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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
This essay will compare two papers on research into belief about various forms of supernatural practices, ‘Inconsistency of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’ by T.L. Brink, and ‘”If I Knew You Were Coming I’d Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighbourhood Group’ by Gillian Bennett. In the comparison, an attempt will be made to illustrate some of the methodological problems that the evaluation and measurement of informants’ opinions using quantitative and qualitative methods involves, and consider the influence of the researchers’ relationships with their subjects.
	T.L. Brink received his Ph.D. in Psychology & Religion from the University of Chicago in 1978, and his paper. It was one of his first publications, and in the span of his long career Dr. Brink has authored or edited fifteen books, contributed more than twenty encyclopaedia articles, and written a proliferation of journal articles, reviews, and conference presentations. His interests are the assessment and treatment of mental disorders. Later he focussed on religious phenomena, and qualitative research.[footnoteRef:1] Currently, his work is primarily conducted online, via open source, virtual teaching, and social media[footnoteRef:2]. Gillian Bennett also received her Ph.D. in 1978, although she entered the academic world later in her life at the age of 39. She was a pioneer in the research of contemporary western folklore, and was a leading figure in the establishment of the International Society for Contemporary Legend Research (ISCLR) in 1988[footnoteRef:3]. In particular, her work focussed on the voices of women, who had been neglected by previous male researchers.[footnoteRef:4] Dr. Bennett passed in 2023. [1:  Academia.edu, T.L.Brink, (2024), < https://craftonhills.academia.edu/TLBrink >, [Accessed 15 March 2024].]  [2:  Quora.com, ‘Profile’,  T.L.Brink, (2024), < https://www.quora.com/profile/T-L-Brink/>, [Accessed 15 March 2024].]  [3:  Wikepedia, Gillian Bennett, (2024), < https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gillian_Bennett >, [Accessed 15 March 2024].]  [4:  Dr. Jack Hunter, Personal Communication, 22 February 2024.] 

Although the subject matter of the two papers is similar, it is not identical. Brink restricts his investigation to three items, namely the subjects’ belief in Roman Catholicism, in astrology, and reincarnation. Bennett, on the other hand, seems to have allowed the responses of her subjects to determine the scope, and it not only included astrology, but a wide range of other divination practices, including fortune-telling and ‘delving’, as well as visionary experiences such as premonitions, dreams and omens. 
Brink’s limitation of subjects was directly related to the purpose of his research. He set out to show that ‘a study of beliefs of adolescent girls will show an acceptance of only one of these three belief sets…accompanied by a rejection of the others’.[footnoteRef:5] His research question is posed in black-and-white terms, and that makes his choice of a quantitative methodology based on a questionnaire with closed questions would seem logical. Bennett, on the other hand, sets out to discover the specific themes which constituted the ‘common consent and agreement’ concerning knowledge of the future’[footnoteRef:6] that her group of subjects shared. Because the information Bennett seeks is both wide-ranging and deeply personal, she chooses to pursue her research using the qualitative methodology of interviewing subjects individually. It is not clear from the paper if her interviews were structured, semi-structured, or unstructured. Bennett’s paper is a good deal longer than Brink’s, nineteen pages to his three-and-a-half. [5:  T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,’ Review of Religious Research, 20 (1978), 82-85 [82], < : https://www.jstor.org/stable/3509943 > [Accessed 2 February 2024].]  [6:  Gillian Bennett, ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighbourhood Group’, in Out Of The Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, ed. Barbara Walker (Utah: University Press of Colorado; Utah State University Press, 1995), pp 122- 142 [p. 122]. <http://www.jstor.com/stable/j.ctt46nwn8.13 > [ Accessed 2 February 2024].] 

	Both papers begin with a brief introduction of the research. Brink provides an abstract of the entire paper, while Barrett starts with a citation. She uses the quote to define her use of the term ‘folklore’, states the aim of the research, and segways to the next section. Both authors follow the introduction with a section in which literature is mentioned. However, Brink is inconsistent in his use of previous work. He omits to reference several statements which are issued as though they are facts. Indeed, he starts his paper with, ‘Many social scientists have presumed…’[footnoteRef:7] without naming any sources of scientists who have done so. Unfortunately, this tendency continues throughout the paper. Brink  writes, for example, that ‘Simultaneous belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation is logically incompatible’.[footnoteRef:8] He does not reference upon whose authority such a claim can be made. Later he writes, ‘astrology’s fatalism…is substantially different from whatever fatalism reincarnations attribute…to karma’. [footnoteRef:9] Here again he does not cite any (primary) sources from which this conclusion can be gleaned. The majority of literature which Brink does include is somewhat dated, even in 1978. Twelve of the seventeen sources were published between 1915 and 1968. In addition, Brink does not present an exhaustive description of the literature he used at the beginning of the paper. Instead, it seems as though he mentions sources as the need arises. [7:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 82.]  [8:  Ibid, p. 82.]  [9:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p 82.] 

Bennett, on the other hand, mentions all but one of her sources in the literature section, aside from the specific references to transcripts later. Bennett uses the title of  ‘Historical Perspective’  for the section, and outlines ‘past traditions’ in order to place her subjects’ views in a larger context. Her presentation is logically structured, and establishes that two general trends in belief emerged about different methods of predicting the future, the visionary and divinatory strands. She then relates these trends to their appearance in more recent research, and concludes the section with a smooth transition to the next. Her literature review has established a theoretical basis through which the rest of the paper can be understood. In fact, the only reference which the reader may wonder about is the statement that ‘the best place to begin any survey of British traditions is with John Aubrey’. [footnoteRef:10] Though Bennett does mention that he was a seventeenth-century antiquarian, the reader is left to imagine, or to research himself, the reason that Aubrey’s work deserves such pride of place.  [10:  Bennett, ‘If I knew you were coming’, p. 122.] 

Unfortunately, the following section on methodology in both papers provokes some serious questions. The most serious issues concern both the recruitment of subjects and the manner with which the research was conducted. Specifically, it is unclear if the researchers consistently applied the most important elements of ethical practice, such as informed consent, self-determination, minimization of harm, anonymity and confidentiality.[footnoteRef:11] Brink, for instance, does not describe the manner his subjects were selected. In fact, it seems as if the 227 girls were not so much recruited as simply given his questionnaire during class time. It is not mentioned if that was done by their teacher, by Brink, by both, or by neither. Brink also does not report if the girls were given the choice of not participating, if anonymity was discussed, or if parental permission had been requested. Actually, the demographic information about the ‘junior and senior’ girls coming from ‘working class families of Polish or Italian extraction living on Chicago’s northwest side’ attending the ‘Catholic girls’ high school’ which Brink includes in his paper[footnoteRef:12] could have conceivably been used to identify the subjects at the time of its publishing. Another questionable factor was the location in which they were questioned. The girls might have associated the questionnaires they were given during a mandatory school subject with a test. This may have ed them to acquiesce without question, or provide ‘socially (non-)acceptable’ answers.[footnoteRef:13] [11:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd edition (Los Angeles; London, SAGE, 2011), p. 63.]  [12:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 83.]  [13:  Ben Baarda, This is It! Guide to Quantitative and Qualitative Research, (Groningen/Houten: Noordhoff Uitgevers, 2010), p. 73.] 

Bennett displays more consideration of her subjects’ feelings, although the conduct of the interviews themselves is not without ethical flaws. She immediately admits that the ‘subject of my research might be thought “delicate” or controversial’,[footnoteRef:14] and explains that this was the reason she sought to put the potential subjects at ease by approaching them through a trusted intermediary. After she had failed to recruit suitable a ‘middleman’ a few times, however, she settled on asking her father to approach the patients at his podiatry clinic. The interviews were carried out during their treatments. Bennett seems to have thought that it would be a comfortable setting, but that assumption could be called into question. For instance, the manipulation of the interviewees' feet, or their being engaged in therapeutic movements, might have distracted Bennett’s subjects, to say the least. In addition, the question of confidentiality might arise, as it can be assumed the podiatrist was also present. As Hufford states, ‘Doctors are a prototype of the asymmetrical political relationships between experts and lay people, a relationship that is characterized by conflicting interests…’[footnoteRef:15] Another point is raised when Bennett writes ‘my father was able to give me at least a minimum of demographic information about the majority of these women’.[footnoteRef:16] This begs the question of whether permission had been sought and given for him to share this information with his daughter. [14:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew’, p 126.]  [15:  David J. Hufford, ‘The Scholarly Voice and the Personal Voice: Reflexivity in Belief Studies’, Western Folklore , Jan., 1995, Vol. 54, No. 1, Reflexivity and the Study of Belief (1995), pp. 57-76, [63]. < https://www.jstor.org/stable/1499911> [ Accessed 10 February 2024].]  [16:  Ibid, p. 127.] 

Following the methodology section, the two writers present the results of their investigations. Brink does so in a table listing the responses to each question, which are divided into columns listing belief or non-belief in astrology and in reincarnation. ‘The most striking finding’, he writes, ‘is the tendency of some (Catholic girls)  to report a belief in both (astrology and reincarnation).[footnoteRef:17] This leads to the conclusions of his research which he states in two sentences: ‘The hypothesis was not confirmed. Acceptance of one belief system was no assurance that incompatible beliefs would be rejected’.[footnoteRef:18] The brevity is quite in keeping with the black-and-white terms of the research. [17:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief’, p. 83.]  [18:  Ibid, p 84.] 

Brink immediately moves on to the discussion of possible reasons his hypothesis was disproved. The search for answers comprises a third of the paper, the same length of the hypothesis, procedure and results sections combined.  First, he introduces new research, even though it bears a tenuous relationship to his own subject and participants. ‘This pattern has been seen in Thai religion. It also been noted among American adolescents, and Erikson attributed it to the confusion and uncertainty of the developmental stage’.[footnoteRef:19] In addition, although he briefly mentions that certain ‘teachers in parochial schools have encouraged doubt’,[footnoteRef:20] whether this applies to the specific teachers and school at his school is not made clear.  [19:  Ibid, p 84.]  [20:  Ibid, p. 84.] 

Notably, Brink refers to a particular study by Wuthrow not just once, but twice, and points out  it had demonstrated ‘a relationship between marginality and belief and interest in astrology’[footnoteRef:21]. The repeated mention of this research seems to indicate that Brink found the findings particularly relevant to his own work, though again, he does not illustrate this. He concludes his paper by citing new literature which suggests that the ego adopts beliefs in order to cope with situations that are overpowering. He mentions Freud’s contention that ‘belief in heaven and belief in reincarnation’ was the attempt to escape the finality of death.[footnoteRef:22] From this discussion, the reader might conclude that American adolescent girls who believe in religion, reincarnation and/or astrology all adopt beliefs to shield their ego from disturbing facts, think illogically, are confused, uncertain, avoid reality, and come from the margins of society. Yet Brink’s data itself does not support such claims. [21:  Ibid, p 84.]  [22:  Ibid p 85.] 

Bennett received stories from 87 women, thus acquiring a vast pool of information about the women’s personal sentiments on forecasting the future. She relates them to the two trends, visionary and divinatory, and includes both statistics and quotations. She illustrates that the majority of the subjects held little belief in the ‘divinatory’ strand, while there was greater belief in the ‘visionary’ practices. Her results mirrored the research mentioned earlier in her literature review. Bennett then concludes that, ‘it becomes plain that (these stories) are based on a common evaluative folklore of the “proper” way to handle encounters with the future’.[footnoteRef:23] There is a clear relationship between the earlier sections of the paper to her conclusions, and this strengthens her point of view. [23:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew,’ p. 133.] 

Bennett then moves on to a discussion of the way the demographic considerations, which she had also had presented earlier, may have been responsible for the results. She suggests that her older, church-going respondents shared the same normative values and morality. Passivity in women was expected, and any unsought ‘gift’ of knowledge about the future was considered positively, perhaps it was even divinely bestowed. But the women felt that knowledge about the future that women actively sought was negative, and would be punished.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Ibid, p. 134.] 

	Interestingly, neither of the authors mentions their own beliefs, judgments, or values as a possible influence in their work. Among moder qualitative researchers, reference to one’s own attitudes is considered important when investigating belief systems, for it is on these subjects that people become so deeply passionate.[footnoteRef:25] By acknowledging that both researcher and subject hold strongly-held views, the researcher is able to navigate the tightrope between emotion and intellect, of identifying his own feelings and those held by his research participants, and being aware of when he speaks with his personal voice or his scholarly voice in his research.[footnoteRef:26] Any avoidance of, or lack of transparency about, the researcher’s own relationship to the subject and his personal opinions may lead to questions about the legitimacy of the research.[footnoteRef:27] [25:  David J. Hufford, ‘The Scholarly Voice’p. 63.  .]  [26:  Hufford, ‘The Scholarly Voice’, pp. 65 – 67.]  [27:  Hennink, Hutter and Baily, ‘Qualitiative Research Methods’, p. 20.] 

It is possible that Brink felt that by using a positivist approach to the research, he would be shielded from including bias in his work. Brink seems to have believed that by gathering facts to prove a hypothesis with as little involvement possible, the approach would ‘purge(s) the scientist of values that may impair his or her objectivity and so undermine the validity of knowledge’.[footnoteRef:28]  Nevertheless, the discussion of Brink’s use of literature earlier suggests that he may have held strong beliefs on the three belief systems, and  that these could have unconsciously influenced his work. In addition, despite the general rule that if a hypothesis is disproved, ‘the theory must be revised’,[footnoteRef:29] Brink neglects consideration of possible flaws in his research question, the hypothesis, theoretical basis, or methodology. For him, the explanation for the girls’ deviation from theory had to be found in other concepts of cognitive behaviour, not in the research itself.  [28:  Bryman, Quantity and Quality, p. 15.]  [29:  Bryman, p.15. ] 

	Bennett’s failure to include the possible effect of her own values, beliefs, or behaviour could also be said to undermine the conclusions she reaches, although with less damage. Despite her recognition that the subject matter was private, and the necessity of establishing rapport when holding one-to-one interviews,[footnoteRef:30] Ms. Bennett eliminates herself from the interviews, as though she were merely a machine taking notes. As such, It is impossible to assess whether a relationship of trust and confidentiality was established with the subjects. She does not include the questions posed in the interviews, an outline of the procedure, or any transcripts. By not referencing her own perspective and possible bias at the beginning of the paper, she allows the reader to consider whether she might have been predisposed to interpret the data in the manner that she did.  [30:  Hennick, Hutter, and Baily, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 124.] 

The concerns about ethics and possible researcher bias illustrate the importance of including one’s own subjectivity as factor in the research. In a quantitative study, the practice would consist of rigorous self-inquiry about personal beliefs, and would accompany the formation of the research question, the development of a theoretical background, the selection of literature, and the analysis and conclusions. Post-modern qualitative research has come to understand that any investigation of people by people involves reflexivity, that is, a recognition by the researcher of the influence his own presence, behaviour, and beliefs may have. In the past this may have been judged negatively, but nowadays qualitive researchers embrace the understanding as a means of both negotiating their identities and co-creating knowledge.[footnoteRef:31] A reflexive approach to knowledge acquisition, ‘can give us a more accurate sense of where we are because it will always require us to tell how we got there’.[footnoteRef:32] [31:  Ibid, p. 23. ]  [32:  Hufford, ‘The Scholarly Voice’, p. 74.] 

To summarize, this essay has described the way these two papers display various challenges in the application of both quantitative and qualitative approaches to questions about people’s beliefs. While on the surface, Brink’s straightforward method seems to offer quick answers, its inability to add any definitive information to the field reveals problems arising from an inadequate review of relevant, up-to-date sources, the formation of a hypothesis based on assumptions, from unclear ethics which call the acquired data into question, and the lack of self-inquiry possibly skewing the conclusions. While Bennett’s paper was decidedly more well-written and grounded in theory, it would also have benefited from more attention to ethics in her recruitment and interviews. In addition, the reader would have been able to accept Bennett’s conclusions more easily if the researcher had made her own beliefs clear from the outset, and discussed their influence in her work. As both papers were written several decades ago, however, modern research has benefitted from their example, if only by pointing out difficulties.
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