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Introduction
This essay critically compares T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,’ Review of Religious Research , Vol. 20, No. 1 (Autumn, 1978) with Gillian Bennett, If I Knew You Were Coming, I'd Have Baked a Cake": The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group, in Walker, B. Out of the ordinary: Folklore and the supernatural, (Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press, 1995).
According to Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, qualitative research allows us to examine peoples’ beliefs by using qualitative methods, including questionnaires and interviews, but also taking an interpretive approach, which they describe as identifying issues from the perspective of the participants.[footnoteRef:1] It uses both inductive and deductive reasoning, as the data collection cycle begins with deductive reasoning ‘and continues with an inductive process that refines and reshapes the data collection process.’ [footnoteRef:2] It seeks to study people’s lived experience as it occurs in a specific historical and social context, exploring what Dermot Moran calls ‘a way of seeing rather than a set of doctrines,’ characteristic of a phenomenological approach.[footnoteRef:3] The researcher is encouraged to examine their own position on the outsider/insider continuum, and to be reflexive by, in the words of Kathryn Haynes, examining their role in the practice of research and the way this is influenced by the object of the research. [footnoteRef:4] Qualitative research seeks to develop what Michael York calls ‘Verstehen,’ not just ‘understanding.’[footnoteRef:5] The academic rationale of this essay will be to compare the key principles and practices of qualitative research outlined above in the context of the two selected papers. The chosen methodology of the writers will be critically evaluated, along with the structure of the papers and their use of academic literature. The ethics arising from their methodology will also be examined along with a consideration of the relationship of the researchers with their subjects.  [1:  Monique Hennick, Inge Hutter, Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, (London: Sage Publications Ltd, 2020), p. 10.]  [2:  Hennick, Hutter and Bailey, p. 6]  [3:  Dermot Moran and Tim Mooney, The Phenomenology Reader, (Routledge, 2002), p. 1.]  [4:  Kathryn Haynes ‘Reflexivity in Qualitative Research’, in ‘Qualitative Organizational Research: Core Methods And Current Challenges, edited by Gillian Symon and Catherine Cassell (London: Sage Publications, 2012), p 72.]  [5:  Michael York, ‘Insider/Outsider Methodological Problems with the Study of Astrology’, Bath Spa University College British Association for the Study of Religion 50th Anniversary Conference, (Oxford,13-16 September, 2004), p. 13.
] 

Background
Gillian Bennett was a folklorist who investigated modern attitudes towards the folklore of the supernatural. She held a PhD from the Centre for English Cultural Tradition and Language (CECTAL) at the University of Sheffield and served as the editor of the journal Folklore from 1994 to 2004.[footnoteRef:6]In comparison, Thomas L. Brink was a multi-disciplinary social scientist with degrees from several institutions, including Santa Clara University, and the University of Chicago. His particular interest was the intersection of Psychology and Religion, and he authored educational resources on research methods for social sciences.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Wikipedia contributors, 'Gillian Bennett', Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, <https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Gillian_Bennett&oldid=1194466107> [accessed 15 February 2024].     ]  [7:     Selected Works Of T L Brink, <SelectedWorks - T. L. Brink (bepress.com)> [accessed 2.2.2024]] 

Bennett’s paper was published in a book edited by eminent folklorist Barbara Walker, based on a series of lectures delivered in 1991 at the Utah State University conference on the supernatural. [footnoteRef:8] Her target audience was both academics and the general public with an interest in the supernatural and folklore, as reflected in her jargon free and prosaic writing style.  Brink’s paper on the other hand was written for a religious research journal and his target audience was primarily academics interested in the study of religion, hence he adopted a more formal style. [8:  Barbara Walker, Out Of The Ordinary: Folklore And The Supernatural, (Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press, 1995), p. ix.] 

Methodology
According to James Cresswell the five main approaches to qualitative research are narrative, phenomenological, grounded theory, ethnography and case study.[footnoteRef:9] Bennett used grounded theory in that she ‘built up theory from data’ and carried out analysis as data was collected.[footnoteRef:10] In the words of  Hennink (2020), she used deductive reasoning to begin the process, then an inductive process to refine and shape the data collection process.[footnoteRef:11] She took a phenomenological approach by examining the lived experience of a chosen study group, and it was therefore also ethnographic as she attempted to understand how a particular culture worked.[footnoteRef:12] She used narrative inquiry to explore her informants beliefs around second sight through a series of interviews, then examined the themes in detail to build what Clifford Geertz called a ‘thick description.’ [footnoteRef:13] These are all key components of Hennink’s (2020) ‘interpretive paradigm.’ [footnoteRef:14] One of the strengths of this approach is that it leads to ‘Verstehen,’ defined as ‘understanding the issues from the interpretive framework of the study population, as opposed to seeking an ‘understanding’ from the researcher’s interpretive framework.[footnoteRef:15] According to Judith Bell, problems with this approach are a danger of bias that could affect the results, and that findings cannot be generalised to whole populations.[footnoteRef:16] [9:  James Cresswell, Qualitative Inquiry And Research Design: Choosing Among Five Approaches, (London: Sage, 2007), p.17.]  [10:  Judith Bell, Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide For First-time Researchers, (McGraw Hill, 2018) p. 34.]  [11:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, p. 6.]  [12:  Judith Bell, p. 33.]  [13:  Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation Of Cultures, (New York: Basic Books), p. 10.]  [14:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, p. 11.]  [15:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, p. 18.]  [16:  Judith Bell, p. 29.] 

Brink on the other hand used quantitative analysis, following the positivist paradigm, the aim of which was to ‘formulate a hypothesis.. ..then operationalise and test the hypothesis by gathering empirical data and evaluating whether the evidence support the hypothesis.’ [footnoteRef:17] Brink uses deductive reasoning and surveys high school students with a questionnaire consisting of 14 closed questions. Bell criticised this approach, saying is that it doesn’t take human feelings into account.[footnoteRef:18] It is also assumed to be value-free but it doesn’t account for contextual influence and ignores the interactive nature of data collection.[footnoteRef:19]  [17:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, p. 15.]  [18:  Judith Bell, p. 28.]  [19:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey p. 14 – 15.] 

Neither Bennett nor Brink justify the rationale for choosing their respective methodologies, neither do they reflect on the suitability of these methods given the remit of their papers. Bennett conducted in-depth interviews using, presumably, unstructured or semi-structured and open-ended questions, whereas Brink used closed questions. Like Brink, Bennett does not give an account of the questions she asked or her rationale for choosing them. As both chose to study the nature of belief, Bennett’s methods were probably more suited to ‘exploring the theory of behaviour in the field.’ [footnoteRef:20] She studied meaning, whereas Brink emphasised measurement, he had a reductive approach and tested a hypothesis which he does not build on, whereas Bennett’s work was abductive and recursive, in that she used inductive inferences to develop a circular process, as described by Hennink (2020), her approach also risked bias.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Bell, p. 29.]  [21:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, p. 5.] 

With both papers, there are numerous issues with regards to how they chose their study groups and resulting ethical considerations. Brink’s study group were 227 students at a Catholic Girls High School (16 – 18 years old) in the NW part of Chicago where, he states, ‘most of the inhabits were of working class, Polish/Italian extraction.’ [footnoteRef:22] The questionnaire was delivered in a R.E. lesson so the power dynamics were asymmetric, and not in favour of the informants. It was not apparent if the students were told about the nature of the research, whether informed consent was gained, or if anonymity was guaranteed. Bennett on the other hand chose patients of her father, a well-respected podiatrist ‘near retirement age’, and delivers her interviews during treatments.[footnoteRef:23] She states this was with the permission of the women, who were ‘happy to discuss with her.’ [footnoteRef:24] She justifies the choice of this particular study group as ‘they formed a fairly homogeneous social and cultural group based on the local neighbourhood.’[footnoteRef:25] However, she did not consider the ethics of gathering information from people while they are having treatments, neither did she consider that harvesting their demographic data from her father, as she described, could raise questions about confidentiality and informed consent.[footnoteRef:26] [22:  T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,’ Review of Religious Research , Vol. 20, No. 1 (Autumn, 1978), pp. 82-85, (p. 85) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/3509943> [Accessed 3.2.2024].]  [23:  Bennett, p. 127.]  [24:  Bennett, p. 128.]  [25:  Bennett, p. 125.]  [26:  Bennett, p. 127.] 

It should, however, be noted that both Brink and Bennett were working before the implementation of the Belmont Report in 1979, which now operates as a binding ethical framework for researchers. 
Literature Review 
Bennett investigated how the knowledge of the future experienced by older women was shaped by their social situation and moral code. She stated her theoretical approach at the outset using a quote from British Antiquarian, ‘that to deny the future can be foreseen goes against the Common Consent and Agreement of Mankind.’[footnoteRef:27] She then continued, albeit ‘obliquely’ with a review of the historical perspective around beliefs on second sight, from the perspective of antiquarians and folklorists. This comprised her literature review, which she grounded in quantitative data gathered from surveys between 1925 and 1985 on astrology, fortune and ESP, relating this to her own work and therefore placing it skilfully within a solid academic framework. [footnoteRef:28]  [27:  Bennett, p. 123.]  [28:  Bennett, p. 124.] 

Brink on the other hand uses a more theoretical structure and started by placing his paper within the context of social psychological theories formulated by scholars during the 1950s and 1960s, including ‘cognitive dissonance,’ affective-cognitive consistency and belief congruence.[footnoteRef:29]  His literature review is scant and he largely uses his own religious education theories or those of Robert Wuthrow (1976), who wrote on the sociology of religion.[footnoteRef:30] He used the philosophical theory of Sigmund Freud to ground what he refers to as  ‘function of belief theory’ to explain why his informants, ‘in response to confusion and uncertainty’ linked to what he calls a ‘fragmentation of American society,’ adopted religious attitudes that were ‘structurally inconsistent and functionally similar.’ [footnoteRef:31] He did not place his research within the broader context of religious belief and as such it lacked depth and academic rationale. [29:  Brink, p. 85.]  [30:  Brink, p. 84.]  [31:  Brink, p. 84.] 

Structure
Brink’s paper is well structured and clear, largely free of jargon, easy to understand, and very short. In following the positivist approach, he started with an abstract, stated a clear hypothesis then reported, albeit briefly, his methods of data collection. He presented his findings in a clear table, including some statistical analysis which he did not give details on. 
He saw belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology and reincarnation as being logically incompatible and expected that the students would only accept one of the belief sets, rejecting all others. [footnoteRef:32] He based this on an assumption that astrology is fatalistic and other reductive interpretations of karma, reincarnation and fate and how they are at odds with Catholic dogma. His results, however, showed that the acceptance of one belief system was no assurance that incompatible beliefs would be rejected, and his hypothesis was not confirmed. Though he expressed surprise that ‘many students did not strictly believe Roman Catholic dogma,’ he did not consider that his chosen methods might not have best suited his stated aim. He himself acknowledged that his paper ‘raises more questions than it answers,’ but did not make suggestions for future studies.[footnoteRef:33] [32:  Brink, p. 82.]  [33:  Brink, p. 84.] 

Bennett chose a more informal structure, as suited her phenomenological and narrative analysis methodology, but her writing is sometimes hard to follow. She stated her aim at the outset, gives a historical perspective on belief in second sight, grounded in data from previous studies, and related both back to her own work. She went on to discuss the context of her study and how she chose her informants, giving some brief demographics.[footnoteRef:34] Her discussion is rich and detailed, and she used long quotes from the women, whom she named, presumably to give them voice. She used thematic analysis (again no details given) to group her discussion into themes, but it is not always easy to follow given the long anecdotal quotes and her subheadings sometimes seem arbitrary, for example, ‘Negative Aspects of Psychic Power.’[footnoteRef:35] Nevertheless, she summarised each section before starting the next and her writing has flow. She grounded thematic analysis in a discussion of the social background of the women, based around their age and marital status. This she justified by saying,’ like it or not, these women’s lives were geared to traditional roles and pursuits.’ [footnoteRef:36] She made assumptions about their backgrounds and childhoods, though she did try and relate this to some of the information given by the women in their interviews.[footnoteRef:37] [34:  Bennett, p. 128.]  [35:  Bennett, p. 136.]  [36:  Bennett, p. 133.]  [37:  Bennett, p. 134.] 

In her conclusion, she admitted that her study can only give an ‘impressionistic’ discussion.[footnoteRef:38] Nevertheless she identified some trends and concluded broadly that the folklore of the older women was influenced by social background, though she justifies this by making comparisons with younger women and men who weren’t part of the original study group, weakening the conclusion.[footnoteRef:39] She admitted that her results cannot be fully extrapolated and welcomed future studies to pick up on trends. She did not, however, address the issue of bias in her conclusion. [38:  Bennett, p. 140.]  [39:  Bennett, p. 140.] 

Brink, on the other hand, had a clear conclusion in that he stated that his ‘hypothesis was not confirmed.’ Still, he made extrapolations to the wider community in that he used ‘function of belief’ theory to explain his how two sets of incompatible beliefs can be held at the same time, though the evidence his relies upon does not necessarily warrant this broad comparison.
Reflexivity and the inside/outsider continuum
According to Adler and Adler’s (1987) research on insider/outsider perspectives, researchers fall into one of three groupings: peripheral, active or complete members of the group they are reaching.[footnoteRef:40] Using this epistemological viewpoint, both Brink and Bennett could be classed as peripheral members as they didn’t participate in the core activities of their research group, and therefore ‘etic’. Bennett, however, did have some insider knowledge, which was an advantage as she was able to find common ground with which to conduct the research, though this could also lead to what Bell calls ‘bias due to personal experience.’[footnoteRef:41] Her descriptions are sometimes patronising, ‘the women showed otherwise curious lack of descriptive detail…’ and she described some of their opinions as ‘strange,’ though she did add ‘at least to her,’ which demonstrated some awareness of her position as a researcher.[footnoteRef:42]  Brink on the other hand did not seek to identify with his study group and sat firmly on the outside looking in. [40:  P. Adler and P. Adler, Membership Roles In Field Research, (Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1987).]  [41:  Judith Bell, p. 29.]  [42:  Bennett, p. 125.] 

Neither Brink nor Bennett reflected on their impact on the research process, or at least demonstrate that they did. According to Haynes, ‘reflexivity is an awareness of the researcher’s role in the practice of research and the way this is influenced by the object of the research.’[footnoteRef:43] Bennett did, though, develop a rich and detailed understanding of the beliefs of her study group, and therefore, as York described, ‘Verstehen,’ demonstrating possibly a measure of reflexivity and emic positioning.’[footnoteRef:44] Brink on the other hand stuck to what he perceived as ‘facts.’ Quoting folklorist David Hufford, ‘If we manage to make our facts speak for themselves, these ‘facts’ cease to be evidence in an argument and we become ventriloquists instead of scholars.’[footnoteRef:45]  This summarises quite succinctly Brink’s approach, and how it influenced the outcome of his paper. [43:  Hayes, p. 72.]  [44:  Michael York, Insider/Outsider Methodological Problems with the Study of Astrology Michael York Bath Spa University College British Association for the Study of Religion 50th Anniversary Conference, Oxford (13-16 September 2004), p. 13.]  [45:  David J Hufford, ‘The Scholarly Voice and the Personal Voice: Reflexivity in Belief Studies,’ Vol 20, No. 1 (Autumn, 1978), pp. 82-85, <: https://www.jstor.org/stable/3509943> [Accessed 1.3.2024].] 

Conclusion
To conclude, Bennett used qualitative methodological techniques that included narrative inquiry and grounded theory to explore a cultural phenomenon, though she does not name either. Brink’s approach was purely quantitative, using closed questions which he analysed statistically to prove a hypothesis. He uses psychological theories and Freud’s work as a philosophical basis for his work, though neither add any real insights into the phenomena he was exploring. 
Bennett took an interpretivist approach, which suited the aim of her paper, and using both deductive and inductive reasoning, she was able to build a ‘thick description.’ Brink’s positivist, deductive approach answered his research question but did not shed any deep insights into the belief of this participants.  Neither researcher demonstrated an understanding of the role of the researcher in the practice of research, though Bennett at least took care to put her participants at ease and quotes them in their own words, giving them voice. Both positioned themselves, albeit unconsciously, on the more etic side of the outsider/insider continuum, though Bennett at least does have some ‘insider’ knowledge about the beliefs of her study group. Both researchers were writing before the publication of the Belmont report in 1979 and do not have a structured ethical framework, though Bennett at least gets informed consent from her participants, whereas Brink appears not to. Anonymity and a consideration of the impact of the project on the wellbeing of the participants was not a priority of either author. 
Brink does get a bias-free answer to his research question, albeit one that does not confirm his hypothesis, and he seeks to extrapolate his results to a wider community by using what he calls a ‘functional perspective.’ Bennett on the other hand tentatively concludes that though trends were discernible in her study, her work only gives an impressionistic discussion of the question. Nevertheless, her qualitative approach enabled her to build up a rich picture of the beliefs of the women she studied in a particular historical and social context, and therefore resulted in ‘Verstehen’, whereas Brink’s paper did not result in much ‘understanding.’
2624 words


Bibliography
Adler, P., Adler, P., Membership roles in field research, (Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1987).
Bell Judith; Waters Stephen, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide For First-time Researchers, (McGraw Hill, 2018).
Bennett, Gillian, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I'd Have Baked a Cake": The Folklore Of Foreknowledge In A Neighborhood Group,’ in Walker, B. Out of the ordinary: Folklore and the supernatural, (Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press, 1995).
Brink, T.L., ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,’ Review of Religious Research , Vol. 20, No. 1 (Autumn, 1978), pp. 82-85.
Cresswell, James, Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing Among Five Approaches, (London: Sage, 2007).
Geertz, Clifford, The Interpretation Of Cultures, (New York: Basic Books).
Haynes, Kathryn, ‘Reflexivity in Qualitative Research’ in ‘Qualitative Organizational Research: Core Methods And Current Challenges, edited by Gillian Symon, Catherine Cassell (London: Sage Publications, 2012), pp. 72 – 89.
Hennick, Monique; Hutter, Inge;  Bailey, Ajay, Qualitative Research Methods, (London: Sage Publications Ltd, 2020).
Hufford, David, ‘The Scholarly Voice and the Personal Voice: Reflexivity in Belief Studies,’ Vol. 20, No. 1 (Autumn, 1978).
Moran, Dermot and Mooney, Tim, The Phenomenology Reader, (Routledge, 2002).
York, Michael, ‘Insider/Outsider Methodological Problems with the Study of Astrology,’ Bath Spa University College, British Association for the Study of Religion 50th Anniversary Conference, Oxford (13-16 September 2004).


image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





