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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources
Word Count (max 2500 +125)
Introduction
This essay critically compares and contrasts Gillian Bennett’s article ‘”If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked A Cake”: The Folklore Of Foreknowledge In A Neighborhood Group’, published in the Out Of The Ordinary: Folklore And The Supernatural[footnoteRef:1], with T.L. Brink’s article ‘Inconsistency Of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, published in Review Of Religious Research[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  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: Folklore And The Supernatural, ed. by Barbara Walker, (Utah: Utah University Press, 1995), 122-142.]  [2:  T. L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency Of Belief Among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review Of Religious Research, 20:1 (1978), 82-85.] 


Context
Bennett’s article on the folklore of foreknowledge begins with a brief exploration of the history of omens, foreknowledge and divination in Britain and then discusses the various forms of premonition beliefs and experiences as related through interviews conducted among a group of mostly older women in a Manchester community.  Although the research described in this article was originally done in pursuit of Bennet’s PhD dissertation at the University of Sheffield[footnoteRef:3], this particular article appeared ten years later in a book on folklore and the supernatural, giving it a broader audience.  This research also formed the basis of Bennet’s Tradition’s of Belief, published in 1988[footnoteRef:4] and some of the narratives from the interviews later appeared in her The 100 Best British Ghost Stories, published in 2012[footnoteRef:5].  A folklorist and a Research Associate of the National Centre for English Cultural Tradition at the University of Sheffield for 20 years, Bennett was a founding member of the International Society for Contemporary Legend Research and a recipient of its 2015 Linda Dégh Lifetime Achievement Award.[footnoteRef:6]  [3:  Gillian Bennett, Aspects Of Supernatural Belief, Memorate And Legend In A Contemporary Urban Environment. (PhD thesis, University of Sheffield, 1985) <https://etheses.whiterose.ac.uk/1891/> [accessed 12 March 2022].]  [4:  Gillian Bennett, Traditions Of Belief, (London: Penguin, 1988).]  [5:  Gillian Bennett, The 100 Best British Ghost Stories, (Gloucestershire: Amberley Publishing, 2012).]  [6:  The Website For The International Society For Contemporary Legend Research, 2015 Recipient Of The Linda Dégh Lifetime Achievement Award: Dr. Gillian Bennett (2015) <https://contemporarylegend.org/prizes-and-awards/linda-degh-lifetime-achievement-award/dr-gillian-bennett/> [accessed 12 March 2022].] 

Brink’s article on beliefs among Roman Catholic girls discussed the perceived incongruency of beliefs on religion, astrology and reincarnation as shown in the results of a questionnaire distributed to students of a Catholic girls’ school in Chicago.  The article was published in a peer-reviewed journal and was thus intended for a scholarly audience.  The journal, Review Of Religious Research, ‘publishes empirical social science research on religion, primarily in sociology and social psychology and related fields of psychology’[footnoteRef:7].  Brink, a social scientist, holds a doctorate and has been teaching for over 20 years on the faculty of various California institutions of higher education.[footnoteRef:8]  Brink has published many books and articles, a number of them with a focus on geriatric psychology, but some also discussing topics of religious studies and qualitative research and design.[footnoteRef:9]  This article, published in 1978, was written relatively early in his academic career. [7:  Springer, Review Of Religious Research: The Official Journal Of The Religious Research Association – Aims and Scope, 2022, < https://www.springer.com/journal/13644/aims-and-scope> [accessed 12 March 2022].]  [8:  Hawkes Learning, Dr. T. L. Brink: Professor Of Psychology, Crafton Hills College, 2022 < https://learning-and-growing-2021.heysummit.com/speakers/dr-tl-brink/> [accessed 12 March 2022].]  [9:  Google Scholar, T.L. Brink, <https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=6R_ygMcAAAAJ&hl=en> [accessed 12 March 2022].] 

Analysis
Methodology
Although both Bennett’s and Brink’s research involved the sensitive area of personal belief – in Bennett’s case belief in foreknowledge and in Brink’s belief in religion, astrology, and reincarnation – the methodology of the two authors differed considerably.  
As Bennett was attempting to create a comfortable atmosphere and establish rapport with her subjects and draw out stories around the sensitive topic of her research, she chose to conduct 120 in-depth interviews at her father’s podiatry clinic during regular hours.[footnoteRef:10]  Interviews are a form of qualitative research, the purpose of which Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey stated is ‘to seek a contextualized understanding of phenomena, explain behavior and beliefs, identify processes and understand the context of people’s experiences’[footnoteRef:11].  In addition, the specific methodology of the unstructured interview is often used ‘to seek the personal perceptions and experiences of participants’[footnoteRef:12], so this was a good choice of overall method for her topic.  Based on the descriptions of and excerpts from the interviews in ‘If I Knew You Were Coming’ and in a subsequent article, ‘Narratives As Expository Discourse’[footnoteRef:13], which used the same research set, it appears that the interviews were largely unstructured and almost conversational in nature.  According to Judith Bell, such ‘unstructured interviews, centred round a topic, may, and in skilled hands do, produce a wealth of valuable data’[footnoteRef:14].  Indeed, as mentioned earlier, these interviews provided such rich data that Bennett incorporated material from them into several of her later articles and books. [10:  Bennett, ‘If I’d Known You Were Coming’, pp. 126-127.]  [11:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, (Los Angeles: Sage, 2020), p.17.]  [12:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.41.]  [13:  Gillian Bennett, ‘Narrative As Expository Discourse’, The Journal Of American Folklore, 99:394 (1986), 415-434.]  [14:  Judith, Bell, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide For First-Time Researchers, 6th edn. (New York: McGraw Hill Education, 2014), p. 181.] 

In stark contrast to this approach, Brink chose to employ a questionnaire to gather his data.  The questionnaire was handed out to 227 students at a Catholic girls’ school during religion class.[footnoteRef:15]  The data was then analyzed and presented in the form of a table, and no further interviews or probing into the possible meanings behind the data were undertaken.  This is consistent with the category of quantitative research (of which questionnaires are a part), which seeks ‘to quantify a research problem, to measure and count issues and then to generalize these findings to a broader population.’[footnoteRef:16]  Due to this approach and the lack of information on why the girls answered the questions as they did, Brink based his conclusions on theories from outside sources and, in part, his own viewpoints.  Although he conceded that his original hypothesis was disproven, his lack of deeper information put him in a poor position to explain why without reverting to speculation.  In this case, additional qualitative research in the form of interviews or focus groups may have yielded useful data to inform his conclusions and guide further study into this subject.  Such an approach was taken by Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse in their study on reincarnation beliefs in England, which covered a similar topic, but used a ‘small-scale interview study in order to elicit the meaning of reincarnation to those who believe in it.’[footnoteRef:17] [15:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency Of Belief’, p. 83.]  [16:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.17.]  [17:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’, Sociology Of Religion, 60 (1999), 187-197.] 

Ethical Considerations And Reflexivity
In 1978, the Belmont Report was created to guide the ethical treatment of humans in behavioural research.[footnoteRef:18]  There are five practical ethical guidelines that came out of the Belmont Report that need to be evaluated when considering Bennett’s and Brink’s research methods, while also keeping in mind that Brink’s research was conducted the same year the Belmont Report was created and Bennett’s shortly thereafter.  The five practical guidelines are informed consent, self-determination, minimization of harm, anonymity, and confidentiality.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.71.]  [19:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.71.] 

The other important topic to evaluate is reflexivity, defined as ‘a process that involves conscious self-reflection on the part of researchers to make explicit their potential influence on the research process’[footnoteRef:20].  This is especially important in the field of research into personal beliefs, because, as David Hillman aptly pointed out, ‘spiritual beliefs are strongly felt and can have socially important consequences.’[footnoteRef:21]  For this reason, he maintained that researchers must maintain an impartial ‘methodological stance in which one acknowledges one’s personal beliefs, but sets them aside for scholarly purposes.’[footnoteRef:22] [20:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p.19.]  [21:  David Hillman, ‘The Scholarly Voice And The Personal Voice: Reflexivity In Belief Studies’, Western Folklore, 54:1 (1995), 57-76, p.61.]  [22:  Hillman, ‘The Scholarly Voice’, pp.61-62.] 

In examining these issues in the Bennett paper, there are some questions which arise that are not clearly addressed in the paper itself.  Bennett described her methodology in detail, explaining that she had chosen to conduct her interviews with patients of her father’s podiatry clinic.[footnoteRef:23]  Although she valued the personal connections she was able to make in this way, there were several possible ethical issues related to this.  For one, her father knew all the patients and was present for all the interviews, despite not being part of the research team, which impacted the ethical guidelines of anonymity and confidentiality.  In addition, many of them also attended her father’s Methodist church, which might have inadvertently caused them harm if the contents of their interviews had been shared with other members of their spiritual community.  In a later paper discussing this same research, Bennett clarified that, in the course of his clinic appointments, her father was ‘used to receiving confidences, discussing politics, religion and philosophy’ and ‘had often discussed the reality of psychic powers and supernatural experiences with his patients.’[footnoteRef:24]  She felt that the fact that these topics were already being discussed in the clinic led to the interviews being ‘relaxed, informal conversations in which there was seldom any sense of artificiality or strain.’[footnoteRef:25]   [23:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming’, p.127.]  [24:  Bennett, ‘Narrative’, pp.415-416.]  [25:  Bennett, ‘Narrative’, p.416.] 

This leads then also into the question of reflexivity and where Bennett stood on the insider/outsider continuum.  Bennett seemed to acknowledge that she was an outsider to the topics of her research, by stating that the interviewees used a specialized language to discuss the topics at hand, which she herself ‘was able to acquire after only a few days’ exposure to it’[footnoteRef:26], indicating that she had not had previous exposure to such language.  At the same time, she was an insider by virtue of being in her father’s clinic and from remarks in the later paper, it seems that both she and her father added their own stories to the interviews, sometimes seemingly to create ease and draw out more information.[footnoteRef:27]  Although she was very open about her connection to the clinic, Bennett did not disclose in either paper what her own beliefs on the supernatural were or where she fit within the generational differences she noted in her research. [26:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming’, p.125.]  [27:  Bennett, ‘Narrative’, p.418.] 

Brink also used an established venue, in this case a Catholic girls’ school, to conduct his research.  Though the description of his methodology is very brief, it raises some ethical questions as well.  The questionnaire was distributed to 227 juniors and seniors during a required religion class at a Catholic school.[footnoteRef:28]  There is no mention of any kind of consent to completing the questionnaire, either by the students in question or by their parents, in the case of those under the age of 18 (which it is likely that many of them were).  Also missing are any details on whether the questionnaire was administered and/or collected by the nuns.  If this was the case, it would not only have had the potential to skew the answers given, but it also had the potential to cause harm to the teenage girls by exposing their very personal beliefs to the spiritual authority figures of their school and would have made it difficult to preserve confidentiality.  Given that the questionnaire was administered during a required class[footnoteRef:29], it seems unlikely that the girls were given the ethical consideration of self-determination, which would have allowed them to refuse to answer the questionnaire or any of the questions without any negative consequences. [28:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency Of Belief’, p. 83.]  [29:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency Of Belief’, p. 83.] 

Brink’s article was much shorter than Bennett’s and, being published in a journal, he may have had different space constraints.  That being said, there is no evidence of any reflexive thought on the part of the author.  The basic tenet of his hypothesis, that ‘simultaneous belief in Roman Catholic doctrine, astrology, and reincarnation is logically incompatible’[footnoteRef:30] and the entire paragraph that follows of why this must be so seems very firmly based on the author’s own beliefs and interpretations of not only Catholicism, but astrology and reincarnation as well.  When the hypothesis fails to be confirmed by the results of the questionnaire, the author attributes it the ‘confusion and uncertainty of that developmental stage’[footnoteRef:31] instead of any lack of reflexive examination of the beliefs underlying his premise or flaws in the methodology that could have skewed the results. [30:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency Of Belief’, p. 82]  [31:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency Of Belief’, p. 84.] 

Structure and Literature Review
Bennett’s article showed a clear structure, beginning with a brief introduction to the main topic of the paper and a thorough review of the history of the different strands of foreknowledge in British culture, as well as a discussion of various national surveys on the levels of belief in supernatural phenomena.  Her literature review in this part of the paper was quite extensive and extended back over several hundred years, giving the reader a good overview of the topic in question.  She used the literature review to assess trends, which she then related to her own findings.  She followed this section with an explanation of her methodology and the reasoning behind it before launching into a thorough analysis of her results, which included direct quotations from the interviews, demographic comparisons, and some discussion of her views on why the women had answered as they had and what it meant in relation to their societal roles.  In her conclusion, she summed up her results using quantitative percentages and offered an indication of what direction she thought the research could head in the future.
Brink’s article was quite a bit shorter and lacked some of the elements present in Bennett’s.  The paper began with an abstract, which summed up the findings of his research.  The opening literature review focused on theories of belief and consistency of belief.  It is notable that there are no references relating directly to the author’s hypothesis or explaining why the three areas of belief being examined are ‘logically incompatible’.[footnoteRef:32]  Brink then provided a summary of his methodology, followed by a table depicting his findings, which was shown to not support his hypothesis.  The author then spent the remainder of the article citing an entirely different set of references from those in the literature review to explain the results from the standpoint of an inconsistency of belief without any consideration of alternate possibilities, i.e., that the beliefs in question might have some compatibility or that the methodology may have created bias by the presence of the nuns and/or the lack of self-determination.  There is no concluding paragraph and no suggestion for any further study into the matter. [32:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency Of Belief’, p. 82.] 

Conclusion
As detailed in this paper, both articles discussed findings related to personal beliefs within a community.  Both authors were well-qualified to undertake the research in question and both went on to long careers in their fields.  The research methods employed were quite different, with Bennett opting for qualitative research in the form of in-depth, unstructured interviews whereas Brink chose the route of quantitative research with a questionnaire designed to test his hypothesis.  Bennett explored the history of supernatural belief in her society, engaged in deep research with her participants that carried a long way into the rest of her career, and analyzed her findings in a way that led to more research avenues and an openness to further exploration.  Brink approached his research from the viewpoint of existing theories of consistency of belief and, when his original hypothesis was not confirmed, pivoted his discussion to theories more in line with inconsistency of belief without ever questioning his original hypothesis and without considering a different approach or further research to shed light on his findings.  While Bennett’s paper was thorough and well-structured, Brink’s was brief and possibly constrained by the submission guidelines of the journal it was published in.  Overall, Bennett’s article was the stronger piece of work and, contrasted with Brink’s, offered clear insight into the advantages of choosing qualitative research when exploring personal beliefs.
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