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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources

Introduction
This assignment is a critical analysis of Gillian Bennett’s 1995 article ‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighbourhood Group’ published in Chapter 7 of “Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural”, which explored various cultural beliefs around the paranormal.[footnoteRef:1] I will compare and contrast the aforementioned article with T. L. Brink’s 1978 study titled “Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation”.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Bennet, Gillian. 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, ed. by Barbara Walker (Logan, UT: Utah State University Press), p. 122]  [2:  Brink, T. L. 1978. “Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,” Jstor.org <https://www.jstor.org/stable/3509943> ] 

Gillian Bennett (1939-2023) was an acclaimed scholar of British Folklore who advocated for the deliberate academic study of the subject. Bennett was known to be relentlessly opposed to restrictive academic thought, gender compartmentalization, and prejudice; she repeatedly aimed to capture the perspectives of traditional older females and their experiences with the supernatural. The seed of this theme can even be witnessed in her 1985 PhD thesis “Aspects of Supernatural Belief: Memorate and Legend in a Contemporary Urban Environment” as well as in the article I have chosen to analyze here, where she considers the consensus of beliefs in precognition in elderly women in her hometown and how they present this point of view to her.[footnoteRef:3] In recognition of her enormous contributions to the field, Bennett was awarded the Linda Dégh Lifetime Achievement Award in 2014 and the illustrious Coote Lake Medal in 2018.  [3:  Bennett, G. 1985. “Aspects of Supernatural Belief, Memorate and Legend in a Contemporary Urban Environment” <https://etheses.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/1891/> ] 

T.L. Brink is a social scientist who performed research at Stanford before transitioning to a more fulfilling role as a professor of psychology at Crafton Hills College in 1989. On his personal website he states that some of his current interests include statistics, qualitative research methods, and religious phenomena.[footnoteRef:4] Brink has been an avid member of over a dozen associations that are centered around the themes of social psychology and religious research. For context on the article I have chosen to analyze, it is important to note that it was written early in his career and was originally published within the 20th volume of “Review of Religious Research” No. 1, a now archived peer review journal which provided collections of research on the beliefs and practices of various religions. [4:  Berkeley Electronic Press. [n.d.]. “SelectedWorks - T. l. Brink,” Bepress.com <https://works.bepress.com/tlbrink>] 


Research methodology
While Gillian Bennett provided a table of compiled data on the age, marital status, and the domestic circumstances of 81 out of the 87 women, she primarily relied on her recorded in-depth interviews of 87 women over the age of 60 which would suggest that she has adhered to a mixed research method, though she does stress the qualitative data. Along with in depth interviews, I feel Bennett utilized observation as a technique to deepen her understanding of the participants value of their supernatural experiences. Monique Hennick, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Baily (2020) instruct how observations involve “watching what people do (or not do), listening to what they say and how they say it, and observing how people interact”.[footnoteRef:5]  Bennett’s background in English studies supported her ability to create a detailed account of the ways (not just what, but also how) each individual used language and what their tone or inflection suggested. I noticed that within the interviews, Bennett cunningly sought the meaning of her participants use of language when recalling their experiences of foreknowledge and it appears that her examinations allowed her to gain precious insight into the underlying preference for intuitive and subjective visionary experiences over the divinatory and how this inclination was affected by their religious and social codes. [5:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey. 2020. Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd edn (London, England: SAGE Publications) p.172] 

Unfortunately, Bennett did not address why she chose a mixed method research strategy, if she utilized questionnaires or surveys, or even the structure of her interviews which leaves the reader guessing if the interviews were highly structured or entirely unstructured. However, this mixed method approach appears to have supported her thesis, which was to investigate the unspoken (and perhaps unconscious) beliefs around foreknowledge in elderly women in her neighborhood and how their religious affiliation and social codes shaped their attitude. In the words of Judith Bell, the strength of the mixed methods approach lies in its ability to approach “aspects of a topic from different perspectives by using a range of methods and techniques in order to come to a better understanding of it. The use of different methods can also lead to confirmation of the findings from different sources of data.”[footnoteRef:6] Overall, Bennett’s mixed methodology gave her more comprehensive data than sticking to one alone.  [6:  Bell, Judith. 2017. Doing Your Research Project, 5th edn (Buckingham, England: Open University Press) <https://r2.vlereader.com/EpubReader?ean=1780335243396> p. 28] 

While Bennett committed to providing an exhaustive understanding of her participants beliefs, T.L. Brink chose to conduct a strictly quantitative research project on 227 Catholic high school girls in an attempt to understand if one could hold a simultaneous belief in astrology, reincarnation, and Roman Catholicism. In June of 1976 someone (Brink does not explicitly state who) administered a questionnaire of roughly 14 yes or no questions aimed to illuminate the attitudes and beliefs of these junior and senior Catholic school girls. The questionnaire was designed in hopes to confirm his hypothesis, that the students would, logically, only be able to adhere to one of the three positions and would dismiss the other two. Brink interpreted his results using statistical methods which suggest that his intended readership must be students or scholars of statistics, considering that he spent no time explaining the results which thus makes the table relatively meaningless to a lay reader. The results quickly and decisively deny the validity of his hypothesis and Brink clearly states this in his section on “Procedures and Results”. What is most striking though, is his acknowledgment that the “survey raises more questions than it answers.”[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Brink, T. L. 1978. “Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,” Jstor.org <https://www.jstor.org/stable/3509943> p. 84] 

Brink’s “Inconsistencies in belief” article does not inform the reader why he has chosen to adhere to this quantitative model or why the questions were even selected, his self admittedly unsatisfying results make it clear that his hypothesis was shortsighted. It appears to me that he did not only want to know if these schoolgirls could simultaneously believe in two or more incompatible perspectives, but if they could, there was a latent desire in him to investigate why this is so. After coming to this realization, instead of questioning his method, Brink instead suggests further quantitative research on the “(societal, familial, educational) [backgrounds]… of the adolescence”.[footnoteRef:8] It appears that at this early point in his career, Brink does not realize that he is asking quantitative data to answer what only qualitative research can.  [8:  P. 84] 


Ethical considerations and reflexive position
Bennett appears to identify as an insider, she emphasizes that the neighborhood being studied is her own, however, she minimizes her dual position as an outsider by suggesting that she picks up on their uncommon vocabulary rather quickly. Her outsider perspective is made stronger by the fact that she is not over 60 years old, nor a member of the participants methodist church, and is likely not a patient of her father’s either; this places her within the spectrum, being both insider and outsider. 
Bennetts ethical considerations are questionable because although she does explicitly mention that “the subject of [her] research might be thought “delicate” or controversial” and so she has kindly attempted to find a comfortable location to interview in, she does not express her devotion to maintaining the anonymity and confidentiality of the participants.[footnoteRef:9] In fact, she repeatedly gives subtle hints that could help identify the location of this community through details such as her father’s thriving podiatrist practice being located in a “middle class suburb of a large northern city” in Great Britain and that the women all belonged to a Methodist church.[footnoteRef:10] I found it odd that she does not confirm that the participants were given informed consent and in her endnotes, I noticed that she has assigned two of five women pseudonyms yet neglects to mention why she has not given an alias to the other three of them. 	 [9:   Bennet, Gillian. 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, ed. by Barbara Walker (Logan, UT: Utah State University Press), p. 126 ]  [10:  P. 127] 

Another qualm with the ethics of her article is that she has accessed her participants through her father’s practice; in our week 5 reading I noticed that David J. Hufford actually compares the power dynamics between researcher and participant to that of a physician and their patients. Hufford briefly notes how “Physicians are the prototypical professional experts and cultural authorities in our society” and because they are imparted with such prestige and respect, I feel it was an overstep to use her father’s influence for her personal research.[footnoteRef:11] Marilys Guillemin and Lynn Gillam Allan quote Allan Kellehear (1996) who expressed how “The interview is the creation of an unnatural social situation, introduced by a researcher, for the purpose of polite interrogation.” With that said, in light of the potential pressure from Bennett’s father, I worry that the participants may have felt unable to decline involvement in this research project.[footnoteRef:12]  [11: Hufford, David J. 1995. “The Scholarly Voice and the Personal Voice: Reflexivity in Belief Studies,” Western Folklore, 54.1: 57 <https://doi.org/10.2307/1499911> p. 63]  [12: Guillemin, Marilys, and Lynn Gillam. 2004. “Ethics, Reflexivity, and ‘Ethically Important Moments’ in Research,” Qualitative Inquiry: QI, 10.2: 261–80 <https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800403262360> p. 98] 

Brink’s ethical considerations are murkier than Bennett’s because his research was performed on minors, so the primary moral flaw became the apparent absence of mandatory parental consent for the schoolgirl’s participation. The reader is forced to make this condemning assumption because Brink neglected to indicate if parental approval was required for student involvement which subsequently calls into question if the students were assured anonymity and confidentiality either. Before introducing his results, Brink acknowledges that “Most of the subjects came from working class families of Polish or Italian extraction”, yet he does not state how he came by this information or if consent was given by parents for the school to reveal the student’s ethnic backgrounds to him.[footnoteRef:13] As stated earlier, Brink does not admit who passed out the questionnaires, only that it was during a required course (religion class) which could have subliminally suggested that student participation was also mandatory. In addition, Brink does not appear to have considered his role in the research or reflect on how his presence in a Roman Catholic school as an adult male could be viewed as not only an outsider but as an authority figure in this environment.  [13:  Brink, T. L. 1978. “Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,” Jstor.org https://www.jstor.org/stable/3509943 p. 83] 

Brink does not directly address his reflexivity though we can infer that he is an outsider (because he is not a junior or senior Catholic schoolgirl) but we are also not informed of his religious affiliation. Perhaps this omission was an attempt to attain Hufford’s description of the conventional “Scholarly Voice”; Brink may have chosen to appear agnostic because the cultural “objective stance [was] a serious, systematic, bias that [ran] through most academic studies of spiritual belief.”[footnoteRef:14]  But even through this façade of unbiased perspective we witness his prejudice against astrology and reincarnation through his unfounded claims of their alleged belief in  “the workings of karma” or of ones “fate being determined by the stars”.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Hufford, David J. 1995. “The Scholarly Voice and the Personal Voice: Reflexivity in Belief Studies,” Western Folklore, 54.1: 57 <https://doi.org/10.2307/1499911> p. 61]  [15:  Brink, T. L. 1978. “Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,” Jstor.org https://www.jstor.org/stable/3509943 p. 82] 


Structure and literature review
Bennetts choice of academic literature includes historical books on local folklore of foreknowledge that spans from 1705-1848, her article was written in 1995 and I wonder why she did not use any current literature, had she mentioned that there were none available, I believe this would have strengthened her argument for furthering the academic study of this subject. Bennett offered her readers a simple and clear introduction, where she explains why she will begin with the historical perspective, the discussion and analysis flowed from one topic to the next effortlessly through the use of subheadings and her conclusion wrapped up the article well and even added additional surveys that reinforced the remit of her paper. By the end, she has thoroughly convinced the reader that the social status and moral principles of this group of elderly women powerfully influences their perspective of foreknowledge and impacts the ways that they express their experiences with the supernatural.
In comparison, Brink referred to 17 pieces of academic literature and the majority appear to be on psychology, religious attitudes, and cognitive theory that were written between the 1950-1970’s. Unfortunately, Brink did not express an engaging discussion on the literature’s relevance to his research; instead, he chose to simply list most of their themes in his abstract which assumes that the reader is already familiar with the material. On investigation it becomes clear that he referred to these specific sources because they attempt to understand and rectify cognitive dissonance and to inspire attitude change which became the overriding topic for his discussion after his hypothesis was invalidated.
Brink provided a satisfactory structure by separating the paper into four subsections that are easy to follow, however, he did not include a conclusion to summarize his findings which leaves the reader unsure how to interpret his theories on why the schoolgirls could accept multiple conflicting beliefs. In the end, the reader is left questioning the purpose of Brink’s study because he provides no understanding outside of acknowledging that one could hold two or more contradictory perspectives.  So, what was the purpose of this research? This publication may have been created to improve his academic reputation considering that this was written early in his career and that prior to this paper, Brink had only formally publicized one (out of twelve total) publications on the topic of religion.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Brink, T. L. 1977. “A Psychotherapeutic Model for Religious Education,” Religious Education (Chicago, Ill.), 72.4: 409–13 <https://doi.org/10.1080/0034408770720406>] 


Conclusion
Bennett masterfully utilized mixed methodology to the study of 87 participant’s experience of the supernatural and although she straddled the line between insider and outsider, this may have helped her connect with her participants and gain access to this sensitive yet influential material. Her paper is ultimately able to prove that adherence to certain social and moral codes had a subtle yet pervasive effect upon the traditional women in her hometown. While a critical analysis of her ethical considerations can make one question her commitment to anonymity and confidentiality, she does appear to have considered the emotional impact that the interview could have on the participants and did not appear to intentionally disclose the location of her hometown. Her research was well structured and included a thoughtful review of rare historical references which entice the reader to learn more about local folklore. Bennett’s research thoroughly convinces the reader to consider these historical and contemporary experiences of the supernatural, and the crux of her research can be best encapsulated by the following line taken from her book “Traditions of Belief: Women, Folklore and the Supernatural Today”: “If this book has succeeded in demonstrating that supernatural belief is still alive and well and living in the hearts of ordinary people, I am well content.”[footnoteRef:17]   [17:  Bennett, Gillian. 1988. Traditions of Belief: Women, Folklore and the Supernatural Today (London, England: Penguin Books) p. 212] 

Brink’s commitment to quantitative inquiry on the curious simultaneous belief in Roman Catholicism, and astrology or reincarnation led him to question why this supposed cognitive dissonance exists. His loosely structured paper briefly referred to literature primarily on cognitive theory and religion to answer this query, however, as an outsider in his research, Brink did not come to a satisfying conclusion on why this incongruence could happen and showed minimal ethical considerations for the adolescent participants. 
Both Bennett and Brink focused their research on women at opposite ends of the spectrum (youth and elders) which could encourage more academic understanding of female perspectives. Although neither author explicitly expressed how their research would benefit the participants or their community, the reader can assume, or simply hope, that at a minimum the research benefits the community through the preservation of their local folklore and to inspire future researchers to make advances in the field by using their work as a resourceful steppingstone towards greater understanding. 
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