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??? words
A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources

INTRODUCTION
This paper critically compares two secondary sources.  The sources chosen are T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’ Review of Religious Research, 20:1 (1978) pp.82-85, and G. Bennett, “If I Knew You Were Coming I’d Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighbourhood Group’, Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, edited by Barbara Walker, Logan, Utah: Utah University Press, pp. 122-142.  The papers will be considered under the themes of methodology, insider/outsider perspective, and literature review.

Context and Structure
Both papers were published in academic journals, nearly 20 years apart.  The academic environment is clearly present in the structure of Brink’s paper, with its formal statement of a hypothesis, followed by brief description of the process and subjects, and a table setting out the results.  The cursory references to theories in his field appear to assume an audience well versed in his subject area, using short-cut references such as ‘cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957)’ without explanation.[footnoteRef:1]  Bennett on the other hand took more trouble to explain the background to her research and used a more discursive style that suggested her intended audience may not have been wholly academic.  Since her approach was qualitative rather than quantitative, she did not set out with a specific hypothesis, but she clearly states her aim, to investigate the ‘ways in which I believe the women’s social situation and moral code shape the folklore they share’.[footnoteRef:2]  Her paper was also well structured, with sections clearly following in a logical sequence.  Her concluding section however, instead of drawing together the threads of her study, introduced several new ideas that did not follow from the prior discussion, weakening the sense of a coherent structure. [1:  T. L. Brink, "Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation," Review of Religious Research 20, no. 1 (1978). P.82.]  [2:  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, ed. Barbara Walker, Folklore and the Supernatural (University Press of Colorado, 1995).p.122.] 


Summary 
Common ground between them can be found in the fact that both papers focused on the beliefs of their participants:  Brink’s study examined a hypothesis concerning the impossibility of simultaneously holding contradictory beliefs, while Bennett’s research aimed to explore beliefs about the possibility and experience of foreknowledge.  Brink’s hypothesis was that his subjects, a class of girls at the school where he taught, would accept only one of three ‘belief sets’ (Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology and reincarnation).  His hypothesis was not confirmed, as his subjects demonstrated considerable overlap between the three belief sets.  Bennett distinguished between two strands of the folklore of foreknowledge: divination and extrasensory perception (ESP).  Both strands were found to be familiar to the participants, who were patients at her father’s podiatry clinic: levels of belief and acceptance were low for divination, but much higher for ESP.  Bennett considered that the relationship of her female participants to the beliefs in foreknowledge was largely a result of their upbringing and their understanding of what a traditional female role in society should be.

ANALYSIS
Methodology
Both papers were concerned with understanding the beliefs of their study populations, but the methods adopted were very different, both in type and in level of detail provided.  Brink carried out the research by means of a questionnaire, generating data which he analysed in a quantitative way, providing a table including statistical measures of the responses to his questions.  This indicates a quantitative approach, described by Alan Bryman as ‘a genre which uses a special language which appears to exhibit some similarity to the ways in which scientists talk about how they investigate the natural order..’.[footnoteRef:3]  The questionnaire used was however not described or appended, so its content can only be deduced from the table of results provided: this indicated that the questions were closed and quantitative, with no scope for qualitative analysis of how the girls involved might have defined the topics.  The nature of his enquiry into the beliefs of his subjects, as well as the topics of his enquiry into religion, reincarnation and astrology, suggests that a qualitative approach involving interviews as well as a questionnaire might have been more appropriate.  As Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey point out, ‘Qualitative research is useful for … explaining peoples’ beliefs’.[footnoteRef:4]  Given that the beliefs being examined (religion, reincarnation and astrology) are complex and difficult to define, the validity of the results was in doubt since there is no certainty that all the girls had the same understanding of the terms.  By contrast, Bennett in her paper took a clearly qualitative approach, as described by Hennink and others as setting out to seek ‘a contextualized understanding of phenomena’.[footnoteRef:5]  She provided a good deal of information about the way the research was carried out, describing the setting as well as the demographic context of her respondents, though she also omitted details about the actual questions used.  Her method appeared to be unstructured interview, which she referred to as ‘conversation’ so clearly defined questions, or a questionnaire, would not have been appropriate.[footnoteRef:6]  Like Brink, Bennett provided a table of some numerical data to display the demographic make-up of her participants, providing a quantitative element to her study that helped to situate her study’s social context.  Her introductory section also included discussion of various quantitative surveys providing a broader social setting of her topic, though this was not presented formally in a table.  Bryman indicates that ‘when quantitative and qualitative research are jointly pursued, much more complete accounts of social reality can ensue’.[footnoteRef:7] Brink’s paper does include some speculation about the social positioning and understanding of his subjects by alluding to their ‘marginality’, but this is unsupported by qualitative data.  These two papers therefore illustrate two methodological approaches to research into beliefs, with Brink following a quantitative approach, and Bennett a qualitative framework, backed by some informal quantitative data. [3:  Alan Bryman, Quantity and quality in social research, Contemporary social research series, (London: Routledge, 1992). P.12.]  [4:   Monique M. Hennink, Hutter, Inge, Bailey, Ajay, Qualitative research methods, Second edition. ed. (Sage, 2020). p.11.]  [5:  Hennink, Qualitative research methods. p.17.]  [6:  Bennett, "“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake” The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group." p.126.]  [7:  Bryman, Quantity and quality in social research. P.126.] 


Insider/Outsider Perspective
Victor Turner, cited in Deborah Court and Randa Abbas, wrote that one should work towards having ‘an objective relation to one’s own subjectivity,” to ‘understand how subjectivity is at play in the research in which one is engaged.’ Cite There is wide recognition of the fact that researchers exist somewhere on a continuum between being an insider and an outsider to the people they are studying, and that their position on that spectrum must be acknowledged and considered when analysing their findings.  In considering the notion of insider/outsider perspectives applied to the two papers examined here, it is very notable that Brink positioned himself firmly at the ‘outsider’ end of the spectrum.  He appeared to take a positivist view that the beliefs being investigated could be treated as separate objective ‘facts’.  The validity of Brink’s findings was seriously undermined by the fact that he left himself out of the account.  As David Hufford pointed out, ‘If we obtain the appearance of objectivity by leaving ourselves out of our accounts we simply leave the subjective realities of our work uncontrolled’.[footnoteRef:8]  He may have considered himself an ‘outsider’ because he was not a schoolgirl, like his study group, however he could also be seen as an insider in his capacity as a teacher in the school, and also a religious insider in his capacity as a priest.  Ethical issues also arise from his potentially conflicted position on the insider/outsider continuum:  as an adult, Brink was in a position of authority that could be taken as making it very difficult for a child to challenge if they had questions about the research or did not want to take part. Brink did not provide any information in his report about whether the participants were informed of the purpose or the outcome of the survey.  This suggests that they were treated very much as passive subjects rather than participants.  Similar factors apply to a consideration of Bennett’s position on the insider/outsider spectrum.  Bennett appeared to have taken an ‘etic’ or outsider position to the extent that making no comment about her own beliefs about foreknowledge.  But the fact that the interviews took place in her father’s clinic would also have given her an insider, or ‘emic’ perspective, as she was in a comfortable setting she knew well.  As with Brink, this could be considered to give rise to ethical considerations of power and authority:  for example, demographic information about her participants was obtained from her father, thus exploiting her insider status.  We are not told if she had permission from the participants of request this data, but it is surprising that her father did not treat the data as confidential. [8:  David Hufford, "The Scholarly Voice and the Personal Voice: Reflexivity in Belief Studies," Western Folklore 54, no. 1 (1995). P.58.] 




Literature Review
A literature review is based on a thorough reading of all the previous scholarship available relevant to the research topic in question.  Judith Bell explains that a literature review should ‘provide the reader with a picture … of the state of knowledge and of major questions in the subject area being investigated’. [footnoteRef:9]  David Boote and Penny Beile consider that ‘A researcher cannot perform significant research without first understanding the literature in the field.’ and hold the literature review to be ‘the foundation of any research project’, emphasizing its fundamental importance to the academic credentials of any work. [footnoteRef:10]  This would seem to be a position taken seriously by Bennett, who provided an extensive opening section setting out the scholarly and historical context for studies in what she termed ‘the folklore of foreknowledge’.[footnoteRef:11]  This went some way to explaining the rationale for her study, as she identified an apparent trend in the way her topic has been discussed in the literature and set out to gather further evidence to clarify the trend.  Brink also provided evidence of his familiarity with the literature relevant to his subject in his introduction to his study.  He was very much more succinct than Bennet, but this could perhaps have been due to a limitation on word count, since his whole paper is much shorter.  The impression given however is that he was assuming an audience of scholars already familiar with the literature, as the theories he referred to, such as ‘logical-affective consistency’, though appropriately cited, were not explained.[footnoteRef:12] To someone not already versed in the literature, their relevance to his hypothesis and therefore their ability to provide an academic justification for his research can only be guessed at from the likely-sounding names of the theories he cited.  In the same way, the studies he cited must be assumed to ‘justify his research topic, design and methodology’, as recommended by Chris Hart, since he did not explicitly set out his rationale.[footnoteRef:13]  The academic background revealed in the relevant literature is also important in the discussion of the findings of any study, and Brink does refer to other findings in his discussion to help elucidate his own.  This is in line with Hennink and others’ description of the discussion section in a study as containing ‘your interpretation of what the study findings mean in the broader context of the academic literature’.[footnoteRef:14]  While Brink’s references in his introductory section were not explained, those in his discussion section are more fully integrated into the discussion, and his own findings used to critically evaluate the hypotheses of others, such as Robert Wuthnow. However, Bennett’s analysis of her data does not refer back to the literature, and instead makes several assumptions that would have benefitted from being given academic backing, such as her statement that ‘being “a little bit psychic” guarantees approved feminine virtues’.[footnoteRef:15]  There is a clear recognition in both papers that the existing academic literature is of importance and relevance to their studies, and both display familiarity with the literature of their field, and make appropriate citations.  There are shortcomings in both papers:  Brink, perhaps due to lack of space, fails to do any more than list some theories, without explanation of their relevance, while Bennett failed to provide backing for some unexamined assertions. [9:  Judith Bell, Doing your research project : a guide for first-time researchers in education and social science, 2nd ed. (Buckingham: Open University Press, 1993). p.35.]  [10:  David N. Boote and Penny Beile, "Scholars before Researchers: On the Centrality of the Dissertation Literature Review in Research Preparation," Educational Researcher 34, no. 6 (2005). p.3.]  [11:  Bennett, "“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake” The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group." P.122.]  [12:  Brink, "Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation." P.82.]  [13:  Chris Hart, Doing a literature review : releasing the research imagination, Second edition. ed. (Los Angeles, London, New Dehli, Singapore, Washington DC: Sage, 2011). p.13.]  [14:  Hennink, Qualitative research methods. P.314.]  [15:  Bennett, "“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake” The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group." P.135.] 



CONCLUSION
This essay compared and contrasted two academic papers.  The two papers chosen were T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’ Review of Religious Research, 20:1 (1978) pp.82-85, and G. Bennett, “If I Knew You Were Coming I’d Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighbourhood Group’, Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, edited by Barbara Walker, Logan, Utah: Utah University Press, pp. 122-142.  Examination of these papers focused on the themes of methodology, the insider/outsider perspective and literature review.  There were clear differences in the methodology used by the papers, with Brink adopting a quantitative, positivist approach, and Bennett taking a qualitative approach with clear focus on the phenomenological experience of her participants.  Given the topics investigated by Brink, a more qualitative approach may have been more appropriate.  Neither researcher explicitly considered their position on an insider-outsider perspective, which can be seen as a shortcoming, since more thorough reflection on this issue might have allowed them to avoid some ethical issues and strengthened the validity of their data. However both Brink and Bennett demonstrated awareness of the need to position their work against the academic background, by citing works of other scholars.  This was much more fully explained by Bennett, who wrote a lengthy introduction giving a historical outline of the academic background.  Brink merely mentioned other works by name, without explaining their findings.  In all three of the themes examined in this essay, the two papers ……………………….
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