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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
Word Count - 2622

This essay critically compares Gillian Bennett’s chapter ‘“If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake”: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’ included in Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural[footnoteRef:1] and T.L. Brink’s journal article ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology and Reincarnation’ published in Review of Religious Research.[footnoteRef:2] While both studies examine apparently incompatible beliefs, they approach the subject through contrasting methodological and theoretical perspectives. This essay therefore compares their methods, theoretical frameworks and interpretations to assess how different researcher approaches produce different understandings of belief. [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), pp. 122-142]  [2:  T.L. Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology and Reincarnation’ Review of Religious Research, 20 (1978) 82-85, https://www-jstor-org.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/stable/3509943?seq=1 [accessed 27 February 2026]] 


Bennett – Context and Overview
Gillian Bennett’s chapter appears in Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, published in 1995. The book was edited by Barbara Walker, of the Fife Folklore Archives at Utah State University.[footnoteRef:3] It is a collection of works exploring the functions of belief and supernatural experience across different cultures. In her introduction, Walker argues that the book challenges the assumption that the supernatural is inherently strange or extraordinary, emphasising its integration within everyday cultural life.[footnoteRef:4] The volume is clearly directed towards scholars and students of folklore and cultural studies concerned with lived belief and everyday supernatural experiences. Therefore, Bennett, a scholar of contemporary legends and Research Associate of the National Centre for English Cultural Tradition at the University of Sheffield makes a contribution particularly relevant for a collection seeking to reposition the supernatural as culturally embedded rather than something abnormal.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  University Press of Colorado, Barbara Walker, (n.d) https://upcolorado.com/our-authors/barbara-walker-editor [accessed 25 February 2026]]  [4:  Barbara Walker ‘Introduction’ in Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, ed. by Barbara Walker (Utah: Utah University Press, 1995), pp. 1-7 (p. 1)]  [5:  University Press of Colorado, Gillian Bennett, (n.d) https://upcolorado.com/our-authors/gillian-bennett [accessed 25 February 2026]] 


Bennett begins by historically framing knowledge of omens, foreknowledge and divination.[footnoteRef:6] She situates belief in foreknowledge within a long cultural history and then cites survey data suggesting the topic remains familiar today. She explains that in British folklorist writing there are two strands of foreknowledge. One stand involves divinatory practices and interpreting signs. Which she says is represented today as astrology, fortune-telling, or visits to psychics and mediums. Unlike the first strand, the second strand does not rely on interpretation of external stimuli and is dependent on internal generation, such as dreams containing messages, visions and intuition.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming’, p. 122.]  [7:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming’, p. 125] 


Bennett then discusses her research, explaining that, due to the “delicate” or controversial nature of the topic, she carefully selected a venue that would allow participants to feel at ease discussing these issues. She settled on recruiting participants from her father’s podiatrist clinic, as it provided “a fairly homogeneous social and cultural group based on the local neighborhood”.[footnoteRef:8] Her father provided her with the basic demographic information on the participants, which included approximate age, marital status and domestic circumstances. Their religion was surmised by personal information given by her father and the impressions given during interviews, with the majority being Methodists. Over a five-month period, Bennett interviewed 120 people of both sexes between the ages of 16 and 95. As most were elderly women, they became her primary focus. Therefore, the data which is discussed is based on the interviews of 87 women aged between 60 and 95. Bennett found that most of the women were familiar with the beliefs about foreknowledge and were comfortable in discussing them, as well as detailing their own personal experiences.[footnoteRef:9] She reports that most women were familiar with both divinatory and visionary traditions, although they did not give them equal weight. They indicated that it was embarrassing to believe in astrology and that there was a disapproval of séances and mediums. Over half expressed belief in telepathy and omens, while 75% reported belief in premonitions.[footnoteRef:10]  [8:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming’, p. 127.]  [9:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming‘, p. 127.]  [10:  Bennett, If I Knew You Were Coming’, p. 127-29.] 


Bennett has a section on traditional values and roles, where she situates her participants within conventional gender expectations shaped by age, class and religion. The elderly women who she interviewed largely occupied domestic and church-centred lives. Bennett argues that experiences of involuntary ESP function in a way which does not disrupt traditional roles but reinforces them instead. By framing psychic experiences as ‘gift’s not powers, the women can claim insight without challenging any expectations. Therefore, the women who are “a little bit psychic” are offered moral legitimacy and social prestige whilst remaining compatible with female virtues such as sensitivity, intuition and submission. In discussing the negative aspects of psychic power, Bennett argues that while these psychic gifts can offer authority and prestige, they can be seen as morally risky if they are actively pursued. The participants draw a distinction between involuntary premonitions, and deliberately “delving” into the future, with the latter being considered audacious and spiritually dangerous.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming ‘, p.133-39.] 


Bennett’s conclusion to her paper details that as well as interviewing the main participant group, she was also able to interview a small number of younger women and men. She notes that although those sample groups were much smaller, there were still some interesting patterns emerging. She concedes that although her study is impressionistic, it nevertheless points toward recurring tendencies. This leads her to believe that a subsequent study could be beneficial in determining whether her findings reflect a broader pattern among elderly women or whether they are specific to a particular demographic group. Bennett concludes her paper by expressing the hope that her research reveals the extent to which folklore persists within seemingly ordinary everyday environments.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming’, p. 140-41.] 


Brink – Context and Overview
T.L. Brink’s article was included in Review of Religious Research, a quarterly journal published by SAGE that focuses on empirical studies of religion within sociology and psychology.[footnoteRef:13] Brink wrote the article in 1978, while affiliated with the Catholic College of Notre Dame. This association with a Catholic institution helps explains his use of Catholic doctrine as a comparative baseline. Brink’s psychology training is evident in his use of cognitive consistency theory.[footnoteRef:14] He later pursued a career in psychology, becoming a Professor at Crafton Hills College. This combination of religious and psychological training aligns closely with the journal’s emphasis on empirical approaches to the study of religion.[footnoteRef:15] [13:  JSTOR, Review of Religious Research (2026) https://www.jstor.org/journal/revirelirese [accessed 27 February 2026]]  [14:  Brink, Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 82.]  [15:  Crafton Hills College, T.L Brink (2026) https://www.craftonhills.edu/this-is-crafton/profiles/tl-brink.php [accessed 27 February 2026]] 


Brink’s core research question asks whether Catholic schoolgirls hold logically incompatible beliefs or maintain cognitive consistency. The study draws on cognitive theories of attitude consistency to examine whether their belief systems are logically coherent.[footnoteRef:16] His hypothesis argues that there are three belief systems which are incompatible. The first is Catholic doctrine, which believes in free will and one life on earth. The second is astrology, which Brink frames as celestial determinism in which human fate is governed by the stars. The third is reincarnation, which is understood as multiple lives governed by karma, which Brink presents as conceptually distinct from astrology’s determinist framework. Therefore, because astrology and reincarnation both conflict with Catholic doctrine’s emphasis on free will and a single earthly existence, as well as being conceptually incompatible with each other, he predicts that the girls will accept only one of these belief systems and will reject the other two proposed beliefs.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 82.]  [17:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 82.] 


Brink distributed questionnaires during a religion class to whoever was present that day, resulting in a convenience sample of 227 junior and senior female students. Who for the majority were from “working class families of Polish or Italian extraction living on Chicago's northwest side.”[footnoteRef:18] The questionnaires measured agreement with doctrinal statements relating to Catholicism, astrology and reincarnation. He then compares percentages of agreement between belief groups and reports chi-square (x2) statistics to assess whether observed differences are statistically significant. He then acknowledges that his hypothesis was not confirmed and presents his key findings, which state that the believers in astrology did not significantly reject Catholic doctrine and that believers in reincarnation only showed slight differences, which also did not show a rejection of the entire belief system. He determines that his most notable finding is that some of the students believed in more than one system simultaneously.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 83.]  [19:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’, p. 83.] 


Brink notes that this pattern of inconsistency has been observed elsewhere and considers possible explanations. Drawing on development theory, he suggests that adolescence is marked by confusion and uncertainty, which may encourage the simultaneous adoption of beliefs that are logically incompatible. He also places his findings within a broader cultural context, proposing that increasing social fragmentation and exposure to alternative doctrines may be contributing to certain patterns of belief. Brink draws on Wuthnow’s (1976) marginality theory, which links alienation from traditional religious structures with an increased likelihood of belief in both astrology and reincarnation.[footnoteRef:20] He then offers functional interpretation, suggesting that these beliefs may serve similar psychological purposes, particularly in providing security in the face of uncertainty. Brink then concludes his paper by acknowledging that the study raises further questions and he calls for further research into the social and educational factors that may shape the way in which adolescents form their beliefs.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’ p. 84.]  [21:  Brink, ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls’ p. 84-5.] 


Comparative Analysis and Discussion

Although Bennett and Brink both examine beliefs that appear logically incompatible with dominant religious frameworks, they approach the topic through very different methodological and theoretical perspectives. These contrasting approaches shape both the methods used to collect data and how belief itself is conceptualised and interpreted. Bennett treats belief as a cultural and experiential practice, focusing on how individuals interpret and integrate experiences of foreknowledge within everyday cultural life. Whereas Brink approaches belief as a psychological phenomenon, examining whether individuals maintain logically coherent belief systems and explaining inconsistencies through established theory. As a result, Brink’s study emphasises measurement and theoretical explanation, whilst Bennett’s work prioritises narrative meaning and the lived realities of belief.

These theoretical differences are reflected in the methodological approaches used in each study. Brink employs a structured quantitative methodology, which is based on convenience sample questionnaires given to Catholic schoolgirls, allowing belief patterns to be measured and statistically analysed. Although this produces a relatively homogenous group, it aligns with the study’s aim of examining belief consistency within a specific religious context. In contrast, Bennett adopts a qualitative, folkloristic method which is centred on the collection and interpretation of personal narratives. Through interviews, she seeks to understand how experiences of foreknowledge are interpreted and integrated within everyday cultural contexts. Her use of in-depth interviews is one commonly used in qualitative research to ensure that she can prioritise participants’ individual voices and experiences.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Monique Hennink et al., Qualitative Research Methods (London: SAGE Publications Ltd, 2011), p. 110.] 


Bennett’s qualitative approach appears to be particularly well suited to her aim of exploring experiences of foreknowledge and the meanings that individuals attribute to them. Because such experiences are subjective, interviews allow participants to describe them in their own words, revealing the complexity of lived experience. However, whilst this qualitative approach provides a rich insight into participants’ experiences, the insights are interpretive rather than statistically measurable and because Bennett relies primarily on participants’ personal narratives, the experiences cannot be independently verified and must be interpreted through the researcher’s analytical framework.

Brink’s questionnaire- based methodology is designed to test a specific hypothesis regarding the consistency of belief systems among Catholic schoolgirls. The structured format of the questionnaire allowed responses to be quantified and compared, which made it possible to assess whether beliefs that appear logically incompatible can coexist within the same individual. This reflects the quantitative research tradition of treating social phenomena as measurable variables.[footnoteRef:23] The standardised structure increases the reliability of the data by ensuring that each participant responds to the same set of questions, allowing for patterns to emerge. However, this format can also come at a cost, as participants are restricted to predetermined response categories, limiting participants ability to reflect or elaborate on their responses. Also, the reliance on fixed survey responses limits the depth of explanation that can be obtained. So, while the study does show that contradictory beliefs can coexist, it provides very little insight into why or how participants hold these beliefs. As a result, Brink is left to speculate about the underlying reasons for these patterns, proposing explanations that are not directly supported by the data collected.  [23:  Alan Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research (London: Routledge, 1996), p .12.] 


Literature on researcher positionality suggests that the researcher’s position can shape the data produced.[footnoteRef:24] Bennett’s access to participants through her father’s local practice reflects a technique commonly used in qualitative research known as community gatekeeping,[footnoteRef:25] which enabled her to conduct interviews within a familiar community setting. This proximity may have encouraged participants to speak more openly about experiences that might otherwise be considered unusual or private. However, the study implies that interviews took place while her father was carrying out procedures.[footnoteRef:26] This may have influenced the interview environment, as participants might have felt less comfortable discussing certain beliefs in the presence of a male authority figure who was both their podiatrist and a member of their local church community. Ethical considerations and power dynamics are also evident in Brink’s study, though in a different form. The questionnaires were distributed within a classroom environment where attendance was required. The paper provides little discussion of consent procedures, anonymity or safeguarding. While such ethical reporting was less common in the 1970’s, the classroom context may nevertheless have created implicit pressure to participate and potentially influence responses. [24:  Sai Htong Kham, ‘Outsider From Within, Insider From Without: Negotiating Researcher Positionality in Comparative Social Research’, International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 23 (2024), https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/16094069241254004 [accessed 10 March 2026]]  [25:  Hennink et al., Qualitative Research Methods, p. 93-94.]  [26:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming’, p. 127.] 


Bennett states, “My informants immediately fell into a specialized vocabulary for discussing these matters, which I myself was able to acquire after only a few days’ exposure to it”.[footnoteRef:27] This suggests that the specialised vocabulary belonged primarily to the informants’ world rather than the researcher’s, giving the impression that Bennett occupied a degree of outsider status. Bennett also notes that the demographic information for participants was provided by her father, further suggesting her position as an outsider, as she herself was not a member of the local community or church group.[footnoteRef:28] This awareness of her position reflects a degree of reflexivity, acknowledging how a researcher’s relationship to participants may influence both the research process and interpretation.[footnoteRef:29] It should be noted that nowhere does Bennett state whether she disbelieves or disagrees, with her language showing an analytical distance rather than explicit scepticism. She adopts a folkloristic or sociological positioning, treating belief as cultural discourse rather than objective truth. By adopting an analytical outsider position, she interprets informants’ experiences as elements of shared folklore and discourse rather than engaging them as ontological truths. [27:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming ‘, p. 125.]  [28:  Bennett, ‘If I Knew You Were Coming ‘, p. 127.]  [29:  Hennink et al., Qualitative Research Methods, p. 19-22.
] 


Brink’s approach reflects a more traditional outsider research position, where beliefs are treated as variables to be measured rather than experiences to be explored in depth. Distributing questionnaires to a convenience sample within a classroom setting and then later analysing them statistically, places him largely outside the participants’ world. This distance allows for systematic measurement of responses but limits the researcher’s ability to understand how participants themselves interpret apparently contradictory beliefs. Brink’s own religious positioning may also influence the framing and interpretation of his study. As a Catholic examining belief among Catholic schoolgirls, his analysis assumes that religious belief systems ought to display logical coherence. Therefore, what Brink interprets as cognitive inconsistency may instead reflect the coexistence of multiple belief traditions within everyday religious life.

Bennett situates her work within folkloristic traditions, treating supernatural experiences as culturally embedded narratives rather than psychological inconsistencies. In contrast, Brink interprets belief through psychological theories of cognitive consistency and marginality, using them to explain why individuals may hold apparently contradictory beliefs. As a result, theory functions differently in each study. Brink uses theory to explain belief patterns, while Bennett uses it to contextualise experiences within cultural traditions. 

Both authors situate their studies within existing scholarship, with Brink drawing on psychological theories of belief consistency and Bennett engaging with folkloristic traditions surrounding supernatural experience. Brink’s structured questionnaire identifies patterns of belief but offers limited insight into the meanings participants attach to them. Although Brink’s study does not support the original hypothesis of belief consistency, it nevertheless demonstrates that seemingly contradictory beliefs can coexist within the same individuals. 

Conclusion

This essay has compared Bennett’s qualitative exploration of foreknowledge with Brink’s quantitative investigation of belief consistency. Bennett’s qualitive approach provides richer insight into lived experience, though its interpretive nature limits broader generalisation. By contrast, Brink’s questionnaire methodology reveals broader patterns in belief systems but offers limited explanation of their meanings. Whilst both studies offer plausible interpretations of their findings, they nevertheless suggest that seemingly contradictory beliefs can coexist within the same individual.
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