].] 

Conclusion
Bennett and Brink were both investigating beliefs of a certain group of people in specific localities, within a specific age range. Brink set out his philosophical and sociological approach, namely a functionalist one, in the outset of his paper. Bennett does not name any specific approach but rather her hypotheses and sociological approaches are revealed throughout the paper. 
Both authors examined the role of society in attitudes and beliefs towards the supernatural and religious. Whilst Brink’s was much briefer, he successfully situated his research within the context of ongoing research on American adolescence, as well as the counterculture movements occurring at the time of writing his paper.[footnoteRef:50]  Bennett’s focus on Britain and British folklore takes her much further back than Brink, and thus Bennett may have chosen to provide more historical background than Brink, and found it more relevant to her research on traditional roles and values amongst elderly women. Despite the differences in age group and historical background of each author’s research, their conclusions both demonstrated persisting societal demands on those surveyed. Bennett does make it clear that some readers may not agree with the suggestion that the women’s beliefs about foreknowledge serve to reinforce their traditional roles[footnoteRef:51], and Brink suggested that belief in astrology and reincarnation may arise from ‘marginality or alienation.’[footnoteRef:52] Brink was more functionalist in his conclusions and wrote that young people may adopt beliefs which are ‘structurally inconsistent but functionally similar’[footnoteRef:53] to navigate a confusing world, but a comparison can be drawn to Bennett’s argument that women who felt helpless were passively empowered through unprompted foreknowledge, and thus less likely to succumb to chance[footnoteRef:54]. [50:  Brink, p. 84. ]  [51:  Bennett, p. 133]  [52:  Brink, p. 84. ]  [53:  Ibid, p. 85. ]  [54:  Bennett, p. 135. ] 

Brink and Bennett both conclude that more research is needed, but clearly achieve their aims of their papers and construct structurally sound arguments for their hypotheses and outcomes. 
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