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The conservative family values agenda is, at present, being set primarily by fundamentalist Christians. This is not a situation that many people are aware of. Probably the most prominent figures in the fundamentalist Christian family values movement are Dr. James Dobson, who is president of Focus on the Family, based in Colorado Springs, and Gary L. Bauer, who runs the Family Research Council in Washington, D.C. These groups have been most explicit in developing a Strict Father approach to childrearing and have been extremely active in promoting their approach. On the whole, they are defining the conservative position for the current debate about childrearing, as well as for legislation incorporating their approach. Since the ideas in conservative Christian childrearing manuals are fully consistent with the Strict Father model of the family that lies behind conservative politics, it is not at all strange that such fundamentalist groups should be setting the national conservative agenda on family values.

I should say at the outset that virtually all of the mainstream experts on childrearing see the Strict Father model as being destructive to children. A nurturant approach is preferred. And most of the child development literature within the field of developmental psychology points in one direction: childrearing according to the Strict Father model harms children: a Nurturant Parent model is far superior.

In short, conservative family values, which are the basis for conservative morality and political thought, are not supported by either research in child development or the mainstream childrearing experts in the country. That is another reason why the conservative family agenda has been left to fundamentalist Christians. Since there is no significant body of mainstream experts who support the Strict Father model, conservatives can rely only on fundamentalist Christians, who have the only well thought out approach to childrearing that supports the Strict Family model.

The claims to legitimacy for the conservative family values enterprise rest with the fundamentalist Christian community, a community whose conclusion are not based on empirical research but on a fundamentalist interpretation of the Bible. And that, as was shown in Chapter 15, is based on Strict Father morality itself. Thus, there is no independent or nonideological basis whatever for conservative claims about family values.

The conservative Christians who set the conservative family values agenda are not particularly interested in empirical research or the wisdom of the extensive community mainstream experts on childrearing. As James Dobson puts it,

I don't believe the scientific community is the best source of information on proper parenting techniques. There have been some worthwhile studies to be sure. But the subject of parent-child interaction is incredibly complex and subtle. The only way to investigate it scientifically is to reduce the relationship to is simplest common denominators, so it can be examined.

But in doing so, the overall tone is missed. Some things in life are so complicated that they defy rigorous scrutiny, and parental discipline (in my view) appears to be one of them.

The best source of guidance for parents can be found in the wisdom of the Judeo-Christian ethic, which originated with the Creator and has been handed down generation by generation from the time of Christ. (B3, Dobson, The New Dare to Discipline, p. 16)

I simply do not agree that research about childrearing is irrelevant. There are important things to know. What are the effects of punishing children, especially beating them with sticks, belts, and paddles? Are there physical effects? Long-term psychological effects? Is there any correlation between punishment by beating and humiliation and violent behavior later in life? Do most delinquent children have a history of strict parenting, nurturant parenting, or is it fifty-fifty? What is the effect of first whipping a child and then hugging her? What is the effect of breaking down a child's will by hitting her with a stick? What is the effect of demanding absolute obedience to a father's authority?

To see more clearly what is at stake in knowing about research on such matters, let us look closely at what some conservative Christian childrearing manuals have to say about how children should be raised. These manuals are clear on many points:

1. Children are inherently sinful and defiant.

2. Only punishment and reward will train children away from defiance and pursuing their sinful desires.

3. The only way a child can be raised properly is for a father to demand absolute obedience to his authority. Any questioning of authority requires swift and painful punishment.

4. Obedience can be taught only through painful corporal punishment-by whipping with belts or beating with switches or paddles.

5. Continued disobedience requires greater beating.

6. Punishment for disobedience is a form of love.

7. Parental authority is a proper model for all authority, and children must learn to obey authority so that they can wield it properly in later life.

The following quotations are taken from Dr. James Dobson, J. Richard Fugate, Reverend Jack Hyles, Larry Christenson, and Larry Tomczak (References, 83). Dobson, as you will see, is the most moderate figure. The others are more extreme.

Dobson discusses behaviorist (reward and punishment) principles of child rearing at great length. Though his main focus is on punishment, he also suggests rewards:

Everything worth having comes with a price. (Dobson, 126)

Two pennies should be granted for every behavior done properly in a given day. If more than three items are missed, no pennies should be granted. (Dobson, 85)

But Dobson is clear about the need for punishment, as are the others.

Rewards should not be used as a substitute for authority; reward and punishment each has its proper place in child management, and reversals bring unfortunate results. (Dobson, 91)

The point of punishment is not for some specific offense, but to enforce the parent's absolute authority in general, as a matter of principle. Any rebelliousness of spirit must he broken.

When youngsters display stiff-necked rebellion, you must be willing to respond to the challenge immediately. When nose-to-nose confrontation occurs between you and your child, it is not the time to discuss the virtues of obedience. It is not the occasion to send him to his room to pout. Nor is it the time to postpone disciplinary measures till your tired spouse plods home from work.

You have drawn a line in the dirt, and the child has deliberately flopped his bony little toe across it. Who is going to win? Who has the most courage? (Dobson, 20)

The only issue in rebellion is will; in other words, who is going to rule, the parent or the child. The major objective of chastisement [that is, physical punishment] is forcing the child's obedience to the will of his parents. (Fugate, 143)

The spanking should be administered firmly. It should be painful and it should last until the child's will is broken. It should last until the child is crying, not tears of anger, but tears of a broken will. As long as he is stiff, grits his teeth, holds on to his own will, the spanking should continue. (Hyles, 99-IOU)

In the [biblical] command of obedience given to children, there is no mention made of any exception. It must be set forth and impressed on them without any exception. 'But what if parents command something wrong?' This is precocious inquisitiveness. Such a question should perish on the lips of a Christian child. (Christenson, 59)

Require strict obedience. The obedience should always be immediate, instant, without question or argument. What the father says to do, the son does. He does 'a well, he does it immediately, he does it without argument. The parents allow no exceptions to the rule. Hence, obedience is the law of the land and the child should not deem it necessary to have an explanation for orders he has received from his parents. (Hyles, 144)

Obedience is the most necessary ingredient to be required from the child. This is especially true for a girl, for she must be obedient all her life. The boy who is obedient to his mother and father will some day become the head of the home; not so for the girl. Whereas the boy is being trained to be a leader, the girl is being trained to be a follower. Hence, obedience is far more important to her, for she must some day transfer it from her parents to her husband. This means that she should never be allowed to argue at all. She should become submissive and obedient. She must obey immediately, without question, and without argument. The parents who require this have done a big favor for their future son-in-law. (Hyles. 158)

Swift and painful punishment is thus seen as the basis for all character development:

Obedience is the foundation for all character. It is the foundation for the home. It is the foundation for a school. It is the foundation for a society. It is absolutely necessary for law and order to prevail. (Hyles, 145)

The means of punishment is also generally agreed upon. The "rod" in "Spare the rod and spoil the child" is meant literally:

The Biblical definition of the rod is a small flexible branch from a tree (a wooden stick) ... a number of rods [should be kept] throughout the house, in your car, and in your purse (so that you can] apply loving correction immediately. (Tomczak, 117)

The rod is to be a thick wooden stick like a switch. Of course, the size of the rod should vary with the size of the child. A willow or peach tree branch may be fine for a rebellious two-year-old, but a small hickory rod or dowel rod would be more fitting for a well-muscled teenage boy. (Fugate, 141)

The use of the rod enables a controlled administration of pain to obtain submission and future obedience. If a child's rebellion has been to disobey an instruction willfully, the parent can stop after a sufficient number of strokes and ask the child if he will obey instructions in the future. The parent is the best judge of the correct number and intensity of strokes needed for a particular child. However, if the child repeatedly disobeys, the chastisement has not been painful enough. (Fugate, 142-43)

Since such punishment is necessary to form character, it is a form of love.

Disciplinary action is not an assault on parental love; it is a function of it. Appropriate punishment is not something parents do to a beloved child; it is something done for him or her. (Dobson, 22)

Because I love you so much, I must teach you to obey me. (Dobson, 55)

When the child is grown up, he must be sent off on his own. Any parental protection would be harmful:

Unfortunately, many North American parents still "bail out" their children long after they are grown and living away from home. What is the result? This overprotection produces emotional cripples who often develop lasting characteristics of dependency and a kind of perpetual adolescence. (Dobson. 116)

Dobson, like other writers, is also clear about what not to do: any form of child rearing that does not use painful punishment to enforce absolute obedience to parental authority is "permissive" and promotes "self-indulgence." When conservatives speak about permissiveness, this is what they mean.

How inaccurate is the belief that self-control is maximized in an environment that places no obligations on its children. How foolish is the assumption that self-discipline is a product of self-indulgence. (Dobson, 173)

Incidentally, Dobson is one of the less extreme conservatives. And despite his disdain for scientific research, he incorporates some of it into his teachings. Here are some examples where he uses what has been learned in child development research:

There is no excuse for spanking babies younger than fifteen or eighteen months of age. (Dobson, 65)

Parents cannot require their children to treat them with dignity if they will not do the same in return. Parents should be gentle with their child's ego, never belittling or embarrassing him in front of friends.Self-esteem is the valuable attribute in human nature.It can be damaged by very minor incidents, and its reconstruction is often difficult to engineer. Thus, a father who is sarcastic and biting in his criticism of children cannot expect to receive genuine respect in return. (Dobson, 25-26)

Although Dobson does not mention attachment theory (which we will discuss shortly) by name or cite any references, he is obviously aware of the literature on the subject:

Parents who are cold and stern with their sons and daughters often leave them damaged for life, (Dobson, 12)

In homes where children are not adored by at least one parent (or a parent-figure), they wither like a plant without water. (Dobson, 48)

Hundreds of more recent studies indicate that the mother-child relationship during the first year of life is apparently vital to the infant's survival. An unloved child is truly the saddest phenomenon in all nature.(Dobson, 49)

Interestingly, Dobson here is only citing the mother-child studies, not the father-child studies that show that fathers can develop just as effective secure attachments as mothers can. This important omission fits in with Dobson's view that the father is the proper head of the family and the mother's job is to stay home and raise the children.

In addition, Dobson assumes, contrary to attachment theory, that unconditional love "spoils" a child:

While the absence of love has a predictable effect on children, it is not so well known that excessive love or "super love" imposes its hazards too. I believe that some children are spoiled by love. (Dobson, 49)

These occasional nods to research results are, however, not the main message that Dobson is getting across. Such passages occur briefly and only occasionally and go against the main flow of what the books have to say. The bulk of Dobson's books are about authority and swift, painful punishment. After all, he called his classic book Dare to Discipline, not The Fragile Ego of the Child or Don't Spank Your Baby. Dobson uses research results not to reevaluate his general claims, which come from his interpretation of the Bible, but only to rein in some of the most obviously dangerous impulses of strict fathers. Yet in the overall context of his work. such passages tend to get lost.

We can now see a bit better what is meant when members of the conservative family values movement talk about "discipline," "parental authority," "spanking," and "traditional family values." "Spanking" means hitting a child, starting in toddlerhood, with a belt, a paddle, or the branch of a tree.

The conservative family values movement is pushing hard to stop the funding of social workers who investigate child abuse. They especially want evidence from bruises incurred during "spanking" not to count as evidence of child abuse:

social workers seeking to rescue children from abusive homes often have ... problems being fair. Many good parents in loving homes have lost custody of their sons and daughters because of evidence that is misinterpreted. For example, a dime-sized bruise on the buttocks of a fair-skinned child may or may not indicate an abusive situation. It all depends. In an otherwise secure and loving home, that bruise may have no greater psychological impact than a skinned knee or stubbed toe. (Dobson, p. 25)

Gary L. Bauer's Family Research Council has been crusading against all efforts 10 ban the corporal punishment of children. It has also been trying to get funds taken away from child protective services such as social workers investigating child abuse. Bauer sees such investigations as invasions of privacy by the "therapeutic sector."

Is this group of fundamentalist Christians representative of conservative attitudes about childrearing? I don't know,but they are in charge. They are the people setting the conservative family values agenda.

There is no lack of research on the effects of such Strict Father parenting. Indeed, there is a lot of it. It is not possible for me here to survey anywhere near all of it. That would require a book much longer than this one. However, I would like to give the reader a sense of what some of that research is and the direction in which it points.

Attachment Theory

What is it that leads to disturbed family relationships, to child abuse, to alienated, dysfunctional adults who have little stake in society? There are many lines of research into this question. One of the principal ones is attachment theory. It was first developed by John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth thirty years ago, and has now become a mature, well-respected, and far-flung research endeavor. For an excellent popular survey of this research, see Becoming Attached, by Robert Karen (see References, BI, for introductory material). The final answers are not in, but here is what attachment theory indicates at present.

Attachment theory over the past thirty years has documented the disastrous effects of

the old-fashioned ... style of parenting, which was impatient with the child's emotional demands, which held that the greatest sin was to spoil children by showing too much concern for their outbursts, protests, or plaints, which was insensitive to the harm done by separating the child from its primary caregiver, and which held that strict discipline was the surest route to maturity. (Karen, p. 50)

Attachment theory indicates the opposite, that "getting love reliably and consistently makes the child feel worthy of love;and his perception that he can attain what he needs from those around him yields the sense that he is an person effective who can have an impact on his world'' (Karen, p. 242).

Self-discipline and self-denial are not what makes children self-reliant. Nurturance does not spoil children. As Mary Ainsworth says, "It's a good thing to give a baby and a young child physical contact, especially when they want it and seek it. It doesn't spoil them. It doesn't make them clingy. It doesn't make them addicted to being held" (Karen, p. 173). This is supported by longitudinal studies. Babies cried less at twelve months if their cries had been responded to conscientiously when they were younger" (Karen, p. 173). "Whatever relationship advantages secure attachment does tend to confer persist through age fifteen" (Karen, p. 202), which is as long as the studies have been carried out. The latter is a remarkable finding; secure attachments developed early have a lasting effect.

The basic claim of attachment theory, considerably oversimplified, is this: A child will function better in later life if he is "securely attached" to his mother or father or other caregiver from birth. That is, he will be more self-reliant, responsible, socially adept, and confident. Secure attachment arises from regular, loving interaction, especially when the child desires it. Letting a child go it alone and tough it out, denying him loving interaction when he wants it does not create strength, confidence, and self-reliance. It creates "avoidant attachment"--lack of trust, difficulties in relating positively to others, lack of respect for and responsibility toward others, and in many cases antisocial or criminal behavior and rage. Alternate unsure experiences of attachment and avoidance by parents create a third type of attachment: ambivalent attachment, which results in ambivalent behavior towards others in later life, a dread of abandonment and an inability to see one's own responsibility in relationships, and continuing feelings of anger and hurt toward one's parents. Ambivalent attachment might arise, for example, from painful punishment (to enforce obedience) followed by extreme affection (to show daddy loves you).

These results appear at present to support the values of the Nurturant Parent model over the Strict Father model.

Importantly, it is not just Strict Father family values that harm children. Consider a young, impoverished, uneducated single mother who does not know how to nurture a child properly and who hits or ignores her child when he needs attention. The effect may be avoidant attachment coming from a source other than Strict Father parenting, namely, neglect. In the American context, it is a bit ironic that the Strict Father model applied in a two-parent family may have effects that are similar to those of families with inattentive or violent single mothers, where there is no father, strict or otherwise. The issue is not one parent or two. The issue is the quality of nurturance.

Critiques of attachment theory are varied: Some critics suggest a greater role for genetic predisposition and some suggest that the results are culturally relative. But no major body of research supports the Strict Father model on this issue. So far as present results show, the denial of secure attachment does not build self-reliance and responsibility for others, as advocates of Strict Father parenting imply.

One important critique of attachment theory is that it focuses mainly on early childhood. Yet, as of 1993, the results holdup to the age of fifteen (Bl , Smote et al, 1992; Karen, p. 202).

Socialization Research

There is other research that has focused on what happens later or throughout childhood. The closest that I have found 50 far to a head-to-head comparison between the Strict Father and Nurturant Parent models is research in the tradition of Diana Baumrind's fourfold scheme. The best survey 1 know of this research, though it only goes up to the early 1980s, is in Maccoby and Martin's classic paper, "Socialization in the context of the family: Parent-child interaction," in the fourth edition of the Handbook of Child Psychology, edited by Paul Mussen, which appeared in 1983.

Baumrind distinguishes between what she calls "authoritarian" and "authoritative" childrearing styles, the authoritarian being what I have called in more neutral language "the Strict Father" model and the "authoritative" being a version of what I have called "the Nurturant Parent" model. Here are her descriptions of the two models:

The Authoritarian Model

1. Attempting to shape, control, and evaluate the behavior and attitudes of one's children in accordance with an absolute set of standards.

2. Valuing obedience, respect for authority, work, tradition, and preservation of order.

3. Discouraging verbal give-and-take between parent and child.

The Authoritative Model

1. Expectation for mature behavior from child and clear standard setting.

2. Firm enforcement of rules and standards using commands and sanctions when necessary.

3. Encouragement of the child's independence and individuality.

4. Open communication between parents and children, with parents listening to children's point of view, as well as expressing their own; encouragement of verbal give-and-take.

5. Recognition of rights of both parents and children. "Firm enforcement" and "sanctions" do not include painful corporal punishment.

Catherine Lewis (B2, 1981) has made two important observations about the inclusion of "firm enforcement of rules and standards" in Baumrind's model. The first is a technical point: the way that Baumrind defined "firm enforcement" includes items that reflect success in obtaining obedience, which, Lewis argues, amounts to "low parent-child conflict." Lewis also shows that if the "firm enforcement" part of the model is simply omitted from the pattern of behaviors studied, the results are essentially the same. This indicates that "firm enforcement" does not add anything to the model; in short, the effect of the rest of the model would appear to be that it creates low parent-child conflict and hence the effect of firm enforcement without the need for firm enforcement.

Baumrind's response to Lewis's criticism goes as follows (B2, Baumrind 1991):

Lewis (1981) has challenged the importance I attach to the pattern of firm control and high maturity demands. In her thoughtful critique of my interpretation of the effects of firm control, she suggested that neither demanding practices nor authoritative childrearing is necessary to the development of optimal competence. She is correct. As we have seen, authoritative childrearing was sufficient but not necessary to produce competence and prevent incompetence, as these terms were defined in the study; and demanding practices were sufficient but not necessary to produce social assertiveness in girls. Authoritative childrearing was the only pattern that consistently produced optimally competent children and failed to produce incompetent children in the preschool years and in middle childhood, and this was true for both boys and girls.Some came from harmonious homes. Harmonious parents are highly responsive and moderately firm but attach little importance to obtaining obedience.

Let us now consider the harmonious model.

The Harmonious Model

1. Expectation for mature behavior from child and clear standard setting.

2. High responsiveness, moderate firmness, little importance given to obtaining obedience.

3. Encouragement of the child's independence and individuality.

4. Open communication between parents and children, with parents listening to children's point of view, as well as expressing their own; encouragement of verbal give-and-take.

5. Recognition of rights of both parents and children.

To get some sense of the results of these studies, let us begin by looking at Maccoby and Martin's survey of a wide range of studies of authoritarian childrearing.

Children of authoritarian parents tend to lack social competence with peers: They tend to withdraw, not to take social initiative, to lack spontaneity. Although they do not behave differently from children of other types of parents on contrived measures of resistance to temptation, on projective tests and parent reports they do show lesser evidence of 'conscience' and are more likely to have external, rather than internal, moral orientation in discussing what is the 'right' behavior in situations of moral conflict. In boys, there is evidence that motivation for intellectual performance is low. Several studies link authoritarian parenting with low self-esteem and external locus of control.

Whereas the parents of aggressive children tend to be authoritarian, children of authoritarian parents may or may not be aggressive, and so far the aspects of family interaction that are important in determining whether a child of authoritarian parenting will be subdued or 'out of control' have not been satisfactorily identified. (B2, Maccoby and Martin, p. 44)

Let's go over this point by point to see what it means in detail.

The Strict Father (or "authoritarian") model is supposed to make a child strong and better able to function socially. It is supposed to make children into effective leaders. But, in fact, it has the opposite effect. Children of the authoritarian parent "lack social competence with peers: They tend to withdraw, not to take social initiative, to lack spontaneity."

Strictly enforced obedience to authority is supposed to make children internally strong and self-disciplined so that they can resist temptations. But it doesn't work. Children of authoritarian parents "do not behave differently from children of other types of parents on contrived measures of resistance to temptation."

An upbringing with strict rules and punishments for violating them is supposed to produce a strong conscience in children. But the opposite is true. Such children show lesser evidence of conscience.

Getting children to follow strict rules through punitive enforcement is supposed to make them morally self-reliant, to create in them an inner moral sense that they can apply to new situations of moral conflict. But again the opposite is true. Such children are more likely to have to depend on the moral opinion of others, that is, they are "more likely to have external, rather than internal, moral orientation in discussing what is the 'right' behavior in situations of moral conflict."

Strict discipline is supposed to make a child internally strong and able to control himself and thus to produce in him a high sense of self-esteem. Again the opposite is true. "Authoritarian parenting" is linked "with low self-esteem and external locus of control," the need for someone else to be in control.

Learning obedience through punishment is supposed to eliminate all aggressive behavior toward parents, to produce respectful behavior toward parents, and to produce nonaggressive, respectful behavior toward others. But that isn't true either. Where do aggressive children tend to come from? "The parents of aggressive children tend to be authoritarian."

In short, the aggressive "out of control" children tend to be the products of authoritarian upbringing. But the converse is not true. An authoritarian upbringing does not always result in aggressive "out of control" children. Sometimes such children are subdued, but it is not yet known what additional factors tend to make them so.

This overall picture is quite damning for the Strict Father model. That model seems to be a myth. If this research is right, a Strict Father upbringing does not produce the kind of child it claims to produce. Incidentally, this picture is not from one study or from studies by one researcher. This is the overall picture gathered from many studies by many different researchers (see References, B2).

And what about the authoritative model, the one like the Nurturant Parent model? What follows is Maccoby and Martin's summary of a wide range of research by many researchers. The results are essentially the same as for the harmonious model.

The authoritative-reciprocal pattern of parenting is associated with children's being independent, "agentic" in both the cognitive and social spheres, socially responsible, able to control aggression, self-confident, and high in self-esteem. (B2, Maccoby and Martin, p. 48)

Again, let's look at the details.

The "authoritative" parent, essentially what I have called the "nurturant" parent, encourages independence, originality, and open communication, and listens to the child's point of view as well as expressing his own. The result is not dependence, as the Strict Father model would predict, but independence, just as the Nurturant Parent model does predict.

The Nurturant Parent model predicts that by encouraging independence and engaging the child in dialogue, the child will become "agentic," that is, able to function on his own both mentally and socially. This is the opposite of what the Strict Father model would predict, that only through strict punitive discipline enforcing obedience to an external authority can children internalize authority and be able to think and act on their own. The research shows that this prediction of the Strict Father model is false.

The Nurturant Parent model predicts that encouragement, respect, and being listened to seriously should enable children to be able to exercise self-control, act confidently, and have high self-esteem. The research indicates that such a strategy does work. Again the result is the opposite of what the Strict Father model would predict.

The Nurturant Parent model predicts that if children get to openly discuss reasons for what they are being told to do and how their actions will affect other people, then they will become socially responsible. Again, this is what happens.

In short, the authoritarian (Strict Father) model fails miserably at raising children; the authoritative (Nurturant Parent) model works extremely well.

There is a relatively small difference between the effects of the authoritative and the harmonious models. As Baumrind(1991) reports, "The children from harmonious families, in comparison with those from authoritative families, were somewhat less assertive than they were socially responsible" (B2, Baumrind 1991, p. 364).

Incidentally, Diana Baumrind's categorization includes two other models, the indulgent-permissive model and the indifferent-uninvolved model. These are the two models that advocates of the Strict Father model usually attribute incorrectly to nurturant parents. Advocates of the Strict Father model tend to make the mistake of lumping together all models of parenting that do not have as their overriding concern unquestioning obedience enforced by painful punishment. They see anything else as neglectful and indulgent. They are not even taking into account the Nurturant Parent model.

Research shows that indulgence and neglect produce what both the Strict Father and Nurturant Parent models would expect. Here are the two models:

The Indulgent-Permissive Model

1. Taking a tolerant, accepting attitude toward the child's impulses, including sexual and aggressive impulses.

2. Using little punishment and avoiding, whenever possible, asserting authority or imposing controls or restrictions.

3. Making few demands for mature behavior (e.g., having manners or carrying out tasks).

4. Allowing children to regulate their own behavior and make their own decisions when at all possible.

5. Having few rules governing the child's time-schedule (bedtime, mealtime, TV watching).

The Indifferent-Uninvolved Model

1. Tending to orient one's behavior primarily toward the avoidance of inconvenience.

2. Responding to immediate demands from children in such a way as to terminate the demands.

3. Being psychologically unavailable.

Maccoby and Martin summarize the findings for the Indulgent-Permissive model as follows:

It appears on the whole to have more negative than positive effects, in the sense that it is associated with children's being impulsive, aggressive, and lacking in independence and in the ability to take responsibility. (B2, Maccoby and Martin, pp. 45-46)The findings for the Indifferent-Uninvolved model were as follows (see Maccoby and Martin, pp. 48-51): Children of psychologically unavailable mothers showed deficits in all aspects of psychological functioning by the age of two, greater deficits than occurred with the other patterns of parental maltreatment. In four- to five-and-a-half-year olds, paternal uninvolvement correlated with aggressiveness and disobedience. Things get worse by the age of fourteen: Children were:

impulsive (in the sense of lacking in concentration, being moody, spending money quickly rather than saving it, and having difficulty controlling aggressive outbursts), uninterested in school, likely to be truant or spend time on the streets or at discos; in addition, their friends were often disliked by their parents. [They] tended to start drinking, smoking, and heterosexual dating at earlier ages. Continuities to the age of 20 were found. At this age, [they were more likely] to be hedonistic and lack tolerance for frustration and emotional control; they also lacked long-term goals, drank to excess, and more often had a record of arrests.

They were also less likely to have strong achievement motives and to be oriented to the future. Neither of these findings would surprise either an authoritarian, authoritative, or harmonious parent.

But the findings that distinguish the authoritarian from the authoritative models should be extremely disturbing to advocates of the Strict Father model, since they indicate that that model fails thoroughly, though the Indifference Uninvolved model may be even worse.

Research of this sort is anything but final. No responsible scientist would say, and none does, that any of the above has been absolutely proved. It all needs to be elaborated, extended, checked, and integrated. Other research paradigms need to be developed as well, to provide a cross-check. All this is true of any scientific research. Yet the direction in which the results point is unmistakable. The findings are not random and all over the place. They form a clear pattern and they fit with other findings, which we will look at now.

Obedience, Punishment, and Violence

Let us now turn to the question of the effects of physical punishment on children. This research should also not give solace to advocates of the Strict Father model. The major research indicates that having strict parents who perform painful corporal punishment in childhood leads to domestic violence, aggression, and delinquency in later life.

Take Richard Gelles' The Violent Home (B5, 1974), which was based on interviews in a New Hampshire community and which discovered an astonishing amount of physical violence in the households there. Gelles found that "many of the respondents who had committed acts of violence toward their spouses had been exposed to conjugal violence as children and had been frequent victims of parental violence." Gelles became convinced that "the family serves as a basic training ground for violence by exposing children to violence, by making them the victims of violence, and by providing them with the learning contexts for the commission of violent acts . ...The family inculcates children with normative and value systems that approve of the use of violence on family members in various situations" (Gelles, pp. 58-78, and passim).

These observations are confirmed by Murray Straus, Richard Gelles, and Suzanne Steinmetz in Behind Closed Doors: Violence in the American Family (B5, 1981). The authors have found that domestic violence of some sort occurs in half of the households in America. They argue that physical punishments are violent acts that lead to further violence between spouses. Richard J. Gelles and Murray Straus, in Intimate Violence (B5, 1988), conclude that "After two decades of research on the causes and consequences of family violence, we are convinced that our society must abandon its reliance on spanking children if we are to prevent intimate violence" (p. 197).

Straus, Gelles, and Steinmetz observe that "The people who experienced the most punishment as teen-agers have a rate of wife-beating and husband-beating that is four times greater than those whose parents did not hit them" (p. 3). Further studies indicating the same are cited in the References, sec. B5. The relationship between these studies and the history of corporal punishment in fundamentalist Protestantism is the subject of an important book by Philip Greven, Spare the Child: The Religious Roots of Punishment and the Psychological Impact of Physical Abuse.
As I remarked above, it would take at least a book this size to thoroughly survey all the research bearing on the relative merits of the Strict Father versus the Nurturant Parent models. But so far as I have been able to find out, in the reading I have done and in conversations I have had with professionals doing such research, the results from many different research paradigms point in the same direction: The Strict Father model is bad for children and tends to do the opposite of what it sets out to do. The Nurturant Parent model, on the other hand, works extremely well.

Mainstream Childrearing Manuals

The mainstream books on childrearing, incidentally, reflect all this research. Many are written by highly qualified professional pediatricians who also do research, writing in the tradition of Dr. Benjamin Spock. They have studied child development, kept up on what has been found out recently, cared for real children for years, and have done some of that research themselves. A trip to the parenting section of a good general bookstore will show shelves of books on how to be a nurturant parent-not an indulgent or neglectful parent, but a truly nurturant parent.

A good example is the best-selling Touchpoints, by T. Berry Brazelton, M.D., perhaps the country's best known and most respected practicing pediatrician. Unlike the fundamentalist Christian manuals, which pay little if any attention to the stages of child development, the Brazelton book pays great attention to each stage, since any nurturant parent, out of empathy, will want to know as much as possible about what capacities and difficulties the child has at each stage. As Brazelton points out in his section on discipline,

At each stage of development, there are kinds of behavior that seem too aggressive and out of control,but that are actually normal. If you overreact to them at this exploratory phase, you may end up by reinforcing them. (B4, Brazelton, 255)

Brazelton begins the Discipline chapter as follows, "Next to love, discipline is a parent's second most important gift to a child" (252). He starts the very next section by saying, "Discipline means 'teaching,' not punishment." Brazelton gives a list of normal aggressive behaviors for each stage of development. Between eighteen and thirty months (eighteen months is the age at which James Dobson says that painful punitive discipline is to start), Brazelton observes:

Temper tantrums and violently negative behavior begin to appear at this age. A natural and critical surge of independence comes in the second and third years. The child is trying to separate from you and learn to make her own decisions. ...It's not possible to avoid tantrums, so don't try. ...The more involved you are, the longer they will last. It's often wisest simply to make sure she can't hurt herself and just walk out of the room. ...When she's able to listen, try to let her know that you understand how hard it is to be two or three and to be unable to make up one's own mind. But let her know that she will learn how and that, meanwhile, it's okay to lose control. (Brazelton, 257)

This is very different than using belts and rods to try to break a child's will. What does Brazelton say about physical punishment?

Physical punishment has very real disadvantages. Remember what it means to a child to see you lose control and act physically aggressive. It means you believe in power and physical aggression. (Brazelton, 260)

This is a wonderfully clear way to say that violence begets violence-and explain why. It's not that Brazelton doesn't believe in discipline. He spends a great deal of time on what discipline is, at each stage of development, and why physical punishment isn't discipline. The important things are knowing what kinds of acting-out are normal, and how to react but not overreact: talking things over with the child so she can understand why she's acting aggressively, providing a loving but firm model for her to follow, asking for her advice and taking it, and always providing lots of warmth and love.

And if Brazelton doesn't provide enough for you on positive nonpunitive discipline, there is a whole book on it, Positive Discipline A-Z, by Jane Nelsen, Lynn Lott, and Stephen Glenn (References, B4). It's not that nurturant parenting ignores discipline. It's just that to a nurturant parent, discipline comes out of nurturance, but it takes a lot of empathy and interaction. It's a lot easier to take a belt and whip a child. But that's a recipe for disaster.

If our bookstores are any guide, nurturant parenting is alive and well and will continue to he. It's a fact that liberals should celebrate. It means that there are plenty of parents and children who have an intuitive understanding of the basis of Nurturant Parent morality and liberal politics.

Childrearing and Politics

Nurturant Parent childrearing practices are superior to Strict Father childrearing practices. But that, in itself, does not show that liberal politics is superior to conservative politics. You might, for example, choose the Nurturant Parent model for your family life and the Strict Father model for politics.

But even with this, there is a problem. The Strict Father model does not work in the primary sphere of childrearing for which it was devised. Its claim to superiority was that it was based on human nature. That claim has been shown to be false.

The metaphorical application of the Strict Father model to politics is based on the assumption that the Strict Father model works for childrearing, especially in its account of human nature. But since the Strict Father model is wrong about human nature in the childrearing case, there is no reason to think that its assumptions about human nature will be right in the adult case of politics. Indeed, there is every reason to think that its view of human nature will fail as badly for politics as it does for childrearing.

Reprinted with permission from the University of Chicago Press.
