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Editor
From the

Dear Reader,

The entire editorial board and staff are pleased to present the second annual volume of the University of 
North Carolina’s Journal of Undergraduate Research (UNC JOURney). This journal expresses the wide variety 
of academic disciplines and opportunities the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC-CH) offers 
students. The seven articles published in this editions explore the social sciences, humanities, and natural 
sciences. I hope the growth UNC JOURney and other student engagement from the Office for Undergraduate 
Research (OUR) continue to spur and inspire students to engage in research opportunities on and off campus. 

The goal of UNC JOURney in the overall OUR student engagement ecosystem serves to give students a place 
to publish faculty-mentored research, including SURF projects, partial and full honors theses, and other 
independent research. UNC JOURney is an annual journal dedicated to celebrating and supporting the original 
research conducted early in students’ academic careers that reflects appropriate scope and complexity for 
excellent undergraduate work.  

UNC JOURney would not have been possible without our dedicated editorial and publicity board. I would like 
to thank all of our section editors and publicity team members. Next, a huge than kyou to my managing editor 
Maggie Hilderbran (’19) and publicity director Sean McCaffery (’20). Their ideas, passion and leadership on this 
edition have carried us to publication, and I could not be prouder to have served as their editor-in-chief. Lastly, 
I am wishing the best of luck to next year’s co editors-in-chief April Wang and Zoe Hazerjian. 

I would also like to acknowledge the unwavering support of OUR. They have continuously offered their 
guidance during the second year of this venture on campus. Specifically, I want to thank Associate Dean and 
Director Troy Blackburn (Department of Exercise and Sports Science), Associate Director Monica Richard, 
Associate Director Boots Quimby, and Business Services Coordinator Denise Carter. 
Lastly, thank you to everyone who submitted a manuscript for consideration in this edition of UNC JOURney 
and to our readers for taking the time to explore and learn about the research occurring at UNC-CH. Please 
enjoy this second edition of UNC JOURney; the entire staff and I hope that you enjoy these unique and 
interesting pieces of research. 

Sincerely, 

Gabi Stein
Editor-in-Chief
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History Curriculum: A 
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Perspectives by Sarah 
Cheely
Sarah Cheely, through her Sociology 
of Education course, researches and 
discusses the impact of differing AP 
United States History curriculum, 
particularly in regard to revisionist 
history.
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to show how artifical intelligence 
(AI) automation of the workforce 
will cause higher unemployment for 
human workers in the future and 
what governments should do to 
mitigate those effects.

Shelby Waldron’s background as a 
volleyball player in high school and interest 
in persuing a docotorate in occupational 
therapy led her to research how sport 
specialization affects both the physical 
and pshcyhosocial well-being of college 
students.



The AP United States 
History Curriculum: A  
Battle Between Historical 
Perspectives
by Sarah Cheely

An updated version of The College Board’s AP United States History course curriculum was released in 
2014 but faced conservative backlash for its revisionist historical perspectives. The College Board once 
again updated its curriculum in response to the backlash. First, this paper explores the two most prev-
alent methods of historical teaching: revisionist history and American exceptionalism. This is done in the 
form of a literature review that analyzes scholars’ work on K-12 history education and scholars’ different 
interpretations of American exceptionalism. Primarily, this research paper seeks to discover significant 
changes between the 2014 curriculum and subsequent versions of the curriculum. By conducting a con-
tent analysis of the 2014 and 2017 curriculums, it is found that the American exceptionalism perspective 
was the more dominant perspective in the 2017 version, while revisionist had been the more dominant 
perspective in the 2014 version. Specifically, the 2017 version demonstrated an American exceptionalism 
perspective due to: support for the modern conservative movement, greater emphasis on the sanc-
tity of America’s beginnings, wording differences in the two curriculums, and decreased emphasis on 
teaching historical thinking skills to students. The paper concludes that the 2014 conservative backlash 
affected the course curriculum in a negative manner and argues for the revisionist method of teaching 
history to students.

Keywords: AP United States History Curriculum, Revisionist History, American Exceptionalism, K-12 
history education, Conservative influences on historical teaching 

Introduction

Advanced Placement United States History, henceforth 
in this paper referred to as APUSH, released an updated 
curriculum framework in 2014 after nearly a decade of 

revising the previous curriculum framework. The College Board, 
the parent company that administers Advanced Placement cours-
es and exams, quickly faced conservative backlash in response 
to the new curriculum. Ben Carson—even before he was a Re-
publican presidential candidate—claimed that APUSH students 
would have such anti-American perspectives after completing the 
course that they would want to join ISIS (Strauss, 2014). In re-
sponse to the conservative criticism, The College Board released 
a new curriculum in 2015. This update helped to appease conser-
vative criticizers, but brought new liberal backlash. 

History courses have stirred up controversy long before the 
2014 APUSH curriculum change. I have summarized the two 
most prevalent perspectives on how history, specifically United 
States history, should be taught. The first group can be labeled as 
the “revisionist perspective.” This cohort encourages an APUSH 

curriculum that promotes critical thinking of American history, 
even if that means questioning decisions in America’s past (Levy, 
2016). On the political spectrum in present-day America, liberals 
(and thus, the Democratic Party) are most often supportive of 
this perspective. I have defined the second group as the “Ameri-
can exceptionalism perspective.” This perspective argues that the 
2014 APUSH curriculum views American history in a negative 
way and expresses anti-American sentiments. They prefer a cur-
riculum with patriotic undertones that promotes a history in line 
with American exceptionalism, the belief that the United States is 
uniquely superior to other nations (Levy, 2016).  

In this document, I seek to answer the question: How does 
the 2014 version of the Advanced Placement United States His-
tory curriculum differ from subsequent versions? I will compare 
the 2014 version and a later version of the APUSH curriculum to 
see how the curriculum was re-written in response to the conser-
vative backlash to the 2014 curriculum. Prior research has only 
gone so far as newspaper articles, such as the NPR and News-
week articles I cited in my research, and there has not been an 
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in-depth sociological study about the fundamental framework of 
the APUSH curriculum. I find that the APUSH curriculum has 
a greater emphasis on the American exceptionalism perspective 
in versions of the curriculum after the 2014 conservative back-
lash. I argue that the biased curriculum changes themselves are 
indicative of the need for critical thinking and perspective taking 
in historical analysis. Thus, I argue for a revisionist method of 
teaching history, particularly for teaching APUSH.

Limitations & Motivations 

Since the controversy surrounding the updated curriculum 
happened relatively recently (approximately three years ago at 
the time of this study), there has not yet been an in-depth com-
parison of the two APUSH curriculums that I will compare out-
side of newspaper articles and magazines. How could the out-
side political influences affect students’ knowledge of US history, 
their fundamental beliefs about the US, and how well will they be 
prepared for college history courses and global citizenship in a 
world that requires them to think critically about relevant issues? 
Politics and education are intertwined and may impact how stu-
dents learn about the US and how they view their own identity as 
citizens of the US.

Literature Review & Prior Research 
In this section, I will explain the two approaches to teaching 

history in schools: the revisionist and American exceptionalism 
perspectives. I begin by summarizing and analyzing literature 
that corresponds with the revisionist perspective, and then do-
ing the same for literature that corresponds with the American 
exceptionalism perspective. I conclude by evaluating which per-
spective I believe should be practiced. 

There are two sides to history: the “sacred” and the “profane” 
(Waters, 2007). The “sacred” are the morally right and selfless acts 
in American history, which are memorialized with totems, ritu-
als, and sacrificial heroes that recreate the sacred aspects of histo-
ry in the public eye (Waters, 2007). This philosophical ideal aligns 
with the American exceptionalism perspective. The “profane” are 
the selfish impulses that cause the country’s failings and prevent 
America from living up to its sacred ideals; it is the reality of the 
world (Waters, 2007). This category aligns with the revisionist 
perspective, as it requires more critical thinking to synthesize 
all of the information and perspectives of a situation. Inevitably, 
there is tension between the sacred and profane perspectives (in 
other words, tension between the conservative and liberal per-
spectives). College history courses teach the “profane” side of his-
tory while K-12 teaches the “sacred” side (Waters, 2007). Thus, 
college students practice more critical thinking about the histori-
cal issues that affect current social change than primary and sec-
ondary students. Often, students are taught a more positive “glass 
half-full” approach (which aligns with American exceptionalism) 
in K-12 and a more critical “glass half-empty” approach (which 
aligns with the revisionist perspective) in college (Waters, 2007). 
The revisionist method of teaching equips students with the skills 
to analyze evidence and think critically about their country’s fail-
ings, as students are presented with the “profane” side of history 
and forced to reconcile it with the “sacred” side that they learned 
in earlier grades. 

The field of women’s history has long been treated as “profane” 
and excluded from the curriculum, even though it explores the 

history of approximately half of the population. While there has 
been a greater emphasis on women’s history in college courses 
over the last few decades, K-12 curriculums have not done the 
same and still lack women’s history (Winslow, 2013). The inclu-
sion of women’s history in the history curriculum of younger 
grades would coincide with the revisionist perspective of history 
education, since students would learn about a broader range of 
topics, increase their gender awareness, and question the status 
quo at an earlier age. Collaborations between history depart-
ments at colleges and secondary schools could bridge the gap 
and incorporate gender awareness into secondary school curric-
ulums, but colleges usually do not want to associate with K-12 
(Winslow, 2013). Teaching programs at colleges do not usually 
include courses on teaching women’s history, so the teachers 
are not prepared either (Winslow, 2013). Additionally, there has 
been a “narrowing of the curriculum” (Winslow, 2013, p. 324) in 
response to the accountability movement that favors test scores 
over breadth of learning, granting instructors less time to teach 
history. Teachers refuse to squeeze women’s history into their (al-
ready) short time for history instruction since history instruction 
has been replaced with math and reading instruction for children 
to perform well on standardized tests (Winslow, 2013). When 
history is prioritized, teachers follow the state standards and only 
teach what will be on the test. Thus, teachers focus on economic 
and political history, which may be tested, and ignore social and 
cultural history (Winslow, 2013). When researchers reviewed the 
New York Regent’s exam for history over a period of years, ques-
tions about women’s history only comprised (on average) zero to 
three of the fifty questions (Winslow, 2013). Winslow advocates 
for future history instruction that will automatically include all 
people’s history and not need to be divided up with a special field 
for women’s history. Her argument aligns with the revisionist per-
spective that aims to analyze all history and not just the history 
of those who were historically powerful and wrote the history 
books.

Revisionist history promotes the inclusion of all people’s his-
tories, which British history education began to do successfully 
in the last decade of the twentieth century. Great Britain teach-
es the history of all of its regions (England, Northern Ireland, 
Wales, and Scotland) to ensure that students get a broad under-
standing of British history (Phillips, 1999). Great Britain’s history 
teaching method (i.e. including the history of all British people) 
shows that American history education could also include all of 
its people’s history (e.g. Native Americans, African-Americans). 
There was a distinctive Welsh curriculum established in Wales by 
the 1990s to teach students the history of their ancestors, rath-
er than simply mainstream English history (Phillips, 1999). The 
Welsh curriculum, known as “Curriculum Cymreig,” had its basis 
in the Welsh nation and culture and encourages cultivation of 
Welsh culture through teaching Welsh history, literature, art and 
religion (Phillips, 1999). Phillips describes this revitalization of 
Welsh instruction as “cultural restoration” (Phillips, 1999, p. 362). 
Phillips argues that history allows for cultural transmission and 
leads to how imagined communities and people view themselves. 
When the Welsh curriculum (and British history curriculum as 
a whole) was being constructed in the 1990s, there were different 
perspectives on what (and, innately, whose) history should be in-
cluded (Phillips, 1999). Some people wanted a nostalgic perspec-
tive, but curriculum-writers fought for (and were successful in 
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creating) a curriculum with a “broad-based vision of Britishness” 
that required British students to evaluate their position in the 
post-colonial world, analyze their role in Europe, and to consid-
er the relationship of mainland Britain to the British Isles (Phil-
lips, 1999, p. 361). Britain’s method of teaching history promotes 
learning about the history of its entire population and thus aligns 
with the revisionist perspective.

Why do teachers and school boards not include everyone’s his-
tory in their lessons? It is likely that many teachers and politicians 
(particularly conservatives in this case) do not want to discuss 
uncomfortable topics in American history that may not frame 
Americans in a positive manner. However, Dr. Cameron McCa-
rthy and Dr. Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz (2010) argue that educators 
must teach the uncomfortable events of the past so that students 
can see how people previously dealt with oppression. They re-
main firm that it is impossible to teach complex historical themes 
(such as slavery) in simple terms (McCarthy & Sealey-Ruiz, 2010). 
While simple terms may allow students (particularly children) to 
comprehend the material easier, it “disempowers” people who 
were involved in the making of history and the people who live 
their lives based on their interpretations of history (McCarthy & 
Sealey-Ruiz, 2010, p. 75). If teachers are afraid to teach the past, 
then they do not allow students to properly understand the past 
or their present situations (McCarthy & Sealey-Ruiz, 2010). In 
their article, McCarthy and Sealey-Ruiz cite Eric Williams’ book 
on slavery as an example of “post-colonial pedagogy” and how 
to teach the uncomfortable truths of history (McCarthy & Sea-
ley-Ruiz, 2010, p. 75). Teaching about the transatlantic slave trade 
opens the gates to many other topics that are interrelated—the 
West Indies, US, South America, Africa, and Europe are all linked 
through the transatlantic slave trade, and there is also a relation-
ship between slavery and capitalism (McCarthy & Sealey-Ruiz, 
2010). Societies have “deep-bodied hostility towards the people’s 
history” and actively suppress learning about the “lower orders” 
of people (McCarthy & Sealey-Ruiz, 2010, p. 76). This hostility is 
aided in how history is taught in schools to the masses and how 
teachers are taught to teach history—it is cyclical (McCarthy & 
Sealey-Ruiz, 2010). Secondary schools need to teach history as 
people’s history, rather than the history of specific interest groups 
(McCarthy & Sealey-Ruiz, 2010). Ignoring the West Indies’ histo-
ry and its interrelated history across the region thus ignores the 
connections to African descendants’ current socioeconomic sta-
tuses around the Western Hemisphere (McCarthy & Sealey-Ruiz, 
2010). It is imperative to show how slavery shaped our present 
society (McCarthy & Sealey-Ruiz, 2010). Schools “sanitize” his-
tory to make it more palpable and thus ignore lots of Native 
American and African history—sanitizing history takes away the 
voices of entire groups of people (McCarthy & Sealey-Ruiz, 2010, 
p. 82). This article strengthens the revisionist argument because 
it emphasizes that teaching exceptionalism fails in the long run 
by ignoring groups of people that still exist and feel the effects of 
historical inequities.

The second perspective on how to teach US history, the Ameri-
can exceptionalism perspective, promotes an APUSH curriculum 
that focuses on the positive aspects of American history. Younger 
students are usually taught this perspective, meaning that K-12 
education fails to teach students about the less appealing parts 
of history that do not have such overt patriotic messages. Since 
APUSH is a college course taught in a K-12 setting, it walks the 

line between the sacred and the profane, which breeds controver-
sy. School boards are elected to uphold the ideals of society and 
always choose to reflect these ideals when choosing curriculums 
(Waters, 2007). Children cannot respect and live up to sacred ide-
als if they know the profane sides of the story, so Waters argues 
that “sacred” history must be taught first to instill patriotic ideals 
into children, for then they can learn the profane truths after they 
have a substantial patriotic background (2007). This article sug-
gests that teaching exceptionalism may be beneficial to younger 
students and that revisionist perspectives should not be taught 
until students are older.

When approaching the debate on how to teach history, poli-
ticians are sharply divided across party lines. Conservative poli-
ticians are outspoken about wanting an APUSH curriculum that 
focuses on American exceptionalism (Kamenetz, 2015). NPR 
journalist Anya Kamenetz calls APUSH the closest thing to a na-
tional history curriculum, since more than half a million students 
took the test in 2016 (Kamenetz, 2015). The 2014 APUSH curric-
ulum focused on “debating ideas instead of regurgitating facts” 
(Kamenetz, 2015). The Republican National Convention called it 
“radically revisionist” (Turner, 2015). Georgia state senator Wil-
liam Ligon claims that the 2014 version does not show “the things 
that unite us and set us apart from much of the rest of the world” 
(Turner, 2015). Senator Ligon seems to advocate for an Ameri-
can exceptionalism perspective. The states opposed to the 2014 
APUSH curriculum included many traditionally conservative 
states: Texas, Georgia, Nebraska, North Carolina and Tennessee 
(Turner, 2015). The population that comprises the Republican 
Party has historically enacted racist legislation throughout US 
history, and many politicians in the party seem to support the 
American exceptionalism perspective to prevent students from 
analyzing the hypocrisy of their own historical actions. 

In a situation similar to how American history often avoids 
teaching its racist past, South African high school history educa-
tion avoids teaching about the racism of apartheid (Teeger, 2015). 
By ignoring an element of the nation’s history (i.e. apartheid and 
its racist policies), the children are not getting a comprehensive 
history education, which contributes to societal biases (Teeger, 
2015). The South African history teachers tell “both sides of the 
story” on apartheid—thus, they teach children that whites and 
blacks cannot automatically be placed into categories as either 
the perpetrators or victims in apartheid (Teeger, 2015, p. 1185). 
This is done “to mitigate race-based conflict,” but really it con-
tributes to “colorblindness” (and thus poor race relations and 
understandings) (Teeger, 2015, p. 1175 & 1193). Students do 
not acknowledge how apartheid still has repercussions on race 
in their current society and thus prevents them from addressing 
and trying to solve the racial inequalities that continue to this 
day (Teeger, 2015). The curriculum passes down an implicit de-
nial of past racial oppression and a denial of present racism and 
racial discrimination, thus allowing racial inequality still present 
today to continue (Teeger, 2015). However, racial injustice does 
not actually end just because society refuses to acknowledge it 
(Teeger, 2015). This article details why teaching exceptionalism 
creates more problems that could have been avoided with a revi-
sionist method of teaching. The American exceptionalism teach-
ing method contributes to misguided ideas about race and a lack 
of understanding about current racial struggles.  

In contrast, sociologist Seymour Martin Lipset defined Amer-
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ican exceptionalism as “the distinctiveness of American society”, 
rather than calling the US superior to others (Torpey, 2009, p. 
143). He argues that exceptional is not used as a word to show 
that the US is better, but to point out what is different in the US. 
He argues that the US is exceptional because of its politics, reli-
gion, and race, and because it was “the first new nation” when 
it separated from England and created its now-famous Amer-
ican democratic ideals (Torpey, 2009, p. 144). Later on, in the 
years following World War II, “American exceptionalism” was a 
term used to differentiate Americans from the (also “exception-
al”, but in negative ways) Nazis (Torpey, 2009, p. 144). The term 
came to highlight the positive aspects of the US and downplay 
the not-so-positive aspects (Torpey, 2009). While Lipset’s view 
of American exceptionalism may be one interpretation, it is not 
the interfpretation most prevalent in US history education that 
follows American exceptionalism. American exceptionalism con-
tinues to most often imply a blind defense of past US actions.   

While American exceptionalism may have always been pres-
ent in history curriculum, political scientist Taesung Cha’s article 
“American Exceptionalism at the Crossroads: Three Responses” 
describes American exceptionalism as a concept revitalized by 
the neoconservative movement in the last decades of the 20th 
century and into the 21st century (2015). It was especially revital-
ized during the Bush Administration when it was used as a trade-
mark of American foreign policy in the wake of 9/11 (Cha, 2015). 
Specifically, the Bush Doctrine demonstrated a return to the hey-
day of American exceptionalism (Cha, 2015). Cha theorizes that 
America has turned back to the idea of American exceptional-
ism during its “identity crisis” in current times, after decades of 
conflict with the Middle East (Cha, 2015, p. 352). The country is 
using the term to determine what role America should have in 
the global setting (Cha, 2015). Cha’s article advances the position 
that American exceptionalism benefits students, especially in un-
certain times when patriotism is essential for the country’s unity 
and success.

There are many arguments for why American exceptionalism 
is beneficial to students’ learning of US history. I do acknowledge 
that it may be beneficial for teaching them to love their country 
and hold patriotic values. However, American exceptionalism 
can do more harm than good, as it does not prepare students for 
real-world situations in which they must critically analyze the 
country’s past and present to determine its future. 

Research Design 
To complete the study, I performed a content analysis of the 

2014 and 2017 curriculum frameworks in order to see how The 
College Board altered the curriculum in response to conserva-
tive backlash (The College Board, 2014 & 2017). I coded for any 
differences between the two curriculums and qualitatively ana-
lyzed those differences across different themes to see patterns that 
emerged. Based on the emergent findings, I compared how they 
related to the revisionist and American exceptionalism perspec-
tives. Some sections of the curriculum—for example, the section 
on the “Founding Documents”—were not present in both curric-
ulums, but that also allowed for further analysis into the possi-
ble motives behind the inclusion or exclusion of certain phrases, 
paragraphs, or entire sections in one version and not the other. 
While there is a myriad of changes I could analyze, I chose to fo-
cus on the differences that I found most prevalent and significant 

to the overall changes in the APUSH curriculum. In particular, I 
analyze the changes to the curriculum that appear to align more 
with the modern-day conservative movement in the 2017 curric-
ulum than the 2014 curriculum, since the conservative backlash 
was the cause of the curriculum updates after 2014. 

Analysis 
This section explains some of the most prevalent differenc-

es that I observed between the 2014 and 2017 curriculums. The 
analysis shown here is by no means exhaustive; the examples were 
reduced due to space limitations. 

Support for the Modern Conservative Movement:
There are changes in the two final sections of the 2017 curric-

ulum (the sections devoted to the time periods of 1945-1980 and 
1980-present) that appear to align more with the current conser-
vative movement than these two sections did in the 2014 curricu-
lum. The 2014 curriculum states that America was “struggling to 
live up to its ideals” in the time period 1945-1980, which was the 
period of the rise of conservatism (College Board, 2014, p. 72). 
Conservatives still hold the same fundamental beliefs and would 
disagree that they were not living up to the country’s ideals that 
they value so highly. 

There are multiple additions in the 2017 curriculum that em-
phasize the greatness of President Ronald Reagan, such as the as-
sertion that his foreign policy was a wild success and “continued 
in later administrations” (College Board, 2017, p. 97). Reagan is 
known as the father of the modern conservative movement, and 
his election signified a new emphasis on conservative policies. 
In the 2017 curriculum, he embodies the conservative move-
ment. There is an entire sub-category devoted to Reagan and his 
administration. He is the only president (or individual person) 
to whom an entire sub-category is devoted. This demonstrates 
his significance to the conservative movement. The points of the 
sub-category display Reagan’s power by implying that he and his 
interventionist policies ended the Cold War (regardless of the 
fact that the Soviet Union’s demise was imminent) through his 
implementation of “speeches, diplomatic efforts, limited military 
interventions, and a buildup of nuclear and conventional weap-
ons” (College Board, 2017, p. 97). However, the 2014 curriculum 
directly contradicts the assertion that Reagan increased the na-
tion’s weapons arsenal. The 2014 curriculum states that Reagan 
developed a “friendly relationship” with the Soviet leader at that 
time Mikhail Gorbachev, which resulted in a “significant arms re-
duction by both countries” (College Board, 2014, p. 79). The 2017 
curriculum likely omitted the relationship between Reagan and 
Gorbachev because it weakens the claim that Reagan was hard on 
Communism and the Soviet Union. It does not support the idea 
that Reagan was tough on American enemies, which counters the 
American exceptionalism perspective that American presidents 
are the strong, sacred, honest leaders of the country. 

The new curriculum emphasizes the superiority of capitalism, 
which is a tenet of modern conservatism. The 2014 curriculum 
explicitly states that the US became entangled in “increasingly 
complex foreign policy issues,” ranging from shifting political al-
liances to the global economy (College Board, 2014, p. 72). The 
economic prosperity is painted differently in the two curricu-
lums. The 2017 curriculum claims that economic productivity 
increased in the period from 1980 to the present and that “new 
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developments in science and technology enhanced the economy” 
(College Board, 2017, p. 95), while the 2014 curriculum states 
that “the increasing integration of the United States into the 
world economy was accompanied by economic instability” (Col-
lege Board, 2014, p. 80). Once again, the two curriculums are dia-
metrically opposed. The rise of big business is also presented dif-
ferently in the two curriculums. In 2014, large-scale production 
“fueled the development of a ‘Gilded Age’ marked by an emphasis 
on consumption, marketing, and business consolidation” (Col-
lege Board, 2014, p. 61). However, in 2017, large-scale production 
“generated rapid economic development and business consolida-
tion” (College Board, 2017, p. 66).

Perhaps the most obvious example of the clashing of revision-
ist and American exceptionalism perspectives in the 2017 curric-
ulum is the final bullet point of the entire curriculum framework: 
“Despite economic and foreign policy challenges, the United 
States continued as the world’s leading superpower in the 21st 
century” (College Board, 2017, p. 98). This statement overtly ad-
vocates for the American exceptionalism perspective and praises 
recent political developments. In turn, this praises conservatism 
since it has been the main ideology on the rise few the past few 
decades. This statement was not present in the 2014 version; it 
was only added after conservative backlash. 

America’s Beginnings: 
IIn 2017, there is a greater emphasis on the sanctity of Amer-

ica’s founding. Even though the curriculum’s overview was short-
ened, two additional paragraphs were included on the instruction 
of the founding documents (e.g. Bill of Rights and Declaration of 
Independence). A common criticism of the 2014 curriculum was 
its failure to explicitly mention names of the founding documents 
and fathers. Throughout the 2017 curriculum, there are multiple 
references to specific people. One of the themes, focused on the 
country’s national identity, previously gave “special attention...to 
the formation of gender, class, racial, and ethnic identities” (Col-
lege Board, 2014, p. 21), but that statement was replaced to devote 
attention to “topics such as citizenship, constitutionalism, foreign 
policy, assimilation, and American exceptionalism” (College 
Board, 2017, p. 12). The emphasis on sub-identities within the 
national identity was replaced with overtly patriotic lingo. The 
2017 curriculum shifts attention from the diversity of the United 
States to focus on the country’s creation by (mostly) white males. 

Changes in Word Choice:

The 2017 version utilizes minor re-wordings and edits—
through omissions and less harsh diction—to downplay Amer-
ica’s faults. Previously, the subjugation of Africans and Native 
Americans was defended by a “belief in white superiority” (Col-
lege Board, 2014, p. 35), but now the curriculum cites “religious, 
cultural, and racial justifications” (College Board, 2017, p. 25). 
The 2017 version removes explicit references to skin color; for 
example, the phrase “white and nonwhite people” is no longer 
present (College Board, 2014, p. 34). They give less emphasis to 
controversial wordings and events, along with lessening the ref-
erences to minorities’ contributions. The events in America’s past 
that we now view as good are highlighted, while the events in 
America’s past that we now view as bad are glossed over. When 
discussing slavery in the early 19th century, the 2014 curriculum 
states that Southerners took pride in the institution of slavery, but 

in 2017 they made sure to take the moral stain off of the region 
by claiming that “the majority of Southerners owned no slaves” 
(College Board, 2017, p. 55).

The Shrinking Importance of Historical Thinking Skills:
The 2014 curriculum dedicates eight pages to describing the 

historical thinking skills that teachers should help their students 
develop throughout the course. These historical thinking skills 
are: chronological reasoning, comparison and contextualization, 
crafting historical arguments for historical evidence, and histor-
ical interpretation and synthesis. The 2017 curriculum condens-
es those eight pages into only two pages. While the historical 
thinking skills may have been condensed in the 2017 version to 
simplify the instruction for the teachers, I argue that it is repre-
sentative of the new curriculum’s decreased emphasis on devel-
oping students’ critical thinking skills in history, since the crit-
ical thinking skills would align with the revisionist perspective. 
There were multiple statements present in the 2014 curriculum 
that were removed in the 2017 version. The 2014 curriculum ex-
plicitly states that it is “written in a way that does not promote 
any particular political position or interpretation of history”, but 
this is absent in the 2017 one (College Board, 2014, p. 10). In 
2014, there were multiple paragraphs dispersed throughout the 
eight historical thinking skills pages that encourage students to 
debate and form their own opinions on historical events. This is 
best exemplified by the final statement in the section: “Students 
should be encouraged to challenge the narratives to which they 
are exposed so that they will have a better understanding of their 
place in an increasingly globalized and diverse world” (College 
Board, 2014, p. 19). These statements are omitted in the 2017 
curriculum, demonstrating that critical thinking skills are not as 
important in this curriculum.

Conclusion 

This study went past previous newspaper and magazine arti-
cles to conduct an in-depth study of the two curriculum frame-
works. It examined how the curriculum changed and how the 
changes will affect the students’ ability to receive a proper his-
tory education that prepares them to think critically. My study 
contributed to the literature on history education and to the dis-
cussion on how history education should be taught, specifical-
ly American history in secondary schools, as exemplified by the 
APUSH curriculums. 

 I found that the APUSH curriculum after the 2014 con-
servative backlash contained more conservative rhetoric and 
conservative interpretations of US history. These conservative 
additions reflect an American exceptionalism philosophy rather 
than the revisionist philosophy seen in the 2014 APUSH curric-
ulum. Most notably, the 2017 APUSH curriculum demonstrates 
an emphasis on modern conservative beliefs through its praise of 
Ronald Reagan, its positive outlook on capitalism, and its overt 
statement that America is the world’s “superpower” in the 21st 
century. Additionally, the 2017 curriculum emphasizes the sanc-
tity of the founding of the US and utilizes minor re-wordings and 
edits to downplay American’s faults, both of which align with the 
American exceptionalism school of thought that views America 
as special and superior to other nations. Finally, the 2017 curric-
ulum reduces the importance of developing historical thinking 
skills, which coincides with the American exceptionalism point 
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of view that does not want students to question America’s past.  
The APUSH curriculum was written by human beings with 

their own biases, whether they want to acknowledge it or not. 
There was also considerable external pressure from conservatives 
to modify the curriculum to coincide with their American ex-
ceptionalism ideology. I argue that the emphasis on American 
exceptionalism is dangerous and demonstrates a need for teach-
ing students critical thinking and perspective taking in historical 
analysis. Therefore, history education should follow a revisionist 
perspective to best prepare students for responsible citizenship 
and make them aware of the historical realities that continue to 
affect the world around them in their everyday lives.

I suggest that future studies also evaluate the differences be-
tween APUSH curriculums in a variety of years to see how em-
phases and perspectives evolved. Researchers should also look 
at the end-of-year APUSH exam to see if either a revisionist or 
American exceptionalism perspective is present. Those interested 
in the teaching of history in the United States could also look into 
the differences in history curriculums besides APUSH at K-12 
schools and universities across the country to see how the em-
phases and perspectives differ based on the dominant political 
ideologies in each state or region.
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In June 2017, Hawaii became the first state in the U.S. to legislate a Universal Basic Income (UBI) policy. 
The move is partly a response to the rapid progression of artificial intelligence (AI) automation and its 
increasing and impending effects on human labor, which continue to beckon more attention. This paper 
focuses on using existing statistical research and literature review on AI automation to argue that 
significant evidence exists to support the claim that AI automation will most likely lead to a higher 
unemployment on the part of human workers in the short term. It argues further that to meaningfully 
respond to this phenomenon, policymakers2    and the government need to take this threat seriously. 
Like Hawaii, policymakers ought to also implement national policies such as UBI and Universal Basic 
Adjustment Benefit (UBAB) to provide basic financial and training safety net for all citizens, especially 
displaced workers. 

Keywords: Artificial Intelligence (AI) Automation, Higher Unemployment, Policymakers, Universal Basic 
Income (UBI), Universal Basic Adjustment Benefit (UBAB)

AI Automation and High 
Unemployment: Should Human 
Workers Worry About High-Level 
Machine Intelligence (HLMI)1 ? 
by Babatunde Sunday Opaleye

We are being afflicted with a new disease of 
which some readers may not yet have heard 
the name, but of which they will hear a great 
deal in the years to come—namely, technolog-
ical unemployment. — John Maynard Keynes 
(1930/1932, p. 364).

Introduction 

On October 31, 2016, Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology (MIT) Review published an article3  authored 
by Vincent Conitzer4 . Conitzer argues that the current 

level of Artificial Intelligence5  (AI) and AI automation6  neither 
justifies basic income nor poses an imminent threat to human 
labor. While Conitzer permits that his analysis on the progres-
sion of AI automation may be unwarranted, he, however, believes 
that the efficiency and cognitive levels of machines, relative to hu-
mans, are still significantly limited. Thus, the author asserts that 
concerning ourselves with welfare policies, such as basic income, 

with the intent of tackling the implications of AI automation, es-
pecially in the short-term is unwarranted. 

Although Conitzer makes relevant points in his article, his 
overall argument, however, implies an immediate apathetic ap-
proach towards the possible implications of AI automation in 
the workforce. In other words, AI automation debates should be 
suspended until most human workers begin to actually lose their 
jobs to sophisticated machines. However, this approach falls short 
against the mounting academic research and evidence showing 
that AI automation does pose a threat to human labor in the short 
term and that policymakers should take this threat seriously. In 
fact, the quest to examine AI automation threats continues to 
promote debates among academic researchers, economists, tech-
nology institutions, entrepreneurs, and policymakers (Boyd and 
Holton 2017; Suchman 2007; de Graaf, 2016; Ford, 2015; CEDA, 
2015; Katja et al. 2017). 

While more research is needed to address possible measures 
that policymakers can use to regulate AI automation and unem-
ployment in the short and long term, available research, however, 
shows that “advances in artificial intelligence (AI) will transform 
modern life by reshaping transportation, health, science, finance, 
and the military” (Katja et al. 2017). Katja et al. (2017) predict 
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that there is a significant probability that “High-Level Machine 
Intelligence”7  (HLMI) will gradually replace nearly all-human 
jobs in North America by 2053, and sooner in other regions such 
as Asia and Europe (p. 1). They also note, “to adapt public policy, 
we need to better anticipate these advances,” and that their data 
“results will inform discussion amongst researchers and policy-
makers about anticipating and managing trends in AI.” 

Katja et al’s work and other research on AI automation, as 
will be shown later, continues to show that regardless of what 
drives the fear of AI automation, academic researchers, politi-
cians, and technology experts are concerned about its uncertain 
implications. As such, this paper argues that the rapid use of AI 
automation will likely lead to a high unemployment that will be 
persistent in the short-term. However, Universal Basic Income 
(UBI) and Universal Basic Adjustment Benefit (UBAB) are pol-
icy frameworks that policymakers can use to mitigate the un-
employment effects of AI automation in the short-term8 . To do 
this, the paper first uses literature review and descriptive statistics 
research to support the first part of the argument. Second, this 
paper analyzes whether AI automation represents an unprece-
dented technological change. Finally, it concludes by discussing 
the need for UBI and UBAB, and how both serve as policy frame-
works that policymakers can formulate to respond effectively to 
the high unemployment effects of AI automation.

Literature review on AI automation and likely high unem-
ployment effects

Oxford University researchers, Carl Frey and Michael Os-
borne (2013) use a Gaussian process classifier to estimate the fu-
ture likelihood and impact of AI automation on the U.S. labor 
market. Their findings show that about 47% of total U.S. employ-
ment is at a “high risk of computerization” over the next couple of 
decades – i.e. by the early 2030s (Frey and Osborne 2013). Rich-
ard Berriman and John Hawksworth (2017) also provide empiri-
cal data that further supports Frey and Osborne’s research. They 
show that future unemployment due to AI automation will be un-
precedented and distinct from past technological displacements. 

In addition, Katja et al.’s (2017) empirical research paper, also 
asserts that the rising trend of “self-driving technology might 
replace millions of driving jobs over the coming decade” (p. 1). 
They also use “the results from a large survey of machine learning 
researchers on their beliefs about progress in AI” to provide a 
timeline for when full AI and AI automation will likely take place. 
According to Katja et al., AI researchers predict AI technology 
will outperform humans in many activities “in the next ten years, 
such as translating languages (by 2024), writing high-school es-
says (by 2026), driving a truck (by 2027), working in retail (by 
2031), writing a bestselling book (by 2049), and working as a sur-
geon (by 2053)”9   (pp. 1-4). They add that “researchers believe 
there is a 50% chance of AI outperforming humans in all tasks in 
45 years and of automating all human jobs in 120 years” in North 
America and sooner in Asia (pp. 1-4). 

PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP (2017), a UK based economic 
research organization, also provides comparison empirical data 
to show how robots may impact employment in the near future. 
They predict that “up to 30% of UK jobs could potentially be at 
high risk of automation by the early 2030s, lower than the US 
(38%) or Germany (35%), but higher than Japan (21%)” (p. 30). 
They add that the “risks appear highest in sectors such as trans-

portation and storage (56%), manufacturing (46%) and wholesale 
and retail (44%), but lower in sectors like health and social work 
(17%)” (p. 30). 

The statistical analysis above shows there is strong evidence 
that AI and AI automation will most likely replace most routine 
jobs in less than 50 years from now and possibly other non-rou-
tine cognitive jobs in a little over 100 years. And, if these predic-
tions occur, the jobs of human workers, which currently accounts 
for half of all U.S. job sectors10 , would be at a high risk of AI au-
tomation. Furthermore, if these strong predictions prove certain, 
non-routine cognitive labors, in the health and academic sectors 
for example, are also at a high risk of AI automation. Neverthe-
less, in spite of these imminent high unemployment forecasts, 
does AI automation represents an unprecedented technological 
change? If so, how could UBI and UBAB help mitigate the high 
unemployment effects of AI automation? The rest of this paper 
will focus on addressing these questions.

Is AI automation an unprecedented technological 
change?

The industrial revolution era is often cited as the modern 
precedent for recent technological and economic changes, in-
cluding AI and AI automation, to argue that AI poses no new 
threats to human employment (Rotman 2017; Mokyr et al. 2015; 
Shestakofsky 2017). Conitzer’s arguments, as discussed in the in-
troduction, seem to also imply similar reasoning that AI automa-
tion does not present any new meaningful threat to human labor 
than the technological changes experienced in the industrial rev-
olution11 .  In addition, those who hold this position further claim 
that technological changes in the industrial revolution actually 
favored human labor, in that it increased the overall economic 
production, and also led to the creation of numerous social and 
welfare programs (Bessen 2015). 

In his analysis on the same subject, David Autor notes that 
heavy manufacturing machines largely replaced human power as 
the means of factory production in the period, however, it also 
“created new complementarities jobs between people and ma-
chines” (Autor 2015). For instance, the machines often require 
manual operations and configurations that are handled by human 
employees (Noble 1999, p. 172). In most cases, like the cotton 
and weaving industry in the 19th century, the use of machines 
increased the overall economic production (Bessen 2015b). Bes-
sen notes further that although “an estimated 98% of the labor 
required to weave a yard of cloth” was automated, yet “consumer 
demand increased so sharply that the number of weaving jobs 
actually rose, and workers’ remaining tasks became increasingly 
valuable” (Bessen, 2015b). 

Nichols and Beynon (1977) also apply this retrospective ap-
proach of technological changes in their AI study. They argue 
that as new technology emerges, the need to keep the machines 
running opens up substitute complimentary jobs for displaced 
human jobs. Both authors assert further that the use of large 
trucks to replace “donkey works”12  for example, led to truck 
driving training and jobs (1977). In addition, the same reasoning 
was applied to the case of computer automation, which drasti-
cally reduced the number of routinely administrative employees 
like clerks, typewriter typists, and other similar jobs. However, it 
also led to new computer-related complimentary jobs and skills 
such as data analysts, computer engineers, computer graphic il-
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lustrators – users of “modern scientific machines” (Walker 1958; 
Zuboff 1988). Thus, they conclude, “robotics and AI are simply 
the latest in a series of technological changes that are significant 
but not transformative” (Boyd and Holton 2017). 

In other words, while AI automation “may create serious tech-
nological unemployment ... it does not represent a major new wa-
tershed in economic organization, nor a novel normative chal-
lenge to social life” (Boyd and Holton 2017). Furthermore, they 
believe the emergence of robots in the workplace would lead to 
new employment opportunities that would require interactions 
between humans and robots. As such, the aggregate economy and 
new complementary jobs will compensate some human workers 
whose job are replaced by robots. Eventually, the unemployment 
caused by AI automation will be minimal and less likely to have 
any significant socio-economic change in society. 

While the above argument may have been largely plausible in 
the past, it fails to consider the degree in which AI evolution and 
automation transcends past technology and technological chang-
es. Machines are getting increasingly better at performing various 
everyday human routine and non-routine tasks and operations 
(Katja et al. 2017). Currently, HLMI robots have been shown to 
competitively perform and sometimes outperform grandmasters 
in chess, and human experts in retailing (salesperson), manufac-
turing plants (on assembly lines, loading and unloading heavy 
goods), Math Research, GoFish, high school essay writing, etc. 
(Mlot 2018; Haridy 2017; Sherisse Pham 2018; Katja et al. 2017)13 
.  In other cases, HLMI machines are also capable of engaging 
in deep emotional and sentimental interactions and reasoning 
with humans.14  Ford (2015) also notes that human capital will be 
unappealing to employers “if smart machines can perform all or 
most of their essential tasks better in the future.” Even more so, 
when it becomes more profitable for employers to use as many 
more machines as possible, and the least number of humans.

In addition, technology experts, including Bill Gates and Elon 
Musk, also argue that AI automation represents an unprecedent-
ed technological advancement.15  They add that, in general, it rais-
es fundamental ethical, social, political, and economic concerns 
that need to be addressed sooner rather than later. Although the 
sophisticated level of AI today is far from being called a sudden 
technological revolution, nevertheless, no past technological 
changes have produced the intricacy currently associated with 
HLMI. As such, AI automation does represent an unprecedent-
ed technological change with yet unknown socio-economic and 
high unemployment consequences, which policymakers need to 
start taking seriously. 

It is important to note here that one apparent solution to elim-
inate the high unemployment effects of AI automation will be to 
limit AI automation development. However, such drastic propo-
sition will also eliminate the currently unknown, but promising 
benefits of AI in relevant fields such as health care, astronomy, 
economic productivity, and academic research. As such, restrict-
ing AI automation development may end up producing negative 
effects. In addition, perhaps, the main detrimental effect of re-
stricting AI research and development is the likelihood that it 
may lead to a rebound effect. For example, we can theorize the 
outcome if AI development and research are restricted in the U.S. 
First, AI experts will be motivated to emigrate to countries, such 
as China, Japan, and a few other EU countries where AI develop-
ment is permitted. Second, the U.S. will then fall behind in future 

technological advancements due to the migration of many of its 
technology researchers to other major economic nations. Last-
ly, the explosion of AI development and AI automation around 
the world in the near future may eventually re-emerge in the U.S. 
Then, it follows from the above situation that the re-emergence 
of AI automation and its consequences in the U.S. appears inevi-
table, and the initial restriction was simply deterred, rather than 
eliminated. Thus, restricting AI research and AI development in 
order to deal with the current increasing unemployment effects 
of AI automation on human labor in the short-term or long-term 
seems like an ineffective policy response. Given this, it appears 
necessary to seek other policies that will effectively deal with the 
imminent negative effects of AI automation on human employ-
ment. 

By relying on strong empirical sources, this paper so far 
has shown the following: the increasing use of AI automation 
will likely lead to a persistent high unemployment in the short-
term; AI automation represents an unprecedented technological 
change because it differs from the automation experienced in the 
industrial revolution, and restricting AI development is not an 
effective policy response to deal with its imminent consequences 
over human labor. What follows focuses on why and how the un-
employment effects of AI automation can be mitigated through 
UBI and UBAB policies.

Why Universal Basic Income and Universal Basic Adjust-
ment Benefit?

In “Work in and beyond the Second Machine Age: the pol-
itics of production and digital technologies,” David Spencer 
(2016) argues that AI automation, if left unchecked or in the least 
approached with the right policy, will increase the current so-
cio-economic inequality in society. For Spencer, the main con-
cern is “who controls digital technology, robotics and AI-based 
intellectual property, and why political regulation of these areas 
is typically weak” (pg. 4). He argues, “most technology arises in 
situations of inequality and contributes to its reproduction” (pp. 
4-6). Spencer also notes that “to the extent that AI technologies 
are used for the purposes of surplus value production, they will 
lead to outcomes that are favorable for capitalist employers and 
unfavorable for workers” (p. 8). He believes the elites who cur-
rently possess the wealth, connections, and resources to facilitate 
and finance various AI automation projects will most likely con-
trol and earn the larger share of AI economic rewards. Overall, 
Spencer implies that AI automation will lead to a higher unem-
ployment that will increase the socio-economic inequality be-
tween displaced workers and those who control AI resources.

In “The Relentless Pace of Automation,” David Rotman (2017) 
uses AI automation data analysis to echo similar arguments as 
Spencer. Rotman highlights one of Uber’s AI experiment in 
which Uber “had one of its self-driving trucks make a beer run; 
traveling 200 kilometers down the interstate to deliver a cargo of 
Budweiser from Fort Collins to Colorado Springs.” Notable cor-
porations such as Google, Audi, Volvo, Ford, Tesla, Bosch, Audi, 
Mercedes-Benz, Honda, etc., are also engaging in similar driv-
erless car experiments, which indicates that AI automation is in 
line to most likely replace most driving jobs, which according to 
Derek Thompson16 , provides “salary to most American men”17  
(CBS/AP 2017). 

Rotman (2017) also asserts that the jobs of workers in the 
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construction, retail, and manufacturing sectors are also at high 
risk of AI automation. To further support his arguments, Rotman 
provides graphical data to show that the U.S. government, com-
pared to other well-to-do economic nations, lags behind in pro-
viding various welfare and work-related benefits to its citizens.18  
Given these facts, and the gradual rise of unemployment due to 
the rapid rise of AI automation, Rotman asserts that it is high-
ly likely that many workers will become “poorer” and also “left 
behind and left on [their] own.”19  Ultimately, Rotman believes a 
practical way to ensure socio-economic stability in the AI-age is 
to create policies that ensure everyone, especially displaced work-
ers, will benefit from the gains of AI automation. In other words, 
the fruits of AI innovations and AI automation should be redis-
tributed back into the society in ways that will, in the very least, 
benefit everyone in the society. 

Universal Basic Income 
Currently, UBI is the main well-supported socio-economic 

welfare policy that parallels Spencer and Rotman’s propositions. 
UBI policy promotes providing an “unconditional basic income 
to every citizen in the amount of the minimum standard of liv-
ing, regardless of social or employment status” (Fajfar et al. 2014). 
UBI supporters argue that enacting a UBI policy will ensure that 
workers displaced by AI automation can easily step down from 
their jobs in the workforce without having to worry about how to 
secure their livelihood financially (Schneider 2017, p. 83). 

In 2017, the state of Hawaii became the first state to success-
fully legislate a statewide UBI policy on a state level in the U.S. 
for AI automation and socio-economic inequality reasons (Owen 
and Pugh 2017). Representative Chris Lee, the author of the bill, 
asserts, “this is the first time a government” has come forward 
to “say that [it] values everybody in its state” and that Hawaii’s 
residents “deserve that right to UBI and a basic financial secu-
rity” (Owen and Pugh 2017). He notes that though, there are a 
few manufacturing and technological sectors in Hawaii, AI au-
tomation has been gradually “disrupting” employments for Ha-
waiians in the state’s main economic sector – the “service sector,” 
which includes jobs such as hospitality, transportation, retail, etc. 
(Owen and Pugh 2017). In addition, Lee referenced a research 
article that notes that “since 1991 and 2007, as many as 6 [human] 
jobs in the nation are being replaced by each robot introduced 
into U.S. economy” (Owen and Pugh 2017). Based on their re-
search, Representative Lee asserts that AI automation is highly 
likely to continue to disrupt human jobs in Hawaii in the near 
future, and that already high-income inequality in Hawaii may 
get worse (Owen and Pugh 2017). 

Considering these factors, Representative Lee believes Hawai-
ians deserve UBI because the financial security will aid them “to 
be secure with their own family and the knowledge that, worse 
case – health issues, bankruptcy, business failing, economy crash-
ing around them, and innovation wiping out jobs – there is some-
thing [UBI] for them” (Owen and Pugh 2017). Representative Lee 
adds that he “believes as an American, [the government] ought 
to have similar value for the entire country,” and as one of the 
wealthiest nations today, it will “uphold cultural and social value 
by setting up such framework for U.S. citizens” (Owen and Pugh 
2017). 

Similar to Hawaii, Y Combinator (LLC) in Oakland, Califor-
nia, provides $1,500 monthly for a group of people selected ran-

domly to “study how recipients spend their time and how their 
financial health and well-being are affected” (CBS/AP 2017). In 
Finland, the government has embarked on an experiment to test 
whether UBI will generate new behaviors from citizens by giv-
ing €560 monthly to randomized groups of unemployed and em-
ployed Finnish people. The experiment is also being used as a way 
for the government of Finland to “adapt its social security system 
to a changing workplace, incentivize people to work and simplify 
the bureaucracy of benefits” (CBS/AP 2017). The program is will 
run from January 2017 to December 2018, after which, the results 
of the experiment will be released (Schulze 2018). 

Alaska also pays its residents about $1,000 to $2,000 annually 
from its oil extraction revenue. Only 1 percent of recipients said 
that “receiving the oil dividend had made them likely to work 
less” (CBS/AP 2017). Likewise, the province of Ontario in Cana-
da launched its UBI experiment, “Ontario’s Basic Income Pilot,” 
to study “whether a basic income can better support vulnerable 
workers, improve health and education outcomes for people on 
low incomes, and help ensure that everyone shares in Ontario’s 
economic growth” (Ministry of Community and Social Services, 
2018). The program, which will randomly select 4,000 residents 
of Brantford, Brant County, Lindsay, Thunder Bay and the sur-
rounding area, was launched in November of 2017 and it is cur-
rently in its registration stage (Ministry of Community and Social 
Services, 2018). 

In spite of the above strong evidence noted above about the 
continuous progression of AI automation, skeptics of UBI often 
argue that implementing UBI will eliminate the incentive to seek 
employment (Owen and Pugh 2017). While this position is con-
ceivable, it is, nevertheless, fast becoming quickly unappealing 
in that employers are now increasingly dependent on AI auto-
mation, and less on high numbers of human employees to in-
crease the efficiency of their products and profits (Rotman 2017). 
In addition, as the new UBI law in Hawaii and the small-scale 
experiment in the other cities mentioned above imply, more em-
ployees will be laid-off their current jobs with a little expectation 
of finding new jobs as AI automation progresses. This will be ex-
emplified as machines continue to improve and outperform hu-
mans in most given tasks and labors (as shown by Rotman 2017; 
Mlot 2018; Haridy 2017; Sherisse Pham 2018; Katja et al. 2017). 
Thus, it seems practical to expect more U.S. policymakers to start 
engaging in meaningful debates about this gradual but increasing 
high unemployment threat of AI automation. Policymakers also 
need to emulate Hawaii by creating some UBI-oriented policies 
that will provide a financial safety net for human workers in this 
transitory period.

Universal Basic Adjustment Benefit 
In addition to UBI, the UBAB, proposed by Mark Muro20  

(2017), is another potential and plausible policy proposal that 
policymakers can use to deal with the high unemployment effects 
of AI automation in the short-term (2017). UBAB differs from 
UBI in that it does not call for a universal basic income for every-
one. Instead, it mainly proposes a federal financial security and 
training framework for AI automation displaced workers as they 
look for new and stable jobs. With UBAB, displaced workers have 
access to basic financial assistance while unemployed, and can 
also receive the necessary training needed to remain employable 
in the changing AI automation market. 
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In arguing for UBAB, Muro first shows that the effort of the 
U.S. in providing adjustment benefits to workers in and out of 
the labor market during technological and economic changes is 
significantly low compared to countries such as France, Germa-
ny, Korea, Canada, and Japan. He points out that according to a 
2014 GDP analysis (based on percent) on government spending 
on programs to help workers with economic transitions, the U.S. 
spends the considerably lower amount of 0.11%, as compared to 
Japan; 0.22%, Canada; 0.22%, Korea; 0.45, Germany; 0.66, and 
France; 0.99%.21  Muro argues, the most alarming concern about 
the U.S. current economic approach to the labor force is that the 
programs provide “help only after the fact—and in increasingly 
old-school circumstances.” For example, “tuition, counseling, and 
training are usually made available only after a plant has closed or 
workers have been laid off.” Further, the existing programs focus 
on outdated manufacturing plants “when much broader sources 
of labor market disruption are now resulting from game-chang-
ing technologies (like robotics and automation) or disruptive 
business models (such as those powered by online digital plat-
forms for freelance worker matching).”

In addition, Muro adds that “the available programs do not 
reflect recent thinking that suggests that government should do 
more to help people who want to physically move to areas with 
more jobs and opportunity.” He also argues that the government 
needs to be “pro-active” in understanding the trends of econom-
ic and technological development to better anticipate and create 
programs that will benefit workers displaced by AI automation. 
Muro summarizes UBAB as a way of:  

rethinking economic model that create a single, holistic, 
multipurpose, adjustment benefit—a sort of basic tran-
sition offering—that might bundle together a core set of 
broadly relevant tools: job-search counseling, including 
opportunities in promising remote locations; sizable 
cash grants for training; sizable relocation grants; and 
wage insurance (2017). 

Muro’s emphasis on the fact that the current inadequacy of 
the government to effectively respond to the economic changes 
of technological changes and unemployment further shows that, 
overall, policymakers are not yet taking the debate of AI auto-
mation seriously. Moreover, Owen and Pugh (2017) explain that 
interest in UBI (and other welfare social policies in general like 
UBAB) is expanding among economic researchers, and that it is 
no longer an obscure welfare framework – even among the U.S. 
general populace. The growing popularity of UBI, as shown in 
previous pages, implies that UBI can be implemented now – in-
dependently or together with UBAB – on a local level to first test 
their efficiency and effects on local economy, revenues, standard 
of life of local residents, and the workforce. If such policies prove 
effective locally in the aforementioned areas, then they should 
also be integrated as state and federal policies. 

Conclusion
This paper has shown that the skeptical view that AI automa-

tion warrants no immediate debate or any universal basic income 
policy measures for displaced workers does not suffice as a sig-
nificant reason to suspend the debate of AI automation. In fact, 
discussing these implications with needed alternative solutions 

is more relevant now because potential corporations are relying 
more on AI automation and less on human workers to meet their 
consumers’ increasing demand. Thus, neglecting this discourse 
simply because robots are not yet walking on our streets in mass, 
teaching in schools, or fully running manufacturing plants across 
the country, may prove detrimental in the near future. Moreover, 
the sooner the AI and AI automation trend can be anticipated, 
policymakers can better mitigate the aggregate consequences of 
full AI and AI automation in society. Thus, as argued in this pa-
per, UBI and UBAB are distinct frameworks that policymakers 
can implement to start responding to the gradually increasing 
negative effects of AI automation of human labor in the work-
force.

Appendix
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Notes
1 This term was used by Katja et al. (2017). The authors 
note that “HLMI is achieved when unaided machines can accom-
plish every task better and more cheaply than human workers.” 
2 The use of policymakers in this paper includes legisla-
tors such as Representatives, Senators, academic and corporate 
world experts etc. on policy formulations. 
3 See Vincent Conitzer, “Today’s Artificial Intelligence 
Does Not Justify Basic Income,” MIT Technology Review, 
www.technologyreview.com/s/602747/todays-artificial-intelli-
gence-does-not-justify-basic-income/ (accessed February 13, 
2017).
4 Conitzer is a professor of computer science, economics, 
and philosophy at Duke University
5 English Oxford Living Dictionaries online defines AI as 
“The theory and development of computer systems able to per-
form tasks that normally require human intelligence, such as vi-
sual perception, speech recognition, decision-making, and trans-
lation between languages.”
6 The use of AI automation in this paper specifically refers 
to the introduction, dependence, and use of robots and all forms 
of computer assisted and operated machines as a means of effi-
cient production in the workforce.
7 “HLMI is achieved when unaided machines can accom-
plish every task better and more cheaply than human workers.” 
Katja et al. 2017. p. 1.
8 The use of short term in this paper covers the timeline 
between now and the next 100 years 
9 Refer to Figure 2 of the Appendix for visual analysis 
which includes tables and graphs.
10 According to the “current employment statistics survey” 
carried out by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistic, about half or 
more of U.S. job sectors consists of jobs in the transportation, 
retail and wholesale trade, utilities, transportation and warehous-
ing.
11 For a lucid assessment on this view, see Benjamin Shesta-
kofsky 2017
12 Donkey works refers to the use of donkeys and oxen 
to work on farm and also transport farm produces. For more in 
depth reading on animal use in agriculture and transport, see R. 
Anne Pearson 2013.
13 For a detailed list of these activities and visual analysis, 
see Figure 2 of the Appendix.
14 See Dr. David Hanson, CEO of Hanson Robotics, inter-
view with Sofia, a humanoid, www.youtube.com/watch?v=W0_
DPi0PmF0 (assessed February 24, 2018). 
15 Bill Gates, the principal founder of the Microsoft Cor-
poration, and Elon Musk, CEO of the SpaceX, Space Explora-
tion Technologies Corp., American aerospace manufacturer and 
space transport services company, live interview conducted by 
Robin Li, Baidu CEO, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0pz_
XDC8Yq, (assessed February 24, 2018).
16 Senior Editor for The Atlantic
17 Thompson aggregates cab driving jobs to include lim-
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ousine drivers and other over 1.5 million drivers signed up with 
Uber (CBS/AP 2017).
18 Refer to Figure 4 of the Appendix for a visual bar graph.
19 Refer to Figure 5 of the Appendix for a visual bar graph.
20 Mark Muro is an Economist and Senior Fellow and Pol-
icy Director - Metropolitan Policy Program Institution. He is de-
scribed by Brookings institution as “an expert on regional tech-
nology ecosystems, digitalization, and economic development 
and has published extensively on advanced industries, manufac-
turing, innovation, automation, digital trends, energy, and re-
gional development issues.” 
21 See Figure 6 of the Appendix for visual bar graph. See 
also (Rotman 2017) for further analysis on this point.
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This retrospective study examined the association between sport specialization and both retrospec-
tive and current psychosocial (i.e. burnout, perceived sport stress, athlete engagement, self-deter-
mined sport motivation, and intrinsic motivation towards exercise) and physical (i.e. injury risk) health 
outcomes. Data was collected from 150 college-aged individuals (ages 18-23), who participated in at 
least one full season of competitive sport in high school. Participants completed a self-report online 
survey, utilizing valid and reliable psychometric scales. Minimal significant group differences were found. 
However, highly specialized athletes reported significantly lower levels of reduced sense of accomplish-
ment and higher levels of integrated motivation, when compared to moderate and low specializers, 
respectively. Additionally, significant group differences were found in regards to athletes’ reasons for 
specialization, with adaptive reasons associated with adaptive psychosocial outcomes. Together, find-
ings suggest that the specialization environment may not be inherently maladaptive in regards to 
psychosocial outcomes, but dependent on athletes’ experiences and perceptions of sport-commit-
ment and motivation factors. Further research examining mediating factors and the unique effects of 
early specialization is warranted.

Keywords: athletic injury, burnout, specialization, psychosocial health and well-being

Sport Specialization 
and Physical and           
Psychosocial Health 
Outcomes of College 
Students
by Shelby Waldron

Introduction

Sports play an influential role in many American youth’s 
lives, with approximately 60 million kids, ages 6 to 18, 
participating in organized athletics, in the U.S. (DiFiori, 

Benjamin, Brenner, & Grego, 2014). Sport participation has been 
proposed to provide multiple benefits for youth, including: en-
joyment, socialization with peers, development of teamwork and 
leadership skills, enhancement of self-esteem, and development 
of lifetime physical activity skills (Brenner, 2016). However, sport 
participation also carries potential negative psychological (i.e. 
burnout and drop-out) and physical risks (i.e. acute and chronic 
injury) (DiFiori et al., 2014; Sabiston et al., 2016). One potential 
antecedent of these maladaptive outcomes is sport specialization, 
high intensity, year-round training in a single sport, with the ex-
clusion of other sports (Wiersma, 2000). This topic has produced 

intensive debate regarding the potential benefits and risks of 
sport specialization for youth (Baker, Cobley, & Fraser-Thomas, 
2009; Wiersma, 2000).

The debate concerning sports specialization is centred around 
two main issues, whether specialization is necessary to facilitate 
elite performance and/or whether it increases the risk of maladap-
tive outcomes, both physical and psychological (Reider, 2017). 
Specialization is often favoured by coaches, parents, and youth 
sport organizations, as it is believed to be a necessity to achieve 
elite level performance in sports, in part due to Ericsson, Krampe, 
and Tesch-Romer’s (1993) “10,000 hour rule.” Based on findings 
in expert musicians, researchers have argued that the acquisition, 
development, and proficiency of sport-specific motor skills re-
quires 10,000 hours of deliberate practice, coinciding with critical 
periods of development (i.e. early childhood, beginning around 
age five) (Ericsson et al., 1993). However, anecdotal evidence 
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from elite athletes suggests only 3,000 to 4,000 hours of deliber-
ate practice (effortful activities that are not inherently enjoyable, 
but designed to develop sport-specific skills) are necessary (Baker 
et al. 2009). Both at the collegiate and international level, elite 
athletes accumulated almost double the amount of training in 
other sports, compared to their non-elite peers. In addition, elite 
athletes were more likely to specialize and achieve career “mile-
stones” (i.e. starting sport and participation in first competition) 
at a later age (Brenner, 2016; Gullich & Emrich, 2014; Malina, 
2010; Moesch, Elbe, Hauge, & Wikman, 2011). Together, these 
findings suggest that specialization is not the sole pathway to 
achieving elite level performance, and diversification or sampling 
may offer additional performance benefits. Furthermore, alterna-
tive pathways to elite status may optimize affective, physical, and 
social development (Cote, Lidor, & Hackfort, 2009). Cote, Baker, 
and Abernathy’s (2007) Developmental Model of Sport Participa-
tion, suggests there are two distinct pathways to elite performance, 
sampling or early specialization (Cote, Horton, MacDonaldy, & 
Wilkes, 2009). Sampling refers to participation in multiple sports 
with high levels of deliberate play (inherently enjoyable activities, 
often involving adapted rules and loose monitoring by adults), 
and low levels of deliberate practice. In contrast, specialization is 
characterized by low levels of deliberate play, high levels of delib-
erate practice, and a focus on a single sport. Of special concern to 
sport scientists is “early specialization” or specialization between 
the ages of six and twelve (also known as the sampling years), due 
to rapidly occurring emotional, social, and motor development 
(Cote, Horton et al., 2009; Wiersma, 2000). Guided by Cote et 
al.’s (2007) model, the costs and benefits of each pathway to sport 
development should be weighed, as researchers have proposed 
maladaptive associations between sport specialization and health 
outcomes, such as injury (physical) and burnout (psychological) 
(DiFiori et al., 2014). 

Athlete burnout is the multidimensional psychological syn-
drome of reduced sense of athletic accomplishment, sport deval-
uation, and physical and emotional exhaustion (Raedeke, 1997). 
Smith’s (1986) cognitive-affective model suggests burnout results 
from chronic psychosocial stress, a perceived disparity between 
sport demands and coping resources. Burnout may also result 
from the development of a unidimensional identity and lack of 
autonomy, inherent in the social organization of high perfor-
mance sport (Coakley, 1992). While burnout has been linked 
to factors commonly associated with sport specialization, such 
as decreased autonomy in training programs and competing at 
high levels, there is limited extant research on the direct relation-
ship between specialization and burnout (Gould, Udry, Tuffey, 
& Loehr, 1996). Strachan, Cote, and Deakin (2009) found that 
youth athletes classified as “specializers” reported higher levels 
of the burnout dimension emotional exhaustion, versus those 
classified as “samplers.” However, other specialization studies on 
related psychological health outcomes have shown mixed results, 
with specialization associated with both higher psychological 
needs dissatisfaction (maladaptive outcome) and intrinsic moti-
vation to know (adaptive outcome; McFadden, Bean, Fortier, & 
Post, 2016; Russell & Symonds, 2015). 

Though somewhat limited in scope, the aforementioned ex-
tant findings suggest that the specialization environment may not 
be inherently psychologically maladaptive. Instead, the direction 
and magnitude of the specialization-psychosocial health relation-

ship may be dependent on athletes’ perceptions of sport-commit-
ment (i.e. costs, benefits, and alternatives) and motivation (i.e. 
autonomy, control, and relatedness) factors (Russell & Symonds, 
2015). In their self-determination theory, Ryan and Deci (2000) 
argue that psychological and behavioural outcomes, such as burn-
out, are impacted by the nature of one’s motivation (i.e. the degree 
of self-determination). Similarly, Schmidt and Stein’s (1991) sport 
commitment theory suggests that sport enjoyment, burnout, and 
attrition can be explained by an individual’s cost-benefit analysis 
of his/her perceived rewards, satisfaction, costs, investments, and 
attractive alternatives. Supporting the aforementioned theories, 
Raedeke (1997) found that athletes experiencing entrapment 
(perceived need to continue sport participation, despite lack of 
enjoyment) reported higher levels of burnout than those with 
more adaptive commitment profiles. Therefore, athletes’ reasons 
for specialization may play a key mediating role in determining 
specializers’ psychosocial outcomes. Future research is needed 
to further understand the association of sport specialization and 
athlete psychological outcomes, such as burnout.  

Research on burnout is further warranted due to the posited 
positive relationship between injury and burnout, with more in-
juries associated with higher burnout scores, specifically in the 
dimension of reduced sense of sport accomplishment (Hughes, 
2014; Grylls & Spittle, 2008). However, currently injured athletes 
have also reported lower global burnout scores versus their un-
injured teammates, especially on the dimension of exhaustion, 
as injury may provide a break from intensive sport involvement 
(Grylls & Spittle, 2008). In addition to the potential link with 
burnout, specialization carries its own risk of athletic injury, es-
pecially overuse injury, due to: high training volumes, year-round 
exposure, repetitive physiological stress, higher competitive de-
mands, higher level competition, decreased age-appropriate un-
structured free play, and early development of technical skills 
(Jayanthi, Pinkham, Dugas, Patrick, & LaBella, 2013; Loud, Gor-
don, Micheli, & Field, 2005; Myer et al., 2015; Post et al., 2017). 
Past studies have supported a positive, dose-dependent relation-
ship between specialization and overuse injuries, even when con-
trolling for age, sex, and weekly training volume. However, find-
ings have been mixed in regards to acute injury, with both positive 
associations with specialization and lack of significant differences 
between specializers and samplers (Hall, Barber, Hewett, & Myer, 
2015; Jayanthi, Dechert, Durazo, Dugas, & Luke, 2011; Jayanthi, 
LaBella, Fischer, Pasulka, & Dugas, 2015; Post et al., 2017). The 
importance of examining sport specialization’s relationship with 
health outcomes is evident in the growing number of position 
statements from major medical organizations, such as the Inter-
national Federation of Sports Medicine, World Health Organiza-
tion, and American Academy of Pediatrics, warning against early 
specialization (Wiersma, 2000). In addition, there are an increas-
ing number of elite youth sport competitions, such as the Junior 
Olympics and the AAU. A better understanding of the costs and 
benefits of sport specialization could aid in the development of 
recommendations, guidelines, and interventions to help clini-
cians prevent and treat maladaptive psychological outcomes and 
overuse injuries, educate parents, athletes, and coaches, and in-
form sport governing bodies’ policies (Wiersma, 2000; Jayanthi 
& Dugas, 2017). 

Despite the growing interest in specialization and practical 
implications of specialization research, very little data has been 
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collected to support prominent claims, especially in regards to 
psychological health outcomes. Extant research is limited, fo-
cuses on short-term physical effects (i.e. current injuries) of spe-
cialization in youth athletes, and often utilizes a clinical sample 
(i.e. athletes who are presenting to a hospital/sports medicine 
clinic with injuries). Retrospective assessment of both short-
term effects of specialization in adolescence and more long-term 
effects in early adulthood, serves as a first step in bridging the 
current gaps in knowledge and informing future prospective 
work. Therefore, this study examined the relationship between 
young adults’ retrospective sport specialization and both past 
and present psychological (i.e. burnout, motivation, engagement, 
perceived sport stress, and resilience), and physical (i.e. injury 
risk) health, utilizing a retrospective design. Based on theory and 
past empirical findings, the primary research hypothesis is that 
there will be a positive relationship between specialization and 
maladaptive health outcomes. Highly specialized athletes will re-
port the highest levels of maladaptive physical (i.e. risk of injury) 
and psychological (i.e. burnout and perceived sport stress) health 
outcomes, and the lowest levels of adaptive psychological (i.e. 
athlete engagement, self-determined sport motivation, intrinsic 
motivation towards exercise, and psychological resilience) out-
comes. Finally, an exploratory hypothesis will examine if there 
are differences in psychological outcomes based on individuals’ 
reasons for specializations. 

Methods 

Participants
Data was collected from a convenience sample of one-hun-

dred and fifty college aged individuals (ages 18-23; M = 20.23, 
SD = 1.34). All participants participated in at least one season 
of competitive sport in high school, with a maximum of thir-
ty-four seasons (M = 9.79, SD = 5.86). Demographics, including 
age, gender, race, and current sport participation were collected. 
The majority of participants self-identified as female (68.0%, n = 
102), with the remaining identifying as male (26.7%, n = 40) or 
not specified (5.3%, n = 8). Most participants self-identified as 
Caucasian (76.0%, n = 144), with others self-identifying as Black/
African American (8.7%, n = 13), Asian (5.3%, n = 8), more than 
one race (2.0%, n = 3), American Indian/Alaskan Native (1.3%, 
n = 2), other (70%, n =1), or non-specified (6%, n = 2). In addi-
tion, the majority of participants self- identified as non-Hispanic 
(88.7%, n = 133; 8 cases non-specified). Slightly over half of the 
participants still play a sport (51.4%, n = 73; 8 cases non-speci-
fied) at either a recreational (38.4%, n = 28), club (32.9%, n = 24), 
or varsity level (28.8%, n =21). Participants reported involvement 
in their respective sports for an average of 9.12 years (SD = 5.17).
Procedure 

Following ethical approval from an institutional review board, 
participants were recruited via social media, flyers, mass emails, 
in-person announcements at a south eastern university, and a da-
tabase of previous research participants. Using the link provided 
on the flyer or sent in an email, participants filled out a confiden-
tial, online Qualtrics survey on their own devices, at their con-
venience. The survey included self-reported demographics and 
sport participation and measures of both retroactive and current 
physical and psychosocial health.

Measures

Demographics
Participants were asked to self-report their age, gender, eth-

nicity, race, school, current sport participation level, and years 
playing their current sport, if applicable. 

Retrospective
Participants were asked to self-report their American high 

school sport participation, including the degree of specializa-
tion. Self-reported retrospective perceptions of high school sport 
burnout, athlete engagement, sport motivation, sport-related 
stress, and past injury history, were also utilized. Participants 
were primed via a two-minute reflection of their final season 
of high school sport before beginning the assessment, in order 
to increase the reliability of retrospective responses (Mosewich, 
Crocker, Kowalski, & DeLongis, 2013; Reis et al., 2015). All retro-
spective questions were in reference to the participant’s final high 
school sport season. 

Sport Specialization. Sport specialization was measured using 
Jayanthi et al.’s (2015) 3-point scale, based on the definition of 
specialization as year-round intensive training in a single sport, 
at the exclusion of other sports. Participants responded to three 
questions, “Did you quit other sports to focus on one sport?”, 
“Did you train more than eight months out of the year in a single 
sport?”, and “Did you consider your primary sport more import-
ant than other sports?” A response of “yes” was coded as a one, 
and “no” was coded as zero. If the sum of the three questions 
was three, participants were classified as a high specializer, mod-
erate for a score of two, and low for a score of zero or one. Ear-
ly specialization was classified as a response of twelve or less to 
the question “At what age did you quit other sports to focus on 
one sport?” based on Cote et al.’s (2007) Developmental Model 
of Sport Participation. Participants who specialized in one sport, 
also self-reported their reason for specialization via selecting all 
responses that apply from the choices: “time demands”, “pursuit 
of athletic excellence”, “personal enjoyment”, “coach/parent pres-
sure”, “injury”, “financial reasons”, and “other.” 

Athlete Burnout. Global burnout was measured using Raede-
ke and Smith’s (2001) fifteen item Athlete Burnout Questionnaire 
(ABQ). The ABQ assesses participants’ self-reported perceptions 
utilizing five point Likert scales, ranging from 1 (Almost Nev-
er) to 5 (Almost Always). The items address three dimensions 
of burnout, reduced sense of accomplishment, emotional and 
physical exhaustion, and sport devaluation, with five items per 
dimension. A global burnout score was computed by averaging 
the three subscales, with a range from one to five. The ABQ has 
been shown to be reliable and have good construct validity (Rae-
deke & Smith, 2001). Internal consistency reliability of scores in 
the current study was α = .92.

Engagement. Athlete engagement was measured using Lons-
dale, Hodge, and Jackson’s (2007) sixteen item Athlete Engage-
ment Questionnaire (AEQ). Participants utilized a five-point 
Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Almost Never) to 5 (Almost Al-
ways), to indicate how often they felt a certain way during their 
final high school sport season. For example, participants report-
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ed how often they felt that they “believed they were capable of 
accomplishing their goals in sport.” A global athlete engagement 
score was calculated by averaging the scores on all sixteen items. 
The AEQ was shown to have factorial and nomological validity, 
utilizing a sample of elite athletes from New Zealand and Canada 
(Lonsdale et al., 2007; Study 2 and 3). Internal consistency reli-
ability of scores in the current study was α = .97.

Self-Determined Motivation. Motivation was measured using 
Lonsdale, Hodge, and Rose’s (2008) Behavioral Regulation in 
Sport Questionnaire (BRSQ), based on Ryan and Deci’s (2000) 
self-determination theory (SDT). The twenty-four item BSQ con-
tains six subscales measuring intrinsic motivation, autonomous 
extrinsic motivation (integrated and identified regulation), con-
trolled motivation (external and introjected motivation), and 
amotivation. Participants responded to the item stem “I partici-
pated in my sport…” utilizing a seven-point Likert scale for each 
motivation subscale, ranging from 1 (Not at all True) to 7 (Very 
True). The BRSQ was designed specifically for use with compet-
itive sport participants, demonstrating both reliability and va-
lidity in elite and non-elite athlete populations (Lonsdale et al., 
2008). All subscales in the current study demonstrated internal 
consistency reliability (α > .07).

Sport-Related Stress. Sport-related stress was measured us-
ing the four-item, short version of Cohen, Kamarch, and Mermel-
stein’s (1983) Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-4). The PSS is a global 
measure of stress, examining how unpredictable, uncontrollable, 
and overloaded participants feel their lives are. In this study, par-
ticipants rated how often they experienced stressful situations in 
their final high school sport season on a five-point Likert scale, 
ranging from 1 (Never) to 5 (Very Often). The PSS-4 has been 
found to be both reliable and valid, and is suitable for short as-
sessments (Cohen & Williamson, 1988). Internal consistency re-
liability of scores in the current study was α = .76.

Past Injury History. Past injury history was measured using 
participants’ self-reported number of total sports-related injuries 
and the mechanism of injury for each of the participant’s three 
most severe (in terms of participation days missed) injuries, as 
applicable. Mechanism of injury was classified as “overuse,” “con-
tact,” “non-contact,” or “other.” The questions chosen were based 
on findings from previous studies (Hughes, 2014; Jayanthi et al., 
2013; Post et al., 2017).

Current
Participants were asked to self-report their current intrinsic 

motivation and psychological resilience. 
Intrinsic Motivation. Intrinsic motivation towards physical ac-

tivity/exercise was measured using the (1982) Intrinsic Motiva-
tion Inventory (IMI) (SDT, n.d.). The IMI is a multidimensional 
questionnaire based on Self-Determination Theory and designed 
to assess participants’ motivation when performing a specific ac-
tivity. Research has demonstrated that the inclusion or exclusion 
of any one of the seven subscales does not affect the remaining 
dimensions (McAuley, Duncan, & Tammen, 1989). Therefore, 
this study utilized the five questions from the interest/enjoyment 
subscale, the IMI’s only direct self-report measure of intrinsic 
motivation, to measure intrinsic motivation regarding physical 

activity, including sport activity and/or exercising. Participants 
indicated how strongly they agreed with a statement regarding 
their physical activity habits on a seven-point Likert scale, rang-
ing from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree), with ques-
tion two reverse scored. Internal consistency reliability of scores 
in the current study was α = .91.

Psychological Resilience. Psychological resilience was mea-
sured using a ten-item short version of the Connor-Davidson 
Resilience Scale (CD-RISC; Connor & Davidson, 2003). The CD-
RISC is used to measure the resilient qualities of hardiness and 
persistence, or an individual’s ability to tolerate and bounce back 
from challenges in life (Campbell-Sills & Stein, 2007). Partici-
pants rated how much they related to an item in the past month 
utilizing a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Not at all True) 
to 5 (True Nearly all the Time). If the situation had not occurred 
recently, participants were instructed to indicate how they would 
normally respond. The average of the ten items was used to deter-
mine an overall resiliency score. Internal consistency reliability of 
scores in the current study was α = .90.
Data Analysis 

All data analysis was performed using IBM SPSS Statistics, 
Version 24 (IBM Corp., 2016) and an a priori significance value 
of p < .05. The first phase of data analyses involved preliminary 
data screening for missing values, outliers, and violations of as-
sumptions of multivariate analysis, following Tabachnick and Fi-
dell’s (2007) procedures. All assumptions of multivariate analysis 
were met. Therefore, descriptive statistics, bivariate correlations, 
regressions, and tests for group differences (chi-square and ANO-
VA) were conducted in order to assess the research hypothesis of 
interest.

Results
Preliminary Data Screening 

No violations of the assumptions of multivariate analysis 
were found when examining skewness and kurtosis values, and 
pairwise scatterplots. Data was missing on intrinsic motivation 
for one case (0.67%), and psychological resilience for eight cases 
(5.0%). Since missing data did not exceed five percent for any 
variable, the few missing scores were mean imputed and the fol-
lowing analyses were run using the full 150 cases for all variables. 
Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1. Overall, par-
ticipants reported low-to-moderate levels of global athlete burn-
out and its dimensions of emotional and physical exhaustion, 
reduced accomplishment, and sport devaluation. A majority of 
the sample experienced a sports-related injury during their ath-
letic career (n = 115, 76.7%). However, past injury rate was only 
significantly associated with the burnout dimension of sport de-
valuation, not global burnout. Bivariate correlations among study 
variables were statistically significant and of expected magnitude 
and direction, with significant associations between specializa-
tion factors (i.e. weekly training volume and total seasons of 
sport) and both physical (i.e. past injury rate) and psychological 
(i.e. burnout) health outcomes. Specifically, athletes who report-
ed higher hours of sport-related training per week also report-
ed higher numbers of previous sport-related injuries. Whereas, 
athletes who reported a higher total number of seasons of sport 
participation, reported lower levels of the burnout dimension of 
reduced sense of accomplishment. 
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables 

Note: Correlations appear below the diagonal. Red Acc = reduced accomplish-
ment, Spt Dev = sport devaluation, Total Seasons = total number of seasons of 
high school sport, Train Hrs = weekly training hours, M = mean, SD = standard 
deviation. Bolded r values are significant (p < .05). * p < .05, ** p < .01.

Specialization Group Differences in Health Outcomes
Chi-square tests and ANOVAs were run to test for between 

group differences among low, moderate, and high specializers 
on a variety of outcome variables. In line with previous litera-
ture (Bell et al., 2016), there was an almost equal split amongst 
the sample in terms of specialization classification: low (n = 46, 
30.7%), moderate (n = 60, 40.0%), and high (n = 44, 29.3%). Sig-
nificant specialization group differences were found for reduced 
accomplishment (a dimension of athlete burnout) and integrat-
ed motivation. Highly specialized athletes reported significant-
ly lower average levels of reduced accomplishment compared to 
the moderate specialization group, F (2, 147) = 3.12, p < .05, ƞ2= 
.04. In addition, highly specialized athletes reported significantly 
higher average levels of integrated motivation compared to the 
low/non-specialized group, F (2, 147) = 4.33, p < .05, ƞ2= .06.

Independent sample t-tests were run to determine group dif-
ferences, based on a binary response of “yes” or “no,” for each spe-
cific reason for specialization, out of the sample of participants 
who specialized in a single sport (n = 65). When given the chance 
to select as many reasons as applicable in regards to the reason for 
specialization, the majority of participants selected time demands 
(n = 40, 61.5%) and/or the pursuit of athletic excellence (n = 34, 
52.3%). The other cited reasons included personal enjoyment (n 
= 28, 43.1%), coach/parent pressure (n = 10, 15.4%), injury (n 
= 11, 16.9%), financial reasons (n = 3, 4.6%), and other (n = 3, 
4.6%). Significant group differences were found between athletes 
who selected athletic excellence as a reason for specialization (n 
= 34, 52.3%), and those who did not (n = 31, 47.7%), and the 
same for time demands (n = 40, 61.5% and n = 25, 38.5%, respec-
tively). Athletes who cited the pursuit of athletic excellence as a 
reason for specialization had decreased mean levels of reduced 
accomplishment and sport stress, and increased athlete engage-
ment, current intrinsic motivation for exercise, and psychological 
resilience, compared to other specializers. 

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics for Specialization Groups

Note: Red Acc = reduced accomplishment, Spt Dev = sport devaluation, Pr Injury 
= previous sport-related injury, IMI = intrinsic motivation towards physical activ-
ity/exercise, M = mean, SD = standard deviation. Bolded F values are significant 
(p < .05). * p < .05, ** p < .01.

In contrast, those who cited time demands demonstrated 
higher levels of sport devaluation and global athlete burnout, and 
decreased athlete engagement and intrinsic motivation, com-
pared to other specializers. 
Table 3. Independent Sample t-test for Athletic Excellence (N = 
65)
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Note: M = mean, SD = standard deviation, Red Acc = reduced accomplishment, 
Spt Dev = sport devaluation, AEQ = athlete engagement, IM = retrospective in-
trinsic motivation, IMI = current intrinsic motivation to exercise. Bolded t values 
are significant (p < .05). * p < .05, ** p < .01.

Table 4. Independent Sample t-test for Time Demands (N = 65)      

Note: M = mean, SD = standard deviation, Red Acc = reduced accomplishment, 
Spt Dev = sport devaluation, AEQ = athlete engagement, IM = retrospective in-
trinsic motivation, IMI = current intrinsic motivation to exercise. Bolded t values 
are significant (p < .05). * p < .05, ** p < .01.

Discussion
The primary research hypothesis was not supported, as there 

were minimal significant group differences between the special-
ization groups (low, moderate, and high), in regards to study vari-
ables of interest. In addition, the two significant group differences 
contradicted the research hypothesis, as highly specialized ath-
letes reported significantly lower levels of a maladaptive psycho-
logical outcome and higher levels of an adaptive outcome. High 
specializers reported lower average levels of reduced accomplish-
ment (negative evaluations of one’s ability, achievements, and/
or performance), when compared to moderate specializers. One 
potential explanation for the contradictory finding is that high-
ly specialized athletes attained greater sport achievements/elite 
status (i.e. college scholarships and national championships), 
compared to moderate specializers. If true, this finding would 
support research, such as Ericsson et al.’s (1993) “10,000 hour 
rule”, which argues for specialization as a necessity to achieve elite 
performance. Additionally, it would contradict previous research 
and anecdotal evidence, which suggests that specialization is not 
necessary, and potentially even a barrier, to reach elite status 
(Brenner, 2016; Gullich & Emrich, 2014; Malina, 2010; Moesch 
et al., 2011). While there were no direct measures of sport ac-
complishment in this study, 27.91% (n = 12; 1 case non-specified) 
of the highly specialized athletes self-classified as current varsity 
athletes, versus 11.11% (n = 6; 1 case non-specified) of moder-
ate specializers. The decreased levels of reduced accomplishment 

may also be due to differences in athletes’ feelings of self-confi-
dence. While limited in scope, in a qualitative study Macphail 
and Kirk (2006) found that athletes reported more positive feel-
ings regarding sport experience when the emphasis was on delib-
erate practice versus deliberate play, a characteristic of specializa-
tion. The researchers suggested that deliberate practice challenges 
athletes, leading to increases in competency and subsequently, 
self-confidence in one’s athletic abilities (Macphail & Kirk, 2006). 
In addition, due to the central role being an athlete plays in highly 
specialized athletes’ self-identity and subsequently, self-esteem, 
sport accomplishments may be more salient (Gustafsson, Hass-
men, Kentta, & Johansson, 2008). 

Highly specialized athletes also reported higher average levels 
of the adaptive outcome of integrated motivation, compared to 
the low/non-specialized group. Integrated motivation is the most 
autonomous form of extrinsic motivation, in which behaviours 
and goals are assimilated into one’s identity (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
Researchers posited that the high levels of deliberate practice (ef-
fortful activities that are not inherently enjoyable) and decreased 
autonomy in training characteristic of sport specialization, would 
result in a negative relationship between specialization and au-
tonomous sport motivation (Gould et al., 1996; Strachan et al., 
2009). The contradictory finding may be due to the formation of a 
limited or unidimensional identity by highly specialized athletes, 
in which their role as an athlete is central to their self-concep-
tion (Coakley, 1992). A unidimensional identity could serve as a 
protective mechanism, preventing cognitive dissonance between 
the significant time demands and investment (physical, emotion-
al, and social) required in sport specialization and one’s values. 
However, it could also be maladaptive in situations such as inju-
ry or poor performance, warranting further research (Coakley, 
1992). Additionally, other potential contributors to self-identity, 
such as participation in non-sport related activities, were not as-
sessed in this study. Therefore, further research examining the 
underlying mechanisms of this specialization-motivation rela-
tionship, including assessments of athletic identity, and its effect 
on athlete health is needed. 

Despite consistent findings in past research, no significant 
group differences in regards to risk of injury, including overuse 
injuries, were found (Bell et al., 2016; Jayanthi et al., 2013, 2015; 
Post et al., 2017). The lack of significant findings may be due to 
self-report of mechanism of injury, as past studies have corrobo-
rated reports of injuries with diagnoses from medical personnel 
in order to ensure accuracy (Jayanthi et al., 2013, 2015). Addition-
ally, this study did not utilize a strictly elite youth athlete sample, 
therefore, specializers may not have been exposed to inherent en-
vironmental risk factors (i.e. high training volume and compe-
tition level) to the same extent as the samples in prior research. 
While most youth sport involves exposure to environmental risk 
factors, specialization has been posited to have an increased risk 
of maladaptive outcomes due to the degree of exposure (i.e. high-
er training volumes and increased repetitions). Previous research 
suggests that the experience of non-elite youth specializers and 
samplers are more similar than different, as an individual may be 
classified as a “specializer,” but only train a few hours a week at a 
moderate intensity (Wiersma, 2000; Russell, 2014, 2015). 

Despite minimal significant group differences, the findings 
do not suggest that the specialization environment is inherent-
ly adaptive. Sample and measure limitations (discussed below), 
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especially the small number of early specializers, may have min-
imized the negative effects of specialization and/or amplified the 
adaptive effects, relative to the actual population of American 
youth athletes. Additionally, group differences analysis masked 
some of the inter-individual variation, as the majority of ath-
letes typically report low levels of maladaptive outcomes, such as 
burnout (Eklund & DeFreese, 2015). However, a small percentage 
of highly specialized athletes reported high levels of maladaptive 
outcomes, and any degree of burnout or other maladaptive out-
come warrants examination due to the significant potential aver-
sive effects on the individual and his/her athletic performance. In 
addition, in the case of negative sport experiences, highly special-
ized athletes may experience maladaptive outcomes to a greater 
extent versus samplers (discussed below). Furthermore, bivariate 
correlations suggest a maladaptive specialization-injury relation-
ship due to environmental risk factors (i.e. high weekly training 
volume), in line with the aforementioned previous research (Bell 
et al., 2016; Jayanthi et al., 2013, 2015; Post et al., 2017). Past in-
jury-rate was associated with the burnout dimension of sport de-
valuation. Burnout was also associated with other psychological 
health outcomes (i.e. athlete engagement, perceived sport stress, 
sport motivation, intrinsic motivation, and psychological resil-
ience), in the expected directions. However, correlations suggest 
that the specialization environment may not be inherently psy-
chologically maladaptive, with a significant negative relationship 
between number of seasons of sport participation and reduced 
sense of accomplishment. While contradictory to specialization 
theory and the research hypothesis, as posited by extant burnout 
theory, psychological outcomes are often dependent on individ-
uals’ cognitive appraisals and perceived demands and resources 
versus concrete environmental factors, such as training volume 
(Smith, 1986). In addition, burnout and other psychological out-
comes have not been consistently associated with factors inherent 
in the specialization experience. 

While the specialization environment may not be inherently 
maladaptive, the specialization-psychosocial health relationship 
still merits examination as specializers may experience high lev-
els of burnout and other maladaptive psychological outcomes to 
a greater degree than samplers, in the case of a negative sport 
experience. Examination of the exploratory hypothesis revealed 
that athletes’ psychosocial outcomes varied as a function of their 
reasons for specializing. Athletes who cited more intrinsic and 
positive reasons for specialization, such as the pursuit of athletic 
excellence, reported positive health outcomes (i.e. reduced sport 
stress). In contrast, those who cited extrinsic and potentially 
negative reasons, such as time demands, reported maladaptive 
psychological outcomes (i.e. higher global burnout levels). These 
findings align with previous research in which athletes experienc-
ing entrapment (negative participation reasons) reported higher 
levels of burnout (maladaptive psychological outcome), when 
compared to athletes with more adaptive sport-commitment pro-
files (Raedeke, 1997). Together with the correlation and group 
difference findings, these findings suggest that the specialization 
environment may not be inherently psychologically maladaptive, 
but dependent on the individual athlete’s experience and percep-
tions of sport-commitment and motivation factors. However, 
more nuanced research on the role of the reason for specializa-
tion is needed, as some of the choices to specialize could be in-
terpreted as either positive or negative (Russell, 2014, 2015). For 

example, “time demands” could be referencing either the time 
demands of the domain sport preventing an athlete from par-
ticipating in other sports/activities or specialization as a way to 
decrease time demands of other activities, interpretations associ-
ated with distinct outcomes. Research has shown that withdrawal 
from activities due to autonomous choices between sports and 
non-sports activities is normative, and potentially psychological-
ly adaptive, taking into account factors such as time demands, 
enjoyment, and ability (Wiersma, 2000). In contrast, youth ath-
letes demonstrate decreased sport motivation and commitment 
(maladaptive outcomes) when they feel that their sport is con-
flicting with their social development and ability to participate 
in other experiences (Fraser-Thomas, Cote, & Deakin, 2008). 
Furthermore, the specialization decision findings are limited by a 
small sample of specializers or individuals who quit other sports 
to focus on one sport (n = 46, 30.67%).

While the current study’s findings were significant and war-
rant further research, there were study limitations that need to 
be addressed in future research. First, the study was limited by 
a small number of early specializers (n = 10, 6.7%), which may 
partially account for the minimal significant group differences, as 
early specialization has been proposed to carry the most health 
risks (Cote et al., 2007; Cote, Horton, et al., 2009; Cote, Lidor, 
et al., 2009; Wiersma, 2000). The small sub-sample may be due 
to the use of convenience sampling, the small percentage of ear-
ly specializers in the general population, and/or the method of 
classification. For example, while previously validated, Jayanthi 
et al.’s (2015) scale does not take into account individuals who 
only ever played one sport and therefore, never “quit other sports 
to focus on one sport.” In addition, besides a moderate self-re-
ported average weekly training volume (M = 13.69, SD = 6.98), 
there were no measures to clarify the intensity of the specializa-
tion experience, including both physiological training load and 
psychological resources demands. For example, the three-point 
specialization scale did not distinguish between a specializer who 
trains one or two days a week at a moderate intensity in a single 
sport, and one who trains five to seven days a week at a high in-
tensity. This may also account for limited group differences, as 
previous research suggests that the experience of non-elite youth 
specializers and samplers are more similar than different (Wiers-
ma, 2000; Russell, 2014, 2015).  Finally, based on the preliminary 
findings, quantifying athletes along a continuum (low, moderate, 
and high) may not be an effective method of studying psycho-
logical health risks (Jayanthi et al., 2013, 2015). Instead, future 
research could utilize groupings based on athletes’ perceptions 
of key factors in the sport environment (i.e. theoretically-based 
components of sport-commitment and motivation). For exam-
ple, cluster analysis could be used to group athletes’ into distinct 
sport-commitment profiles (i.e. sport entrapped, attracted, and 
low commitment), and examine group differences in profile com-
position (i.e. number of early and late specializers and samplers) 
and psychosocial health outcomes. Together, these limitations 
suggest that future research should utilize a more nuanced mea-
sure of specialization, accounting for individuals who have only 
participated in one sport throughout their entire athletic career 
and involving measures of factors associated with an elite sport 
specialization environment, sport-commitment, and self-deter-
mined motivation. The use of convenience sampling also limits 
the generalizability of findings, as the study sample was relative-
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ly homogenous (76.0%, n = 144 identifying as Caucasian), over 
two-thirds female (68.0%, n = 102), two-thirds from one south 
eastern university (66.67%, n = 100), and solely college aged indi-
viduals (M = 20.23, SD = 1.34). 

The cross-sectional, retrospective study design also poses 
methodological limitations.  Due to the use of self-report, re-
sults may be affected by participant bias. In addition, recall bias 
is a concern due to the retrospective study design and the age of 
participants, with participants reflecting on sporting experiences 
that occurred up to eight years ago. Prior research has utilized 
adolescents, ages twelve to eighteen, in order to minimize this 
issue (Jayanthi et al., 2013, 2015). Furthermore, cause and effect 
cannot be determined due to the cross-sectional nature of the 
study, as the results may be directional and/or a third variable 
may be present. 

Despite limitations, the study findings expand the current 
body of knowledge regarding the effects of specialization, espe-
cially in regards to psychological health outcomes. Results sug-
gest a maladaptive relationship between specialization and physi-
cal health outcomes may exist due to inherent environmental risk 
factors. However, the direct relationship between specialization 
status and psychological health outcomes may be dependent on 
athletes’ cognitive appraisals and perceptions relative to their spe-
cialization environment and experience, including the reason(s) 
for specialization, warranting future prospective studies. 

In addition to implications for future research, study findings 
have multiple practical implications on an individual and societal 
level. At the individual level, findings suggest that specialization 
may not be inherently detrimental to youth athletes’ psychologi-
cal health. However, findings should be interpreted cautiously, as 
the costs and benefits of specialization are still unclear. Addition-
ally, individuals who have a perceived negative sport experience 
may also experience maladaptive psychological health outcomes, 
potentially to a more extensive degree than non-specialized ath-
letes. Therefore, coaches and parents need to carefully monitor 
athletes, especially highly specialized athletes, for signs of mal-
adaptive psychological health, and provide a positive, task-mas-
tery centered environment. On a bigger scale, the findings sug-
gest a wide variety of potential areas for intervention, aimed at 
both the individual athlete and the sport environment (i.e. coping 
mechanisms, relaxation techniques, and promoting autonomy), 
may be effective in deterring athlete burnout and promoting a 
positive psychological experience for specialized youth athletes 
(Coatsworth & Conroy, 2009). Additionally, sport-governing 
bodies could implement policies accounting for youth athletes’ 
developmental stages, such as limiting the intensity and volume 
of early youth training and competition, in order to minimize 
maladaptive physical health outcomes. Ultimately, this research 
aims to minimize the prevalence of maladaptive physical and 
psychosocial health outcomes in youth athletes via expanding 
the specialization knowledge base and subsequently, illuminating 
potential areas for intervention. 
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Mothers’ Stories of 
Postpartum Depression: 
Coming to Voice and 
Healing the Self
by Clara Davidson

The Center for Disease Control and Prevention states that 1 in 9 mothers experience postpartum 
depression.  If we extrapolate to the number of births annually, then an astonishing 900,000 women are 
affected by this illness every year. This study highlights the importance of stories in the field of med-
icine; no definition or description of symptoms could have as much impact as the personal accounts 
of those who suffered from this illness. Personal accounts also introduce new ideas that may not be 
obvious from scientific reports. Through memoirs, women confronted the stigma surrounding postpar-
tum depression and voiced their support for those currently suffering. Studies in the Health Human-
ities highlight the importance of individual stories and personal experience as a way to understand and 
treat diseases like postpartum depression.

Keywords: Postpartum depression, narrative, motherhood, stigma, pregnancy 

Childbirth is a life-giving act of welcoming a baby into 
the world and the joyful beginning of the irreplaceable 
bond between mother and child. But what happens 

when the new mother does not experience joy in the relation-
ship? Or when this time of joyful welcome is clouded by thoughts 
of self-doubt and anxiety, and even of violence towards the in-
fant? For the women who experience these crippling emotions 
after they give birth, it can be a time of severe depression and 
confusion as they struggle to understand why they are not expe-
riencing the joy in their motherhood. Memoirs of women who 
have experienced postpartum depression provide an in-depth re-
flection of their experiences of this illness from the birth of their 
children to the final stages of recovery. These memoirs detail the 
feelings of shame that many mothers experience during postpar-
tum depression, the importance of female support in their heal-
ing, and the key role that survivors of this illness can play in the 
push for better education, identification, and treatment available 
for new mothers.  

The lack of women who receive treatment for postpartum 
depression can be related to the lack of awareness among new 
mothers about this illness. While there is some discussion in lit-
erature about childbirth about “baby blues” (short-lived feelings 
of depression that do not normally last more than two weeks fol-
lowing delivery), there is often little information provided about 
how this normal state of unrest can develop into long-term post-

partum depression and how to seek treatment should this occur. 
Unfortunately, many mothers are unaware of this illness or are 
unable to receive a proper diagnosis when these feelings continue 
weeks, months, and even years after a birth. When mothers expe-
rience feelings of unhappiness and anxiety for months following 
childbirth, they often worry about the reactions of others should 
they express their lack of joy in motherhood. The role of shame 
in preventing mothers from speaking out about their illness is 
crucial in the continuation of the silent epidemic of postpartum 
depression. 

When experiencing postpartum depression, women express 
how important it is that they can share their feelings with oth-
er women without fear of judgment. While support from anyone 
is important, the abandonment and lack of understanding from 
other women can be especially difficult for new mothers who are 
striving to understand how to cope with their feelings. According 
to researcher Knudson-Martin:

Validation of distressing emotions may be provided 
from a variety of sources…However, responses by oth-
ers mean to be supportive frequently disconfirmed the 
woman’s experience. From study to study, women spoke 
of being told that “everyone feels this way” or “you’re 
just a little down.” Validating feelings is different from 
normalizing them (Knudson-Martin 154). 
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Mothers with postpartum depression are aware that the 
emotions they are experiencing are neither normal nor healthy. 
However, when sharing these feelings with other women, it is im-
portant that these mothers are met with an understanding envi-
ronment and that they are told their experiences are accepted as 
nothing to be ashamed of, but rather the result of a severe illness 
that can be treated.  

Many of the personal narratives of mothers who had struggled 
with postpartum depression stress the need they had for other 
mothers to express support and understanding. However, it is of-
ten difficult for mothers to seek out community when they are 
coping with the shame of, what they believe, are feelings never 
experienced by other women.  Because of this situation, women 
who have survived their bout of postpartum depression assume 
the role of advocates by speaking or writing about their experi-
ences as a way of assuring other mothers that they are not alone 
in their struggle. These memoirs of women who have struggled 
and found healing from postpartum depression provide hope 
that there is life after this illness. In their memoirs, the survivors 
of postpartum depression dispel the shame that prevents women 
from speaking out during their struggles, highlight the impor-
tance of support from other mothers during the recovery process, 
and promote awareness for this illness. 

An Introduction of Postpartum Depression

Following the birth of a child, many women develop “baby 
blues,” a psychological condition that peaks between 2-5 days af-
ter delivery and does not exceed 2 weeks. According to research-
ers Stewart and Vigod:

Approximately 70% of new mothers have mild depres-
sion symptoms called ‘baby blues’…[which] typically in-
clude weepiness, sadness, mood lability, irritability, and 
anxiety. ‘Blues’ do not seriously impair functioning or 
include psychotic symptoms; typically these symptoms 
begin to abate spontaneously within 2 weeks, although 
some cases will progress to postpartum depression. Dis-
tinguishing between postpartum blues and postpartum 
depression can be difficult, but assessment of mood and 
of severity of symptoms at multiple time points may fa-
cilitate making this distinction (Stewart 2178). 

While “baby blues” are a common occurrence after birth, if 
symptoms continue to progress after two weeks, they develop into 
postpartum depression and the severity of the condition escalates 
considerably. The Center for Disease Control and Prevention 
states that research shows 1 in 9 mothers experience postpartum 
depression (CDC Depression among Women). If this statistic is 
extrapolated to the number of births annually, the astonishing 
900,000 women affected by postpartum depression is greater than 
the number of cases of tuberculosis, leukemia, multiple sclero-
sis, Parkinson’s disease, Alzheimer’s disease, lupus, and epilepsy 
combined (postpartumprogress.org). 

While these numbers are alarming, what is even more alarm-
ing is the lack of predictability of this illness. The self-help book 
This Isn’t What I Expected states: 

Postpartum depression frequently strikes without warn-

ing—in women without any past emotional problems, 
without any history of depression, and without any com-
plications in pregnancy. PPD strikes mothers who are in 
very satisfying marriages, in difficult marriages, or who 
are single, lesbian, or cohabitating. It strikes women who 
had easy pregnancies and deliveries, as well as women 
who suffered prolonged, complicated labors and cesare-
an sections (Kleiman 2).

Thus, postpartum depression, the official diagnosis once “baby 
blue” symptoms continue more than two weeks after birth, affects 
a large cross-section of women. Once a postpartum diagnosis 
has been reached, the treatment methods vary between medical 
professionals and based on the severity of symptoms. Treatment 
options can include, “medication, psychotherapy, counseling, and 
group treatment and support strategies” (Gulli). Because it is im-
portant that mothers be aware of the medical options available 
to them, a variety of treatment options are considered once a di-
agnosis has been reached. Once all the options are considered, 
“Management depends on the patient’s medical history, the sever-
ity of the symptoms, the effects on the functioning, the woman’s 
preferences, available expertise, and resources” (Stewart 2184). 
There are multiple treatment options for postpartum depression 
and can be tailored to fit the individual needs and expectations 
of every mother. With so many treatment options, it is surprising 
that there continues to be a population of mothers who live with 
crippling postpartum depression, unaware that there is help and 
too ashamed to seek help for their illness. 

While there are a multitude of treatment options available 
to mothers with postpartum depression, the difficulty of getting 
women to seek treatment continues to hamper efforts to recovery.  
When recalling her experiences with postpartum depression, 
Adrienne Martini states, “Despite all of our warm and fuzzy talk 
about how depression is a physical disease caused by a chemical 
imbalance, it still has a big stinking stigma attached to it” (Mar-
tini 175). Like so many other women, Martini felt that her ill-
ness was a shame and would make others think she was an unfit 
mother for her child. Martini recalls how she worried that friends 
and family would ostracize her for not being the expected joyful 
mother after the birth of the baby. She feared that if other knew 
what she was experiencing, she might even have her child taken 
away due to her inability to care for her. Martini is not alone in 
these fears; many other survivors of postpartum depression recall 
similar worries:

I was certain that nobody else could possibly feel what 
I was feeling…Postpartum depression was a crazy per-
son’s affliction, and I associated it only with those people 
who harm their kids by doing things like driving the car 
into a lake. I was certainly not in that category…Postpar-
tum depression was plainly not something that affected 
someone like me. It hit only those people you read about 
in the news (Shields 83).  

Shields associated postpartum depression with women who 
were plastered across the front page of newspapers for injuring 
their children or taking their own lives. Unlike these extreme ex-
amples, most women who suffer from postpartum depression do 
not end up committing murders or killing themselves. With these 
individuals being the public examples of postpartum depression, 
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women fear to be diagnosed with this same illness. These mothers 
are so ashamed of their feelings that they fail to realize that these 
emotions are the result of an illness and instead choose to hide 
their suffering from even friends and family. The unfortunate 
result is that postpartum depression is often left untreated, and 
mothers continue to struggle with this illness alone. 

When Marie Osmond opened up about her bout with post-
partum depression, she received an influx of letters from women 
who had also suffered from depression after childbirth but had 
never felt comfortable sharing their stories before. “Each of the 
stories are different,” writes Osmond. “But they all made a ref-
erence in some way to one thing we shared: shame” (Osmond 
183). The shame that is attached to this form of depression results 
from the mothers’ inability to align their current feelings with 
their expectations of life post-childbirth. Osmond speaks about 
the pressure she placed on herself and the expectations she tried 
to meet following the birth of her youngest child. She suppressed 
her feelings of hopelessness and instead tried to fulfill the role of 
joyful mother. Even her close friends and family were oblivious as 
she began to struggle with suicidal thoughts. 

Feeling ashamed of postpartum depression prevents many 
mothers from discussing their illness with even medical profes-
sionals. When trying to explain why she never sought medical 
treatment during her postpartum depression, Brooke Shields cit-
ed shame as one of the main reasons for her inability to approach 
a doctor with her struggle. “I hadn’t even told my doctor what I 
was feeling,” she writes. “It was just too shameful” (Shields 78). In 
her darkest hour, she felt too ashamed to even turn to a medical 
professional about her emotional state, worried that she would be 
seen as a failure rather than the victim of a disease. In her study 
on self-help and postpartum depression, Verta Taylor found that 
“fewer than 20 percent of these women ever discussed their emo-
tions with obstetrician-gynecologists, family practitioners, pedi-
atricians, or other health-care providers” (Taylor 37). 

While feelings of shame contribute to the lack of women will-
ing to seek medical attention, the fear that their illness will not be 
taken seriously is another concern that also deters them. Women 
still worry that they will be told that this is simply a long stretch 
of “baby blues.” According to Knudson-Martin, “Women report-
ed feeling that some healthcare providers minimized or were in-
sensitive to their distress, sometimes suggesting that the mood 
would just pass or that everyone has the blues” (Knudson-Martin 
153). This concern, coupled with the feelings of shame, results 
in large numbers of women remaining silent about their illness. 

When reflecting on how long she lived with undiagnosed post-
partum depression, Shields states in frustration that this illness, 
“left undiagnosed, can be chronic and devastating. The mother 
may be racked with guilt and ravaged by hopelessness, and the 
rest of the family is affected as well” (Shields 139). Without treat-
ment, this disease can wreak havoc on the mother, infant, and 
family for years after childbirth. It is crucial for the well-being of 
these mothers that education about this disease and the treatment 
options dispel feelings of shame that prevent many women from 
speaking out about their illness. When reflecting on her experi-
ences with postpartum depression, Heather B. Armstrong states, 
“Why should there be any shame in getting help for a disease? 
If there is a stigma to this, let there be one. At least I was alive. 
At least my baby still had her mother. At least I had a chance at 
a better life” (Armstrong 194). Once mothers are able to realize 

that there is no shame in their illness, they will be able to reach 
out and receive the treatment they need to recover and continue 
their lives. 

The Role of Female Friendships in Postpartum Depression
A constant refrain in the memoirs of women with postpartum 

depression is how finding support from other women was crucial 
to their recovery process. When attempting to cope with the dif-
ficulty of postpartum depression, many mothers remarked on the 
importance of continual support from other women, especially 
mothers who had experienced childbirth. In her study of moth-
ers with depression, researcher Mauthner states that, “One of the 
most unexpected findings to come out of my research was the 
importance of relationships with other mothers to the women’s 
psychological and emotional well-being” (Mauthner 134). This 
research finding was reaffirmed repeatedly in the personal mem-
oirs of mothers who had recovered from postpartum depression. 
Throughout these personal narratives, these mothers repeatedly 
credited their successes in their treatment and healing to the con-
tinual support from strong female friends who took part in their 
journey.  

Forming friendships with other mothers can help those cur-
rently struggling with postpartum depression to realize that they 
are not alone in their struggle. Many women feel alienated from 
other mothers, assuming they are the only ones to experience 
this depression. The horror of experiencing something that most 
books on motherhood shy away from or only present in the most 
extreme cases leads many women to believe that no other mother 
has ever felt uninterested, unattached, or hatred for their infant. 
Martini dryly recalls that in the beginning stages of her depres-
sion, she felt betrayed by the mainstream portrayal of mother-
hood. In the confusion of her dark emotions, she recalls feeling 
that, “If I’d had the energy, I’d have written every last magazine 
editor and writer who had ever run a happy, sappy piece about 
the miracle of birth” (Martini 85). As she still believed that her 
struggle with mental illness stemmed from her relatives’ depres-
sion-prone history, Martini was not aware that there were many 
other mothers outside of her family who had experienced simi-
lar depression after childbirth. She felt alone in her struggle and 
when she eventually was committed to the psychiatric wing of the 
local hospital, she was surprised when another mother reached 
out and told her, “I went through the same thing when my first 
was born…you’ll get through it” (Martini 167). This small state-
ment of support from another mother who had gone through a 
similar experience was the beginning of a friendship that helped 
Martini recover from her postpartum depression. 

Other mothers cite similar experiences when they realized 
that they were not alone in their feelings. The impact of wom-
en reaching out to these currently struggling mothers has an 
immense impact by revealing a community of women who are 
rarely revealed by the media. In her account of healing post hos-
pitalization, Shaw writes, 

As I’ve recovered myself and shrugged my shoulders out 
of that awful introversion, I’ve noticed how dense a con-
stellation of other women is clustered around me. I seem 
to have been inducted into a silent community. There 
are so many others…who have suffered some form of 
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deep misery after the birth of a child, more than I would 
possibly have imagined (Shaw 160). 

Once she realized the great multitude of other mothers who 
had suffered from the same illness, Shaw began to seek out fellow-
ship with these women who had shared her experiences. Had she 
been aware at the onset of the large number of women who had 
struggled with postpartum depression, Shaw wondered wheth-
er she would have identified the signs of her illness earlier and 
realized that it should not be a source of shame. Marie Osmond 
echoes this belief, stating, “We have become so self-contained 
that it’s easy to fall into a pattern that doesn’t include real com-
munication or emotional support from others, especially other 
women facing the challenges of raising children” (Osmond 31). 
The emotional support that can be gained from forming a group 
of mothers who share their experiences with birth, raising, and 
family relationships is pivotal. Osmond reflects in her memoir 
that, too often mothers do not take the opportunity to create 
meaningful bonds by sharing feelings and experiences, so when 
a woman begins coping with postpartum depression, she is un-
aware that many other mothers have experienced similar feelings.

Osmond also provides an example of how mothers often do 
not need to seek out new friendships when they are seeking sup-
port during postpartum depression. Many mothers likely already 
have relationships with women who have struggled with this ill-
ness, but due to the silence around the topic, even their female 
friends are unaware of their difficulties. For Osmond, while she 
was aware that postpartum depression existed, she was unaware 
of her personal connection with any mother who had suffered 
from this illness. When she tried to open up about her illness, 
she recalls that while she found people who wanted to help her, 
none of them appeared to understand the suffering she was going 
through. Finally, during her breakdown which led her to flee her 
home and children, she received a phone call from her mother. 
Her mother revealed that she too had suffered from postpartum 
depression and that while the suffering was difficult now, it was 
possible to get through it. Osmond writes, “My mother made me 
feel I could go on. She had no instant cure to offer or great ad-
vice that made the light breakthrough for me. She merely had 
an admission. She simply said that she knew what I was going 
through. There was someone who really understood, and it was 
my mother” (Osmond 140). After reflecting on her experiences 
with postpartum depression, Osmond realized that the thing that 
had the most impact and saved her life was the revelation that she 
had a close female friend to whom she could turn for understand-
ing and acceptance. 

In Verta Taylor’s study on postpartum depression, one woman 
who had suffered a severe bout of depression following the birth 
of her first child found that she did not experience a relapse af-
ter her second child and credits this success to the fact that, “she 
had developed a ‘safety net’ of other mothers” (Taylor 15). This 
“safety net” of other mothers, whether prior victims of postpar-
tum depression or not, that provides support and community to 
a mother after birth, are credited by postpartum testimonies as 
a way to strengthen women on their path to recovery and help 
prevent relapses. Another woman from Taylor’s study stated that, 
“she found support during her recovery by talking with two other 
women who had also been hospitalized for postpartum illness…
it was only after meeting these women…and discovering they felt 

the same way she had” (Taylor 73) that this mother was able to 
heal from her illness. Having a network of other mothers who 
have experienced postpartum depression can provide reassur-
ance that no mother struggling with depression is alone in her 
illness. Shields remembers that when she struggled with her de-
pression, she “wanted to find the community of people who said, 
‘oh yeah, I felt the same way. Mine was bad, too, but don’t worry, 
many mothers feel that way. It really will pass” (Shields 144). The 
impact that another mother simply saying, “Yes, I know what you 
are going through” and forming a friendship can be the life-sav-
ing statement that means the difference between life and death. 

While female friendships are important and provide immense 
benefits by allowing mothers to realize that they are not alone 
in their struggle, some memoirs also commented on how female 
friendships were also a source of difficulty. Some mothers going 
through postpartum depression, would struggle with comparing 
themselves to other mothers who appeared to be better mothers, 
have happier babies, more satisfying marriages, and more enjoy-
able lives. One mother recalls that when she began to reveal her 
feelings towards her child and motherhood to friends, “they were 
unsympathetic when she talked about…the fact that it discour-
aged her from having another child” (Mauthner 16). This revela-
tion only resulted in her being alienated from her female friends 
rather than receiving the support she needed. For some mothers, 
the idea that a woman would not love her child and being a moth-
er can feel like a threat to their own experience. Perhaps because 
their experiences aligned with the idea of childbirth being a won-
derful time, they struggle to relate to a mother who does not have 
a similar experience.  

The lack of acceptance from other mothers was testified to 
by several mothers in their memoirs, including Brooke Shields, 
who spent the majority of her adult life wanting and struggling 
to have a child. After the birth of her daughter, Shields was struck 
with a severe case of postpartum depression and found herself 
struggling from her lack of knowledge about the illness and ex-
posure to those who have previously struggled with the disease. 
She recalls that when she tried to find a community of mothers 
to support her in this difficult time, she struggled to find any-
one willing to offer understanding acceptance. Rather than ac-
ceptance, she was met with negativity; “the problem was that I 
wasn’t met with this response; instead, the opposite occurred. 
Most people couldn’t believe I could have experienced anything 
so negative” (Shields 144). This lack of acceptance among other 
women can result in mothers with postpartum depression simply 
withdrawing further into themselves and no longer seeking out 
support. When already struggling with feelings of shame about 
their mental state, it can be excruciatingly difficult to then hear 
these worries affirmed by criticism from others.  This is a difficult 
situation since so many mothers struggling with postpartum de-
pression found that, “talking to another mother was, for many, 
the key to moving out of depression…the most valuable kind of 
help they either wanted or received came in the form of talking 
to another mother about their feelings” (Mauthner 143). Given 
this information, there exists a two-sided situation in which some 
mothers are received into a safe, non-judgmental environment 
while others are faced with criticism due to their inability to “get 
over” their postpartum depression and care for their child.  

Though there are instances of negative interactions with other 
mothers in the memoirs, the majority of the authors’ interactions 
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tended to be beneficial to their recovery. Receiving support from 
other mothers, especially those who may have previously gone 
through postpartum depression, was consistently cited as a posi-
tive and even life-saving experience. Marie Osmond wrote, 

I kept reflecting on how much my mother helped me 
through my lowest hours with that phone call in the mo-
tel room. I often wondered where I would be if she had 
not shared her story with me. It had sparked a flame, and 
however dim it was in some moments, it was a begin-
ning. I held on to her story with hope for my own future 
(Osmond 179). 

Many women wrote at length about how positive interactions 
with other mothers helped in their recovery and that, though in-
stances of unsupportive women did occur, the majority resulted 
in finding support and comfort during their postpartum depres-
sion. 

The theme of female friendships plays a predominant role in 
many postpartum depression memoirs. While countless mothers 
recall the need and want for strong, supportive female friends, 
not every mother was able to find this support during their ill-
ness. Unfortunately some mothers received little understanding 
from the women closest to them and felt too scared to seek out 
other women after being met with that response. Thus, it is of 
utmost importance that women recognize the importance of sup-
porting mothers going through this struggle and sharing their ex-
periences of postpartum depression with trusted friends. While 
they may be met with difficulty or lack of support from some, it 
is important to highlight that this is not the overarching reac-
tion to mental illness in new mothers. Strong female friendships 
were a saving grace to many mothers during their postpartum de-
pression struggles and eventual recoveries.By refusing to remain 
silent and supporting mothers currently going through postpar-
tum depression, women are helping end the shame surrounding 
this illness and helping other mothers build themselves up after 
going through this struggle. 

The Role of Postpartum Depression Memoirs
Although developing friendships with other survivors of post-

partum depression assists in the healing process of many indi-
viduals, the difficulty still remains in the hidden nature of this 
illness. While self-doubt and shame often prevent those currently 
struggling from seeking out friends to support them during their 
illness, survivors of postpartum depression have the ability to 
share their stories and experiences. By writing or speaking about 
their experiences, survivors can become advocates for those still 
suffering from this illness by increasing awareness and allowing 
those still struggling to realize they are not alone. The writers of 
these memoirs help educate and increase awareness while also 
offering support to women who do not have the courage or ability 
to find a supportive community to assist in their recovery.  

Reading about the experiences of a survivor and realizing how 
it aligns with one’s current struggles can provide mothers with the 
ability to recognize their own illness. For many mothers, the lack 
of education about postpartum depression means they were left 
unprepared to recognize the symptoms of this illness when re-
covering from childbirth. While they could sense that something 
was wrong, frequently women were only able to understand their 

feelings when hearing a personal account of postpartum depres-
sion. In Down Came the Rain, Brooke Shields recalls that, “My 
friend…brought me two books on different women’s accounts [of 
postpartum depression]…and begged me to page through them” 
(Shields 82). While Shields was hesitant to read the books of “cra-
zy” mothers who she was sure did not relate to her life, she finally 
began to read the accounts. She remembers feeling a sense of calm 
after reading these books because, “though my doctor had been 
helpful medically, it wasn’t until I began reading other women’s 
accounts…that it became painfully clear” (Shields 141). Shields 
was aware that her experiences were not normal, but she was not 
able to identify her pain until she read accounts written by wom-
en who had shared her experience. Shields was shocked to realize 
that she had postpartum depression and after going through her 
recovery, wondered whether other mothers felt the same way. She 
states, “I considered myself a well-informed, educated person. If 
this illness had taken me by surprise, I reasoned, I probably wasn’t 
alone. Were other women enduring this in silence…because they 
were unaware of what it was they were going through?” (Shields 
143). Once struck with this realization, Shields was determined 
to speak out about her illness and become an advocate for those 
still suffering in hopes that her personal experiences may allow 
mothers to realize what they are struggling with before it is too 
late. The validation that can be gained from reading about anoth-
er mother’s experience can enable other women to identify their 
illness while simultaneously realizing they are not alone in their 
struggles. One mother recalls, “I thought I was the only one going 
through this until I read that article on Governor Dick Celeste’s 
wife in the paper, and she sounded like she had just what I had” 
(Taylor 23). The realization that someone else is willing to pub-
lically share their struggle with postpartum depression provides 
reassurance to those who are currently going through the recov-
ery process. 

Memoirs of postpartum depression can help mothers realize 
they are not alone in their struggles and help support them in 
their first steps of reaching out to other women to find a strong 
community. One mother, Pam, recalled that during her depres-
sion she craved human contact, but she felt unable to reach out 
to other mothers; “When you’re ill,’ she explains, ‘you can’t do 
it, you know what I mean, you can’t phone somebody else up al-
though you want to” (Mauthner 16). However, Pam felt that if 
she had seen someone publicly share her story of postpartum 
depression, she may have felt empowered to do the same with 
her close friends and build a supportive community to help her 
through her struggles. Reaching out to female friends can be a 
challenging task for someone with depression. In order to reach 
the point where they feel comfortable reaching out, mothers need 
to recognize that they are not alone in their experiences and that 
postpartum depression is temporary—both things that memoirs 
can provide. 

While some women felt compelled to write their memoir as 
a way to provide reassurance and clarity to other mothers, other 
women chose to record their experiences as a way to make sense 
of their postpartum journey. Fiona Shaw states that, “I had no in-
tention of writing a self-help book, but I thought I would be help-
ing myself now if I could put myself in the picture” (Shaw 155). 
She felt that by writing down her experiences, she would be able 
to better understand her past and continue her recovery process. 
After a period of being unable to control their own thoughts and 
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feelings, these women chose to write about this period as a way 
of reclaiming this time of depression. Shaw recalls that, “when 
I began writing this book, I did so in the effort to shore myself 
up against the whirling chaos of my mind” (Shaw 204). Going 
through postpartum depression is often a life altering experience 
that requires mothers to reassess their outlook on motherhood 
and how they view themselves as women.By writing down their 
experiences and reflecting on their struggles, women can come to 
a better understanding of what they went through and how they 
can recover from their postpartum depression. These memoirs 
can be a way for these mothers to feel that they have completed 
their recovery of postpartum depression by writing about their 
experiences as occurrences in the past that they overcame.  

Survivor advocates are powerful figures in the field of post-
partum depression; they help educate, provide support to those 
who feel alone, and use their advocacy to gain personal healing. 
When researcher Verta Taylor asked one of her research partici-
pants why she choose to write about her experiences, she replied, 

I started with being angry that other women were suf-
fering alone, and I vowed to just raise my voice high so 
that other women will know that you get better, you get 
through this, you survive this. It really basically was to 
support other women who were going through it (Taylor 
74). 

For many women who recovered from postpartum depres-
sion, detailing their experiences was a way of speaking out against 
the stigma that surrounds their illness while offering support to 
other mothers who may be currently suffering. Many remember 
how lost and alone they felt during their depression after child-
birth and want to use their experiences as a way of ensuring that 
other mothers will feel more support when going through their 
postpartum depression. These women feel that by writing about 
their experiences, they can expand the discussion about postpar-
tum depression, educate mothers who may not be aware of their 
symptoms, and provide continual reassurance to those who feel 
they are alone in their struggles. 

Conclusion
Postpartum depression is a severe illness that can develop in 

any mother after childbirth. While the shame associated with 
postpartum depression often prevents mothers from speaking out 
and seeking help for their illness, women are able to gain support 
through female friendships. Memoirs of postpartum depression 
constantly reiterate the importance of female support for moth-
ers trying to find their way after childbirth. Some survivors of 
postpartum depression use their own recovery as an opportunity 
to speak out on behalf of those still suffering in hopes that their 
personal testimony will contribute to breaking the silence around 
this illness. While postpartum depression is often a terrifying re-
ality for mothers, the journey from suffering to healing can be 
seen in a positive light by survivors of this illness. In one study on 
depression among mothers, researchers noted that many wom-
en felt that their depression “made them better mothers because 
by recognizing and taking into account their own needs, as well 
as those of others, they were providing their children with more 
realistic models of parenting, parent-child relationships, and in-

deed relationships in general” (Mauthner 22-23). 
After recovering from their depression and through the sup-

port of other women, mothers are able to use their illness as 
an opportunity to reflect on their views on motherhood, child 
rearing, and mental health. The recovery of this illness can be a 
process spanning months or even years, but by using their expe-
riences to encourage those still suffering from the illness, it can 
be a powerful way to allow mothers to realize there is life after 
postpartum depression.   
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Mountain Stories: The 
Presentation of Coal 
Mining in Bluegrass Music
by Madeline Fisher

For many people living in the Appalachian coal centers of the United States, bluegrass music provides 
an outlet for individuals to express the impact that coal has on on their lives and communities. In ana-
lyzing music recordings, literature, and interviews with bluegrass musicians from coal mining communi-
ties, there have been identified two ways by which coal and its repercussions have been reflected--and 
continue to be reflected--in bluegrass music. The ties that bluegrass and coal have to one another are 
underpinned both by the way that coal appears as a theme, topic, and refrain in bluegrass music, and 
by the way that the music has been incorporated into activist efforts. The relationship between coal 
and bluegrass is indicative of a regional identity in parts of Appalachia, and as such, serve as compelling 
outlets for which personal narratives can be communicated

Keywords: Appalachia, music, bluegrass, stories, coal mining 

In Wellsburg, West Virginia, a small group of college stu-
dents play “The Yablonski Murder” by Hazel Dickens, a 
bluegrass song about the murder of a coal miner union 

member, to an auditorium full of high school students.1  The band 
is playing the song with the same musical style and the same in-
struments that musicians from the hills of West Virginia used in 
the 1950s. Why are bluegrass music and coal so intertwined even 
today, and what, if anything, has changed? The aim for this paper 
is to answer these questions by identifying how the coal industry 
has impacted people from coal mining communities in different 
ways over time, and how these issues have come to be expressed 
in the music. This paper will contain discussions on how blue-
grass music has served as a lens through which coal narratives 
can be shared among those in the area, as well as people removed 
from the place.

 The first time the style of music that we now know as bluegrass 
was played was in 1945 when Bill Monroe’s band, the “Blue Grass 
Boys,” hired Lester Flatt and Earl Scruggs whose distinctive guitar 
and banjo styles combined with Monroe’s mandolin to create a 
new style of string band music. The typical band in this emerg-
ing style was composed of five acoustic instruments: upright bass, 
mandolin, banjo, guitar, and fiddle. The singing was character-
ized by high lonesome vocals, accompanied by tight vocal har-
monies. Instrumentalists would take virtuosic solos in between 
verses, often done improvisationally.  Later, Flatt and Scruggs left 
the “Blue Grass Boys” and formed their own band, “The Foggy 
Mountain Boys,” and throughout the 1950’s and 60’s, they played 
a huge role in disseminating bluegrass music across state lines by 

radio and TV performances.2  This bluegrass style was a represen-
tation of Appalachia, the place several original members called 
home. Here, it was a part of the mountains, the hollers, the small 
communities, and the mines. Later in this paper it will be argued 
that bluegrass became a way of life for coal communities, and a 
way of communicating the experiences of those lives. 

Coal from the Appalachian region has been a significant con-
tribution to the U.S. energy sector since the late 19th century, 
when railroads made the transportation of coal feasible on a na-
tional level. Coal ‘camps’ comprised of miners and their families 
developed around the mines. These coal camps contained hous-
ing and one-stop-shop company stores, virtually entrapping its 
residents and workers and allowing coal companies to financially 
exploit its workers. The resulting oppressive and impoverished 
nature of these company towns fostered tight-knit relationships 
among its occupants. Another problem associated with mining 
was the danger to its workers, in that many died from unexpected 
explosions or from the inhalation of coal dust. These were signif-
icant challenges for the workers in the coal industry.

While coal’s relationship with this region cannot be described 
as effortlessly symbiotic, something that has always thrived in 
this space is music, and more specifically, bluegrass music.  Blue-
grass is a cultural phenomenon in Appalachia, which can be seen 
through the spaces it inhabits. While bluegrass can be found in 
places across the U.S. its beginnings were experienced (and con-
tinue to be experienced) at the local level and through live, ama-
teur performance. Local people play in local bands, engaging in a 
community-oriented practice of music making. People of all ages 
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participate in this style on a weekly basis. The coming together 
of people to make bluegrass music is best encompassed in what 
is known as the bluegrass ‘jam’. The bluegrass jam is an informal 
gathering that can take place in a home, in a coffee shop, or any 
place that community members can come together to play mu-
sic. The traditional bluegrass songs or standards that most people 
are familiar with are often the source of repertoire that is played 
at these jams. Musicians will take turns playing solos, known as 
‘breaks,’ and harmonize with one another. 3 Many musical anec-
dotes describe how these jams can go on for hours through the 
night. Bluegrass jams became a normal occurrence, a part of dai-
ly routine. Here, this gathering and communication marks the 
intersection of people, livelihoods, art, and subsequently, coal. 
Community members would find commonalities through their 
proximity in living, their sharing of things they hear on the ra-
dio, and their occupations. In doing so, coal mining made its way 
into the bluegrass style. Traces of this merging of style and sym-
bols can be found in country musician’s return to the ‘mountain 
sound’ in some of their albums.

Bluegrass is so interwoven with public narratives about 
coal and the Appalachian region that musicians draw on blue-
grass when talking about both the place and coal narratives.  
For instance, Kentucky native country singer Dwight Yoakam, 
best known for his work in honky-tonk styles and Grammy 
award-winning country vocals, temporarily delved into blue-
grass when making an album about coal mining, Swimmin Pools, 
Movie Stars…(2016). For him, this was a personal topic he tied 
to his grandfather, who was a coal miner. Yoakam describes 
his grandfather as having experienced traumatic events such as 
mine cave-ins, and the death of friends and family in the mines. 
Yoakam is best known for his country music, although in 1990, 
Vanity Fair wrote that “Yoakam strides the divide between rock’s 
lust and country’s lament,” (quoted in Dahlin 2016).4  Thus, his 
use of the bluegrass style in recording this album represents a 
departure from his normal musical style. This signifies the strong 
ties that bluegrass has to Appalachia, as well as the strong ties 
that bluegrass has to the coal mining narrative: in order to write 
an album about coal, Yoakam felt compelled to adopt the sound 
of bluegrass.

In his song, ‘Miner’s Prayer,’ Yoakam describes the thoughts 
that his grandfather had when working in the mines, and tells 
the story about his life that Yoakam felt needed to be heard. In 
an interview with Terry Gross, Yoakam said “I’ll never escape the 
influence of him in my life. And with his wife, my grandmother, 
Earlene Tibbs--those experiences with them shaped me musically 
probably more profoundly than anything else in my life.”5  One of 
the bluegrass greats, Ralph Stanley, helped Yoakam to record this 
song on his album. It was recorded in a studio with the musicians 
and their acoustic instruments in a circle around one micro-
phone, as is common in bluegrass performances.6  This leaning 
toward the more specified bluegrass style is indicative of a trend 
wherein country musicians use the bluegrass style to share coal 
mining stories.

Other artists have been known to gravitate towards bluegrass 
style when singing about coal. Patty Loveless, a country musician 
raised in Kentucky, recorded the album Mountain Soul (2001) 
in the bluegrass style. Her father died from black lung disease, 
a common consequence of working in the mines. This inspired 
her to record the album, and include in it the Darrell Scott song 

‘You’ll Never Leave Harlan Alive,’ about a Kentucky coal miner 
struggling to provide for his family. The way that bluegrass and 
these personal, coal-centered narratives fuse in these musicians’ 
work is widely recognized: an article about Loveless pointed out 
that she “tapped into the bluegrass and mountain music of her 
Kentucky heritage and emerged with something compelling and 
deeply personal.”7  While it is not a large leap for musicians such 
as Loveless and Yoakam to slide into a bluegrass sound, it is still 
a significant shift that has been noted by reviewers, critics, and 
fans alike as representative of the deep connections between topic 
and sound. 

To investigate the nexus of coal and bluegrass, I spent three 
months listening to, talking with, and observing musicians who 
lived in West Virginia. I attended bluegrass jams and analyzed lit-
erature focusing on bluegrass style and the musicians associated 
with the style. I also researched the bluegrass repertory, paying 
particular attention to songs written about coal, or by people with 
connections to coal. Many of the coal songs in the bluegrass rep-
ertory originate from earlier folk songs as has been chronicled in 
Archie Green’s Only a Miner with the first officially recorded coal 
folk song dating back to 1908.8   As such, these particular musical 
works existed long before bluegrass, though many of the songs 
within Green’s anthology have since been repurposed in the blue-
grass style. This paper explores songs that have been performed 
in the bluegrass tradition, in order to emphasize the power in 
the distinction between the two. When coal songs are expressed 
in the bluegrass style of playing, they carry with them a sense of 
place and shared commonality among people.

The arguments in this paper will only use musicians originat-
ing from coal mining areas of Appalachia. This paper analyzes 
the ways in which the varying content within bluegrass music has 
taken parallel paths with the varying mining practices of the re-
gion, and the use of bluegrass in local activism, in order to iden-
tify how bluegrass has served as a shared identity and thus, the 
genre of music to which people turn to relive their experiences.  

Content and themes in bluegrass music
Bluegrass songs often fit into one of a few common themes-

-or perhaps even tropes: drinking, loneliness, or nostalgic rem-
iniscences of ‘home.’ Another common theme is coal mining. 
Bluegrass has been made up of these themes for essentially the 
entirety of its seven-decade existence, and the coal theme is no 
exception. Coal has remained a part of bluegrass music since it 
first spread to Appalachia, and continues to be so in the modern 
day. 

The best-known performers in bluegrass made coal songs a 
core part of their repertory by the 1960s.  The “Father of Bluegrass,” 
Bill Monroe, recorded “Nine Pound Hammer” in 1961. Monroe 
was born in Rosine, Kentucky, in 1911, the youngest in a large 
family. His father mined coal and farmed on their land. Monroe’s 
roots in coal country lend added importance to his songs about 
coal.  In this song in particular, parts have been traced back to 
1891, which is a prime example of a traditional folk coal song be-
ing adapted and incorporated into bluegrass.9   Flatt and Scruggs, 
the other first-generation bluegrass artists who helped establish 
the genre, recorded “Coal Loadin’ Johnny” in 1962, a song that 
critiques the inevitably hard life and poverty that came with that 
labor, and also “Coal Miner’s Blues” that same year. 

Later generations of bluegrass musicians have also pulled oth-
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er genres’ coal songs from the mid 20th century into their com-
mon repertory, and in doing so have simultaneously reintroduced 
the content that these earlier coal songs typically included into 
present day performances. Much of early coal songs described 
the lives of coal miners and many of the issues that plagued those 
lives. For instance, “Dark as a Dungeon” is a song written and 
recorded by Merle Travis in 1946, and another example of a folk 
tune redone in a bluegrass style by Kathy Mattea, Sam Bush, and 
other bluegrass artists in more recent years.10 

Well the midnight or the morning or the middle of day
Is the same to the miner digging away
Where the demons of death often come by surprise
One fall of the slate and you’re buried alive

 
Chorus:
Where it’s dark as a dungeon and damp as the dew
Where danger is double and pleasures are few
Where the rain never falls and the sun never shines
It’s dark as a dungeon way down in the mines

 
Here, Travis describes the dangerous conditions and equates 

working in the mines to being trapped in a dungeon. This de-
scription of the mines is typical of many of the coal mining songs 
of the day, both in and out of bluegrass. Many musicians char-
acterized the mines as dark, hellish places in their songs. The 
work itself is often described as grueling and physically demand-
ing. For example, in Hobo Jack Adkins’s “Thirty Inch Coal,” he 
describes the cramped working conditions when miners use a 
machine commonly referred to as the ‘lizard’ to navigate a thir-
ty-inch opening in the ground. He also emphasizes the danger 
associated with mining, by shining light on the possibility of not 
making it home at night in the following lines from this song: 
“Are your wife and children gonna see you tonight/Waiting in 
that mountain as its always been/ Waiting in that mountain that’s 
taken your kin.”11  These specific issues focus on the technique of 
deep mining, an approach to coal-removal that is mostly a part of 
the past, as much of the U.S. has moved away from deep mining. 
Yet although the techniques have changed and those particular 
risks have been reduced, today’s methods have their own risks 
and problems, and the songs indicate those in their lyrics as well. 

Mining has been increasingly done with highly mechanized 
processes, requiring fewer workers. In West Virginia alone, the 
number of employed coal miners has decreased from 150,000 in 
the mid 20th century to about 20,000 as of 2016. Additionally, 
the rise of natural gas and renewable energy have significantly 
decreased the demand for coal in the past couple of decades.12  
As such, the coal industry has sought out cheaper ways to mine. 
Many companies’ solution has been to employ the use of moun-
taintop removal mining (MTR) or strip mining, techniques that 
use explosives to blow up the top of a mountain in order to get 
to the coal seam. Though it may come at a lower monetary cost, 
the ecological costs are high, which has become a topic for many 
bluegrass musicians in recent years. Musicians have used their 
music as a way to describe the current impact that mining is hav-
ing on their communities and their surroundings.

The music that has come from present-day musicians is some-
times layered with dualities of identity. Songwriters may find 
themselves living in a new hybridized life, where they have old 

family history in the coal industry, yet also have other ties that 
pull them ideologically in different directions, exploring compli-
cated and oppositional relationships with coal. These identities 
may include backgrounds in environmentalism, academia, or 
politics that conflict with the sense of heritage that many musi-
cians associate with coal. As such, there are a variety of different 
perspectives represented in song lyrics on issues involving the 
coal industry. 

Musicians with academic backgrounds may use their knowl-
edge of coal’s environmental impacts to inform their work, 
while also incorporating their own experiences growing up in 
mountain communities. One such musician is Dr. Shirley Stew-
art-Burns, a historian, musician, author, and environmentalist, 
who grew up in Matheny, West Virginia. Her father was a singer 
and a coal miner, before he died of complications from black lung 
disease. Though her father was employed as a deep coal miner, 
Stewart-Burns is most associated as being a scholar on MTR.13  
She is widely known for her book Bringing Down the Mountains: 
The Impact of Mountaintop Removal on Southern West Virginia 
Communities.14  However, she has also told this story through 
songwriting. “Leave Those Mountains Down,” is a song she wrote 
about the impacts of mining.15 

Chorus (Excerpts):
Leave that mountain down, boys
...
My daddy was a miner, and my grandads too.
…
What gives you the right, King Coal
To tear these mountains down
Once you’ve stole her treasures, you’ll not hang around
Although you’ll have your riches
Behind a shell you’ll leave
And the mountain citizens will pay
For all your lust-filled greed
…

In this song, she honors the legacy of the lives of her father 
and grandfathers, the lives of coal miners. She also shows her re-
sentment towards the coal industry for destroying the mountains 
where she grew up, as is clear with her use of charged language 
such as “lust-filled greed.” 

“Southern West Virginia, especially Wyoming County, has 
its fingerprints all over my creative work. My upbringing there 
has touched every facet of my life,” explained Stewart-Burns in 
an interview.16  Thus, her community has inspired her work, but 
the industry’s use of MTR on the mountains has threatened her 
community, and so it is this particular impact on her life that gets 
communicated most strongly through her songs.

         Others may express opinions or perspectives that are 
not as staunchly against the mining industry as Stewart-Burns’s, 
but still strongly oppose certain techniques used by it. Billy Edd 
Wheeler, a songwriter, playwright, and author originally from 
Boone County, West Virginia, has written many critically ac-
claimed songs about coal, and more recently, the mountains of 
West Virginia and Kentucky. His song “Let the Mountains Roll” 
expresses his deeply felt objections to MTR on the grounds that 
it harms real people.  Al, Alice, & Ruth, a band from Kentucky 
with a loyal local following, recorded it on their eponymous 2013 
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album:17  

There’s something out of sync
Between the taking and the giving
I feel it in my bones and in my head
And I remember what my brave and conscientious mother said
She said, let’s pray for the dead, and all those who’ve gone ahead
And let’s fight like hell for the living

Let the mountains roll, let the mountains roll
Take the coal from the ground, but don’t blow the mountains 
down
Oh, let ‘em roll, let ‘em flow, let the mountains roll

Here Wheeler’s lyrics implore the coal industry not to use 
MTR as their mining technique. The line, ‘take the coal from 
the ground, but don’t blow the mountains down,’ seems to imply 
that Wheeler’s opinions on the coal industry differ slightly from 
Stewart-Burns,’ in that he doesn’t object to the coal industry as a 
whole, but is simply at issue with its use of MTR and its impacts 
on people in mining communities. The tone of each song fur-
ther supports this idea, as “Let the Mountains Roll” has quick-
er rhythms and a major tonality unlike “Leave Those Mountains 
Down,” which is slower in tempo with a minor quality, creating 
an accusatory and dark tone. The interweaving of these nuanced 
perspectives into song lyrics presents these songs as deeply tied to 
the songwriter and his or her individual experience, as does the 
performance of them in the bluegrass style. Additionally, it must 
be noted that the residents of these coal communities do not have 
any one unified opinion in the coal mining debate. Varying opin-
ions are in large supply, which makes bluegrass’s ability to express 
a diverse array of thoughts all the more powerful and appealing 
to songwriters.

In addition to newer coal narratives leaning toward an envi-
ronmental lens, they are also generally being told from different 
perspectives than when bluegrass music first began to include 
coal themes. As previously stated, the coal industry now em-
ploys thousands fewer miners than several decades ago, due to 
increased mechanization and the overall decline of the industry. 
Thus, nowadays, many musicians write about coal in order to 
present a narrative that their older family members shared with 
them (as is the case with several of the musicians already refer-
enced in this article). Many of these musicians have framed their 
coal songs as tributes to their families and upbringings. Scott 
Holstein is a bluegrass musician from Huntington, West Virginia. 
With family employed by the coal industry for over a century, 
Holstein describes the inspiration behind his 2001 album, Cold 
Coal Town: “These songs have been in my head for a while now 
and I made a point to debut my original music to honor where 
I came from (so they won’t forget me – and I don’t forget where 
I came from!). The songs on the album never had to be written 
down – they were just there.”18  Holstein’s connection to coal is 
not one in which he was directly employed by the industry him-
self, but is instead a reflection of the footprints that coal has left 
on his family members and community. 

The cultural heritage that many people have within the coal 
industry places them in a space where they are at odds with the 
reality of coal’s environmental impact and the extent to which 
they feel connected to the coal industry for providing their fam-

ilies with jobs. This conflict is worsened by the extremely polar-
ized nature of conversations surrounding coal, where either sides 
of various debates are on completely different pages and any mid-
dle ground does not appear to exist. The internal conflicts that 
are widely spread among those living in coal communities are 
a direct contradiction of many of the harshly one-dimensional 
stereotypes that are placed upon these residents by the rest of the 
country. Thus, there is even greater importance that individual 
perspectives are able to be expressed through various mediums, 
which in this case is music. 

These songs offer a public presentation of perspectives that 
align with many activists’ positions, such as the opposition to 
MTR. In performing shows, posting videos to YouTube, and re-
cordings albums containing songs with this content, musicians 
are publicly protesting MTR at the local level. However, it is done 
in such a way that is presented as--and received as--art, rather 
than an explicitly political statement. This allows the messages 
to be transmitted less overtly, which may or may not be the in-
tention of an artist in any one instance. This curbed criticism is a 
manifestation of internal conflict some community members feel 
because the coal industry provides employment and income for 
families in regions where there are few alternatives.  Regardless, 
there are different layers of activism in music, where musicians 
can choose to present stripped-down versions of their commen-
tary or not, and mask strong statements behind captivating mel-
odies. 

Bluegrass and activism
The purposes and spaces in which bluegrass music has been 

played have defined it as a tool for activism. The coal industry and 
its impacts on health, the environment, and its workers have pro-
vided several topics for debate on the national level, where actors 
from all different walks of life have weighed in. These conten-
tious topics tend to be extremely polarized, with opposing groups 
framing debates in different ways. These topics include environ-
mental regulation, workers’ rights, corporations’ rights, global 
warming, sustainability, and environmental protection. However, 
there are still many voices at the local community level that are 
often left unheard, and/or overshadowed. I will discuss how a few 
bluegrass musicians have used their music as a means to elevate 
their visibility as activists by performing at protests, rallies, and 
benefit concerts.

The 19th and 20th centuries saw many coal mining disasters, 
resulting in great losses of life. This ushered in the importance of 
workers’ unions, through which miners would organize and seek 
better safety regulations, benefits, and pay. As the coal industry’s 
lack of receptiveness to workers’ requests became evident, union 
strikes and workers’ rights protests became more commonplace. 
Music accompanied many of these strikes and rallies, and blue-
grass in particular would provide an exceptionally powerful tool 
in that its cultural connections to the region established common 
ground among community members. This has been the case over 
several decades, and remains the current situation with bluegrass 
performers’ active involvement in the current MTR debate. Mu-
sic scholar Travis Stimeling describes this profound connection 
and use of the music: “Songs engaging with the MTR debate fre-
quently deploy musical practices from the region’s rich musical 
heritage, including bluegrass, gospel, and country, […] allowing 
musical sounds to invoke local and regional understandings of 
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place, history, and regional identity.”19 
Musicians have a unique way of participating in activism, in 

that their status as artists allows them to break down barriers that 
might otherwise be difficult to overcome.  Elaine Purkey, a widely 
regarded activist and bluegrass musician from Charleston, West 
Virginia, recalled how she would sing and perform during min-
ers’ protests in the 80’s. Her husband was a coal miner, as was 
everyone in his family. Her way of advocating for miners’ rights 
during strikes was to play protest music, while her husband was 
out on the picket lines. She describes how it was her way of con-
tributing to the overall mission, and also how her prominence as 
a bluegrass musician informed others’ perceptions of her:

Music has always been a big part of my activism. The 
first time I organized over in Pigeon Creek, people rec-
ognized me from the radio program. I went over to the 
Capital to lobby, and some of those elected officials rec-
ognized me from the program and from the singing that 
I had done. The music was a door opener. I could get my 
foot in doors that other people couldn’t, because they 
knew me. Music has always been a big part of organiz-
ing.20 

 Thus, her status as a bluegrass musician and performances 
at rallies and protests, became her way of contributing to local 
grassroots movements surrounding coal miners’ rights and af-
forded her a more powerful voice in the protests.

Bluegrass has also been used to further activists’ missions by 
serving as a mechanism for raising funds. Music has long func-
tioned as a way of benefiting particular causes in this way. Af-
ter natural disasters, various artists often record CDs together 
in order to raise money for humanitarian relief funds. Holding 
benefit concerts for different causes is another common way of 
raising money. For example, after a terrorist attack at a pop con-
cert in Manchester, England, Ariana Grande, Miley Cyrus, Justin 
Bieber, and other well known musicians performed in a benefit 
show, ‘One Love Manchester,’ to raise money for the victims of 
the attack.21  Coal mining and its associated risks to health and 
the environment has motivated many such projects in the cause 
of fundraising. 

At this juncture, it would be impossible to discuss activism 
and coal miners’ rights without referencing Hazel Dickens, a mu-
sician who is often referred to as the “Queen Mother of Bluegrass.” 
Dickens grew up in a coal mining community in Mercer County, 
West Virginia, in the 1940’s, where most of the men in her family 
were miners. This background informed her songwriting that she 
developed later on as a musician. Widely known as a powerful 
musician and activist, Dickens sang for various causes in which 
she was invested, including the rights of women, miners, and the 
poor, using her distinctive “strong and plaintive voice [that was] 
filled with conviction.”22  She raised money for the United Mine 
Workers of America (UMWA) by performing at benefit concerts, 
using her success as a bluegrass performer to draw light to prob-
lems within the coal industry that she had been made aware of 
at a young age. Her oldest brother had black lung as a result of 
working in the mines, which inspired, “Black Lung,” which has 
been described as “one of her most powerful songs.”23 

A modern example of bluegrass music’s use in activism lies 
within the more recent issue of MTR. The Grammy award-win-

ning country and bluegrass musician Kathy Mattea has been 
an integral part of the fundraising movement for “Music Saves 
Mountains,” an organization that aims to raise awareness about 
the environmental impacts caused by MTR. Mattea grew up in 
Cross Lane, West Virginia, with multiple family members that 
were coal miners and a mother who was a part of the UMWA. 
She has been extremely vocal in advocating for environmental 
protection and safe drinking water, both of which are compro-
mised by MTR.

 Mattea has come out with an entire record, Coal (2008), 
aimed at drawing attention to these issues. Speaking about the 
album and her inspirations to record it, Mattea said “my goal was 
to be able to tell this story, and maybe open up a window into it 
that people, who haven’t heard these songs before, hopefully they 
might find some accessibility there.”24  Here, Mattea makes it clear 
that she finds the music to be a better way of reaching audiences’ 
consciences and attention. Additionally, some find that Mattea’s 
returning to her bluegrass roots for this album has resulted in one 
of her best works. Journalists and authors Silas House and Jason 
Howard described the importance of this album both in Mattea’s 
overall output and the large discourse of mining and personal 
roots: “She has not only produced what might just be her best 
album to date, she’s also returned in music to the home she speaks 
of with such eloquence, the Appalachia that she left physically 
when she was nineteen years old, but that she never left spiritu-
ally.”25 

In addition to benefit concerts, Mattea regularly gives lec-
tures and speeches about mining and the environment, with her 
website advertising the dates and locations for upcoming events. 
Thus, it is clear that getting her message to reach people is a vi-
tal element of her activism, which given the above quote, is best 
done through her music. “She’ll keep fighting for Appalachia and 
her mountains by raising her voice in song, and in protest.”26 

 Music has been a part of organizing since long before 
coal production in Appalachia. The earliest forms of protest mu-
sic have been traced all the way back to the Greeks. Early exam-
ples in the U.S. include slave music that would discretely slip in 
themes of freedom into song lyrics without being so overt as to 
draw the attention of slave owners (which geographically, is not 
so far removed from Appalachia itself).27  While music’s role in 
society is often to provide entertainment, this example supports 
the idea that music can also be very tactical in its transmission 
of messages. Whether one chooses to listen closely for meaning 
or not, music provides an outlet for ideas to be communicated in 
a direct way through both cognitive and emotional reception of 
the listener. In doing so, music about coal can gain access where 
other forms of protest cannot. 

Conclusion
The impacts that coal mining and its industry have had on 

people have been told through music for over a century. The in-
troduction of bluegrass into the life of the mountaineer, the Ap-
palachian, the miner, carried with it a sense of regional identity. 
The stories and shared experiences expressed through the blue-
grass style are personal because of how it invokes and reinforces 
one’s connection and place in a region.

Coal and mountain themes have continued as common sub-
ject matter in bluegrass tunes—albeit  from different perspectives 
(the coal miner, the coal miner’s daughter, the community mem-
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ber, the environmentalist, the homeowner, and so many more). 
From the 1960s onward, bluegrass focused intensely on coal min-
ers and their daily working conditions. This included old folk 
songs repurposed into bluegrass style as well as songs originally 
composed in bluegrass style. As time went on and the mining in-
dustry began to employ fewer workers, the narrative tended to be 
told by children of coal miners who had heard stories from their 
families. Now bluegrass songs about coal reflect what is on the 
mind of current mining communities. In the face of MTR min-
ing practices, many bluegrass songs delve into the environmental 
consequences of mining. Bluegrass music has also been used as 
a tool for communicating these issues of environmental injustice 
as well as the importance of miners’ rights in protests and rallies 
conducted by activists in coal mining regions. In doing so, the 
message is spread to people outside of the region who might be in 
a position to support these causes.  

I recently went to a concert by the Steep Canyon Rangers, a 
bluegrass band born out of Chapel Hill, North Carolina, recipi-
ents of both IBMA and Grammy awards, and now based out of 
Asheville. About halfway through their set, they started playing 
a hauntingly beautiful song sung from the perspective of a coal 
miner. The audience reacted with a noticeable hush and increase 
in attention. From stage, the Steep Canyon Rangers made no com-
ments to personalize the song or claim that it was about a relative. 
And yet, I was struck by how the storytelling of coal’s impact on 
people and land had transgressed geographically and culturally, 
such that it evoked a personal and connected response even in the 
formal concert hall on UNC Chapel Hill’s campus, hundreds of 
miles from the nearest mining community,  with an audience that 
had few immediate family members who would have ever worked 
as miners and a sense of distance from social class. This moment 
of performance highlighted the power of the coal mining nar-
rative in the sonic context of bluegrass, having spread within a 
genre of music to diverse audiences in such a compelling way. As 
long as the mountains of Appalachia entrap the coal that is both 
a symbol of heritage and its source of environmental destruction, 
bluegrass is there to tell its many multifaceted stories.  
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Dance Dance . . . 
Evolution?: The                   
Manipulation of the Female 
Narrative in Kathakby
by Sachi Pathak

This paper investigates the complex evolutionary patterns of tawa’if culture from female courtesans 
working colonial India to present-day, transnational interpretations of kathak, an Indian ‘classical’ dance 
style. Furthermore, this paper recognizes the shifting narratives from female to male dominated dance 
lineages promoted by both men and women in the kathak dance sphere. New interpretations influ-
enced the way kathak was represented across multi-media platforms through 20th and 21st Century 
Bollywood along with reality television in the United States. Prior to the introduction of the British Raj 
in India, tawa’ifs were seen as powerful women with a specialized education in the arts. However, the 
introduction of colonialism altered the interpretation of courtesan culture and equated it to prostitu-
tion. This paper details kathak’s pendulous nature from pre-colonial courtesan culture to 21st Century 
Indian and American media.

Keywords: traditional dance, female narrative, Bollywood 

The first time I watched So You Think You Can Dance was 
during its 9th season. The reality TV series begins with 
a highly selective and competitive audition process, fol-

lowed by a series of fast-paced workshops during “Vegas Week,” 
during which time admitted dancers learn a variety of duets in a 
short amount of time and perform for the judges with the hopes 
of being selected for the Top 20. The selected dancers are then 
sent to Los Angeles where they perform for a live audience. Each 
week, viewers vote for their favorite dancers to keep them on the 
stage. The dancer with the lowest vote count is voted off and the 
remaining dancers perform a new routine the following week. 

I found myself watching a Bollywood piece choreographed 
by Nakul Dev Mahajan, a seemingly popular choreographer for 
the reality TV show. Nakul Dev Mahajan, the reality show’s des-
ignated Bollywood dance choreographer and founder of Bolly-
wood Dance School in the U.S., is a classically trained dancer 
in traditional Indian dance. He was trained by Vandana Sheth 
and Purnima Shah in kathak specifically, and also has an array of 
dance training for various forms of dance including modern and 
Bharatanatyam.1  During the course of the show, the audience re-
ceives a brief synopsis of the dancers’ experience learning that 
week’s choreography. The video often reveals comical moments 
between the dancers, comments about the choreography, and the 
enjoyment they experience while learning the piece they are pre-

paring. In this episode, Mahajan also shares his experience with 
dancers, Chehon Wespi- Tschopp and Witney Carson. Chehon is 
a skilled ballet dancer, and Witney has extensive training in ball-
room and Latin dance. However, these dancers are paired in order 
to learn and perform a Bollywood fusion piece under Mahajan’s 
direction. In their video Chehon and Witney stress to the audi-
ence the intricacies of the mudras, or gestures they must quickly 
learn along with the heavily technical movements that Mahajan 
was teaching. These gestures are outside the realm of their train-
ing. Mahajan also expressed concern in his students’ ability to 
learn these gestures, which are partially grounded in Bollywood 
dance and partially grounded in kathak, the Indian ‘classical’ 
dance style that will be the focus of this paper. The interview 
revealed that Mahajan neglected to teach his students the kath-
ak vocabulary associated with technical elements of the dance, 
including terminology of hand gestures and body positions. For 
example, when Witney formed the Indian dance mudra, ham-
sasyam, with her hands she explained her difficulty learning “the 
deer.” I wondered why teaching the mudras’ terminology was not 
included in that week’s curriculum for the dancers? Did Mahajan 
deem this element of training as unimportant? 

Following the interview, as the initial few seconds of the music 
track played and the dancers were in position, the title of the song 
appeared in the bottom left corner: Tandav Music. I was very ex-
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cited to see this title and I thought the technical dance vocabulary 
would be heavily emphasized through the dance piece. To my dis-
appointment, I saw two contrasting narratives develop on stage 
over the course of the dance piece: one of the traditional kathak 
and another that showcased various disciplines of dance to appeal 
to a transnational, non-South Asian audience.

Musically, I heard syllables that narrate the footwork of a kath-
ak dancer and the amalgamation of bols, or rhythmic syllables 
that ended in sum, the first beat of a repeated 16-beat cycle. In his 
choreography for the two dancers, Mahajan also incorporated the 
practice of a jugalbandi, or alternating duet between two kathak 
dancers as the bols continued during the Tandav Music. Beyond 
these superficial elements, the embodiment of the Tandav Mu-
sic was unlike anything I had heard from my years of training in 
kathak. To add to that, the costume did not match the contem-
porary image of the kathak dancer I had envisioned my whole 
life. Witney’s midriff was exposed and both Witney and Chehon’s 
ankles were bare, with no sign of ghungrus, or ankle bells. As the 
tablas, or traditional North Indian drums, continued to play in 
the background, new instruments pertaining to various transna-
tional artistic currents were introduced on the soundtrack and 
new stylistic additions were revealed on stage. The dancers per-
formed turns on the balls of their feet at the end of the piece, but 
not chakars, or heel spins in which the dancer spins “like a top”2  
and ignored any abhinaya or “expression of sentiment through 
acting and gesticulation”3  that would traditionally go with a tan-
dav, such as Krodha (anger) or Trasa (alarm).4  Yet the audience 
cheered on and gave a standing ovation at the end. 

After the dance piece was over, the judges began their critique 
for Chehon and Witney. Mary Murphy, a well-known ballroom 
dancer, and Adam Shankman provided extremely positive feed-
back for Chehon and Witney, and Mary even gave them her iconic 
scream for a job-well-done. When judge Nigel Lythgoe provided 
his feedback to the dancers after their Bollywood performance, 
he confirmed with Mahajan the strong influence of kathak in his 
choreography. Host Cat Deeley asked what Lythgoe was referring 
to, and Lythgoe defined kathak as, “when it goes into the rhythm 
of…” followed by a random percussive noise and accompanied 
by hand gestures that mocked the traditional mudras present in 
classical Indian dance.5  His arguably flippant comment was well 
received by the audience with a hearty laughter. It was in that 
moment that I realized how severely misunderstood and mis-
represented kathak is within American reality shows, which use 
an amalgamation of kathak and Bollywood dance to appeal to a 
naïve audience in order to get votes and move on to the next week 
of choreography. While Bollywood dance caters to the masses, it 
undercuts its foundational elements of classical dance and trans-
forms the image of Indian dance.

What is Kathak?
Kathak is classified as one of the many classical Indian dance 

styles of India. This dance form predominantly resides in North 
India, but overtime it has influenced dance tradition transna-
tionally, as I will explain throughout my discussion of kathak’s 
exceedingly dynamic narrative. To understand this narrative, 
I will demonstrate what technical elements the dancer presents 
on stage. Margaret Walker describes the progression of a typi-
cal kathak performance. It begins with a vandana or prayer piece 
that evokes images to portray various deities. The vandana is 

followed by a slow-paced thaat. In the technical portion of the 
performance, the dancer showcases aamad, paran, and gat. These 
technical feats, including chakars and footwork, are conducted 
at various speeds in 4/4 time, beginning at the slowest tempo 
called vilambit lay through madhya lay, or medium tempo, and 
finally dancing in drut lay which is the fast tempo. The gat can 
also include bhav or emotive facial expressions. Bhav or abhinaya 
are incorporated in kavitas or poems which often reflect the brief 
narratives within Hindu epics. Abhinaya is also used in the thum-
ri or dance-songs.6 

Kathak, derived from the Sanskrit word katha meaning story, 
describes not only the dance form, but also the dancers them-
selves.7  According to Margaret Walker, “there is another trope 
stating that the Kathaks (the people) are by definition kathak (the 
dance)” indicating minor distinction between the dancers and 
their movement. I will use this terminology throughout my pa-
per, differentiating between Kathak and kathak.8  This dance style 
emphasizes rhythm and footwork as well as abhinaya to allow a 
Kathak to demonstrate often a religious storyline along with his 
movements. Using a stylized turn, or palta (meaning switch), the 
dancer has the ability to change embodied personas in order to 
facilitate telling a story of multiple characters.9  However, kathak 
is more than paltas and abhinaya and has a very complex his-
tory that is filled with a variety of conflicting narratives leading 
up through the 21st century. According to Gina Lalli, the focus 
of kathak through courtesan culture emphasized “lyrical pure 
dance designs, virtuosi footwork, and sensuous expressions of 
love themes” due to the patronage of rulers from Mughal courts.10  

In this paper, I aim to trace the shift in kathak from female, 
courtesan culture to a male-dominated, gharana-oriented dance 
style, and finally back to a sexualized and decentralized form of 
kathak. I claim that these stylistic shifts were a product of the Brit-
ish Raj, and that kathak has continued to deviate from its tech-
nical strengths and female-oriented foundation through various 
forms of political influences and media. These social influences 
resulted in the invocation of globalization. In my discussion, I 
adapt Janet O’Shea’s interpretation of globalization to think about 
kathak “not as a ritual activity associated with temples and courts 
but as an urban, global art, crosscut by concerns of local, region-
al, and national identities.”11  These identities include a variety 
of historical forces, such as the British Raj and its imposition in 
the Indian society, figures of the anti-nautch movement, Amer-
ican choreographers, and the Bollywood movie industry. Over 
the course of my research, I aim to deconstruct these conflicting 
narratives and reveal how they compromised courtesan culture 
along with other female narratives in kathak.

Historical Background
Tawa’if Culture 

 In order to discuss the shifting narratives of kathak due 
to the forces of colonialism and globalization, I will first explain 
the preexisting kathak scene present in India prior to the intro-
duction of the British Raj. Walker states, 

Before the twentieth century, professional female per-
formers in India were, by and large, from hereditary 
classes and castes that occupied a liminal position in 
society, combining music and dance with some aspect 
of the sex trade. These hereditary groups formed an ar-
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ray of specialist communities ranging from street per-
formers to temple women, called devadāsīs, and highly 
skilled courtesans known as tawā’ifs or bāījis. Far from 
a homogeneous group, the women came from various 
communities, some of which were lineages of female 
performers and others which were groups containing 
entertainers of both sexes. Women therefore performed 
in a variety of artistic specialties and performance con-
texts, each having a place in the existing social hierar-
chies at a given time.12 

Tawa’ifs were trained experts in music and dance and held a high 
position before and during the colonial period, as they owned 
land and property through a female lineage. This was atypical of 
other women during this time.13  The tawa’if is parallel to deva-
dasi women, or “courtesans affiliated with temples and courts as 
performers and ritual officiants” as well, indicating that the cour-
tesan culture was present in various parts of India and in different 
dance narratives.14  Tawa’ifs fell into four main categories. Ac-
cording to kathak scholar Pallabi Chakravorty, “the bais sang but 
did not dance, the jans sang and danced, the kanjis entertained 
and, the lowest in the hierarchy, the khankis were more like the 
common prostitutes.”15  Today, Bollywood media homogenizes 
these four distinct groups in order to create a single exotic image 
of the tawa’if and more broadly of kathak dance, as discussed later 
on in my research.

In the 19th and 20th Centuries, tawa’if culture began to dis-
solve, obscured by three main forces: the introduction of the 
gharana, the implementation of the British Raj, and expansion 
of mainstream Bollywood media. The gharana, or dance lineage 
passed on from guru to student, acted as a “bloodline or long-time 
association that fostered a particular [dance] style.”16  However, 
this form of categorization of kathak lineage created a male-cen-
tric narrative and hid any trace of the tawa’if culture. The trajecto-
ry of devadasi women parallels that of the tawa’ifs as Avanti Me-
duri indicates, “the devadasi was transformed almost completely 
into an object, valued only as the repository of the ancient tradi-
tion she had mastered – as its symbol. In this we see the first signs 
of the split that society initiated.”17  In the case of kathak, this split 
divided the tawa’if from the male Kathaks, and also casted out the 
female hereditary dancers from the dominant kathak narrative. 
As a result, the tawa’if became objectified as a symbol of the past 
that no longer concerned the incoming gharana-oriented kathak. 
Furthermore, Chakravorty asserts, “For kathak, [gharanas] also 
meant that male performers could be traced back to the brahman 
kathakas, while female performers such as the courtesans and 
male musicians such as the mirasis were purged from genealogi-
cal lineages and authority.”18  This deletion of the female narrative 
was integrated into 20th century dance institutions in addition to 
the gharanas as they became widespread across India. For exam-
ple, Leila Sokhey, also known by her popular stage name Madame 
Menaka, was a “dance pioneer” who steered away from any per-
sonal association with the tawa’if culture, in a manner similar to 
Rukmini Arundale of Bharatanatyam.19 During her personal ca-
reer in the 1930s, Sokhey kept her distance from any solo perfor-
mance as “any solo women performers were from tawa’if lineag-
es and the ‘classical’ solo dance traditions were still emergent.”20  
Furthermore, Sokhey consciously attempted to avoid any relation 
to the tawa’if culture as she built her dance troupe. The persistent 

stigmatization of the tawa’if caused for a shift in institutionalized 
kathak schools. Walker explains, 

…the descendants of tawa’ifs were not welcome in 
Sokhey’s dance troupe nor invited to teach at her school. 
This reinforced the shift in authority already taking place 
as the male participants in the tradition, the hereditary 
Kathaks, became the dance’s owners and dissemina-
tors… Thus, although significant items from tawa’if per-
formance practice remained part of kathak dance, those 
elements were gentrified physically and thematically.21  

It is evident that the removal of all female-associated histo-
ry was to legitimize these schools and deviate from any sexual 
undertones that kathak may have carried. Furthermore, Sokhey’s 
disciples, namely Damayanti Joshi altered the solo culture of kath-
ak dance to steer away from tawa’if dance style and to emphasize 
the tradition of male kathak artists as a way of legitimizing kathak 
with a varying approach.22  The choice to neglect the courtesan 
history of kathak also feeds into the implementation of the ghara-
na and elevates the male technical pieces by devaluing the female 
tawa’if tradition. Therefore, the new form of legitimacy relied on 
eliminating any ties to the female, tawa’if narrative. For example, 
Sokhey steered away from including dance in the seated position 
due to its strong ties with courtesan culture. Walker states, 

To the best of our knowledge, in a typical late-nine-
teenth-century performance, the female performer ini-
tially sang while seated and enhanced her vocal perfor-
mance with expressive gestures. She could improvise on 
any phrase, repeating certain words and lines of poetry 
while using gestures and eye contact to draw attention to 
the layers of suggestive meanings.23 

Despite the practical reasons for the tawa’ifs choice to remain 
seated as she performed vocally, Sokhey found her gait to be 
hypersexualized and denounced this practice in her institution. 
So, although this dance troupe was created by a woman for female 
dancers, Sokhey’s choices to eliminate dance from a seated posi-
tion and other forms of abhinaya perpetuates the stigmatization 
against female dancers and re-writes and redirects the validity 
of kathak tradition by emphasizing male tradition and erasing 
any female tradition. This extends beyond elimination of certain 
dance styles as the institutionalization of kathak altered the use of 
traditional kathak garb as well. Walker explains, “As the tawa’ifs’ 
characteristic layers of veils and other ‘drapery’ were not worn 
by either male or female dancers [institutionally, that is], many 
gestures became mimetic.”24  Replacing traditional tawa’if garb 
with gestures demonstrates that the initial dancers of kathak wore 
costumes often to convey a seductive message to their audience 
based on courtesan culture. Yet overtime, as male dancers took 
over the dance narrative, these costume components diminished 
and were replaced through the use of emotive facial expressions, 
namely bhavas and abhinaya. This tactic to overshadow the fe-
male tawa’if narrative caused current dance students to assume 
they are learning what the great male dancers learned, thus ig-
noring the female history of the dance form.25  The way in which 
dance institutions hide the courtesan history and promote the 
male-based gharana shows how kathak dancers and teachers at-
tempt to hide the female narrative instead of showcasing it, in-
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stilling a bias against women and allowing for the male narrative 
to take precedence, erasing the female narrative altogether. The 
driving forces behind these historical assumptions of courtesan 
culture rests on the imposition of the British Raj, nautch culture 
and the anti-nautch movement.

Upon the arrival and settlement of the British, Calcutta pri-
marily became a hub for kathak in order to entertain the newly 
established British rulers.26  As a result, kathak became an inlet 
for the British Raj to place its notions about the Indian culture 
and its dance practices. Kathak was commodified and general-
ized into a broader category of nautch, derived from the word 
“naach” meaning dance in Hindi in order to refer to Indian danc-
ers. Women who were a part of these dance troupes were referred 
to as nautch girls.27  As earlier mentioned, these women were ed-
ucated and literate, unlike many other women of that period.28  
Evidently, the British population had little to no understanding of 
the rigorous training process involved in their so-called nautch, 
thus enhancing the impact of globalization on kathak. In other 
words, kathak was subjected to judgement from another cultural 
background and modified. New terms were made to refer to kath-
ak as a homogenized class of dance. Furthermore, Indian political 
figures of the Bengali high society aimed to impress British guests 
through the use of ornate parties and nautch performances. As 
Judith Lynne Hanna states, up until 1912-1913, “girls could be 
purchased for 2,000 rupees each. The imperialist hold economi-
cally weakened the Indian rulers who patronized the dancers.”29  
Therefore, not only did the British Raj bring about the creation of 
a new British narrative, but the Indian society perpetuated this 
narrative that patronized kathak despite the loss they would incur. 
Once again, the female kathak dancers’ narrative was removed 
and allowed for white and Indian men of high social standing to 
commodify kathak dance.

The impact of globalization is obvious, as the British Raj 
misunderstood kathak and the surrounding Indian culture. The 
British Raj urbanized kathak as white men imposed their own 
predispositions of what is acceptable in society and what is not, 
thus altering the value placed on classical Indian dance and using 
it as a means for pleasure for white men and shame against Indian 
society. Gayatri Spivak alludes a similar discourse in the context 
of debates around sati, or widow immolation in colonial India. 
When discussing the figure of the sati, Spivak famously states, “If 
in the context of colonial production, the subaltern has no history 
and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is even more deeply in 
shadow.”30  In both the case of sati and the tawa’if, the female is 
used as the grounds for discourse, but is unable to speak for her-
self as political figures of the British Raj reconstruct the female 
narrative. However, white men were not the only ones to act upon 
the othering effect of racial disparity. Paintings were one of the 
preliminary forms of media that offers insight on the derogatory 
representation of tawa’if culture. 

White men were not the only ones to act upon the othering 
effect of racial disparity. Paintings were one of the preliminary 
forms of media that offers insight on the derogatory represen-
tation of tawa’if culture. S.C. Belnos, a British artist, illustrated 
a variety of images depicting the lives of Hindus from various 
social classes. One piece in particular, called “A Nautch Girl or 
public female singer of India” (c. 1832), found in an art collec-
tion from Columbia University demonstrates how the British Raj 
transformed the perception of kathak.31  On the left half of the 

painting, two British men and presumably their female counter-
parts watch as a nautch girl, likely a bai or jan, sings and/or danc-
es on the floor using classical gestures. The white men are shown 
to be standing and talking amongst themselves while watching 
her perform. In this image, racial and sexual privileges are obvi-
ously highlighted as the British men are standing taller while the 
British women are seated, but both are wearing elegant attire. Yet, 
on the right side of the image seated on the floor to entertain, the 
nautch girl looks up at them as she performs. She wears tradition-
al and simplistic clothing, demonstrating her lower social status 
in comparison to the British figures. Other Indian women sit be-
hind her wearing simple clothing as well, initiating an “othering” 
effect as white and non-white are segregated in the image through 
both clothing and seating position. Soon after nautch was popu-
larized by British politicians, the anti-nautch movement gained 
traction and altered the female narrative of kathak dancers. 

At the turn of the century, British rulers felt that nautch re-
sembled prostitution. However, this anti-nautch movement, and 
more importantly the British lens neglected to recognize the skill 
required to perform this technical dance form. Instead, tawa’ifs 
transformed their presentation style to cater to a new audience 
which focused on musical talent.32  Ironically, it was the British 
rule that reduced kathak to a generalized form of dance or naach, 
making it easier to label kathak as a form of prostitution when 
white men perpetuated that narrative. As such, kathak was ma-
nipulated and viewed as a threat by the British Raj for two main 
reasons. First, political and military figures “sought to make them 
[nautch girls] an inexpensive answer to the sexual needs of single 
European soldiers by insisting on clinical standards of personal 
hygiene.”33  In essence, kathak dancers were used as a scapegoat 
for white men who were unable to control their sexual desire, 
thus reducing the labor of a nautch girl and altering the narrative 
once more to focus on the importance of the white male at the ex-
pense of trained, female hereditary dancers. Second, the religious 
connection to kathak was disagreeable to Christian religious tra-

ditions, which 
was the religious 
background of 
many in the Brit-
ish Raj. Devada-
sis would per-
form for god, 
and had a unique 
relationship with 
god in which 
they would en-
gage in temple 
dancing.  In the 

same vein, devadasis of colonial South India also participated in 
temple processions, but like the tawa’if, these women also had 
courtly repertoire and performed at weddings and salons as well.34  
However, the fixation on temple dancing resulted in its prohibi-
tion as deemed by British male rulers. While in Hinduism, “sexu-
al ecstasy is a path to spirituality” this went against the Christian 
school of thought with respect to sexual relations.35  Additionally, 
the misunderstood work of the courtesan resulted in the disso-
lution of her narrative. If these other forms of work were more 
emphasized, political figures of the British Raj may have allowed 
for the courtesan narrative to continue. This cultural disconnect 

UNC JOURney | 50 



caused forces of colonialism to act on Hindu tradition and kathak 
dance in order to exoticize and devalue these Indian traditions. 
While completely acceptable within the Indian context, temple/
salon/court dancing in addition to wedding performances and 
the Indian female narrative was altered to satisfy the British per-
spective. The alteration in dance narrative also speaks to the vary-
ing levels of privilege, where white men drive the narrative and 
women must act accordingly. The anti-nautch movement reduced 
nautch girls to become corporeal outlets for the white man, and 
also created a racial and socioeconomic divide as Belnos depicts 
in her painting.

Transcultural Appropriation of Nautch
Nautch culture did not remain within the Indian borders, but 

traveled internationally to the United States. Through new per-
spectives and interpretations of classical Indian dance, kathak 
along with other styles were manipulated and globalization be-
gan to occur within the dance sphere as kathak traveled to North 
America. In this new setting, Indian classical dance piqued the 
interest of dance artists/choreographers like Ruth St. Denis, “one 
of the three ‘foremothers’ of American modern dance.”36  Accord-
ing to Chakravorty, Ruth St. Denis “helped elevate Kathak to a 
respectable classical status” in the early 20th Century.”37  Adding 
to this, scholar of Indian dance and music, Matthew Harp Allen 
states,

As her career evolved St. Denis picked up a like-mind-
ed partner, and together they assiduously cultivated the 
personae of “divine dancers” in an extremely heterodox 
performing environment, moving between vaudeville 
and more “legitimate” venues, crisscrossing the Unit-
ed States, Europe, and Asia. Their voracious interest in 
world dance traditions would lead to choreography of 
cross-cultural impressions ranging from Egyptian Ballet 
(1922) to Cuadro Flamenco (1923) to Ishtar of the Seven 
Gates (1923) to A Legend of Pelee (1925) to General Wu 
Says Farewell to his Wife (1926).38 

Allen’s indication of St. Denis’s travels indicates the momen-
tum she gained from her inspiration of the South Asian dance 
culture. However more importantly, St. Denis renewed the fe-
male narrative in the American context. While figures like Leila 
Sokhey attempted to eliminate the tawa’if culture from becom-
ing institutionalized in her dance troupe, Ruth St. Denis took a 
different approach that helped with a sort of revival of classical 
Indian dance. For example, her piece Radha was inspired by “an 
orientalist poster advertising cigarettes depicting ‘Egyptian dei-
ties’” along with a performance she witnessed in Coney Island, 
Durbar of Delhi39 and a performance by Bachwa Jan, prominent 
nautch dancer in Calcutta.40  These interactions came from a gen-
uine curiosity, albeit a skewed understanding of classical Indi-
an dance, despite the discouraging feedback St. Denis received 
initially.41  Matthew Harp Allen cites her St. Denis’s autobiogra-
phy regarding her choreographic inspiration upon seeing “snake 
charmers and holy men and Nautch dancers, and something of 
the remarkable fascination of India caught hold of me.”42  I ac-
knowledge that Ruth St. Denis’s inspiration from “The Orient” is 
cultural appropriation, or a form of Orientalism, as she places a 
white woman in Indian clothing to pose as Radha. However, the 

choreographic liberties she took allowed the female narrative to 
supersede the preceding patriarchal dominance, unlike the ap-
proach Leila Sokhey took which perpetuated gender bias within 
the Indian dance context. St. Denis used the Indian female narra-
tive to recreate her own female narrative in the context of modern 
dance in North America. That is, by seeing women (as opposed to 
men) perform in Coney Island and in Calcutta, St. Denis was able 
to enter the Indian dance sphere and gain insight on how women 
trained and knowledgeable in kathak performed. So, as men used 
this opportunity to formulate the Lucknow, Jaipur and Benaras 
gharanas and devalue tawa’ifs, St. Denis revitalized tawa’if culture 
by restoring its credibility and basing a new approach to kathak 
off of tawa’if practice. Furthermore, her interactions with Bachwa 
Jan renewed St. Denis’s impression of Indian dance from a ro-
manticized and exotic art to a more realistic depiction of street 
performers.43  Notably, she did use her art to exoticize kathak and 
the Indian culture, including an aspect of the Indian religion by 
calling her piece Radha. However, this form of globalization re-
sulted in a productive manipulation of kathak in which the minds 
behind American, modern dance were exposed to a new source 
of creative energy and formed a newly inspired product to enter-
tain the American public. The perception of Indian dance was 
skewed due to her cultural appropriation, but St. Denis increased 
the credibility of tawa’if culture by learning from the source her-
self and enhancing the female narrative in the American, modern 
dance context. 

Bollywood Media’s Representation of Kathak
Bollywood Shift for Mass Appeal

 As media became more mainstream, kathak was once 
again redirected to become an act of sexuality. The Indian cine-
matic industry “Bollywood” attempted to globalize kathak along 
with other classical dance styles in order to reach a broader au-
dience and gain more monetary benefit in some cases. For the 
purposes of my research, I will focus on the alteration of kath-
ak specifically in Indian film. Bollywood successfully formulat-
ed changes in an interesting way, as identified by Neelam Sidhar 
Wright. Based off Madhav Prasad’s claims, Wright states,

‘Bollywood’ is an important indicator of change within 
the Indian film industry, specifically in terms of con-
temporary Indian cinema’s increased bilingualism, its 
internationally educated directors, its shifting notions 
of Indian identity via globalisation, its textual struggles 
and contradictions on the level of representation, its in-
creased commoditisation as a ‘fetish object’…, and, most 
importantly of all, its now inherent self-referential ex-
ploitation as a global brand.44 

Wright demonstrates that Bollywood uses commercial tactics 
like the use of multiple languages and a diverse group of direc-
tors to gain credibility. This attempt at globalization results in the 
misrepresentation of the female when portraying classical Indian 
dance, which is considered to be an intrinsic part of the national 
Indian identity.45  In order to appeal to the masses, Bollywood 
used tactics to sexualize, exotify, fetishize women. These tactics 
seemingly function as a reaction to the anti-nautch movement in 
the 20th century and continues into the 21st century as well, in 
which Kathak swings back and forth between courtesan culture 
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that is sexualized and anti-nautch culture that prescribes techni-
cal features and male-led narratives. Furthermore, the industry 
takes advantage of the male narrative to legitimize the portray-
al of kathak on-screen, and emphasizing prostitution that sur-
rounded courtesan culture, which was perpetuated by the British 
Raj. This cultural gap from the colonial period still takes effect 
in movies from the late 20th and early 21st centuries like Umrao 
Jaan and Devdas.

The commercialization of kathak through media was a difficult 
transition for trained kathak dancers and caused a lot of financial 
strain on classical dance artists. Chakravorty describes Bandana 
Sen’s involvement in the film industry through her involvement 
in mythological movies including the Shakuntala and Ramayana 
during the late 20th century, and reports that “the vigour of Kath-
ak had also been lost due to the lightfooted showmanship that has 
become so popular now.”46  It is evident that globalization altered 
the representation of the Indian identity to satisfy the masses, 
leaving behind the trained dancers and their knowledge in the 
arts. While Sen is shown to keep her roots intact, choreographers 
in an increasingly mainstream Bollywood film industry have de-
viated from traditional dance and emphasized exotic narratives 
to reach a broader audience.
20th Century Bollywood

During the 20th century, Bollywood began to commodify 
dance through mythological movies relating to Hindu epics as 
well as other movies that still contained religious connection to 
figures such as Radha and Krishna. Based on the work of Philip 
Lutgendorf, 20th century Bollywood promoted mythological pro-
ductions as a large part of the movie industry.47  Neelam Sidhar 
Wright refers to the movies from the 1960s to the 1980s as “mas-
ala entertainment” as a critique to its quality.48  During this time, 
a wave of globalization altered the view of kathak dance, begin-
ning with pieces of art and slowly transitioning to other modes of 
expression with technological advances. Due to variant forms of 
media, including Bollywood as well as competitive dance shows 
in America, the Indian film industry transformed kathak from a 
mode of knowledge and expertise into a popularized form of tra-
ditional technique/movement solely for entertainment purpos-
es. Between 1955 (promptly after India gained its independence 
from British rule in 1947) and 2015, the Indian film industry Bol-
lywood has altered this traditional dance by incorporating sexual 
undertones in gesture and costume, further exoticizing kathak 
and continuing the British legacy of nautch. 

In the movie Jhanak Jhanak Payal Baaje (1955), the central fo-
cus is set around Girdhar and Neela, two kathak dancers who are 
very talented. Over time, the movie shows these dancers falling in 
love. Neela sacrifices herself and leaves her guru so that Girdhar 
can pursue his dance career. Hearts are broken, relationships are 
mended, and in the end, Neela and Girdhar dance together in 
a culminating performance winning them the competition and 
bringing the couple closer together and more in love. It is evi-
dent through the various dance pieces in the movie that a reli-
gious iteration of kathak dance serves to bring the protagonists 
together. As they dance in the item song Murli Manohar, they 
adopt the roles of Radha and Krishna and perform together as 
they begin to fall in love.49  Neela and Girdhar dress accordingly 
and share the story of Radha-Krishna’s playful, innocent relation-
ship. As such, a religious association of dance and media remains 
intact in the early stages of globalization, despite the threat reli-

gion and dance caused against the British Raj. However, Jhanak 
Jhanak Payal Baaje utilizes kathak as a mode for two dancers to 
find a more romantic love, as Neela holds Girdhar for longer than 
the choreography permits and captures her gaze for too long. 
By focusing the movie’s storyline on love, the movie is able to 
reach a broader audience. In this way, Jhanak Jhanak Payal Baaje 
does not become exclusive to those who are familiar with classi-
cal Indian dance, but rather assumes a universal approach. This 
attempt to broaden the audience scope emphasizes the impact 
of globalization as kathak is manipulated by media to primarily 
portray love as opposed to technical elements like abhinaya. In 
turn, this movie had the potential to reach wider populations. 
This effort towards expansion recapitulates the British discours-
es in which kathak merely becomes nautch, a generalized form 
of Indian dance rather than emphasizing the years of technical 
training that goes into gaining expertise. However, this is just the 
beginning of Bollywood’s movement to globalize Indian dance, 
as this movie still frames itself around two trained kathak danc-
ers. As Bollywood produces more movies well into the twentieth 
century, these kathak narratives shift and reveal more exotic and 
male-heavy narratives. 

As an example of the shift in Bollywood, we can turn to the 
song In ankho ki masti in the movie Umrao Jaan (1981), a film 
directed by Muzaffir Ali.50  In the song/dance In ankho ki masti, 
Chakravorty argues that the dancer (and lead character), Umrao 
Jaan, performs only for Sultan Sahib, thus rendering her as an 
“erotic spectacle.”51  By drawing attention to this interaction, it 
is evident that the sexualization of Umrao Jaan skews viewers’ 
comprehension of tawa’if culture and alters the female narrative 
in a derogatory manner. The movie frames the tawa’if as a woman 
available to please her male counterpart, but does not showcase 
the knowledge she possesses in the arts. As a jan, she possesses 
skill in dance and music, yet the director focuses on other cor-
poreal aspects that retract from that expertise. As Chakravorty 
observes, Ali includes many close-ups of the dancer’s face and 
eyes as well as Sultan Sahib’s reactions to her dance which inher-
ently puts more value on her feminine qualities as she dances.52  
The camera work promotes the interaction between Sultan Sahib 
and Umrao Jaan in order to please a broad audience, not exclu-
sively those versed in classical Indian dance. So, while the story 
does include a court setting, the context is still highly sexualized 
to promote the corporeal elements of the dancer rather than her 
technical merit. This exemplifies Bollywood’s efforts to promote 
globalization as the camera focuses on very pointed and sugges-
tive parts of the dancer’s body. This focus perverts the viewers’ 
perception of Umrao Jaan by allowing a male director to guide 
the camera, thus invalidating the female narrative and subjecting 
it to sexual framework instead. These scenes from the movie, spe-
cifically in the song, distort the viewers’ understanding of what 
kathak used to look like within the tawa’if culture and misrep-
resents it to show a form of seduction, not skill. By redirecting 
viewers’ attention to the sexual undertones of tawa’if culture, the 
dancer is not recognized for her merit, but instead marked for 
suggestive gestures. 
21st Century Bollywood

Based on the analysis of Ajay Gehlawat, 21st century Bolly-
wood can be characterized based on its use of “transnational and 
digitized articulations” of cinema.53  In the 21st century, the fo-
cus was removed from mythologicals. Rather, kathak was used 
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in tandem with 21st century trends and digital effects. We see 
evidence of these articulations in movies like Devdas and Ba-
jirao Mastani. Iconic dancer and actress Madhuri Dixit plays 
Chandramukhi, a courtesan in the movie Devdas (2002). Chan-
dramukhi is beautiful, charming, seductive, and well-versed in 
kathak. The song Kahe Chhed Mohe54  begins with her backup 
dancers demonstrating technical components to kathak, staying 
true to the minimalist nature of kathak.55  It is evident that this 
piece portrays kathak based on the initial jati, or composition of 
bols that is staged, showcasing technical elements and stylized 
movements as well as costume design typical of kathak dance. As 
Dixit is portrayed singing and dancing, she is likely playing the 
role of a jan.56  However, she dances in an ornate costume filled 
with sequins and jewels, unlike the typical garb of kathak dance.57  
Chandramukhi spends much of her time flirting with and pester-
ing lovesick Devdas, the main character who visits her brothel. In 
song, she mentions how Krishna kissed her face, and the camera 
shows a close up of Chandramukhi’s face as she interacts sugges-
tively with her audience, namely Devdas. Within the misnomer 
of kathak, Chandramukhi uses suggestive gestures outside of the 
realm of traditional kathak dance, adhering more to the Bolly-
wood dance genre. It is evident that allusions to Hinduism to tell 
a story are subtly shown in the background with the lyrical invo-
cation of Krishna, but these allusions ultimately bear little weight 
in comparison to the provocative, Bollywood dance motions that 
Dixit executes. As director Bhansali attempts to attract a wider 
scope of audiences, the industry has evolved to incorporate more 
suggestive dance, but uses the misnomer of kathak by casting re-
nowned kathak dancer and Bollywood actress Madhuri Dixit in 
this movie and this dance in particular. Bollywood dance emerg-
es from the juxtaposition of various disciplines, a point that is 
clearly evident in the song Kahe Chhed Mohe. 

Chakravorty generally describes the Bollywood dance genre 
to include “an eclectic blend of rap, disco, break, Indian folk and 
classical genres.”58  The fusion of traditional elements of classical 
Indian dance with ‘westernized’ steps and utilizing an “Indian 
flair” allows the Bollywood industry to once again promote glo-
balization. The cinematic industry manipulates kathak to show-
case tawa’if or courtesan culture within the context of a brothel 
in the movie, but focuses more on the corporeal and sexual el-
ements of a misunderstood courtesan culture, and retracts the 
importance of the female narrative by using it to appeal to men. 
In turn, this undercuts the focus from the technical components 
of kathak and perverts the dance form as a whole, as Bollywood 
dance bends the more stringent rules present in kathak. The con-
cept of Bollywood dance is further explicated later on and bears 
much more relevance in the Western context. 

Bajirao Mastani (2015), a romance and period piece incorpo-
rates kathak in one of its iconic songs, Mohe Rang Do Laal (Color 
Me Red).59  The song begins with a bird’s-eye view of a luxurious 
garden and pavilion. Despite the time period of the story, these 
effects allude to the cinematic liberties taken in 21st century me-
dia. In the song, playback singer Shreya Goshal sings using words 
with double meanings. These verses are interspersed throughout 
the song and provide complexity that is mimicked in the tech-
nical aspect of the dance. She sings, mohe rang do laal, nand ke 
laal laal, chhedo nahi bas rang do laal, meaning “color me red, 
Nand’s son, don’t tease me just color me red.” In this stanza, the 
word laal means both “red” as well as “son.” Later on, she sings, 

hari ye chunariya jo jhatke se cheenii, which means “Hari seized 
this green sash with a jolt” denoting the playful relationship be-
tween her and Krishna as the deity tugs at her green sash. In both 
cases, the song alludes to religious element in both the Hindu 
and Islamic context. The word “hari” refers not only to Krishna, 
but also to the color green. Red is an auspicious color symbol-
izing purity and is often worn by Hindu brides, and green is an 
auspicious color for Islam as it is associated with the heavens. By 
using the color green, subtle undertones of Islamic culture are 
incorporated into the lyrics and are further juxtaposed with a 
Hindu deity. While these religious undertones do align with the 
religious negotiations present in the plot, the director focuses on 
different aspects of her performance, indicating that Bollywood 
is less interested in the technical strengths of a kathak piece and 
focuses on sexual encounters. In order to perform this “kathak” 
piece as Princess Mastani, actor Deepika Padukone was trained 
under renowned dancer Pandit Birju Maharaj of the Lucknow 
gharana. Yet there are clear elements of Padukone’s performance 
that deviate from this style of kathak. For example, Padukone’s 
costume did not match the typical Lucknow gharana style. Ac-
cording to Gina Lalli, a kathak dancer can dress in the Mughal or 
Rajput garb. She says,

The Moghul costume consists of a coat having long, fit-
ted sleeves that is fitted to the waist, and is extremely full 
and flaring from waist to knee. With this coat are worn 
tight-fitting trousers. In the Rajput mode, a man may 
wear a dhoti (a cloth wrapped around the waist and legs 
to resemble pajamas) with no upper garment, but with 
elaborate necklaces, bracelets, and arm bands. A woman 
may wear a variety of long, flaring skirts with fitted trou-
sers and a choli (a short, tight-fitting blouse), and a scarf 
draped over the left shoulder, tied at the waist. Jeweled 
earrings, necklaces, bangles, and rings will be added ac-
cording to taste. Alternate costumes for female Kathak 
dancers consist of a long, flaring coat or a six-yard sari, 
draped to look like pajamas. The costumes are richly or-
namented and are made of bright colored silk or cotton 
with gold-embroidered designs.60 

However, Padukone is dressed in a costume more revealing 
than the traditional kathak apparel of the Lucknow gharana, as 
her midriff is shown instead of being covered with her scarf. She 
wears a blouse ending above the waist with the odhni or sash 
covering only part of her torso, although she would traditionally 
wear the odhni pinned to cover her chest and midriff. Further-
more, costume designer Anju Modi did not include any necklace 
to accompany her costume, leaving the chest and the plunging 
neckline of her blouse exposed. This choice draws a focus on her 
bare chest and invokes a sexualized allure as she performs for 
the royal visiting guest, Bajirao. The camera closes in on her her 
eyes and lips, and often insinuates her seducing Bajirao as she 
has fallen in love with him. Behind Princess Mastani, a group of 
backup dancers wear relatively modest, green costumes, showing 
more technical kathak elements of the Lucknow gharana disci-
pline. The presence of the backup dancers creates the perception 
of excess, which contrasts the minimalist approach to kathak.61  
Furthermore, since kathak has a longstanding solo tradition the 
backup dancers also refract the image of kathak and deviate from 
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this tradition.62  These components are all an amalgamation of 
distractions that take away from the technical strengths of kath-
ak and instead hone in on the Bollywood dance genre through 
the use of female eroticism. Furthermore, the influence of Pandit 
Birju Maharaj emphasizes the omnipotence of the male narrative 
through the gharana. In the first few moments of the song, Padu-
kone assumes the seated position, similar to the performance of 
a courtesan dancer.63  However, the backup dancers continue to 
showcase a variation of a jati along with abhinaya that comple-
ments Padukones central choreography. The duality of courte-
san culture and the male-led gharana is clearly showcased in the 
beginning of the song, but Padukone quickly joins the backup 
dancers by rising to an upright, standing position to perform the 
bulk of Pandit Birju Maharaj’s choreography, leaving the cour-
tesan-based tradition behind. In an interview, Padukone praises 
Pandit Birju Maharaj by emphasizing “the level that Birju Ma-
haraj teaches,”64  thus elevating his status within his area of exper-
tise the Lucknow gharana. Additionally, according to Margaret 
Walker, 

It still seems crucially important even in the twenty-first 
century, that dance gharānā family members maintain 
their gharānā’s identity as distinct, not only from other 
gharānās, but also from the inevitable spread of the style 
through the disciples of disciples. For example, rather 
than market themselves as authorities of the Lucknow 
gharānā as countless close disciples can and do, members 
of the Lucknow central family are now using the names 
of their forbears. On his personal website, Birju Maharaj 
is identified as the ‘torch-bearer’ of the Kalka-Bindadin 
Gharana of Lucknow, and his son, Jai Kishan Maharaj, 
calls the school he runs with his wife Ruby Misra, the 
Birju Maharaj Parampara. This is surely in part publicity 
and marketing, but it is also a method of controlling the 
style and maintaining ownership.65 

The need to appraise and find a connection to this “parampa-
ra” or family inherently promotes Birju Maharaj and in turn, the 
narrative of the gharana. By creating a closely woven web within 
the Lucknow gharana, there is little room for any female figures 
to have a presence. As a result, this reduces Padukone’s effect as a 
performer as a female and gives credit to the male teacher which 
aligns with the progression of the male narrative. 

The choice to cast Deepika Padukone was tactful, as Padukone 
has since then crossed into the Hollywood sphere. Padukone de-
buted her career in Hollywood with the movie xXx: Return of 
Xander Cage in 2017.66  By casting a prominent figure entering 
the movie industry in the United States, Bajirao Mastani instantly 
becomes more appealing to the public all over the world, empha-
sizing efforts to make the movie increasingly globalized. Addi-
tionally, well-known actress, model, and singer Priyanka Chopra 
was also in this movie. Her recent involvement in multiple fac-
ets of American media, including modeling and Hollywood also 
yielded more interest globally. Within the first week of its release 
in theaters overseas, Bajirao Mastani made close to $6.5 mil-
lion.67  Its success was highly attributed to its use of women who 
are present and prominently sexualized in media, specifically in 
the context of this movie. Via tactical decisions with regard to 
casting and movie distribution, kathak was used as a mode that 

enabled globalization of film to take place. Bollywood was able to 
rebrand kathak as an exotic dance form using the face of a prom-
inent and sexualized actor. The item song Mohe Rang Do Laal 
displays popularized and sexualized undertones through its cho-
reography and costume design, and accredits a male Kathak with 
choreographic license. As a result, these elements retract from the 
female narrative and propagate the male-driven gharana. The im-
age of a tawa’if was used to set the tone from the beginning of the 
song as Padukone was seated. The director focused on the subtle-
ties passed between Mastani and Bajirao in order to hypersexu-
alize the song. Nonetheless, these actions were decided by Pandit 
Birju Maharaj, an exponent of the Luknow gharana. Mainstream 
Bollywood media decentralized tawa’if culture and Padukone’s 
agency as a female dancer and used it as a way to enhance the 
construction of the gharana and male narrative to monopolize 
the culture in various parts of the world. However, Bollywood is 
not the only place from which globalization efforts stem. 
Media in the United States

Thus far, we have seen kathak’s trajectory throughout the 
Indian context. Kathak has been influenced by the male-driv-
en gharana and in turn suppressed the female narrative due to 
the Bollywood movie industry. In the 20th century, we see how 
kathak is used as a platform for a love stories and subtly erotic 
interactions. Moving into the 21st century, Bollywood tactfully 
uses transnationally recognized female actors and scenes depict-
ing excess to exaggerate the traditional kathak narrative. The ma-
nipulation of kathak, however, extends beyond Bollywood into 
American television shows. Emmy Award-winning reality show 
So You Think You Can Dance has popularized kathak through the 
use of the Bollywood dance genre in order to please audiences all 
over America in order to gain votes and keep the television series 
interactive and entertaining for viewers. Based on his extensive 
training background, it is evident that Mahajan is well-versed 
in the kathak technique and knows the religious origins to the 
dance. However, the Bollywood dance routines he choreographs 
for the show do not encapsulate nor emphasize core kathak steps 
and movements. Instead of Mahajan’s lack of classical direction 
for his dance students shows how he assumes his own, abbrevi-
ated narrative to teach the choreography within a week, just in 
time for the next showing of So You Think You Can Dance. Kath-
ak (along with other forms of classical Indian dance) takes years 
of training, focus, and self-discovery in order to master the art 
form. By teaching Bollywood dance as a way “into” the Indian 
culture, Mahajan undercuts the technical rigor that classical In-
dian dance training requires from a dancer and undermines its 
foundational value for the Bollywood steps that are performed on 
the American stage. Mahajan also uses his background in kathak 
and bharatanatyam in order to teach mudras that are used in Bol-
lywood Dancing via MoveTube Network.68  This channel is easily 
accessible, allowing for globalization to occur because it draws 
more attention to the dance form as a skillset without any histor-
ical context. Mahajan calls hamsasyam, a mudra used to demon-
strate plucking flowers or wearing a necklace “deer” in order to 
draw common parallels for viewers.69  This simplification of the 
classical dance terminology allows Mahajan to reach broader au-
diences, while simultaneously distorting the dominant usage of 
the mudra within various classical dance forms. While increasing 
cultural awareness is a positive feature to his video, his lessons 
lead viewers to trust mislabeled information and gain a skewed 
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impression of classical Indian dance. As a result, the targeted ef-
fect of globalization fails because it does not adequately represent 
an aspect of the Indian culture, namely kathak and other classical 
dance forms by devaluing its rigorous nature. In turn, kathak be-
comes a mere technical feature of dance instead of an element of 
Indian history, culture and technique.

The Importance of Kathak
In an effort to globalize various facets of the Indian identi-

ty, kathak has been manipulated and reframed within the Indian 
context for centuries as it changed from a female narrative to a 
male-centric dance style. This pendulous trend is detrimental to 
the art form for two main reasons: rejection of tawa’if culture and 
the sexualization of the female body under the misnomer of kath-
ak through media. During the colonial period, courtesan culture 
was under strict scrutiny. What began as a female-led dance style 
abruptly transformed into a generalized form of dance for en-
tertainment purposes. This reduced the technical expertise the 
tawa’ifs had, referring to them as nautch girls. The anti-nautch 
movement led to male and female-driven sexism and separation 
from tawa’if culture, and forced tawa’ifs and devadasis out of the 
mainstream dance sphere through the formation of the gharana 
and the kathak institutions such as that of Leila Sokhey. With In-
dia’s independence from the British Raj, media flourished, but at 
the expense of the female body. Movies from the mid 20th cen-
tury through present day Bollywood showcase the importance of 
the gharana and traditional male kathak gurus like Pandit Birju 
Maharaj, while devaluing the female narrative to possess corpo-
real significance alone. As a result, the female narrative is com-
promised and misrepresented transnationally. 

However, globalization was not exclusively damaging to kath-
ak’s female narrative, as modern dancer and choreographer Ruth 
St. Denis proved her approach to benefit the female narrative. In 
order to stage Radha, St. Denis traveled first to Coney Island and 
then to Calcutta in order to learn more about kathak. Instead of 
allowing the male narrative to consume her impression of kathak 
dance, she utilized the tawa’if culture to enhance the female nar-
rative. In doing so, the validity of courtesan culture increased and 
allowed the female narrative to succeed in a patriarchal system. 
Since St. Denis took advantage of an exoticized Indian image, her 
cultural appropriation does not go unnoticed. Her piece Radha 
used a skewed perception and minimal firsthand experience with 
classical Indian dance in the South Asian context. However, her 
efforts to exercise artistic freedom with respect to classical Indian 
dance in the United States allowed her to leave her mark and add 
to the female narrative that was beginning to emerge in the ear-
ly and mid 20th century. Therefore, her strides in the American 
context were great, but at the cost of a globalized Indian image. 

Here lies the importance of kathak: this classical Indian dance 
style has a complex history that still shows its influences today at 
the expense of the female body. So although globalization does 
not have a strictly negative effect on kathak, the momentum cre-
ated by Ruth St. Denis could be re-scripted to rethink the scope 
of kathak today. This can be accomplished in two ways. Primar-
ily, in this age of media, technology can be used to disseminate 
information. However, Mahajan has proven that up to this point 
technology has been improperly used for kathak training pur-
poses. If this mode of communication were used to teach kathak 
to students at the same rate as traditional students of dance and 

the same material including technical terminology, then the tech-
nical rigor would be more appreciated. An e-guru so to speak 
could publish his or her lessons in steady increments, similar to 
the progression of traditional kathak lessons. Students can learn 
and practice, and present their progress to their guru virtually 
and receive feedback according to their performance. This set-
up resembles the structure of a classical Indian dance class, but 
incorporates the technological element in a relatively seamless 
manner while maintaining its comprehensive nature. Addition-
ally, the misrepresentation of kathak would not be as easily ac-
cepted and integrated into mainstream Bollywood media if there 
were greater awareness around technical merit that is required in 
kathak performance. By increasing awareness, the female narra-
tive can steer away from its strictly erotic nature associated with 
prostitution from the British Raj, and instead showcase the tech-
nical strengths found in the courtesan narrative that is embodied 
in kathak. Jans among other courtesans were skilled and educated 
women that held a high status in pre-colonial India, especially as 
compared to other women who bore no title without their male 
counterparts.70  If that image is restored in the present-day kath-
ak dance context, kathak can regain the legitimacy of its female 
narrative. 

Another way to legitimize the female narrative is through the 
acceptance of tawa’if culture and incorporation of their technique 
into kathak institutions. Although Leila Sokhey rejected the fe-
male hereditary dancers due to the anti-nautch movement, a 
school that accepted this lineage could correct or even end the so-
cial stigma to tawa’if lineage and disseminate kathak knowledge. 
This would allow the female narrative to once again bear weight 
against the scripting of a male-dominated kathak. A movement 
to relocate these lineages would help increase the pride in this 
female-oriented history and reduce the stigma attached to cour-
tesan culture. While the Lucknow, Benaras, and Jaipur gharanas 
are not dispensable, this effort could heighten the female narra-
tive rather than subdue the currently dominating male narrative. 
Thus, the male gharana would not direct all kathak institutions, 
but rather act as a component of dance training in kathak’s mul-
tifaceted technical elements in addition to the technical merit 
achieved by tawa’ifs during the pre-colonial era. Kathak’s com-
plex history is obvious and those complexities have not faded, but 
rather heightened with the incorporation of transnational media. 
The pendulum of kathak swings back and forth between symbols 
of lust and technical mastery, male and female, Southeast Asia, 
Europe, and the U.S. By legitimizing the female narrative without 
its current exoticized lens, kathak can be framed with a more bal-
anced set of narratives and continue for generations.

55 | UNC JOURney



UNC JOURney | 56 

Notes
1 “Nakul Dev Mahajan - Bollywood Choreographer Re-
sume.” NDM Bollywood Dance Productions and Studios Inc. 
Accessed December 08, 2017. http://www.ndmdance.com/bol-
lywood-choreographer-nakul-dev-mahajan/nakul-dev-maha-
jan-choreographer-resume/.
2 Narayan, Shovana. Kathak. Gurgaon, India: Shubhi Pub-
lications, 2012, 51.
3 Ibid., 36.
4 Unni, N. P. The Natyastra: Text with Introduction. Nag 
Publishers, 1998.
5 “So You Think You Can Dance Season 9 Top 20 Chechon 
& Witney Bollywood”. Filmed [July, 2012]. YouTube video, 05:23. 
Posted [July, 2012]. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m-
H6EeMqtHT4.
6 Walker, Margaret E. India’s Kathak Dance In Historical 
Perspective. S.l.: Routledge, 2016, 2.
7 Narayan, Shovana. Kathak. Gurgaon, India: Shubhi Pub-
lications, 2012, 79.
8 Walker, Margaret E. India’s Kathak Dance In Historical 
Perspective. S.l.: Routledge, 2016, 19.
9 Shah, Purnima. “Transcending Gender in the Perfor-
mance of Kathak.” Dance Research Journal 30, no. 2 (1998): 2. 
doi:10.2307/1478835, 4.
10 Lalli, Gina. 2004. “A North Indian Classical Dance 
Form: Lucknow Kathak.” Visual Anthropology 17, no. 1: 19-43. 
Academic Search Premier, EBSCOhost (accessed December 9, 
2017), 20.
11 O’Shea, Janet M. At home in the world: Bharata Natyams 
transnational traditions. 2001, 8.
12 Walker, Margaret E. India’s Kathak Dance In Historical 
Perspective. S.l.: Routledge, 2016, 91.
13 Ibid., 33.
14 O’Shea, Janet M. At home in the world: Bharata Natyams 
transnational traditions. 2001, 4.
15 Walker, Margaret E. India’s Kathak Dance In Historical 
Perspective. S.l.: Routledge, 2016, 33.
16 Chakravorty, Pallabi. Bells of Change: Kathak Dance, 
Women and Modernity in India. Univ of Chicago Pr, 2008, 141.
17 Meduri, Avanthi. “Bharatha Natyam-What Are You?” 
Asian Theatre Journal 5, no. 1 (1988): 1. doi:10.2307/1124019, 7. 
Please see Avanti Meduri’s work for more detail on devadasis.
18 Chakravorty, Pallabi. Bells of Change: Kathak Dance, 
Women and Modernity in India. Univ of Chicago Pr, 2008, 141.
19 Walker, Margaret E. India’s Kathak Dance In Historical 
Perspective. S.l.: Routledge, 2016, 108.
20 Walker, Margaret E. India’s Kathak Dance In Historical 
Perspective. S.l.: Routledge, 2016, 118.
21 Ibid., 120.
22 Ibid.
23 Walker, Margaret E. India’s Kathak Dance In Historical 
Perspective. S.l.: Routledge, 2016, 92.
24 Ibid., 120.
25 Walker, Margaret E. India’s Kathak Dance In Historical 

Perspective. S.l.: Routledge, 2016, 120.
26 Chakravorty, Pallabi. Bells of Change: Kathak Dance, 
Women and Modernity in India. Univ of Chicago Pr, 2008, 29.
27 Ibid.
28 Walker, Margaret E. India’s Kathak Dance In Historical 
Perspective. S.l.: Routledge, 2016, 91.
29 Hanna, Judith Lynne. “Classical Indian Dance and 
Women’s Status.” Dance, Gender and Culture, 1993, 119-35. 
doi:10.1007/978-1-349-22747-1_8, 213.
30 Spivak, Gayatri C. Can the Subaltern Speak? Reflections 
on the History of an Idea. Columbia University Press, 83. Further 
discourse on the subaltern can be found in Spivak’s work.
31 Pritchett, Frances. Accessed December 09, 2017. 
http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00routesda-
ta/1800_1899/women/nautchearly/nautchearly.html.
32 Chakravorty, Pallabi. Bells of Change: Kathak Dance, 
Women and Modernity in India. Univ of Chicago Pr, 2008, 34.
33 Hanna, Judith Lynne. “Classical Indian Dance and 
Women’s Status.” Dance, Gender and Culture, 1993, 119-35. 
doi:10.1007/978-1-349-22747-1_8, 210.
34 Soneji, Devesh. Unfinished gestures: devadasis, mem-
ory, and modernity in South India. Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 2012, 197.
35 Hanna, Judith Lynne. “Classical Indian Dance and 
Women’s Status.” Dance, Gender and Culture, 1993, 119-35. 
doi:10.1007/978-1-349-22747-1_8, 213.
36 Srinivasan, Priya. Sweating saris: Indian dance as trans-
national labor. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2012, 67.
37 Chakravorty, Pallabi. Bells of Change: Kathak Dance, 
Women and Modernity in India. Univ of Chicago Pr, 2008, 48.
38 Allen, Matthew Harp. “Rewriting the Script for South 
Indian Dance.” JSTOR 41, no. 3 (1997). doi:10.2307/1146609, 87. 
Please see Matthew Harp Allen’s work for more detail.
39 Srinivasan, Priya. Sweating saris: Indian dance as trans-
national labor. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2012, 69.
40 Chakravorty, Pallabi. Bells of Change: Kathak Dance, 
Women and Modernity in India. Univ of Chicago Pr, 2008, 49.
41 Ibid.
42  Allen, Matthew Harp. “Rewriting the Script for South 
Indian Dance.” JSTOR 41, no. 3 (1997). doi:10.2307/1146609, 86.
43 Chakravorty, Pallabi. Bells of Change: Kathak Dance, 
Women and Modernity in India. Univ of Chicago Pr, 2008, 49.
44 Wright, Neelam Sidhar, and Neelam Sidhar Wright. 
“Postmodern Bollywood.” In Bollywood and Postmodernism: 
Popular Indian Cinema in the 21st Century. Edinburgh Universi-
ty Press, 2015. Edinburgh Scholarship Online, 2017. doi: 10.3366/
edinburgh/9780748696345.003.0005.
45 Hanna, Judith Lynne. “Classical Indian Dance and 
Women’s Status.” Dance, Gender and Culture, 1993, 119-35. 
doi:10.1007/978-1-349-22747-1_8, 210.
46 Chakravorty, Pallabi. Bells of Change: Kathak Dance, 
Women and Modernity in India. University of Chicago Press, 
2008, 117.
47 Lutgendorf, Philip. “• A Ramayana on Air: “All in the (Ra-
ghu) Family,” A Video Epic in Cultural Context.” In The Life of Hin-



57 | UNC JOURney

duism, edited by John Stratton Hawley, and Vasudha Narayanan. 
University of California Press, 2006. California Scholarship On-
line, 2012. doi: 10.1525/california/9780520249134.003.0010. 
48 Wright, Neelam Sidhar, and Neelam Sidhar Wright. 
“Postmodern Bollywood.” In Bollywood and Postmodernism: 
Popular Indian Cinema in the 21st Century. Edinburgh Universi-
ty Press, 2015. Edinburgh Scholarship Online, 2017. doi: 10.3366/
edinburgh/9780748696345.003.0005.
49 “Murli Manohar Krishna-Manna De- Amir Khan –Lata 
Ji –Dewan Sharar –Vasant Desai –Jhanak Payal Baaje”. Filmed 
[1955]. YouTube video, 05:28. Posted [September, 2014]. https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=DJfdomTNFl0.
50 “In aankhon ki masti ke – Umrao Jaan 1981”. Filmed 
[1981]. YouTube video, 04:49. Posted [April, 2010]. https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=cXdJJvpgTvw.
51 Chakravorty, Pallabi. Bells of Change: Kathak Dance, 
Women and Modernity in India. Univ of Chicago Pr, 2008, 81.
52 Chakravorty, Pallabi. Bells of Change: Kathak Dance, 
Women and Modernity in India. Univ of Chicago Pr, 2008, 82.
53 Gehlawat, Ajay. Twenty-first century Bollywood. Abing-
don, Oxon: Routledge, 2016, 1.
54 “Kaahe Chhed Mohe (Video Song) | Devdas | Madhuri 
Dixit | Shah Rukh khan”. Filmed [2002]. YouTube video, 05:14. 
Posted [August, 2009]. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HYG-
gAHo186s
55 Shah, Purnima. “Transcending Gender in the Perfor-
mance of Kathak.” Dance Research Journal 30, no. 2 (1998): 2. 
doi:10.2307/1478835, 3.
56 Chakravorty, Pallabi. Bells of Change: Kathak Dance, 
Women and Modernity in India. Univ of Chicago Pr, 2008, 33.
57 Lalli, Gina. 2004. “A North Indian Classical Dance 
Form: Lucknow Kathak.” Visual Anthropology 17, no. 1: 19-43. 
Academic Search Premier, EBSCOhost (accessed December 9, 
2017), 27.
58 Chakravorty, Pallabi. Bells of Change: Kathak Dance, 
Women and Modernity in India. Univ of Chicago Pr, 2008, 56.
59 “Kaahe Chhed Mohe (Video Song) | Devdas | Madhuri 
Dixit | Shah Rukh khan”. Filmed [2002]. YouTube video, 05:14. 
Posted [August, 2009]. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HYG-
gAHo186s
60 Lalli, Gina. 2004. “A North Indian Classical Dance 
Form: Lucknow Kathak.” Visual Anthropology 17, no. 1: 19-43. 
Academic Search Premier, EBSCOhost (accessed December 9, 
2017), 27.

61 Narayan, Shovana. Kathak. Gurgaon, India: Shubhi Pub-
lications, 2012, 3.
62 Shah, Purnima. “Transcending Gender in the Perfor-
mance of Kathak.” Dance Research Journal 30, no. 2 (1998): 2. 
doi:10.2307/1478835, 2.
63 Walker, Margaret E. India’s Kathak Dance In Historical 
Perspective. S.l.: Routledge, 2016, 92.
64 “Dance With Birju Maharaj Gave Deepika Withdraw-
al Symptom In Bajirao Mastani”. Filmed [2015]. YouTube vid-
eo, 01:56. Posted [November, 2015]. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Ow4cttNvSsg&t=6s
65 Walker, Margaret E. India’s Kathak Dance In Historical 
Perspective. S.l.: Routledge, 2016, 32.
66 “XXX: Return of Xander Cage (2017).” IMDb. Accessed 
December 09, 2017. http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1293847/.
67 “Dilwale Is Huge In Overseas Markets.” Box Office India. 
December 15, 2015. Accessed December 09, 2017. https://boxof-
ficeindia.com/report-details.php?articleid=1680.
68 “Learn Classical Hand Gestures used in Bollywood 
Dancing with Nakul Dev Mahajan”. YouTube video, 08:33. Post-
ed [December, 2015]. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pbo-
SZ2a0p9U
69 Ibid.
70 Walker, Margaret E. India’s Kathak Dance In Historical 
Perspective. S.l.: Routledge, 2016, 33.

Sachi Pathak is a Junior at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. She is majoring 
in Hispanic Literature and Cultures and minoring in Medical Anthropology and Chemistry. 
She is trained in kathak along with ballet and modern dance. Sachi began her research on 
kathak and courtesan culture in February, 2017 for a class taught by Dr. Harshita Kamath 
in the Religious Studies department as a culminating research paper. Sachi continued to 
work on her research through the next semester under Dr. Kamath’s direction. While Sachi 
is working to become a physician, she is interested in combining her extracurricular pas-
sions in dance with academia.   



UNC JOURney | 58 

Natural Sciences
65-69
Color Condrum: Trace 
Element Analysis in the 
Poleta and Deep Spring 
Formations
by Eileen Yang, Matt 
Sorge, Samuel Williams, 
and Amruthansh 
Sriperumbudur

Eileen Yang, Matt Sorge, Samuel 
Williams, and Amruthansh 
Sriperumbudur, through a Geology 
first-year seminar, began research on 
the colorization of limestone in the 
Middle and Upper Poleta Formation 
and Deep Spring Formation in 
Eastern California, discovering the 
colorization indicated dolomitization 
of the limestone



Color Conundrum: Trace 
Element Analysis in the 
Poleta and Deep Spring 
Formations
by Eileen Yang, Matt Sorge, Samuel Williams, Amruthansh 

Trace element concentration data from the Middle and Upper Poleta Formation and Deep Spring For-
mation in Eastern California suggest that color differences between blue and tan limestones are pri-
marily correlated with alteration, specifically dolomitization, of the blue limestone. Blue limestones 
from both the Poleta and Deep Spring Formations were found to possess lower Ca/Mg ratios, indicat-
ing greater dolomitization compared to tan limestones from the Upper Poleta Formation. Strontium 
concentrations, which are another common indicator of alteration in limestone, were also found to be 
much lower in blue limestone samples than in tan limestone samples, further supporting the claim of 
greater alteration in blue limestone. Coloration may also be related to concentrations of transition 
metals Fe and Mn. Higher concentrations of Fe and Mn are associated with an orange-brown and pink 
color respectively, which is consistent with our data; tan Poleta samples generally contained higher 
concentrations of both metals compared to both the blue Poleta and blue Deep Spring samples, with 
a decrease in Fe and Mn concentrations corresponding with stratigraphic transitions from tan to blue 
Poleta limestone.

Keywords: Limestone, Trace elements, Alteration, Stratigraphy, Formation 

BACKGROUND

Limestone Basics

Limestone is a sedimentary rock with the general chemi-
cal composition of calcium carbonate (CaCO3). Biogenic 
limestone is the most common limestone, and is formed 

over long periods of time through the compression of the shells 
and debris of ancient marine organisms. While some limestone 
is inorganically formed through the precipitation of CaCO3 in 
bodies of water, the Poleta and Deep Spring limestone examined 
in this paper is biogenic in origin. While limestone is primarily 
composed of CaCO3, it can be chemically altered due to its po-
rous nature; when water seeps through limestone, the limestone’s 
composition can change as it comes in contact with the minerals 
and trace elements carried by the water. In this paper, a specific 
kind of alteration, known as dolomitization, will be examined in 
detail. Dolomitization occurs when a portion of the Ca present in 
limestone is replaced with Mg, changing the limestone’s chemical 
composition from CaCO3 to CaMg(CO3)2.
What is a Formation?

Throughout this paper, readers will notice the emphasis placed 

on the term “formation”, specifically in regards to the Poleta and 
Deep Spring Formations from which limestone samples were col-
lected. A formation, in geologic terms, is an area or collection of 
similar rock that can be distinguished from nearby rock, and oc-
cupies a large enough area to be mapped. This term is especially 
relevant to this paper, as the color changes in the formations in 
question (in the Poleta, from a tan layer to a blue layer, then back 
to a tan layer) are regionally significant, meaning that they extend 
over the entire formation rather than extending over just a small 
section of it.

INTRODUCTION
The Poleta Formation, formed in the early Cambrian Period 

(approximately 540 million years ago), is composed in part of 
limestone (Nelson, 1962). Defining features of the Poleta Forma-
tion’s uppermost limestone layers are color changes from a tan 
layer at the bottom to a blue-gray layer in the middle, and back 
to a tan layer at the top (Fig. 1). The causes of the color variations 
in the limestone are unknown. Because chemical composition 
often plays an important role in determining the color of miner-
als, we hypothesized that variations in the concentrations of trace 
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elements, specifically the transition metals, between the tan and 
blue varieties of the Poleta limestone are responsible for the dif-
ferences in color (White, 2013). Correlations in the presence and 
concentrations of trace elements could be used to help better un-
derstand depositional environments and other events impacting 
the formation of the Poleta and limestones in general.

 
Figure 1. Tan and blue layers of the Poleta Formation in the 

Little Poleta Folds, Deep Springs Valley, CA. Photo courtesy of 
Abhigya Chennamsetty.

METHODS
Sample Collection

Samples were collected from the Little Poleta Folds (one blue 
sample from a limestone in the Middle Poleta, eight samples from 
the tan/blue/tan sequence in the Upper Poleta), and five samples 
from the Deep Spring Formation (2 tremolite marble, three Deep 
Spring blue). Deep Spring samples were collected to compare 
with the Poleta samples to identify more general correlations be-
tween color of the limestone and chemistry. Samples were pho-
tographed and assigned a matching value from the Munsell Soil 
Color Chart.
 Sample Preparation

All rock samples were ground into fine powder using mortar 
and pestle. Around 2.5 mg of each rock sample were then dis-
solved in 10 mL of 2% HNO3. 
 Data Collection

Samples were run through the Inductively Coupled Plasma 
Mass Spectrometer (ICP-MS) to analyze for presence/concentra-
tion of trace elements. Rock solution peak heights were compared 
to peak heights for calibrated National Institute of Standards and 
Technology (NIST) sample solutions to determine absolute con-
centrations. Elements analyzed included Li, Na, Mg, Al, K, Ca, Ti, 
V, Cr, Mn, Fe, Co, Ni, Cu, Zn, Rb, Sr, Mo, Th, and U.
Graphing and Analysis         

The elements Mg, Al, Ca, Cr, Mn, Fe, V, Zn, Rb, and Sr were 
the focus for data analysis. Other elements were present in con-
centrations below detection limits. Scatter plots were made to 
compare color with trace element concentrations.

 

Figure 2. Samples collected from the Poleta and Deep Spring 
Formations, with matching colors and values from the Munsell 
Soil Color Chart displayed. 

RESULTS

Munsell color values show that each limestone color (blue vs. 
tan) shares the same Munsell color category, with the blue Poleta 
and blue Deep Spring samples falling within the GLEY category 
and the tan Poleta samples falling within the YR category (Fig. 2). 
Additionally, samples taken near the borders between differently 
colored layers have mixed colorations. The stratigraphic transi-
tion in the color chart correlates with the vertical transition of 
trace elements. 

The tan Poleta and blue Deep Spring samples have higher Ca/
Mg ratios than the blue Poleta and Deep Spring tremolite marble 
samples (Figs. 3, 4). Concentrations of Sr are highest in the lower 
tan Poleta, decrease in the blue Poleta, and then begin to increase 
again in the upper tan Poleta (Fig. 5). Low Sr concentrations cor-
relate with low Ca/Mg ratios (Fig. 3). 

The base of the Upper Poleta limestone (lower tan 1) is char-
acterized by high concentrations of most elements compared to 
other Poleta samples (Figs. 5, 7, 9; Table 1). Within the Poleta 
Formation, Fe and Mn concentrations drop from high to low in 
the lower tan samples when compared to the blue samples, then 
begin to increase again in the upper tan (Figs. 7, 9). The Middle 
Poleta blue limestone sample and the blue Deep Spring samples 
generally have low Fe and Mn concentrations similar to those 
found in blue Upper Poleta samples (Figs. 6, 8). Mixed Poleta 
samples share similarities in trace element concentrations of both 
the blue and tan Poleta (Figs. 6, 8).
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Table 1. Absolute concentrations of trace elements in Poleta 
and Deep Spring samples taken. 

Figure 3. Low Ca/Mg ratios indicate dolomitization (with a 
ratio of ~1.65 characterizing pure dolomite). Lower Sr concentra-
tions similarly indicate alteration of the limestone.

Figure 4. Ca/Mg ratios show trends moving through the layers 
of the Poleta, with lower Ca/Mg ratios corresponding with blue 
limestone samples and higher Ca/Mg ratios with tan limestone 
samples.

Figure 5. Sr concentrations also show trends moving through 
the layers of the Poleta, with lower Sr concentrations generally 
corresponding with blue samples and higher Sr concentrations 
with tan samples. The upper tan sample’s low Sr concentration 
could be related to the dolomitization of the blue limestone un-
derneath it.

Figure 6. Comparison of Ca/Mg ratios and Fe concentrations 
of all limestone samples. 

Figure 7. Comparison of Fe concentration with vertical po-
sitions of Poleta samples. Blue samples generally contain less Fe, 
and Fe concentrations from lower tan samples decrease going 
into the blue layer.
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Figure 8. Comparison of Ca/Mg ratios and Mn concentrations 
of all limestone samples. 

Figure 9. Mn concentrations also follow a general trend verti-
cally through the Poleta. Blue samples generally contain less Mn, 
and Mn concentrations decrease going from the lower tan layer 
into the blue layer.

DISCUSSION
Alteration of limestone correlates with differences in lime-

stone coloration. The Poleta blue limestone, as well as the trem-
olite (calcium magnesium-rich silicate) marble from the Deep 
Spring formation are more dolomitized than the Poleta tan sam-
ples, as shown by lower Ca/Mg ratios (Nesse, 2012). Concentra-
tions of Sr in the blue limestones are ~500 ppm, much lower than 
the >2000 ppm Sr concentrations recorded in unaltered modern 
limestone (Gischler et al, 2013). This lower concentration of Sr 
further supports the conclusion that blue Poleta limestone is 
more altered compared to tan Poleta limestone. 

Transition metals Fe and Mn correlate and likely contribute 
to the tan coloration of the Poleta. In general, tan Poleta samples 
have higher concentrations of both Fe and Mn than blue Pole-
ta and blue Deep Spring samples. High concentrations of Fe can 
cause orange-brown coloration of minerals; high concentrations 
of Mn are similarly associated with pink coloration of minerals 
(Nesse, 2012). Poleta tan limestones contain higher transition 
metal concentrations than Poleta blue limestones in general (spe-
cifically Fe and Mn), which could have originated from percola-
tion from surrounding sedimentary rocks, like shale/sandstone 
beneath Poleta lower tan 1.

 Implications and Extrapolations
Because the differences in the limestones examined extend 

throughout the entirety of the Poleta and Deep Spring forma-
tions, it is clear that the formations were exposed to a factor that 
caused regional alteration rather than a deposition, which would 
have only affected small, localized areas of the formations. The 
Ca/Mg ratios and Sr concentration data support these claims; 
lower Ca/Mg ratios in the blue Poleta limestone and Deep Spring 
tremolite marble indicate that these sections of the Poleta and 
Deep Spring formations have been chemically altered, more spe-
cifically, dolomitized to become CaMg(CO3)2. 

This large-scale alteration is most likely due to water; because 
of limestone’s porous nature, water is able to percolate through 
the rock, causing alteration as the minerals in the water come in 
contact with the limestone. Extrapolating from this conclusion, a 
plausible explanation for alteration in the blue layer of the Poleta 
Formation could be that it is composed of more porous limestone 
compared to the tan layers that surround it, which would allow 
water to seep through it more readily, resulting in more alter-
ation.

CONCLUSIONS
Dolomitization of limestone, as measured through Ca/Mg ra-

tios and correlated with Sr concentrations, seems to be predom-
inantly responsible for color differences present in the Poleta, as 
the strongest data trends were found relating alteration in lime-
stone and blue coloration. Additionally, though transition metals 
Fe and Mn probably contribute to the coloration of the tan Poleta 
limestone, the general trends in our data suggest that transition 
metal/trace element concentrations are not the primary contrib-
uting factors to color differences in limestones. Further studies 
should be conducted to explore other factors that could affect 
limestone coloration, such as organic material concentration, sil-
icates, and other elements.
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Modernity Versus Tradition in 
Fatima Mernissi’s Dreams of
Trespass by Dhalia Mohamed

1940s and 50s Morocco was faced with the dif-
ficulties transitioning from colonialism to mod-
ernism, which had significant social impacts that 
were felt even on an individual level. Culturally, 
the shift to adulthood in this transitioning Mo-
rocco was changing. Fatima Mernissi, author of 
Dreams of Trespass: Tales of a Harem Girlhood, 
writes her fictive memoir detailing her life in ha-
rems during this rather underrepresented time 
with economic and political consequences. This 
project examines the multiple layers of impacts 
these transitions had on women in harems during 
this historical time. When combined with analy-
sis of the nature of harems, societal structures 
of gender, cultural concepts of balancing truth 
and convenience in everyday lives, and the impo-
sition of colonialism, Mernissi’s artistic rendering 
of a new and profound perspective on personal 
desires of freedom and community become re-
flected in the clashes of modernity with tradition 
in Middle Eastern culture when contrasted with 
the necessity to stay rooted in a rich, historical 
tradition. While we inspect in parallel the powers 
imposed on these women through colonial and 
patriarchal structures, we aim to press deepest 
upon the gender structures that carry the most 
significant impact within this novel.

Track: Diversity & Equity
Advisor: Claudia Yaghoobi (Asian Studies)
Undergraduate Co-Authors: Stephanie 
Cales, Michael Myers, Gregory Sanders, Jes-
sica Glass

Neural Mechanisms Underlying 
Attributional Ambiguity: An In-
vestigation of Cross-Race Social 
Feedback by Carrington Merritt
Emerging research suggests that ambiguous 
cross-racial interactions, such as a Black individual 
receiving positive feedback from a White individ-
ual, may actually create stress-provoking situ-
ations for Black individuals. 1 These findings may 
reflect the consequences of “attributional
ambiguity,” or minority individuals’ uncertainty 
about whether to attribute positive feedback 
from Whites as being genuine or simply motivat-
ed by a desire to not appear prejudiced. 2 To date, 
the neural mechanisms underlying these counter-
intuitive responses are largely unknown. As such, 
the current study examined Black individuals’ 
neural responses to positive social feedback from 
racial outgroup members (e.g. White individuals). 
Twenty-two African American adults (18-37) par-
ticipated in a fMRI social feedback task and com-
pleted various self-report measures. It is hypoth-
esized that racial outgroup positive feedback will 
produce greater activity in threat-related neural 
regions (e.g. amygdala and dACC), reduced ac-
tivity in reward processing regions (e.g. VS and 
vmPFC), and greater activity in social cognitive 
processing regions (e.g. medial PFC). It is also ex-
pected that self-reports of suspicion of Whites’ 
motives and perceived discrimination will be as-
sociated with the hypothesized patterns of neu-
ral activity. Data analysis is pending. Anticipated 
results will be the first to link neural mechanisms 
to cross-race positive feedback and aid in under-
standing why such feedback elicits negative out-
comes.

Track: Diversity & Equity
Advisor: Keely Muscatell (Psychology and 
Neuroscience)
Graduate Student Contributors: Arun Na-
gendra
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Prevalence and Risks of
Contaminants in Private Well 
Water by Simran Khadka

Private well water quality is not regulated by 
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and 
there are approximately 58,000 people in Gaston 
County and 136,000 people in Wake County who 
depend on these wells. The study conducted an 
environmental risk assessment to characterize 
the health risks of contaminants detected from 
private wells in Wake and Gaston County using 
the databases from the North Carolina Depart-
ment of Public Health. The methods included 
determining contaminants above the maximum 
contaminant level (MCL), finding the reference 
doses or cancer slope factors for each contam-
inant, and performing Monte Carlo simulations to 
quantify the cancer risks and hazard quotients. 
The contaminants above the primary MCLs in 
Wake County were arsenic, cadmium, chromium, 
lead, mercury, selenium, and tetrachloroethylene 
(PCE). The contaminants above MCLs in Gaston 
County were arsenic and lead. None of the hazard 
quotients were above 1. The median cancer risk 
from the arsenic and PCE in both counties was 
2.14 x 10-5, 95% CI [3.35 x 10-3, 1.65 x 10-7]. The study 
is applicable towards public health interventions 
and water regulations to improve water quality 
and health.

Track: Environment
Advisor: Jacqueline MacDonald Gibson (Envi-
ronmental Sciences and Engineering)

The Legacy of a Lynching: Com-
munity and Familial Adaptation 
in the Wake of Racial Trauma by 
Morgan Vickers

The history of lynching in America has been 
shaped by statistics, trends, and characteriza-
tions of the mobs involved in the murder of an 
accused individual. But, few have studied the lives 
and the communities of the victims of the lynch-
ings, and even fewer have sought to recreate the 
circumstances in which the lynchings took place 
by means of digital resources and tools. As a re-
sult, the memory of a lynching is often defined by 
purported criminality, angry mobs, and an eventu-
al death of the accused, rather than by the com-
munity conditions that precipitated the lynching, 
the life lost during the murder, and the community 
condition thereafter. In this thesis, I introduce the 
notion of personhood in lynching victims through 
the case study of a single victim: Eugene Daniel 
from New Hope Township, North Carolina, who 
was murdered just six days after his sixteenth 
birthday in 1921. Using digital tools to reproduce 
a model of community relations in small towns, 
one can uncover what happened to relationships 
between local families over time, particularly the 
families involved in and affected by the lynchings. 
This thesis thus argues that one cannot sepa-
rate people from the context in which they live; 
acts of racial violence, like lynchings, neither exist 
in a vacuum nor solely affect the murdered individ-
ual. I further argue that modern digital tools allow 
historians to gain a better understanding of the 
circumstances that perpetuated lynchings, the 
communities in which lynchings occurred, and the 
contemporary implications of historic acts of vi-
olence.

Track: Diversity & Equity
Advisor: Seth Kotch (American Studies)
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Bound by the Care We’ve Learned 
to Receive: The Persistence of
Adolescent Health and Dental 
Care Utilization Behaviors into 
Young Adulthood by Jenny Hau-
sler

The transition from adolescence to young adult-
hood, though often considered a period of new-
found independence and freedom, is character-
ized by worsening health and decreased health 
and dental care utilization, especially among 
males. To further understand the factors that 
shape health and dental care utilization during 
young adulthood, this study examines the so-
cioeconomic stratification of adolescent health 
and dental care utilization behaviors, the im-
pact of these behaviors during adolescence on 
health and dental care utilization during young 
adulthood, and the modifying effects of gender 
on utilization across the transition to young 
adulthood. Controlling for disparate levels of ac-
cess and need, I use multivariate logistic regres-
sions to analyze data from Waves I and IV of the 
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to 
Adult Health. I find that lower parental educa-
tional attainment and income are significantly 
associated with lower odds of care during ado-
lescence. My results also reveal the persistence 
of adolescent utilization behaviors into young 
adulthood, but gender is not related to the 
endurance of such behaviors. Among other the-
ories, I integrate the life course perspective into 
the Behavioral Model of Health Services Use to 
explain my findings and make a call for improve-
ments in social and health care policies to pre-
vent the further stratification of health and 
dental care, as well as the persistence of poor 
utilization behaviors into young adulthood.
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Development of Custom MRI 
Cradle and Habituation Protocol 
for Functional Neuroimaging in 
Awake Mice by Carolyn Liu

Functional connectivity magnetic resonance im-
aging (fcMRI) is a whole brain neuroimaging tech-
nique that measures coherence among neurons 
in different brain regions. High-field MRI scanners 
have permitted fcMRI mapping in experimental 
mice models, allowing for circuit-level dissection 
of many neuropathological models. However, the 
majority of fcMRI studies published in mice are 
performed under anesthesia, resulting in neuro-
nal activity suppression that make findings diffi-
cult to compare to human fcMRI data acquired in 
awake participants. Though attempts have been 
made to image conscious mice, navigating ade-
quate head-restraining to reduce image move-
ment and suppressing stress-induced neurocir-
cuit alterations in these mice has been a great 
challenge addressed by habituating mice to the 
restraining and scanning conditions experienced 
during awake imaging. In this study we designed 
and tested the habituation conditions in custom 
awake mouse imaging cradle that prevents mo-
tion artifacts through minimally invasive surgery 
to implant an MR-compatible head plate and ac-
quire blood-oxygen-level dependent (BOLD) fcM-
RI data using single-shot gradient echo EPI. To 
compare circuit level changes of stress in mice, 
we quantified corticosterone levels in serum by 
ELISA. This project has culminated in the estab-
lishment of the first awake rodent fcMRI protocol 
on campus and believe its utilization will improve 
our ability to relate fcMRI data between rodents 
and humans.
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Defining Subjecthood in Eigh-
teenth-Century British North 
America: The Life and Perspec-
tives of Sir Guy Carleton by Lac-
ey Hunter

This thesis examines subjecthood in British 
North America during the late eighteenth cen-
tury through the lens of how a British official, Sir 
Guy Carleton, incorporated new subjects into 
the British Empire. The “new subjects” discussed 
in my paper are French-Canadians, Indians, and 
exslaves. Through examining the course of Car-
leton’s life, this paper argues that his efforts to 
smoothly bring new subjects into the empire 
stemmed from his background within the Brit-
ish imperial system particularly the military and 
public office. He believed imperial control and the 
king’s protection was in everyone’s best interest, 
and obedient and content subjects were essen-
tial to the continuity of the growing empire. The 
era’s tendency of ethnocentricity clashed with 
the reality of an increasingly heterogeneous em-
pire. Carleton’s professionalizing approach to his 
responsibilities in both the military and public of-
fice, however, affirmed Britain’s increasingly legally 
inclusive notions of subjecthood. His beliefs were 
particularly evident when he decisively acted to 
ensure the safety and evacuation of 3,000 black 
loyalists, many of whom had been enslaved, out 
of the newly independent American colonies in 
1783. Utilizing primary documents written both to 
and from Carleton, as well as other contemporary 
correspondence and works, this paper concludes 
that Carleton believed applying the law to all of 
His Majesty’s loyal subjects, of whatever race or 
ethnicity, would ensure a prosperous empire.
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Portable Apheresis Machine for 
Cheap & Rapid Generation of 
Convalescent Serum in West Af-
rica by Dhruv Shankar

The 2013-2016 Ebola virus outbreak in West Afri-
ca affected over 28,000 patients and claimed at 
least 11,000 lives. In the absence of an effective 
cure or vaccine, public health officials resorted to 
alternative strategies to treat patients infected 
with Ebola, such as convalescent plasma therapy 
(CPT). CPT involves the collection of plasma from 
convalescent Ebola patients with an apheresis 
machine. However, most apheresis devices on 
the market are too expensive and bulky for use 
in rural, impoverished areas and thus CPT was not 
widely utilized during the outbreak. We proposed 
to develop a low-cost, portable apheresis device 
for collecting convalescent plasma in areas with 
limited health infrastructure. We designed a filtra-
tion system for separating plasma from whole 
blood using a hollow-fiber filter instead of a cen-
trifuge, which reduced the cost and size of the 
device. Three different filter designs were test-
ed for integrity and performance at operating 
conditions similar to those of existing apheresis 
devices. Hemoglobin and ELISA assays were de-
signed in order to test the collected plasma for 
hemolysis and determine its antibody content. 
The initial results demonstrated that all three 
filter designs were susceptible to rupture under 
normal operating conditions. Our future work will 
focus on implementing a new fabrication method 
to create more resilient apheresis filters.
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