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Editors’ Introduction



Since the first edition was published in 2000, the UMBC 
Review: Journal of Undergraduate Research has been a unique 
opportunity for UMBC students to share their research, as well 
as an example of the university’s strong commitment to cele-
brating undergraduate research. In this latest volume, we seek 
to uphold this tradition by presenting ten fantastic articles 
selected through a rigorous selection process.

The UMBC Review is a unique research journal for several 
reasons. For one, the journal is completely run by undergradu-
ate students. The student editors, with the help of off-campus 
faculty reviewers, select the best articles submitted between 
May and September and then provide multiple rounds of edits 
to each author. The student designer not only creates the 
front page and layout of the journal, but also performs all the 
typesetting of the articles. These students work within a con-
densed time frame to present a volume that is both polished 
and accessible to all readers. 

Second, the UMBC Review, unlike other undergraduate 
journals, is printed journal. Although we have an online archive 
of past articles, we do not distribute the latest volume elec-
tronically. For many of our authors, this is their first publication 
and a printed edition of their article is valuable for them. Thus, 
we take pride in our commitment to printing and distributing 
physical copies of the journal every year.

Perhaps most importantly, the UMBC Review is different 
in its focus on interdisciplinarity. This is both a challenge and 
a reward. The challenge, for the editors, lies in selecting arti-
cles from across the disciplines and ensuring these articles are 
appropriate for an multidisciplinary audience. The reward lies 
in the final product—a collection of fantastic articles—and in 
the fact that cross-discipline sharing often leads to broader 
perspectives on how to address current issues. 



Volume 19 of the UMBC Review exhibits the diversity of under-
graduate student research at UMBC with the following articles:

Rebecca Gale examines scrapbooks from the National Park 
Seminary, an all girls school, to understand how the women’s 
experiences differed over time.

Bruce James investigates the Principal Direction Divisive 
Partitioning (PDDP) algorithm as a plug-in to the k-means 
algorithm.

Himadri Patel explores the brain mechanisms that underlie 
the modulation of pain by stress through the use of functional 
magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI).

Manneha Qazi investigates the role of N-myc Downstream 
Regulated Gene-1 (NDRG1) in the molecular pathway that 
allows zebrafish to survive under anoxic conditions.

Sean Owen looks at the pronunciation of r in different sub-
genres of rock music to understand how social environments 
shape music.

Nimasha Fernando demonstrates how health providers per-
ceptions of alternative medicine suggested an understanding 
the American medical practices and other cultures should be 
mutually exclusive of one another.

Susannah Jones-Hochmuth explores the connections between 
Christianity and Feminism, and how people’s identities form 
around seemingly incongruent beliefs.

Jacob Street studies how public support for Universal Basic 
Income varies depending on how the issue of income inequal-
ity is framed.



Marina Mizell analyzes the relationship between maternal 
depression and enrollment of children under the age of four in 
the Baltimore City Early Head Start/Head Start Programs.

Alexander Sievers breaks down the speeches and biographies 
of prominent British fascists to understand their true political 
leanings. 
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Author Bio and Research Journey
Rebecca Gale graduated in May 2017 as a History major and 
Public History minor. As an aspiring museum professional, she 
has completed internships at the Chesapeake Bay Maritime 
Museum, Old Sturbridge Village, Canterbury Shaker Village, 
and numerous local historical societies and archives. During 
the summer of 2017, she was a fellow at Historic Deerfield in 
Massachusetts. She hopes to study history at the graduate 
level, with an emphasis on public history and material culture. 
While completing an archival internship with a nonprofit 
responsible for advocating for the preservation of the campus 
of a former women’s secondary school, National Park Seminary, 
she learned about a collection of scrapbooks that were created 
by students during their time at the school. She was initially 
intrigued by the strange assortment of objects collected in 
the book as well as the concept of exploring these women’s 
experiences at the school through their own documentation. 
As a historian who seeks to use material objects to better 
understand life in the past, Rebecca saw these scrapbooks as 
a window into both the physical realm that surrounded these 
women and the social world they inhabited.  Rebecca thanks 
her thesis advisor, Dr. Andrew Nolan, as well as her other staff 
mentor, Dr. Melissa Blair, for their encouragement and guid-
ance throughout this project. Rebecca is also indebted to the 
board members of Save Our Seminary historic preservation 
nonprofit for opening their archives for this research, in partic-
ular Bonnie Rosenthal and Frank Riley.
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Abstract
This paper examines the scrapbook collection in three separate 
chronological periods of cultural history—Victorian and World 
War I era, the 1920s, and the 1930s—in order to find trends 
of change and continuity in the women’s experiences across 
the four decades the content covers. Specifically, this paper 
examines a set of twenty scrapbooks in the archival collection 
of National Park Seminary (NPS), a former women’s second-
ary school and junior college in Silver Spring, Maryland. These 
scrapbooks provide unique insight into the students’ lives since 
the NPS students created them at or close to the time that they 
attended school. As sources, they provide a much-needed 
additional set of information to round out historical under-
standing of student life at the seminary. Contrasting the image 
of the student experienced presented in the scrapbooks with 
that of more traditional archival sources, such as school-issued 
catalogs and rulebooks reveals a discrepancy between the two 
types of source material. The escapades of their daily life as 
documented in their scrapbooks seems contrary to the strict 
rules put forth by the college administration in more traditional 
archival sources. This finding demonstrates that the women at 
the school were creating their own spheres of independence 
in a controlled environment through small rebellions against 
school rules.
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Introduction
Twenty-two scrapbooks stowed away in metal cabinets shed light on a 
paradigm shift in the female experience that occurred in the first half of 
the twentieth century. The scrapbooks, created by students attending a 
women’s secondary school, are material recollections of each student’s 
time there. Some scrapbooks feature painstakingly done collages of pho-
tographs from school days or cutouts from magazines (figure 1). Others 
are a tornado of playbills, report cards and dance cards pasted onto the 
blank pages of a bound volume. A few are carefully annotated, with 
witty comments penned underneath each item, tracing the author’s time 
at the school from orientation to graduation. However, most have little 
more writing than the creator’s name scrawled on the inside of the front 
cover. All of them offer a glimpse into the lives of the eighteen women 
who created these twenty albums of artifacts, collecting the scraps from 
their daily lives and compiling them into museums of their own pasts.

FIGURE 1.  A collage of snapshots of a student and her friends around the school’s 
campus. The creator even cut pictures to form the letters “NPC”, or 
National Park College, as the school was called in later years. (Binns 
Scrapbook,1937-38; Save Our Seminary Archives)

National Park Seminary (NPS) was opened in 1894 in the enchanting 
English Tudor-style building of a failed hotel in Forest Glen, Maryland, 
a short train ride away from Washington, D.C.1 The school’s name 
hinted at its proximity to the nation’s capital as well as its rural, idyllic 
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setting; students could have access to the cultural experiences of the city 
via the B&O railroad station next door, while being protected from 
the potential dangers of urban life.2 The seminary was an all-women’s 
boarding school and started off offering classes to high school-age stu-
dents.3 Over time, it primarily became a place for women to attend 
college for two years after they finished high school. They also had the 
opportunity to transfer and finish at a four year university, though few 
women pursued this course. From all appearances, most of the creators 
of the scrapbooks examined in this paper attended NPS’s junior college 
program for two years after graduating from high school. 

NPS was meant to be more academic than a finishing school, offer-
ing college-level courses in the humanities, arts, and sciences, but the 
school administrators still intended to prepare women to be hostesses 
in high society. This was especially evident with the advent of sororities, 
often referred to in official school documents as “clubs,” which were 
seen as an opportunity for the women to practice organizing events 
and running the type of social and philanthropic organizations that 
dominated women’s social life at the time.4 Every student was strongly 
encouraged to join a sorority, and each of the eight clubs on campus 
had a small meetinghouse, all designed after international architectural 
styles, which became hallmarks of the storybook-esque campus. Sorority 
events, pledging, and the community identity that accompanied these 
groups are featured heavily in student scrapbooks. The fact that these 
women were allowed to have two, four, or six years of fun before settling 
down to start a family is a testimony to the changing status of women 
in the early twentieth century. No longer were they being ushered off 
to the task that made them useful to their families, marrying well and 
bearing children. They were given the chance to be carefree and to make 
memories, and encouraged to record those memories in scrapbooks, all 
at great monetary expense to their parents.

The guiding criteria for selecting these scrapbooks were that they 
were created by students of NPS during their time at the school and 
that the content focused on the woman’s school experience. Books 
that contained exclusively photographs were excluded from study. As 
a medium, scrapbooks generally contain a variety of materials attached 
with adhesive to the blank pages of a folio-size bound book. The most 
common type of item featured in this particular collection of scrapbooks 
is paper material, called ephemera, such as programs from plays, greet-
ing cards, letters, telegrams, and magazine and newspaper clippings. 
Some are carefully, even artistically arranged, while other books hap-
hazardly crowd pages with objects, even layering pieces of paper on top  



22

U
M

BC REV
IEW

 
V

O
L. 19

of each other. Photographs are sometimes included, though they are 
not the central focus of the scrapbook the way they tend to be today. 
The most intriguing part of the books is the three-dimensional material 
objects found within the pages, from melted candles to pieces of china 
plates to candy wrappers. Ultimately, whether a letter, a photograph, or 
a candle, these materials were intended to serve as mementos from an 
event and were meant to perpetuate that event in the memory of the 
scrapbook’s creator.5 

FIGURE 2.  A spread featuring photographs of students and the school chapel, ribbons 
tied into bows, an ice cream spoon, words clipped from newspapers, and a 
multitude of chocolate candy wrappers. (Levens Scrapbook, 1918–19; Save Our 
Seminary Archives)

Ott, Tucker, and Buckler note that scrapbooks and other ephemera 
remain relatively untouched by scholars and even museum professionals, 
who describe them as “among the least understood and most dismissed 
components of archival holdings.”6 I think this represents a preference 
for written and published archival materials and a neglect of the vernac-
ular experience. In addition, the historical narrative should be expanded 
to incorporate the lives of those who were not the movers and shakers 
in political, economic, and military affairs, who have traditionally been 
the focus of study. In this paper, I would like to give some dignity to not 
only the medium of the scrapbook, but also the lives of young women, 
a segment of the population that deserves a respectful historical analysis 
of their lives, culture, and social experience. 

While the school these women attended talked of shaping girls into 
proper, refined ladies, the women themselves resisted this in small acts 
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of rebellion, documented in their scrapbooks. These “microrebellions” 
present themselves throughout the three chronological periods covered 
by the scrapbooks, indicating that young women may have been act-
ing out against the ideals of femininity even before the flappers of the 
1920s. These incidences of breaking the rules appear to be attempts on 
the part of the young women to exercise independence in a controlling 
environment. This knowledge, in turn, broadens modern understand-
ing of what life was like at the school the creators of these scrapbooks 
attended, National Park Seminary.

Since the collection encompassed so many scrapbooks, covering 
such a wide span of time, 1900 to 1942, the collection was divided into 
three chronological sections, corresponding to both trends in the content 
of the scrapbooks and in American culture at large. Generalizations are 
made based on all of the scrapbooks in a section, with specific examples 
from individual scrapbooks in that time period pointed out to illustrate 
those points. The scrapbooks fall into the Victorian and World War I 
Era, from 1900 to 1919, the Roaring Twenties, from 1919 to 1930, 
and Pre-World War II Era, from 1937 to 1942, the date the school was 
closed and taken over by the United States Army.

Victorian and World War I Era 
Scrapbooks: 1900-1919 
Although NPS prioritized academics, many aspects of school life in this 
era were gauged towards preparing the students to be society women and 
homemakers. On one hand, the school offered advanced coursework 
one would not expect to see at a finishing school for young women: 
Latin, Greek, Calculus, Philosophy, a variety of Sciences, Sociology, 
Economics, English Language and Literature, and History.7 However, 
more traditional subjects for secondary finishing schools, such as various 
arts and domestic science, were also major parts of the curriculum. The 
school’s reinforcement of traditional roles for women emerges in the 
school catalog’s argument that, “Since the care of children either of her 
own or those of other people comes sooner or later to every woman, 
we believe that girls should be taught the principles of child-culture.”8 
The school operated on a contradiction of on the one hand empower-
ing women through education, yet on the other, limiting them through 
control and reinforcement of traditional roles for women.

Life at the seminary was controlled and regulated in many ways; 
one student included a list of school rules in her scrapbook with the 
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droll caption of, “The first day—the only decorative thing in the 
room.”9 Another woman related that on her way to NPS for the first 
time, she and other students from that region met at a train station in a 
major city and traveled together to school with a chaperone sent by the 
seminary.10 However, being away at school also offered opportunities 
for freedom and independence that most women might not have had 
at home. Girls recorded in their scrapbooks activities like walking unac-
companied to neighboring towns like Kensington and Chevy Chase, 
visiting Washington, D.C. to shop, traveling with friends during breaks, 
and going to the Naval Academy in Annapolis to go to dances with 
midshipmen.

Seven scrapbooks from the Save Our Seminary collection fall into 
the 1900 to 1919 time period, all revealing that many students exercised 
a surprising amount of independence while at school. I will focus on 
one particularly interesting scrapbook as a case study of daily life at the 
seminary and incidences of rebellion against school rules, tying in sim-
ilar examples from others from the period. The scrapbook was created 
by Margaret Jane Levens in 1918 and 1919 and lends itself well to close 
study in that it closely follows the trajectory of a year in a student’s life at 
NPS. Levens made thorough—and witty—annotations explaining the 
material in the book, allowing the reader to trace her school experience. 
The scrapbook is a folio-size green hardcover book, obviously purchased 
from a store, with the words “SCRAP BOOK” and a National Park 
Seminary pennant sticker attached to the front.11 Its spine has a width 
of about three inches, and the front and back covers have ballooned out-
wards from the volume of the pages’ content. The scrapbook begins in 
September 1918 with Levens’ final days in her hometown before leaving 
for school and tapers off with some end-of-the-year school events in 
May 1919. 

The scrapbook is full of odd items Levens saved to commemorate 
different events and trips, from wax candles from friends’ birthday cakes 
to peanut shells collected for the war effort to pressed flowers from the 
gardens of Mt. Vernon. Including objects was very popular in World 
War I-era scrapbooks as a means of recalling memories.12 Paper ephem-
era such as ticket stubs, playbills, telegrams, and letters frequently appear 
in Levens’ scrapbook, but Levens seemed to have preferred using objects 
to capture her memories, going so far as to save corners of napkins from 
dinners and cigarettes from hang outs with men. Levens also stands out 
in terms of her dedication to collage, incorporating words and pictures 
cut out of brochures, newspapers, and the NPS school catalog into the 
pages of material from her own life as illustrations. An example of this 
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can be seen in figure 3, where Levens collaged newspaper clippings, car-
toons, and objects to commemorate a momentous event—the end of 
World War I.

FIGURE 3.  Levens combines newspaper and magazine clippings as well as personal 
items, like the American flag from a Victory Parade in D.C. she attended, 
to form an artful collage documenting the end of World War I. (Levens 
Scrapbook, 1918–19; Save Our Seminary Archives)
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Margaret “Peggy” Jane Levens was a fifteen-year-old from Kansas City, 
Missouri when she came to NPS for the 1918–1919 school year, the 
only year she attended NPS.13 Levens appears to have been in a seri-
ous romantic relationship with Bobbie, a man from her home state of 
Missouri, who is referenced throughout her scrapbook. Letters tucked in 
between the front cover and first page of the scrapbook include Bobbie’s 
correspondence to Levens. The two were writing to each other regularly, 
labeling their letters with days of the week rather than dates, and refer-
encing recent events in each other’s lives. In one letter, Bobbie mentions 
that he looked at houses recently with her father, so they may have been 
considering marrying soon. In one of Levens’ collages of chocolate candy 
wrappers, she labels several of the boxes as being sent from Bobbie, as 
well as a corsage. An alumni association directory from 1941 lists Levens 
as Mrs. Robert E. Steele, residing in Nevada, Missouri—the town where 
Bobbie’s letters are postmarked from—so it appears that Levens married 
this man.14 In this respect, Levens appears to have been conforming to 
the societal expectation that she marry and start a home. 

However, Levens scrapbook hints at her small rebellions against the 
ideals of early twentieth-century wife and motherhood. Right beside her 
letters from her committed beau, Levens saved earnest missives from 
four other men who interacted with Levens during her time at NPS, 
ranging from friendly to flirtatious in tone. Some of these correspond 
with recordings in Levens’ scrapbook of her encounters with men on 
railroad trips and excursions to the U.S. Naval Academy. Her writings 
about her interactions with men are often accompanied by a cigarette 
taped to the page, lending an added edginess to the events that trans-
pired. On one page labeled “Homeward Bound,” Levens relates that 
on the train ride home to Chicago, she, her roommate, and a friend, 
“Met three fellows from Massanutten Academy. We had a grand time”.15 
The note is accompanied by a magazine cutout of a singing soldier,  
a cigarette with the label “Leut. Grenier” underneath, and a calling card 
with “1st Leut. Grenier Massanutten Woodstock” handwritten on it. 
It appears that Levens captured this man’s attention, since among the 
letters in the front cover of the scrapbook is one in an envelope labeled 
Massanutten Academy Cadet Corps. The man wrote that while Levens 
may not know him, she should think of the train ride from Washington 
to Chicago, and he subsequently begged her to write back to him. 
Attending the seminary afforded Levens some freedom she might not 
have had at home under the protective wing of her steady boyfriend and 
family. She was able to exercise more control over her interactions with 
men, even juggling multiple flirtations.  
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Similarly, in another scrapbook, Frances Newbury, a student from 
Trenton, New Jersey who attended from 1913 to 1915, demonstrates 
subtle rebellion against school rules and societal expectations. A spread 
of pages is dedicated to a careful collage of Newbury’s unexcused 
absence and tardy notices from the school administration.16 One notice 
even includes an additional warning message from the school secretary: 
“Absence for such a reason is unpardonable.” The reader is left to won-
der what excuse was given, but the notices demonstrate the dichotomy 
of freedom and control that existed in the school environment. The 
women’s attendance was being accounted for at events like breakfast 
and morning prayers in addition to classes. Newbury’s inclusion of her 
reprimands from school staff appears to be a small rebellion against the 
control over her. Newbury is flaunting her breaking of the rules and 
making light of the expectations being placed upon her. Yet her rebel-
lious, flippant act of showing off her rule-breaking behavior in a space 
meant to be for a quaint reminiscence of her school days is undercut by 
how neat and orderly her arrangement of the absence notices is. She is 
almost confining her rebellion to a certain level of orderliness within her 
own space.

A particularly poignant example of private rebellion lies in the 
pages of Levens’ scrapbook. Levens included a document issued by the 
school secretary, which reads: “A Pledge. I hereby promise to use my best 
efforts from to-day onward to remove from the vocabulary of this school 
the following objectionable words with their various compounds: gee, 
jazz.”17 The document then has numbered spaces for staff and students 
to sign names, the first signature being the secretary who issued Frances 
Newbury her absence notices. The sheet is covered in signatures, but 
Levens slyly notes next to the document, “The faculty have organized 
an A.E. Frat.—Anti-Exclamation Frat. Each new day we are to sign a 
pledge. Ha! Ha! Notice my name isn’t on here! We’ve started another Frat 
however in competition—the G.T.H. Frat—Go to H––!”18 Levens and 
her friends are again exercising subtle rebellion in the face of enforced 
school morality, though Levens, like Newbury, undercuts her attempts 
at rebellion somewhat in not being able to write out the word “Hell.” 
The students were forging their own identities, sampling what morals 
they were comfortable with and which rules they wanted to bend, carv-
ing out their own niches of freedom via subtle acts of rebellion. 

In spite of the restrictive nature of the school’s rules, being away 
at school allowed for some forays into freedom, as the women were 
able to meet new people, travel, and bend the rules to meet their own 
needs. The women even used their scrapbooks as a means to exercise 
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independence by recording these forays into freedom in a self-curated 
space. As World War I drew to an end and traditional ideals of wom-
anhood became more challenged by the suffragette movement and 
early feminism, it appears that the female students at the seminary were 
enjoying more social freedom.

The Roaring Twenties, 1919–1930 
For National Park Seminary, the 1920s is considered a golden age in 
the school’s history. With the increasing wealth of industrial America, 
the school’s enrollment swelled to four hundred students.19 Some of 
America’s most prominent new industrial leaders sent their daughters 
to attend NPS, including the founders of the Kraft, Hershey, and Heinz 
companies. While the 1920s is known as a revolutionary decade for 
women, a time of increased social liberation and cultural exploration, 
the school remained quite traditional, retaining the same rules and tra-
ditions as in the Victorian era.20

Ultimately, one question begs to be answered for any study of 
women during this period: Were the 1920s as liberating a time for 
women as they are portrayed in historical studies and popular culture?21 
It is hard to tell what the experience of women at NPS was exactly based 
on their scrapbooks, since only four from this period have been found. 
Few salacious details arise from the 1920s-era scrapbooks compared 
with earlier ones, but then again, few details are included at all in this 
group of scrapbooks. The school appears to have retained its controlling, 
condescending nature in spite of broader social change. The scrapbooks 
include documents and booklets handed out by the school to students, 
dictating guidelines for traveling to the school, what to wear, and how 
to behave when eating meals. 

These attempts at control are based on an underlying assumption 
that young women needed heavy-handed guidance to develop and 
mature properly. On the first page of the catalog for the 1919–20 school 
year, the school administration lays out its philosophy of managing stu-
dents, commenting that, “All ideals inculcated, all power developed, in 
the eight hours of daily study, may be rendered largely ineffective by 
influences at work throughout the other sixteen.”22 By this logic, the 
seminary argues that by, “Controlling a student's whole daily life and 
environment, the Seminary is likely to secure results not easily obtain-
able by either public school or college.” This desire for control appears 
to be underlain by an assumption that the women were extremely 
impressionable and needed careful moral guardianship to protect them 
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from unwholesome influences. Perhaps the changes that were beginning 
to occur in women’s status made the school even more concerned with 
protecting women’s morality.23

However, the school did go along with the changing fashion, allow-
ing students to wear the increasingly popular shortened hemlines and 
bobbed hair.24 A photo collage of an NPS graduating class tucked into 
the cover of one of the scrapbooks reveals that all the women had their 
hair either bobbed or pulled back to appear bobbed, rather than pil-
ing their long hair atop their head as students did a decade earlier.25 
The school uniform was still a fairly long length, reaching to the ankle, 
though the rule guide for after-school clothes shows women in dresses 
reaching to the mid-calf.26 A laundry list for students to fill out request-
ing that staff wash their laundry still lists “corset covers” in a 1922–24 
scrapbook, but one from a 1928–29 scrapbook lists brassieres instead, 
indicating a significant shift towards freedom in the female silhouette 
and fashion.27 However, these changes in fashion are the only obvious 
indications of students being influenced by “flapper culture.”

Overall, however, it is hard to tell whether student’s lives were dras-
tically different in the “Roaring Twenties.” Perhaps these scrapbooks 
contain less documentation of rebellion because previously rebellious 
activities had become more mainstream. Similarly, the flapper image 
may be an exaggerated characterization of this period. Clearly, the 
school was still trying to exert a moral influence over the girls, encour-
aging them to develop into proper society women through involvement 
in sororities and morally uplifting activities. Perhaps the women now 
no longer needed to use scrapbooking as a vehicle to create indepen-
dence because they had more opportunities to do so in their daily lives.  
Or there is a chance that the women’s parents and the NPS adminis-
tration, seeing the disturbing cultural changes going on around them, 
began to monitor the women more closely.

Pre-World War II Scrapbooks: 1930–42
In contrast to National Park Seminary’s popularity and financial success 
in the 1920s, the 1929 stock market crash hurt the seminary as much 
as it did the rest of the country. Enrollment dropped to as low as forty 
students during some school years in the 1930s. Notably, no scrapbooks 
exist in the collection that date from between 1930 and 1937. In 1937, 
a new school president, Roy Tasco Davis, sought to revitalize the school 
by changing the name to National Park College (NPC) and advertising 
the college as an academic institution rather than a finishing school.28 



30

U
M

BC REV
IEW

 
V

O
L. 19

Women were able to take more professionally oriented courses and the 
school rules became a little more flexible. However, most of the scrap-
books from this period reveal a continued expectation that the young 
women will marry; they also continue to document small-scale rebel-
lions by students.

Scrapbooks from the 1930s feature much fewer objects than in 
the past. There are fewer playbills than before too, perhaps because of 
the growing popularity of movies, though programs from school the-
atricals and musical performances still abound. Paper ephemera such 
as telegrams, notes letting women know that someone had phoned 
for them, school rule booklets, restaurant menus, and greeting cards 
are frequently featured. Photographs and newspaper clippings, how-
ever, are the most dominant items in this era’s scrapbooks. Photos are 
often small black-and-white snapshots taken on personal cameras, 
depicting friends smiling on outings, buildings around campus or sites 
visited on field trips. Newspaper clippings included tend to be features 
on friends who had “come out” into society as debutantes or gotten 
engaged or married, as well as social column blurbs from the women’s  
hometown newspapers. 

After the school uniform was done away with, NPC students were 
free to wear popular fashions of the time rather than the sack-like ankle-
length sailor dresses of the past decades. Photographs and laundry lists 
included in the scrapbooks reveal that skirts had shortened even more 
since the 1920s, now hitting just below the knee. Tops were tailored 
and fairly form-fitting, and hair was still short. The women frequently 
donned heels, though saddle shoes were also ubiquitous. Women’s 
clothing was still quite standardized with little individual flair, but  
huge changes in what women wore had taken place since the early days 
of the school’s history, giving women more freedom of movement and 
sexual suggestiveness.

Another significant change at the school was its course offerings, 
which were geared more towards providing professional skills to the 
women than a liberal arts or domestic skills education. One scrapbook 
creator, Marie “Winkie” McGuigan, had a schedule of the following 
classes: Shorthand, spelling, typing, bookkeeping, French, Economics, 
Gym, Choir, English, and Social Dance, notably more practical than 
courses in the past.29  

Underlying these changes is a continued emphasis on marriage, 
and with that, a subtler restriction on women’s actions. A common item 
found in scrapbooks from this time period are fortune-telling cards, 
such as the one in figure 4, that predicted a woman’s future spouse and 
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children, reasserting the expectation that women would marry. While 
marriage is frequently referenced in the scrapbooks, there are some hints 
of a darker side to the marital bliss these fortune-telling cards foretold. 
One scrapbook features a blank pledge card where a woman could sign 
agreeing to, “Permit my husband to go where he pleases, and to drink 
what he pleases. And Further, [sic] I permit him to keep the company 
of any lady or ladies he sees fit, as I know him to be a good judge.”30 
No context is given for the card, but it demonstrates an expectation that 
men would do what they wanted and women had to tolerate it.

 
FIGURE 4.  A card foretelling women's future husband and offspring. This particular  

card predicts "an old lord with young ideas, and Lord! how he will Lord it  
over you." (McGuigan, 1938; Save Our Seminary Archives)

In their unmarried state, however, it appears that women at NPC, at 
least, were gaining a little more freedom. For instance, the students 
were permitted much more interaction with men. In previous years, 
men were only allowed to one school dance annually, but in the late 
1930s, women were allowed to have male dates to biweekly dances at 
NPC, “provided that the young men are on the accepted calling list.”31  
The school rulebook permitted women to have pre-approved dates 
on campus in their respective sorority house tearoom one afternoon 
a week32 However, one woman’s scrapbook has a restaurant menu on 
which she wrote, “‘Mike’ Picard took us here Sat. Nov. 27, 1937,” indi-
cating that women were being taken on dates off-campus, a contrast  
to Margaret Levens’ 1918–19 scrapbook that recorded women having 
to sneak off campus to have dates.33 
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Other surprising activities some of the women engaged in were 
smoking and drinking, which were both prohibited.34 One scrapbook 
features advertisements and menus for cocktails; another scrapbook 
contains coasters covered with blatant beer advertisements.35 Women 
are shown smoking cigars in co-ed company in a set of photographs.36 
Control still existed in the NPC environment, but the women some-
times flaunted the rules. These menus and other notes from friends in 
the scrapbook indicate that the women enjoyed free time in the city 
on their Saturday “free days,” indicating some unsupervised time. 
However, the girls were required to meet up with staff for dinner and 
be chaperoned if they attended the theater.37 In daily school life, seating 
at meals was still assigned, rooms were still inspected daily, and dorms 
had housemothers to give “helpful guidance” and monitor the women’s 
activities.38 Ultimately, even with the new college president’s changes 
in policy, the women’s lives were still regulated while they attended the 
college in a way they would not be at most modern colleges.

Conclusion
The twenty National Park Seminary scrapbooks examined in this paper 
display both change and continuity in the female experience between 
1900 and 1942. There is a common theme of young women defying 
control imposed by school rules by performing microrebellions, bend-
ing and breaking policies and flaunting doing so in the private space 
of their scrapbooks. However, over the course of the forty-year period, 
women saw changes in status and education, including a switch from 
finishing school-style education to vocational-focused coursework, 
changes in clothing styles, opportunities to engage in traditionally taboo 
behavior like drinking and smoking, and more freedom to interact with 
the opposite gender. At the same time, however, there continues to be an 
emphasis on women marrying and living up to a feminine ideal. Overall, 
NPC embodies the conflict over women’s status during this time period; 
they were being afforded more opportunity and more social freedom, 
but society as a whole was struggling to reconcile this change with long-
held expectations for women’s behavior and character. 

Scrapbooking allowed women of the past to construct both tan-
gible art and intangible records of past events according to their own 
tastes, personalities, and opinions. The variation of style within the 
scrapbooks attests to this freedom to create within these personal spaces 
of ephemeral creation. Women could annotate every empty space like 
Margaret Levens, throw in a witty comment here or there like Frances 
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Newbury, or write nothing at all like Mildred Moore. When it came to 
scrapbooks, fashion and sensibility of the time may have had some influ-
ence on the women’s creations, but the risqué content of some of the 
books reveals that they were ultimately spaces where the women could 
exercise even more independence, express their opinions, and challenge 
societal expectations for them.

Even in the school’s controlling environment, these women seized 
opportunities for independence and created opportunity for themselves, 
even when it was denied them. Frances Newbury skipped class in 1915, 
Margaret Levens met men at the Naval Academy in 1918, and Winkie 
McGuigan smoked cigars in 1939. When completing a historical study 
of an academic institution, it is easy to forget to look at how that 
institution was experienced by those who lived under it. This sort of 
study can provide a more robust picture of a historical topic, filled with 
small triumphs amidst larger tragedies of oppression and constraint.  
The vibrancy of the NPS women’s scrapbooks is dimmed by the knowl-
edge of the oppressiveness of the world they lived in, keeping them from 
using the wit, talent, and intelligence they display in their books to their 
full potential. Without sources like these, history would only see these 
young women as demure future socialites, not the vibrant, rebellious 
personalities they really were.
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Abstract
Data clustering is invaluable to the automated analysis of 
large document sets. Documents are converted into vectors 
in a finite dimensional space, and the resulting collection  
of salient features is then processed through an algorithm of 
one's choice, such as the classic k-means clustering algorithm. 
Due to the size of the feature space, different algorithms offer  
a trade-off between accuracy and computational efficiency. 
This study investigates the Principal Direction Divisive 
Partitioning (PDDP) algorithm, described as a top-down hier-
archical technique, as a plug-in to the k-means algorithm. 
K-means reliance on initial random partitioning builds com-
putational cost into the analysis. Using a PDDP initialized  
partition to seed k-means, computational efficiency will be 
compared to a k-means trial without PDDP. 
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Introduction
Clustering techniques have found numerous uses within the disparate 
fields of research that rely on data analysis. A cursory list of beneficiaries 
includes data mining, genomics, bioinformatics, and signal processing, 
with the field of text mining providing an historic impetus in its own 
right. Since the advent of the World Wide Web, cluster analysis has 
further developed in tandem with the rapidly increasing volume of doc-
ument data existing online. Where human-based classification of text is 
assisted by an unsupervised approach, the organization and retrieval of 
documents from large data sets invariably becomes an automated task. 
With the proliferation of clustering algorithms to handle different text 
mining problems, the cost-benefit analysis of using different classifica-
tion schemes has become a deciding factor in which method to use.

More than just providing motivation to develop existing methods, 
the field of document analysis also requires the development of the 
mathematical tools of optimization to increase the utility of such meth-
ods. Here, the linear algebra and optimization that supports clustering 
algorithms take a center position in the discussion. Naturally, data that 
is typically catalogued, as in text-based data, lends itself to the problem 
of finding the “optimal” clustering.

The clustering problem has been defined as the task of partitioning 
data with high in-group similarity, and low out-group similarity [11]. 
Implementing such a method with automation makes cluster anal-
ysis amenable to many applications in data mining and unsupervised 
machine learning. Yet, within the reach of clustering applications, many 
types of clustering algorithms have been developed, with none under as 
much scrutiny as the classic k-means algorithm.

The classic k-means algorithm is a partition-based, iterative process, 
using some distance-like function to establish a measure of similarity in 
the data [11]. Inadequacies in the results of k-means have become the 
reason for developing further algorithms. However, these developments 
have made k-means a benchmark for measuring the inspired algorithms. 

In this paper, an alternative algorithm to k-means, the Principal 
Direction Divisive Partitioning (PDDP) clustering algorithm devel-
oped by Daniel Boley is described [2]. One limitation of k-means has 
been shown to arise from how the procedure is initialized [6]. Using a 
random initialization, k-means may prove to be computationally costly 
when compared to algorithms having a heuristic advantage. In contrast, 
PDDP has been shown to be an algorithm with exceptional utility in the 
clustering of document data. 
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The majority of this work appeals to conventional linear alge-

bra and optimization techniques that underwrite the validity of the 
above-mentioned algorithms. First, the relevant notation and termi-
nology are developed from the literature. The documents are then set 
in the context of high dimensional vector spaces, using a Euclidean 
norm to provide a distance-like measure, with the purpose of finding 
a least-squares approximation of the resulting data set to a “line of best 
fit.” An objective function is defined and, using Lagrange multipliers,  
the least-squares approximation is reduced to an optimization prob-
lem. The relevant import, and necessary properties of the covariance 
matrix are then presented. This motivates the further discussions on the 
computation of the leading eigenvector, which makes up the principal 
direction used in Boley’s original paper [1].

The ultimate goal of this investigation extends further to the coding 
of a working computer program, which will run the k-means algorithm 
with, and then without PDDP. The results of both trials will then be 
compared, where it is anticipated that the PDDP trial will run more 
efficiently than the solo k-means trial. A demonstrable efficiency in the 
PDDP initialized program may suggest that initial directed partitioning 
of large text documents is superior to randomly seeded partitioning,  
in both computational runtime and accuracy of document clustering.

Literature Review
The character of many types of clustering methods depends on the 
applications involved. Document analysis differs from other applica-
tions like spatial recognition and robotic vision; sample spaces in which 
large document sets rely, do not necessarily possess the regularity of 
extended space [6]. From its human-generated origins, text typically 
contains irregularity, where the addition of new text evolves in unpre-
dictable ways [4]. Historically, probabilistic methods have been used to 
anticipate this irregularity. Ultimately this ignores vast amounts of text, 
and greatly affects the accuracy of the analysis [2]. Contrasting with 
probabilistic means, the popular k-means algorithm is deterministic in 
its implementation, often with strategic use of random partitioning [2]. 

The k-means algorithm has long been an industry standard in 
partition-based clustering of texts. As such, much of the developed 
literature starts with the procedure’s shortcomings when performing 
highly specialized tasks. Yet the algorithm has also been used as a bench-
mark in the literature for measuring the performance of many other  
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boutique procedures. Here, a short description of the k-means algo-
rithm will provide a wider coin of vantage to the survey of document 
clustering. 

In the field of document analysis, mathematical and information 
theoretic tools are used to prepare semantically valued text for an objec-
tive treatment. First, document sets are grouped together and relevant 
features, in the form of “content-bearing words” [4], are extracted and 
used to create a high-dimensional vector space. Individual documents 
then exist as very sparse vectors (i.e. most word frequencies are zero, as 
any given document uses only a small fraction of the lexical set) in the 
vector space. Then, the k-means algorithm provides a similarity-mea-
sure for clusters of documents having affinity within a group, compared 
to clusters outside of the group [11]. 

One computational consideration that arises when running 
k-means, originates from the random selection of centers used to initial-
ize the algorithm. With no unique starting point, many resulting cluster 
arrangements may be found. The algorithm converges very fast, and 
even on large data sets this is not a problem. However, there is no guar-
antee that k-means will converge to the global minimum. Convergence 
of the algorithm to the global minimum is NP-hard. This exceeds 
realistic computational time constraints, and requires some additional 
heuristics to reduce computational effort [6]. 

As shown in Dhillon, et al. [4], one such heuristic, the spherical 
k-means technique, was expanded upon to work with the limitations 
in the k-means “hill climbing” strategy. After multiple iterations, both 
Euclidean and spherical k-means tend to become stuck in “qualitatively 
poor” local maxima, and not fully realize the optimal clustering scheme 
[4]. This is due to the gradient ascent scheme underwriting spherical 
k-means [3], and the problem of finding the “nearest cluster center” [5]. 
The latter issue stems from the discrete clustering problem (vs. a con-
tinuous problem that is readily accessible to linear algebra techniques 
[5]), where finding the global optimal clustering is NP-hard [5]. As the 
standard definition of optima is based on neighborhoods existing in a 
metric space, some work was needed to provide meaning to optimal 
partitioning. Drineas, et al. defined optimal clustering as a set of ortho-
normal vectors that has the smallest possible “error” matrix, found by 
summing the squares of the matrix’s entries after subtracting some set 
of clusters with negligible weight (Weight is the frequency of an occur-
rence of a node of a corresponding graph.) [5]. 

To then address optimization, Dhillon, et al. [4] suggested a “ping-
pong” strategy that increases the computational efficiency of k-means by 
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forming a sequence of separate clusters and moving certain documents 
from one cluster to another. The objective function was then studied 
to find a better optimization, thereby circumventing the optimization 
difficulty. As noted by the authors of that study, the approach was lim-
ited to static amounts of documents clustered. Further work would be 
required for large variances in sizes of the initial document set. 

Optimization was extended further in Kogan, et al. [9] by 
developing the distance-like function from the combination of the 
Squared-Euclidean distance with an information theoretic quantity.  
It was suggested that the resulting similarity measures could be tailored 
to specific data sets. From this approach, whole classes of variations on 
the k-means theme could then be studied.

Limitations to the standard k-means algorithm have also been 
treated with various hybrid approaches [7], using an algorithm like 
PDDP to guide the k-means algorithm into trajectories with higher 
quality. The principal direction divisive partitioning (PDDP) algorithm, 
under consideration in this study, was developed by Daniel Boley. The 
method used a “divisive” method, where initially large document sets 
were divided into smaller partitions [2]. Boley used the term “principal 
direction” for the foremost direction that is computed at the begin-
ning of all iterations dividing the document set. It was shown that this 
approach further increased computational efficiency [2].

The mathematical treatment implemented in the PDDP algorithm 
can be summarized as follows. The projection of a set of vectors onto 
the nearest line starts the principal direction. From there, the problem 
reverts to maximizing the leading eigenvalue of the covariance matrix, 
by using the power method [8]. Here, exploitation of the symmetric 
properties of the covariance matrix suggests the use of singular valued 
decomposition (SVD). According to Boley, increased accuracy of the 
computation can be achieved through the use of SVD [1]. Boley then 
implements the Lanczos algorithm for rapid computation of a partial 
SVD. Applying these linear algebra techniques significantly reduces 
computational complexity and run-time [1], thereby rendering PDDP 
more practical for use in high-dimensional cluster analysis.

Research Objective
The ultimate objective of this study is to investigate a hybrid appli-
cation of the PDDP algorithm to initialize the k-means clustering 
algorithm, as a way to reduce the computational effort exerted by the 
stand-alone k-means algorithm. The reduction in computational cost 
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would compensate for the irregularity of text data, and enable more 
accuracy for sorting and querying from large document sets. A compre-
hensive review of the optimization performed on the PDDP algorithm, 
as well as cluster validation measures, will inform further investigations 
on the quality of the resulting clusters, and suggest further work on the 
strengths and limitations of hybrid approaches.

Analysis of the PDDP Algorithm
High-dimensional vector spaces, equipped with some distance-like 
function, are the standard environment for large document sets. This 
study begins with an overview of the linear algebra and optimization 
techniques, which underwrite these spaces. With deference to the nota-
tion of the prior works, vectors representing documents with m features 
will be represented as boldfaced, lowercase letters, namely, b = [b1, b2, 
…, bm]T, and a collection of n documents will be denoted by the matrix 
B = [b1, b2, …, bn].

We start by finding the projection, pa on a line L in Rn, parameter-
ized by  y + t x, on which is projected the document vector a. Note that 
the vector  (y – t0 x) – a  is orthogonal to L, and also the vector x at the 
point of projection, for some t0 , namely

(y + t0 x – a)T x = 0

So, pa = y + t0 x, where t0 = (aTx – yTx)/ ||x||2, which is the point that a 
projects on L. With this, then (a – pa)Tx = 0. If we take x to lie on the 
unit sphere, and y orthogonal to x, such that xTx = 1 ⇒ ||x||2 = 1, and 
yTx = 0, then

pa  = y + (aTx) x

In this form, we hope to find the least squares approximation of a set of 
document vectors. To do this, we will minimize the sum of the distances 
of each projection pi on L, with ai. In terms of xTx = 1 ,and yTx = 0, the 
sum, then is 

Σ1≤i≤n  |ai – (y + (ai
Tx) x)|2

Simplifying each term in the sum gives

Σ1≤i≤n  |ai – y|2 – |ai
Tx|2



45

BRU
C

E JA
M

ES
This sum is a “fit” line of the data set.

We now want a “best fit” line. Assuming a known value for x, we 
use the method of Lagrange multipliers to find y, such that

miny {Σ1≤i≤n |ai – y|2, subject to yTx = 0},

yielding (derivation in appendix A),

y = 1/n [Σ1≤i≤n ai  –  xT (Σ1≤i≤n ai )x]

Now, we turn to the collection of column vectors representing the docu-
ment set. First, we note the following properties (proof in appendix B):

Property 1:  
For B = [b1, b2, …, bn], with A = b1b1

T + b2b2
T + … +  bnbn

T, then  

BBT = A

Property 2: 
A is positive semi-definite.

From property 2, we know that all of the eigenvalues of A are 
real. We gather this from the real spectral theorem, and since A can 
be decomposed into the product UDUT, where U is an orthogo-
nal matrix and D is diagonal, with real entries on the main diagonal 
equal to the eigenvalues of A. Hence, the eigenvalues are real [10]. 
We state the next property (proof in appendix B).

Property 3:
Every eigenvalue of A is non-negative.

After discussing some of the useful properties of the covariance 
matrix, which comprises matrix multiplication of the document column 
vectors with their transpose, it is now desired to find the least squares 
approximation of the “fit” line of the data set. We start by substituting 
c – x(cTx) in for y to find 

minx,y {Σ1≤i≤n |ai – y|2 – |xTai|2, subject to yTx = 0, xTx = 1}

and simplifying the expression |ai – y|2 – |xTai |, as such:

EQUATION 1

EQUATION 2
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|ai – y|2 – |xTai| = [(ai – c) + x(cTx)]T[(ai – c) + x(cTx)] – |xTai|2

= |ai – c|2 – |cTx – ai
Tx|2

Since |ai – c|2 ≥ 0, and the only expression that depends on x is

|cTx – ai
Tx|2 ≥ 0, for all x ∈Rn,

then the minimum of (equation 2) is the largest value of (cTx – ai
Tx)2, 

namely

supx {Σ1≤i≤n |cTx – ai
Tx|2, constrained to xTx = 1}

In order to set-up the optimization problem, let f (x) be the vector-val-
ued objective function 

f(x1,…,xn) = Σ1≤i≤n [|cTx – ai
Tx|2], 

and

 g(x) = xTx 

be the constraint function. Taking the gradient of f yields

∇f(x) = Σ1≤j≤n  fj(x1,…,xn) ej , 

where  fj   is the partial derivative of f with respect to the j-th component,  
 and ej is the unit basis vector of the j-th component namely 

ej =[0,…,ej =1,…,0]T

Then

∇f (x) = Σ1≤j≤n  ∂/∂xj  [ Σ1≤i≤n  [|cTx – ai
Tx|2]]ej

= Σ1≤j≤n Σ1≤i≤n [ ∂/∂xj [xT ((c – ai)(c – ai)T)x]ej

Using the results from property 1, as follows: 
Letting c – ai = bi , then

EQUATION 3
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Σ1≤j≤n Σ1≤i≤n [ ∂/∂xj [xT ((c – ai)(c – ai)T)x]ej 

= Σ1≤j≤n Σ1≤i≤n [∂/∂xj xT(bibi
T)x]ej

From the results of property 1, BBT = Σ1≤i ≤n bi bi
T. So,

Σ1≤j≤n Σ1≤i≤n [∂/∂xj xT(bibi
T)x]ej = Σ1≤j≤n ∂/∂xj [xTBBTx]ej

The result from property 2 states that xTBB Tx is symmetric, and posi-
tive semi-definite. Therefore, all of the eigenvalues of BB T are real.

Now, taking the gradient of g, gives 

∇g(x) = Σ1≤j≤n ∂/∂xj [xTx]ej

where xTx = 1. Employing the Lagrange multiplier, and solving the sys-
tem for lambda yields

∇f (x) = λ∇g(x)

It is a simple exercise to then show that (equation 4) implies

xTBBTx = λxTx = λ

Squaring both sides and simplifying gives 

λ = |xTBBTx|

Note that xxT is an n x n array, such that left multiplying by x, and 
noting that xTx = 1 ⇒ xxT = 1, yields 

BBTx = λx

where x is the eigenvector to some real eigenvalue, lambda. To find 
lambda, left multiply the last equation by xT to get

xTBBTx = xTλx =  λ(xTx) = λ

So, to minimize (equation 3), x is an eigenvector, with the correspond-
ing real eigenvalue λ = xTBB Tx, of the matrix BB T.

EQUATION 4
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Extensions and Future Work
Mathematical Analysis
Further mathematical treatment of the PDDP algorithm will look into 
finding the leading eigenvector obtained through the optimization 
process. The SVD and power methods used to increase efficiency and 
accuracy of computation, including the Lanczos algorithm, will also be 
studied. Investigation of the use of the Frobenius norm of the cova-
riance matrix would also provide a segue into the latter steps in the 
completion of PDDP [2]. 

Experimental Exploration 
The latter work of this study hopes to explores two programs running 
the PDDP and k-means algorithms over a set of document data. The 
algorithms will be written in Python. Documents would then be pro-
cured from web-based sources, such as MEDLINE, for sample research 
abstracts and larger documents. An off-the-shelf porter stemmer will be 
required to reduce the morphological complexity of the texts. 

The clustered documents will come from various disciplines, with 
optimal variance. Two sets of trials will be made, with one trial set con-
sisting of a collection of research abstracts, and another trial set from 
the bodies of the research papers. Each document set will then be run 
through a porter stemmer, and the resulting morphologically reduced 
data set fed into the PDDP initialized k-means program, and again, 
through the solo k-means program.

Computational Analysis
Under further investigation, it would be interesting to measure the 
efficiency and accuracy of the experimental clusters. Computational 
run-time will be measured in Python. In keeping with prior research, 
clustering validation measures will be employed to determine the qual-
ity of the final clusters; both internal and external validation techniques 
would be useful here. The accuracy of each trial will then be determined 
through a confusion matrix [9]. Anticipating a uniform effect from 
the back-end of both k-means applications (with and without PDDP),  
the clusters are then qualitatively assessed by comparing the “true” class 
size with the experimental results. Since entropy-based assessments 
of the resulting clusters may not adequately measure uniform effects,  
a Coefficient of Variation statistic can here be applied to the trial  
clusters [12].
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Appendix A

Let f (y) be the vector-valued objective function 

f (y1,…,yn) = Σ1≤i≤n |ai – y|2  and  g(y) = yTx = 0 

be the constraint function. Taking the gradient of f yields

∇f (y) = Σ1≤j≤n  fj(y1,…,yn) ej

where fj  is the partial derivative of f with respect to the j-th component, 
and ej is the unit basis vector of the j-th component, namely 

ej = [0,…, ej = 1,…,0]T

With |ai – y|2 = ai
Tai – 2ai

Ty + yTy for each i, then

∇f (y) = Σ1≤j≤n  ∂/∂yj  [Σ1≤i≤n |ai – y|2]ej

= Σ1≤j≤n  ∂/∂yj  [Σ1≤i≤n ai
Tai – 2ai

Ty + yTy]ej

Since we are in Rn, and the 2-norm is an assignment from Rn to  
R (|ai – y|2 is the Euclidean norm assigning the n-vector y to a real 
number). Thus, f is continuous, and we can interchange the summand 
with partial derivative, yielding

∇f (y) = Σ1≤j≤n Σ1≤i≤n ∂/∂yj  [ai
Tai – 2ai

Ty + yTy]ej

= Σ1≤j≤n Σ1≤i≤n ∂/∂yj  [ai
Tai – 2(ajiyj) + yj

2]ej

= Σ1≤j≤n [Σ1≤i≤n (–2aji + 2yj) ej]

= Σ1≤j≤n [Σ1≤i≤n (–aji) ej + Σ1≤i≤n yj ej]

= 2 [Σ1≤i≤n (–ai) + Σ1≤i≤n y]

= 2ny –  2 Σ1≤i≤n ai
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Now, taking the gradient of g, gives 

∇g(y) = Σ1≤j≤n ∂/∂yj [yj xj] ej

∇g(y) = ∂/∂yj [y1x1 + … + ynxn]ej 

= Σ1≤j≤n (xj)ej

= x

Employing the Lagrange multiplier, and solving the system for lambda 
yields

∇f (y) = λ∇g (y)    ⇒    2ny –  2 Σ1≤i≤n ai  = λ x

Now, left-multiplying by xT, and using the conditions yTx = 0 ⇒ xTy = 
0, and xTx = 1,

xT (2ny –  2 Σ1≤i≤n ai )  =   xT λ x

⇒ xT (2n)y – xT (2) Σ1≤i≤n ai  =  λ (xT x)

⇒ (2n)xTy – 2xT Σ1≤i≤n ai   =  λ (xT x)

⇒ λ  =  –2xT Σ1≤i≤n ai

Substituting for lambda gives

2ny – 2 Σ1≤i≤n ai  =  –2xT (Σ1≤i≤n ai )x

Thus,

y = 1/n [Σ1≤i≤n ai  –  xT (Σ1≤i≤n ai )x]

with x and its transpose as known entities. So, to minimize (equation 2),

y = 1/n [Σ1≤i≤n ai  –  xT (Σ1≤i≤n ai )x]
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Appendix B

Property 1:  

For B = [b1, b2, …, bn], with A = b1b1
T + b2b2

T + … +  bnbn
T, then 

BBT = A

Proof:
Since matrix B  is an m x n array and B T is an n x m array, then BB T  
is an m x m array. Similarly for A, each bkbk

T term, where

bkbk
T = [bk1 bk2 … bkm ]T [bk1 bk2 … bkm ]

is an m x m array, whose sum for 1 ≤ k ≤ n is also an m x m array. Let 
the ij th entry of BBT be denoted by cij . Then, performing matrix mul-
tiplication yields,

cij = bi1b1j + bi2b2j  + … + bimbmj

Let the ij th entry of bkbk
T = d (k)

ij . Carrying out matrix multiplication 
gives d (k)

ij  = bikbkj . Performing addition for 1 ≤ k ≤ n yields,

Σ1≤k≤n d(k)
ij = bi1b1j + bi2b2j  + … + bimbmj

This sum is the ij th entry of matrix A. Since cij = Σ1≤k ≤n d (k)
ij for the ij th 

entries of BB T and A respectively, therefore, 

BBT = A

Now, we want to exploit the symmetric and positive semi-definite prop-
erties of the matrix A.

Property 2: 

A is positive semi-definite.
Proof:
From the associative properties of matrix multiplication,

xTB BTx = (xTB)(BTx)
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Since xTB = (BTx)T, and xTB is the transpose of a column vector BTx,  
then (xTB)(BTx) is a dot product of BTx with itself. From the positivity 
property of inner product spaces (i.e. 〈v,v〉 ≥ 0, for all v ∈ Rn), then

xTB BTx ≥ 0

So, A is positive semi-definite.

Property 3:

Every eigenvalue of A is non-negative.
Proof:
Since A is symmetric, then for any arbitrary eigenvalue λ of A 
satisfying Ax = λx,  λ ∈ R, left multiplying xT to both sides of  
Ax = λx, yields

xTAx = xTλx = λxTx

Since A is positive semi-definite,

xTAx ≥ 0   ⇒    λxTx ≥ 0

and by positivity of inner product spaces,

xTx ≥ 0   ⇒    λ ≥ 0

Therefore, the eigenvalues of A are non-negative.
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Abstract
Despite several decades of research into the pain-suppression 
phenomenon of Stress-Induced Analgesia (SIA), mediated by 
biological and psychological factors, little is known about the 
underlying role of stress in pain perception. Previous research 
has established that stress plays an important role in the mod-
ulation of pain perception. This research focuses on how pain 
is modulated by stress, through a different perspective than 
used in earlier studies. The present study tested the hypoth-
esis that psychological stress leads to a decreased perception 
of pain through increased activation of the amygdala and 
orbitofrontal cortex, and decreased activation of the cortical 
pain network. Eight healthy adults (five females and three 
males) were given painful heat stimuli before and after they 
performed a computerized task, and then underwent an fMRI 
scan. Subjects participated in (1) a control session in which 
the task was not stressful and (2) an experimental session on  
a separate day in which the task was stressful. When com-
pared to the non-stress task, the stress task elicited increased 
activity during pain in the right amygdala (t = 2.43, p < 0.01) 
and the left dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (t = 3.64, p < 0.001), 
and reduced activity bilaterally in the thalamus (t = 5.09,  
p < 0.001), a key pain processing area; however, pain activ-
ity was not reduced significantly in the cortical pain network. 
These findings reveal new information about how stress 
can change the brain’s response to pain, leading to reduced 
perception.
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Introduction
Many individuals experience pain and stress and this research project 
explores how stress alters pain perception. About 100 million Americans 
are dealing with the issue of chronic pain, defined as persistent pain 
that lasts for more than 12 weeks (“Managing Chronic Pain,” 2013). 
Approximately 75% of American adults report experiencing moderate 
to high levels of stress in their workplace or home. Although some stress 
can be good, an extreme amount of stress can have adverse health con-
sequences, affecting the immune, cardiovascular, neuroendocrine and 
central nervous systems (“Stress by Generation,” 2012). 

The fundamentals of stress and pain, two main areas of focus in 
this study, are defined through several key determinants that affect the 
overall health of the public. The motivation to study these processes 
stems from their overarching presence of pain in the daily lives of many 
individuals in our community and beyond. Earlier work demonstration 
that the reduced perception of pain in response to stress is explained, in 
part by a phenomenon known as Stress-Induced Analgesia (SIA). 

For several decades, researchers have been studying this phenom-
enon in which exposure to intense stress suppresses the perception of 
pain. From an evolutionary perspective, SIA is part of the adaptive 
fight-or-flight response mediated by the sympathetic nervous system 
that enhances an individual's ability to survive a crisis situation; pain 
suppression is a critical component of this response as it enables indi-
viduals to escape a threat even if they have sustained any injury (Butler 
& Finn 2009). Studies have revealed that pain is associated with activity 
in a cortical network in the brain that includes the primary and second 
somatosensory cortex (SI, SII), anterior cingulate cortex (ACC), insula, 
and prefrontal cortex (PFC) (Duerden & Albanese 2013); pain-related 
activity in this network is likely altered during SIA. This study seeks to 
answer the question: How does stress affect pain perception and activity 
in areas of the brain that process pain in a small sample of healthy adults? 

This study may be helpful in understanding how stress alters the 
brain’s response to pain, leading to altered perception. To date little is 
known about neurological pathways involved in SIA. In this study we 
use functional neuroimaging to systematically identify brain networks 
underlying SIA in human subjects. Our results may add to our under-
standing of the neurophysiology of pain and stress, as well as endogenous 
pain inhibitory circuits, which may lead to new therapeutic targets for 
pain and stress-related disorders.
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Background 
Relevant and Previous Research Work  
on Stress-Induced Analgesia
Pain is an interdisciplinary concept. In a review article, pain is described 
through four key points: (1) pain does not always provide a measure 
of the state of tissues; (2) pain is modulated by many factors across 
somatic, psychological, and social domains; (3) the relationship between 
pain and state of tissues becomes less predictable as pain persists; and 
(4) pain can be conceptualized as a conscious perception when tissue 
damage occurs (Moseley, 2007). While perception of pain is influenced 
by many factors, the effect of stress on pain has not been widely studied. 

In order to understand the biological basis of pain perception, 
one must examine brain activity during pain perception. Rodent stud-
ies reveal that the endogenous opioid system plays a major role in SIA 
(Butler & Finn, 2009). They also reveal that several brain areas play a 
role in mediating SIA, especially the primary somatosensory cortex (SI), 
amygdala, periaqueductal grey (PAG), hypothalamus, brainstem and 
anterior cingulate cortex (ACC) (Butler & Finn, 2009). 

In humans, only one neuroimaging study of SIA has been con-
ducted to date; this study revealed increased activity in SI, SII, anterior 
insula and ACC during SIA (Yilmaz et al., 2010). The results of this 
study require replication, in part because they report greater activity in 
the cortical pain network areas, whereas previous animal studies show 
reduced activity in those areas. 

The present study aimed to replicate the SIA effect using a differ-
ent methodology to further explore the relationship between stress and 
pain. The study’s hypothesis is that when psychological stress is induced 
through a computerized task, it leads to a decreased perception of pain 
through increased activation of orbitofrontal cortex, a brain area known 
to activate the endogenous opioid system, and decreased activation of 
the cortical pain network, as measured by brain imaging. 

Introduction of Disciplines  
of Biology and Psychology 
To study the relationship between stress and pain, it is necessary to iden-
tify the major disciplines that these concepts draw upon. The primary 
disciplines involved in this study are Biology and Psychology, which 
are essential in order to explain the physiological process and activity 
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of different brain regions. Stress and its direct role in the modulation 
of pain are interdisciplinary because they draw upon both Biology and 
Psychology because neither discipline alone can adequately describe the 
phenomenon of SIA. 

Identifying the Biological and Psychological Basis of Pain 
While there are several ways to describe pain perception, one approach 
is to define pain using physiological terms. The perception of pain 
is a direct result of localized sensation in a specific area of the body.  
The body contains specialized receptors for pain, known as the primary 
afferent nociceptors. These nociceptors are present in most body tis-
sues and respond to potentially damaging stimuli. As these nociceptors 
are activated by a potentially harmful stimulus, they send signals to the 
spinal cord. From the spinal cord, the second-order pain-transmission 
neurons relay the message on to the thalamus; thalamic neurons convey 
the information to higher brain centers, including the cortical pain net-
work (Helms & Barone, 2008). 

Another way to explain pain is via the psychology of pain percep-
tion. Various psychological processes are involved in pain other than 
sensation of pain through a physiological stimulus. The emotional/
affective and cognitive-evaluative components of pain are just as import-
ant as the production and transmission of the painful signal. Thalamic 
neurons that receive nociceptive information from the periphery also 
project to brain regions involved in emotional and cognitive process-
ing (Apkarian et al., 2005). According to Moseley, pain perception is 
not purely biological tissue damage; several psychosocial factors directly 
modulate it. The emotional/affective component represents an unpleas-
ant feeling or emotional response associated with perceiving pain. 
The main emotion-processing network of the brain is the limbic sys-
tem, which modulates the amount of pain experienced after exposure 
to a given stimulus. Other emotion regulating areas involved in pain 
modulation are the anterior cingulate gyrus and the prefrontal cortex 
(Morley, 2008). The cognitive-evaluative component of pain refers to 
higher cognitive activities (such as appraisal, expectation, cultural val-
ues, and attention) that influence the way pain is experienced; these 
factors can modulate the other components of pain (Vallath, Salons 
& Kumar, 2013). Brain areas such as anterior cingulate and prefrontal 
cortices (ACC, PFC) are involved in the cognitive component of pain 
perception (Apkarian et al., 2005). These different components of pain 
demonstrate that pain is a bio-psycho-social experience that encompasses 
biological, psychological, and sociocultural factors.
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Establishing the Role of Psychological Stress in Pain Perception
Stress has major effects on the health of many individuals. Good 
health is dependent on maintaining homeostasis, a constant internal 
body environment. Selye (1956) defined stress as the “effects of any-
thing that seriously threatens homeostasis” (Schneiderman, Ironson & 
Siegel, 2005). There are different types of stressors, responses to stress 
and different coping mechanisms for stress. Humans are equipped with 
homeostatic mechanisms needed to cope with some short-term stress-
ors. SIA is a process that can result from any form of stress, physical or 
psychological. In this study, we used a short-term, acute psychological 
stressor to elicit stress when the participant was performing a cognitive 
task. This task can cause the participant to experience anxiety or other 
negative emotions surrounding a situation, which they find stressful 
(Dedovic et al., 2005). 

Not only does stress play an important role in degradation of 
health, it is also implicated with pain through a more complex, bidirec-
tional relationship. Previous research has shown that psychosocial stress 
is associated with the onset of chronic pain, and that chronic pain serves 
as a physical and psychosocial stressor. For example, leukocyte telomere 
length (TL) is a measure of cellular-aging, and relates to age-related dis-
ease onset, psychosocial stress and health-related functional decline. In 
their study, Sibille et al. analyzed the relationship between chronic pain, 
stress, and TL in 36 ethnically diverse, older adults. They found that 
cellular aging might be more pronounced in older adults experiencing 
high levels of perceived stress and chronic pain (Sibille et al., 2012). 
Additionally, a number of studies analyzed the effect of childhood 
psychological stress and trauma on the development of various types 
of chronic pain conditions; these studies found evidence supporting 
a role for certain key neurobiological substrates, including the hypo-
thalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis, in the association between early-life 
psychological stress and chronic pain. A strong link exists between 
psychological stress, altered pain processing in the nervous system, and 
chronic pain (Burke, Finn, McGuire, & Roche, 2016). Previous research 
suggesting that psychological stress is associated with pain emphasizes 
the need to study the mechanisms underlying this relationship in a more 
systematic way. 

Importance of fMRI Applications in Pain Research
Recent advances in functional neuroimaging enhanced the scien-
tific community’s understanding of brain processes underlying pain. 
Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) measures activity  
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of the brain by an indirect evaluation of changes in blood flow and blood 
oxygenation. fMRI in pain research has been used to look at acute and 
chronic pain, endogenous pain modulatory processes (e.g., the placebo 
effect, empathy, attention), and processes underlying affective and moti-
vational components of pain (Borsook & Becerra, 2006). We selected 
fMRI for this research study to investigate the neurophysiology of pain 
perception and how stress modulates it to elicit SIA.

Experimental Design and Methodology 
This study involved collecting neuroimaging and quantitative percep-
tual data during pain and stress. The experiment tests the hypothesis 
that when psychological stress is induced through a computerized task, 
it leads to a decreased perception of pain, through a change in activity 
level of certain brain areas. Eight healthy adults (five females and three 
males) underwent fMRI scans in sessions held on two separate days. 
In each session, participants rated the intensity of painful heat stim-
uli before and after performing a computerized task. The two sessions 
consisted of (1) a control session during which subjects performed a 
non-stressful computerized task designed to NOT induce SIA and (2) 
an experimental session during which subjects performed a stressful 
computerized task designed to induce SIA. The order of the control and 
experimental sessions was counterbalanced across subjects in an effort to 
minimize order effects. Subjects were recruited using posted advertise-
ments at the UMBC campus and local community. Once enrolled, each 
subject went through the procedures described below. The Institutional 
Review Boards at UMBC and the University of Maryland, Baltimore 
approved all of these procedures. 

Experimental Protocol 
In the first session, subjects completed the informed consent process, 
which included an fMRI safety screening form. Subjects then practiced 
a computer task and completed questionnaires either on paper or online 
through a system called Qualtrics. The experimenter then used stan-
dard warm and heat pain testing procedures using the Medoc Pathway 
system, which has a thermode that can be applied to the skin. Heat 
pain threshold and tolerance were measured on the subject's left calf. 
The experimenter then determined the temperature that was consis-
tently rated as strongly painful (60–70 on a 0–100 scale) by applying a 
temperature above the threshold level and asking the subject to rate the 
pain from 0 (no pain) to 100 (most intense pain imaginable). Based on 
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this testing, the temperature that the subject consistently rated in the 
range of 60–70 was identified for use in the fMRI portion of the study, 
randomized with a painful temperature 1°C lower and a non-painful 
warm temperature (37°C). Temperatures that the subject rated greater 
than 80 on the 0–100 scale were not used. The testing conducted in this 
portion of the protocol was preliminary testing, not used directly in the 
induction of SIA.  

MRI Scan
After the participant lay down in the MRI scanner, an emergency buzzer 
was placed on the participant’s chest where he or she could easily access 
it to stop the scan if he or she became uncomfortable. The participant 
held a response button box in the right hand. The fMRI session con-
sisted of an anatomical scan to measure the detailed anatomy of the 
brain (10 min), a functional scan in which painful heat and nonpain-
ful warm stimuli were applied in randomized order to the subject’s left 
calf (14 min), a functional scan in which the control or experimental 
computer task was performed (10 min), and a functional scan in which 
painful heat and nonpainful warm stimuli were again applied to the 
subject’s left calf (14 min). At various points in time participants were 
asked to rate the intensity of the stimuli using a computerized rating 
scale presented on a video screen and the response button box to indi-
cate the rating.

In the first fMRI scan (baseline heat pain), participants rated  
a series of heat stimuli using a computerized rating program while fMRI 
data were collected. The stimulus series consisted of 18 painful heat 
stimuli: six presentations each of the three temperatures determined in 
the previous section, in a randomized order. During the second fMRI 
scan, subjects performed a computerized task (stressful or non-stressful, 
as described below). During the third fMRI scan (post-task heat pain), 
subjects again rated the series of heat stimuli as in the earlier pain-rating 
session using the computerized rating program. 

On a separate day, the exact fMRI scanning procedures were 
repeated. In the second session, the only difference was the type of com-
puterized task (non-stressful or stressful).

Stress Task 
In order to induce psychological stress in the scanner, a computerized 
cognitive task was presented to the participant. This task is a cognitive 
conflict task, which was designed to elicit an acute stress response in the 
neuroimaging environment (Dedovic et al., 2005). The task consisted 
of a series of computerized sequences in which the participant presses 
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a response button to indicate the correct answer. The experimenter 
adjusted task difficulty and time constraints to induce different levels 
of stress during pilot testing phase of the study. The task was altered 
so that the participant viewed a series of sequences, each with three 
numbers of varying sizes and pairs. For example, in the control condi-
tion, if the sequence indicated [1 3 3], the correct answer would be 1. 
A more difficult sequence would be 1 3 3 and the correct answer would 
still be 1. In either case, the correct answer is always the number that is 
different from the other two in the sequence. The experimenter, using 
results from the pilot testing of this stress task, varied task difficulty by 
decreasing the time limit of each sequence.

Data Analysis and Interpretation
The data were collected over a time period of three months. Two sep-
arate and complementary analyses were performed: (1) an analysis of 
the quantitative perceptual ratings of pain and stress using SPSS sta-
tistical software, and (2) an analysis of brain responses to pain in the 
neuroimaging data using Statistical Parametric Mapping (SPM Version 
12) software. The following sections summarize the research findings  
of the study.  

Heat Pain Rating Data 
TABLE 1. Stress Ratings by each Participant

Stress Ratings

Participant #
Order  

(NS task  first = 1) 
(Stress task first = 2)

NS Rating S Rating

QHP-000 2 0 5

QHP-011 1 1 1

QHP-012 1 1 4

QHP-013 2 2 4

QHP-016 1 2 5

QHP-017 1 4 4

QHP-018 2 1 3

QHP-019 2 0 5

Mean 1.38 3.88

Standard Dev. 1.3 1.4
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GRAPH 1. Average Stress Ratings vs. Type of Task 

TABLE 2.  Task Performance Accuracy Data 

Participant ID Nonstress Task % Correct Stress Task % Correct

QHP-000 97.50% 56.67%

QHP-011 89.72% 22.00%

QHP-012 91.94% 46.00%

QHP-013 81.11% 26.22%

QHP-016 94.17% 84%

QHP-017 94.17% 80.89%

QHP-018 98.06% 86.89%

QHP-019 90% 92%

Mean 92.08% 61.83%

Standard Dev. 5% 28%
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TABLE 3.  Heat Pain Rating Data 
Participant Pain Intensity Ratings for Painful Heat Stimulation for High 
Temperature (Another painful temperature and a non-painful temperature 
were used, randomized with the high temperature to reduce expectation 
effects. Data analysis for these other two temperatures showed no differences 
between the scans.)

Heat Pain Rating Data Analysis and Interpretation
The rating data analysis involved looking at differences between heat 
pain ratings before and after the stress task for the two sessions. A two-
way mixed model ANOVA (task order x session) with the dependent 
measure of baseline heat pain ratings was performed for the high tem-
perature. This tested whether (1) baseline pain ratings differed between 
the first and second sessions and (2) whether baseline pain ratings dif-
fered depending on task order (control task given first or experimental 
task given first). The test demonstrated that there was not a statistically 
significant difference in baseline pain ratings between the first and sec-
ond sessions (F = 0.383, p = 0.559). In addition, the task order (whether 
the control or experimental session was given first) had no significant 
effect on baseline heat pain ratings (F = 0.007, p = 0.937). Identical data 
analysis of ratings for the second painful temperature and the non-pain-
ful temperature also yielded no differences between the sessions or task 
order (p>.05 for all tests). 

Pain Intensity Ratings: High Temperature

Participant 
#

Order of  
task given  

(NS task first = 1)  
(S task first = 2)

Nonstress 
Baseline 
Rating

Nonstress
 Post Task 

Rating

Stress 
Baseline 
Rating

Stress 
Post Task 

Rating

QHP-000 2 7.67 8.00 7.83 6.83

QHP-011 1 8.17 8.50 7.67 7.67

QHP-012 1 8.00 9.00 8.00 9.00

QHP-013 2 6.33 5.67 7.00 7.17

QHP-016 1 6.50 7.00 4.67 3.00

QHP-017 1 5.50 4.33 4.17 3.50

QHP-018 2 6.50 7.00 8.00 8.67

QHP-019 2 3.33 3.83 6.67 7.00

Mean 6.50 6.67 6.75 6.60

Standard Dev. 1.6 1.9 1.5 2.2
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TABLE 4.  Change in Participant Ratings (Post-Task minus Baseline)  

for High Temperature

In order to test whether pain was reduced after the stress task and not 
reduced after the control task, paired t-tests were conducted using heat 
pain intensity ratings for the high temperature as the dependent mea-
sure. This test yielded no statistically significant results, possibly due 
to the limited statistical power of the small sample size (t = 0.08, p = 
0.938). Pain ratings did not significantly increase after the stress task. 

To test whether the stress task induced more stress than the 
control task, a paired t-test was conducted using stress ratings as  
the dependent measure. The results showed that there was a statistically 
significant difference between the non-stressful (control) task and the 
stressful (experimental) task (t = - 3.669, p = 0.008), with participants 
perceiving the stress task as significantly more stressful (data reported 
in graph 1 and table 1). These results indicate that the experimental 
design was successful in inducing stress through the computerized task. 
These findings are supported by the percent of correct responses for 
each task (control and experimental). In table 2, the task accuracy data 
demonstrates that participants were actually performing the task in both 
the control and experimental condition. It also shows that task difficulty 
was increased in the stress task, and accuracy was lower.

Changes in Pain Intensity Ratings: High Temperature

Participant #
Order  

(NS first = 1) 
(Stress first = 2)

Change in NS 
(post task - baseline)

Change in S 
(post task - baseline)

QHP-000 2 0.33 -1.00

QHP-011 1 0.33 0.00

QHP-012 1 1.00 1.00

QHP-013 2 -0.67 0.17

QHP-016 1 0.50 -1.67

QHP-017 1 -1.17 -0.67

QHP-018 2 0.50 0.67

QHP-019 2 0.50 0.33

Mean 0.62 0.69

Standard Dev 0.3 0.5
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Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging Data

FIGURE 1A.  Anterior Cingulate Cortex 
(Bottom figure: t-statistic bar)

FIGURE 1C.  Primary Somatosensory 
Cortex (leg area)

FIGURE 1B. Anterior Insula

FIGURE 1D. Bilateral Thalami
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FIGURE 2.  Increased right amygdala 
activity during heat-pain 
stimulation after the  
stress task

FIGURE 3.  Increased left dorsolateral 
prefrontal cortex activity 
during heat-pain stimulation 
after stress task. Red Box 
represents location of the 
Orbitofrontal cortex area, 
which was hypothesized to 
have increased activation after 
the stress task.

FIGURE 4.  Decreased bilateral thalami activity during heat-pain stimulation  
after stress task
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TABLE 5. Summary of Activity in Brain Areas

Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging Data Analysis  
and Interpretation 
The fMRI data was analyzed using SPM12 (Statistical Parametric 
Mapping, version 12). Each subject’s fMRI data for the pain scans 
underwent standard preprocessing steps to reduce artifacts, physiolog-
ical noise, and variability due to head motion. During preprocessing, 
individual subject brain anatomy was transformed into a standard brain 
space (MNI) to facilitate group level analysis. Then, preprocessed data 
was analyzed on an individual subject basis to identify pain-related brain 
activity for each scan (pre- and post-control task scans and pre- and 
post-experimental task scans). Results of the individual subject analy-
ses were used in second-level (group) analysis to identify areas where 
pain-related activity differed significantly after the stress task com-
pared to the control task, while controlling for differences in baseline  
scan activity.

The final images from the analysis were then interpreted. Figure 2 
depicts representative examples of key brain areas known to be involved 
in pain processing. These areas include the primary somatosensory 
cortex (SI), anterior cingulate cortex (ACC), bilateral thalami, and the 
insula. This figure demonstrates that heat pain stimuli produced typical 
patterns of activity in the cortical pain network. Figures 3 and 4 show 
that the stress task elicited increased activity during pain in the right 
amygdala (t = 2.43, p < 0.01) and the left dorsolateral prefrontal cortex 
(t = 3.64, p < 0.001). Figure 5 shows that the stress task, as hypothe-
sized, reduced activity bilaterally in the thalamus (t = 5.09, p < 0.001), 
a key pain processing area. However, the stress task did not significantly 
reduce pain-related activity in the cortical pain network. Table 5 lists 
the brain regions that displayed altered pain-related activity in response  

Peak Voxel

Brain areas with 
significantly altered heat 

pain-related activity 
(post - stress task)

MNI 
Coordinates 
(X, Y, Z) for 
peak voxel

T-statistic P-value
Cluster - level 

corrected 
p-value

Right amygdala 40, -2, -22 2.43 0.014 < 0.05

Left Dorsolateral 
Prefrontal Cortex -10, 56, 26 3.64 0.001 < 0.05

Left thalamus -10, -16, 4 -4.12 0.001 < 0.05

Right thalamus 18, -14, 6 -5.09 0.001 < 0.05
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to the stress task, the coordinates of the voxel in each region that had the 
maximum activity, and the t-statistic and p-value associated with each 
peak voxel. Although the results did not support the original hypothesis, 
they indicated a novel finding: stress increased pain-related activity in 
the amygdala, an area known to be involved in processing both pain 
and stress, and dorsolateral prefrontal cortex, an area known to release 
endogenous opioids during placebo analgesia, and inhibited activity in 
the thalamus, a subcortical pain region.

Future Research
The next steps in this research included repeating the experiment with 
a larger sample. It might also be beneficial to increase the difficulty level 
of the stress task. In addition, future studies could focus on different 
factors and aspects of the participant’s life, such as demographics, psy-
chosocial factors and lifestyle habits and how they relate to the way 
participants perceive varying levels of stress and/or pain in the scanner. 
A more sophisticated analytical approach that could be achieved with a 
larger sample would systematically identify brain networks underlying 
SIA in human subjects using functional neuroimaging. Researchers in 
this field have made no attempt to evaluate the functional connectiv-
ity of these areas from a network perspective. Systematic studies of the 
neural networks involved in SIA in humans are needed to gain a clearer 
understanding of the underlying mechanisms of this phenomenon and 
its overlap with other forms of endogenous analgesia. Using a similar 
experimental design with alterations to the data analysis technique and 
larger sample size might yield important findings for the pain and neu-
roimaging research community.
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Abstract
Pronunciation in popular music is a subject rich in linguistic 
patterns, and it offers a useful perspective on the social envi-
ronments that produce it. We investigated the patterning of 
the r phoneme in the lyrics of the American rock bands Journey 
and Lynyrd Skynyrd, as a window into the linguistic indexing of 
“the South” in contrast with the rest of the country. Drawing 
inspiration from Trudgill’s 1984 study on British rock, we 
gathered data on the frequency of dropping the ‘r’ phoneme  
on all songs from one album by each band, with information on 
phonological environment. Our results reversed our predicted 
patterns, but nonetheless yielded useful conclusions about the 
separate development of Southern rock from its sister genres.
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Introduction
One might assume that pronunciation in popular music is largely a mat-
ter of acoustics and musical convenience and that singers simply sing 
with whatever pronunciation is easiest. On the contrary, however, this 
is a subject rich in linguistic patterns: singers from different regions and 
different genres have their own distinctive pronunciations, and studying 
these offers a useful perspective on the people who make and consume 
their music and the social pressures to which they are responding as 
they do so. In this paper, we will focus on American classic rock music, 
and what can be surmised about the linguistic indexing of “the South” 
in contrast with the rest of the country based on the patterning of the r 
phoneme in their artists’ singing.

This study takes as its initial point of departure a classic paper by 
Peter Trudgill, “Acts of Conflicting Identity.” In this article, written in 
1984 (during the later periods of what we might consider “classic rock”), 
Trudgill investigated the pronunciation of British rock and roll sing-
ers. Regardless of the rules of their spoken dialect, he observed, singers 
tended to preserve their postvocalic r, and to pronounce intervocalic 
t as a flap, among other features. His conclusion was that they were 
attempting to imitate an American style of speech, since rock and roll 
was an American music form in origin (p. 144).

It is peculiar, then, to note (as Trudgill himself does) that American 
rock singers of that era had a strong tendency to drop their r when 
singing, again regardless of their spoken dialect. Dennis DeYoung of 
Styx (from Chicago) sings that he will “set an open course [cɔs] for [fɔ] 
the virgin [vədʒɪn] sea…,” Steven Tyler of Aerosmith (a New Yorker) 
invites us to “sing with me, sing for [fɔ] the year [ji.ə],” and Lindsey 
Buckingham of Fleetwood Mac (who hails from California) rejoices 
that “yesterday’s [jɛstədejz] gone”—though none of them drop r regu-
larly when speaking. This is known to be a feature of older Southern 
American dialects, and of African American English, and it thus reflects 
the origin of rock music with characteristically Southern and Black 
musical forms like the blues (pp. 146–7).

Some strains of rock cleave closer to the South than others: there 
is a distinctive genre of “Southern rock” that covers bands such as the 
Allman Brothers, Lynyrd Skynyrd, and ZZ Top. It is thus a question 
worth asking how they use this marker of Southern-ness, and whether 
they use it differently than rock artists who tie themselves less directly to 
the genre’s origins. This study set out to answer this question. How does 
rhoticity in rock lyrics differ between Southern and mainstream singers? 
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We would expect to find greater and more consistent incidence of 
r-dropping in Southern rock, which is still directly tied to the Southern 
dialects this feature originates in, than in mainstream or general-audi-
ence rock music1.

Background
As a first step, it is worth examining Trudgill’s (1984) paper in more 
detail. His crucial conclusion is deeper than the mere observation that 
some British singers exhibited American pronunciations. He explains 
that, like all linguistic actors, rock and roll singers were seeking to proj-
ect an identity—to match their pronunciations to what they wish to be 
and be seen as.2 British classic rock singers were aware that rock music 
was an American genre, and thus that to be proper rock-and-roll musi-
cians it was fitting that they should sound like Americans. The fact that 
they did not always do a particularly good job of imitating Americans 
serves to drive the point home: they were not catering to the speech 
patterns of a target audience, but seeking to imitate a linguistic model 
that they had only very limited knowledge of, as part of construct-
ing their identity as singers of a foreign-originated type of music (pp. 
145–150). In contrast, then we have the example of punk-rock singers, 
who were more interested in being connected to local working-class  
audiences—and, as such, adopted pronunciations characteristic of the 
British urban working class (pp. 154–5).

Simpson (1999) builds on Trudgill’s framework, bringing in exam-
ples from an additional sixteen years of popular music and more directly 
observing American music. He notably offers a more detailed view of 
what factors influence a singer’s choice of dialect: he views it as a combi-
nation of a pre-existing model that the singer aspires to, the singer’s own 
linguistic background, and the audience the singer is targeting (p. 364).

It’s also worth bringing in some work on the Southern dialect itself: 
if we hope to analyze how a singer uses stereotypically Southern fea-
tures, we should properly understand those features and their history. 
Thomas (2004) gives a good overview of the subject, and notes that 
the realizations of the postvocalic (r) variable are in fact a complex and 
subtle pattern influenced by many social factors. The crucial detail, 
however, is that its realizations are quite different along socioeconomic 
and historical lines. Dropping [r] sounds was historically a marker of 
prestige in Southern English, most common among social elites and 
imitated elsewhere. However, World War II marks a change in this 
pattern, after which r-ful speech becomes the prestigious variant and 
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r-less speech begins a slow decline. The exception is African-American 
English, which continues to use frequent r-dropping, a feature that is 
possibly now an ethnic marker in the South (pp. 317-318). Kretzschmar 
(2008) elaborates on this dynamic, explaining that the older r-less dia-
lect reflects the speech of wealthy plantation owners in the older days of 
the South, and has been slowly replaced by the r-ful speech of the cities 
and the lower classes as the South urbanizes and moves away from its 
older agricultural roots.

All of this complicates attempts to connect rhoticity in music by 
itself to an imitation of Southern speech. We see that both r-ful and 
r-less speech can be stereotypically Southern, one reflecting an older 
form of the dialect of the South (or the dialect of African-Americans), 
and the other reflecting the new norms. Thus it is difficult to say, in 
a vacuum, what a given pattern of rhoticity represents, though there 
are still ways to disambiguate. Zwiers (2015), in the process of draw-
ing parallels between “rural” music in the Netherlands and America, 
gives a thorough analysis of the persona of the 1970’s rock band Lynyrd 
Skynyrd. He shows that they made it clear that they insisted on the 
older r-less accent, to the point of exaggerating it when challenged 
about it, to emphasize their Southern connection, which fit in with 
other, more explicit shows of affiliation with the region (such as display-
ing Confederate flags) (pp. 92–93).

It is from this that I derive the theoretical basis for my hypothesis. 
Mainstream rock music was no longer tied directly to the South by the 
1970’s, and its continued usage of an r-less dialect was thus not because 
singers were trying to emulate Southerners, but because they were fol-
lowing a now-ubiquituous idea of what a rock singer should sound like. 
Following Trudgill’s observations, then, we would expect to find them 
to hesitate noticeably between this realization of the r  variable and their 
native variants. In contrast, artists who are native speakers of Southern 
dialects themselves, or targeting an audience of Southern English speak-
ers, or otherwise seeking to establish an identity as explicitly Southern, 
would have greater ability and reason to adopt the feature thoroughly, 
as Zwiers suggests.

Methodology
My methodology for this study was quite simple. I hoped to demon-
strate differences in rhoticity between Southern and non-Southern rock 
singers, and so I chose to do a pilot study on two 1970’s American rock 
albums, one by a Southern rock band, and one by a more “mainstream” 
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rock band. To control for outside variables, I additionally imposed the 
following constraints in my search.

•  To control for variables related to ethnicity or gender, I chose to 
restrict my search to white, male singers.

•  For simplicity, I only considered albums that were largely per-
formed by one lead vocalist.

•  For the non-Southern artist, I also ruled out singers from 
Massachusetts or New York. I am aware that these regions have 
non-rhotic dialects as well, which I considered to be a potential 
confounding variable.

I had additionally hoped to choose albums released in the same year. 
This restriction proved difficult to implement, however: it proved 
unworkable to find two artists whom I could consider representative of 
their respective musical styles and who fit my constraints, and who also 
released albums in the same year. My eventual sample used two albums 
from two years apart—a gap that I minimized as much as possible, and 
that I eventually judged would not pose a significant danger to my data.
With all these constraints in mind, I eventually made the following 
selections, based on my own knowledge of the era’s music, consultation 
with others of a similar affinity for the genre, and a pre-investigation of 
some 20–30 songs of various genres (none of which are included in the 
sample):

•  To represent mainstream rock, I chose Journey’s album Infinity 
(1978), with lead singer Steve Perry, a Californian.

•  To represent Southern rock, I chose Lynyrd Skynyrd’s album 
Gimme Back My Bullets (1976), with lead singer Ronnie Van Zant, 
of Jacksonville, Florida.

On each album, my process was simply to collect data on the frequency 
of dropped postvocalic [r] out of all potential occurrences of the sound. 
To prepare for this process, I acquired reliable written lyrics for each 
song by creating composite texts from several publicly available lyric 
sites and then verifying them against the tracks, enabling me to identify 
ahead of data collection where to listen for dropping or retention of a 
rhotic. I also used these resources to separate the rhotics in question into 
categories based on phonological environment: at the end of a phrase, 
preceding a consonant, or preceding the initial vowel of another word 
([r] preceding a vowel in the same word was considered but omitted 
from the analysis, since it is nearly universally pronounced in the lyrics 
of both artists). I considered using other categorizations, such as part of 
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the song (verse, chorus, bridge) and stress (stressed or unstressed sylla-
ble), but these proved less useful; it was difficult to say what counted as 
“stressed” in sung lyrics, and there were no obvious patterns related to 
the larger structure of the song in general (a difficulty compounded by 
the fact that the songs used did not all have similar anatomies, especially 
the Journey tracks—Lynyrd Skynyrd did tend to follow a fairly consis-
tent verse/chorus structure).

TABLE 1. Frequency of r-dropping by song.

Title Dropped [r] Total [r] % Dropped

INFINITY
Journey (Steve Perry) 92 114 80.70

1 “Lights” 7 7 100.00

2 “Feeling That Way” 8 9 88.89

3 (“Anytime”) - - -

4 “La Do Da” 3 3 100.00

5 “Patiently” 13 16 81.25

6 “Wheel in the Sky” 14 30 46.67

7 “Something to Hide” 8 8 100.00

8 “Winds of March” 20 21 95.24

9 “Can Do” 5 6 83.33

10 “Opened the Door” 14 14 100.00

GIMME BACK MY BULLETS
Lynyrd Skynyrd  
(Ronnie Van Zant)

104 210 49.52

1 “Gimme Back My Bullets” 8 19 42.11

2 “Every Mother’s Son” 9 25 36.00

3 “Trust” 32 39 82.05

4 “(I Got The) Same Old Blues” 11 18 61.11

5 “Double Trouble” 11 15 73.33

6 “Roll Gypsy Roll” 5 8 62.50

7 “Searching” 4 35 11.43

8 “Cry For The Bad Man” 18 22 81.82

9 “All I Can Do Is Write About It” 6 29 20.69
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The data collection process consisted of listening to the songs in ques-
tion with the written lyrics, and annotating them for pronunciation of 
postvocalic [r] or lack thereof. Recordings were found on the stream-
ing service Spotify. Taking relative frequencies across various classes of 
[r] then enables us to search for a variety of different patterns. We can 
use the total frequency of r -dropping as a coarse measure of difference 
between the two albums, but we also have the ability to examine for 
subtler correlations. For example, does one singer only drop r ’s in cer-
tain phonetic environments, reflecting an incomplete adaptation to the 
dialect (rather as Trudgill’s British singers were imperfectly capable of 
imitating American speech and frequently slipped out of the imitation)?

Data
Table 1 shows the general patterns of rhoticity for each song on the 
two albums. We can already observe some clear patterns from this data. 
Steve Perry, on Infinity, has a largely r-less dialect while singing, losing 
81% of his [r] sounds. Four tracks out of nine are entirely r-less, and 
four others are nearly so. Most of the instances of pronounced [r] are in 
a single track, Track 6 “Wheel in the Sky,” whose chorus is repeated five 
times and includes three [r]’s that are usually pronounced; if we were to 
remove it from consideration, the frequency of r-dropping would rise 
to 93%. (By way of explanation, Track 3 “Anytime” is not considered 
because most of its lyrics are sung by Journey’s secondary lead singer, 
Gregg Rolie, and Steve Perry’s lyrics contain no postvocalic [r]. Track 
2 “Feeling That Way” is also split between them, and Gregg Rolie’s 
verses are not counted, though, incidentally, he also has a high rate of 
r-dropping.)

The patterns for Ronnie Van Zant on Gimme Back My Bullets are 
far more complex. The raw frequency with which he vocalizes or oth-
erwise does not pronounce [r] is almost exactly 50%, already a large 
difference from Steve Perry’s singing. However, it is also not at all con-
sistent across songs. On some songs, such as Track 3 “Trust” and Track 
8 “Cry for the Bad Man,” we see frequencies of r-dropping as high as 
Steve Perry’s, but others like Track 7 “Searching” and Track 9 “All I Can 
Do Is Write About It” are strongly r-ful. The remainders span a wide 
range of frequencies in between.



102

U
M

BC REV
IEW

 
V

O
L. 19

TABLE 2.  Frequency of r-dropping by phonological environment 
Pause: [r] preceding a heavy pause or breath in the song; not always  
the end of a line. Consonant: [r] preceding a consonantal sound, either  
in the same word or the next. Vowel: [r] preceding a vocalic sound, always  
at the beginning of the next word.

A few patterns beyond the overall frequencies are worth noting. In Table 
2, I present frequencies of r-dropping by phonetic environment for each 
singer, aggregated across all of their songs, and categorized by what fol-
lows the [r] phone in question—a major pause or breath, a consonant, 
or a vowel in the following word (since, again, [r] preceding a vowel in 
the same word is consistently pronounced by both singers, and was not 
considered).3 Here, we see that the two artists have fairly similar trends: 
[r] is most likely to be dropped before a pause or breath, and least likely 
to be dropped before a vowel, the latter by a wide margin. Identifying 
this common pattern proves to be important primarily to keep it from 
confounding others that are not shared between the two artists.

It is also not the case that repeated lyrics are always pronounced 
the same way. For example, in Infinity Track 2 “Feeling That Way,” 
Steve Perry’s lyrics are the chorus, which contains three postvocalic [r] 
instances, repeated three times:

When the summer’s gone,

She’ll be there standing by the light,

What she’s been to, where she’s gone to,

She should know wrong from right.

The latter two instances are pronounced with dropped [r] ([ðe:] ~ [ðeə], 
[we:] ~ [weə]) on all three repetitions. However, the first (“summer’s”) 
is pronounced with kept [r] (as [‘sə.mɚrz]) the first time, and dropped 
[r] (as [‘sə.məz]) the other two. Incidentally, the line is sung at a higher 
pitch and intensity on later occurrences as well, following a natural 

Steve Perry Ronnie Van Zant

Environment Dropped 
[r] Total [r] % 

Dropped
Dropped 

[r] Total [r] % 
Dropped

Before pause 17 17 100.00 14 24 58.33

Before 
consonant 68 82 82.93 86 168 51.19

Before vowel 7 15 46.67 4 18 22.22

TOTAL 92 114 80.70 104 210 49.52
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pattern of the song’s emotional force increasing over its length. We can 
see this pattern of changing rhoticity in several other repeated lines on 
both albums (from Journey, wheel in the sky keeps on turnin’ in “Wheel 
in the Sky;” and from Lynyrd Skynrd, where it will end in “Same Old 
Blues,” and Lord take me and mine before that comes in “All I Can Do 
Is Write About It”). It could be taken as either musical or linguistic in 
nature: there is an argument to be made that it is easier to use an r-less 
pronunciation while singing at high pitch, but equally, it could be taken 
as the singer cleaving more tightly to the norms of his genre as he tries 
to project greater emotional intensity. Either way, it is again useful to 
separate this pattern of rhoticity from others with different causes.

There is also a particularly interesting instance of dropped [r] in 
Infinity Track 8 “Winds of March.” This song is the source of most of 
the dropped sounds before vowels on Infinity, from five instances of the 
phrases your eyes and your arms. This in itself is unusual, as the prevailing 
tendency is otherwise for [r] to be pronounced in these positions. But 
it is also unusual in that, instead of being merely omitted or vocalized, 
as is more typical, it is replaced with a glottal stop: [jɔ ʔajz], [jɔ ʔa:mz].  
We can explain this as a way of avoiding the hiatus that would arise  
from simply dropping the [r], but, again, the more common way of 
doing that elsewhere in the data is to just not drop intervocalic [r] to 
begin with, so this leaves some questions open.

Analysis & Results
I had predicted that a Southern rock singer like Van Zant would dis-
play a more consistent pattern of r-dropping than a more mainstream 
rock singer like Perry. This was in part based on an observation by 
Zwiers (2015) that this was certainly how Van Zant himself spoke in 
person: he emphasized his r-less accent as a way of displaying his pride 
in his connection to the South (p. 93). And it was also in part based on 
prior knowledge of some of Lynyrd Skynyrd’s better-known songs; for 
example, in “Gimme Three Steps,” from their first album (Pronounced 
Leh-nerd Skin-nerd), Van Zant’s pronunciation is distinctly r-less.

The reality, however, turns out to be that the non-Southern singer 
in this case more consistently uses the r-less variant. With the exception 
of one song (“Wheel in the Sky”), Steve Perry almost always drops his 
non-prevocalic [r] and is about half-and-half on dropping it word-fi-
nally before a vowel. Ronnie van Zant, on the other hand, adopts  
a different pattern in nearly every song, from a distinctly and exaggerat-
edly r-less dialect in “Trust,” where guitar picker becomes [‘gɪ.tɑ ‘pɪ.kɑ] 
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(with the tense low vowel in “father” replacing the [r] phoneme, rather 
than the usual schwa), to almost-entirely r-ful speech in “All I Can Do Is 
Write About It.” (This does explain how it could be possible to make an 
incorrect generalization from limited knowledge of their discography.)

My proposed explanation for this peculiar pattern of usage is sim-
ilar to that which motivated the original hypothesis. Following Trudgill 
(1984) and Simpson (1999), a difference in pronunciation patterns 
in song reflects a difference in the identities the singers are trying to 
project. Steve Perry’s use of non-rhotic speech, together with other vari-
ables (monophthongizing [aj] to [a:], for example), is in keeping with 
an established sense of what an American rock singer is “supposed” to 
sound like, and by following it, he marks himself as belonging to the 
genre. Crucially, however, while this pattern has its origins in Black 
and Southern dialects, as rock music itself does, bands like Journey 
are no longer in direct contact with those roots—Journey was formed 
and based in San Francisco. Under Simpson’s framework, we might say 
that Journey rather aspires to a model of what a commercially successful 
rock singer sounds like and caters to an audience of general American 
listeners that expects that well-established pattern more than anything 
specifically Southern (p. 364).

But the pressures on Lynyrd Skynyrd are different, and in conflict. 
They are a Southern band, still very conscious of and attached to their 
region of origin, and additionally reaching out to an audience from 
that region. We established while reviewing the literature that there are 
now two very different models of Southern speech active in America. 
One, the older of the two, is non-rhotic; this is the language of the old, 
the elites, and the plantation owners, as well as that which gave rise to 
African-American English. The other, which is rhotic, is the language 
of the lower classes, associated separately with both the rural regions 
and the cities. The former is the old prestige dialect, and the latter is the 
new prestige dialect, but neither is out of use. Zwiers (2015) showed 
that Van Zant in his spoken dialect clung to the former (p. 93). But in 
his singing, he seems to hesitate between the two, sometimes prefer-
ring to follow the older, non-rhotic pattern, and sometimes preferring 
the newer, rhotic pattern: vacillating, I suggest, between which model  
of “Southern-ness” is best for each song. This idea of singers respond-
ing to conflicting motivations is well-established; it’s in the very title of 
Trudgill’s seminal study, and Simpson (1999) elaborates on it, showing 
that it’s crucial to identify the various pressures on a singer and attempt 
to see how they add together to produce the observed patterns in his  
or her speech (p. 357).
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This of course raises the question of how he goes about navigating 

between these “conflicting identities.” Are there commonalities among 
the most r-less songs on Gimme Back My Bullets, or the most r-ful?

TABLE 3. Gimme Back My Bullets ordered by r-lessness.

There is a little promise in trying to identify musical and thematic 
patterns. Among the most r-ful songs on the album (see table 3 for 
the ordered list) are “Every Mother’s Son” and “All I Can Do Is Write 
About It,” which have a great deal in common. Both use instrumenta-
tion more reminiscent of country music than blues or rock—twanging, 
sliding guitars with little distortion, and use of acoustic instruments 
(banjo, violin, piano, acoustic guitar). So it is tempting to identify Van 
Zant’s adoption of the r-ful dialect in these songs as part of a larger 
pattern of emulating a lower-class rural identity, something that the 
themes of the songs (respectively, the ephemerality of wealth and status, 
and the disappearance of the wild Southern environment in the face of 
urbanization) might seem to back up. There is precedent for this sort 
of acting out a persona, as well. Simpson (1999) offers the example  
of Dire Straits’ “Money for Nothing,” in which Mark Knopfler explic-
itly adopts the New York dialect of a man he overheard commenting 
on an MTV showing in a bar, as a way of better presenting the subject 
material of his song (p. 352). So it is reasonable to make a similar con-
nection for these two songs.

But this simple explanation fails to account for the full range of 
dialectical variation on the album. The most r-ful song on the album 
is in fact “Searching,” which is a conventional blues-rock track with 

Title % dropped [r]

3 “Trust” 82.05

8 “Cry For The Bad Man” 81.82

5 “Double Trouble” 73.33

6 “Roll Gypsy Roll” 62.50

4 “(I Got The) Same Old Blues” 61.11

1 “Gimme Back My Bullets” 42.11

2 “Every Mother’s Son” 36.00

9 “All I Can Do Is Write About It” 20.69

7 “Searching” 11.43
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little of the mournful tone that characterizes the previously mentioned 
two songs; and next after those three is the title track, “Gimme Back 
My Bullets,” which is built on a grinding, distorted rock guitar riff and  
a heavy rhythm section. There is little thematic or musical unity among 
these four, so at the very least the pressures that have Van Zant singing 
all four in a relatively r-ful dialect are more varied than “he’s evoking  
a rural persona.”

Similar explanations have a little more success on the other end of 
the spectrum. There are noticeable commonalities among “Cry for the 
Bad Man,” “Double Trouble,” and “Trust,” all of which are strongly 
r-less and express similar negative sentiments toward the wealthy, the 
powerful, or the forces of the law. This would line up with Zwiers’ 
(2015) interpretation of Van Zant’s speech and persona as proud, 
rough-around-the-edges, aggressive “rebel rock”, which he does explic-
itly connect to r -less Old Southern speech (pp. 86–87).

We can thus tentatively connect some of the variation in Lynyrd 
Skynyrd’s pronunciations to their attempts to act out different aspects 
of “being Southern” in their music. In contrast, we see a relative unity 
of pronunciation among Steve Perry’s nine tracks on Infinity, and,  
correspondingly, more nebulous lyrics that are less directly connected 
to any specific local reality or any discernable persona beyond “rock 
singer.” One is projecting a variety of very particular identities in each 
song; the other, a more generalized single identity.

Conclusion
This is, of course, a study of two albums. Rock music is far larger 
than that, and we can only make so many guesses about what these 
two albums might mean in a larger context without gathering more 
data. It would be worth considering more of these two artists’ output 
to see if the same patterns hold more generally; Simpson (1999) does 
observe that single singers do not always maintain the same pronuncia-
tions (and thus the same desired identification) over time, offering the 
example of Van Morrison’s shift from an American-influenced model to 
something closer to his own Irish dialect from the 70’s to the 80’s (pp. 
357–9). It would also be informative to examine the pronunciations of 
other artists from the same period—on one hand, Northern artists like 
Styx, Fleetwood Mac, and Boston; on the other, Southern-influenced 
artists like the Allman Brothers or the Eagles (the last of which could be  
a particularly fascinating case, being a country-influenced band based 
out of California with one singer from Texas and one from Michigan).
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Equally, one variable does not a dialect make. It would be informa-

tive to examine other variables than rhoticity, such as the pronunciation 
of various vowels, to see if there really is a broader divide in dialect 
between different rock genres—or among different songs by the same 
artist, as we saw for Lynyrd Skynyrd in the present project. A partic-
ularly interesting one might be the vowels affected by the Southern 
shift. Monophthongizing [aj] to [a] is common in American rock music 
(Simpson 1999, p. 347) (though, as always, there are exceptions—Billy 
Joel comes to mind), but the other parts of the shift are a potentially 
fruitful place to search for differences between or within genres, based 
on informal observations during the course of the present project.

Despite these limitations, though, we’ve seen a successful appli-
cation of Trudgill’s framework for pop-music pronunciation in this 
project. We are able to make some connections between two artists’ pat-
terns of pronunciation and the identities they are seeking to project by 
adopting those pronunciations, and to see how the continued connec-
tion of the Southern rock subgenre to the South might be continuing to 
influence their singing apart from the rest of American music—and all 
of this despite a near reversal of the expected patterns.

Notes
1.  The literature also notes other variables characteristic of Southern English that have found their way 

into the speech of rock singers, notably the “Confederate vowel”: [aj] being realized as [a] (Simpson 
1999, 347). This study limits itself to rhoticism, but examining such other variables might strengthen 
its results. See also the Conclusion.

2.  This insight about the social meaning of variation has been developed extensively since Trudgill 
published his article. Notable refinements include the concepts of speaker design approaches to style 
(see, for example, Schilling-Estes 2002), and, more recently, indexical fields of meaning (Eckert 
2002). We will not need to draw on this more advanced architecture in the present study, but it is  
of theoretical importance and does not bear omitting.

3.  There is a singular exception to this pattern, in Lynyrd Skynyrd’s last track, “All I Can Do Is Write 
About It” (curiously enough, the most r-ful song in the sample set): “Carolina” is pronounced as 
[kɛ.o.’laj.nə], with the [r] either entirely absent or significantly weakened. On finding this I did a 
cursory survey of other intervocalic [r] in the sample and found no other such instances, and opted 
not to consider it further—I have little basis to draw any conclusions from it.
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APPENDIX A: The Preliminary Search

The following is a non-exhaustive list of songs that I listened to in the 
early stages of this project while formulating a research question. Many 
do not fit the parameters I used to constrain the sample set chosen for 
the project (such as time period, genre, gender, and region of origin); 
they were examined to give a general survey of the range of variation 
in rock and roll pronunciation. They are also not the only songs I sur-
veyed, as I drew on a broad knowledge of rock and roll to formulate this  
project, but they are the ones I quoted in drafts of the proposals and 
final paper.

“Gimme Three Steps” Lynyrd Skynyrd  
(Ronnie Van Zant) 1973 Florida

“Desperado” Eagles (Don Henley) 1973 Texas

“Dream On” Aerosmith (Steven Tyler) 1973 New York

“You’re No Good” Linda Ronstadt 1975 Arizona

“Hotel California” Eagles (Don Henley) 1976 Texas

“More Than A Feeling” Boston (Brad Delp) 1976 Massachusetts

“Carry On Wayward Son” Kansas (Steve Walsh) 1976 Georgia

“Don’t Stop”
Fleetwood Mac  
(Lindsey Buckingham, 
Christine McVie)

1977 California

“Heartache Tonight” Eagles (Glenn Frey) 1979 Michigan

“Burnin’ For You” Blue Oyster Cult  
(Donald Roeser) 1981 New York

“This Must Be The Place” Talking Heads  
(David Byrne) 1983

Scotland, 
Ontario, 
Maryland

“God Gave Rock And Roll 
To You” Petra (Greg X. Volz) 1984 Illinois

“We Didn’t Start The Fire” Billy Joel 1989 New York

“December” Collective Soul (Ed Roland) 1995 Georgia
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Abstract
Immigrant groups in the U.S. have been found to use comple-
mentary or alternative medicine (CAM), but little is known 
about biomedical health care providers’ perspectives on alter-
native remedy use and whether providers’ perspectives affect 
patient care. This research aimed to investigate health care 
provider perspectives on alternative remedy use within the 
Latin American immigrant community in the Baltimore area. 
The author conducted semi-structured audio-recorded inter-
views with five providers regarding their experiences working 
with immigrants during the transition from hospital-to-home 
care for chronic disease treatment. Using an anthropological 
approach to transcription, analysis revealed that embedded in 
the ways providers discussed their experiences with alterna-
tive remedies were clues to their perspectives on the patient 
population’s use of alternative remedies. Furthermore, these 
perspectives have implications for doctor-patient communica-
tion and health care delivery. Systematic coding demonstrated 
that providers expect patients to follow certain “Health Rules” 
that are drawn from the American biomedical system. Providers 
see immigrant patients’ alternative remedy use as breaking 
those “Health Rules,” since alternative remedies are viewed as 
originating from the patient’s home culture not the American 
medical system, and patients cannot combine behaviors or 
beliefs from both sides. This understanding of culture as mutu-
ally exclusive may lead providers to suggest that patients must 
choose between their cultural beliefs and compliance with the 
American medical system, possibly inhibiting communications 
with patients who wish to express beliefs or undertake prac-
tices from outside the American medical model. If providers 
adopted a broader understanding of culture, they might be 
able to deliver more culturally appropriate integrative care and 
improve their interactions with diverse patients.
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Introduction
The Latin American immigrant population in the U.S. and Baltimore 
has been growing in recent years. An immigrant’s experience of adapta-
tion and acculturation can be complicated by a chronic health condition 
necessitating long-term care. For immigrants who must enter the hospi-
tal, culturally appropriate care may not be easily available or accessible. 
As a result, immigrants who enter the hospital are more likely than the 
general population to be readmitted, meaning they return to the hos-
pital two or more times for the same condition. Hospital readmission 
is one factor contributing to increased wait times in hospitals, strain 
on medical resources, and increased health care and insurances costs. 
Understanding the causes of these readmissions is vital for improv-
ing the efficiency of the health care system. By better understanding 
the challenges patients face after leaving the hospital and the types of 
care they receive, the health care system can better address the needs  
of patients after discharge and work to reduce hospital readmission rates.

When patients leave the hospital and attempt to continue their 
care at home, they experience what is known as the “transition in care 
period.” During this window of time, immigrants may utilize alternative 
remedies or methods not prescribed or overseen by a medical physician 
to manage their health or well-being. 

In order to explore this topic, five health care providers in the 
Baltimore area were interviewed regarding the use of alternative reme-
dies within the Latin American immigrant population, focusing on the 
period of time when patients are transitioning from hospital-to-home 
care for chronic disease treatment. As I will describe, the analysis of 
these interviews revealed clues to how healthcare practitioners perceive 
the patient populations; these clues are embedded in the ways providers 
talk about their experiences with alternative remedies. Ultimately, pro-
viders seem to conceptualize the alternative remedies that patients may 
use as incompatible with their own treatment recommendations, a view 
that has implications for communication and care of the patients.
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Background
In order to provide necessary background for this project, I will begin by 
defining key terms used throughout the discussion: 

Provider: An individual who assists Latin American immigrants 
during their experience with the U.S. health care system. The provider 
may be a formal employee of the U.S. health care system or an individ-
ual not formally affiliated with the system who still assists patients with 
health matters.   

Provider perspectives encompass what providers think about the 
patients they serve. Previous research has shown that providers’ perspec-
tives or attitudes affect their interactions with patients. Weerasinghe and 
Mitchell (2007) concluded that immigrant women’s disagreements with 
their health care providers stemmed from their different cultural views 
of health that often conflicted with the biomedical perspective. Other 
sources recognize that providers are responsible for integrating both bio-
medical understandings of health and an individual’s understanding of 
their own well-being, a complex bridging of realms that manifests in 
the art of medicine (Kirsch, 1984). Further research on integrative and 
holistic care, including alternative remedy use, promises to contribute 
knowledge to the limited information on how providers’ perspectives 
affect their communication and care of patients. 
Alternative Remedies: Any strategy or method not overseen by  
a biomedical health care provider that is used for the purposes of pro-
moting health or well-being. Examples include herbal remedies such as 
teas, plant extracts or juices not used for cooking or flavoring purposes, 
or medications not prescribed by a trained biomedical provider.

Within the broader medical field, there is increasing interest in the 
prevalence of Complementary and Alternative Medicine (CAM) and  
the potential for integration with biomedical methods. Forms of alterna-
tive remedies have been suggested to be potential elements of sustainable 
self-care (Mills, 2011). Thus alternative remedies could be beneficial for 
patients in need of long-term care such as those with chronic condi-
tions. Although alternative remedy use is critiqued for promoting only 
placebo effects, research suggests that these effects could still have posi-
tive implications for overall patient care (Kirsch, 2008). 

Latin American Immigrant Population: Individuals who 
migrated to the U.S. any time in the past from Mexico, Central America, 
or South America. 

With the increasing population of Latin American immigrants in 
the U.S., more research is focusing on the health disparities this popu-
lation may face and the array of factors that may affect this population’s 
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risk for suboptimal health outcomes or disproportionate rates of illness 
(Derose, Escarce, & Lurie, 2007). For example, research investigating 
the Latino Health Paradox explores why Latino immigrants may have 
longer life-expectancies in the U.S. compared to their native-born coun-
terparts, although Latino immigrants are expected to face additional 
challenges and health barriers because of their immigrant experience 
(Galvez, 2011p. 2–3).  

While there are increasing efforts to address immigrant health dis-
parities, further research is still needed to inform strategies for specific 
locations. Baltimore is notable among other cities because of its clas-
sification as a Sanctuary City aiming to welcome immigrants despite  
a dynamic political climate with heightened focus on immigration 
policy. Other research has shown that in the face of anti-immigration 
policy, immigrants perceived they were receiving hostile treatment when 
trying to obtain help (Cleaveland & Ihara, 2012). This suggests that 
changing political policies could influence immigrants’ perceived access 
to health resources. As the Baltimore area’s demographics and policies 
evolve, options for accessible health resources may also fluctuate, neces-
sitating further community-based research within this specific location 
and the local immigrant population. 

Additionally, research has found that Latin American populations 
within the U.S. are using alternative health remedies (Gardiner et al., 
2013; Howell et al., 2006; Kochhar et al., 2010). Some researchers argue 
that these practices may promote non-compliance or non-adherence 
to U.S. health culture’s dominant biomedical methods (Timmermans 
& Freidin, 2005). Other studies touch on providers’ perspectives  
of alternative remedies. Findings of this limited research reveals that 
Latin American patients may not communicate all of their herbal 
remedies to providers, leading to the conclusion that providers should 
proactively ask patients about use of herbal remedies to offer counsel 
until further studies determine the safety or efficacy of such remedies 
(Kochhar et al., 2010).  

Transitions in Care: A patient’s experience of transitioning to care 
at home following a hospitalization. 

This time period is especially critical for patients with a chronic 
disease because they will require continual care at home to live with their 
long-term illness and may face additional barriers. Hospital readmis-
sion refers to when a patient who was hospitalized and then discharged 
later returns to the hospital because they fell ill again. Readmission 
rates could be a measure of the quality of patient care, but they are also  
a costly factor influencing the broader medical system (Peterson et al., 
2012; Phillips et al., 2004).
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Research Process
This research aimed to gather provider perspectives by using a qualitative 
approach including semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis. 
The Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the University of Maryland, 
Baltimore County approved the independent Capstone Research por-
tion of the work, and the IRB of the University of Maryland, Baltimore 
(UMB) approved the larger UMB School of Pharmacy Department of 
Pharmaceutical Health Services Research “Transitions of Care” (TOC) 
project into which my research was incorporated. Interview guides were 
developed as a collaboration between myself and the UMB research 
team in order to investigate my aims regarding alternative remedy 
use, within the context of the broader health care experiences of Latin 
American immigrants during transitions of care which the UMB team 
sought to investigate. 

Participant Recruitment
In order to recruit participants, the UMB research team established  
a collaboration with a local health system to contact providers and 
request their participation. We contacted local health agencies and com-
munity organizations to find individuals knowledgeable about Latin 
American health in the Baltimore area with experience assisting immi-
grants after a stay in the hospital. Five participants were recruited as  
a convenience sample. A representative sample was not necessary for this 
project as we aimed to collect a variety of perspectives regarding Latin 
American immigrant health to be used for pilot research that would 
inform later, more focused investigations. 

Participant Profile
Eligibility criteria for provider participants included: having experience 
assisting adult immigrants after their hospitalization due to a chronic 
condition; experience working with the Latin American community  
in the Baltimore area; and availability for an approximately one hour 
long interview in English or Spanish. All participants also had to 
be 18 years of age or older and give informed consent to participate 
before having their interviews audio recorded for research purposes. 
Exclusion criteria included providers or community members with 
experiences not specific to working with immigrants with chronic con-
ditions; experience not specific to assisting patients after hospitalization;  
or lack of experience with the Latin American immigrant population in 
the Baltimore area. Three of the participants held degrees in the health 
professions, one worked in the health care setting but did not have  



118

U
M

BC REV
IEW

 
V

O
L. 19

a clinical degree, and one had no formal medical training or employ-
ment. Providers’ roles included medical interpreters, physicians, nurses, 
and community advocates.   

Interview Procedures 
The aim of the interviews was to gather information about the provid-
er’s perspectives of alternative remedy use within the Latin American 
immigrant population, but also to inquire about their experiences 
working with immigrant populations and their perceptions of health 
barriers within the community. To achieve these aims, semi-structured 
interviews were conducted based on an interview guide consisting  
of open-ended questions. We chose these open-ended questions to pro-
mote a conversational format allowing participants to explore topics 
of interest to them and of relevance to the research. Broad questions 
requesting participants to provide lengthier responses or explanations 
were included earlier in the interview allowing researchers to gain con-
text that would allow them to focus latter portions of the conversation. 
Brief hypothetical scenarios were also introduced to encourage partic-
ipants to focus on the researchers’ specific interests in the transition  
of care experience or to expand a participant’s discussion. For example, 
the researchers posed hypothetical situations where funding would not 
be a barrier to ideal intervention measures the participant was asked to 
describe. Some participants demonstrated a more creative and engaged 
response style, guiding the interviewers through their own thought pro-
cesses, while others offered more direct answers to questions requiring 
more probing to collect additional details and context. 

Before starting the formal research interviews, the study’s purpose 
was explained and participants were asked to read the UMBC IRB 
consent form, ask any questions about participation to researchers 
who would answer all questions, and sign the form if they consented. 
Participants were specifically asked if researchers could audio-record 
the interviews before we began recording. Paper surveys were also 
administered to four of the five participants, either before or after the 
interview, to collect additional demographic information. Interviews 
were conducted in English or Spanish based on the participant’s prefer-
ence: four interviews were conducted in English and 1 was conducted 
in Spanish.    

Analysis 
My preliminary analysis was largely influenced by the Five Lenses 
strategy for qualitative research based on Coralie McCormack’s 
(2000) publication “From Interview Transcript to Interpretive Story:  
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Part 2 – Developing an Interpretive Story.” The Five Lenses approach 
involves reviewing interview transcript data as one would read an 
interpretive story, with specific focus on the narratives, language, con-
text, and comments that arose during the interview and alternative 
stories not discussed (McCormack, 2000). By utilizing this approach,  
an investigator can understand the multiple voices embedded within 
the data in context without fractioning the narratives, and also consider 
the alternative voices not represented by the interviewees’ perspectives 
(McCormack, 2000).  

After preliminarily reviewing the interview transcripts, I began to 
identify the chunks of text that pertained specifically to alternative rem-
edies. I highlighted these chunks within the full interview transcript 
to leave them in context for a more accurate interpretation of the par-
ticipant’s voice, as recommended for ethnographic interviewing (Pelto, 
2013). I then began to identify themes of interest that arose from the 
sections focusing specifically on provider perspectives on alternative 
remedies. These themes included family, food/nutrition, herbs, instruc-
tions, time, descriptions of patients, and decisions about care. 

Through analysis of these themes, I came to see clues about pro-
viders’ perceptions of the patient population that were embedded in the 
ways that providers discussed their experiences with alternative remedies. 
In order to draw out these perceptions, I generated codes to catego-
rize them such as Health Rules, Inclusive vs. Exclusive, Culture, and 
Acculturation, which I used to systematically tag segments of interview 
transcription. Throughout this process, I was continually developing 
my analysis through conversations with mentors, information from lit-
erature, and preliminary presentations of the research. By analyzing the 
clues embedded in the ways providers talk about their experiences with 
alternative remedies providers’ perspectives of the patient population 
were revealed; I was able to suggest possible implications these views 
could have for communication and care of the patients.
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Findings: Clues to Providers’ 
Perspectives on Latin American 
Immigrant Patients and Alternative 
Remedy Use 
Health Rules
Through their use of specific words, providers communicate that patients 
should follow a set of instructions the providers share with them. I refer 
to these sets of instructions and guidelines as “Health Rules.” 

Interview data illustrates how providers communicated these 
Health Rules to patients as information being taught, instructions or 
directions to follow, or information to be understood. For example, 
one provider said, “So you try to teach them what the right thing is 
to do.” Another said that providers "teach the patient” and for exam-
ple “tell them” about diabetes. Providers communicate Health Rules as 
information that is being taught to patients so that patients can apply 
the information in their own lives. Providers state that they are trying  
to “teach” or educate the patient about their condition, such as diabetes, 
and the “right thing” to do when a person has this ailment. 

Providers also state that they are trying to communicate the “impor-
tance” or gravity of the patient’s condition in order to persuade them 
about “taking care” of a health issue or to take action regarding their 
condition. Consider for example one provider’s statement: “But again it’s 
educating people to the importance—the importance not only of taking 
care of that particular health issue but following the directions correctly 
to take care of that health issue.” Teaching a patient about “importance” 
is an additional step in conveying the “directions” a patient must follow 
to be healthy, such as directions for taking medications. 

Overall, providers suggested that they were communicating “every-
thing” patients needed to know, or all of the Health Rules, in order 
for patients to manage their health condition. As one interviewee said 
simply, “We teach them everything.” In these statements, we see that 
these rules are taught by providers to patients as important items to exe-
cute for their health although they may not be explicitly communicated  
as rules.

Instructions or Directions to Follow
The second way providers communicate Health Rules is as more spe-
cific instructions or directions for a patient to follow. Providers talked 
about making sure that patients were “following the instructions.” 
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While describing what was important for patients, one provider said, 
“So going to the doctor and taking the medicine and making sure you 
follow the directions, you know making sure you don’t take it too often 
or don’t forget to take it, but this is very important that you follow 
these instructions.” Another participant commented that “following the 
medication regimen” was of utmost importance, adding “I think that is 
a huge thing of what I see that makes people go back to the emergency 
room a lot. If the medication fixes, you know, what they initially went 
in for.” Providers explained that patients are expected to abide by the 
information they are given, an expectation often communicated as “fol-
lowing the instructions” or “directions.” These rules again may not be 
explicitly communicated as rules, but as a set of behaviors a patient is 
expected to “follow” such as the “medication regimen.” 

Again providers state that they are trying to persuade patients to 
follow these rules by communicating the importance of following the 
instructions they are given. One provider emphasized "how important 
it is to follow-up with the medication with the care." Another provider 
reported "I think if it’s explained to them that they really need to do this 
um for their wellbeing" that they would follow the instructions. Here 
we see the Health Rules communicated as something very “important” 
to do, or something “they [the patient] really need to do,” demonstrat-
ing that the rules are not always communicated as explicit instructions 
or directions. 

Ultimately, however, providers saw that it was up to patients to 
decide to follow their instructions or not. Participants commented 
that they expect patients to act on the information the providers “give 
them,” such as a phone number the provider gives upon discharge with 
the expectation that the patient will call to seek follow-up care. In one 
instance, a provider also commented that these rules were part of the 
“long term care” a patient was expected to “adhere to” and continue, 
suggesting that providers expected Health Rules to be followed for an 
extended period of time. In another comment, the participant further 
stated that the Health Rules were being communicated as “suggestions” 
that the patient was still expected to be “amenable to” and follow. 
She remembered one of her past clients, recalling that "He was very 
amenable to suggestions and following because he had a family so he 
was determined." The term "suggestion" in particular connotes that 
the participant can decide to accept or refuse the information given, 
although the provider actually wanted the patient to be “amenable”  
to the information and follow the information they were communicat-
ing as instructions or rules. 
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In the above examples, it is apparent that providers communicate 
their Health Rules as instructions, directions, or even suggestions that  
a patient is expected to follow for their own health purposes.

Understanding 
The third way that providers communicate their Health Rules is as 
information the patient needs to understand. Participants’ statements 
communicated that they want patients to understand the information 
or Health Rules that are being delivered to them. Providers stated that 
patients need to “understand” the expectations the health care profes-
sionals were communicating, such as when to follow-up with a provider 
after an operation. When asked about patients greatest barriers to 
health after hospitalization, the participant responded, “Understanding,  
I think, what is the follow-up care—what are the expectations. Pretty 
much across the board, people say when someone is discharged from the 
hospital go see your primary care within five to seven weeks depending 
on what it is.” He continued his explanation saying, “Or if you had  
a procedure done, an operation or something, you need to follow-up 
with whoever did the surgery within however many days are expected. 
That’s understanding that piece.” 

Other interviewees also talked about the importance of under-
standing. One participant explained that patients must understand how 
to use any medical devices or equipment provided, for example a person 
requiring insulin injections must “understand how to use a needle or 
not.” Another participant declared that one could take all of the barriers 
to care immigrants encounter and “lump them into social pieces—social 
or the ability for them to understand—did they receive instructions that 
are in their language. Does it help? And even then if they received it in 
their language are they literate enough to read it?” A third participant 
attempted to quantify the percent of the immigrant population that 
would understand their health needs and care, estimating only “fifteen, 
eighteen percent…can understand what their care options are,” further 
explaining that this “small segment” of the population were the ones 
who “would get it.” 

Providers saw significant problems when patients lacked under-
standing. Without understanding, patients would not take action on the 
information they received, such as making dietary changes in response 
to receiving nutrition information. When discussing challenges asso-
ciated with making dietary changes, a provider reported “that was the 
kind of thing that I am convinced many of them [immigrant patients] 
do not understand” despite the providers multiple attempts to inform 
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the patients about diet changes. Providers suggested that if a patient did 
not understand their health or an aspect of their treatment, they would 
take no action or be non-compliant.

In some cases, providers believed that patients did understand, but 
still did not follow the instructions. One provider described patients 
in this category as those who "know what they are supposed to do but 
they just don’t." He went on more expansively, explaining his strategies 
to try to help patients understand the severity of their condition or risk 
behaviors:

They don’t care, it hasn’t hit them. They haven’t had the 
complications of diabetes. Their smoking hasn’t precipitated  
to COPD so bad that they have to carry oxygen. I would scare 
them. We had stop smoking classes as well—not well attended. 
But they would continue to smoke and to drink in spite of 
knowing what they shouldn’t do. And then there are those that 
either were too inebriated or the education that they have is so 
limited that they didn’t understand nor did they do anything 
about it. 

Overall, providers recognized that Health Rules needed to be understood 
by patients, but there was recognition that not all patients understood 
the Health Rules, sometimes because they picked the option providers 
perceived as wrong or appeared to not abide by the Health Rules given. 

The above evidence demonstrates that providers are commu-
nicating Health Rules as information that is taught, instructions or 
directions to follow, and information to be understood. Analysis of the 
clues embedded within these data lead us to uncover the first element of 
Health Rules that providers communicate: Health Rules can be followed 
or broken. By communicating that Health Rules include information 
that a patient is taught, a patient can also voluntarily or involuntarily 
fail to accurately internalize the information being shared. If a patient 
is taught and internalizes the Health Rules, they can follow the rules, 
but if a patient does not accurately learn the information they may also 
break the rules. Additionally, by communicating that Health Rules are 
instructions or directions that can be followed, providers also imply that 
patients can break the rules if they do not adhere to the care regimen 
or accept the providers’ suggestions. Lastly, providers recognized that 
patients must understand the Health Rules they are given; if they do 
not understand, they will not apply the information to their lives in the 
way providers expect and thereby will also be breaking the Health Rules. 
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In this analysis, it is clear that clues about how Health Rules are 
communicated are embedded in providers’ statements. These clues 
demonstrate that medical information is taught, instructions or direc-
tions are meant to be followed, and information is provided to help 
patients’ understand. These clues reflect providers’ view that Health 
Rules can be followed or broken. 

To Take/Tomar or To Eat/Comer
In addition to communicating specific rules, providers’ word choice 
when describing the medicines they prescribe versus alternative remedies 
reflects further features about their beliefs regarding the Health Rules 
patients are expected to follow. Providers’ patterns of using the phrasing 
“to take” and “to eat,” or in Spanish “tomar” and “comer” respectively, 
reflects their Health Rules or beliefs that certain types of consumed sub-
stances are intended to have direct and recognizable effects on a person’s 
health, while others substances are not expected to cause such effects. 
Discussions of alternative remedies use these same patterns of phrasing 
and reveal providers expected efficacy of the consumed substance. 

Interview data demonstrates that providers refer to alternative rem-
edies as substances that are “taken,” just as providers say that prescribed 
medications are “taken” and not “eaten.” The word to take (“tomar”) 
is used to describe the action of ingesting medicines as well as herbal 
remedies. For example, providers use the phrasing “taking medicine”  
or to “take pills” or the Spanish phrase “tomen los medicamentos.” They 
use the same verb, to take (“tomar”), to discuss the alternative remedies 
including “herbal or non-prescription medications they [the patients] 
are taking” or natural infusions being used such as to “take clove with 
cinnamon” (“tome clavo de olor con canela”).

The action of “taking” a prescribed medication is associated with 
an expected effect, such as if the patient takes his medications the 
effects will be things the “medication is supposed to do.” A provider 
interviewed worked to explain this effect of medications to her clients 
reporting that “I won’t say it’s easy but perhaps it is okay to talk about 
this is what this medication is, this is how often you need to take it, 
and this is what this medication is supposed to do.” One provider also 
acknowledged the potential for medications to cause “adverse effects,” 
describing that the effects of taking a substance were not always positive. 
On the contrary, a provider noted how the beneficial effects of medica-
tion adherence ended when the patient became non-compliant with the 
regimen. While telling a narrative about one patient with mental illness, 
she stated “And the medicine was crucial. If he didn’t take it he would 
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backslide and end up in his—one of his schizophrenic episodes.” The 
connection between to take (“tomar”) and an effect demonstrates that 
providers believe to take a substance is to expect an effect.

On the other hand, providers used the verb to eat (“comer”) when 
referring to foods consumed. With foods that are eaten, as opposed to 
medications or remedies that one takes, providers do not expect a direct 
effect other than an observable dietary change. For example, providers 
use to eat (“comer”) to describe patients’ diets: “Today they are going 
to eat broccoli and tomorrow they will eat lettuce, the following day  
a mix of lettuces with radishes, the next day probably they are going to 
eat another type of leaves” (“Van a comer brócoli y mañana comerán 
lechugas, pasado mañana mezclaran sus lechugas con rabanitos, al otro 
día probablemente vayan a comer otro tipo de hojas.”). Providers’ use of 
the verb to eat (“comer”), indicates that they do not expect these dietary 
changes to have any short-term direct effect on a patient’s day to day 
health. The provider further contrasts the patient’s diet in the hospital 
when they are given “salad every day” (“ensalada todos los días”), to their 
diet when they return home and “do not eat salad every day, they eat 
rice or pasta” (“no comen ensalada cada día, comen arroz o pasta”). This 
provider highlights the difference in diet between the home and hospital 
but does not mention any expected effects of the different foods con-
sumed. Another provider states “I would try my best to tell people about 
the change in diet because there’s a high starch ah diet in in many of the 
diets that we [Hispanics] love to eat. Arroz con pollo—…—it’s just rice 
filled with a lot of good juice, and a lot of other things.” His statement 
again emphasizes the change in diet and less healthful aspects of com-
mon high starch foods, but he reports no expected effect of consuming 
the less healthful foods he described.  This distinction between “taking” 
something to have an effect and “eating” food without a specific health 
effect is further demonstrated in another provider’s statement that a 
patient both needed to watch what he “ate” and be “taking his medi-
cine.” The participant distinguished between the food that was eaten 
and the medicine that was taken: “He did not have an obesity problem, 
so that was good to begin with. . . And then watching what he ate and 
taking his medicine regularly.”

Using the wording to take (“tomar”) with alternative remedies sug-
gests that providers assume these remedies should cause an effect just as 
medications that are also taken cause direct effects on the patient’s body. 
Providers describe medications, herbal remedies, and non-prescription 
medications as things that were being taken. For example, one provider 
describes the process of obtaining the “medications [that] have been 
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reconciled to what they [the patients] were taking before they came in” 
and clarifies his definition of medications stating that “under medica-
tions I’m going to include any herbal or non-prescription medications 
that they were taking.” Providers state their expectations of both medi-
cations and alternative remedies that are taken within the same breath, 
such as a provider who describes that when a patient enters a physician’s 
office they are asked “what are your prescribed medications that you are 
taking, what are the herbal medications that you are taking, whether 
it’s tea, whether it’s lemon juice.” Again to take (“tomar”) is used  
to describe both medications and alternative remedies consumed. 
Another participant also applied the verb to take (“tomar”) in both the 
situation of taking Metformin medication (“tomando metaformina”) 
and taking the alternative remedy of cloves with cinnamon (“tome 
clavo de olor con canela”). The provider completed her statement by 
including the patient’s expectation of the alternative remedy that “since 
cinnamon is hypoglycemic it would lower blood glucose” (“Osea 
la canela es hipoglicemica, osea le hace bajar la glicemia”). Based on 
the evidence presented, providers communicate their expectation that 
something that is taken should have a health effect. This consumption 
is distinct from something that is eaten which is not expected to have an 
effect other than a dietary change. By referring to alternative remedies as 
substances that are taken, providers imply that they should have a direct 
effect on the patient’s body and health.

Since providers believe that things that are “taken” should have an 
effect, they express disapproval when patients’ alternative remedies that 
are also “taken” have no direct effect they can recognize. One participant 
refers to a patient’s “famous pills” that the patient routinely took because 
he believed they would help keep him healthy even though he was still 
ill in the hospital. The participant continued to explain that when such 
alternative remedies “don’t work,” the patients end up back in the hos-
pital, declaring that “Because, when they [the alternative remedies] don’t 
work they [the patients] come back to the emergency [room] (laughing) 
and then that’s where I [the provider] see them.”

Providers also communicated that alternative remedies were “never 
recommended” by doctors because they were not “proper care” that had 
true positive effects on patients’ health. When asked if some providers 
might “be okay” with patients using alternative remedies, one participant 
responded “No they they don’t recommend. They never recommend. 
They advise them to have their own doctors’ care and start doing the 
tests and doing the follow up…to have the proper care.” Another pro-
vider described how one nurse was scolded for suggesting the “Sugar 
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Buster” product as an alternative remedy the patient could use. The 
nurse reportedly believed the products were effective and that the “stuff 
actually works.” The provider explained that this was one example of 
false information being spread through the community because there is 
a “belief piece” where patients may be inclined to take information from 
sources including “someone in the community, whether it’s a family 
member or not” or even a website or infomercial. From his perspec-
tive, the provider’s responsibility is “to try to get as accurate information 
out there as possible,” something which is made even more challeng-
ing by the “internet age—[since] you know you can check things on  
your telephone.”

One participant did allow that natural remedies, a form of alter-
native remedies, might at some point be reasonably used in place of  
a medication, stating “Maybe once it’s stabilized [the patient’s medical 
condition] the natural remedy could be put in place.” This exchange of 
the medication for an alternative remedy was only acceptable after the 
“proper care” of medications had resulted in an effect potent enough  
to make the patient’s condition “stabilized.” Use of alternative remedies 
was not appropriate prior to achieving the stable condition because “the 
medical condition that they [the patients] have might require the med-
icine as opposed to the natural remedy,” suggesting that the alternative 
remedies would not have a great enough effect to stabilize an ill patient.

This evidence regarding the verbs that providers use to talk about 
medicines, alternative remedies, and food suggests that providers have 
the expectation or Health Rule that items that are “taken,” including 
both medicines and alternative remedies, should have a direct effect on 
the patient’s health. However, since providers do not believe that alter-
native remedies are actually effective, these remedies break the Health 
Rules and are not incorporated into an effective treatment protocol.

Patients are Different from Us (Providers) – Patients as Others 
Providers communicate that they “other” patients, or place them into 
a social group different from their selves, through their use of certain 
phrases. For example, one provider stated that a patient “left the country 
[the U.S.] to go back…to his home country.” The provider referred 
to the patient’s country of residence prior to migration as their “home 
country,” suggesting that the patient does not belong or is not at home 
in the U.S. Another provider emphasized that patients have different 
physical characteristics and language preferences than U.S. providers. 
He specified that “it’s also important” that patients see a provider who 
“looks like them” or “speaks their language” instead of saying ‘looks like 



128

U
M

BC REV
IEW

 
V

O
L. 19

us’ or ‘speaks our language’ which would indicate a sense of collective 
inclusion instead of separating distinction. 

One provider was distinct from the other participants in that she 
used more inclusive language such as “we” instead of “they and seemed 
to share experiences with the patients. She used phrases such as “when 
we come here” (“cuando venimos aquí”), suggesting that she shared 
the migrant experience of entering a new country. Furthermore, she 
expressed the sentiment that returning to the country of residence prior 
to migration made her and her community feel like “we were misfits in 
our country” (“fuéramos desadaptados en nuestro país”), emphasizing 
the shared feeling of not belonging to the country she and the commu-
nity claimed as their own. This provider considered herself part of the 
Hispanic community, saying “we Hispanics” (“nosotros los hispanos”) 
while describing challenges such as becoming accustomed to unfamiliar 
foods in the new country that her immigrant patients also experienced. 
The use of “we” (“nosotros”) reflects this provider’s inclusion of herself 
in the patient population, in contrast to the four other providers who 
separated themselves from the patients even if they indicated on the 
written survey that they were of Hispanic heritage.

This evidence demonstrates that providers generally viewed them-
selves as belonging to a social group that is separate from patients, with 
the exception of one provider who included herself in the patients’ 
community. Providers generally communicated that they were different 
from patients, a difference that was greater than any shared country  
of birth or previous residence.

Alternative Remedies are from a Different Culture
Providers talked about alternative remedies as originating from a culture 
outside of their own. One participant considered alternative remedies, 
specifically natural remedies, to be part of the patients’ upbringing  
in “their country” and items the patients have “grown up with,” suggest-
ing that a patient’s experience of being raised in another culture made 
them accustomed to these remedies. Another provider commented that 
patients from Central American countries are familiar with the experi-
ence of going to a “Spanish store” and buying things from “their country” 
also because they were “used to that” or accustomed to that norm from 
Central American culture. She described that “especially people from 
Central America…when they get sick they go to the Spanish store and 
they buy medicines there from their country…because they’re used to 
that.” Another provider commented that Central American pharmacies 
are run differently than those in the U.S., with fewer restrictions and 
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formalities controlling medication sales. He described that, depending 
on a patient’s degree of access to pharmacies in “their country,” the 
patient may be unaccustomed to “the pills that we [Americans] use [and] 
the other substances” or medications that are accepted within American 
culture but not accessible in parts of the country of origin.   

Other participants also commented on the issue of patients’ obtain-
ing alternative remedies from different sources, but expanded their 
explanations to state that U.S. health care providers wanted patients 
to conform to “their own” U.S. health practices. For example, one par-
ticipant reported U.S. doctors would “never recommend” alternative 
remedies from another country because they wanted to have their “own 
doctors [in the U.S.]” administer “proper care.” Another provider ver-
balized the same belief that patients should seek care from qualified U.S. 
biomedical practitioners. The participant commented that while “the 
Latin American population is accustomed to going to the drug store, 
[or] the Spanish market” to find their healing methods, these stores or 
“botiquerias” needed to be put out of business because they did not 
meet U.S. expectations of being a licensed pharmacy:

I’ll tell you a worst problem. You just made me think of some-
thing. “Los botiquerias,” the Spanish markets…I’m convinced 
that many of them give medicine just like they do in Latin 
America. You don’t need a doctor to prescribe antibiotics—you 
go to the pharmacy they give you a drug, try this…I think 
it happens less in this country, but still the Latin American 
population is accustomed to going to the drug store, a Spanish 
market, and getting these medicines. And we [U.S. health care 
providers] had a campaign to put ‘em out of business because 
they’re practicing medicine without a license.

In this case, the cultural practice of seeking healing methods from  
a source that was not formally accredited was so different from the  
Health Rule that said that healing remedies must be from the U.S. 
health system with appropriate biomedical accreditation procedures,  
the participant concluded that the source had to be terminated by being 
put out of business. This rejection of methods other than those issued 
by the provider is consistent with existing literature that asserts that 
providers label any therapies besides their own as not truly effective 
at targeting medical diseases, having only a placebo effect where any 
patient outcomes are attributed to the power of their own beliefs and 
not an actual result of the therapy (Kirsch, 1984). 
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The rejection of cultural practices deemed ineffective inhibits 
attempts to offer an integrative plan of care deriving methods from mul-
tiple cultural sources. The rejection further suggests that providers see 
cultures as separate frameworks or binaries instead of syncretic, inter-
penetrating spheres that can be mixed and molded based on the patient’s 
migration experience and process of acculturation. One provider stated 
his view of cultures as separate by referring to populations as “immi-
grant or non-immigrant,” suggesting that the categories of immigrant 
(of another culture) and non-immigrant (of the native-born culture) 
were two distinct and non-overlapping categories. This binary fails to 
account for individuals who may be experiencing the acculturation pro-
cess and adapting to life in a new country. The participant continues 
to state that “how acculturated” a person is to the United States affects 
whether they would want to “deal with” alternative remedies such as 
“non-prescription herbs, vitamins, ah that type of thing,” seeming to 
recognize that even as a person move across physical borders, cultural 
borders may still be in place. 

In summary, the participants suggested that if a patient is using an 
alternative remedy, they are using a method from their culture and are 
not acculturated to the providers’ U.S. health system and culture. This 
belief that acculturation promotes compliance with conventional U.S. 
health beliefs is acknowledged within the Latino Culture of Error argu-
ment (Timmermans & Freidin, 2005), although conflicting literature 
exists regarding the association between acculturation and preference for 
certain health methods. 

Discussion
The interviews conducted as part of this research reveal clues about 
providers’ expectations and instructions for a patient’s health, dif-
ferences in expected efficacy of substances as indicated in the use of  
to take (“tomar”) and to eat (“comer”), and providers’ understandings 
of themselves as a “we” distinct from the “they” of their patients. These 
clues embedded within providers’ statements about alternative reme-
dies indicate that providers have Health Rules they expect patients to 
follow, although these rules can also be broken. These rules include the 
expectation that patients should follow the instructions of the providers 
and that any substances taken for health purposes should have a direct, 
recognizable effect that is determined by a provider. Furthermore, pro-
viders’ statements establish that they generally see themselves as coming 
from a different population than their patients, perceiving both their 
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patients and the alternative remedies they use as belonging to a dif-
ferent culture. Since alternative remedies are from a different culture, 
they break the Health Rule that only a biomedical provider within the 
U.S. health system should give healing remedies. Providers’ rejection of 
alternative remedies due to the perception that alternative remedies are 
from a different culture, reflects providers’ view of cultures as separate 
not syncretic. Providers believe patients need to belong to one culture 
or another and adopt those culturally specific methods; patients cannot 
mix and meld aspects of two different cultures.

Providers’ understanding of cultures as separate not syncretic has 
implications for their communication and care with patients. A pro-
vider’s diction may suggest that a patient belongs to a separate culture 
and is thereby not welcomed to partake in the American health system 
from which they are seeking care. By using language such as ‘your cul-
ture’ or ‘your country’ with patients, reflecting the phrases ‘their culture’ 
or ‘their country,’ providers are othering their patients. By separating 
patients from the U.S. healthcare system, providers are also separating 
patients from the health system’s resources and health promotion oppor-
tunities. If patients feel excluded from resources, they may be less likely 
to seek appropriate care, and thereby experience less than optimal health 
outcomes. Not seeking appropriate care or accessible resources could 
also contribute to immigrant patients’ high re-admittance rates fol-
lowing hospitalizations, especially if they have chronic conditions that 
require continually accessing health services and resources to manage 
the condition.

Additionally, providers’ view of cultures as separate not syncretic 
could prevent them from offering the integrative care suggested for 
optimal health outcomes. The World Health Organization (WHO) 
specifically suggests that providers must offer integrative care to help 
developing populations achieve their health goals (Mhame et al.). 
Anthropologist Arjun Appadurai is cited within WHO publications for 
his definition of culture as fluid and evolving, helping the organiza-
tion expand its understanding of culture in order to advance the health 
field (Europe, 2015). WHO recommends an understanding of culture 
to help deliver integrative care to diverse areas with suboptimal health 
outcomes, such as rural areas of the African continent where traditional 
medicine is a main source of health care (Mhame et al.). The WHO spe-
cifically states: “In order to maximize health care coverage there is a need 
for formalization of traditional health services through the integration 
of traditional medicine into health systems” (Mhame et al. emphasis 
added). While the WHO statement was focused on helping limited-re-
source nations reach their vulnerable populations, the principle that this 
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statement clearly communicates is the need for providers to deliver inte-
grative care by melding healing methods from different sources. This 
principle is widely applicable to health programs serving diverse popu-
lations, including programs serving immigrant communities in the U.S.

If providers see culture as self-contained with different cultures 
being distinct from one another, they will only utilize methods from one 
culture or the other. However, if providers expand their understanding 
of culture, such as by adopting Appadurai’s definition, and recognize 
that they can select and combine methods from the different cultures, 
they will be better able to offer integrative care. By incorporating a fluid 
definition of culture into provider socialization and training, providers 
would be better equipped to serve culturally diverse patients.  

Limitations
One of the limitations of this study stems from the data collection pro-
cess. This research involved five semi-structured interviews with health 
care providers in the Baltimore area. Follow-up interviews were not 
conducted and participants were not asked to comment on the accu-
racy of the interpretation of their statements or analysis of the findings. 
Furthermore, the chosen sample was not intended to represent all pro-
viders’ perspectives as the results of this investigation are not meant to 
be generalizable. Instead the results serve to provide a potential starting 
point for a future larger project to build upon.  

The strength of this type of research methodology is its potential to 
reveal responses that more accurately represent participants’ perspectives 
and priorities, rather than what researchers anticipate is of importance 
to the participant population. Utilization of semi-structured interviews 
allowed the researchers to gather the focused information needed for the 
aims of this investigation, but also permitted participants to share their 
individual priorities or areas of interest relevant to the research topic. 
This broadened scope would not be possible with a more structured 
interview or survey methodology alone that would more strictly guide 
participants’ responses.

Although this investigation explores only the providers’ perspec-
tive of alternative remedy use during the hospital-to-home transition in 
care, the transition in care experience is a story with great polyvocality, 
meaning there are multiple voices intertwined within the story that this 
research could not capture. Further research is needed to amplify the 
voices of patients having this experience and to represent the other per-
spectives that shape this period of time and complex story.
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Future Research
Considering the limitations of this investigation and the alternate stories 
still unexplored, this research creates multiple opportunities for future 
investigation. Since the findings were based on interviews with five 
participants, more providers from different positions in the healthcare 
system should be interviewed. Within this discussion I also did not fully 
explore how differences in English and Spanish phrasing could affect  
a person’s understanding of health or have implications for medical 
translation; this could be a topic for further analysis. Additionally, based 
on the main finding that providers may have a separate rather than syn-
cretic view of cultures, this specific topic could be the focus of more 
in-depth interviewing. Fieldwork and participant observation could also 
be incorporated to better suggest whether providers’ perspectives actu-
ally appeared to be influencing the quality of communication and depth 
of care they offer patients.

To overcome the major limitation that this investigation only 
captures in part the provider side of a polyvocal, complex topic, it is 
imperative that the patient perspective also be captured. By asking pro-
viders and patients to create social maps of their health care experiences, 
researchers could further understand the different resources patients and 
providers utilized throughout their chain of care. Researchers could then 
utilize a more purposive sample to better represent the different actors 
that are part of the immigrant health care experience. These potential 
future steps would help inform the gap in literature about provider per-
spectives of immigrant patients and barriers specific to the immigrant 
population during the hospital-to-home transition in care.

Conclusion
This discussion described the investigation of provider perspectives on 
alternative remedy use within the Latin American immigrant popu-
lation in the Baltimore area experiencing the transition in care from 
hospital-to-home during chronic disease treatment. The interviews con-
ducted offered clues to reveal providers’ views of the patient population 
that are embedded in the ways those providers talk about their experi-
ences with alternative remedies. It is also evident from the interviews 
that the providers’ views have implications for patient communication 
and care. The main findings included that providers have a set of Health 
Rules that they expect patients to follow and that alternative remedy 
use breaks the Health Rules because providers view these remedies  
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as originating from patients’ cultures and not from the U.S. health sys-
tem. Findings reflect providers’ understanding of cultures as separate 
not syncretic, which has implications for providers’ effective commu-
nication and ability to offer integrative care for patients from diverse 
backgrounds. Providers could benefit from understanding anthropolo-
gist Arjun Appadurai’s definition of culture as fluid and evolving which 
would allow them to blend healing methods from different cultures  
to provide optimal care to the Latin American immigrant population.  
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Abstract
This goal of this project was to explore the relationship 
between feminism and Christian beliefs among people who 
identify as followers of Christianity and as feminists. How do 
people who identify as Christians and feminists form these 
identities together? Can people have beliefs from both iden-
tities? Although there has been some scholarship in the field 
of feminist theology, there has not been much intersection of 
faith and feminism elsewhere. Historically, there has been dis-
sonance between feminism and faith, and this has caused both 
communities to be apprehensive about the other. Using fem-
inist methodologies, four original oral history interviews were 
conducted with people of different backgrounds who identify 
as feminists and also believe in the gospel of Christ. From  
a group that expressed interest over social media, interviewees 
were chosen who vary in age, gender and racial identity and 
Christian tradition. The goal of this research was to explore 
identity intersections and offer an often-overlooked perspec-
tive into why Christians do or do not identify as feminists. This 
intersection is important for feminists to broaden their con-
cepts of identity formation and for Christians to broaden their 
acceptance and understanding of social justice issues.
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Introduction
Throughout history, women have not been fully welcome in Christian 
religious spaces. Women have been excluded from being ordained as 
priests, have not been included in decision-making processes of the 
Church, and have not been represented in Church leadership positions. 
The Christian religion, as a result of patriarchal values and practices, 
has also been used to regulate women’s lives. Societal perceptions  
of the Church have been tainted because of the exclusion and oppres-
sion of women in Christianity, and some people believe that feminism 
is not compatible with Christianity. Such distorted perceptions have 
created a misunderstanding that the religion is inherently sexist and  
anti-feminist. However, I argue that feminist beliefs and Christian 
beliefs are compatible. 

Feminist scholarship is always attempting to better understand and 
include all intersections of identity. However, spirituality and religion 
are not generally included in feminist discourse. Thus, understanding 
the connection between Christianity and Feminism would add to the 
existing research. Furthermore, understanding the intersection between 
these two sets of beliefs could allow the Christian community to further 
understand and begin to accept feminist beliefs, and the feminist com-
munity to begin to be more open to religious beliefs. 

Ultimately, this research studies identity formation. Specifically,  
I examined the process through which people develop and connect their 
feminist ideals and Christian ideals. How do people form their feminist 
ideas and their Christian ideas in a way that they coincide? Do people 
form one identity before the other? Do they form them together? In this 
paper, I argue that the long history of patriarchy in the Christian religion 
has led to the widespread belief Christianity and feminism are mutually 
exclusive, when in fact feminism and Christian beliefs are compatible 
because they share more commonalities than differences.

Literature Review
Past researchers have explored the relationship between feminism and 
Christianity in many contexts. Some researchers have specifically looked 
at the tension between the two identities caused by societal influences 
on the religion, while others have examined the core beliefs that overlap 
between feminism and Christianity. Many scholars, overall, recognize the 
need for to critically examine the teachings and practices of Christianity 
using a feminist lens. Scholars have also focused on understanding the 
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process of identity formation, specifically how seemingly contradictory 
identities are formed. The following sections will further detail past 
research conclusions to understand how, theoretically, Christian and 
feminist identities are similar and can be jointly formed. This will take 
place in three areas: 1) the historical tension between Christianity and 
feminism, 2) how these tensions have been addressed, and 3) the process 
of formation of conflicting identities.  

Differentiating between religious teachings  
and societal influence 
Through Biblical study, it is clear that Jesus interacted with people dif-
ferently than was expected by his society. In the Biblical book of John 
chapter four, verses one to twenty-six, Jesus meets a Samaritan woman at 
a well. The woman has been labeled as a “sinner” because she had mar-
ried multiple times and was currently with a man to whom she was not 
married. Regardless, Jesus treats her with respect when asking for a drink 
and interacting with her. It is clear, through this story and other exam-
ples in the Bible, that Jesus redefined how women should be treated. 

During the spread of Christianity, however, male dominated societ-
ies were in control of spreading the message and teachings of the Bible. 
These societies influenced the way the Bible was taught and made the 
religion seem less feminist and more misogynistic as a result of their 
cultural influence. Thomas Aquinas, a voice of authority on the subject 
of Christian theology, was one of the scholars responsible for portraying 
Christianity as incompatible with feminism. Influenced by the conser-
vative medieval European culture of his time, he believed that women 
were biologically inferior to men from birth and did not possess the 
same level of intellect or reason. He therefore concluded that women 
were not capable of preaching in church or being ordained (Johnson, 
2002). Furthermore, Aquinas used the argument that women were 
naturally and biologically inferior to justified the belief that women 
should be “governed by others [men] wiser than herself ” (Johnson, 
2002). Aquinas’ writings greatly influenced the Catholic Church and 
perpetuated patriarchal behaviors and views towards women. According 
to scholars, Aquinas’ influence is just one example that “illustrates 
how powerfully androcentric [male-centered] thought functions  
to legitimate patriarchy” (Johnson, 2002). Aquinas’ and other scholars, 
in effect, reinterpreted Christianity using a patriarchal lens and their 
lasting interpretations perpetuated the impression the Christian religion 
is not feminist. Through these writings, it is clear that the patriarchy 
and other societal systems greatly changed the way Christianity was per-
ceived, specifically in regards to its treatment of women.
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In addition to scholarly writing, another way in which patriarchy  
in the Christian religion manifests itself is through the patriarchal lan-
guage used in the faith. Men were the dominant group, and they used 
their power to create language that excluded women. Women were 
“robbed of the power of naming, of naming themselves, the world, and 
ultimate holy mystery; having instead to receive the names given by 
those who rule over them” (Johnson, 2002). Now, masculine language 
is the standard language used in the faith, and women are subject to that 
standard. This is another way in which the outside appearance of the 
religion is clouded by patriarchy and therefore perceived as anti-feminist. 

The patriarchal influences on the Church translated to a lack of 
women-centered stories in the dominant Christian narrative. Women’s 
narratives of participation and resistance did exist, but the men that 
dominated the documentation of the religion frequently excluded these 
stories. In doing so, men effectively marginalized women in the Church, 
and it became harder for feminists to see a place for themselves in the 
Church (Bernal, Corley, & Blessing, 2006). Instead, feminism “opens 
the door for the study of women and their alternative means of pro-
claiming their relationship with God” and is “a way of recovering an 
often-overlooked aspect of the Church, of including other voices that 
dominant religious history may seek to silence or treat as peripheral” 
(Bernal, Corley, & Blessing, 2006). Jule and Pederson use a feminist lens 
to address androcentrism in Christianity and the exclusion of women 
in ministry, but also to seek out the marginalized voices of women 
and raise them up. The male-centered language and lack of including 
women’s voices in the Christian religion has given the impression that 
the faith is inherently anti-woman. Using a feminist perspective pro-
vides the opportunity to point out oppressive aspects of the way the  
Christian faith has been practiced, and to say that it is not supposed  
to be that way.  

Feminist theology challenges misconceptions 
Although there are misconceptions about Christianity and feminism 
that imply they are not compatible identities, there is a substantial por-
tion of literature that makes the argument that they are compatible. 
There is extensive literature on the theme of feminist theology, in which 
scholars have looked critically at the Church, representation of women, 
and interpretations of the Bible. Feminist theology has three main 
goals: to “critically analyze inherited oppressions;” “search for alter-
native wisdom and suppressed history;” and “risk new interpretations  
of the tradition in conversation with women’s lives” (Johnson, 2002). 
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The interpretations from feminist theology show that there is a theoreti-
cal link between feminism and Christianity, and this theory frames both 
this research and previous related research.

Another theme that presented itself throughout reviewing the lit-
erature is the common idea that sexism is a sinful concept. In addition 
to being principle of feminist theology, the perception that sexism is 
not in line with Biblical teachings is acknowledged by many schol-
ars (Pederson, 2006; Johnson, 2002; Tutu, 2004; Ruether, 1993). 
Desmond Tutu, a South African theologian and clergy person, asserts 
that sexism is a divisive mindset that is not in God’s plan for humanity. 
In his book “God Has a Dream: A Vision of Hope for Our Time,” Tutu 
talks about God’s hope that Christians will exist in harmony with one 
another and with the world. He explains that sexism and racism inhibit 
harmonious societies, and thus those types of mindsets are not in God’s 
plan for humanity (Tutu, 2004). Ruether (1993), another author in the 
field of feminist theology, and Desmond Tutu further state that sexism 
and the marginalization of women disrespect God’s creation. All people 
are created in God’s image, so it is “blasphemous” that communities or 
individuals are treated as inferior to others (Tutu, 2004; Ruether, 1993). 
Tutu states that treating “a child of God as if he or she were less-than; 
this is not just wrong, which it is; is not just evil, as it often is; not 
just painful, as it often must be for the victim: it is veritably blasphe-
mous, for it is to spit in the face of God” (Tutu, 2004). Ruether (1993) 
similarly claims that sexism does not acknowledge the full humanity of 
women. Sexism, thus, “denies, diminishes, or distorts the full human-
ity of women [and] is, therefore, appraised as not redemptive.” Overall 
scholars agree that anything that stops the full humanity of a person 
from being acknowledged, such as sexism or marginalization of women, 
is going against God. This line of thought shows that Christian and 
feminist beliefs actually can exist together and be formed together. 

While theory shows that Christianity and feminist beliefs over-
lap, past researchers also acknowledge that feminism has become a lens 
through which Christians can look at their faith critically. Feminism 
allows Christians the space to think about the root of the issues that 
marginalize women and question how to move forward to follow Christ 
in a way that is not harmful to others. This feminist lens has been used to 
understand the historical contexts of religious texts to better understand 
the faith. Sedgwick (1999), for example, uses a feminist lens to make  
a distinction between the historical context in which the Old Testament 
of the Bible was written and then the teachings of Jesus Christ him-
self. In the period of history in which the Bible was written, people 
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were nomadic and procreation was essential for their survival. Sexuality 
was regulated in a way that only left room for sex for reproduction. 
However, Jesus, in his teachings, focused on the concept of hospitality. 
Through his teachings, the basis of the relationship moved from the 
focus of just reproduction to a focus on mutual care for one another. 
Sedgwick (1999) asserts that “this meant turning from a narrow focus 
on the importance of progeny back to mutuality—to a companionship 
not as given in kinship but as the embrace and care of the other as 
an end in him or himself.” Using feminism in this way has allowed 
researchers to identify the core teachings of Jesus Christ, as well as to 
show that Christianity at its core shares similar values with feminism 
and understand the ways in which these teachings can be misconstrued. 

Feminist theory has also been applied to critically examine how 
Christian faith is practiced in modern times. Scholars such as Cahill 
(2015) have reinterpreted the teachings of Thomas Aquinas through 
a feminist lens to make it more accessible in the modern times and 
address some problematic teachings. In this way, feminist theory can 
also be used to revitalize the Church. McDougall (2008), for example, 
asserts that feminist theory can be used to redefine Christian symbols, 
recognize androcentrism in different Christian traditions, and elevate 
the voices of women. This use of a critical feminist lens is for the good 
of the Church because it can revitalize the community in the way that 
different perspectives are being included therefore allowing the Church 
to change with the times.  

Formation of Conflicting Identities  
In the literature on identity formation, scholars have widely explored 
the concept of forming joint identities that are seemingly inconsistent 
with one another. Scholars recognize that some identities do in fact  
conflict, and they explore how people handle the dissonance when form-
ing these identities. For example, there is some dissonance between the  
formation of Islamic, Christian, or Orthodox Jewish beliefs with  
LGBTQ identities because religious teachings have been used to  
oppress LGBTQ communities. This type of dissonance is known 
as “identity incongruity” (Liboro, 2015). When faced with identity 
incongruity, people commonly sever all ties with their religion com-
pletely. Individuals dealing with this dissonance might also participate  
in activism against the religious oppression, abandon their religion for 
spirituality, or become a part of another religion that is more accept-
ing. If individuals still identify with both communities, they use several 
coping mechanisms to deal with marginalization. LGBTQ folk, for 
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example, might de-emphasize one part of their identity depending on 
which community they are with at the time. If they are in a religious 
space, they might de-emphasize their sexual identity, and in a space 
friendly to LGBTQ community members, they might de-emphasize 
their religious identity. 

Surprisingly, religion might also be a very important part of the 
way individuals find their place in the world. Liboro (2015) states that 
there are four “stages of Identity Incongruity Resolution.” First, there is 
reflection, in which the individual realizes that the religious beliefs are 
not accepting of sexuality.  After this is rejection, where the person feels 
the need to choose one identity or the other and then reconstruction, 
in which the individual attempts to reintegrate religion with sexuality 
because of a desire for spirituality. The final step, resolution, occurs 
when a person finds reconciliation between two clashing identities and 
experiences identity integration (Liboro, 2015). These stages are likely 
similar to the process by which individuals form their feminist and 
Christian beliefs. 

Scholars have also noted that the relationship between one’s 
religious beliefs and consistency with their attitudes and behaviors is 
different in different situations. While individuals have “the tendency 
to assume consistency in [their] religious beliefs, attitudes, and behav-
iors across contexts and situations…they are in fact highly variable” 
(Read and Eagle, 2011). More specifically, there is an assumption and 
perception that all religious people will behave the same way in every 
situation based on their religious beliefs. However, when there are com-
peting intersecting identities, scholars believe that one identity takes 
precedence over the other. This complicates the congruence between 
the individual’s religious beliefs and their attitudes and behaviors. Thus, 
a competing identity will affect the way that one interacts with their reli-
gious beliefs. In the context of this research, a Christian may be expected 
to behave a certain way in terms of their sexuality, but their feminist 
identity could change their behavior in an unexpected way.  

Methodology
This research is a qualitative study. Oral histories are used as a source 
of data to support research claims about identity formation and com-
patibility between Christianity and feminism. To collect oral histories, 
interviews are conducted. In this method, the personal narrative of 
the interviewee is considered valuable experiential knowledge about  
a subject. Oral history is frequently used as a part of feminist research 
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to lift up the voices of marginalized and underrepresented individuals.  
Oral history lays out a space in which women can get their thoughts 
across without worrying about androcentric ways of communicating 
(Minister, 1991). Oral history as a research method is a way to subvert 
patriarchal power structures that have prevented women from being able 
to speak out about important issues. Oral history is specifically used as 
a tool to lift up the voices of religious feminists because this intersection 
of identity is not always acknowledged in Christian and feminist spaces. 
In this research, oral history was specifically used to highlight the ways 
in which Christianity has been hurtful to women in the past. 

Feminist research also seeks to challenge expectations of what 
research is supposed to be like. Generally, there is an expectation that the 
researcher and the subject must be separate so that there is a degree of 
objectivity. In feminist research however, this degree of separation does 
not exist. Oral history and having a personal connection to research is 
part of valuing experiential knowledge in feminist research. Kathleen 
Blee (1994) notes that feminist scholars are “seeking to ways to dissolve 
the traditional distinction between historian-as-authority and infor-
mant-as-subject and to create what Judith Stacey calls ‘an egalitarian 
research process characterized by authenticity, reciprocity, and inter-
subjectivity between the researcher and her ‘subjects’.’” Thus, I have 
chosen to use my own experiences as the starting point for my project. 
The figure below gives a visual representation of the main components 
of feminist research: using oral history as a research method, elevat-
ing marginalized voices, and using a feminist perspective to examine  
the research.

I used social media to gain a pool of volunteer participants for the 
interviews. Out of the seventeen people who said they would like to talk 
about their identities as Christians and feminists, I chose four volunteers 
to ensure that I received diverse perspectives on the topic. Three out 
of four were college students. One was a transgender person of color 
who believes in the Gospel of Jesus but does not practice Christianity 
in an organized fashion. Another was a white Catholic college stu-
dent, and the third was a college-age woman of color who identified as  
a non-denominational Christian. The last participant was a white female 
Episcopal priest. All four participants also identified as feminists. Their 
names, in this research, were changed for the purpose of anonymity. The 
interviews were recorded on a cell-phone and took the format of a free-
form conversation. A list of guiding questions was prepared ahead of 
time, but additional questions were asked based on the direction of the  
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conversation and potentially relevant topics that arose. The interviews 
were transcribed after they were conducted, and then common themes 
were identified.  

In the context of this research study, Christianity is defined as the 
bare basics of the faith. I looked for people who believe that Jesus is  
the Son of God who came to earth to preach about how to treat one 
another rather than people from specific Christian traditions. Since 
the purpose of research is not to understand the relationships between 
feminism and specific denominations of Christianity, differences  
in denomination were unimportant. While the interviews did cover spe-
cifics on feminism in different denominations, this only served to make 
the project more interesting.  

FIGURE 1. The components of feminist research as outlined in the text.

Data Analysis
The research for this project presented a few major claims in terms 
of the intersection of Christianity and feminism. They are as follows: 
1) there are more commonalities between these two identities than 
previously understood, and 2) there are misunderstandings and miscom-
munications around these identities, resulting in the perceptions that 
Christianity is antifeminist and that there is no space for Christianity 
in feminist spaces.  
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Commonalities, not differences
A common theme in the interviews was that the participants did not see 
many tensions between Christian and feminist beliefs in their own lives. 
It seemed obvious to them that the two identities could go together 
logically. A Catholic woman I interviewed, Jane, did not “think you 
[could] be a Christian and not a feminist” (Jane, personal communica-
tion, April 2, 2017). Additionally, another interviewee, Rose, discussed 
how feminism and Christianity were a logical match. She noted that,  
“it almost made it easier to accept feminism because of my faith. It made 
the concepts make sense because I saw how they fit into my beliefs.  
It was like, I can believe these things about society because I believe  
these things about like my existence. I definitely think it helped 
strengthen my relationship with my faith if anything” (Rose, personal 
communication, April 2, 2017).  Rose and Jane presented evidence that 
commonalities between these identities exist, because they were able  
to understand this intersection so easily. 

Another theme that arose from the interviews was the idea of sex-
ism as a sin. This theme, which was common in previous research, was 
also supported by the belief of some interviewees that the denial of full 
humanity of a person disrespects God. Rose, echoing the thoughts of 
Ruether and Tutu, wrestled with gender identity and sense of belonging 
as a transgender woman of color. In her interview, she discussed what 
she thought were some of the tensions between Christianity and femi-
nism. The following is a quote relaying some of her thoughts:

I think like another disconnect I see that's happening now  
is like younger Christians are like accepting of other iden-
tities but still view the identity in itself as something bad.  
So I definitely feel like that causes an issue because it's like, if 
you don't see me as like a whole human…If you don't see me 
as a full embodied person, and see that something I was born 
with is something inherently bad, I'm not going to want to 
engage with you in that way…It’s like your way of existing  
is better than my way of existing (Rose, personal communica-
tion, April 2, 2017).

As noted by Rose, there are some Christians still influenced by patriar-
chy and misogyny who value certain identities over identities like Rose’s. 
If there are Christians that believe some identities are inferior to others, 
this perpetuates the perception that Christianity and feminism, which 
preaches equality of men and women, are incongruent. According to 
the research in both the literature and in her interview however, this 
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denial of humanity is not consistent with Christian values and is  
sinful. Therefore, the relationship between Christianity and feminism  
is stronger than perhaps perceived. Sexism is a sinful concept in the eyes 
of Christian religious teachings, and sexism is similarly opposed in femi-
nism. Despite the misunderstanding that Christianity and feminism are 
at odds with each other, it is clear that feminism and Christianity have 
similar values. 

Interestingly, another common theme in some of the interviews 
was the idea that God created men and women differently, and that men 
and women are meant to have different roles. However, interviewees 
made it clear that these roles are equal and one is not superior to the 
other. Jane, a Catholic woman, explained in her interview that God does 
not see men and women as unequal: 

Men and women are fundamentally different, but that doesn't 
mean that we can't achieve the same under God's eyes. There 
are some things in the world that we can't actually achieve 
the same, which makes sense. Like, men can't have children 
without extenuating circumstances. So it's like, okay there are 
differences, but under God's eyes, we're all the same. It's not 
like there is that gender barrier. We all love God in our own 
ways and we have a relationship with him but there's noth-
ing that your gender says that says you can't be closer to God 
because you're a woman (Jane, personal communication, April 
2, 2017).

The roles that men and women play are equally important in the life 
of a follower of Jesus, and they are all valued the same amount by God. 
God’s creation was made perfectly, and differing roles of people in the 
Church are a part of how people can live together in Christian com-
munity. This logic Jane explained in her interview was also mentioned  
in Michelle’s interview. Like Jane, Michelle discusses how differing roles 
for men and women were equal:

I do believe that those are things that are outlined in the Bible 
and there is a role for a woman and there’s a role for a man, 
things like that. But that doesn’t mean that…that because  
a woman has become…this woman has a specific role in her 
family, that role is no greater or less than a role of a man. You 
know what I mean? That doesn’t mean…that doesn’t mean 
that a woman…quote-unquote…‘women’s work’ is greater  
or less than a man’s (Michelle, personal communication, April 
13, 2017).
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Michelle and Jane both believed that God’s idea for Christian 
community involves men and women having different but equally 
appreciated roles. These interviews, thus, show that many people believe 
that God does not value men above women, and this aligns with the 
feminist belief that men and women should be valued equally in soci-
ety. The interviews supported the idea that, when separated from the 
assumptions of an inherently patriarchal religion, Christian beliefs have 
more in common with feminism than people generally perceive. 

In some of the interviews, participants boiled down their feminist 
and Christian beliefs down to one concept: respect. Rose mentions 
this idea in her interview, saying “my thing is like if we all have the 
ability to go in and connect with God, and God is in all of us, like 
everyone needs to be treated with a certain amount—not even a cer-
tain amount, but like with respect and love—like generosity because 
that's how you would treat God. It's like, seeing the light and the God 
within everyone, like makes it that much easier to accept what feminism 
says about intersectionality, about addressing people's specific needs” 
(Rose, personal communication, April 2, 2017). For her, treating people 
with dignity and respect is how one would treat God. This also fits in 
nicely with the arguments of Johnson, Ruether, and Tutu where people 
are created in the image of God and disrespecting them is disrespect-
ing God. Additionally, Jane discusses respect as a basic commonality 
between feminism and Christianity stating, "In the case of that passage, 
it just means that we have to be respectful of who we're with at all 
times. And knowing that, their voice matters, and that they need to be 
heard. And if you're not giving them that respect, then there's a problem 
there, and you're not doing what Jesus taught and you're not loving 
your neighbor as yourself" (Jane, personal communication, April 2, 
2017). The Bible passage she references talks about women submitting 
to their husbands. For Jane, this does not mean women being less than 
men. Rather than “men feeling that’s the justification for a superiority 
complex…Jesus taught…[us that] being obedient does not mean being 
less” (Jane, personal communication, April 2, 2017). Her explanation 
of the passage revolves around the idea that people should respect one 
another no matter what, and that this idea is one that Jesus teaches. This 
idea, when simplified to the basics, is also a building block of feminist 
beliefs. Again, this illustrates the claim that feminism and Christianity 
have more in common that previously understood. 

Evelyn, an ordained Episcopal priest, had to sort out the patriarchal 
influence on the Church and separate that from what she knew to be 
acceptable by God. In her interview, Evelyn discussed growing up in 
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a family and a church environment where women were not welcome 
in the Episcopal priesthood. In her interview, she talks about wanting 
to be a priest because she felt God called her to this ministry at a very 
young age, but not being able to answer that call because of her gender. 
She talks about her identity-formation journey when asked about her 
identities as Christian and feminist: 

So I think what’s clear for me is that the first development—the 
first one of those that was developed was really my Christian 
thought. And so I would not have identified as a feminist I 
think until my twenties. And really…and this might be kind 
of interesting for some folks…but really the development of 
my feminism came out of being raised in a church that didn’t 
ordain women and being someone who was called and having 
to sort out how that could possibly be. And experiencing the 
radical equality of God and God’s love. And so as I began to 
experience that radical equality, I actually began to think more 
about well what does it mean to be a feminist and am I a fem-
inist? So the very project that you’re doing, I had to begin to 
think about that for myself (Evelyn, personal communication, 
April 9, 2017).

This example illustrates the claim that there are more things in common 
between Christianity and feminism, but also that there are misconcep-
tions between the two that have prevented feminism and Christianity 
from being understood as compatible ideas. Evelyn was very clearly being 
called into the ministry where she thought women were not welcome.  
It is clear that the misogynistic arrangement of organized religion almost 
kept her from her calling. Evelyn also had to distinguish between the 
patriarchy and male-dominated society that almost prevented her from 
fulfilling her calling from God. This is an important distinction to make 
in terms of navigating religion with feminism because the misconstrued 
aspects of the faith might give the idea that Christianity is antifeminist, 
but when one listens to the teaching and will of God, one will find that 
this is inconsistent with the perceived nature of the religion. Evelyn’s 
story is an example of how organized religion has acted in a way that 
created misunderstandings and miscommunications about what it really 
means to be a Christian and what God expects of God’s followers. 
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Misunderstandings and miscommunications 
One theme that came up consistently in all of the interviews was the 
theme about Biblical texts being distorted and changed by those in 
charge, thus illustrating how misunderstandings about Christianity 
were created. Rose talks about this in her interview: 

I mean, I think that if you look around, the Gospel has been 
twisted to mean like the opposite of what it actually says 
somehow, and it just is so wild to me that so many people can 
subscribe to that, like can read the same text that I'm reading, 
and like just see something completely different, and so I think 
that's where a lot of it comes from and the interpretations of 
the Gospel aren't feminist. And so by default, the people that 
are following that Gospel aren't going to be feminist either  
if what they're being told isn't feminist and that sucks (Rose, 
personal communication, April 2, 2017)!

Rose’s comment about the misinterpretations of the Bible shows how 
these misinterpretations can perpetuate negative and false ideas about 
the faith. Rose grew up with the teachings, but not the religion. She 
was raised to believe in the Gospel but did not attend church or other 
organized religious spaces. This is an interesting case because she was 
able to form her feminism around the actual bare-bones ideas and teach-
ings of Christianity and was not directly exposed to the patriarchal or 
misogynistic misinterpretations that might have changed her view of 
the religion. These misinterpretations create assumptions about either 
side that lead to misunderstanding when there is misinformation being 
spread. An assumption made about another belief system often creates 
a barrier to understanding another point of view. Thus it is important 
to recognize the miscommunications and misconceptions involved with 
the intersection of Christianity and feminism to prevent creating a bar-
rier to understanding each perspective. 

In order to gain the most from this project and get the most well 
rounded account of this particular intersection of identity, the most 
diverse group of voices were included. One woman, an Episcopal priest, 
gave a very helpful explanation of the influence of the Roman Empire 
on the Christian religion. 

Well I think in the early Church, not necessarily in the days 
of the historical Jesus but some time as the Church began 
to spread throughout the Roman Empire and particularly to 
Hellenistic areas. There was a culture—there were cultures 
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who did not value equality between men and women and in 
order for Christianity to take hold in those areas, compromises 
were made in order to spread the Christian doctrine. So that 
in the earliest pieces of the Church, I think that’s where some 
of the tension was created. Once the Roman Empire co-opted 
Christianity as part of its national religion and began to min-
gle Church and state together, then you have a hierarchy of 
males in the Roman Empire who are co-opting that religion 
and therefore putting their male hierarchy onto Church struc-
ture as it develops (Evelyn, personal communication, April 9, 
2017).

Her explanation of the influence of the Roman Empire illustrates how 
dominant groups manipulated the religion leading to the misinterpre-
tation that the religion is inherently antifeminist and exclusive. Evelyn’s 
comments about this androcentric society influence on Christianity also 
bring up an interesting point about being critical and not taking what 
is taught at face value. Being critical and using a feminist lens to look at 
Christian history and biblical texts allows space to recognize these nega-
tive influences and to see how they are not necessarily connected to the 
teachings of the Church. This critical lens is helpful for both feminists 
and for Christians to separate the core principles of the religion and pre-
vent further assumptions that Christianity is exclusive and antifeminist.   

Another particularly interesting theme in the interviews was the 
assumptions made about the interviewees based on their own personal 
Christian identity. This assumption is connected to the idea that the 
religion has been misconstrued and the ideas about Christians are 
perpetuated by the distortion of the Christian religion. For example, 
several interviewees talked about the fact that other people assumed 
they were judgmental because of their Christian identity. Evelyn dis-
cusses her experiences with people making assumptions about her based  
on her identity: 

I have encountered people and questioned them: that one of 
the first things they’ll think is that I’m judgmental…And that 
I’m somebody who makes assumptions about who they are and 
that’s really one of the more difficult countercultural realities 
of being female clergy because in fact I really work hard at not 
being that person. So that’s one assumption they make. They 
also generally assume that I’m overly serious and stiff. And I’ve 
maybe worked too hard to make that clear that that’s not true 
but that I’m somebody who doesn’t enjoy life, that I’m not fun 
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or playful because you know we’re serious judgmental people 
who are just hard. So you know I’ve had enough of that kind 
of feedback…or, I shouldn’t say feedback because it’s not based 
off what I say or do, it’s assumptions that I know that’s the 
reality (Evelyn, personal communication, April 9, 2017).

Evelyn’s story provides an example of the characteristics people pre-
sume Christians have. These presumptions of Christian character being 
judgmental are the opposite of characteristics of a feminist. Thus, these 
presumptions feed the misconception that Christianity is antifeminist. 
Too many misunderstandings and miscommunications are perpetuated 
by assumptions people make about each other, which becomes a hin-
drance to any potential learning opportunities. 

Michelle’s interview provides further examples to illustrate the mis-
conceptions and assumptions about Christians that exist. In response to 
my question about whether she felt there were any negative perceptions 
about her because of her identity as either a Christian or a feminist or 
both, she revealed that “to feminists I’m a sellout, and to Christians I’m 
a heathen” (Michelle, personal communication, April 13, 2017). It is an 
interesting quote because it very clearly shows that both group presume 
characteristics about the others. She talked more in detail about how 
feminists have labeled her as judgmental: 

Now from the feminist perspective, I’ve met some feminists 
who automatically think I’m judgmental. Or automatically 
think I’m judgmental or condemnatory or anything like this 
because of the fact that I’m a Christian which isn’t the case. 
I’m not…well I can be some of those things sometimes, but I 
would like to believe that I’m neither of those things ninety-two 
percent of the time. So, or that I’m homophobic or something 
like that. Yeah that doesn’t make sense. No. (Michelle, personal 
communication, April 13, 2017).

Michelle was adamant that this assumption was not true for her, 
and seemed frustrated that people might believe she was judgmental 
or homophobic. Michelle also provides a couple of comments in her 
interview that describe assumptions and misconceptions about feminist 
identity from the Christian perspective. When relaying a story about 
dating a Conservative Christian man who did not understand her fem-
inist identity, she stated, “I feel like to Christians, they have—some 
Christians, certainly not all Christians, but a percentage of Christians 
have an expectation that I am—that there’s a way, a certain way that  
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a feminist looks and there are certain things that feminists do which  
is not true. It’s not true for Black people, it’s not true for Christians, it’s 
not true for feminists” (Michelle, personal communication, April 13, 
2017). Her partner at the time made assumptions about her that she  
was “burning bras and walking around with pitchforks” because that 
is the stereotype he had about feminists (Michelle, personal commu-
nication, April 13, 2017). It is clear, as Michelle points out, that not 
all members of a group fit the stereotype or assumptions of that group. 
Assuming this for each member of a group is unfair and unreasonable, 
because it perpetuates misconceptions about the group. Instead, it  
is important to understand that the intersection between identities, 
particularly feminism and Christianity, is nuanced and different for 
everyone, as shown through Michelle and the other interviews. 

Conclusions
My goal in this research was to gain an understanding about the inter-
section of two identities not commonly understood to be compatible, to 
challenge the thinking of feminists and Christians alike, and to expand 
understanding of identity formation. As a Christian and a feminist 
myself, I also wanted to help create more of a space where religion and 
feminism can exist. It is clear, based on an analysis of feminist theology, 
that Christianity and feminism are in fact compatible. The actual teach-
ings of Christianity support the same beliefs about equality and respect 
that are core values of feminism. The patriarchal influences on the reli-
gion created a barrier between Christianity and feminism, because the 
religion became misconstrued as unequal and exclusive towards women. 
Thus, rather than Christianity itself, societal influences misconstrued 
the religion and created the outward appearance that it is inherently 
antifeminist and exclusive. 

Differentiating between the core teachings and societal influences 
shows that feminism and Christianity can co-exist. Outside influences 
on the religion prevent commonalities from being widely recognized, 
but the goal of my project was to reveal these commonalities. In a world 
where there are so many divisions and binaries, Christianity and femi-
nism share core beliefs that allow people to jointly form these identities. 
For feminists, who are seeing to learn more about, intersectionality and 
identity formation, and Christians, who are seeking to be more inclusive 
and more critical of their faith, it is important to understand that femi-
nism and Christianity are not at all mutually exclusive.
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Since this project has only focused on a few interviewees’ experi-
ences of the intersection of faith and feminism, one of the limitations 
of this study is that not every person’s relationship with these identi-
ties is represented by or described in my research. The stories of those 
interviewed in this project illustrate the possibility that the intersection  
of feminism and Christianity can exist without difficulty. However, 
some people have been hurt by the Church and have turned into 
anti-religious feminists. Though they have different perspectives, their 
voices are still valid in providing an understanding of the relationship 
between Christianity and feminism. Further research might include spe-
cific interviews with people of different denominations of Christianity 
to understand their individual relationships to feminism, or even inter-
viewing people who are feminists but not Christians (and vice versa) 
to understand their identity formation process. In addition, it would 
be interesting to further understand the intersection in a nonwestern, 
non-American context. 

One of the most beautiful things about doing this research was 
hearing the stories of those who formed their identities as Christians and 
as feminists. Each one was a different story with a different perspective 
on what those identities mean to them. This brought me to a conclu-
sion about identity and identity formation: identities and belief systems 
are very much formed based on experience, meaning that Christianity 
and feminism are going to represent something different to everyone. 
Not only is this intersection not understood widely, but it is also more 
nuanced than it is given credit for. 

Ultimately, keeping an open mind and seeking to understand 
things that seem to conflict with one’s own beliefs is good practice in 
terms of breaking down barriers. It is also important for understanding 
complicated nuances of things that challenge our understanding of the 
world. It is important because it shows us that assumptions and stereo-
types are irrelevant and a barrier to increased understanding and ways 
of knowing. Looking at the intersection of Christianity and feminism 
and keeping an open mind about it will only increase understanding 
and challenge our thinking. This challenge can only bridge gaps in our 
incredibly diverse and divided world.
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Abstract
Since public awareness of inequality is generally widespread, 
the debate over economic inequality does not lie in the ques-
tion of its existence. Instead, the debate is more centered on 
finding agreement on what solution best fits. One of the pro-
posed solutions to income inequality is universal basic income 
(UBI), or a fixed income given to every individual regardless of 
their work. Surprisingly, compared to the extensive theoretical 
literature on UBI, American public opinion polling regarding 
UBI is lacking. This paper seeks to lay the groundwork for future 
research into UBI by testing public opinion of UBI through 
survey questions with several issue framings compared to a 
control. Collecting original polling data from Amazon’s Mturk, 
I find that, in the overall sample population, using an excerpt 
from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights is the only 
statistically significant framework that results in a change in 
support levels. Drilling down into just respondents that iden-
tify as conservative, however, demonstrates that the strength 
of a given framing is not universal; the resonance of each was 
impacted strongly by political persuasion.
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Introduction
The extent of a government’s responsibility to its citizens is a fundamen-
tal question of political science, with income inequality, and the related 
challenge of tackling poverty, just as firmly rooted in the discipline. 
More contentious is the debate on what role, if any, the government 
should have in addressing this issue. The degree to which a society is 
willing to tolerate income inequality is a substantial question that lies 
outside the scope of this paper, but here, I will discuss more empirical 
elements of this problem. Fully exploring all of the contours of income 
inequality and its impacts would be a massive undertaking that eclipses 
the main discussion at hand. Instead, I will present a few highlights to 
set the stage for examining the core question explored in this paper: does 
public support for basic income vary based on the presence of related 
information, such as global concerns over inequality, and how much do 
these arguments move the needle on public support?

Income inequality can be measured and described in a myriad of 
ways. In 2013, the richest 20% of American families owned 88.9% of all 
wealth, with the top 1% of households holding 38% of all stocks (Wolff 
2014). From 1948 to 2012, net productivity gains were 241%, but real 
hourly compensation began to diverge in the 1970’s, overall rising only 
108% over the same period (Reich, 2015, 116). The 2008 financial cri-
sis, and subsequent recovery, exacerbated this existing inequality, as the 
first three years of the economic recovery saw the top 1% of earners cap-
ture 95% of income increases. This trend is not limited to the United 
States either, as 8% of the global population earns half of worldwide 
income (Stiglitz 2015, 15–119). This can partly be attributed to the fact 
that the majority of jobs created during those years of recovery were in 
low-wage sectors such as retail and food preparation (Jaimovich and Siu 
2012; Ford 2015, 48–9). 

Beyond mere numeric description, concerns over inequality have 
continued to grow in recent years. Conducted by the World Economic 
Forum, the 2017 Global Risks Perception Survey rated persistent income 
inequality as the number one destabilizing trend in terms of perceived 
importance (World Economic Forum 2017). A 2011 study found that 
during several years between 1972 and 2008 when income inequality 
was more pronounced, the bottom 40% of earners in the United States 
reported lower levels of happiness compared to years of relatively less 
pronounced inequality. What makes this study especially interesting 
is that the authors controlled for the relatively lower incomes earned  
in those less-equal years and still observed a downtick in happiness.  
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The reduction was not simply a matter of unhappiness stemming 
from low income, but instead sentiments were strongly correlated with 
reduced perceptions of fairness and trust (Oishi, Kesebir & Diener 2011, 
1097–8). This illustrates a key, and recurrent, point: income inequality 
can have consequences not just for the individual, but also for society 
at large. Erosion of trust and perceived fairness are not trivial concerns; 
these challenges can damage the very fabric of society.

Basic income, the idea that governments should provide some 
guaranteed floor of income for all individuals regardless of working sta-
tus, is an idea that has gained cachet in left-leaning intellectual circles 
over the years as a possible solution to income inequality, or at least  
a means to combat poverty within a system of inequality (BIEN 2017; 
Caputo 2008; Groot 2004; Zucker 2004; Ford 2015). Despite this level 
of attention, public opinion polling on the subject of basic income, or 
even an agreement on how to best measure support for basic income, 
exposes a significant gap in the literature. This paper represents a small 
step in filling the void.  

What is Basic Income?
At its core, basic income (BI) is an attempt to address the enduring 
problem of income inequality and poverty though the streamlined 
approach of providing a population, typically at the state level, with 
a guaranteed source of income. This income would be sourced from 
state coffers, though the scale of such programs varies considerably by 
proposal. One thread, universal basic income (UBI), is a form of BI that 
is paid to everyone in a population without exception. As defined by the 
Basic Income Earth Network (BIEN), UBI has the following properties: 

• paid at regular intervals

• is a cash payment

• paid on an individual basis (instead of a per household basis)

•  no means test (i.e. paid to everyone in a population regardless of 
economic status)

•  no requirement to work or need to demonstrate willingness to 
work (BIEN 2017).

Other proposals have different structures, but the general idea of cash 
transfers to wide swathes of the population has been debated for cen-
turies. For example, in 1797, Thomas Paine proposed a “citizenship 
grant” that is awarded in a one-time lump sum at the age of majority  
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(Paine 1797). In 1962, Milton Friedman advocated for a related BI pol-
icy called a Negative Income Tax (NIT), which would provide monthly 
tax credits to certain members of the population and guarantee that all 
participants receive at least a certain minimum level of income. These 
tax credits would phase out as income rises, making NIT proposals 
means-tested, though the drop off slope and the attendant marginal tax 
on earned income are not as steep as many traditional welfare systems 
(Moffitt 2003; Friedman 1962).  

Support for BI proposals can be found across disparate schools  
of economic and political thought, though the lion’s share resides in the 
liberal range of the political axis. In general, support for social welfare 
programs is lower amongst conservatives; those that do support state 
aid tend to advocate a narrative of self-help by tying work requirements  
to such assistance programs (Epstein 1997). Thus, conservatives are 
doubly unlikely to strongly support a state assistance program in the 
vein of BI that does not impose employment preconditions.

 Some left-libertarians argue that BI is a means for maximizing 
individual freedom and that capitalism, with its attendant gains in pro-
ductivity, is the best choice for maximizing the economically feasible 
level of BI (Caputo 2008, 150–152). Others argue that consumers are 
part of the economic community that determines the value of a prod-
uct, and that all members of said community should be entitled to some 
measure of the national income (Zucker 2004). While this philosophy 
still advocates for a capitalistic market economy, it also emphasizes com-
munal rights and the idea that a democracy should safeguard economic 
rights alongside political rights (Caputo 2008, 153–154). Others focus 
more on a question of justice within a system of persistent unemploy-
ment (Groot 2004).  That said, BI is not just an issue championed by 
the political left; some of the conceptual building blocks have gained 
traction on the right as well.  Interestingly, one the more prominent 
ideas involves the taxation of pollution.  

This potential method for building a BI is through use of a “car-
bon dividend,” though it represents a more financially limited approach 
compared to a full BI that would cover all basic needs. The idea of a 
carbon dividend is that pollution would be taxed, but the revenue col-
lected would be returned via tax credits to all Americans at an equal rate 
regardless of income level.  This makes the proposal “revenue neutral”: 
a tax is levied but the funds are disbursed directly instead of retained 
by the government. A formulation such as this can be pitched as not 
representing a net tax increase, and this proposal has managed to garner 
support from prominent conservative figures (Baker, et al. 2017).
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Opportunities and Choices: State 
Assistance and Incentive Structures
BI represents a significant paradigm shift for modern economies. While 
the “more government” versus “more free market” argument is a false 
dichotomy (all economic systems rely on political frameworks, the real 
challenge is picking the right incentive structures), it is worthwhile to 
consider what kind of economy best fulfills the goals of the society that 
it serves (Reich 2015). 

A common criticism of the welfare state is that government 
assistance engenders laziness and denies recipients the “dignity” of 
work. Franklin D. Roosevelt himself described welfare as a “narcotic”  
and claimed, “continued dependence upon relief induces a spiritual and 
moral disintegration” (Roosevelt 1935). This characterization has con-
tinued to be a powerful force in American politics: decades later Ronald 
Reagan claimed that state assistance entrenches poverty by failing to 
encourage responsibility, resulting in a “sinful waste of human spirit 
and potential” (Reagan 1986). A narrative of personal responsibility is a 
key thread to exploring attitudes on poverty: the government is seen as 
having a role in supporting the poor, but unconditional support is far 
less palatable to the public (Gilens 1999). Though conservatives tend to 
generally express lower levels of support for state assistance programs, 
the idea that welfare should be conditional on work is common across 
the ideological spectrum (Zelleke 2005). 

These narratives can be described in the language of framing. 
Conceptually, framing is the presentation of an issue alongside some 
amount of contextual information. This information can take many 
forms, from statistical analysis to narrative explanation, but the critical 
element of framing is that information is selectively presented (Iyengar 
1991; Nelson, Oxley and Clawson 1997). Two broad categories of fram-
ing exist: logically equivalent statements that cast an issue in different 
light (i.e. “30% mortality rate” versus “70% survival rate”) and issue 
framing, which presents some amount of information that is a subset  
of all available information on a subject (Druckman 2004). 

Issue framing is not just a matter of “spin;” it is also a practical con-
sideration. For example, if I wanted to discuss DNA replication, I would 
selectively present information that I considered relevant, as opposed to 
providing a deluge of detailed scientific data. Similarly, many questions 
of public policy contain significantly complex levels of detail such that 
discourse cannot be truly comprehensive; some information will inevi-
tably end up on the cutting room floor.
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While framing is a useful cognitive shortcut that aids in navigating 
a complex world, choices about how to frame a given issue can be more 
politically motivated than pragmatic. Elites can deliberately create fram-
ing effects by selectively presenting facets of an issue that they believe 
will resonate with their constituents. However, such framings have sig-
nificant limitations: the credibility of the elite in question, as well as the 
political affiliation of the speaker relative to their audience, are strong 
predictors of how powerfully a given frame will resonate and overpower 
the overall salience of the framed issue itself (Druckman 2001; Hartman 
& Weber 2009).

Within the context of BI, the strength of issue framing, or even 
what frames are worth considering, is unknown. One advantage of 
examining BI issue framing is that the social policy of BI is not widely 
discussed in American political circles. Thus, the frames explored will 
not be as likely to contend with extant belief structures regarding BI. 
That said, there is significant information regarding the impact of fram-
ing in other areas of poverty policy. 

While public support for state welfare programs cannot be distilled 
down to a single variable, the frame of personal responsibility—i.e. 
perceptions of how much control potential welfare recipients have over 
their circumstances—has been a significant predictor of welfare support 
levels. Groups that are seen as having less control over their poverty, 
such as the elderly, disabled, or sick, consistently score as more deserv-
ing recipients of welfare than those that are “only” unemployed (Larsen 
2006, 47-8). Prior research has found connections between “episodic” 
individual framing, such as specific programs to alleviate poverty or case 
studies of poor individuals, and heightened perceptions of the poor 
being held personally accountable for their socioeconomic status. This 
is juxtaposed with more general “thematic” poverty framings, such as 
asking what responsibilities the state has to the poor writ large, that 
result in respondents believing that poverty flows from flaws in the 
wider economic environment beyond individual control (Jacoby 2000; 
Iyengar 1991). Unfortunately, these framings are significantly marred 
by racial bias. 

The stereotype that African-Americans are “lazy,” alongside dispro-
portionate media portrayals of welfare recipients as black, precipitates  
a racially charged view of state assistance: blacks are the face of pov-
erty, yet are “lazy” and thus “undeserving” of the welfare that they 
receive. These racial attitudes are strongly correlated with attitudes on 
Americans’ support for welfare spending (Gilens 1999; Peffley, Hurwitz, 
& Sniderman 1997). Such biases are further echoed in the prima facia 
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paradoxical research that finds consistently high levels of support 
for government spending to combat poverty and homelessness, but  
a preference for reduced spending on programs that are perceived to 
be utilized disproportionally by black Americans, such as welfare and 
food stamps (Gilens 1999, 28). More recently, the racialization of wel-
fare attitudes has been investigated in light of immigration perspectives 
as public perceptions of illegal immigrants as welfare beneficiaries has 
grown (Hussey and Pearson-Merkowitz 2013). This is an example of 
powerful framing at work: Americans profess strong support for helping 
the poor, yet reverse their position when presented with frames that ask 
about specific programs despite evidence that assistance programs are 
indeed beneficial. 

A study examining the impact of unconditional cash transfers 
to poor households in Kenya found that the payments had no effect 
on the proportion of household members active in the labor market 
compared to the 12 months prior. Households used the funds for dura-
ble improvements, such as a new roof, income diversification, such  
as livestock, and other consumer goods, yet temptation goods, such as 
alcohol and tobacco, did not see an observable consumption increase 
(Haushofer and Shapiro 2016, 2025–8). Despite public perceptions 
that the poor make irresponsible financial decisions, the economic 
choices of these households were decidedly pragmatic. Nor is a lack of 
correlation between cash assistance and increased temptation goods pur-
chases limited to just this study. 

The World Bank directly assayed 19 cash transfer assistance pro-
grams, as well as an additional 11 surveys that asked respondents about 
their usage of assistance funds, to determine if there was a linkage 
between temptation goods purchases and cash assistance. These stud-
ies spanned Latin America, Africa, and Asia, and in all but two cases 
the purchase of temptation goods either decreased, or there was no 
significant effect (Evans and Popova 2014). While it remains possible 
that some recipients of cash assistance will use the funds for frivolous,  
or even self-destructive, expenditures, the evidence strongly suggests 
that, writ large, recipients of cash assistance are responsible with their 
newfound liquidity. 

A key difference between these studies and typical welfare 
programs is that of “unconditionality.” Most state-run welfare pro-
grams phase out benefits as participants receive employment wages.  
This de-facto additional marginal tax on earnings does create a disin-
centive to work by decreasing the payoff for doing so. In early American 
welfare systems, this marginal tax was 100%: for every dollar earned,  
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a dollar of state assistance was rescinded. Some programs were even more 
binary, with income above a key threshold completely disqualifying one 
from an entire assistance program (Marinescu 2017). Over time, the 
powerful employment disincentive engendered by such a steeply sloping 
marginal tax was acknowledged and welfare programs were gradually 
revised. However, such revision led to a system of patchwork benefits 
with varied phase out rates, transforming calculations of marginal tax 
on new dollars earned a challenging, if not Sisyphean, endeavor at best 
(Haskins 2012). 

Because of these systemic differences, the outcomes above are not 
going to be entirely transferrable to the extant welfare systems of devel-
oped states. However, the unconditional cash transfers used in Kenya 
do resemble a UBI paradigm, allowing us to predict that unconditional 
transfers have the potential to avoid some of the pitfalls of traditional 
means-tested welfare. Just as importantly, these studies illustrate that 
welfare and laziness are by no means inextricably linked. 

An oft-acknowledged limitation of these studies is their constrained 
time frame. Programs would run, perhaps for years, and then the pay-
ments would cease. Participants were aware that today’s cash transfers 
came with a defined expiration date, thus limiting how much we can 
extrapolate about economic behavior in the indefinite scenarios atten-
dant with UBI (Widerquist 2005). As always, incentive structures must 
be taken into account.

The Limitations of Employment  
as a Solution to Poverty
Setting aside the question of dignity, simply being employed is not 
always enough to subsist without the assistance of the state. For a num-
ber of low-paying jobs, the percentage of U.S. workers enrolled in at 
least one major state assistance program remains striking: 52% of fast 
food workers, 46% of child care workers, 48% of home care workers, 
and 25% of part-time college faculty (Jacobs, Perry, and MacGillvary 
2015). Despite the focus of American polling rhetoric on employment 
as the solution to poverty, citizens are ambivalent about the state’s role in 
ensuring employment opportunities. In 1986, only 34.2% of Americans 
considered “seeing to it that everyone that wants a job can have one” 
as an essential responsibility of the government, compared to 78.9% 
in Italy and 54.6 in the United Kingdom (Smith 1987, 417). A sim-
ilar, more recent, question on the American National Election Studies 
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(ANES) survey asks respondents if the government should see to it that 
every individual has a job and good standard of living, or if each person 
should simply chart their own course. Even looking at numbers before, 
during, and after the financial crisis show that support for Washington’s 
role is low, with 31% in 2004, 27% in 2008, and 28% in 2012 seeing 
this responsibility more within the sphere of government as opposed to 
the individual (American National Election Studies, Table 4a, 4b). 

Automation has the potential to dramatically shift this paradigm. 
If jobs become scarcer and labor devalued, it is conceivable that pub-
lic opinion will change from perceiving unemployment as a choice to 
being a circumstance largely beyond individual control. The logic of 
new industries and their attendant jobs being spawned by technological 
advancement breaks down when the sum total of jobs available falls 
short of the working population by a significant margin. 

When one thinks of automation technology, specifically in the con-
text of replacing human labor, it is easy to assure oneself that the only 
jobs truly at risk are low skill, menial professions, with the rest of the 
job market safe. Indeed, some researchers claim that such low skill jobs 
are primarily the ones that will be impacted by automation (Frey and 
Osborne 2013). Others disagree, asserting that a far greater range of 
professions may be on the digital chopping block (Ford 2015).

As evocative as it is to imagine robot factory workers deposing 
blue-collar workers, the greatest impacts from automation are likely 
to be in the realm of software and analytics instead of the far more 
complicated world of robotics (Ford 2015). Ever increasing volumes of 
information are created, stored, uploaded, categorized, and analyzed in 
the course of our daily activities. Though the term “big data” has entered 
the vernacular, the truly staggering amounts of information involved 
are hard to conceptualize. If we were to divide all the information in 
the world and give every person an equal share, each human would 
have a trove 300 times greater than the amount of information believed 
to have been stored in the Library of Alexandria (Cukier and Mayer-
Schoenberger 2013, 28). Such comparisons border on purple prose, but 
having some mental model for the quantities of data being discussed is 
useful. Even more important than the scale of information available in 
the modern world is the fact that it is digitized; searching vast caches of 
electronic records is far easier, and far more subject to automation, than 
an analog examination of physical files. 

Automation also does not have to eliminate all jobs to cause  
a significant disruption. A 2013 Oxford University study estimated that 
47% of the total U.S. workforce is at risk from automation (Frey and 
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Osborne 2013). Even if off by an order of magnitude, the potential 
spike in unemployment would be significant if such changes came to 
pass. The counterargument that technology eliminates some jobs while 
creating others falls on its face when one considers that the technology 
sector requires relatively few workers overall. A useful example is con-
trasting the workforces of General Motors and Google. After adjusting 
for inflation, General Motors in 1979 earned $11 billion with a work-
force of 840,000, and Google earned $14 billion in 2012, but only 
employed 38,000 individuals (Ford 2015, 76). The phrase “doing more 
with less” does not do justice to the incredible reduction in personnel 
possible within the modern tech industry.

Experimentation with BI
The most financially impactful dalliance with BI proposals in the 
United States was the NIT experiments of the 1960’s and 70’s. Programs 
were established in six states, involved thousands of recipients, and the 
most generous of the trials provided the equivalent of $25,900 (in 2013 
dollars) in guaranteed income (Marinescu 2017, 9–10). Compared to 
control groups, NIT recipients on average worked slightly less (two 
weeks) per year, and the children of parents receiving the NIT treat-
ment had higher rates of school attendance as well as increased test 
scores (Marinescu 2017, 3–4). However, these experiments baked in  
a series of methodological limitations. Sample selection was not random 
(only families below 150% of the poverty line were enrolled), long term 
responses to NIT treatments were not measured (experiments only lasted 
a few years), those with greater extant incomes were assigned to more 
generous programs in order to reduce the overall cost of the experiment 
(the NIT phased out as income increased, but at a rate of less than dollar 
for dollar), and the NIT levels studied were far more generous than 
the welfare programs that, in theory, they were replacing (Widerquist 
2005, 57–8). Changing political winds eventually undermined these 
NIT experiments in North America. Support withered under the public 
perception that groups receiving the NIT treatment had much higher 
divorce rates, but this was discovered, much later, to be a statistical error 
(Forget 2011). 

Another example in the conceptual realm of BI is the Alaska 
Permanent Fund. Created in 1976, the Fund provides a yearly dividend 
check from oil proceeds to each permanent resident of Alaska, regardless 
of income level (Smith 1991; Hsieh 2003). The amount is not enough 
to solely survive on without other sources of income (it ranges from 
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$1,000–$2,500 per year, depending on the price of oil), but the pro-
gram has operated for decades with no perceptible end in sight, save for 
the depletion of the underlying oil reserves.   

Alaska also provides a natural case study to explore the impact of 
unconditional, but of varying size, cash payments over time. From the 
available data, it appears that consumption patterns are not sensitive to 
the size of the dividend: household spending is not very elastic vis a vis 
the amount of the dividend (Hsieh 2003). Though it is, quite literally, 
an isolated example of unconditional income in America, the Alaska 
experience does offer evidence that BI funds would not be, in aggregate, 
frivolously spent.

Political Challenges
Of the many challenges to implementing BI, the timeline for a successful 
transition is especially difficult to navigate. Implementing a full-fledged 
BI system overnight would be a dramatic, inadvisable economic shock, 
even if the political will to do so existed. Instead, most proposals on 
the subject advocate a gradual, piecemeal transition to “full” BI (Groot 
2004, 118–21). While this gradual strategy may very well be best in the 
long term, it presents the challenging problem of sustaining political 
will long enough to see the project to fruition. 

Further complicating the implementation of any policy requiring 
a long maturation cycle is found in the very nature of political par-
ties. Since many parties identify themselves by the policies they support  
or oppose, a single party taking up a cause may prevent others from 
following suit in the name of differentiation (Wispelaere & Nogura 
2012, 23). This is especially detrimental to protracted projects like 
BI; a change in political leadership could scuttle progress mid-stream. 
However, if public support for BI is significant, there is less incentive 
for any given political party to differentiate themselves via opposition. 

Not all political considerations are barriers to BI implementation. 
One positive element is a reduction in bureaucratic overhead. A 2011 
study found that Brazil’s Bolsa Familia program, which provides cash 
benefits to low income individuals, saved significantly on administrative 
costs: the program cost 30% less per person when compared to tra-
ditional welfare structures (Tepperman 2016, 41). Direct cash transfer 
programs like the Brazil model are more resilient to corruption as well: 
if every individual knows how much they should receive, skimming 
becomes painfully obvious (Tepperman 2016, 42).
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Such ample academic discourse on BI provides fertile ground to 
explore public opinion. The pathway explored here is to investigate 
the utility of different issue framings on public support levels for BI. 
Determining underlying “baseline” support levels for BI was not the 
goal, though research along that vein would be useful to the field writ 
large. Instead, we will explore how much we can nudge public opinion 
with a series of arguments that should, in theory, bolster support for BI. 
Ideally, this research can then be used as a guide for future work, or as 
a touchstone for those seeking to engage the public on the topic of BI.

Each framing was designed to address a potential concern regard-
ing BI, from the objection that individuals simply need to try harder 
to find work and helping those unwilling to put forth effort is not the 
government’s role, to inequality not being a major problem and, even if 
it was, UBI has not been tested. To counter these positions, framings are 
presented that cite the potential of automation to impact large swaths 
of job-seekers, state obligations under the United Nations Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, a report highlight the systemic dangers 
of income inequality, and a program in the U.S. that is working on field 
trials of UBI.  

Before analyzing the data collected, I expected that the automa-
tion argument would significantly bolster support, and that the framing 
emphasizing the dangers of income inequality would demonstrate  
a similarly powerful effect. For the former, I expected the automation 
argument to make the respondent reflect on the possibility that they may 
need to make use of UBI themselves in a job-scarce future. Regarding 
instability, I framed the issue as income inequality being a threat to 
national security in hopes of tapping into a desire to support what might 
be perceived as a security-increasing public policy.

Each respondent was randomly assigned, with equal weight, to 
one of the treatment groups. Table 1 displays the question wording, 
which was either a control group or the text of the control treatment 
along with a framing issue related to UBI. To this author’s knowledge, 
the only large-scale public opinion survey of BI attitudes to date is the 
E28 pan-European omnibus survey. As there is no established standard 
for explaining BI in the context of a survey, the language used for the 
Control is replicated from that study (Jaspers 2016).
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Survey Methodology 
TABLE 1.

 The framings were selected to cast a wide argumentative net: state obli-
gations to citizens in the context of international organizations, concerns 
about income inequality, the specter of job losses to automation, and 
real world BI experiments. While subgroup analysis may uncover fram-
ings that are more, or less, effective at influencing opinion compared 
to the aggregate data set, none of the issues presented argue against BI. 

Experimental Grouping Question Wording

BI Control

A basic income is an income unconditionally paid by the 
government to every individual regardless of whether 
they work and irrespective of any other sources of 
income. It replaces other social security payments and is 
high enough to cover all basic needs (food, housing etc.)

BI Pilot

Currently, scientists in the United States are building 
a pilot program to directly study what happens when 
individuals are given a basic income.
+ BI Control

BI UN

Article 25 of the United Nations Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights states: ”1. Everyone has the right to a 
standard of living adequate for the health and well-being 
of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, 
housing and medical care and necessary social services, 
and the right to security in the event of unemployment, 
sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of 
livelihood in circumstances beyond his control.“
+ BI Control

BI Automation

Advances in technology have allowed many workers to 
be replaced with automated systems. Some industry 
experts predict that even high skill jobs, such as medical 
doctors, could be replaced in the near future, and that 
47% of all jobs are potentially vulnerable to automation. 
+ BI Control

BI Inequality

Some consider income inequality to be a significant 
threat to national security. Persistent income inequality 
was listed as the #1 global risk in the 2017 Global  
Risks Perception Survey produced by the World 
Economic Forum. 
+ BI Control

BI CitDiv

A citizen’s dividend is an income unconditionally paid by 
the government to every individual regardless of whether 
they work and irrespective of any other sources of 
income. It replaces other social security payments and is 
high enough to cover all basic needs (food, housing etc.)



174

U
M

BC REV
IEW

 
V

O
L. 19

Thus, our first hypothesis is:
H1: No framing will decrease mean BI support below that of the 
control treatment.

Among the treatments, BI Automation is predicted to have the 
strongest impact upon support levels: by playing to a force beyond 
individual control, it should overcome some reservations based upon 
perceptions of personal responsibility 
H2: BI Automation will exhibit the strongest treatment effect.

As a final experiment, one group had all instances of “basic income” 
replaced with “citizen’s dividend”, but otherwise were exposed to the 
same treatment wording as the control, in order to assay any difference 
arising from nomenclature alone. Previous studies have examined, and 
confirmed, the impact of issue framing on questions of government 
spending; the question we will explore is how effective these frames 
happen to be (Jacoby 2000). 

Respondents were then asked, on the same page as the explanatory 
text and framing, “what is your opinion of basic income/a citizen’s div-
idend” (as appropriate) with options ranging on a 7-point scale from 
“like a great/moderate/little” to “dislike a little/moderate/great” along 
with a neutral option in the middle. Results were coded from 1–7, with 
higher values corresponding to higher levels of support for the policy. 
As much as possible, overt partisan cues were avoided in the construc-
tion of each frame. Political parties and figures are not mentioned, and, 
after much deliberation, no links to external sources were provided in 
an attempt to limit bias rooted in the provenance of the information 
presented in each frame. 

By exploring different framings of the BI question, we can investi-
gate the comparative resonance of each argument with our respondents. 
The sample collected is not fully representative of the general American 
population, with respondents being comprised of a self-selected group 
that decided to complete the survey via Amazon’s Mturk platform for 
monetary compensation. That said, Mturk respondent diversity, and 
response quality, is at least as good as generic (also non-representative) 
Internet polling samples (Buhrmester, Kwang, and Gosling 2011). 

Knowing this in advance shaped the experimental design: baseline 
levels of support for BI would not be the primary mode of analysis. 
Instead, the delta between the Control treatment and each framing 
could be explored via independent sample t-tests in order to find statis-
tically significant differences. Using such a design will allow us to search 
for resonant arguments at a relatively low cost (less than $1/respondent 
after payments and service fees) before advancing promising framings 
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to more rigorously representative, and more expensive, survey collec-
tion methods. In essence, we are using Amazon Mturk as an executable 
rapid prototype on which future research can be built (Jones and Richey 
2000, 64–5).

Particular attention will be paid to arguments that decrease support 
levels below that seen in the Control grouping. Each of the framings 
is designed to present an argument in favor of BI, so any framing that 
manages to do the opposite merits additional focus. This is true for the 
entire sample, as well as for subgroups of significant size. 

Following the BI treatment, respondents were asked to indicate 
what they believed the impact(s) of implementing UBI would be. 
Within seven categories (national security, creativity, productivity, 
health, income inequality happiness, and trust in the government) there 
were options to indicate that the category would improve or get worse 
as a result of UBI. All fourteen state changes were presented in a ran-
dom order, and each respondent could select as many, or as few, as they  
felt appropriate.  

Overall, there were few concrete a priori hypotheses regarding the 
outcomes of this survey. The state of BI public opinion research is so 
sparse that very little can be predicted with any degree of certainty. 
Instead, this piece will lay some rudimentary groundwork for research.

Survey Results & Discussion
Respondents were aggregated by group, and their mean support levels 
for BI from 1–7 (1= least support, 7= most support, and 4= indifferent) 
were plotted for figure 1. Surprisingly, the impact of the BI Automation 
treatment was weak (p= 0.123, Δmean 0.24). Initially, this treatment was 
hypothesized as likely to be the strongest framing. Automation technol-
ogy’s impact on employment has received significant media coverage in 
the last year (Gillespie 2017; McFarland 2017; Isidore 2017; Mahdawi 
2017; Quart 2017). Given widespread dissemination, the assumption 
was that concerns regarding automation would resonate and signifi-
cantly bolster support for UBI. A larger sample size might have allowed 
us to make a more definitive claim, but from the data collected the 
impact of the BI Automation framing appears minimal.
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FIGURE 1.

Examining the data set as a whole, only one framing resulted in a highly 
significant difference in mean support levels: BI UN (p= 0.012, Δmean 
0.39). The basis for this treatment was text from the United Nations 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), a foundational doc-
ument in the international human rights regime adopted by the General 
Assembly in 1948 (UN General Assembly 1948). The language of the 
Declaration was targeted at the common individual, and there were sig-
nificant efforts to make it comprehensible to an audience of non-experts. 
Key inputs were sourced from hundreds of pages of state constitutions, 
consultations with various nongovernmental organizations, and UN 
representatives from 18 states. After a period of substantial debate, it 
was decided that greater consensus could be achieved by making the 
document a completely nonbinding declaration as opposed to a treaty 
(Morsink 1999).

Lacking the heft that accompanies treaties, the UDHR is more 
akin to an affirmation of norms within international customary law 
that arises from “common consent of civilized communities,” though 
it should be noted that the UDHR disproportionally represented the 
views of Western states: decolonization had yet to run its course in 1948 
(Steiner & Alston 2000, 65; Morsink 1999). Within the context of an 
opinion poll, the UDHR was selected for its clarity despite it represent-
ing a weak institutional obligation to states. Though it is easy to dismiss 
the impact of international organizations (IO), there is evidence that 
even in the realm of international security, the area least likely to see 
effective IO action, the actions taken by the UN have had an impact on 



177

JA
C

O
B STREET

public opinion (Chapman 2009). Data collected here seems to support 
the idea that IOs do matter in the arena of public opinion, though we 
must be cautious to not overstate our claims.

To further elucidate opinions on UBI, respondents were asked to 
select what they perceived as the likely impacts of implementing UBI.  
Each respondent was presented a randomly ordered list of outcomes, 
both negative and positive (i.e. “productivity will go up” and “pro-
ductivity will go down”) and asked to mark all that they saw as likely 
outcomes of a UBI being adopted. Then, the percent that indicated a 
decline in a given category were subtracted from the percent that indi-
cated an improvement. This data presentation is similar to the method 
of reporting the net favorability of a political figure, with a negative 
number indicating a net disfavor among respondents (Lavrakas 2008).  
The goal was to see if there were any strong connections between a given 
frame and its perceived impacts.

Table 2 illustrates these perceived impacts of UBI. Across treat-
ment groups, the concern that UBI would reduce productivity was a 
key trend. This tracks with the results of the E28 survey, where 43% 
of respondents found the idea that UBI could encourage individuals to 
quit their jobs as a compelling argument against basic income (Jaspers 
2016). Notably, BI UN was the only framing that lacked a net negative 
belief that UBI would cause productivity to drop. This treatment also 
scored the highest on impacts to creativity, health, happiness, and gov-
ernment trust.

TABLE 2.

Net Perceived Impacts of UBI (total n = 2068)

(Percent Indicating Improvement Minus Percent Indicating Decline)

Productivity Creativity Natl. 
Sec. Health Equality Happiness Gov. 

Trust

BI 
Control -21.1 4.5 3.4 29.8 38.2 47.6 38.0

BI Pilot -12.0 11.1 6.3 35.0 37.7 49.1 41.3

BI UN 1.5 20.3 7.1 45.1 43.3 56.4 42.0

BI Auto -9.8 11.3 9.2 36.9 47.3 45.8 38.9

Bi 
Inequal -17.6 7.9 8.5 31.9 39.6 40.2 30.5

BI CD -17.0 7.9 8.8 32.6 36.7 49.6 35.2
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Indication of at least one negative impact of UBI was a very strong 
(p<0.001) predictor of UBI support levels below the overall mean; the 
same was true for those that indicated at least one positive impact and 
support above the overall mean (p<0.001). This suggests that support 
for UBI is not widely seen as a tradeoff; indeed, those that had “mixed” 
indications (defined as indicating at least one positive effect and at least 
one negative effect) had significantly (p<0.001) lower support levels (n= 
539, mean= 4.20) than those not indicting a mixed outcome (n= 1528, 
mean= 4.95).

Given this information, it is not surprising that the strongest fram-
ing would also correlate with strong beliefs about the positive effects of 
UBI. However, the tone of our framings adds a cautionary note to our 
analysis. While BI Pilot and BI CD are neutral framings, BI Inequal 
and BI Auto are both negative: they describe threats or concerns that 
UBI might be a solution to. BI UN is the only framing that could be 
construed as positive in describing the obligations of states to their pop-
ulace. Research suggests that negative framing can be more effective at 
arousing emotive responses, but there is also evidence that, given two 
logically equivalent framings of the same information, negative framing 
can reduce overall support for an underlying issue (Anson 2016; Ito et 
al. 1998; Druckman 2004). The framings investigated here were not 
functionally equivalent, but it is still possible that the relatively positive 
wording of BI UN played a role in elevated support levels.

Also noteworthy is the last line in the BI UN treatment: “…circum-
stances beyond his control.” Earlier discussion touched on significant 
linkages between welfare support and notions of control over circum-
stances, so some or potentially the majority of the observed treatment 
effect could be attributed to this linkage. Curiously, the other treatment 
exploring circumstances beyond individual control, BI Auto, did not 
result in a significant support level increase. One potential explanation, 
buoyed by the only framing with an observable effect being the one that 
contained language regarding “circumstances”, is that respondents did 
not implicitly consider job losses via automation as a force beyond indi-
vidual control. H2 was based on automation representing the largest 
paradigm shift away from individual culpability; the data suggests con-
trol played a role, but not as anticipated, and H2 was incorrect. Further 
research may reveal however, under more explicit framing, individuals 
reacting to a relationship between control and job automation.   

As discussed earlier, support for social welfare programs is generally 
lower amongst conservatives (Epstein 1997). This trend is likely to hold 
true within the context of this survey as well, but it is possible that some 
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arguments for BI will be more persuasive than others despite overarch-
ing conservative skepticism of welfare. Any framing that is significantly 
resonant with conservatives thus merits extra attention, especially if that 
framing does not perform poorly overall. Even if such a framing had  
a weaker, but still positive, resonance with other groups it would be 
worth investigation for the potential to recruit conservative holdouts. 
Figure 2 and table 3 display results from those coded as conservative 
(5,6,or 7 on a 1 to 7 scale from liberal to conservative, n= 596).

FIGURE 2.

Unfortunately, sample size restrictions limit the conclusions that we can 
draw from the Conservative subgroup. The data does align generally 
with our expectations: conservatives express a dramatically lower sup-
port for UBI across all treatment groups (p < 0.001), with no framings 
able to bring support levels above neutral. Curiously, the BI Inequality 
treatment reduced support below that of BI Control, but our n is sim-
ply too small to say anything definitive about the significance of the 
resultant data (p= 0.16 Δmean 0.38). H1 holds true, though follow-up 
research is warranted in order to explore the effect of BI Inequality 
amongst conservatives.

Declines in productivity were the strongest concern in all groups 
for conservatives. Notably, only the BI Inequal treatment resulted in 
net negative impacts on equality and happiness, both of which could 
benefit from future investigation with a larger sample size. Here we 
can observe a disconnect between a survey about a theoretical BI and  
an operational program.  



180

U
M

BC REV
IEW

 
V

O
L. 19

TABLE 3.

As mentioned earlier, the Alaska Permanent Fund is a universal program 
for residents, though the cash payouts are too small to subsist fully on.  
Politically, Alaska is fairly conservative, with only 23% of the popula-
tion identifying as liberal in a 2014 study (Religious Landscape Study 
2014).  Despite this, a different study found only 16% felt the Fund had 
a negative impact on a willingness to work (Harstad 2017). This finding 
may encourage UBI advocates, as some opposition to a plan on paper 
may evaporate upon program implementation.   

Overt partisan cues were actively avoided in the construction of 
each frame. However, there is evidence that subtle cues that align with 
extant worldviews can be quite powerful in activating partisan bias 
(Anson 2016). This effect could explain the result seen in the BI CitDiv 
frame. Representing the smallest divergence from the wording of BI 
Control, this treatment still managed to have a moderately significant 
(p= .056 Δmean 0.56) impact on mean support levels. Data from the E28 
survey can help us elucidate a potential reason for this shift: 34% of 
respondents in that survey found “foreigners might come to my country 
to take advantage” a compelling argument against UBI (Jaspers 2016). 
By wording the proposal as a “citizen’s dividend”, it is implied that UBI 
would only be provided to citizens, and not instead to all residents, 
which may have ameliorated concerns along the immigration lines seen 
in the E28 survey. This result also reinforces recent survey work that 
Americans perceive immigrants as disproportionate recipients of state 
assistance (Hussey and Pearson-Merkowitz 2013).

Net Perceived Impacts of UBI by Conservatives  
(total n = 596)

(Percent Indicating Improvement Minus Percent Indicating Decline)

Productivity Creativity Natl. 
Sec. Health Equality Happiness Gov. 

Trust

BI 
Control -70.9 -33.0 -14.6 -8.7 7.8 7.8 13.6

BI Pilot -51.0 -16.7 -10.8 -6.9 6.9 13.7 29.4

BI UN -59.8 -28.7 -12.6 4.6 0.0 12.6 12.6

BI Auto -58.2 -29.7 -7.7 -3.3 15.4 2.2 16.5

Bi 
Inequal -70.2 -44.7 -16.7 -5.3 -7.0 -3.5 0.0

BI CD -52.0 -28.0 -2.0 7.0 11.0 25.0 19.0
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Conclusion
Much work remains to be done in the realm of BI public opinion 
research. As a policy choice, basic income is still very much in its 
infancy, with many questions of both efficacy and popular support 
remaining unknown. It is also important to moderate our expectations 
as to what a program like BI can accomplish. BI is not a panacea for 
the difficult problem of income inequality, much less the world’s wider 
economic struggles. A future with a fully implemented BI could still 
grapple with poverty and vast wealth disparities if only elites are able to 
secure jobs in a world rife with automation. Such techno-feudalism is 
more dystopian than idealistic, and by some accounts a very real danger 
in coming decades (Ford 2015). Yet we cannot stop the unrelenting 
march of technology, nor should we seek to. Increases in productivity 
and more efficient resource utilization may not usher in a post-scar-
city society anytime soon, but they have the potential to create a less 
scarce tomorrow. As the value of labor continues to decrease in light 
of ever more versatile capital, the social contract between citizens, their 
governments, and the corporations wedged in between will have to be 
amended, if not entirely rewritten.
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Abstract
This data analysis aimed to determine what relationship, if 
any, existed between maternal depression and enrollment of 
children under the age of four in the Baltimore City Early Head 
Start/Head Start (EHS/HS) programs. Previous research sup-
ported a correlation between preventing the delay of cognitive 
development and increasing readiness to learn with the imple-
mentation of early childhood education programs, causing 
concern for the large number of eligible, non-enrolled chil-
dren. It was expected that mothers who reported depressive 
symptoms would be less likely to enroll their child in the EHS/
HS programs than mothers who did not report depressive 
symptoms. Data was obtained from a total of 7,926 Children’s 
HealthWatch surveys administered to mothers between 1998 
and 2015. In addition to maternal depression, eight other vari-
ables were analyzed using a Chi-squared analysis within SPSS. 
An equal number of mothers reporting depressive symptoms 
(1.0 percent) and reporting no depressive symptoms (1.2 per-
cent) enrolled their child in the EHS/HS programs (Chi-squared 
= 0.439; p<0.508). The data indicated there was no statisti-
cally significant relationship between EHS/HS enrollment and 
maternal depressive symptoms. Possible explanations for this 
finding included lack of random sampling and exclusion of 
male caregivers.
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Introduction 
According to the Federal Office of Head Start website (2016), Early 
Head Start and Head Start (EHS/HS) programs help to promote the 
school readiness of young children from low-income families through 
local programs that support the mental, social, and emotional develop-
ment of children from birth to age five (Office of Head Start Enrollment, 
2016). Despite these benefits, a 2012 study reported that only 42% of 
children eligible for the Head Start (HS) program were actually enrolled; 
just 4% of eligible Early Head Start (EHS) children participated in the 
program (OEC, 2014).

EHS/HS programs aim to support the growth and development 
of children by specifically targeting social skills, emotional well-being, 
language, and concept development (Office of Head Start Enrollment, 
2016). EHS/HS programs offer information about healthy child eating 
and exercise habits and ensure that all enrolled children receive health 
and development screenings and well-child physical examinations on 
the recommended schedule.

In 2000, Faith Lamb-Parker, a researcher at the Bankstreet College 
of Education in New York, administered a survey to mothers of children 
eligible for the New York HS program; they identified 27 barriers to 
parental participation in EHS/HS (Lamb-Parker et al., 2000). A sig-
nificant barrier was maternal depressive symptoms, with 47.1% of the 
mothers reporting often feeling sad, “down,” or depressed, and 16.2% 
identifying depressive symptoms as a barrier to their own participation 
in EHS/HS activities. 

Depression is a “chronic mental illness that is characterized by 
depressed mood, anhedonia, irritability, concentration difficulties, and 
abnormalities in appetite and sleep” (Wang et al., 2016). Throughout 
the paper, “depressive symptoms” will be used to mean having any of 
the above symptoms, as reported by the caregiver to the 3–4 questions 
in Appendix A, although some caregivers may also have a diagnosis of 
clinical depression.

Children’s HealthWatch (CHW), a nonpartisan network of pedi-
atricians, public health researchers, and children’s health and policy 
experts, aims to improve government financial assistance programs by 
researching the growth, nutrition, and development of children whose 
families currently receive assistance. They coordinate with five hospitals 
nationwide to administer surveys to caregivers of infants and toddlers 
under 48 months of age. After completing the survey, caregivers are 
given information on additional assistance programs, such as housing 
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assistance, mental health services, and employment training. Maryland 
EHS/HS programs typically serve over 10,000 children every year, but 
not all eligible children enroll or remain enrolled (Head Start Program 
Facts Fiscal Year, 2015). At the University of Maryland Medical Center 
(UMMC), the CHW survey results show a low level of EHS/HS enroll-
ment (1.2%). This surprising statistic motivated the analysis reported 
here.

The subsequent data analysis aimed to answer the following 
questions:

1.  What relationship, if any, exists between maternal depressive 
symptoms and enrollment of children under the age of four in the 
Baltimore City EHS/HS program?

2.  What is the relationship between mothers who report depressive 
symptoms and enrollment of children under the age of four in a 
child-care center other than EHS/HS?

3.  What is the relationship between employed mothers and enroll-
ment of children under the age of four in the Baltimore City EHS/
HS program?

4.  What is the relationship between employed mothers and enroll-
ment of children under the age of four in a child-care center other 
than EHS/HS?

5.  What is the relationship between mothers who report fair/poor 
physical health and enrollment of children under the age of four in 
the Baltimore City EHS/HS program?

6.  What is the relationship between children in excellent/good health 
and enrollment of children under the age of four in the Baltimore 
City EHS/HS program?

7.  What is the relationship between children with emotional, behav-
ioral, or developmental problems and enrollment of children under 
the age of four in the Baltimore City EHS/HS program?

8.  What is the relationship between children in families who have 
moved in the last 12 months and enrollment of children under the 
age of four in the Baltimore City EHS/HS program?

9.  What is the relationship between children who have been homeless 
or living in a shelter and enrollment of children under the age of 
four in the Baltimore City EHS/HS program? 
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My hypotheses were that:

1.  Mothers who report depressive symptoms are less likely to enroll 
their child in the Baltimore City EHS/HS or another program than 
mothers who do not report depressive symptoms.

2.  Employed mothers are more likely to enroll their child in EHS/HS 
or another program than those who are not employed; 

3.  Mothers who report fair/poor physical health are more likely to 
enroll their child in EHS/HS than those who report excellent/good 
physical health;

4.  Children in excellent/good health are more likely than those in fair/
poor health to be enrolled in EHS/HS;

5.  Children with emotional, behavioral, or developmental problems 
are more likely to be enrolled in EHS/HS than those without emo-
tional, behavioral, or developmental problems;

6.  Children in families who have moved in the last 12 months or have 
been homeless/living in a shelter are more likely to be enrolled in 
EHS/HS than those who have not moved/been homeless; and

I used an interdisciplinary approach to address these questions. The dis-
ciplines of biology, psychology, and sociology offer differing explanations 
for a lack of Early Head Start and Head Start enrollment within eligible 
populations. Each discipline explains limited reasons behind refraining 
from EHS/HS enrollment, but together, the three disciplines reveal the 
complex nature of barriers to EHS/HS enrollment. The following sec-
tions, divided by discipline, provide background information on the 
above variables based on the discipline in which each variable is best 
explained. With the exception of depressive symptoms, each variable is 
confined to a single discipline. Depressive symptoms are examined by all 
three disciplines because of its biopsychosociali nature.

The Discipline of Biology
Biological Foundations of Depression
The biological basis of depression is an area of interest for medical profes-
sionals who provide clinical treatment of this mental illness. The clinical 
symptoms of depression result from a number of biopsychosocial causes, 
which can be explained by the biogenic amine hypothesis, characterized 
by a decreased density of serotonin receptors in the mesiotemporal cor-
tex (MTC)ii of the brain or by serotonin receptor dysfunction.
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In 2016, Wang et al. demonstrated a significantly decreased density 
and binding of serotonin receptors in the MTC in clinically depressed 
individuals (Wang et al., 2016). In depressed individuals, specific areas 
of the brain may be impaired, giving rise to the changes in memory and 
mood characteristic of depression. For example, while the hippocampus, 
a brain region involved in learning and memory, has long been thought 
to play a role in depression, Nestler et al. implicated that multiple 
brain areas mediate the symptoms of depression (Nestler et al., 2002). 
Specifically, the team noted that the “neocortex and hippocampus may 
mediate cognitive aspects of depression, such as memory impairments 
and feelings of worthlessness, guilt, doom, and suicidality.” Wang et al. 
called for increased sample sizes in future studies in order to increase sta-
tistical power; with increased statistical power, researchers may be better 
able to understand the pathophysiological mechanisms of depression.

Maternal Physical Health
The data in this analysis suggest that mothers in poor physical health 
may be more likely to enroll their child in an early childhood educa-
tion program. Mothers who report being in poor/fair physical health 
frequently reported being unable to work because they were disabled. 
Without the ability to work, some mothers rely on income from Social 
Security Disability or the Temporary Cash Assistance Program (TCA), 
which income-qualifies them for the Child Care Subsidy Program. 
Parents receiving TCA, regardless of voucher receipt, would be more 
likely to utilize EHS/HS programs for child care because the $0 cost 
incentivizes EHS/HS for families on fixed incomes.

The Discipline of Psychology
Psychological Foundations of Clinical Depression
There are many psychological theories of depression, including those 
related to learning and helplessness theory. Learning theory describes 
behavior in terms of the context in which it takes place rather than 
by cognitive processes that elicit certain behaviors (Ramnerö, Folke, & 
Kanter, 2016). In the context of depression, learning theory posits that 
depression stems from multiple factors, including the absence of social 
reinforcement, reinforcement of depressive behaviors, and helplessness 
(Ramnerö, Folke, & Kanter, 2016).

Early models of depression noted that depressed individuals tend 
to withdraw from social interaction. Because social interactions pro-
vide social support and reinforcement of acceptable social behavior, 
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by withdrawing from social interaction, depressed individuals deprive 
themselves of this social reinforcement. Furthermore, even when 
depressed individuals maintain some degree of positive reinforcement 
via social interaction, they have been shown to exhibit a reduced 
response to positive reinforcement patterns and problems integrating 
reinforcements over time. Individuals who experience chronic stress 
also exhibit reduced reward responsiveness, making stress one of the 
leading causes for depression. While short-term stressful events, like the 
death of a loved one or becoming unemployed, have been implicated 
in depression, chronic stressors such as marital conflict and prolonged 
health problems have a bigger impact on the development of depressive 
symptoms (Ramnerö, Folke, & Kanter, 2016).

According to a study by Ramnerö, Folke, & Kanter, (2016) pos-
itively reinforced depressive behaviors like complaining and negative 
affect typically elicit genuine support from others (Ramnerö, Folke,  
& Kanter, 2016). But, over time, these behaviors can result in negative 
responses from others, worsening depression. For example, a depressed 
individual's complaints may initially be met with active listening and 
support, just as weariness is met with reassurance and offers of help with 
their responsibilities. But as time progresses and the depressed individ-
ual does not appear to recover, others may begin to respond negatively, 
causing the depressed individual to avoid further interaction with them. 
This learned adverse reaction to voicing concerns and feelings can 
ultimately lead to feelings of helplessness on the part of the depressed 
individual.

Helplessness theory is the foundation of hopelessness theory 
(Ramnerö, Folke, & Kanter, 2016). In Seligman’s (1967) landmark 
experiment, dogs who at first attempted to escape the unavoidable 
shocks administered by the experimenters eventually ceased any attempt 
to avoid the shocks, even after an escape was made available (Seligman 
& Maier, 1967). Helplessness theory proposes that “repeated exposure 
to uncontrollable and aversive stimuli leads gradually to the belief that 
the aversive situation is inescapable, and a sense of helplessness ensues 
regarding the situation” (Liu, Kleiman, Nestor, & Cheek, 2015). This 
response leads to depression. While helplessness theory explains why 
some individuals become depressed when confronted with uncontrolla-
ble aversive stimuli, it does not explain why others are able to cope and 
do not develop depression. 

Hopelessness theory builds on helplessness theory in that it pro-
poses “those who attribute a negative event to internal, stable and global 
causes were at greater likelihood of developing depression,” meaning 
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that only individuals who interpret the stressor to be inescapable would 
have an increased risk of becoming depressed (Liu, Kleiman, Nestor, & 
Cheek, 2015). Additional research on these theories is necessary in order 
to bridge gaps in literature and validate their clinical relevance (Liu, 
Kleiman, Nestor, & Cheek, 2015).

Child Emotional, Behavioral, and Developmental Problems
Child emotional, behavioral, and developmental problems may affect 
how well a child performs in the classroom, both academically and 
behaviorally. Head Start addresses these problems by using a “whole 
child” model that enhances development through educational, health, 
and nutritional services to children and families (Miller, Farkas,  
& Duncan, 2015). Many Head Start services are designed to help chil-
dren from low-income families who are at risk for cognitive development, 
socio-emotional development, health, and family functioning prob-
lems. The implementation of these services is intended to help at-risk 
children gain the necessary skills to seamlessly enter kindergarten. While 
low-income children and Black/African American children have been 
identified as at-risk populations, according to a study by the National 
Institute for Early Education, Head Start is successful at preparing these 
children for kindergarten (Youn, 2016). According to Youn’s analysis 
(2016), children who attended Head Start for two years showed a higher 
level of cooperative classroom behaviors and fewer problematic behav-
iors in kindergarten. Moreover, these effects were strongest for children 
raised in families categorized with high risk factors.

The Discipline of Sociology 
Sociological Foundations of Depression
According to a study by Ferlander et al., depressive symptoms are 
reported more often by women than men and are related to a multitude 
of causes including alcohol consumption, economic situation, and lack 
of social capital (Ferlander et al., 2016). Women who had little contact 
with relatives, or who were divorced or widowed had higher odds of 
reporting depression than those with more family contact according to 
Ferlander. The investigators also found that women who usually engaged 
with non-family members of differing ages also reported higher rates of 
depression than those with less regular contact. This study suggests that 
social capital may have differing effects on the individual depending on 
the types of interactions and the characteristics of those with whom the 
individual interacts, though follow up studies are needed. Specifically, 



194

U
M

BC REV
IEW

 
V

O
L. 19

the data suggests that lack of interactions with family members and 
frequent interactions with non-family members of varying ages are 
mentally distressing.

 Maternal Employment
A 2005 study by Chang, Huston, Crosby, and Gennetian investigated 
the impact of parental employment and welfare participation on their 
child’s participation in the Head Start program (Chang, Huston, Crosby, 
& Gennetian, 2005). The study found that participation in the welfare 
program or employment increased parental usage of center-based child 
care, but decreased Head Start enrollment; that is, despite increased 
child care needs, working parents did not use Head Start to meet  
this need.

Homelessness and Moving Residence
In 1993, Koblinsky and Anderson studied the characteristics of 
homeless children enrolled in the Head Start program (Koblinsky  
& Anderson, 1993). They found that some parents were reluctant to 
enroll their child in Head Start due to embarrassment about their wear-
ing ill-fitting clothing or being homeless, and that homeless parents 
often experience higher levels of anxiety and depression. Consequently, 
Head Start can link parents to community outreach workers, employ-
ment opportunities, and social services in order to help them become 
more self-sufficient and increase well-being. 

Head Start programs actively recruit homeless children via routine 
contact with shelters, welfare hotels/motels, and transitional housing 
programs (Koblinsky & Anderson, 1993). Their goal is to enroll and 
maintain enrollment of children who are homeless. In Montgomery 
County, Maryland, local shelters contact Head Start whenever an eligible 
child arrives. In order to help parents maintain their child’s attendance 
in Head Start, many programs also offer van or bus services that run 
from nearby shelters to the program’s location.

Methodology
Study data was compiled from Children’s HealthWatch surveys admin-
istered in the University of Maryland Medical Center’s Pediatric 
Emergency Room between 1998 and 2015. Eligibility criteria for 
the survey included that the patient was under four years of age, 
was not in critical condition, and had not participated in the survey 
in the last sixth months. This data was provided to the investigator  
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in a de-identified format, and saved as a data file readable by SPSS 
Statistics software (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences). Because 
data from depression screening questions is collected only from biologi-
cally related maternal caregivers, data from interviews with paternal and 
non-biologically related caregivers was excluded. After adjusting for bio-
logically related maternal respondents only, data from a total of 8,080 
interviews was included in the analysis. 

The total number of surveys used in each cross tabulation varies 
based on the question used to measure a specific variable. Approximately 
52.5% of mothers had children who were female, 85.4% identified as 
Black, non-Hispanic, and 5.7% spoke a second language at home. 26.9% 
of mothers had less than a high school education, 42.6% had obtained 
their high school diploma or GED, 30.5% had taken at least one college 
course, and 20.6% reported experiencing depressive symptoms.

This report focuses on nine variables: maternal depressive symp-
toms; EHS/HS enrollment; child care center enrollment; maternal 
employment; maternal physical health; child physical health; child 
emotional, behavioral, or developmental problems; moving residence; 
and homelessness. 

All information was verbally self-reported by the respondent, except 
the child’s current height and weight, and birth weight, which were col-
lected from the medical record or physically taken by the interviewer. 
Maternal depressive symptoms were established by asking a series of 
questions (See appendix A). From the depression screening questions 
shown in in appendix A, a positive response for two or more of the 
questions is a reliable measure of the caregiver experiencing depressive 
symptoms (Kemper, 1992).

All variables used in the analysis were the original variables, except 
responses to the question, “Who looks after the child on a regular 
basis?” Responses were split into two different variables: one for EHS/
HS enrollment, coded into a “yes/no” response, and one for child care 
enrollment, also coded into a “yes/no” response. 

All cross tabulations and chi-squared analyses were then completed 
using SPSS.  
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Results and Discussion
Table 1 presents the relationship between EHS/HS enrollment and 
maternal depressive symptoms. An equal number of mothers reported 
depressive symptoms (1.0%) and reporting no depressive symptoms 
(1.2%) enrolled their child in the EHS/HS program (Chi-Squared=0.439; 
p<0.508). The 0.2% enrollment difference between mothers reporting 
depressive symptoms and those reporting no depressive symptoms is not 
statistically significant, and fails to reject the null hypothesis. Therefore, 
no relationship was found between EHS/HS enrollment and maternal 
depressive symptoms.

TABLE 1.  The Relationship Between Early Head Start / Head Start Enrollment  
and Maternal Depressive Symptoms (CHW 1998-2015, N=7926)

Table 2 summarizes the relationship between child care center enroll-
ment and maternal depressive symptoms. An equal number of mothers 
reporting depressive symptoms (13.2%) and reporting no depressive 
symptoms (14.0%) enrolled their child in a child care center (Chi-
Squared=0.739; p<0.390). The 0.8% enrollment difference between 
mothers reporting depressive symptoms and those reporting no depres-
sive symptoms is not statistically significant, and fails to reject the null 
hypothesis. Therefore, no relationship was found between childcare 
center enrollment and maternal depressive symptoms.

Maternal Depressive Symptoms

Early Head Start / Head Start Enrollment Yes (%) No (%)

Yes 17 (1.0) 78 (1.2)

No 1618 (99.0) 6213 (98.8)

Total 1635 6291

Note: Chi-Squared=0.439; p<0.508
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TABLE 2.  The Relationship Between Child Care Center Enrollment and Maternal 
Depressive Symptoms (CHW 1998-2015, N=7926)

Table 3 shows the relationship between EHS/HS enrollment and 
maternal employment. Mothers reporting employment (3.2%) were 
more likely than those reporting unemployment (1.1%) to enroll their 
child in the EHS/HS program (Chi-squared=9.496; p<0.002). The 
2.1% enrollment difference between mothers reporting employment 
and those reporting unemployment is statistically significant based on 
definition of statistical significant of p<0.05. The null hypothesis can be 
rejected; the data supports the research hypothesis. This data suggests 
that employed mothers are more likely to enroll their child in Early 
Head Start/Head Start than unemployed mothers.

TABLE 3.  The Relationship Between Early Head Start/Head Start Enrollment  
and Maternal Employment (CHW 1998-2015, N=1772)

Maternal Depressive Symptoms

Child Care Center Enrollment Yes (%) No (%)

Yes 216 (13.2) 883 (14.0)

No 1419 (86.8) 5408 (86.0)

Total 1635 6291

Note: Chi-Squared=0.739; p<0.390

Maternal Employment

Early Head Start/Head Start Enrollment Yes (%) No (%)

Yes 26 (3.2) 11 (1.1)

No 777 (96.8) 958 (98.9)

Total 803 969

Note: Chi-Squared=9.496; p<0.002
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Table 4 depicts the relationship between child care center enrollment 
and maternal employment; 23.7% of employed mothers enrolled their 
child in a child care center compared with 9.9% of unemployed moth-
ers (Chi-squared=61.374; p<0.0001). Again, the 13.8% enrollment 
difference between mothers reporting employment and those reporting 
unemployment is statistically significant. The null hypothesis can be 
rejected; the data supports the research hypothesis. Therefore, employed 
mothers are more likely to enroll their child in a childcare center than 
unemployed mothers.

TABLE 4.  The Relationship Between Child Care Center Enrollment and Maternal 
Employment (CHW 1998-2015, N=1772)

Table 5 presents the relationship between EHS/HS enrollment and 
maternal physical health; 1.0% of mothers who reported excellent/good 
physical health enrolled their child in EHS/HS, compared with 2.1% 
of mothers in fair/poor physical health (Chi-squared=11.676; p<0.001). 
The 1.1% enrollment difference between mothers reporting excellent/
good physical health and those reporting fair/poor physical health is 
statistically significant. The null hypothesis can be rejected; the data 
supports the research hypothesis. Therefore, mothers who report fair/
poor physical health are more likely to enroll their child in EHS/HS 
than those who report excellent/good physical health.

Maternal Employment

Child Care Center Enrollment Yes (%) No (%)

Yes 190 (23.7) 96 (9.9)

No 613 (76.3) 873 (90.1)

Total 803 969

Note: Chi-Squared=61.374; p<0.0001
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TABLE 5.  The Relationship Between Early Head Start/Head Start Enrollment  
and Maternal Physical Health (CHW 1998-2015, N=7918)

Table 6 summarizes the relationship between EHS/HS enrollment and 
the child’s physical health. An equal number of children in excellent/
good physical health (1.2%) and in fair/poor health (0.7%) enrolled in 
EHS/HS (Chi-squared=1.817; p<0.178). The 0.5% enrollment differ-
ence between children in excellent/good physical health and children 
in fair/poor physical health is not statistically significant, and fails to 
reject the null hypothesis. Therefore, no relationship was found between 
EHS/HS enrollment and the condition of child physical health.

TABLE 6.  The Relationship Between Early Head Start/Head Start Enrollment and the 
Child’s Physical Health (CHW 1998-2015, N=8080)

Condition of Maternal Physical Health

Early Head Start / Head Start Enrollment Excellent/Good 
(%)

Fair/Poor 
 (%)

Yes 164 (1.0) 31 (2.1)

No 6352 (99.0) 1471 (97.9)

Total 6416 1502

Note: Chi-Squared=11.676; p<0.001

Condition of Child Physical Health

Early Head Start / Head Start Enrollment Excellent/Good 
(%)

Fair/Poor  
(%)

Yes 90 (1.2) 5 (0.7)

No 7243 (98.8) 742 (99.3)

Total 7333 747

Note: Chi-Squared=1.817; p<0.178
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Table 7 displays the relationship between EHS/HS enrollment and 
child emotional, behavioral, or developmental problems. An equal 
number of children who have emotional, behavioral, or developmental 
problems (2.9%) compared with those who do not (2.1%), enrolled 
in EHS/HS (Chi-squared=0.248; p<0.619). The 0.8% enrollment 
difference between children who have emotional, behavioral, or devel-
opmental problems and those who do not have emotional, behavioral, 
or developmental problems is not statistically significant, and fails  
to reject the null hypothesis. Therefore, no relationship was found 
between EHS/HS enrollment and child emotional, behavioral, or devel-
opmental problems.

TABLE 7.  The Relationship Between Early Head Start/Head Start Enrollment  
and the Child Emotional, Behavioral or Developmental Problems  
(CHW 1998-2015, N=1767)

Table 8 depicts the relationship between EHS/HS enrollment and 
moving residence in the last 12 months. A similar number of mothers 
reporting moving residence in the last 12 months (1.3%) and reporting 
not moving residence in the last 12 months (1.1%) enrolled their child 
in the EHS/HS program (Chi-squared=0.300; p<0.584). The 0.2% 
enrollment difference between mothers reporting moving residence in 
the last 12 months and those reporting not moving residence in the 
last 12 months is not statistically significant, and fails to reject the null 
hypothesis. Therefore, no relationship was found between EHS/HS 
enrollment and moving residence in the last 12 months.

Child Emotional, Behavioral or 
Developmental Problems

Early Head Start / Head Start Enrollment Yes (%) No (%)

Yes 2 (2.9) 35 (2.1)

No 66 (97.1) 1664 (97.9)

Total 68 1699

Note: Chi-Squared=0.248; p<0.619
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TABLE 8.  The Relationship Between Early Head Start/Head Start Enrollment  
and Moving Residence in the Last 12 Months (CHW 1998-2015, N=8077)

Table 9 shows the relationship between EHS/HS enrollment and being 
homeless or living in a shelter for any period of time. A similar number 
of mothers reporting living in a shelter for any period of time (3.1%) 
and reporting never having lived in a shelter (2.0%) enrolled their child 
in the EHS/HS program (Chi-squared=1.056; p<0.304). The 1.1% 
enrollment difference between mothers reporting living in a shelter for 
any period of time and reporting never having lived in a shelter is not 
statistically significant, and fails to reject the null hypothesis. Therefore, 
no relationship was found between EHS/HS enrollment and being 
homeless or living in a shelter for any period of time.

TABLE 9.  The Relationship Between Early Head Start/Head Start Enrollment and 
Being Homeless or Living in a Shelter (CHW 1998-2015, N=4463) 

Moving Residence  
in the Last 12 Months

Early Head Start / Head Start Enrollment Yes (%) No (%)

Yes 25 (1.3) 70 (1.1)

No 1908 (98.7) 6074 (98.9)

Total 1933 6144

Note: Chi-Squared=0.300; p<0.584

Being Homeless or Living in a Shelter

Early Head Start / Head Start Enrollment Yes (%) No (%)

Yes 5 (3.1) 84 (2.0)

No 156 (96.9) 4218 (98.0)

Total 161 4302

Note: Chi-Squared=1.056; p<0.304
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Conclusion, Limitations  
and Further Research
A very small number of mothers in the study enrolled their child in 
the EHS/HS program. Because no statistically significant differences 
were found in enrollment between mothers who did and did not report 
depressive symptoms, there appears to be no relationship between EHS/
HS enrollment and maternal depressive symptoms. The non-random 
sample utilized in the study may explain this finding. Patients who seek 
medical care at the University of Maryland Medical Center’s Pediatric 
Emergency Room comprised the sample; the sample includes only bio-
logical mothers actively seeking medical care for their child under age 
four. Because interviewers administered the depression screening only 
to biologically-related maternal caregivers, this data analysis excluded all 
male caregivers, omitting over 1,000 surveys. 

There was no statistically significant relationship between childcare 
center enrollment and maternal depressive symptoms (Table 2); 13.2%, 
for those reporting depressive symptoms, compared to 14% enrollment 
for those reporting no depressive symptoms.

Employed mothers were more likely to enroll their child in Early 
Head Start/Head Start than unemployed mothers (Table 3). This statisti-
cally significant result (Chi-squared= 9.496; p<0.002) may be explained 
by the fact that in order to maintain employment, parents must have 
access to reliable child care during the day. Similarly, employed mothers 
were more likely to enroll their child in a childcare center than unem-
ployed mothers. Previous data suggest that parents did not use EHS/
HS to meet their child care needs, but this analysis did not support the 
earlier finding (Chang, Huston, Crosby, & Gennetian, 2005).

Mothers who reported fair/poor physical health were more likely to 
enroll their child in EHS/HS than those who reported excellent/good 
physical health (Table 4). Parents who have existing health conditions 
may be unable to care for their children on their own while also attending 
doctor appointments or keeping other commitments. No relationship 
was found between EHS/HS enrollment and the child’s physical health. 

No relationship was found between EHS/HS enrollment and mov-
ing residence in the last 12 months (Table 8), which may be explained 
because there are many EHS/HS Programs in each county. No relation-
ship was also noted between EHS/HS enrollment and being homeless 
or living in a shelter for any period of time. This finding may be due to 
the fact that shelters typically have social workers or other assistants who 
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help families find child care, employment, or sustainable housing, such 
as the Grassroots Crisis Intervention Center in Howard County, MD.

In order to study a sample that better represents the Baltimore 
population, future research studies should include a random sample of 
Baltimore children, if possible. Because the EHS/HS programs serve 
children up to the age of five, it would also be helpful to alter the eligi-
bility information to include children up to the age of five, as opposed 
to only those up to the age of four. Additionally, paternal primary care-
givers should be included in future studies.

This was a secondary data analysis and the CHW survey questions 
were not tailored to this study. In future studies, a new survey designed 
specifically for this purpose could allow for discovery of unforeseen 
barriers and provide more focused data for analysis. For example, 
availability of program enrollment spots may affect child enrollment 
statistics should be included. As free programs, EHS/HS programs often 
have long waitlists, and any given program may or may not be accepting 
additional families. This factor was not examined in this study because 
of limited data availability.

Qualitative interviews with randomly selected parents whose chil-
dren are eligible for EHS/HS programs, but who choose not to enroll 
them might be useful in order to obtain a more holistic understanding 
of why a caregiver may choose to or choose not to enroll their child in 
EHS/HS. A 2001 study by D’Elio et al. examined barriers to enroll-
ment other than caregiver depression, including: caregiver unwillingness  
to participate in Head Start family activities; cultural or ethnic reasons; 
inadequate hours; lack of full-day services; apprehension due to the 
stigma of Head Start; and the perception that Head Start does not pre-
pare children for the public-school system (D’Elio et al, 2001). Still, the 
barriers in the study by D’Elio et al. are far from comprehensive. 

Ideally, once more barriers to enrollment have been identified,  
a multi-pronged approach to overcome these barriers can be designed 
and implemented. Because mothers may have more than one reason for 
refraining from enrolling their child in EHS/HS, enrollment programs 
need to target these individual reasons.

In conclusion, further comprehensive research is necessary to fully 
understand the complex nature of barriers to EHS/HS enrollment. Such 
future research should include qualitative interviews with parents of eli-
gible children. 



204

U
M

BC REV
IEW

 
V

O
L. 19

Notes
i.  The biopsychosocial approach integrates biological (biochemical), psychological (personality and 

behavior), and social (cultural and socioeconomic) factors into a more comprehensive explanation.

ii.  The MTC houses the hippocampus and limbic system, which are responsible for regulating memory 
and emotion.

Appendix A

1a. Would you say that you have ever felt depressed?

a. Yes

b. No

c. Don’t Know / Refused

If the respondent answers “yes” to the above question, the interviewer is 
triggered to ask the contingency question below:

1a.  How many times in the past week has this statement been true 
for you? I have felt depressed...

a. 0 days

b. 1-2 days

c. 3-4 days

d. 5-7 days

e. Don’t Know / Refused

Regardless of the respondent’s answer to question 1, the following two 
questions are asked:

2.  In the past year, have you had 2 weeks or more during which 
you felt sad, blue or lost pleasure in things you usually cared 
about or enjoyed?

a. Yes

b. No

c. Don’t Know / Refused

3.  Have you had 2 or more years in your life when you felt sad 
most days, even if you felt okay sometimes?

a. Yes

b. No

c. Don’t Know / Refused
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Appendix K: The Interdisciplinarity of Barriers  
to Early Head Start/Head Start Enrollment

What topic does this research address?

The accompanying paper investigates the barriers to Early Head Start/
Head Start (EHS/HS) enrollment of children under the age of four in 
Baltimore, MD. The purpose of this secondary paper is to elucidate the 
interdisciplinary scholarship involved in the work. 

The main paper relies on the premise that early enrollment in 
EHS/HS is especially beneficial to children from low-income families. 
According to the Federal Office of Head Start website (2016), EHS/HS 
programs help to promote the school readiness of young children from 
low-income families through local programs that support the mental, 
social, and emotional development of children from birth to age five 
(Office of Head Start Enrollment, 2016). It is crucial that children from 
low-income families are enrolled in some form of licensed child care 
because high quality educational childcare can overcome the devastat-
ing effects of childhood poverty, as evidenced by the 1984 Abecedarian 
Project (Ramey & Campbell, 1984). 

Given these advantages, it is curious that more low-income parents 
do not enroll their children in EHS/HS programs. Various factors could 
play a role, however a number of studies suggest that parental depression 
is one of the primary barriers to EHS/HS participation (Lamb-Parker 
et al., 2000). Depressive symptoms, such as avoidance, make it hard for 
many parents to get out of bed in the morning, and therefore make it 
hard for them to work and take their new children to daycare or EHS/
HS, etc. (Springer, 2011).  

Disciplinary Perspectives

The main text investigates the barriers to Early Head Start/Head Start 
(EHS/HS) enrollment of children under the age of four in Baltimore, 
MD through nine specific research questions and hypotheses exploring 
seven possible barriers. These barriers, and the accompanying hypoth-
eses, invoke the disciplines of biology, psychology, and sociology. Each 
discipline helps to clarify the link between individual variables and their 
effect on EHS/HS enrollment (Table 1).
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TABLE 1. Disciplinary Categorization of Barriers to Enrollment

Contributions of Biology, Psychology and Sociology  
to Understanding the Causes of Low EHS/HS Enrollment

Table 1 shows that each discipline addresses different aspects of a larger, 
underlying problem. The purpose of my project was therefore to seek 
a more comprehensive solution through an interdisciplinary lens.  
In particular, my project employs an approach known as “instrumen-
tal interdisciplinarity,” which is defined as “a pragmatic approach that 
focuses on research, borrowing, and practical problem solving” (Repko, 
2012). For my project, the problem in question is that of low EHS/HS 
enrollment rates among children from low-income families.

Individually, the disciplines of biology, sociology, and psychology 
each describe one aspect of life that could cause a mother to refrain 
from enrolling her eligible child in EHS/HS. But, together, the three 
disciplines reveal the multi-faceted nature of barriers that may lead  
to low enrollment. 

Having identified constituent disciplines and their insights, the 
next step is to identify the relationships between each discipline’s 
insights. According to table 1, the disciplinary overlap is especially 
apparent for the subtopic of maternal depression. In regards to this sub-
topic, the discipline of biology describes depression as a “chronic mental 
illness that is characterized by depressed mood, anhedonia, irritability, 
concentration difficulties, and abnormalities in appetite and sleep” 

Barrier to 
Enrollment Sociology Psychology Biology

Maternal 
Depression

(Ferlander et al., 
2016)

(Ramnerö, Folke,  
& Kanter, 2016) (Wang et al., 2016)

Maternal Physical 
Health X X (Dhanaraj 2016)

Child Physical 
Health X X

(Mapping the Early 
Attendance Gap, 

2015)
(Wiseman & 

Dawson, 2013)

Child Emotional, 
Behavioral, and 
Developmental 

Problems

X
(Miller, Farkas,  

& Duncan, 2015)
(Youn, 2016)

X

Maternal 
Employment

(Chang, Huston, 
Crosby, & 

Gennetian, 2005)
X X

Homelessness and 
Moving Residence

(Koblinsky & 
Anderson, 1993) X X



207

M
A

RIN
A

 M
IZELL

(Wang et al., 2016). The discipline of biology also explains depres-
sion in terms of the biogenic amine hypothesis. From the discipline of 
psychology, depression is explained through learning theory and help-
lessness theory (Ramnerö, Folke, & Kanter, 2016). Lastly, the discipline  
of sociology focuses research on depression around three causes: alcohol  
consumption, economic situation, and lack of social capital (Ferlander 
et al., 2016). 

Because all three disciplines seek to explain the causes of depres-
sion, their integration exemplifies a “biopsychosocial” model, which 
allows physicians to focus on clinical treatments while integrating 
all three disciplines (Schotte, Van Den Bossche, De Doncker, Claes, 
& Cosyns, 2006). This biopsychosocial model of depression is what 
scholars of interdisciplinarity refer to as a compound concept—terms 
“that bridge domains and that summarize and stand for some integrative 
understanding” (Miller and Boix-Mansilla, 2004). 

Beyond maternal depression, table 1 makes it clear that different 
disciplines each address a different aspect of low EHS/HS enrollment. 
Maternal physical health is best described by the discipline of biology 
(Dhanaraj 2016). The data in this study suggests that mothers in poor 
physical health may be more likely to enroll their child in an early child-
hood education program. Biology also contributes an explanation of the 
impact of Child Physical Health on EHS/HS attendance (Mapping the 
Early Attendance Gap, 2015; Wiseman & Dawson, 2013).

Psychology, meanwhile, contributes an explanation for the effect 
of child emotional, behavioral, and developmental problems. (Miller, 
Farkas, & Duncan, 2015; Youn, 2016). 

Finally, the discipline of sociology contributes explanations for 
the effect of maternal employment on EHS/HS enrollment (Chang, 
Huston, Crosby, & Gennetian, 2005) and homelessness (Koblinsky and 
Anderson, 1993).

Challenges for Discipline Integration

Table 1 makes clear that the disciplines of Biology, Sociology, and 
Psychology overlap in explaining the causes of maternal depressive 
symptoms, and each offers one explanation for why a parent may 
choose to enroll or not to enroll their child in the EHS/HS program. 
Because none of these reasons are all-encompassing or applicable across 
disciplines, it is necessary to assess each eligible child’s family situa-
tion individually for all possible barriers to enrollment. This situation 
calls for a “bridge building strategy” (Miller and Boix Mansilla, 2004)  
to connect disciplines that offer complementary insights (Repko, 2012).
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Integration

An appropriate tool for assessing individual situations is qualitative 
interviewing between social workers and a parent of eligible children. 
Through these interviews, researchers may gain a more holistic under-
standing of a particular family's barriers to enrollment, which must be 
overcome before the child can consistently attend EHS/HS activities.

Qualitative interviews are preferred over quantitative interviews 
in order to account for barriers not previously anticipated by the 
researcher. However, because questions for the quantitative interviews 
used in this study were predetermined, not all possible barriers are 
discussed with interviewees. Even so, the results of such interviews 
revealed the presence of statistically significant relationships for some of 
the hypotheses tested in the present analysis. This supports the notion 
that lack of enrollment in EHS/HS is attributable to multiple causes. 
Indeed, researchers who have studied the process of integrating different 
disciplines refer to this same idea of “building a complex, multi-causal 
explanation” which “involves borrowing concepts and findings from  
a variety of disciplines to construct complex explanations of a phenome-
non under study” (Miller and Boix-Mansilla, 2004). In the case of EHS/
HS enrollment, a single barrier to enrollment cannot explain the lack 
of EHS/HS enrollment, and thus a complex, multi-causal explanation 
is necessary in order to cover all causes. The additional effort required 
to enact this more comprehensive approach is far outweighed by the 
educational benefits afforded to the children whom EHS/HS serves.

This analysis identified maternal physical health as having a statisti-
cally significant influence on EHS/HS enrollment; mothers who report 
fair/poor physical health are more likely to enroll their child in EHS/
HS than those who report excellent/good physical health. By attrib-
uting lack of EHS/HS enrollment to maternal physical health alone, 
one limits this complex explanation to that which can be defined in 
terms of only biology—that mothers who need to take care of their own 
health seek EHS/HS as a source of child care more often than health-
ier mothers. By taking into account both maternal physical health and 
other possible barriers together, the disciplines of biology, psychology, 
and sociology are integrated, providing a more holistic understanding of 
barriers to EHS/HS enrollment.

Integration Strategies

Having identified the challenge as building a complex and multi-causal 
explanation, interdisciplinarians suggest several strategies for the ensuing 
act of “bridge building” between constituent disciplines. From among 
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these, my project uses the technique of “bridging the explanation-action 
gap,” according to which, “one or more domains to define the nature 
of a problem, while knowledge from another domain may be used to 
guide interventions, implementations, or solutions” (Miller and Boix 
Mansilla, 2004). In terms of my project, all three disciplines combine to 
offer the complex explanation for low EHS/HS enrollment, while the 
discipline of sociology provides the necessary solution. The proposed 
solution would be similar to the comprehensive counseling EHS/HS 
programs and social workers already used to increase attendance for 
homeless children, a previously identified subset of the low-income, 
at-risk group.

Because mothers may have more than one reason for refraining 
from enrolling their child in EHS/HS, enrollment programs need to 
target these individual reasons. Moreover, because the situation of each 
family is different, a single algorithmic program would be inadequate. 
Instead, parents should be counseled by a social worker on a case-by-case 
basis, adding bits and pieces from different pre-existing governmental 
programs as needed. If this comprehensive approach was used to recruit 
and maintain enrollment of every eligible child, rather than solely those 
identified as homeless, this might lead to higher enrollment and atten-
dance statistics. In this case, an existing multi-pronged sociological 
based approach would be used to address the biological, sociological, 
and psychological barriers to EHS/HS enrollment.

In conclusion, future studies should focus on more specific bar-
riers to enrollment across the disciplines of biology, sociology, and 
psychology. Once all, or almost all, barriers to enrollment have been 
identified, a sociological-based multi-pronged approach utilizing the 
professional field of social work can be designed and implemented with  
all eligible children.
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Abstract
Fascist movements in interwar Europe, like the infamous Nazi 
Party and Mussolini’s Fascists, are generally positioned on the 
far right of contemporary political culture. Yet, the small but 
significant fascist movement in England was led by Sir Oswald 
Mosley, a former minister in the Labour government in 1929–
30, and attracted a significant number of other defectors from 
the Labour party. Some historians have come to describe these 
men as “left-wing fascists,” a term that is meant to indicate 
the paradoxical nature of Mosley’s movement, since fascism 
is generally held to be an ideology from the right edge of the 
political spectrum. My research will seek to place this notion 
of “left-wing fascism” under a critical lens by compiling a data-
base of fascist recruits from the Labour party and the wider 
Left in order to determine where they truly fell on the political 
spectrum. By examining their published works and statements 
before, during, and after their association with Mosley’s move-
ment, I believe that I will be able to show that those who 
whole-heartedly embraced fascism were never truly “left-
wing” at all, and those who were genuinely trying to look out 
for the proletariat were only temporarily misled into supporting 
fascism and quickly jumped ship once the more conservative 
aspirations of the fascist party were revealed.
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Introduction: The Question  
of “Left-Wing Fascism” 
While fascism is commonly categorized as an ideology of the far-right, 
its exact relationship to socialism, the ideology usually located at the 
other end of the political spectrum, remains a deeply contested issue. 
Sir Oswald Mosley represents one of the most prominent examples of 
an apparently significant cross-over between the two ideologies. He was 
the founder and leader of the British Union of Fascists (BUF), the most 
significant fascist political party in Britain in the 1930s. Yet Mosley’s 
previous position of prominence within the socialist Labour Party has 
led some historians to believe that Mosley’s fascism incorporated signif-
icant elements of the more progressive, and even socialist, ideologies of 
twentieth-century British politics. Further confirmation is often found 
in the fact that when Mosley parted ways with the Labour Party to 
form his short-lived New Party in 1931 and then the BUF in the fol-
lowing year, several of his formerly socialist associates followed to help 
him establish his own brand of populist fascism. Some historians have 
treated their membership of the BUF as evidence that Mosley’s fascist 
movement contained a strong element of “left-wing fascism.”1 This 
study will examine the ideological background and significance of these 
so-called “left-fascists” to determine if it is indeed appropriate to label 
Mosley’s ex-socialist followers as such.

Concerning “Left-wing Fascism”
The suggestion that the BUF had a significant left-wing component 
is put forward most prominently by historian Philip M. Coupland. 
Coupland argues that the Marxist “thirties dogma” that fascism was best 
defined as a “terrorist dictatorship of capitalism in extreme decay” never 
quite fit Mosley’s brand of fascism, and he seeks to offer a more nuanced 
explanation of the ideology behind the BUF. The result of his research 
leads Coupland to conclude that the BUF was something of a synthe-
sis between the left and right, making it more of a centrist version of 
fascist ideology. He argues that the “apparently incongruous ‘left-wing’ 
aspect of a ‘reactionary’ movement” was represented in the rhetoric and 
actions of “former socialist activists” within the BUF.2

Coupland assembles a great deal of evidence that many in 1930s 
believed that Mosley was a committed socialist, and that not a few also 
believed that his “fascist discourse contained elements in common with 
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left-wing parties.”3 H. G. Wells is cited as having said that Mosley had 

“Communist leanings” when he was new to the Labour party in 1924.4 

One of Mosley’s close associates until 1931, George Catlin, also believed 
“the objects of Sir Oswald Mosley were—and about this I can venture to 
speak with some assurance—frankly socialistic.”5 However, Coupland’s 
main argument for “left-wing” nature of British fascism relies mainly 
on the fact that a number of political figures formerly on the left in 
the 1920s came to be attracted to Mosley’s fascism in the next decade.  
This host of “left-wing” recruits, several of whom will be investigated in 
greater detail later in this paper, is crucial to Coupland’s argument that 
the BUF contained significant elements of left-wing ideology. 

The Problem of Ideology
There are several problems with Coupland’s interpretation of “left-wing 
fascism.” The first is the way he defines “socialism” in 1930s Britain. 
He urges that it “might be understood” as consisting of two major 
components: “First, the betterment of the lives of working people by 
engendering full employment and through measures later spoken of 
collectively as the ‘welfare state’; secondly, the fostering of a new rela-
tionship between persons by dissolving class conflicts and inequalities.”6 
The problem with this definition is that the first half describes a goal 
that was, in different degrees and guises, widely shared among a num-
ber of contemporary ideologies across the political spectrum, including 
progressive Liberals and “radical Tories” among Conservatives. It, thus, 
cannot be attributed solely to socialism. Very few modern political ide-
ologies would claim not to aim to improve the lives of the working 
people, but it is their precise solutions that help define their relative 
ideological position. Simply saying that “the betterment of the lives of 
working people” is a goal of an organization does not mean that orga-
nization is particularly socialist or left-wing, unless of course the answer 
included the core socialist aims of redistribution of wealth, socialization 
of capital, and empowerment of the workers. Furthermore, it is sim-
ply ahistorical to discuss 1930s socialism in terms of the “welfare state,”  
a concept that did not acquire its meaning about until the Second  
World War, and even in that sense the “welfare state” represented a sharp 
retreat from traditional socialist ideology. The same problem confronts 
the other element of Coupland’s definition of socialism: “dissolving class 
conflicts and inequalities.” Dissolution of “class conflicts” may be said 
to have been the aim of Conservative and right-wing assaults on British 
trade unions and the Labour party itself, both of which were blamed  
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by right-wing opinion for fostering social divisions. Similarly, lessening 
of “inequalities” was part of all meritocratic ideological rhetoric that, 
again, stretched from the far-right to the far-left. The real distinctions 
lay in the precise details and methods proposed to achieve these goals. 

This paper will seek to deploy a more precise definition of socialism 
or “left-wing” opinion in interwar Britain to evaluate Coupland’s claim 
of “left-wing fascism.” Scholars generally agree on the nature of socialist 
ideology in interwar Britain. Broadly speaking, the socialist domestic 
agenda focused on the abolition of class society through redistribution 
of wealth, emancipation of workers by schemes of workers’ control of 
industry, state control of the economy, and progressive socialization  
of capital. The Labour party, comprised of both trade unionists and 
socialists, sought to empower the working-class by strengthening 
the power of the trade unions. In addition, intellectuals within the 
Independent Labour Party (ILP), a Labour-party affiliate that consti-
tuted the party’s “think-tank” in the 1920s, developed detailed schemes 
for redistribution of income and wealth through progressive taxation 
and a state-mandated “living wage.” Socialists also looked forward to 
implementing centralized economic planning based on the administra-
tive techniques of “war socialism” that had been implemented during 
the First World War. Finally, British socialists remained convinced 
internationalists, stressing workers’ solidarity and co-operation among 
nations as a core socialist value in foreign policy. Unless some of these 
elements were present in a political position, it cannot be said to have 
had serious socialist content.7

To properly differentiate between the two ideologies, we also need 
to establish the ideological nature of interwar British fascism. Again, 
there is general consensus in recent scholarship. Mosley’s British fascism 
was highly critical of the chaos and inefficiency of capitalist individual-
ism, and demanded state controls over the economy and society. While 
this may be viewed as similar to the centralized planning of socialism, 
British fascist ideology explicitly defended private ownership of indus-
try and rejected the socialist remedy of workers’ control. Instead, it 
stressed the need to impose authoritarian state controls over both the 
workers and the capitalist system, designed to deliver the productiv-
ist goals of “maximum” production, employment and consumption.  
Mosley’s Corporate State similarly proposed to institutionalize the 
established class hierarchies within industry and politics, though 
management was to be left open to promotion according to merit. 
Additionally, fascism was a nationalist movement that sought to pro-
mote an “us vs. them” mentality in terms of global competition and 
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defense of the British Empire. Perhaps the starkest contrast between 
the two ideologies is to be found in the fact that the explanatory role 
played in socialist ideology by the charge of capitalist exploitation of the 
workers was replaced in Mosley’s fascism by a vicious anti-Semitism that 
used a paranoid conspiracy-theory to explain all of Britain’s problems, 
from mass unemployment and the destruction of small businesses at 
home, to international hostilities abroad. It must also be remembered 
that British fascism was explicitly authoritarian. While the BUF pro-
posed to acquire power through democratic means and promised to 
maintain a semblance of an electoral system through functional rep-
resentation within the Corporate State, it also proposed to eliminate 
the substance of both the democratic party-system and Parliamentary 
government. The BUF championed a single-party state, with the fas-
cist executive vested with absolute authority and unrestrained by the 
Corporate parliament. In short, while Labour socialists believed in  
the power of the people to choose their government and to establish  
a more egalitarian society through collectivist planning and workers’ 
control in their workplace, British fascism sought authoritarian rule by 
the fascist state in order to promote higher economic growth, but also 
to protect existing class society and the Empire from the alleged menace 
posed by the “international Jewish conspiracy.”8

Socialist Recruits to Fascism
The main component of Coupland’s argument in his case for “left-wing 
fascism” rests on the former socialists who bolstered the ranks of the 
BUF in the 1930s. Coupland assumes that, by virtue of their previous 
affiliation, they must have brought with them elements of left-wing ide-
ology and influenced the BUF in a leftward direction. This argument  
is problematic on several counts. First, the relative proportion of former 
ILP or Labour Party members within the BUF was actually quite small 
in proportion to its formerly Conservative recruits, and the general 
party composition fell much more in line with the traditional under-
standing of where fascism lies on the political scale. An important study 
done by W. F. Mandle very neatly organizes what he calls the “leading 
members” of the British Union of Fascists by factors of age, military ser-
vice, professional occupation and, most importantly, political affiliation. 
This study has been a crucial resource for investigating the question 
of “left-wing fascism,” as it provides a thoroughly researched list of the 
members of the BUF, including those who had formerly had substan-
tial connections to the Labour Party. Upon reading through Mandle’s 
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results of the 103 prominent members of the BUF whom he identified 
as its leaders, it is striking that only eleven of those men came from  
a Labour background of some sort. This equates to roughly ten percent 
of the “leading members” who can be considered “left-wing” by their 
previous political beliefs or affiliations. Mandle did not discuss at length 
the eleven men, but I have reviewed and confirmed all of his profiles 
with additional research in secondary and primary sources.9

However, even if we accept that the eleven recruits from the Labour 
party had disproportionate influence on BUF ideology and policy, 
Coupland’s thesis faces an even more significant challenge. First, many 
of the “left-wing fascists” ended up leaving the BUF very shortly after 
its formation in 1932. Most left in evident disillusionment with the 
direction of BUF policy and activity, which suggests that they did not 
find what they were looking for in Mosley’s fascism. For the handful 
that remained, further examination of their writings and beliefs calls 
into question either their understanding of Mosley’s fascist goals or their 
alleged earlier commitment to socialism.10

For this essay, I have chosen to focus on four of the most important 
figures from this group, each representative of a certain category of a 
Labour recruit to the BUF. The four are individuals who, by Coupland’s 
argument, can be considered “left-fascists,” based on the fact that they 
were previously affiliated with the Labour Party and had at one point 
or another displayed socialist inclinations. However, rather than simply 
accepting their previous left-wing affiliation as proof that their left-wing 
ideology managed to survive when they became fascists, this essay will 
look deeper at what these men actually said and believed, during both 
their previous stay within the Labour party and in their published works 
and statements within the BUF.  

Dr. Robert Forgan:  
The Unwary Opportunist
We can place Dr. Robert Forgan in the category of an unwary convert 
who followed Mosley out of personal loyalty and financial dependence, 
but appeared mostly unaware of the ideological implications of his deci-
sion to join the BUF. Forgan was one of the two ex-Labour Members of 
Parliament (M.P.s) to join the BUF. He became Mosley’s deputy-leader 
within the BUF, and this leadership position is frequently cited as evi-
dence of left-wing influence on British fascism. However, there is very 
little to indicate that Forgan had any real influence on policy decisions, 



221

A
LEX

A
N

D
ER SIEV

ERS
and no identifiable ideological perspective is discernible from his avail-
able BUF publications. Prior joining the BUF, Forgan had been an army 
medical officer in the Great War, and after the war he made his mark 
on the medical field by becoming a leading international authority on 
the treatment of venereal diseases. Forgan was elected as an ILP M.P. for 
the Western Renfrewshire constituency in 1929. However, for much 
of his time in Parliament, he displayed little interest in any political or 
economic questions. Though he aligned consistently with Labour’s left-
wing, there is nothing in his record to suggest any serious policy thought 
on his part until he left the party to join Mosley’s open rebellion in 
1931. His speeches and statements in the press were restricted almost 
entirely to non-controversial questions of health policy and advice on 
the benefits of Vitamin D and how to avoid toothaches and chilblains.11  
Forgan’s most prominent political initiative before his resignation from 
the Labour party came in December 1930, when he joined a group of 
20 Labour MPs who signed a call for “better ventilation” in the House 
of Commons.12 Nevertheless, it is true that in the same month he also 
joined the small group of Labour MPs around Mosley who began their 
open protest against the evident failure of the second Labour govern-
ment to address the country’s deepening social and economic crisis.  
He was also one of only five MPs who then resigned from the Labour 
party in March 1931 to join Mosley’s break-away New Party. Yet there 
is also strong evidence that Forgan had developed a strong personal rela-
tionship with Mosley during their time in the ILP, and that he may have 
followed him into the New Party and then the BUF from what Mosley’s 
own biographer calls “personal rather than political loyalty.”13

Within the BUF, Forgan served as Mosley’s second in command 
for its first two years. Mosley used Forgan’s reputation as a former MP  
to help validate the BUF as a burgeoning political party. Forgan also 
oversaw outreach effort to more respectable opinion, and was respon-
sible for recruiting several other former left-wingers, including John 
Beckett and J. Barney.14 However, his growing disillusionment with 
fascism and an apparent falling out with Mosley led to Forgan’s abrupt 
retirement in October 1934.15

Beyond his propaganda and recruiting value, however, Forgan 
again appears to have had little political impact during his two-year stay 
within the BUF. He was neither an ideologue nor a great orator like his 
friend Mosley. His only major speech reported in BUF publications 
was given at an opening of a “Mixed Canteen” in the fascist headquar-
ters in London, in which the only discernible ideological component 
was that he urged that it was important that the establishment did not 
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discriminate by gender.16 Other than a brief profile on Forgan in the 
Fascist Week in December 1933 and a handful of articles written by him-
self, Forgan’s activities were not mentioned in BUF news publications.17 

One of his few significant articles was a critique of a speech made by 
Stanly Baldwin, in which Forgan used the speech as an opportunity 
to bring up the status of Britain’s air defenses and public health in the 
slums. The two seemingly unrelated problems were connected by his 
attack on the “‘old gangs’ of politicians,” who had “talked year after year 
of slum clearance,” but had done nothing to address urban conditions. 
They had similarly neglected Britain’s air forces, so that “any day an 
armada of the skies may drop poison gas on London.” While this article 
did feature a clever play on the words against Baldwin, who had earlier 
said that the people of Britain can enjoy their freedom as easily as they 
can breathe the air, Forgan’s comments again spoke more to his inclina-
tions as a medical doctor than they did to his past left-wing association 
or current membership of the BUF.18

Forgan’s lack of serious interest in fascist ideology was demon-
strated most clearly in his eventual departure from the BUF. Evidence 
surrounding his departure shows that the primary reasons for Forgan’s 
discontent with the direction Mosley was taking the BUF by 1934 was 
due to his “opposition to the ever more prominent position then being 
given to anti-Jewish prejudice and rhetoric,” as well as “the abandon-
ment of radicalism consequent upon Mosley’s short-lived alliance with 
Lord Rothermere in the first half of 1934.”19 Mosley’s relationship with 
the ultra-Conservative Lord Rothermere was troubling to at least one 
other ex-ILPer, Alexander Miles, and the “abandonment of radicalism” 
that so bothered Forgan could seems to indicate that the more left-lean-
ing members of the BUF were feeling shut out by the far more significant 
influx of young, right-wing recruits who cared little for the welfare of the 
working-class and were obsessed instead with their anti-Semitic beliefs. 
Curiously, despite the rising anti-Semitic sentiment within the BUF, 
Mosley had tasked Forgan with building some form of a relationship 
between the BUF and the Anglo-Jewish community. In the summer 
of 1934, Forgan was sent to meet with leaders of the Jewish commu-
nity, the Council of Jewish Deputies (CJF), with plans for negotiating 
a “Jewish-Fascist agreement.” However, Forgan had already made up 
his mind to leave the BUF by this time and, rather than advocating for 
cooperation between the two institutions, he made it clear to the CJF 
that the BUF was an anti-Semitic movement and that he himself was 
preparing to leave because of its increasingly anti-Semitic sentiments.  
In a private meeting with Neville Laski, the chairman of the CJF, Forgan 
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even went so far as to offer to inform on the BUF in return for a salary 
or another job, to which Laski responded, “We do not buy opponents.” 
Forgan’s offer suggests that his original entry into the BUF may have 
had partly economic motives. He had been employed by Mosley since 
the days of the New Party, and he now appeared genuinely worried 
about the consequences of giving up his salaried position within the 
BUF. Curiously, Laski notes that during the interview, Forgan “spoke 
agreeably of Mosley as a man,” indicating that despite his offer to spy on 
the BUF, Forgan still respected the friendship with Mosley.20

Bill Risdon:  
“A True Ideological Convert”
A long-standing member of Mosley’s inner circle, Wilfred “Bill” Risdon 
had been with the movement since the foundation of the New Party, 
and continued to support the BUF well into 1938, making him one 
of the longest-lasting members who came from a socialist background. 
Risdon had been a divisional organizer for the ILP in the Midlands in 
the 1920s and had been a candidate for Parliament for the Labour Party 
in 1924. 

Risdon’s early political views were heavily influenced by the fact 
that he came from a working-class family, worked for a time as a miner 
and held other decidedly working-class jobs, and quickly came to the 
same conclusion that the capitalist system of the time was doing a great 
disservice to the British working-class. Described by his biographer 
as an “evangelist for socialism,” Risdon did, for a time, believe in the 
power of the trade unions and advocated for the empowerment of all 
workers. However, Risdon became very frustrated with the Labour Party 
as it foundered once in power in the 1920s. Risdon’s biggest criticism  
of the Labour Party was its ineffectiveness as an advocate for the inter-
ests of the working class. As evidence, he cited Labour’s failures during 
the General Strike in 1926 and other labour disputes. He also took 
issue with its moderate strategy of parliamentary socialism (mocked by 
Risdon as the “gradualness of inevitability”), which Risdon really just 
felt like was an excuse for lethargic inactivity by Labour governments 
and M.P.s in Parliament.21

Such views aligned closely with Mosley’s, and Risdon helped 
launch the New Party and subsequently British Union of Fascists in 
1932. Within the BUF, he applied his political talents in a number of 
positions, and held a “succession of posts” within the party, including 
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first Director of Propaganda, Deputy Director of Political Organization, 
Deputy Director General, and chief political agent. Risdon’s writings 
were featured mostly in Blackshirt, where he expressed strong support for 
the Corporate State, writing extensively on the possibilities for industry 
when “every great industry will be controlled by a corporation, con-
ferring upon that industry the powers of economic self-government.”22 

While Risdon’s biographer does manage to make a convincing case 
for Risdon as a dedicated socialist prior to his time in the BUF, Risdon’s 
own words once in the BUF show that he modified his socialist ideol-
ogy so profoundly that it hardly resembled its original form. Certainly, 
though Risdon continued to display vehemently “anti-capitalist” views 
and his focus on working-class interests did seem to be genuine both in 
tone and frequency, he also made it very clear that he no longer had his 
former faith in socialist remedies. In one article he wrote, “[Socialism]  
is not an alternative to Capitalism, but merely a negative to Capitalism—
the obverse to the same coin, so to speak. It is imperative, therefore, that 
we seek for the true alternative to the decaying Capitalist State.”23 One 
instructive example is offered by his views on trade unions and strikes, 
both of which were to be outlawed under a BUF government. In an 
article entitled “Power of Fascism,” Risdon expresses his disdain for the 
strike tactic, stating that “a strike is able to achieve little or nothing 
which will be of benefit to the workers concerned,” and even went as far 
to say that “the attack of a ‘general strike’ is an attack upon the State, not 
an attack upon the employers of a given industry.” He also offered the 
standard BUF argument that the detrimental effects of strikes resulted 
in loss of national productivity, which would do little to improve the 
status of the workers. In line with the BUF position, Risdon counseled 
the alternative of “class collaboration” in the Corporate State, where 
the interests of the workers were to be safeguarded by an authoritarian 
fascist regime.24

Like several of the other “left-wing fascists,” Risdon explicitly 
rejected other core principles of his former socialist faith, including 
internationalism and socialisation of capital. In an article from Action 
in 1937, Risdon very neatly summarized how his disillusionment with 
socialism led him to his fascist ideological stance:

We found that Nationalism was essential as opposed to 
Internationalism. We found that class collaboration was essen-
tial on a national basis, as opposed to class antagonism on 
an international basis. We found that the preservation of the 
rights of private property, carrying with it new obligations for 
the owners of private property, was essential, as opposed to the 
abolition of private property rights.25
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The importance of this excerpt cannot be overstated as it demonstrates 
exactly how Bill Risdon shifted his allegiance from socialism to fascism. 
The three points he makes in this quote are an accurate summary of 
the key differences between the two ideologies. The first point empha-
sized fascist prioritization of nationalist solidarity over international 
cooperation. The point about “class collaboration…on a national basis” 
represented the fascist rejection of the socialist dedication to the princi-
ple of class struggle in favor of class collaboration within the Corporate 
State. Likewise, the preference for “new obligations for owners of prop-
erty” over “abolition of private property rights” signaled fascist defense 
of private ownership of capital and the existing social order, so long 
as employers obeyed the directions of the authoritarian fascist state. 
Risdon statement effectively drew a line in the sand between socialism 
and fascism, making it clear which side he stood on. 

The national interest was also threatened, according to Risdon, 
by the presence of an alien element within the British nation. Risdon’s 
anti-Semitism was relatively restrained when compared to some of 
Mosley’s other followers, but was still quite evident. In his regular 
column, simply called “Industry,” Risdon claimed that in the fascist 
Corporate State “the employees would be able to legislate their own 
wage rates and conditions of labour, and heaven help the employer—
Jew or Gentile—who sought to evade such legislation.”26 In this quote 
Risdon displayed the customary disdain for the middle-class that was 
indicative of the radical left, but by adding the “Jew” element to his 
rhetoric, he also implied that he accepted the anti-Semitic ideology  
of the BUF. 

The combination of Risdon’s explicit rejection of key elements 
of socialist ideology in favor of characteristically fascist principles, his 
anti-Semitic rhetoric, and his continued membership of the BUF 
throughout the 1930s, means that he should not be considered as evi-
dence of an ideological cross-over from socialism to fascism, but in fact 
as a genuine convert to Mosley’s new ideology.

W. J. Leaper: A Genuine Left-Fascist? 
While there is relatively little information about Leaper prior to his join-
ing the BUF, his published works in BUF literature give us some insight 
into his personal motivations for being a BUF member. A journalist by 
trade, Leaper spent the 1920s writing for the Conservative Yorkshire 
Post, However, it can be surmised from his writings for the BUF that 
he had at the same time supported the ILP and identified strongly with 
the working-class. He certainly claimed to have joined the BUF because 
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he believed that it was genuinely committed going to improving condi-
tions for the British worker.  In one of his articles from The Fascist Week 
in 1937, Leaper began with, “I am working class and I am proud of it,” 
and loudly proclaimed his proletarian inclinations: 

I am a member of my trade union which is definitely linked 
up with the whole of the trade union organization. I am also 
a member of a co-operative society, a creation of the working 
class in rebellion against the regime of high prices…We work-
ers demand the right to live, the right to economic justice, and 
we are determined to achieve it. We demand the abolition of 
poverty, and we are determined to abolish it.27

Leaper regularly affirmed his primary allegiance to the working-class 
by saying that “if Fascism in Britain were antagonistic to the interest 
of the workers, then I would be a bitter opponent of the Blackshirt 
movement.”28 Yet his articles frequently seemed out of place in BUF 
publications. Almost all of his articles were featured exclusively in the 
Fascist Week, which, in comparison to Blackshirt, was clearly aimed at 
a more educated readership. His articles tended to be lengthy, well-re-
searched, and some of the clearest written samples of BUF literature. 
However, key tenets of BUF policy and ideology were frequently absent 
from Leaper’s work. On occasion, The Fascist Week featured some of 
Leaper’s articles on its front page, with positively left-wing titles like 

“The ‘Blackleg’ is an Enemy to Society,” and “Man Was Not Born 
To Preserve The Present Civilization.” Leaper had a penchant for 
muck-racking but, compared to writers like Risdon, his writings were 
often missing the usual heavy-handed pitch for fascism. At best, the 
reader got a very left-wing interpretation of Mosley’s intended policies, 
including statement such as, “The British Union of Fascists is the logical 
outcome of trade union unity.” In another case, Leaper appeared to 
speak out against a core principle of BUF doctrine when he accused  
a leading figure in the Labour party of calling for near dictatorial control 
of the British government. Most likely, the only reason the piece was 
allowed to be printed was because of the extremely negative way Leaper 
portrayed the Labour opposition, but the article was buried so deeply in 
the paper that it would have been difficult to stumble across.29

There is no better evidence of how estranged Leaper became from 
mainstream BUF opinion than the response of readers of The Fascist 
Week, who, on multiple occasions, wrote in to complain about the 
inflammatory language Leaper employed in discussing class relations. 
The Fascist Week handled its letters to the editor in a section called, 
“They Say,” and the week after Leaper’s “Blacklegs” article ran the editors 
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published a letter entitled, “Mr. Leaper’s Rubbish,” in that week’s edi-
tion of “They Say.” The crux of the reader’s complaint was that he saw 

“Mr. Leaper” lining up on the wrong side of the class struggle by the 
antagonistic manner in which he portrayed the upper-classes. “Such 
articles will not do the BUF a ha’porth of good,” wrote T. Redmund, 
the author of the angry letter. “If the Blackshirt movement is to make 
the headway…all this cant about the Upper and Middle Classes must 
cease.” While the motivation of the editors for publishing this letter 
cannot truly be determined, it is likely that it was included to cover their 
bases by including dissenting opinions in “They Say.” However, the fact 
that it was the first letter listed indicates that the editors may have been 
trying to remind Leaper of their core readership, and that he made them 
all uncomfortable with his “rubbish.”30

If there was a genuine “left-fascist” to be found in Mosley’s cir-
cle, Leaper would be the only one to qualify. Based on his writings in 
the BUF publications, it would appear that he did retain a significant 
amount of his left-wing ideology from his time in the ILP. However,  
it is also clear that Leaper was not a common representative of the type 
of ideologue to join the BUF, based on the fact that his left-wing style 
and rhetoric were unique among the other converts from the Labour 
party, and that his writings were clearly unpopular among BUF reader-
ship. Therefore, while Leaper demonstrated that an ideological hybrid 
between socialism and fascism was possible, his isolation also proves 
that it was most certainly not representative of the BUF as a whole.

John Beckett:  
The Ideological Attack Dog
In his biography of John Beckett, his son Francis struggles to answer 
the question, “what could make a man like my father put on a black-
shirt and call himself a fascist?” Indeed, John Beckett, a longstanding 
ILP activist and, besides Forgan, the only other former Labour MP 
(1929–31) in the BUF, was an unlikely convert on paper. It was obvi-
ously not unheard of for an ex-ILPer to join up with the BUF, but the 
strict “heel-clicking and petty militarism” that was expected from the 
organization’s members should have been incompatible with a man like 
Beckett, who was best known as a rebellious left-winger in the 1929 
Parliament, and described by those who knew him as “irreverent, spon-
taneous, funny” and someone who “loathed accepting orders” regardless 
of who was giving them.31
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Francis Beckett attributes his father’s ideological shift primarily to 
John being tossed about in the tempestuous conditions and politics of 
interwar Britain. John Beckett did indeed lead a turbulent life, bounc-
ing around from one romanticized radical “cause” to the next, married 
three times and engaged in several different occupations, and frequently 
forced to move due to his political dealings or financial troubles. His 
life and career easily qualify him as a prime example of what Mandle 
defines as a category of “restless” individuals within the BUF leadership. 
However, the writings Beckett produced for the BUF do not support 
the image of a man who was a victim of fate or circumstances. Instead, 
his literary efforts show a man who was a polished propagandist with  
a serious axe to grind against just about the entire British political sys-
tem. As one of the most featured and active of the ex-Labour Party 
members in the BUF, there is a significantly larger number of published 
sources by Beckett than by any of the rest of his former socialist col-
leagues. As such an important representative of the left-wing convert, 
Beckett’s ideological views serve as a key test of the relevance of left-wing 
attitudes within the BUF.

Beckett was ever a man in search of the right cause to which he 
could dedicate himself completely—the problem was that he never 
seemed to truly find it. Beckett came out of the First World War with 
a deep-seated anger about the condition of the working-class and the 
treatment of veterans, and found himself drawn to political movements 
that would allow him to express his radical discontent.32 The first cause 
to which he decided to devote his energies was the founding of the 
National Union of Ex-Servicemen (NUX) in 1919. Beckett sought to 
create an organization that would “maintain that spirit of comrade-
ship which existed among us while we were together in the Services.”33 
As president of the NUX, he shaped it into a quasi-trade union that 
advocated for better pensions and jobs for ex-servicemen, as well as for 

“reform of the hated court martial system which had summarily con-
demned so many men to death.”34

After the NUX collapsed early in the 1920s, Beckett wandered 
around the Labour movement in the 1920s, attaching himself to one 
cause after another, and refining his skills as a writer and orator. He 
served as a communications officer for the London Labour party, and 
grew close to the young Clement Attlee, the future party leader. As an 
MP after 1924, Beckett was torn between the honor and fame that came 
with being the youngest Labour candidate ever elected to Parliament, 
and feeling that the moderate nature of the Labour party was pre-
venting him from pressing for the changes he so badly wanted to see.  
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What drove the biggest wedge between Beckett and the Labour party 
leadership was the latter’s mismanagement of the General Strike in 
1926. This was a wound that festered in the minds of many of the 
former Labour men who found their way into the BUF, and it was  
a complaint that was mentioned often in all of their writing at one 
point or another. For Beckett, the General Strike represented a betrayal 
of everything Labour had promised to the British people after the war.

Yet, while his radicalism and working-class loyalties are indisput-
able, the socialist nature of Beckett’s views after the 1929 election is 
questionable. Fenner Brockway, a leading figure in the ILP, appears 
to have had Beckett figured out rather well. He describes Beckett in 
amicable terms as “young, enthusiastic, dynamic [and] a tremendous 
worker,” but he also felt that Beckett was not a very thoughtful or com-
mitted socialist noting, “there was no policy in his speeches, just punch 
and hit. A boxer.”35 Indeed, Brockway was struck mainly by Becket’s 
oppositional tendencies, pointing out how “he was contemptuous of 
the Labour majority,” and how he liked to make grand displays of his 
dissatisfaction with the party leaders. None was more dramatic than 
when Beckett seized the ceremonial House of Commons Mace, and 
attempted to flee with it to the restroom where he intended to “place its 
head in one of the magnificent porcelain receptacles.”36 This infamous 
episode was in response to a vote to suspend Brockway himself, but was 
viewed by all, including Brockway himself, as a horribly embarrassing 
affair, since no one but the Speaker of the House had laid hands on the 
Mace since Oliver Cromwell. This outrageous gesture only cemented 
Brockway’s view that Beckett “wasn’t really a socialist—he was a rebel.”37

Beckett lost his seat in the General Election of 1931, and spent 
the next three years out of politics. He only joined the BUF in 1934,  
a much later entry when compared to most of his fellow ex-socialists 
who had also converted to fascism, such as Forgan or Leaper. The one 
reason he may have sought to revive his career as a politician was because 
he had attempted to operate a West-End theater, while simultaneously 
pursuing a career as an actor on the same stage, and had managed to run 
both dreams into the ground. As his son so eloquently states, “the sad 
and stupid fact is that he was suddenly bankrupt and entirely without 
resources, and Mosley offered him a salary.”38 But Beckett also credited 
a trip to Italy in the summer of 1930 where he observed the way the fas-
cist regime was “achieving all those things which I had hoped for from 
the Labour Party in this country.”39 In this sense, it appears that Beckett 
had gotten swept up in the fascist “utopianism” that Coupland attri-
butes to left-wingers in the BUF, at least in the sense that, having been 
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disappointed with the Labour party, he came to see genuine potential in 
the fascist movement to address the major grievances that he had long 
been battling. However, there is also evidence that Beckett was drawn to 
the BUF’s anti-Semitism, which became increasingly prominent in his 
own mind in the 1930s. Regardless of which reason was predominant, 
Beckett took to his new allegiance in earnest, and immediately began 
applying the skills, which had made him so successful in his earlier 
political career: his harsh words and sharp wit.

Once in the BUF, Beckett took with renewed vigor to his old meth-
ods of assaulting the opposition through vitriolic speeches and writings. 
First as a public speaker, then taking up the mantle of the editor of 
the BUF’s two major news publications, Blackshirt and Action, Beckett 
was finally unchained from any conventional standards of propriety to 
attack the political system and institutions that he believed had failed 
the British people. Years of his pent-up anger at British politics exhibited 
themselves in vicious headlines meant to discredit Labour, and articles 
that uncovered great government conspiracies, Communist machi-
nations, and the "threat of International Finance.” Until mid-1934, 
Mosley had been cozying up to the Conservative opinion in the hopes 
of getting a foothold in conventional politics and securing additional 
finances for the movement. Lord Rothermere, the owner and publisher 
of the influential Daily Mail, was the most significant figure to endorse 
the BUF. However, after several months of open support, Rothermere 
abruptly withdrew his endorsement, confirming the separation between 
the fascists and Conservative opinion. In this sense, Beckett’s arrival 
was most timely, as Mosley now green-lit BUF publications to begin 
bashing the Conservative party as harshly as the other major oppos-
ing parties. Beckett was more than happy to oblige, attacking both the 
Conservative and Labour parties with equal vigor.

To Beckett, the best way to advertise for fascism in Britain was 
not only to loudly point out all the faults of the current administration, 
but also to berate any political rivals by showing that they were so infil-
trated by Jewish interests that they would never serve the interests of the 
British people. His treatment of the Labour party was a perfect example 
of this tactic. In the early issues of Action, Beckett ran a column called 

“Our Press Lords,” in which he attempted to show his readership just 
how much the “political left” influenced the public through daily news-
papers. He addressed the predominance of left wing or socialist bias 
in the press as an example of the “wrong-headedness of our so-called 
freedom of the Press.” Beckett was convinced that the main sources 
of information were so contaminated by “Jewish-Bolshevik falsehoods” 
that people could not formulate their own views.40
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Beckett’s polemical style tended to rely on mocking the targets 

of his disdain—the politicians and bureaucrats who stood in the way 
of the BUF—in an effort to inspire his readers to stand up against 
those who would keep them down. In a sweeping gesture, he likened 
the current political climate to the ineffectiveness of Victorian politics, 
indicating that “the Right [is] struggling vainly against new ideas just 
because they were new, and the Left, ill-equipped and badly led, [is] 
clamouring that the way to secure plenty for the many is to take away 
the little from the few.”41 It is clear from this statement that Beckett had 
no love for Conservatives, but that he was equally critical of his former 
party, believing that its misguided demands for redistribution of wealth 
would lead to an even more catastrophic economic situation. In that 
same June 1936 article, Beckett described in significant detail the eco-
nomic scandal that awaited Britain if the country’s administration was 
allowed to fall prey to a socialist-led “Popular Front” coalition against 
fascism, like the one just assembled by Leon Blum and his “circus of 
charlatans” in France. Blum, the socialist Prime Minister of France, was 
a target of opportunity for Beckett’s severely anti-Semitic rhetoric, and 
allowed him to express his distrust of international socialist movements. 
He described Blum as “the head of a motley collection of political 
job-hunters drawn from every section of the alleged ‘Left’” that was far 
too close to falling victim to what he claimed to be a Jewish-Communist 

“The Way of the East.”42 This article demonstrates Beckett’s tactic of 
identifying an issue, over-selling the significance of the problem with 
allegations of Jewish predatory influences or conspiracies, then bringing 
it all back to how the BUF in power would eliminate such dangers. The 
incredible detail Beckett was able to drum up to debase and ridicule 
figures like Blum was meant to agitate the readership against socialist 
and communist movements generally, but also to draw attention away 
from the fact that Beckett rarely went into any specifics about how the 
BUF itself was going to make things better.

It seems fairly clear that Beckett had earlier been drawn to social-
ism more as a protest movement than an ideology or specific program 
during his time in the Labour party, and that he did not bring anything 
resembling a left-wing ideology to the BUF. Instead, the one ideology he 
did display enthusiastically within the BUF was his constant antagonism 
to the establishment and vicious anti-Semitism. Beckett’s biographer 
argues that John picked up his anti-Semitism as a result of the company 
he kept in the BUF, and that prior to the death of his mother, who 
was herself Jewish before being disowned by her family for marrying 
Beckett’s father, John displayed no anti-Semitism at all, presumably out 
of filial respect.43 Regardless of whether it was a result of peer-pressure 
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or a deep-seated resentment finally unchained, John Beckett was most 
certainly an anti-Semite. As an active writer and editor for the BUF, 
Beckett rarely missed an opportunity to remind his readership of the 
threat to British society that was “International Finance” or simply “the 
Jewry.” No example can better represent the level of animosity Beckett 
had come to feel for British Jews than his article entitled, “What the 
Jew Did in the Great War.” Distinguishing between the “white citizens 
of the Empire” and “Jews”, Beckett attempted to draw attention to the 

“good fortune” of the “privileged guests” because they took far fewer 
casualties during the First World War.44 Reading his diatribe, one gets 
a real sense of the spite that Beckett felt for the Jewish people and the 
apparent pleasure he took in his efforts to turn the general population 
against them.45

Beckett represented the kind of “left-wing fascist” who once 
appeared to symbolize left-wing radicalism in Britain, but who was 
more of a malcontent than an ideologically committed socialist. The 
precise depth of Beckett’s earlier understanding of socialism is debat-
able, but his career within the ILP indicates that he was devoted less 
to socialism and far more to a radical assault on the country’s tradi-
tional institutions and leadership. Whatever his ideological position 
was before fascism, once he joined the BUF Beckett enthusiastically 
endorsed its militant right wing and anti-Semitic rhetoric. While men 
like Forgan abandoned the BUF soon after joining, Beckett relished 
the opportunity to further develop his reputation as a muckraker and 
scandal-monger, now targeting communists and Jews who he had no 
doubt were in league to bring Britain to its knees. Beckett’s son, who 
very much downplays his father’s anti-Semitism in his biography, claims 
that fascism took the “idealist, burning with righteous rage on behalf 
of the underdog,” and twisted him into a tool of an organization that 
used him for his skills as a propagandist by directing his anger at targets 
that would turn him into a “racist bigot.”46 I would argue that Beckett 
enthusiastically allowed himself to be so used, and that it was precisely 
his combination of angry radicalism and virulent anti-Semitism that 
drew him to Mosley and the BUF.

Conclusion
It is indisputable that some of the BUF’s propaganda can come across 
as left wing in nature; at least as far as an organization that is sup-
posed to be hyper-conservative is concerned. However, the ideology  
of the group was far closer to modern day populism than to socialism  
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or the progressive left, if populism is defined as the exploitation of genu-
ine popular grievances by explanations based on conspiracy theories and 
grandiose promises of quick remedies by charismatic and authoritarian 
leadership.47 It is true that, when reading through the BUF’s periodicals, 
Action and Blackshirt, one cannot help but notice that a number of the 
articles written mostly by its ex-Labour members have a distinct tone 
that was designed to appeal to the grievances of working-class readers. 
However, they almost always concluded with critiques of socialist rem-
edies and explanations that attributed all problems to Jewish subterfuge 
and conspiracies in a way that made the rest of the article seem insin-
cere. The impression is that the editors attempted to make the BUF 
look better to working-class readers by discussing their complaints and 
challenges, in order to persuade them that only fascism could remedy 
those problems. In fact, Mosley and the BUF, including his ex-socialist 
followers, continued to diagnose problems associated with the socialist 
critique of capitalism—low wages, unemployment, exploitation of the 
workers—but they offered extreme-right solutions to those problems: 
anti-Semitism, corporatism, imperialism. Above all, all the solutions 
relied on absolute empowerment of, and trust in, Mosley and the BUF.

The handful of ex-socialists in the BUF did write on topics that 
hinted at their left-wing past. However, they wrote infrequently and did 
not always discuss left-wing issues. Here it is also important to distin-
guish between their political motivation and issues that were important 
to them, versus the ideological solutions they offered to solve the issues. 
On some level, the men who followed Mosley into the BUF all signed  
on to the idea of an authoritarian-style government that would pre-
side over an extremely constrained representative system within the 
Corporate State. Other than Forgan, they also all adopted the move-
ment's anti-Semitic attitude, some, like Beckett, with the kind of 
enthusiasm that suggested that this racist sentiment may have drawn 
them to the BUF in the first place. Both the issues of authoritarian 
government and anti-Semitism alone would likely be enough to dis-
miss these men from having any claim on their former socialist ideology.  
In addition, the fact that so few of them remained with the movement 
beyond 1936 suggests that their previous political affiliations had lit-
tle impact whatsoever on BUF policy. There is also little evidence that 
the BUF actively pursued recruitment from the left beyond those who 
initially joined. Instead, the fascist movement attracted—and was over-
whelmingly comprised of—men of a Conservative, right wing, and/or 
a military background.48
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As for Mosley, the question remains what did he get out of holding 
on to these men who came attached with an “ex-socialist” label? Two 
reasons come to mind, the first of which is that after he left the Labour 
Party in 1931, Mosley effectively burned all bridges that linked him 
with the political left, and the men who came with him into fascism 
helped lend an air of left-wing credibility to a new political organization, 
especially since the BUF otherwise received most of its recruits from 
among former supporters of the Conservative Party. However, after the 
loss of any hope of mainstream Conservative support in 1934, Mosley 
doubled down on the use of the remaining ex-socialists and left-wing-
ers to attempt to tap into the working-class audience for support.  
At this stage, the literature coming out of the BUF did seem to contain 
elements of the left-wing “utopianism” that Coupland has identified 
within the BUF. However, it seems more likely that this was more an 
effort to amass a group of supporters who would blindly follow their 

“leader” and voluntarily give up their rights, leading to “an Orwellian 
dystopia of ‘a world of rabbits ruled by stoats.’”49
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(UAA), including Mr. Devon Fick and Mr. Michael Mower for 
their assistance in the publishing of this volume. Lastly, Ioana 
would like to thank her co-editor, Ms. Manisha Vepa for her 
advice during this process, as well as the designer, Mr. Samual 
Buettner, for his hard work and dedication to this publication.
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Manisha Vepa Editor
Manisha Vepa is a senior Sondheim Public Affairs Scholar and 
member of the Honors College. She is majoring in Economics 
and Global studies and minoring in Music. After graduation,  
she is looking to pursue graduate studies in International  
Affairs. As a second time editor for the arts, humanities, and 
social sciences, Manisha could not have asked for a bet-
ter publishing team. She would first like to thank Dr. Susan 
McDonough for her advice throughout the process and her 
support in finding outside reviewers and editing papers. She 
is also grateful to co-editor, Ms. Ioana Petricel, whose inter-
disciplinary perspective knowledge diligence were essential 
in successfully creating the latest volume, and to Mr. Samual 
Buettner, who worked hard to make the volume look pol-
ished and consistent. Manisha also extends her thanks to 
the Division of Undergraduate Academic Affairs (UAA), 
specifically Dr. April Householder and Mr. Devon Fick, for 
their tremendous dedication to furthering and promoting the  
UMBC Review.
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Samual Buettner Designer
Samual Buettner is a Linehan Artist Scholar. He graduated 
from UMBC in December 2017, earning a B.F.A. in Graphic 
Design and a minor in Environmental Science. He currently 
works as a designer in the Baltimore area. As a first time 
designer for the UMBC Review, Samual wishes to thank Ms. 
Guenet Abraham for the tremendous opportunity to work on 
such a distinguished publication, as well as her guidance along 
the way. He would also like to applaud the dedication of the 
editors, Ms. Ioana Petricel and Ms. Manisha Vepa, who, with 
the support of Dr. Susan McDonough, helped to smooth the 
transition from editing to design. Samual also wishes to thank 
Dr. April Householder, Mr. Devon Fick, and the entire staff of 
the Division of Undergraduate Academic Affairs (UAA) for 
promoting and facilitating the production of this unique, inter-
disciplinary publication. He is grateful to have been a part of 
the process and hopes that the UMBC Review continues to sup-
port the diverse, inquisitive minds of UMBC students to come.
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