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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources 

Introduction

This essay will compare and contrast two secondary sources. The first chosen paper is “If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake’: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighbourhood Group’, by Gillian Bennett published in the book ‘Out of the Ordinary’ which was edited by Barbara Walker[footnoteRef:1]. The second chosen paper is ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’ written by T. L Brink[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, ed. by Barbara Walker (University Press of Colorado, 1995), pp. 122-142 <>.]  [2:   T. L. Brink, 'Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation', Review of Religious Research North Newton, Kans, 20 (1978), 82-85.] 


The interpretivist paradigm and positivist paradigm are the two main approaches which underpin social science research.[footnoteRef:3] The interpretive paradigm is commonly described as emerging in the 70’s and flowering in the 80’s and 90’s.[footnoteRef:4] As the first paper is published in 1995 and the second published in 1978, through comparing and contrasting each paper, this essay will aim to answer the question; “Are both papers written from an interpretive perspective?”. [3:   Monique M. Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2020)24.]  [4:   Monique M. Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, 14] 


It is first important to define the terms positivist and interpretivist paradigm. For the purposes of this essay, Dr. Monique Hennink, Dr. Inge Hutter and Dr. Ajay Bailey’s definitions will be used: 

“Positivist Paradigm – A research paradigm based on the principles of objectivity, measurement and the ontology of a single factual reality, which guides quantitative social science research.”[footnoteRef:5]  [5:   Monique M. Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, 330] 


“Interpretivist paradigm – A research paradigm based on understanding peoples lived experience from their own perspective…the paradigm emphasizes importance of subjective interpretation, and observation in understanding social reality.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:   Monique M. Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, 328] 


Context

Dr Gillian Bennett is an academic writer, researcher, editor, and folklorist.[footnoteRef:7] As her paper was published by The Utah University Press, it is evident, in line with press’s rationale[footnoteRef:8], that the paper was aimed at “researchers, teachers, students, librarians, and the rest of the university community”.[footnoteRef:9]  [7:     The Website for the International Society for Contemporary Legend Research, 2015 Recipient of the Linda Dégh Lifetime Achievement Award, Contemporarylegend.Org, (2015) <> [accessed Mar 13, 2022].]  [8:    Douglas Armato and others, The Value of University Presses, The University Press of Colorado, (2018) <> [accessed 23rd February 2022].]  [9:     Douglas Armato and others, ] 


Dr. T.L. Brink is a social scientist with a particular interest in religious phenomena.[footnoteRef:10] His paper was published by The Religious Research association in ‘The review of Religious Research’. This journal allows academic researchers and denominational researchers to share and compare their applied studies.[footnoteRef:11]This shows the first similarity between the two papers, as with the first, the second paper was also written for academics. [10:    Ilana Terren Wein, 'Criterion: A Publication of the University of Chicago Divinity School, Alumni News', Spring/Summer, 50 (2015), 24.]  [11:   Kevin J. Flannelly, Aims and Scope, Review of Religious Research: The Official Journal of the Religious Research Association, () <> [accessed 23rd February 2022].] 


Research Methodologies  

In similar ways both papers introduce their group of participants, they both identify the age range of participants, gender, and geographical location. Academics Jennifer L. Hughes, Abigail A. Camden and Tenzin Yangchen argued that there are three reasons why one would collect demographic information on their sample[footnoteRef:12]. Firstly, to analyze the demographic and test whether demographical influence causes certain behaviours.[footnoteRef:13] Secondly, to accurately describe their sample and to identify if it is the group that they wanted to study and allow for comparison across prior studies, as well as to allow other researchers to replicate original findings for future studies.[footnoteRef:14] Thirdly, to identify whether the findings of the research are specific to the sample or can generalized about a larger group of people.[footnoteRef:15] In his paper Brink stated “The data were collected in June, 1976, by administering the questionnaires during class time”.[footnoteRef:16] Similarly Bennett mentioned: [12:   Jennifer L. Hughes, Abigail A. Camden and Tenzin Yangchen, 'Rethinking and Updating Demographic Questions: Guidance to Improve Descriptions of Research Samples', Psi Chi Journal of Psychological Research, 21 (2016)138.]  [13:   Jennifer L. Hughes, Abigail A. Camden and Tenzin Yangchen, 138]  [14:   Jennifer L. Hughes, Abigail A. Camden and Tenzin Yangchen, 138]  [15:   Jennifer L. Hughes, Abigail A. Camden and Tenzin Yangchen, 138]  [16:   T. L. Brink, 83] 


“I eventually hit on the idea of asking my father, who after fourteen years at the same podiatrist's clinic was nearing retirement, to let me talk to his patients during clinic hours”[footnoteRef:17] [17:    Gillian Bennett122] 


In either paper it is not explained as to which of these three reasons prompted the researcher to define the demographic based on gender, age or location, it could be hypothesized that it is based on one of these three ideas, more explanation would be needed from each author in order to draw a conclusion. Professor Anol Bhattacherjee argued that, “convenience samples and small samples are considered acceptable in interpretive research as long as they fit the nature and purpose of the study”.[footnoteRef:18]Therefore, without either author providing informed reasoning for their specific sample selection, it is unclear as to whether this indeed fit the nature or purpose of the study, and so it is unclear whether both researchers were coming from an interpretive perspective based on their sample.  [18:   Anol Bhattacherjee, Social Science Research (Online: Global Text Project, 2012), p. 103 <>.] 


The choice of methodology is one of the key differences between both papers. Bennett used an unstructured and/or semi-structured interview[footnoteRef:19] as her choice of methodology. There was a narrative element to Bennett’s style of interview and there was a focus on ‘stories’.[footnoteRef:20] Brink used questionnaire[footnoteRef:21] as his chosen methodology. Bhattacherjee’s described quantitative research as “being able to ask questions that can be answered in such a way that data can be presented as numbers”[footnoteRef:22], therefore based on his use of numerical tables[footnoteRef:23] to display his data it is evident that Brink used a quantitative methodology. Sociologist Dr. Ingrid Storm argued that that belief is too complex, context dependent and sensitive to measurement error to be measured by quantitative data.[footnoteRef:24] Contrary to this idea Brink used closed statements in his questionnaire to deduce numerical data on the beliefs of his participants. Furthermore, in his questionnaire Brink used closed statements rather than questions, his use of language was leading and presumptuous, for example: “Prayer makes you a better person”.[footnoteRef:25] In accordance with Bhattacherjee’s distinction between interpretivism and positivist research, this quantitative approach to research, focusing on the measurement of data suggests that Brink was approaching his research from a positivist perspective.[footnoteRef:26] This is further imbedded as a lack of transparency around methodological decisions fails to demonstrate that the research was conducted with scientific rigor. [footnoteRef:27] Transparent data collection is imperative to an interpretive perspective. [footnoteRef:28] [19:   Gillian Bennett127]  [20:   Gillian Bennett127]  [21:   T. L. Brink, 83]  [22:   Anol Bhattacherjee, 103]  [23:   T. L. Brink, 83]  [24:   Ingrid Storm, 'Researching Religion using Quantitative Methods', Institute for Social Change, University of Manchester, Nd Https://Www.Kent.Ac.Uk/Religionmethods/Documents/Researching% 20religion, 20 (2010).]  [25:   T. L. Brink, 83]  [26:   Anol Bhattacherjee, 103]  [27:   Monique M. Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, 298]  [28:   Anol Bhattacherjee, 103] 


Ethical Considerations 

Reflexivity  requires transparency in the writing up of the research process, highlighting the potential subjectivity and describing adjustments made to maintain validity in data and results.[footnoteRef:29] Both papers left out an analysis of their reflexive positions and their positions on the insider/outsider continuum. Brink for example, was affiliated with the University of Chicago Divinity School at the time as the paper was written and in the same area that the research was conducted[footnoteRef:30] although no mention was made as to whether he was affiliated with the school from which the sample population was taken. Hennink, Hutter and Bailey argue that an interpretive approach must acknowledge the researchers background, position, and emotions,[footnoteRef:31] this was not done in either paper in relation to the research topic.  [29:   Monique M. Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, 324]  [30:    Monique M. Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, 19]  [31:   T. L. Brink, 83 ] 


Some ethical considerations appeared to be made in both papers, although neither were outlined in depth in the papers themselves. In the end notes of Bennett’s paper, she references “3b Informant (pseudonym Barbara), interviewed March 2, 1981”[footnoteRef:32] and other pseudonyms are listed here, suggesting some efforts were made to conceal the identity of the participants. Brink contrastingly made no mention of whether his participants were kept anonymous. Neither paper references confidentiality. With further ethical concerns raised around a ‘non researcher’ (her father) being present in the room during the interviews in Bennett’s paper: “I simply sat in on their treatment.”[footnoteRef:33] It is clear from this statement that Bennett’s father was present during the interviews, no considerations were mentioned as to whether this may have influenced the interviewees. There is no evidence of considerations around potential power imbalances this may have caused in Bennett’s project. Similarly in Brinks paper, he states the questionnaires were issued “during class time”[footnoteRef:34] there is no mention as to whether the teacher was present during the questionnaire being filled out. The lack of information here raises ethical questions around both research projects regarding whether there were considerations around a potential power/authority imbalance which may have impacted the validity of the data collected. It also must be noted that in Bennett’s paper the context of interviewing people with the presence of their health care provider and during their medical treatments as mentioned in the above quote was not considered in the ethical analysis of this project. Finally, the ethical consideration of informed consent was not mentioned in either paper. Most alarmingly in Brink’s study on “adolescent girls”[footnoteRef:35], with no mention of parental consent. Hennink Hutter and Bailey argue “Interpersonal reflexivity acknowledges the interview setting and the interpersonal dynamic between the researcher and the participant”.[footnoteRef:36]As interpersonal reflexivity is a quality of an interpretive perspective [footnoteRef:37] and as this was not considered by either author, it could be argued that this perspective is not used.  [32:    Gillian Bennett142]  [33:    Gillian Bennett127]  [34:   T. L. Brink, 83]  [35:   T. L. Brink, 82]  [36:   Monique M. Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, 19]  [37:   Monique M. Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, 19] 


The Belmont Report, issued in 1979 by the US National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research, it is a landmark document providing guidance on the ethics of research involving human subjects.[footnoteRef:38] It states ethical considerations of beneficence, justice and respect of persons are key considerations of the researcher.[footnoteRef:39] In these papers, it has not been stated whether these considerations were taken. Since The Belmont Report was released a year after Brink’s paper and only 3 years before Bennett’s interviews were conducted.[footnoteRef:40] In order to provide a critical analysis of these papers it must be considered that at the times these papers were writing reflexivity and ethical considerations such as anonymity, confidentiality and informed concept were relatively new concerns.[footnoteRef:41] [38:   Franklin G. Miller and Jonathan Kimmelman, 'Introduction to the Special Issue on the Belmont Report', Perspectives in Biology and Medicine, 63 (2020), 219, in PubMed <>.]  [39:   Monique M. Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, 73-85]  [40:    Gillian Bennett142]  [41:   Philip Carl Salzman, 'On Reflexivity', American Anthropologist, 104 (2002)805 <>.
] 


Structure of the paper

When looking at structure, Academics Docherty and Smith argues that a good structure allows the reader to follow the researchers train of thought, to know “where they’ve come from, where they are, and where they are headed”. [footnoteRef:42] Whilst both papers failed to mention where they have come from and where they are headed in terms of reflexivity and methodology, as far as the structure of their papers, both were structured clearly and logically. Both Bennett and Brink used subheadings to guide the reader through their paper which as Doherty and Smith explained this signposts to the reader “where to look for particular information”.[footnoteRef:43]  [42:   Michael Docherty and Richard Smith, The Case for Structuring the Discussion of Scientific Papers : Much the Same as that for Structuring Abstracts, 318 vols (British Medical Journal, 1999), p. 1224 <>.]  [43:   Michael Docherty and Richard Smith, 1224] 


Both papers include an academic rationale. Bennett’s is backed by prior research from John Beaumont[footnoteRef:44], giving her an historical perspective on her project:  [44:   Gillian Bennett123] 


“The focus of this essay is this "common consent and agreement" about knowledge of the future, as it is understood by a group of elderly women in my own hometown, and the ways in which I believe that the women's social situation and moral code shape the folklore that they share.”[footnoteRef:45] [45:   Gillian Bennett122] 


Here Bennett clearly stated her purposes, following this quote she continues on to highlight her research questions, and explain why she is doing her research. Similarly, Brink has an abstract and key observations based on an outline of theories by social scientists, albeit a brief outline. He described his participants and the process of obtaining his data. Brink highlighted areas of this data that stood out, as he moved on to discuss his findings, citing other research and explaining why his hypothesis was not proven[footnoteRef:46]. Bhattacherjee argued that a positivist method of research starts with a theory which is then tests using empirical data, whereas an interpretivist method starts with data and derives a theory from it based on observations.[footnoteRef:47] Based on this statement it can be argued once more, that Brink took a more positivist approach to the structure of his paper and Bennet a more interpretivist.  [46:   T. L. Brink, 85]  [47:   Anol Bhattacherjee, 103] 


Both papers make assumptions on about their research participants. Bennett assumed that obtaining her father’s clients as participants and interviewing them during their medical consultations was “conducive to personal conversation and an intermediary to introduce me to potential informants and put them at ease”. [footnoteRef:48]Brink also made assumptions throughout his paper: “Furthermore, astrology's fatalism is based upon blind impersonal forces and is substantially different from whatever fatalism reincarnationists attribute to the workings of karma”,[footnoteRef:49] here is an example of his assumption that astrology is fatalistic in nature. These being two examples of a multitude of assumptions which run through both papers. Whilst Bennett made some effort to define her terms, for example, defining premonition as “a precognitive intuition or signal”.[footnoteRef:50] Brink’s paper lacks a definition of terms, he merely supports the terms he uses with preconceived ideas he has about the topics of the research “the author was somewhat surprised at the low response of the subjects about Roman Catholic religion being the one for them.”.[footnoteRef:51] Here it is shown that Brink is surprised at the disproof of his hypothesis, based on assumptions he had about the research participants, it is these assumptions which in fact underpin his hypothesis: [48:   Gillian Bennett126]  [49:   T. L. Brink, 82]  [50:   Gillian Bennett126]  [51:   T. L. Brink, 84] 


“It is hypothesized that a study of beliefs of adolescent girls will show an acceptance of only one of the belief sets (Roman Catholic, astrology, reincarnation) accompanied by a rejection of the others”.[footnoteRef:52] [52:   T. L. Brink, 82] 


In Brink’s conclusion he referred to a paper by Wuthnow[footnoteRef:53], which he uses to support further assumptions he has made about his findings: [53:   T. L. Brink, 84] 


“Perhaps the development of the counter-culture in the last ten years has simultaneously encouraged a relativistic approach to traditional religion and an interest in alternative doctrines, such as astrology”[footnoteRef:54] [54:   T. L. Brink, 84] 


Brink used Wuthnow as a source to support his own assumptions here rather than directly asking his participants the answers to his queries. Bringing in new sources in to support his conclusion also exemplifies the lack of a consistent themes threaded throughout his paper in contrast to the consistent themes that run throughout Bennett’s paper:

“It would appear from these interviews, conversations, and stories that these women are familiar with both the divinatory tradition and the visionary one. Most of the women I spoke to had tried the former and experienced the latter; in their own eyes, they were expert witnesses”[footnoteRef:55] [55:   Gillian Bennett127-128] 


The thread is a contrasting of an interior perspective of foreknowledge or the ‘internalizing of supernatural experience’,[footnoteRef:56] with an exterior perspective of visions or ‘external signs’[footnoteRef:57] which her research participants had reported on. Bhattacherjee argued that a phenomological approach is a part of interpretive research design. He argues that “phenomenological inquiry requires that researchers eliminate any prior assumptions and personal biases”[footnoteRef:58] Based on the aforementioned assumptions made by both researchers, it could be thought that an interpretive research perspective was not adopted.  [56:   Gillian Bennett124]  [57:   Gillian Bennett126]  [58:   Anol Bhattacherjee, 103] 


The Literature Reviewed by the Researchers

Both papers included a literature review. Bennett thoroughly introduced previous scholarship and examined it thoroughly:

“I want to begin rather obliquely, however: first looking at past traditions in order to get a historical perspective on the present, and then, by way of further contextualization, describing my research strategy and the study group members themselves.”[footnoteRef:59] [59:   Gillian Bennett123] 


Here it is shown how Bennett introduced previous studies, she does this to observe gaps in prior research[footnoteRef:60]. Brink on the other hand, had a very brief literature review and went into little discussion about the social theories he introduces, and why they are of relevance to his research project. Hennink, Hutter and Bailey identify ‘theoretical openness’ as a quality of the interpretive perspective. Whereby, the researcher reflects on which theories have been applied to the research and have guided the research.[footnoteRef:61] Through including literature reviews and examining prior theories, it could be argued that an interpretive perspective was adopted by both authors.  [60:   Gillian Bennett124]  [61:   Monique M. Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, 20] 


Conclusion

This paper set out to answer the question “Are both papers written from an interpretive perspective?”. It is clear from the ideas presented in this essay that both papers are a product of the time in which they were written, and as an interpretive perspective was just beginning to be seen as a thing of importance during this time,[footnoteRef:62] this made it difficult to categorize either of the researcher’s perspectives. Firstly, there is the use of quantitative research methodologies from Brink which points to a positivist perspective. Secondly, the lack of reflexivity in both papers, is not congruent with an interpretive paradigm. Thirdly however, the inclusion of literature reviews and examination of prior research is in line with an interpretive approach. In order to answer the question at hand, it can be concluded in accordance with the arguments of Hennink, Hutter and Baily that positivism can be categorized within an interpretive paradigm as “All research is interpretive; it is guided by the researchers set of beliefs and feelings about the world and how it should be understood and studied”[footnoteRef:63]. This is exemplified as both papers express both positivist and interpretivist perspectives as explored in this essay and therefore, neither paper is written from a strictly interpretive perspective. [62:   Monique M. Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, 20]  [63:    Monique M. Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, 16] 
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