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This paper will compare and contrast Gillian Bennett’s essay ‘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 by Barbara Walker published by Utah State University Press in 1995 and T.L Brink’s study ‘The Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,’ published in Review of Religious Research in 1978. 

Context
The website of Amberley Books publishing house describes Gillian Bennett as “a leading member of the Folklore Society.”[footnoteRef:1] We are told that she lectured in English Literature for sixteen years before turning her attention to folklore and oral narrative in 1980.[footnoteRef:2] This information is relevant as throughout the paper Bennett focuses on the informants’ choice of words as if to make data of their language.  Bennett’s paper was published in 1995 in “Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural” a compilation of essays on the supernatural after a conference took place at Utah State University in 1991. In her introduction, Walker writes about the term ‘supernatural’ and how “the existence of the term itself is a linguistic and cultural acknowledgment that inexplicable things happen.”[footnoteRef:3] This gives insight and perhaps relevance to Bennett’s literary approach to her study, given her academic peers and editor appear to have been interested in the linguistic aspect to the supernatural.  [1: Amberley Books Website, https://www.amberley-books.com/author-community-main-page/b/gillian-bennett.html Accessed March 15th 2023]  [2:  Amberley Books Website, https://www.amberley-books.com/author-community-main-page/b/gillian-bennett.html#:~:text=Gillian%20Bennett%20is%20a%20leading,and%20oral%20narrative%20in%201980 Accessed March 15th 2023 ]  [3:  Barbara Walker, Out of the Ordinary, (Utah State University Press, 1995) p.2] 


Brink is a social scientist and in 2023 has been Professor of psychology at Crafton Hills College for over 30 years.[footnoteRef:4] In June of 1976, Brink used a quantitative method of a questionnaire survey to identify ‘the religious attitudes of 227 junior and senior students at a Catholic girls high school. At the time of the study he was a student of psychology at the University of Chicago.[footnoteRef:5] He handed out questionnaires to all students present in the compulsory religious class at the school, but does not show any reflexivity or awareness of his position on the insider/outsider continuum.[footnoteRef:6] He does not state that he worked at the school where he carried out the survey. Furthermore, he does not show any awareness of potential ethical issues such as potential lack of informed consent to the girls in class. He makes a point of stating that the class was “a required course,” therefore there is a high chance that this transgresses the issue of ‘Self-determination’ and ‘Informed Consent.’[footnoteRef:7] Despite the fact that there were no known issues of coercion within the study, Brink would have naturally held a position of ‘Gatekeeper’ given the inherent power dynamic between teacher and students.[footnoteRef:8] Furthermore, we are not told of any girls in the class who excused themselves or did not participate. Brink acknowledges “most of the subjects came from working class families of Polish or Italian extraction,” however had he included statements that refer to religious habits at home, the inconsistencies in his results might have had more meaning.[footnoteRef:9] [4:  Crafton Hills College website, <https://www.craftonhills.edu/about-chc/index.php> Accessed March 15th 2023. ]  [5:  Research Gate Website, https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Tl-Brink/2 Accessed March 15th 2023. ]  [6:  Brink, ‘The Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation,’ Review of Religious Research, (1978) 82-85, p.83]  [7:  Monique Hennick, Inge Hutter, Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, (Sage publishing, 2010) p.130]  [8:  Hennick, Hutter, Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.139]  [9:  Brink, ‘The inconsistency of Belief,’ p.83] 


Brink stated his hypothesis as: “a study of beliefs of adolescent girls will show an acceptance of only one of these three belief sets (Roman Catholic, astrology, reincarnation) accompanied by a rejection of the others.”[footnoteRef:10] His questionnaire offers participants to select statements such as “I would like to get married by a priest” or “I believe in astrology,” that serve to either highlight an inconsistency of belief or disprove it.[footnoteRef:11] Such an approach would have benefited Bennett’s study, as we will discuss later, to clearly identify the belief differences within her homogenous group. Instead Bennett only uses a chart to identify the domestic arrangements of her participants, which ends up being not highly revealing, and only shows that the majority were in partnership. Instead, Brink early on is able to declare “the hypothesis was not confirmed”. [footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Brink, ‘The inconsistency of Belief,’ p.82]  [11:  Brink, ‘The inconsistency of Belief,’ p.84]  [12:  Brink, ‘The inconsistency of Belief,’ p.84] 



Methodology/Approach
Bennett uses the historical context of discussing belief in ESP throughout the 18th and 19th centuries to arrive at the focus of her paper. As she documents “the gradual internalizing of supernatural experience,” throughout history, she concludes that “by the mid nineteenth century, therefore there were two main strands in British folkloristic writing about foreknowledge: on the one hand, accounts of divinatory practices and the interpretation of signs and tokens; on the other, accounts of visions dreams and presentiments.”[footnoteRef:13] Bennett then uses these two strands of foreknowledge as the architecture of her study, but she does not give a clear hypothesis. She could have used a typology at the start of her study to reveal patterns between her informants’ social background and their involvement with the two contrasting types of ESP she focussed on.[footnoteRef:14] Instead she gives us a table that divides her informants into their marital and living statuses, which only becomes relevant much later.   [13:  Gillian Bennett, ‘If I knew you were coming’, in Out of the Ordinary, ed. Barbara Walker (Utah University Press, 1995) pp. 122 – 145, (p.124) ]  [14:  Hennick, Hutter, Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.397] 

         Bennett’s study could have benefitted from using a strategy to conceptualise her data, to help understand how the social context of her study group influenced her focal issues.[footnoteRef:15] She states in her introduction that her focus is: “the women’s social situation and moral code shape the folklore that they share,” but their social situation as caretakers only gets discussed towards the end of her paper. Bennett tells us they are church-goers, but more inspection of their religious beliefs or daily habits would have been revealing given that it has “a pivotal influence on the central issues in the data.”[footnoteRef:16] As discussed above, Brink’s use of a questionnaire with a selection of firm statements helped highlight key inconsistencies in the beliefs of his informants, if Bennett’s group was similarly homogenous in that they all went to the same church, like Brink’s informants all going to the same school, a narrower approach through a questionnaire could have revealed something specific for Bennett.  [15:  Hennick, Hutter, Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 398]  [16:  Hennick, Hutter, Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 398] 

      Problematically, she includes younger women to strengthen her argument regarding social roles, but only in her conclusion, otherwise they are omitted from the study throughout the paper. She is open about the fact that more work needs to be done on the topic, stating: “my work permits only an impressionistic discussion of this question, but some trends are nevertheless discernible and would be worth following up.”[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Bennett, If I knew you were coming, p.140 ] 



Reflexivity
Bennett shows an awareness that her research might be thought of as “delicate” or “controversial” and chose to ask her father who worked at the same podiatrist clinic for fourteen years if she could talk to his patients during clinic hours.[footnoteRef:18] She is open about the practical reason for selecting the elderly portion of her informants as they represented the majority. There is considerable overlap between her informants as she states that his patients “used the same doctor, shopped at the same local shops, and were part of the same social network.”[footnoteRef:19] She goes on to divulge their religious beliefs and that “the majority also attended the local Methodist church as he did.”[footnoteRef:20] She describes her chosen subjects as forming a “homogenous social and cultural group.”[footnoteRef:21] One might consider this closeness between the informants as being an ethical issue, as there is a higher risk that the data would not remain anonymous.[footnoteRef:22] However Bennett could have stated more clearly that this was deliberate in order to highlight the effect their varying domestic situations would have on their beliefs. This aspect is only stressed much later in the paper.  [18:  Bennett, If I knew you were coming, p.127]  [19:  Bennett, If I knew you were coming, p.127]  [20:  Bennett, If I knew you were coming, p.127]  [21:  Bennett, If I knew you were coming, p.127]  [22:  Monique Hennick, Inge Hutter, Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, (Sage publishing, 2010) p.72] 

       After interviewing 120 people of both sexes from ages 16 to 95, Bennett chose the majority group of elderly women as her primary informants.[footnoteRef:23] She describers her methodology as “recording everything that was said”, during their appointments. She used a qualitative approach, extracting data from her recordings. A questionnaire would have influenced the language of the informants’ responses, however organic conversation left room for linguistic data that Bennett was able to extract nuance from with her linguistic expertise.  [23:  Bennett, If I knew you were coming, p.127] 


Literature 
Elemire Zolla who reviewed the study on ESP of Bennett’s main peer Leea Virtaanen stated that Virtanen “bridged the gap” with regard to scientific exploration of occult phenomena and the study of the “social, folkloric element that sustains them.”[footnoteRef:24] However Bennett does not make any revealing use of Virtanen’s study for the reader, she only tells us that Virtanen collected 1,442 reports.[footnoteRef:25] The only effective use of other literature is that of David Hufford. Bennett uses his concept of “traditions of disbelief” to analyse the linguistic patterns in her informants.[footnoteRef:26] More literature about how social roles or gender affect beliefs in spirituality would have strengthened Bennett’s study. [24:  Elemire Zolla, ‘That must have Been ESP!” An examination of Psychic experiences by Leea Virtanen, John Atkinson, Thomas Dubois and Linda Dégh.’ Asian Folklore Studies, Vol. 50, No. 2 (1991), pp. 359-360 (p.359)]  [25:  Bennett, If I knew you were coming, p.125]  [26:  Bennett, If I knew you were coming, p.125] 


Bennett is often vague when referencing other work on her topic.  She writes “A British survey” or “An American survey” followed by the year. She mentions “a survey by sociologists of religion at Leeds University,” however she shows awareness of the limitations of her literature when she concludes: “it is impossible to decide whether they reflect genuine differences between differing populations or at different times, or whether they are a function of the methodologies employed.”[footnoteRef:27] Bennett is aware of her focus on language as well as the limitations of her work as she states “there is no other study that has looked at the language by which traditions of foreknowledge are discussed.”[footnoteRef:28]  [27:  Bennett, If I knew you were coming, p.124]  [28:  Bennett, If I knew you were coming, p.126 ] 


Brink’s hypothesis was centred on the nature of belief, and his literature directly addressed this issue, whereas Bennett was concerned with both social roles and the morality of ESP, but her literature addressed neither of these themes. In his conclusion Brink writes “a consideration of the function of beliefs may be helpful,” before referencing several academics who support the idea that beliefs are there “to protect the ego by reinterpreting situations with which the ego cannot cope.”[footnoteRef:29] This directly correlates to the inconsistency of belief at the heart of the study. The sources in question are Daniel Katz, Irving Sarnoff and Charles McClintock are psychologists, which is helpful as it directly addresses the orientation of Brink’s research on religious belief within the context of the psychology of belief.[footnoteRef:30] Wuthnow, Brink’s other reference, is an American sociologist of religion whose work directly correlates to Brink’s findings that “the higher the index of marginality, the greater the likelihood of belief in astrology.”[footnoteRef:31] Brink’s choice of references is precise and directly supports his findings.  [29:  Brink, ‘The Inconsistency of Belief,’ p.85]  [30:  Brink, ‘The Inconsistency of Belief,’ p.85 ]  [31:  Brink, ‘The Inconsistency of Belief,’ p.84] 


Structure & Use of data

Bennett chose a literary approach by presenting a quotation from an 18th century reference as the ‘focus’ of her essay. She states in her introduction that her paper is concerned with “the common consent and agreement of Mankind,” quoting an 18th century historian on the topic of dreams and divination.[footnoteRef:32] She is careful to quote the words “consent” and “agreement”, but it is only towards the end of her paper that she discusses at great length the moral implications of involuntary premonitions or receiving of omens, and the ethical concerns surrounding “delving” or conscious psychic intervention.[footnoteRef:33] She does so through careful consideration of her informants’ language. Therefore what she states as the focus of her paper is only returned to after fourteen pages, where she makes use of lengthy quotations that correlate to this intended focus. The fact that she began from a literary standpoint when examining a social issue, should have been a methodological advantage, but it became a structural obstacle as it took her 14 pages to dig into recorded interviews.  [32:  Bennett. If I knew you were coming, p.122]  [33:  Brink, ‘The Inconsistency of Belief,’ p.139] 


On page 139, Bennett finally includes lengthy citations from women who have foretold the future to family and friends. This section presents the moral concerns of both the accidental premonitions and what she calls “delving” – attempting to consciously pre-tell the future.[footnoteRef:34] Bennett concludes about her informants “so the women are careful to stress that they do not really believe in these things and are apt to hedge their stories and experiences with apologies and explanations -  “I did it for a laugh”” etc. referencing her subjects from the start of the paper.[footnoteRef:35] Thus she draws conclusions between the women who diminished their pursuit of Astrology readings and the potential moral pitfalls of psychic readings. This section shows a direct link between her data, the language of her informants and her intended focus. Therefore the end of Bennett’s paper becomes the most revealing once her linguistic analysis is used as evidence for the nuanced differences in beliefs between a homogenous group.  [34:  Bennett, If I knew you were coming, p.139]  [35:  Bennett, If I knew you were coming, p.139] 



Conclusion 

Belden Lane wrote on the study of the Sacred, that: “Beyond the need for interdisciplinary insight is the deeper, even more difficult question of language. How can spiritual experience be examined and described without either abstracting it entirely from the emotions and ambience of the original encounter, or simply repeating the naked event in the non-reflective immediacy of the placed moment? The language of objective analysis is too abstract. The only alternative, perhaps, is to borrow the poet’s third eye.” [footnoteRef:36] Bennett began her paper by quoting John Beaumont and this literary approach lends a poetic lens to her introduction. In keeping with Lane, it seems Bennett has understood the nuance of this linguistic lens that gives great insight to spiritual experience. However her paper suffered due to a lack of clear hypothesis, which was the advantage and strong architecture of Brink’s study. For Brink, the lack of consistency in the statements selected are present so early on in his study that he was able to subsequently use literature to directly discuss this inconsistency. Bennett instead spends most of her paper working out a hypothesis, as well as finding the revealing data towards the end. If Bennett believed at the start that different social roles in these domesticated women as caretakers would have had an effect on their beliefs in ESP, then her study would have benefited from making this hypothesis more explicit. It is only once her quotations from interviews support this idea that her position becomes clear and her data is revealing.  [36:  Belden C Lane. Landscapes of the Sacred, Geography and Narrative in American Spirituality, (John Hopkins University Press, 2002) p.11] 
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