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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources


This essay compares and contrasts two papers: Gillian Bennett’s ‘“If I Knew You were Coming I'd Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group,’ and T. L. Brink’s ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation.’
 It will do so by first contextualising and summarising both papers, before discussing their differing methodology, use of literature, and how the researchers discussed (or failed to discuss) their position in relation to the research project. 

Context and Summaries


Bennett’s chapter is situated within Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, a volume edited by Barbara Walker and released in 1995. Growing from a conference that took place at Utah State University in 1991, it is a scholarly book aimed at academics.
 It aimed to ‘call into question the idea that the supernatural is something strange or even extraordinary.’
 Bennett’s chapter followed this aim, arguing that the studied population, predominantly elderly women in a British town, has a ‘vivid, constantly negotiated folklore.’
 She first situated this folklore in its historical perspective, arguing that omens and divination were commonplace discussions in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries but were restricted and internalised during the Scientific Revolution.
 She then identified two ongoing traditions, astrology and fortunetelling (which she takes together) and extrasensory perception. She asked her study participants about these traditions using in-depth interviews.
 After explaining the context of her research, she gave information about her participants and their responses. She gave several findings; for example, though respondents reported some interest in astrology, they tended to appear ashamed of it, whereas they were more open about experiences of extrasensory perception.
 Bennett then moved into giving arguments about why the women gave these responses, relating them to their ‘traditional ideals and roles.’
 Finally, she broke away from the arguments drawn throughout the paper to bring in new data from additional respondents to suggest other potential patterns.


Brink’s paper is the earlier, published in 1978 in the journal Review of Religious Research. It too is aimed towards academics by virtue of its position in a scholarly journal, however, it does not have the same stated goal as Walker’s book. Instead the stated aim was to report findings of a study, and to raise a theory to explain them.
 Brink began with a hypothesis that adolescent girls would only demonstrate belief in one of three belief sets: astrology, reincarnation, or Catholicism.
 However, after briefly discussing his methodology, he demonstrated that his hypothesis was disproved: ‘The hypothesis was not confirmed. Acceptance of one belief system was no assurance that incompatible beliefs would be rejected.’ 
 He then expressed surprise at the results and suggested some potential reasons, such as ‘competing cultural influences on the development of religious beliefs in an individual.’
 These drew on previous literature in the field. Finally he again drew on existing literature to argue that his findings may fit within the functionalist framework of psychology.
 In summary, these papers have similar audiences but differ slightly in their aims and significantly in their methodology and use of literature. 

Methodology

While both papers researched the beliefs of a group of participants, their methodologies were different. Bennett conducted interviews of 120 people who attended her father’s medical practice. It is not clear how structured these interviews were; she says that she simply told them what she was researching and then ‘recorded everything that was said.’
 These would appear to contravene Judith Bell’s argument that ‘an interview is more than just an interesting conversation.’
 If accurate, this may have saddled Bennett with much unusable information. This could have influenced the fact that, after interviews were completed, she chose to predominantly focuses on the 87 of these who were women over the age of 60.
 However, in the conclusion she brought in new information from the other participants, changing the argument that she had otherwise been building throughout the chapter.
 It is possible that a more structured interview process may have avoided this. Nonetheless, in their book Qualitative Research Methods, Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey wrote that in-depth interviews are useful for ‘capturing people’s individual voices and stories.’
 This is, broadly, one of the things qualitative research is particularly useful for. Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey wrote that the approach helps researchers to ‘understand behaviour, beliefs, opinions and emotions from the perspective of study participants themselves.’
 This aligns with Bennett’s stated intent, and it is apparent that she received a lot of unstructured information from her participants and included these ‘voices and stories’ in her paper order to demonstrate the themes that she found. She also often focused on the specific language used by the participants. For example she used the ‘neologisms’ and other specialised vocabulary to argue that these are commonly discussed topics in the community.
 This further demonstrates the importance within the paper of having allowed the study participants to use their own words. Conversely, Brink gave a questionnaire to 227 children attending a Catholic girls’ high school.
 His paper is therefore closer to the quantitative end of the quantitative-qualitative spectrum as expressed by Alan Bryman.
 For example, it is highly structured: the questionnaire format only allows him to give statistics about whether participants expressed agreement with statements such as ‘There is a God.’
 This may not reveal the full depth of participants’ experiences and opinions. For example, in their own study of belief in reincarnation, Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse argued that closed ‘Yes, No, or Don’t know’ questions did not capture what their interview respondents actually believed when asked open questions. Very few clearly expressed belief, but instead spoke with terms like ‘maybe’ and ‘perhaps.’
 When it comes to astrology, Nick Campion has demonstrated that high percentages of people will behave as though they believe, for example reading about the sun signs of a new partner, even though only about 20 to 30 percent will state that they do in fact believe when asked directly.
 This is also borne out by Bennett’s findings, wherein two thirds of the elderly women stated that they ‘read it but don’t believe it.’
 This demonstrates the limitations of Brink’s chosen format, since it appears to have had no way for participants to express such complexities. Furthermore, it limited the paper to expressing his surprise and suggesting a functionalist theory, rather than allowing participants to give their own explanations and experiences as to why they may believe in both Catholic doctrine and astrology or reincarnation.


Moreover, both approaches raise certain ethical questions, particularly when viewed with modern standards. In Brink’s paper, the earlier, these issues predominantly come from aspects which are left unclear. For example, he did not give details about how he received access to the Catholic girls’ school. Neither did he state how consent was received and what information was given to both the participants and, given that they were underage, their parents. Finally, it is not clear whether students could refuse to participate. Instead it is stated that ‘whoever was present in religion class (a required course) that day got a questionnaire.’
 Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey have argued that ethical research must always involve fully informed consent ‘including the right to refuse participation without negative consequences.’
 It is possible that all of these considerations were taken seriously during the research process, but this cannot be known from the paper itself. As well as leaving the reader unclear on any potential ethical violations, this may cast doubt on the truthfulness of some of the responses. Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey noted that the context in which the research is carried out can influence how participants contribute.
 There is the possibility that students at a Catholic school would not want to admit, for example, that they believe in astrology in front of their peers and teachers. The same might be said for some of Bennett’s interviewees, who were described as ‘shamefaced’ about their interest in astrology or fortune-telling.
 Unlike Brink, Bennett was very clear about many aspects of the context in which these interviews took place. However, in doing so she raised many potential issues. For example, these interviews were carried out in her father’s medical practice, with her father present. Bennett explained in her paper that consent was given for her to ‘sit in on their treatment’ and record a discussion on her subject.
 She also provided pseudonyms to those she quotes, or omits their names entirely, an anonymising process that Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey call ‘very important.’
 (Brink, conversely, collated data in such a way that inherently obscures the respondents’ individuality.) However, Bennett’s process does not match Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey’s guidelines for an ethical and useful in-depth interview. There is the possibility that participants did not feel that they had the right to refuse without any negative consequences due to the influence of the doctor being present, which could imply, intentionally or not, that their treatment was contingent on participation. As previously noted, this third party could also have influenced the rapport between interviewer and interviewee, which Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey consider key.
 Furthermore, Bennett obtained demographic data such as age, marital status, and domestic circumstances from her father, which he knew from his occupation and position in the community.
 If necessary for her analysis, these questions could have been included in the interview in order to give participants the right to refuse to answer, rather than being obtained without their express consent. Finally, Bennett mentions speaking to one underage participant, but, like Brink, does not give any indication of particular ethical considerations afforded to them.


In summary, both papers aim to examine the beliefs of their participants, with some overlap in subject matter, for example astrology. Bennett appears to have relied on unstructured interviews, using the words of her participants to evidence the themes of her paper. Conversely, Brink used a questionnaire and ultimately his paper was much more quantitative. Without a way of accessing the participants’ own views, he was limited to putting forward his own theories drawn from previous literature. Brink is also unclear on many ethical questions, for example whether and how informed consent was obtained from the children in the study. Bennett is clearer on how consent was obtained, but the method appears to have had potential issues particularly surrounding the role of her father.

Literature

Brink used a brief literature review to create a rationale for his study. However, his early citations were predominantly in the field of social science, rather than the study of religion, belief, or astrology. Therefore he demonstrated literature which has ‘presumed that individuals strive to attain and maintain a consistent set of attitudes.’
 However, this literature did not address other assumptions made in his hypothesis, such as the statement that ‘simultaneous belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation is logically incompatible,’ due to the fact that Catholicism preaches the omnipotence of God and humans’ free will.
 This, he wrote, contradicts ‘astrology’s fatalism’ and the karmic implications of reincarnation.
 These appear to be assumptions about beliefs that Brink has not supported with his literature. In fact, literature may contradict these assumptions. In Bernadette Brady’s study of current astrologers, she found that ‘free will and fate are in fact independent concepts, rather than a mutually exclusive pair.’
 Though Brady’s work was published after Brink’s paper, Sophie Botros has argued that this idea goes back as far as Stoic philosophy.
 Had Brink brought in this literature, his initial hypothesis may have been different, potentially influencing the study as a whole. 


However, once his hypothesis was disproved by the results of his questionnaire, he returned to literature, weaving it into his suggestions about potential reasons for the participants’ beliefs.
 These also included more papers in religious studies, though he ultimately returned to the field of psychology with the functionalist framework. Conversely, Bennett began with a historical perspective that includes primary sources from the seventeenth century onwards, followed by contemporary or near-contemporary survey data. However she used little analytical, secondary literature to provide a framework. This results in some apparent assumptions, particularly after the trends were identified through the interview data and she moved into discussing her theories as to why these trends emerged.
 Bennett was clear that she was making her own judgements, using language like ‘we can assume that they had been taught as children…that the ideal member of their sex is an intuitive, caring, unassertive person.’
 However, no literature was given to back up these assumptions. Neither does it appear that the interviewees were asked about their upbringing in order to gain primary data that might support these statements. In summary, where Brink’s literature has potential gaps that may have influenced his hypothesis, he weaved different aspects throughout his later arguments. On the other hand, Bennett rarely refers to secondary literature, leaving some arguments without substantiation. 

Position


Neither paper explicitly stated the position of the researcher in relation to their topic of study. Some inferences can be made, for example, Brink was not a schoolgirl. 

However whether or not he himself is Catholic or believes in astrology or reincarnation is not stated. Neither did Bennett express whether or not she believed in the phenomena she studied. These lacks are contrary to Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey’s argument that ‘researchers need to use reflexivity continually throughout the research.’
 Kathryn Haynes defined reflexivity in Reflexivity in Qualitative Research as ‘an awareness of the researcher’s role in the practice of research.’
 She further argued its importance because the position of the researcher can ‘affect both the research processes and outcomes.’
 Without addressing this potential, Bennett and Brink both left their positions unclear. Some inferences can be made, for example, Bennett stated that she picked up the ‘specialized vocabulary’ of her interviewees after ‘a few days’ exposure to it,’ indicating that she was not originally a participant in these discussions.
 Similarly, Brink’s admitted surprise at how some Catholics ultimately do experience belief in astrology and reincarnation suggests that it is not something he himself has experienced. These would suggest both researchers were closer to the ‘outsider’ end of the insider-outsider spectrum. Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey have argued that this can have many influences, for example, when it comes to rapport with interviewees (which may have affected Bennett’s process) and when it comes to making assumptions about meaning or influences (which may have affected Brink’s conclusions).
 However, because the authors do not discuss their positions in the papers, it is not possible for the reader to fully assess their potential impacts.
Conclusion


This essay compared two papers that explored participants’ beliefs. These papers differ predominantly in their methodology and use of literature. Brink’s paper was more quantitative due to his focus on the questionnaire, limiting the depth of his conclusions. Bennett’s paper brought in many voices through the use of in-depth interviews. However, both had potential ethical missteps. In Brink’s paper, these were predominantly through unclear documentation of consent, whereas in Bennett’s the methodology was clearly defined, but appeared to cross boundaries predominantly due to the role of her father in the study. Moreover, Bennett’s arguments sometimes did not appear to be well supported by relevant literature. Brink does use literature throughout, though his early focus on psychological and social studies may have influenced his early assumptions leading to his ultimately disproven early hypothesis. Neither researcher fully stated their position relative to the research and research participants, leaving the reader unclear about how this may have influenced the papers.
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