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Introduction: What's Missing from This Picture?
In the early days of Operation Desert Storm, the networks played incessantly, often to gleeful commentary,
an image straight out of a video game: a "smart bomb" zeroing in on a two-dimensional target. Many
Americans were fascinated with the weapon and, admittedly, proud of its precision and the technological
prowess it represented. Desert Storm was the "good war," the war to make us feel good about America again.
Once it began, dissent was almost nonexistent; public opinion polls showed an approval rate of around 90
percent. The news media served as the war's cheerleaders, only much later raising such questions as the
United States' role in helping create Saddam's war machine and the number of Iraqi civilians killed as a result
of U.S. actions. Unpleasant truths.
The media are not alone in
omitting or obscuring disturbing
reality; governments and the
military also frequently do so.
For more than a year after the
morning of March 16,
1968when U.S. troops outside
the village of My Lai massacred,
raped, and maimed upwards of
four hundred unresisting
women, infants, and elderlythe
Army managed to cover up the
atrocity. When the story of
Charlie Company finally hit the
media, thirty men were charged
but only one was convicted.
Lieutenant William Calley, Jr.,
served four and a half months in
military prison. Four and a half
months for four hundred
murders.
Much of what is eerily inexplicable in occurrences like My Lai, things that don't quite add up or make sense
in the media and politics are the end product of a process of denial. Denial, a psychological defense
mechanism, is an unconscious mental maneuver that cancels out or obscures painful reality. We hear no evil,
see no evil, and hence feel no pain or confusion. We don't have to confront or change things that don't exist;
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and the limitations of their culture and circumstances. Most parents do the best they can, but many do a
terrible job.
The sad truth is that one can't go back and relive childhood with parents who now know better than to treat
their children the way their own parents treated them. The even sadder truth is that, for many people, any
attempt to get their parents to change or even acknowledge what they did is fruitless. Parents may never
acknowledge their behavior or apologize for it. And they may never behave any differently. Many adults are
left, then, with the responsibility to get help and change their own lives without the help or approval of their
parents and, often, without the foundation of love and nurturing that all human children need.
It is true that blaming one's parents and resenting them for their failures are counterproductive and even
unbecoming. Nevertheless, as a practical matter, the only way to get over an abusive childhood and go on to a
different life is to acknowledge what happened in childhood and experience the painful emotions. This is a
strictly practical matter, not a moral one. Individuals who wish to change must first experience the anger,
fear, helplessness, and grief of childhood. They must also recognize and acknowledge that their parents did a
less-than-perfect job of raising them.
We believe that only the truth
will set us free, as individuals
and as a nation, from the
unintended consequences of the
distressing experiences so many
of us suffered in our childhoods.
Finally, we should warn against two possible misinterpretations of our data. It would be an oversimplification
to claim that there are just two kinds of people: those who are in denial and those who are not. In fact, the use
of denial as a way of processing information has to be viewed on a continuum. Just as people vary in their
political attitudes from extremely conservative to extremely liberal, individuals vary from those who
continually use denial, on the one extreme, to those who rarely employ it, on the other. What we document in
this volume are the costs of the pervasive use of denial to both ourselves and our society.
An equally gross simplification of our findings would be to conclude that individuals spanked in childhood
invariably become conservatives who hold punitive political attitudes. There are, in fact, many influences on
public opinion.3 Adult political attitudes reflect a combination of factors such as socioeconomic status, age,
gender, and education, as well as
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anxietybecause they will not ratify
the local authority of the
fundamentalist community. At the
same time, fundamentalists may
imagine that they can convert and
reform these institutions and end
the persecutionas they were never
able to reform their own parents
and end the persecution they
suffered in childhood.
The results of a 1989 study
revealed a fascinating dichotomy
in attitudes among pro-life
supporters. While a large number
of them believed that abortion
was morally wrong because it
involved taking the life of an
unborn child, very few of them
considered the actual well-being
of the child in their moral
decision. Jacqueline Scott, a
psychologist at the University of
Essex in England, conducted a
telephone survey of a random
sample of Americans. She asked
respondents whether they
believed abortion is morally
wrong and why, and also whether
individuals should have legal
access to abortion. She found that
51 percent of Americans believed
abortion is morally wrong but that
27 percent supported legal
abortions despite their personal
belief that abortion is wrong.
Respondents' answers to the
question of whether abortion is
wrong fell into one of four
categories: (1) emphasis on the
life of the unborn child; (2)
emphasis on the individual
woman's right to choose; (3)
emphasis on the well-being of the
child, including considerations of
whether the child, if born, would
be unloved or poor; or (4)
consideration of the unique
circumstances of each pregnancy,
whether it resulted from rape,
whether the mother's life was
endangered, and so on.
6
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Fewer than 1 percent of the
pro-life supporters mentioned the
wellbeing of the child when
considering whether abortion is
right or wrong, compared to 34
percent of the pro-choice
individuals. Pro-life individuals
were not, however, solely
concerned with the life of the
unborn child; 21.7 percent of them
mentioned the unique
circumstances of the pregnancy as
grounds for deciding the morality
of abortion. Scott also found that
pro-life supporters were more
likely to adopt a rule-bound stance
toward abortion, while pro-choice
advocates judged the morality of
abortion within the context of
responsibilities and relationships.
Although Christian fundamentalists express pro-life attitudes, that does not prevent some of them from
having abortions. According to the National Abortion Federation (1990), of the 1.6 million women who had
abortions in 1990 (the last year for which statistics were available), one-sixth described themselves as
born-again or evangelical Christians.
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Attitudes toward the Death Penalty
While fundamentalists are committed to the sanctity of human life in the case of an unborn fetus and equate
abortion with murder, they are untroubled by the state execution of citizens convicted of capital crimes.
Robert L. Young, sociologist and director of the Criminal Justice Program at the University of Texas at
Arlington, conducted a study of support for the death penalty (1992) by using data from the 1988 General
Social Survey. He found that males and whites were more apt to support the death penalty than were females
or African Americans. He also found that political conservatism, membership in a fundamentalist church, and
literal interpretation of the Bible were all significant predictors of support for the death penalty. One
fascinating finding is that attending a fundamentalist church was associated with increased support for the
death penalty among whites, but not among African Americans. African Americans characterized as
evangelicals on the basis of responses to the question ''Have you ever tried to encourage someone to believe
in Jesus Christ or to accept Jesus Christ as his or her savior?" were the least likely of any group to support the
death penalty (p. 81). Young suggests that this finding may reflect the lack of trust African Americans have
in the judicial system, combined with the compassion reflected in evangelical beliefs (as opposed to
fundamentalist beliefs, which are more rule-oriented and punitive).

7
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In a 1992 study, Grasmick and colleagues investigated the possibility that the desire for retribution against
criminals might be related to religious affiliation. They found that fundamentalists scored significantly higher
on the desire for retribution than Catholics, nonfundamentalist Protestants, and those with no religious
affiliation. The single best predictor of the desire for retribution, it turned out, was the literalness of one's
understanding of the Bible. Interestingly enough, individuals who were strongly religious but do not interpret
the Bible literally are significantly less devoted to the goal of retribution.
The Ambivalence Inherent in Fundamentalism
As sociologist Frank Lechner (1989) points out, fundamentalism in America is, by definition, an ambivalent
stance. On the one hand, fundamentalists reject modern secular society, with its separation of church and
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state; its efforts to include individuals of different cultures, races, religions, and values; and its support of a
pluralistic society in which only the most general values are common to all. Their belief in the absolute
authority of the Bible and their quest to impose a particular set of moral standards on all of society are thus
rejections of the tenets of modern secular liberal society. Yet their very existence and the ability to make any
claims at all are based on those very tenets. As a minority often viewed with derision, they must appeal to the
inclusiveness and tolerance of American society to reserve a place for themselves in the cultural debate.
Moreover, according to Lechner, fundamentalism bears within itself the inevitable failure of its own project,
precisely because of its strong commitment, historically and theologically, to the primacy of every
individual's absolute right and responsibility to work out and act on his or her own beliefs.
So, on the one hand, then, fundamentalism attempts to dictate "correct" beliefs and behaviors to its own
adherents, as well as to export them to the larger society. On the other hand, it can hardly reject completely
the right and responsibility of individuals to base commitments on their own consciences. It becomes
necessary, then, to appeal to the broad general values shared by all Americans, which are likely to allow for
more tolerance and ambiguity than are consistent with core fundamentalist beliefs.
So fundamentalists are in the position of having to deny either the implications of their own program or the
basic values of American society. When Lechner wrote, in 1989, he did not anticipate the current heavy
involvement of the Religious Right in politics, nor its reliance on stealth candidates, who win political power
precisely by denying and hiding their fundamentalist program.
The Political Impact of the New Religious Right
Given the logical inconsistency built into fundamentalism, one might well wonder whether fundamentalist
activism represents a serious threat to American society. In some ways, the Religious Right has not had the
impact on American politics it would like. Clyde Wilcox (1994) has argued that, from one point of view, its
political program has failed. Pat Robertson failed to win a single primary election in 1992, in spite of
spending
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more money than any other candidate in American history. Although some states have placed restrictions on
abortion, Roe v. Wade has not been overturned; nor has prayer been reinstituted in the schools. Most local
initiatives to restrict the civil rights of homosexuals have been defeated, albeit narrowly in some cases.
Wilcox's insightful analysis of the fate of the Moral Majority of the 1970s suggests that it "failed not because
of shifting public sentiments or broad historical trends. Their grassroots efforts failed because of the
intolerance and distractions of the Baptist Bible Fellowship preachers" (p. 249). Apparently, the ministers of
the Baptist fellowship entrusted with the task of organizing grassroots support for the Moral Majority spent
more time splitting the world into increasingly specific out-groups than they did building a broad base of
support for the movement. According to Wilcox, "Baptist Bible Fellowship pastors are an intolerant lot. At
one sermon before an organizational meeting of the Ohio Moral Majority, the preacher railed against
Catholics, Methodists, pentecostals, evangelicals, and even other Baptist denominations" (p. 248).
So, what reason is there to believe that the New Religious Right will have a greater political influence than
the Moral Majority? We believe conservative Christians are likely to affect American politics in the near
future by several important means.
Helping elect Republican candidates. The Christian Coalition was the only solid voting block that supported
George Bush in the 1992 Presidential election (Kaufman 1994). It was also a major influence in bringing
about Republican majorities in the House and Senate in 1994.
Pushing mainstream Republicans to the right. The stronger the Christian conservative movement grows, and
the more it infiltrates party politics at the state and local level, the more indebted to it moderate Republicans
become. As theologian John Swomley put it (1995),"The mere existence of an extreme right-wing party, even
if it does not ultimately control the government, has its value to those in power in the political and economic
system. They tend to want to make concessions to conservative and authoritarian religious forces in order to
gain the fundamentalist vote, whether those concessions weaken or destroy certain constitutional values such
as separation of church and state or equal protection of the law. In so doing, they take the country further
down the authoritarian religious road that sacrifices long-held democratic values" (p. 6).
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Defining the terms of the presidential contest. In 1988 the campaign focused on "flags and furloughs" rather
than more crucial concerns. Again, for much of the 1992 campaign, the Republican party attempted to define
the campaign as about "family values," a vacuous concept that simply encourages groups to vilify each
others' life-styles. We actually heard the Republican vice president scold a fictional character on a television
sitcom for having a child out of wedlock. In an even stranger development, Candice Bergen and the
producers of "Murphy Brown" got their revenge by incorporating Dan Quayle's lunacy into the story line of
the show.

9
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Contributing to a mood of intolerance in the society. Sociologist John H. Simpson (1994) has documented a
disturbing trend in recent national elections. Comparing data from the General Social Survey (GSS)
conducted by the University of Chicago's National Opinion Research Center in 1980 and 1988, he examined
answers to five questions on homosexuality, abortion, and pornographyissues traditionally of great concern to
conservative Christians. The items he chose allowed him to contrast individuals' moral positions on the issues
with their readiness to grant civil rights protection to individuals who might hold opposing views. For
example, one question asked whether sexual relations between two adults of the same sex are wronga moral
judgmentwhile another asked whether a male homosexual should be allowed to teach in a college or
university, an item that inquires about the rights of individuals conservatives often deem to be morally wrong.
Simpson found that Americans fall into three camps on these social issues. What he terms "consistent
liberals" refrain from moral judgments against homosexuals and other groups and support their civil rights,
whereas "consistent conservatives" both condemn homosexuality, abortion, and pornography on moral
grounds and seek to limit the legal freedom of homosexuals and the legal access to abortion and pornography.
The group Simpson labeled "ambivalent" were conservative in their moral judgments but were unwilling to
abrogate others' civil rights. While they might condemn the behavior of a man who was homosexual, they
were unwilling to see him banned from university teaching.
What is disturbing is that while the number of liberals showed a negligible increase from 1980 to 1988, the
number of individuals who were morally conservative but upheld civil rights decreased substantially, a
decline that was matched by a corresponding increase in the number of people in the consistently
conservative camp. The results seem to suggest not so much an increase in conservatism on the issues as a
decrease in tolerance for others who hold different moral views.
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There is also evidence that such a shift in moral climate indeed affected voting in the 1992 presidential
election. Hammond, Shibley, and Solow (1994) used the GSS data from 1980, 1984, 1988, and 1992 to make
this point. First, they distinguished between what they call the Christian Right contribution to voting
patternsadherence to conservative theological beliefsand a family-values component that combines traditional
conservative views on abortion, premarital sex, homosexuality, and women's roles in society. They also
examined three other aspects of conservatism: anticommunism, antigovernment attitudes, and a
"law-and-order" stance, which included support for the death penalty, opposition to laws requiring a permit to
carry a gun, and belief that the courts are too lenient on criminals. In sum, Hammond and his colleagues
measured five indicators of conservatism: (1) Christian right theological beliefs, (2) family values, (3)
anticommunism, (4) antigovernment attitudes, and (5)law-and-order orientation.
Compared to the findings for 1980-1988, the picture that emerged from the 1992 data is quite different. In
1980, 1984, and 1988, the researchers found, individuals' choices for president were overwhelmingly related
to the political party they identified withDemocrats voted for the Democratic candidate and Republicans for
the Republican candidate. There was, however, a significant, if small, contribution of conservatism
(measured by the combined five components above) to voting behavior over and above party identification.
So, conservative opinions did contribute to voting patterns in these years, although party identification was a
much more powerful predictor of voters' choices.
In these elections, Hammond concluded, Christian right theological beliefs had no independent impact on
voting beyond party identification and conservative opinions in generalthat is, the five components
10

11
combined. (Fundamentalism, however, did predict voting for Republican candidates for House and Senate
races in 1980, even after Miller and Wattenberg [1984] controlled for party identification and
liberal/conservative political ideology.) In 1984, the family-values component had a very slight independent
effect on voting beyond party identification and conservatism in general.
In the 1992 election, however, the situation changed. Although party identification was still the most
important predictor of voting preferences, the contribution of conservative ideology (the combined five
indicators of Christian right beliefs, family values, anticommunism, antigovernment attitudes, and
law-and-order orientation) increased from 13 percent of the impact of party identification in the 1980 to 1988
elections to 22 percent of the impact of party identification in the 1992 election. It appears, then, that
conservatism in generalas opposed to identification
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with the Republican partyis increasingly driving the vote. In addition, for the first time, the influence of the
Christian right and family-values components each exceeded the impact of the combined index of
conservatism. What's more, the family-values component had a much more powerful impact on the vote than
did the Christian right component. It may be that what we are seeing is a general increase in intolerant
attitudes toward the way other people live their lives.
James David Fairbanks (1982) has argued that the influence of the New Religious Right has been more a
matter of strengthening conventionalitywhat he terms the civil religionthan of inculcating any specific
religious beliefs. As he puts it, "The demands of the civil religion actually are quite conventional; no one is
called upon to sell all they have and give to the poor or renounce the world and all its vain things. Symbolic
gestures toward conventional norms are sufficient. . . . The priority issues of the social agenda are those
concerning the respect and recognition given to the nation's religious heritage, to traditional sexual mores,
and to traditional patterns of family life" (p. 334).
Encouraging a climate of extremism. We have argued that individuals who bear the pain and grief of
childhood punishment will, in the final analysis, attempt to stave off depression by acting on their anger.
When that anger is displaced from childhood onto political issues and is given legitimacy as a means of
policy debate, a few individuals may adopt violent means of making their beliefs known. Faye Ginsburg
(1993) notes that, in nearly every case, individuals apprehended for violence against abortion clinics between
1983 and 1985 were not mainstream pro-life activists prior to the assault. That also seems to be true of John
Salvi, the man alleged to have murdered two women at two clinics in Boston in 1994.
In this chapter, we have seen that the political views and actions of Christian fundamentalists seem to be
directly related to the tradition of punitive child rearing advocated by generations of Protestant
fundamentalists. Fundamentalists, however, are not the only Americans subjected to physical punishment in
childhood. The majority of us have suffered from child-rearing beliefs that are the same in principle, if less
extreme in practice. It should not surprise us to learn, then, that America is a very angry and punitive society,
as we see in the next chapter.
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5. The Punitive Society
The United States is a society remarkable for the degree of punitiveness that pervades its families, its schools,
and its criminal justice system. Supported by an ideology that values personal toughness, this punitiveness
not only has a range of negative consequences for individuals, it also distorts public policy. In this chapter,
we document the way punitiveness spills over into our schools and prisons to produce even greater damage to
individuals and society. We also continue our analysis of the negative political consequences of punishment,
a discussion we began in chapter 3, by looking at national survey data.
As we pointed out in chapter 1, support for the use of physical punishment in child rearing has always been
high in the United States and continues at high levels today. The punitive spirit that characterizes many
American families serves as the foundation for policies in the larger institutions of society.
The Schools
In September of 1981 an ABC/Washington Post national survey of 1,500 people found that 54 percent of
respondents approved of allowing teachers to use corporal punishment. A more recent Harris Poll, taken in
1988, asked respondents, "Do you think that it is all right for teachers to hit, spank, or otherwise physically
discipline students in the school?" A total of 43 percent of the sample agreed that teachers should be free to
use physical discipline either "sometimes" or "whenever the teacher decides." While these results suggest a
considerable decrease in support for corporal punishment in the last decade and a half, an April 1988 Gallup
poll
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asking respondents whether they approved of schools physically punishing "children who do not respond
well to other forms of discipline" produced a 50 percent support for corporal punishment.
Physical abuse in schools remains legal in many states. As of January 1994, twenty-three states still allowed
teachers to discipline students physically, a practice that sets the United States apart from Japan, Canada,
England, Ireland, most of western Europe, Israel, and the countries of the former Soviet Union. States in the
South and Southwestfor example, Florida, Texas, Alabama, and Arkansasare leaders in the use of such
punishment.
According to Rust and Kinnaird (1983), teachers and administrators who use corporal punishment tend to be
more authoritarian and dogmatic, inexperienced, and neurotic than their colleagues. This is not surprising, as
punitiveness is one of the primary characteristics of authoritarianism.
12
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Irwin Hyman, director of the National Center for the Study of Corporal Punishment and Alternatives at
Temple University, has written extensively on the use and effects of punishment in schools and in the family.
He estimates that 750,000 incidents of corporal punishment occur annually in the United States, a large
number of them in fundamentalist Christian schools and academies. As we documented extensively in
chapter 4, people who identify themselves as fundamentalists, literalists, Baptists and evangelicals are more
likely to hit their children than are individuals of other denominations. In the schools, Hyman notes, children
who are poor or black are four to five times more likely to receive physical punishment than middle- or
upper-class white children.
The National Center has documented numerous instances of abuse of schoolchildren that, Hyman claims,
represent only a fraction of the actual cases. Paddles, leather straps, electrical cords, a broomstick, and metal
and steel pipes, among many other objects, have been used as instruments of punishment. Students have also
been closed up in storerooms, closets, and school vaults for up to seven hours, subjected to strip searches,
choked, and tied to chairs. A range of physical injuries have resulted, including sciatic nerve damage from
paddling, skin and muscle injuries, a rupture of one student's testicles, and possible permanent damage to the
legs and buttocks.' As in the case of families, the use of punishment in
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schools primarily serves to allow expression to the teacher's rage and does not deal constructively with
behavior problems. To believe that this kind of treatment enhances the mission of an educational institution is
to maintain a high level of denial, as discussion of the consequences of school punishment makes clear.
Consequences of School Punishment
An increasing number of professional organizations have called for the abolition of physical punishment in
schools. In 1992 the Society for Adolescent Medicine issued a statement concluding that "CP [corporal
punishment] in schools is an ineffective, dangerous, and unacceptable method of discipline. The use of CP in
the school reinforces the notion that physical aggression is an acceptable and effective means of eliminating
unwanted behavior in our society. It is recommended that CP be banned and that nonviolent methods of
classroom control be utilized in the school system." 2
Although some have proposed
paddling as a punishment for
graffiti writing or other
vandalism, evidence indicates
that corporal punishment is an
important cause of vandalism in
schools, rather than an effective
response to it. A national study
called the Safe Schools Study
found that when there is a
substantial amount of
misbehavior in a school, corporal
punishment makes the problem
worse. Intense or repeated
13
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instances of corporal punishment
can even result in post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD). In fact,
most serious incidents of physical
abuse of children begin as
physical punishment and then
escalate in intensity.3
The Criminal Justice System
Following the controversial caning of teenager Michael Fay in Singapore, legislators in various states began
proposing the reintroduction of physical punishment in the criminal justice system. The Boston Globe
reported on November 11, 1995, that a Republican legislator in New Hampshire had recently proposed the
public paddling of convicted vandals 12 years old and up. In the fall of 1994, the Mississippi House of
Representatives passed a bill to allow judges to order paddlings instead of prison sentences (Reuters
1995);other such bills have been proposed in state legislatures
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childhood experience. What has become clear to us through our research, however, is that childhood
experiencesparticularly those involving harsh discipline and punishmentexert a destructive influence that
social scientists typically ignore. Such childhood experiences appear to contribute to a climate of
mean-spiritedness and punitiveness among the electorate and to make some citizens and groups vulnerable to
the influence of divisive and punitive politicians.
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all around the country. Being beaten with a large piece of smooth wood is very painful and can cause severe
physical damage. It has come, however, to be regarded as innocuous and harmless, another example of denial
that physical punishment inflicts real pain.
According to some public opinion polls, public support for the use of beatings is high. An April 1994
Newsweek poll found that 38 percent of the public supported the caning of Fay; when a Yankelovich poll
taken in the same month asked the question in more detail, stating that Fay was "to be hit six times with a
bamboo cane, which may leave permanent marks," 46 percent of the public approved.4
There are also increasing calls,
particularly by conservative
14
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politicians running for office, to
increase the punitiveness of the
prison system. In Massachusetts
Governor William Weld's
gubernatorial campaign in 1990,
he promised to reintroduce
prisoners to the "joys of busting
rocks." In the 1996 Republican
presidential primaries, Senator
Phil Gramm of Texas stated he
would "Stop building prisons like
Holiday Inns, take out the air
conditioning, the color televisions
and the weight rooms" (Nyhan
1995). Confusing prisons with
Holiday Inns is a particularly
distorted way of thinking. As
Abbe Smith, deputy director of
the Criminal Justice Institute at
Harvard Law School wrote in
1995, "Make no mistake about
what goes on in prisons. Though
penal institutions came about as
part of a social reform movement
as an alternative to harsh labor
camps and public torture, there is
no question that we mean to
break the spirits of those we
imprison. The intense deprivation
that imprisonment imposes puts
prisons on a continuum with other
forms of torture" (p. 82).
Consequences of Punitiveness in the Criminal Justice System
Mandatory sentencing and the "three strikes and you're out" rule are the latest innovations in the criminal
justice system pushed by conservative politicians and backed by frustrated citizens increasingly fearful of
crime. These sentencing practices have dramatically increased the prison population of the United States,
which now has the highest incarceration rate of any country in the world.
Yet our prisons are failing. From national recidivism rates of about 35 percent, it is clear that our criminal
justice system does not prevent crime or adequately rehabilitate those who serve time in our prisons.
Moreover, the costs of incarceration are substantial; the annual costs for prison conÂ
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struction and maintaining inmates is currently around $21 billion (Smolowe 1994). Building more prisons
and locking up more criminals is not the answer. A 1991 study by Israeli researchers Cohen, Eden, and Lazar
compared the likelihood of recidivism of two groups of individuals convicted of serious felonies. One group
was sentenced to terms of up to seven years, the second was granted probation. Police records show that for a
five-year period following release from prison, there was no difference in the number of crimes the two
groups committed.
Conservative politicians, with the support of the punitive public climate of the 1990s, are working to
eviscerate the few prison programs that do work. Illiteracy and a lack of education have long been linked to
crime; a recent study (Smith 1995) of serious offenders found lack of education to be the strongest predictor
of committing another crime. Nonetheless, funding for GED programs in prisons is threatened and Pell grants
to prisoners to enable them to pursue higher education have been eliminated, even though such programs
have been found to reduce recidivism. Our prisons are failing; yet, because of the current climate of
punitiveness and budget cutting, the government is eliminating the very programs shown to help prisoners
escape the cycle of crime and imprisonment.
It is well-known that prison is often a training ground for new criminal skills. According to Michael Sheahan,
the sheriff of Cook County, Illinois, ''They start as drug offenders, they eventually become property-crime
offenders, and then they commit crimes against people. They learn this trade as they go through the prison
system." Moreover, because vast numbers of nonviolent offenders arrested on drug-related charges fill up
prison space, violent offenders are serving less time (Smolowe 1994).
In addition, the brutal treatment nonviolent offenders receive in prison and the rage it creates may actually
serve to increase crime. Consider this prisoner in an Ohio penitentiary who wrote to Professor Philip
Zimbardo of Stanford University in the early 1970s:
I was recently released from solitary confinement, after being held therein for 37 months. The silent system was imposed
upon me, and even a whisper to the man in the next cell resulted in being beaten by guards, sprayed with chemical mace,
blackjacked, stomped, and thrown into a strip cell naked to sleep on a concrete floor, without bedding, covering, wash basin,
or even a toilet. Because of my refusal to let the things die down and forget all that happened during my 37 months in
solitary, I am the most hated prisoner in this penitentiary, and called a hard-

Â
< previous page

page_111

next page >

If you like this book, buy it!
< previous page

page_112

next page >
Page 112

core incorrigible. Prof. Zimbardo, maybe I am an incorrigible, but if true, it is because I would rather die than to accept
being treated less than a human being. I have never complained of my prison sentence as being unjustified, except through
legal means of appeals. I have never put a knife on a guard's throat and demanded my release. I know that these must be
punished, and I don't justify stealing even though I am a thief myself. But now I don't think I will be a thief when I am
released. No, I am not rehabilitated either. It is just that I no longer think of becoming wealthy or stealing. I now only think
of killing. Killing those who have beaten me and treated me as if I were a dog.5

Brutal conditions in prison are not a problem of the past. In February 7, 1994, Time magazine quoted the
assertion of University of Miami criminologist Paul Cromwell that "Prison systems are 'criminogenic': they
create criminals. . . . The chronic beatings, stabbings, rapes and isolation ignite fury. As one prisoner
reported, 'They are so blind with rage that they can't think about the consequences.'"
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Besides the potential of physical attacks by guards and other inmates, male prisoners also face the horrific
probability of rape by other prisoners. A 1993 New York Times story by Stephen Donaldson documents this
serious situation: "For too long, we have turned away from the rape crisis in these institutions, which now
hold 1.3 million men and boys. In most of them, rape is an entrenched tradition, considered by prisoners a
legitimate way to 'prove their manhood' and satisfy sexual needs and the brutal desire for power." Donaldson
estimates that approximately 290,000 males are raped each year in prison, compared to a Bureau of Justice
Statistics estimate that 135,000 women are raped each year. Since the risk of AIDS transmission is very high
in this type of sexual assault, such rapes may amount to a death sentence.
Donaldson notes that while officials have known about the problem for many years, they have done very
little. Generally they are loath to admit that such brutalization of individuals in their custody occurs. In the
words of Vermont Commissioner of Corrections John F. Gorczyk, "Society reacts with a combination of fear,
disgust, and denial." Moreover, nonviolent offenders are the most likely victims of such attacks; and some of
them may become rapists themselves when they are released, repeating the violence that was done to them.6
As Supreme Court Justice Blackman wrote in the June 6, 1994, decision in Farmer v. Brennan, in which a
prison inmate sued prison officials for not protecting him against being raped: "Such brutality is the equivaÂ
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lent of torture, and is offensive to any modern standard of human dignity. The horrors experienced by many
young inmates, particularly those who . . . are convicted of nonviolent offenses, border on the unimaginable.
Prison rape not only threatens the lives of those who fall prey to their aggressors [through AIDS], but is
potentially devastating to the human spirit. Shame, depression, and a shattering loss of self-esteem
accompany the perpetual terror the victim thereafter must endure."
So, what are politicians doing about this problem? The Republican-controlled Congress is trying to make it
worse. A proposed law entitled STOP passed by the House (H. R. 667), submitted to the Senate (S. 400), and
supported by Senator Phil Gramm would deny courts the power to remedy constitutional violations in prison
conditionswhether in juvenile centers, jails, or prisons. This legislation would have the effect of substantially
limiting prisoners' right to seek redress for such crimes as rape.
The bill is opposed by a host of professional legal associations and mental health associations, including the
American Bar Association, the American Psychiatric Association, the American Psychological Association,
the National Association of Social Workers, the National Mental Health Association, National Rainbow
Coalition, National Women's Law Center, the Southern Poverty Law Center, and the Youth Law Center,
among others. Former U.S. Bureau of Prisons director J. Michael Quinlan calls the bill "extremely
misguided." Even the American Correctional Association opposes Senate passage of the bill without prior
hearings. There were no hearings on the House bill.
Given the destructive and brutalizing effects of prison rape on previously nonviolent offenders, the policies of
the punitive political culture embodied in current conservative political philosophy can only contribute to an
ever-increasing cycle of retribution and increased violence and criminality.
The Social Consequences
Public Support of Spanking
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Why do so many people support using physical punishment in raising children? A 1988 Harris survey asked a
national sample of respondents about the physical punishment they received as children. ("How often did
Â
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your parents or guardian hit, spank, or physically discipline you when you misbehaved?") It also asked
whether it was all right to physically punish children and the extent to which parents in the sample had
punished their own children.
Consistent with earlier research, the survey found that males were spanked significantly more often than
females, and those with higher education were spanked significantly less often. Having been spanked or hit as
a child predicted both approval of the use of spanking and respondents' actual use of spanking. Respondents
were given only three or four possible responses (e.g., "Never all right; Sometimes all right; All right
whenever the parent decides"). This type of measurement reduces the variability of the punishment measures
and consequently, reduces the apparent size of the correlations between or among variablesfor example,
between being spanked as a child and spanking one's own children. Had support for punishment or actual
punishment been measured more accurately, we believe the effects discussed below would have been
stronger.
Support for the use of punishment in families and in schools would seem to reflect the same punitive and
retributive emotions resulting from childhood punishment that lead to support for capital punishment and the
use of military force. Some critics might argue, however, that the correlation between having been spanked
and current approval of spanking is spurious; that is, that the relationship is explained by some third variable,
such as education. This alternative argument would hold that people with less education are spanked more,
and people with less education approve of spanking more, but having been spanked doesn't cause approval of
spanking.
To address this question, we conducted a multivariate analysis to predict the individual effect of six
variableshaving been spanked, education, income, type of job, age, and raceon respondents' support for
spanking. This analysis allowed us to test the effect of a person's having been spanked on their support for
spanking in general by controlling foror holding constanttheir level of education. The results did show that
education had a significant effect on support for spanking one's children, as we expected. Yet the analysis
also showed that, within groups of respondents with comparable levels of education, being spanked as a child
made one significantly more likely to support spanking now. None
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of the other variables we tested were significant predictors of support for physical punishment.7
The Climate of Punitiveness
As support for the physical punishment of children has been high for many years, we must ask why this
punitiveness is now finding expression in policy debates. The political climate, which in 1994 allowed the
GOP to capture both houses of Congress for the first time in forty years, appears to be much angrier and more
punitive in spirit in the 1990s than it was in previous decades. Numerous public opinion polls have revealed
the pervasiveness of support for mean-spirited public policies.8
A Harris Poll taken in July of 1990, for example, asked whether the rights of convicted murderers should be
restricted so they can be executed more quickly. Sixty-four percent of the sample approved of such
restrictions, even though our imperfect legal system has in the past sentenced hundreds of innocent people to
death. The same poll found nearly half of Americans (44 percent) in favor of taking welfare benefits from
teenage motherspresumably to punish girls for being poor, having sex, and conceiving a child without being
married. Respondents must have known that this action would hurt the children more than it would their
teenage mothers. A quarter of those favoring the policy also approved of Newt Gingrich's proposal to put the
children of unmarried teen mothers into orphanages.
In a telephone survey of one thousand adults in April of 1994, respondents were asked whether they preferred
a candidate who would deal with the root causes of crimelack of education, poverty, broken families, and
illegitimacyor one who favors tougher sentencing, reducing the appeals process, and building more prisons.
Fifty percent of the sample favored the tougher candidate, while only 36 percent wanted to address the root
causes of crime.
Public opinion of illegal immigration is another indicator of social fear and punitiveness. Studies have shown
that neither legal nor illegal immigration pose an economic threat to this country. An article by Richard
Rayner in the New York Times Magazine (January 7, 1996), "What Immigration Crisis?", reports that a
nonpartisan research organization, the Urban Institute, found that the cost of educating all immigrants, legal
and
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illegal, is only 5percent of total U.S. expenditures on education. Immigrants pay almost twice as much in
taxes as they receive in services; illegal immigrants alone pay over $7 billion in taxes.
In spite of this evidence to the contrary, a recent Times-Mirror national poll showed that fully 61 percent of
the public believed that stopping illegal immigration should be a "top-priority" foreign policy effort; an
additional 32 percent thought it should be "a priority." A remarkable 35 percent of the public favored
building a wall along the border with Mexico; 50 percent favored denying illegal immigrants the use of
schools and hospitals; and 62 percent favored issuing national identification cards to differentiate citizens and
legal residents from illegal immigrants.
Authoritarianism and Economic or Social Threats
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How can we explain the current climate of punitiveness? Writing a number of years ago, Seymour Lipset
(1959)argued that the higher authoritarianism of working-class individuals was a response to economic
threat. In a test of this hypothesis (1960), psychologist Milton Rokeach found the dogmatism and
punitiveness of statements by the Catholic Church Council to be highly correlated with the council's
perception of threats to the Church.
Some years later, psychologist Stephen Sales (1972, 1973) used time-series analysis to compare various
indices of authoritarianism with the rates of increase in church membership of authoritarian and
nonauthoritarian churches. Using descriptive information on U.S. denominations by Mead (1965)and
Williams (1969), Sales classified the Presbyterian Church, the Congregational Christian Church, churches of
the Northern Baptist Convention, and the Protestant Episcopal Church as nonauthoritarian. He classified the
churches of the Southern Baptist Convention, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the
Seventh-day Adventists, and the Roman Catholic Church as authoritarian institutions. Sales found that during
transitions from prosperity to economic stress or social conflict (e.g., 1920-1939 and 1964-1970), there were
increases in conversions to three of the four authoritarian churches and decreases in membership in the four
nonauthoritarian churches.
Sales also compared various social indicators of authoritarianism for the same periods. For example, to assess
authoritarians' glorification of "power and toughness," he looked at the number of championship prize
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fights and the popularity of attack dogs; to assess "authoritarian aggression," he looked at support for the
death penalty; and for "authoritarian submission," he counted the number of loyalty oaths required. There
were increases in all the indices for at least one of the two time periods examined, which supports the
hypothesis that authoritarianism is more common in times of economic or social stress. More recent research
has sustained this proposition.9
Many people feel threatened by the economic conditions of the 1990s. Retail sales figures for the 1995
Christmas season were among the worst in recent years, which some analysts attribute to low levels of
consumer confidence; more bankruptcies and store closings are predicted (Reidy, 1996). This could account
for our current results. However, if this general proposition is correct, we would expect the negative
consequences of childhood punishment on political attitudes we reported in chapter 3 to be evident at other
times of social stress as well.
The year 1968 was particularly turbulent, both politically and socially; fortunately, that same year a Harris
national survey asked questions that are directly relevant to the relationship between childhood punishment
and adult attitudes of authoritarian punitiveness. The data from the survey paint a picture remarkably similar
to the results of our own experimental and small-scale studies, which demonstrated a significant relationship
between adult political attitudes and physical punishment in childhood.
The Harris survey of 1,175 adults asked respondents about their family history of childhood punishment and
use of spanking as parents as well as a series of political-attitude questions measuring punitiveness and
militarism. Only 5percent of the sample reported that they were never spanked as children; 32 percent said
they were spanked frequently; and 60 percent stated they were spanked sometimes. Thus the questions
provide an opportunity to assess the effect of punishment in a national sample. 10
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