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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources

Introduction

This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers, Gillian Bennett’s ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake” and Terry L. Brink’s ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’.[footnoteRef:1] Both essays explored similar themes relating to divinatory and supernatural beliefs and religion, yet each author approached their chosen topic using different structures and methodologies. This essay will critically compare the key similarities and differences between Bennett and Brink’s papers: first, discussing the context behind each piece; then moving onto an analysis of how each author respectively structured and approached their research methodologies and sourcing.  [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.; T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, 60.1 (1978), 82–85.] 



Context

Before a comprehensive analysis of both papers can be realised, it is important to first look into the context behind each text and the authors who wrote them. Gillian Bennett is an independent scholar with over forty years of experience in her field, having recently won the Coote Lake Medal in 2018 for outstanding scholarship in the study of folklore.[footnoteRef:2] Her paper was written as a chapter in the 1995 book Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, where she explored supernatural beliefs of elderly women in her hometown.[footnoteRef:3] It was written accessibly in clear and concise language, leaving the piece open for a more general readership to enjoy. The paper was published in the mid-nineties, but Bennett’s research had been conducted in 1981.[footnoteRef:4] Contextually, this is notable to highlight as during this time women were often overlooked by academic research. As Rosan Jordan and Francis de Caro mentioned in their 1986 paper, ‘there has been a dearth of interest in women and their lives’.[footnoteRef:5] Both Marta Weigle and Claire Farrer respectively add that women’s voices have been historically ignored by researchers, with Farrer stating that ‘when a collector had a choice between a story as told by a man or as told by a woman, the man’s version was chosen’.[footnoteRef:6] Bennett attempted to address the social and moral factors that influence the personal folklore of her participants as she analysed the ways in which the women of her study interpreted phenomena such as premonitions and divinatory practices like astrology.[footnoteRef:7] As a renowned folklorist, Bennett was well-positioned to approach this topic, having written other popular works on contemporary beliefs.[footnoteRef:8]  [2:  Folklore Society, The Coote Lake Medal (2022) <https://folklore-society.com/awards/the-coote-lake-medal/> [accessed 04 March 2022].]  [3:  Bennett, ‘Baked a Cake’, p. 122.]  [4:  Bennett, ‘Baked a Cake’, p. 142.]  [5:  Rosan A. Jordan and F. A. de Caro, ‘Women and the Study of Folklore’, Signs, 11.3 (1986), 500–518 (p. 501).]  [6:  Marta Weigle, ‘Women as Verbal Artists: Reclaiming the Sisters of Enheduanna’, Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies, 3.3 (1978), 1–9 (pp. 2–3); Claire R. Farrer, ‘Introduction: Women and Folklore: Images and Genres’, The Journal of American Folklore, 88.347 (1975), v–xv (p. v).]  [7:  Bennett, ‘Baked a Cake’, p. 127.]  [8:  Gillian Bennett, Women, Folklore and the Supernatural Today (London: Penguin Books, 1987); Bennett, Gillian, Alas, Poor Ghost! Traditions of Belief in Story and Discourse (Logan, Utah: Utah University Press, 1999).] 



Alternatively, Terry L. Brink is a well-respected social scientist currently teaching psychology at Crafton Hills College in California.[footnoteRef:9] His research has been published consistently since the seventies, ranging in topics from mental health, psychohistory to religion.[footnoteRef:10] His 1978 paper ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’ was published in the journal Review of Religious Research, during a period where academia was slowly beginning to recognise the value of the female perspective.[footnoteRef:11] Considering Brink’s confident use of technically-termed socio-psychological theories in his introduction, this article seemed to be aimed at an academic audience.[footnoteRef:12] Much like Bennett, he focused his research on analysing the personal beliefs of female participants; however, his work targeted adolescent girls rather than older women.[footnoteRef:13] His research hypothesised that Catholicism, with its emphasis on the free will of mankind, should theoretically not be compatible with the ‘fatalism’ of astrology and reincarnation.[footnoteRef:14] The article was short at only four pages long, resulting in a text that felt rather rushed and uncertain of its own line of argument. The contrast in structure between the two papers is the first major difference between these pieces.  [9:  Crafton Hills College, T.L Brink (2022) <https://www.craftonhills.edu/this-is-crafton/profiles/tl-brink.php> [accessed 04 March 2022].]  [10:  Terry L. Brink, Holocaust Survivors’ Mental Health (Haworth Press Inc., 1994); T. L. Brink, ‘The Case of Hitler: An Adlerian Perspective on Psychohistory’, Journal of Individual Psychology, 31.1 (1975), 23–31; Terry L. Brink, ‘Quantitative and/or Qualitative Methods in the Scientific Study of Religion’, Zygon Journal of Religion and Science, 30.3 (1995), 461–475.]  [11:  Kathy Davis, Mary Evans and Judith Lorber, Handbook of Gender and Women’s Studies (London: SAGE Publications, 2006), pp. 171–172.]  [12:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82.]  [13:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 83.]  [14:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, pp. 83–84.] 



Analysis

Structure and Sources


Structurally, Bennett differs from Brink in a number of important ways. Firstly, Bennett structured her paper to flow in a clear and logical way. She identified that her participants showed a distinction in attitude towards ‘visionary’ (such as telepathy) and ‘divinatory’ (such as astrology and tarot reading) traditions.[footnoteRef:15] These themes were carried throughout the paper, avoiding any overly technical jargon that might have confused the reader. She utilised headings to logically separate the main points of the text, even using a table to illustrate participants’ characteristics.[footnoteRef:16] This in turn made her argument easy to follow and enjoyable to read.  [15:  Bennett, ‘Baked a Cake’, pp. 126–127.]  [16:  Bennett, ‘Baked a Cake’, p. 128.] 



Brink’s much shorter article was structured using headings and a table that presented the participants’ percentage agreement to statements, such as ‘I believe in astrology’.[footnoteRef:17] For a non-academic reader, the table was difficult to understand and Brink did not avoid using technical terminology, such as ‘logical-affective consistency’.[footnoteRef:18] His initial hypothesis was clearly stated at the beginning of the paper, but his argument seemed to be structured in a strange order, giving his literature review in his final section.[footnoteRef:19] He referenced social scientists and psychologists to support his research findings, drawing from Sigmund Freud to Robert Wuthnow’s research on astrology and marginality.[footnoteRef:20] Brink used these primary and secondary sources to explain why he failed to prove his hypothesis, stating that his survey ‘raises more questions than it answers’.[footnoteRef:21] [17:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 83.]  [18:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82.]  [19:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, pp. 84–85.]  [20:  Sigmund Freud, ‘Thoughts for the Times on War and Death’, Imago, 5 (1915), 7–33, cited in Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 84.; Robert Wuthnow, ‘Astrology and Marginality’, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 15.2 (1976), 157–168, cited in Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 84.]  [21:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 84.] 



In contrast, Bennett presented a thorough literature review at the start of her paper, explaining the historical background of her topic. She first drew from seventeenth and eighteenth-century primary sources on supernatural folklore, like John Aubrey’s Miscellanies.[footnoteRef:22] She then moved onto the nineteenth and twentieth-centuries which saw the study of British folklore divert into two strands: one towards accounts of divination; the other, of dreams and premonitions.[footnoteRef:23] She expanded on these two categories in the main body of her text, which served to enhance the readers understanding of her findings. Additionally, Bennett quoted from participants directly in long indented quotes, allowing the reader to follow the participants’ narratives in their own words.[footnoteRef:24] [22:  John Aubrey, Miscellanies (London: Edward Castle, 1696), cited in Bennett, ‘Baked a Cake’, pp. 122–123.]  [23:  Bennett, ‘Baked a Cake’, pp. 124–125.]  [24:  Bennett, ‘Baked a Cake’, pp. 129–132, 137–138.] 



A lack of definitions was a weakness of both papers. Brink failed to clearly define his terms, such as what he meant by ‘astrology’ and ‘reincarnation’, and it remained unclear whether these terms where defined for his participants. He seemed to assume astrology and reincarnation were exclusively linked to fatalism.[footnoteRef:25] This presented a restrictive definition for these phenomena which was problematic for conducting unbiased research. Bennett also did not clearly define what she meant by ‘astrology’, and this too could have had implications for her participants’ responses. If one associates astrology exclusively with magazine horoscopes, one may very well reject astrology outright; however, if phrased to account for wider cosmic influences such as emphasised by notable astrologers like Alan Leo, one might contemplate belief.[footnoteRef:26] [25:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82.]  [26:  Alan Leo, Astrology for All (New York: Cosimo, Inc., 2006), pp. 293–294.] 



In terms of reflexivity, Brink made his position on the insider/outsider continuum hard for the reader to accurately determine.[footnoteRef:27] He particularly omitted to explain why he chose to conduct his research in a Catholic girls’ high school. He did not explain whether he had any personal connection to the institution, nor did he divulge whether he himself came from a Catholic background. If he was indeed an outsider it begs the question as to why he chose this setting, considering adolescents are somewhat expected to be uncertain about their beliefs.[footnoteRef:28] Brink himself mentioned in his literature review that similar studies of teenagers have had similar results, attributed to the ‘confusion and uncertainty of that developmental age’.[footnoteRef:29] Contradictorily, Bennett was very honest and reflexive. She clearly detailed how and why she chose her setting and participants. She used her father as a gatekeeper and utilised his clinic to conduct her research.[footnoteRef:30] Her father was a well-known figure of the community, and this was suggestive of Bennett’s insider connection to her participants.[footnoteRef:31] However, in her honesty, more glaring issues arose relating to her methodology and the ethical considerations of her research. [27:  Amanda L. Couture, Arshia U. Zaidi and Eleanor Maticka-Tyndale, ‘Reflexive Accounts: An Intersectional Approach to Exploring the Fluidity of Insider/Outsider Status and the Researcher’s Impact on Culturally Sensitive Post-Positivist Qualitative Research’, Qualitative Sociology Review: QSR, 8.1 (2012), 86–105 (pp. 89–92).]  [28:  John C. Coleman, The Nature of Adolescence, 4th ed. (Hove, East Sussex: Routledge, 2011), p. 45]  [29:  Erik H. Erickson, Childhood and Society, (New York: Norton, 1950), cited in Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 84.; Erik H Erickson, Identity and the Life Cycle, (New York: Norton, 1959), cited in Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 84.]  [30:  Bennett, ‘Baked a Cake’, pp. 126–127.]  [31:  Bennett, ‘Baked a Cake’, p. 127.] 



Methodology

Bennett and Brink take opposing approaches to their methodologies. Bennett favoured a qualitative approach, opting for data collected from interviews and conversations.[footnoteRef:32] It was not made entirely clear whether her interviews were structured or not, but her choice of methodology was valid in determining phenomenologically the personal experiences of her participants. Brink, however, took a quantitative approach, wishing to statistically find a correlation between faith in Catholicism and disbelief in astrology and reincarnation. He issued questionnaires to students during their religion class, presenting them with closed statements of which participants could either agree or disagree.[footnoteRef:33] Unlike Bennett, Brink did not delve in-depth into why his participants answered a certain way, possibly because of the sensitive nature of the topics discussed. He did not mention whether any students refused to participate, nor did he explain how he gained consent to conduct his research with minors. Moreover, his choice of setting was not very private, and he did not mention who was present in the classroom with the girls at the time. Did they have a choice to participate and withdraw if they wanted to? Marilys Guillemin and Lynn Gillam state that to conduct research ethically one must gain informed consent from participants rather than ‘conscripting them’.[footnoteRef:34] Brink appeared to be crossing this line, and this was a concern Bennett’s work also presented. [32:  Bennett, ‘Baked a Cake’, p. 127.]  [33:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 83.]  [34:  Marilys Guillemin and Lynn Gillam, ‘Ethics, Reflexivity, and “Ethically Important Moments” in Research’, Qualitative Inquiry, 10.2 (2004), 261–280 (p. 271).] 



Bennett chose to conduct her research at her father’s podiatrist practice, a venue she picked to be ‘conducive to personal conversation’.[footnoteRef:35] However, how comfortable were her participants in discussing such personal stories in a medical setting with their male doctor present? It could be argued that some of her more negative responses were affected by the fact that Bennett’s father was present. She mentioned how some of the women felt ‘shamefaced’ about their interest in divination, could this reaction have been influenced by her father?[footnoteRef:36] That being said, Bennett noted that the women were ‘totally unsurprised’ by her questions and that they used terms like ‘sixth sense’ without embarrassment.[footnoteRef:37] Concerningly, she mentioned that her father had shared personal information regarding the women, for example ages and domestic circumstances.[footnoteRef:38] Certainly by today’s standards this is a clear breach of patient confidentiality.[footnoteRef:39]  [35:  Bennett, ‘Baked a Cake’, p. 126.]  [36:  Bennett, ‘Baked a Cake’, p. 128.]  [37:  Bennett, ‘Baked a Cake’, p. 125.]  [38:  Bennett, ‘Baked a Cake’, p. 127.]  [39:  Reema Karasneh and others, ‘Physicians’ Knowledge, Perceptions, and Attitudes Related to Patient Confidentiality and Data Sharing’, International Journal of General Medicine, 14 (2021), 721–731 (pp. 721–722).] 



In spite of their ethical shortcomings, both authors presented fascinating research questions that pondered the connection between religion and supernatural beliefs. Bennett believed that her participants’ apparent acceptance of ‘visionary’ gifts actually reinforced the women’s faith in God and a divine plan.[footnoteRef:40] Brink found through his study that those who believed in astrology and/or reincarnation were not significantly less likely to convey belief in Catholicism, surprising his own assumptions.[footnoteRef:41] Both authors recognised the weaknesses of their studies and suggested more research needed to be done to better ascertain the potential correlation between demographic backgrounds and belief in astrology and supernatural phenomena.[footnoteRef:42]   [40:  Bennett, ‘Baked a Cake’, pp. 133, 135.]  [41:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 84.]  [42:  Bennett, ‘Baked a Cake’, pp. 120–121, 124–125.; Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 84.] 



Conclusion

Overall, Bennett and Brink presented interesting topics of discussion, utilising contrasting methodologies and structures to bolster their respective hypotheses. Bennett took a qualitative approach, drawing her data from interviews from older women in her community. Brink, however, aimed to quantitively prove through questionnaires of Catholic high school girls that Catholicism was incompatible with astrology and reincarnation. While both papers presented some ethical concerns regarding how the authors gained consent from participants (Brink) and whether there were potential breaches in confidentiality (Bennett), they both explored the voices of women and girls during a time when academia often overlooked the female perspective. Structurally, both authors used tables and headings, but Bennett structured her paper to flow logically from literature review to data analysis as discussed within the wider context of the academic framework. Brink chose to include his brief literature review after the results of his study, which felt disjointed for the reader as he used his sources to explain why his hypothesis failed. In terms of reflexivity, both authors differed greatly: firstly, Brink made it unclear as to whether he had any connection to the school or whether he was Catholic himself; Bennett, on the other hand, was very honest about her insider connection to her participants. Bennett thoroughly reviewed the history of British folklore, but, like Brink, she too failed to clearly define what she meant by ‘astrology’. Neither author appeared to define this term for their participants, suggesting that their research findings could be biased against astrology. To alleviate this issue in future studies, a more comprehensive review into the historical and cultural background of astrology would greatly help to make research such as Bennett and Brink’s to be less biased and assuming. 
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