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PART I




The Problem

Billy was always full of pranks; sometimes he carried things a bit too far, and off came his father’s belt. Mr. Graham never punished in anger or desperation, but when he did see the necessity for correction, I winced. At such times I had to remind myself of another Proverb: “Withhold not correction from the child: for if thou beatest him with the rod, he shall not die” (Proverbs 23:13). More than once I wiped tears from my eyes and turned my head so the children wouldn’t see, but I always stood behind my husband when he administered discipline. I knew he was doing what was biblically correct. And the children didn’t die!1
                        MRS. MORROW GRAHAM,
                        mother of the Reverend Billy Graham

My father was a gentleman and he expected us to be gentlemen.… If we acted disrespectfully, if we did not observe the niceties of etiquette, he took us over his knee and whopped us with his belt. He had a strong arm, and boy, did we feel it.2
                        PRESCOTT SHELDON BUSH, JR.,
                        elder brother of President George Herbert Walker Bush

One of the secrets left to be discovered about American character is revealed by this simple juxtaposition: the North Carolina farmer’s son and the Connecticut banker’s sons, who seem to have so little in common, shared one experience in childhood—being belted by their fathers. One father belted in the name of the Bible, the other in the name of gentlemanly etiquette. But the pain felt by their children was probably much the same. What was done to them has been done to most Americans, of course, although the actual implements used by parents and other adults range from hands to belts to rods to switches to rulers to boards to paddles to whips to chains and to almost anything else grown-ups might think to use when hitting children and inflicting pain for the purposes of discipline and punishment. Most of us have experienced it; most of us have done it; most of us believe in doing it.

Before this century ends and the third millennium after the birth of Christ begins, surely it would be wise to ask how such commonplace encounters with painful discipline and suffering have influenced our feelings and thoughts, our values and beliefs, and our behavior and actions. How have physical punishments shaped the most private and the most public aspects of American character and culture, past and present? Such questions are asked all too rarely. Perhaps one reason is that physical punishment of children appears to be one of the subjects in America that are still profoundly disturbing, because they are too deeply rooted in our individual and our collective psyches to be confronted directly.

The task that lies ahead, however, is to explore the complicated and diverse experiences, rationales, and implications of the practice of physical punishment of children. We need to begin to chart the maps of the psyche and the self, of culture and society, of religion and politics, of the environment and the world at large from the vantage point of the long-term effects of physical punishment. The astonishing absence of such charts at the present time is itself a fact to be reckoned with, for it reveals the power of the taboo against our acknowledgment of the childhood sufferings experienced by so many people, generation after generation.*

The pages that follow can be read best as tentative maps, guides to the inner and outer realms of our lives, comparable to the earliest maps of the New World, some bearing witness to what was seen and experienced personally and directly, others observed from a distance, and still others reflecting inferences from stories told of distant lands beyond the boundaries of the familiar and known world. Perhaps, to shift the image, we should think of the pages that follow as being like photos of the night sky, capturing the images left by light generated eons ago, traveling through space and time long after the events themselves ceased to have an actual existence, afterimages of explosions long past. The impact of physical punishment is like this, traveling through time inside our bodies, minds, and spirits and living on long after our individual deaths through the legacies we bequeath to our children and grandchildren and to future generations throughout the world. We now need to recognize the sources and the reasons for such persistent physical punishment of children in the name of love and discipline. We need to create for ourselves charts and maps, however flawed or inadequate they might initially be, so that we can find our way through this maze of punishments that stretch back in time as far as we can see.

Much of the evidence explored in the following pages emerges from an examination of the life histories, thoughts, and beliefs of many generations of white Protestants, especially those from evangelical, fundamentalist, and Pentecostal backgrounds, who have ardently advocated corporal punishment. Mainstream and liberal Protestants have been less enthusiastic supporters of physical discipline, on the whole, yet still have accepted and usually practiced it. In this book I have drawn upon all these diverse voices to reflect the complicated spectrum of opinions and practices among Protestants from the early seventeenth century to the present.*

Fundamentalists today are among the most outspoken defenders of physical punishments, but they write and say what others believe and practice. To acknowledge the disguised and repressed fundamentalism in those of us who see fundamentalists as “other” is a vital first step in transforming our consciousness and our behavior with respect to active assault and violence against children. While the Bible Belt, long associated with the South and the Southwest, still exists and remains the heartland of fundamentalism in America, no part of the nation is truly exempt from the lure of punishments or free from the consequences of such practices and values. The difference remains a matter of degree, not of kind. So long as children are physically hit in the name of love and authority, fundamentalism will remain a substantial presence in our lives and culture.

So many people share experiences of the pain and suffering under-girding our culture and shaping the character of Americans that there is little to be gained by setting fundamentalists and evangelicals wholly apart from mainstream Protestantism. The spectrum is truly a continuum, not either/or, us and them. Very few Americans have deplored and opposed all forms of physical punishments and violence against children. The rest of us, the large majority, are among those Alice Miller described as “ ‘decent people who were once beaten,’ since such treatment of children was a matter of course in past generations.”3

The most enduring and influential source for the widespread practice of physical punishment, both in this country and abroad, has been the Bible. Both the Hebrew scriptures in the Old Testament and passages from the New Testament have sustained for centuries the defense of physical punishment and the use of the rod. These biblical texts and the religious rationales used by generations of Protestants to argue the case for physical punishments are explored in the third section of this book.

Both religious justifications and secular rationales for punishment must be reckoned with and understood before we can begin to grapple with some of the virtually infinite consequences of such physical punishments for ourselves and for all the others who have experienced such forms of domestic and public violence. Given the near universality of such experiences, albeit in varying degrees of suffering and hurt and harm, it should not be too surprising to discover that hardly any aspect of our psyches is free from the imprinting of coercion, violence, and pain.

In the section entitled “Consequences,” I have explored some of these complexities, conscious of the vastness of the territory that remains uncharted and unknown to us even now. I also have come to realize that even in those studies that have been done by psychologists and others, the presence of enduring effects from childhood punishments often can be discerned even when the authors themselves did not take note of these commonplace experiences or recognize the persistent implications that childhood punishments have had for the shaping of psyches and characters. Our minds and bodies absorb the blows and pain in childhood and react to them in a multitude of ways for the remainder of our lives, forming a substratum of early experience that continues to be manifested in an astonishing variety of forms in our adult psyches.

My goal in this book is to see some of the subtle and enduring ways in which the mind copes with the anxieties, the fears, and the suffering generated by childhood encounters with discipline. I am seeking to explore and to understand some of the connections between punishment and aspects of our selves, our lives, and our experiences that otherwise might go unnoticed. I am confident that once we begin to ask questions concerning early childhood punishments—and take the answers seriously—we will recognize the enormity of the realm within our adult psyches that remains in bondage to ancient punishments. Old scars can still hurt.

No one is immune from the reverberations of ancient sufferings and hurts, since we see the world in ways shaped by our own personal pasts. Thus theology, so vast and so varied even among Christians, reflects the most ordinary kinds of experiences in childhood, especially those emerging from discipline and punishment. That is why I have paid particular heed to the apocalypticism embedded in Protestant theology and religious life. For many centuries, vast numbers of Protestants have believed that the second coming of Jesus is at hand and that this world is about to come to a catastrophic end. The sense of expectation and the urgent wish to see human history end in the immediate future often emerges from the intense suffering generated by painful childhood punishments.

So much Christian theology has been rooted in the threat of punishment that we need to be aware of the personal experiences that have made such theologies sensible and powerfully appealing to so many people for such a long time. In view of the persistence of physical assaults and violence against children, generation after generation, it is surely no accident that apocalyptic beliefs among Protestants have remained an enduring part of American character and thought for the past four centuries.

Punishment also shapes our attitudes toward authorities of all kinds, and imprints upon our psyches enduring responses, both positive and negative, toward all forms of authority—parental, educational, penal, ecclesiastical, and political. The coerciveness of physical punishments plays an extraordinarily important role in the designs that we construct about the world and our roles in it, designs concerning all forms of authority and all kinds and degrees of obedience. Authoritarianism, which always begins in the home when adults use physical force to teach obedience to authority, needs to be examined since it constitutes one of the most enduring outcomes of physical punishment of children.

Equally enduring has been the legacy of domestic and public violence rooted in physical punishment, the archetype of many other forms of assault and battery. Our country today is one of the most violent in the world, with the highest rates of aggression, crime, and murder to be found in the western world. Television is one of the most powerful expressions of this obsession with and practice of violence. It is sobering to realize that American children who watch television regularly will have witnessed thousands of murders before they reach adulthood. Guns are part of the domestic arsenals of families across the nation. The massive expenditures for nuclear weapons and delivery systems in missiles, planes, and submarines as well as the huge peacetime military establishment that has arisen in the past half-century are indicative of the national obsession with defense and warfare. Aggression and violence are so much a part of our culture today that they seem inevitable, necessary, unavoidable.

All of this grim information is familiar, yet we shy away from recognizing the roots of such collective violence. I share Alice Miller’s conviction that the fundamental ground for public violence is always to be found in the personal violence, often long-gone in an individual’s life, that has created the feelings, the fantasies, and the needs for aggression that are subsequently expressed in our thoughts, words, and behaviors, both private and public, secular and religious. Virtually no aspect of our lives as a people is untouched by the violence that we do unthinkingly to children.

Most of us hesitate to grapple with the implications of disciplining children by physically assaulting them, whether gently or moderately or severely or brutally. Most of us instinctively defend the practice of corporal punishment, partly out of loyalty to our own parents and grandparents, partly out of anxiety about ourselves (especially if we as parents have used physical punishments in rearing and disciplining our own children, as most of us have), and partly out of an unwillingness to think that something so common and so ordinary could be so consequential and so damaging to so many of us. We also know now, as never before, that physical abuse and sexual abuse are realities and we fear, therefore, that the lines separating abusers from ourselves might not be as sharp and as clear as we would like them to be. That is entirely understandable and reasonable, I believe. Many of us would agree with Alfred Kadushin and Judith Martin that “The problem lies in distinguishing discipline which is ‘legitimate violence’ toward children from abuse which is excessive and inappropriate and, hence, unacceptable violence toward children.”4 But, as this entire book will seek to make clear, there actually is no way such a distinction can be sustained. All levels of violence against children, including all the varied forms of physical punishments, are hurtful and harmful.

Child abuse takes many forms. One of them is physical punishment.5 Few of us believe this yet, but more and more undoubtedly will, once we begin to recognize the implications of physical assaults against children, the ordinary kinds of pain that invariably result from being struck. Without pain, without assault, without coercion, physical punishment cannot and will not be possible.

It is hard for most of us to imagine alternatives to such normal violence, so ingrained and so familiar is it to so many of us. But I invite you to consider the evidence and the arguments that unfold in the following essays, keeping an open mind and being aware of the possibility that surprising—perhaps disturbing—feelings, thoughts, and responses may arise while you read this book. How could it be otherwise, given the resistance so many of us experience when confronting the shadows of our own childhood encounters with pain and punishments?

The past holds a powerful grip upon the future by shaping feelings, actions, and beliefs in the present. The pain and suffering experienced by children who have been physically punished resonate through time, first during the seemingly endless days and nights of childhood and adolescence, and later through the lives we lead as adults. The feelings generated by the pain caused by adults’ assaults against children are mostly repressed, forgotten, and denied, but they actually never disappear. Everything remains recorded in our innermost beings, and the effects of punishment permeate our lives, our thought, our culture, and our world.

The evidence is everywhere—surrounding us, engulfing us—yet, like the air we breathe, usually invisible to us. Once it becomes visible, surely we will begin to see ourselves and our world differently. Then we will be in a better position to consider alternatives to coercion, hitting, and painful discipline and to make choices that will be more nurturing, loving, and life-enhancing than those associated, generation after generation, with physical punishment.


* A few remarkable charts do exist already, however. Alice Miller’s brilliant analysis of corporal punishment and violence against children in German-speaking countries and Western Europe, For Your Own Good: Hidden Cruelty in Child-Rearing and the Roots of Violence (1983), and Ian Gibson’s fascinating study, The English Vice: Beating, Sex and Shame in Victorian England and After (1978), provide ample evidence of the enduring commitment of Europeans to physical punishment of children. But physical punishment always has been part of the Anglo-Saxon world, brought with the immigrants from Great Britain to America and to the lands throughout Africa and the Pacific. The study of physical punishment in New Zealand by Jane and James Ritchie, Spare the Rod (1981), provides remarkable evidence analogous to the explorations by Miller and Gibson, but in the context of English culture in the southern Pacific. Anyone concerned with the experience of and the rationales for corporal punishment in other European-rooted cultures should read these studies.

Also see the compelling evidence and arguments set forth in Irwin A. Hyman’s Reading, Writing, and the Hickory Stick: The Appalling Story of Physical and Psychological Abuse in American Schools (1990), which provides another perspective on the role of corporal punishments in American education.

* Catholics and many other religious groups have equally sustained traditions of using physical punishments both in families and in schools. But so far very little has been written by or about Catholics concerning their attitudes toward and practice of corporal punishments. The subject of discipline among Catholics and Jews needs to be explored. Both religious traditions provide experiences and practices paralleling those among Protestants. One suggestive point of departure is James Terence Fisher’s The Catholic Counterculture in America, 1933–1962 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1989), which examines the life and thought of Dorothy Day, who was raised as a Protestant, was whipped as a child, and later converted to Catholicism. Day provides a bridge between these two worlds, since suffering, self-denial and self-abnegation, and martyrdom were themes in her life that clearly resonated with many who had been raised and disciplined as Catholics.





PART II

 

Experiences

Stories about childhood experiences with discipline and punishment abound both in our personal memories and in those shared in print through autobiographies, memoirs, and biographies.1 Often only one or two are recollected or described, yet they are frequently emblematic of many others silently passed over or forgotten. These stories have a curiously timeless quality. It hardly seems to matter when, or where, or by whom they are told. They often seem familiar even when they involve people other than ourselves. Of course, the kinds of punishments, the levels of pain, the forms of suffering, the degrees of physical and emotional harm vary enormously from person to person, ranging from the mildest to the most severe. These stories can tell us far more about the individuals who share them with us than most people realize. That is why they are so vitally important, both personally and historically. That is why we must begin our exploration with a series of recollections about punishments in childhood.

From the early seventeenth century to the present, Protestants have written about their encounters with parental and other forms of discipline and punishment. Just as within the larger society and culture there has always been a wide spectrum of experiences with discipline, so too among Protestants there always have been varied encounters with punishments and discipline in childhood, from little or no physical hitting to brutal batterings and fatal assaults. The diverse experiences of individuals in childhood mirror the larger configurations of belief and theology among Protestants during the past four centuries, from the most liberal and flexible to the most conservative and rigid manifestations of piety and doctrine. Patterns of punishment correspond closely to people’s conceptions of God and to their attitudes toward the most basic theological issues. These conceptions and attitudes have divided people into many disparate groups and denominations throughout our history.2 This, however, is not our concern here. We need to pay heed to the stories themselves.

The experiences recalled and observed in the following pages are parts of a seamless continuum which reflects a subtle but constant escalation of levels of coercion, force, assault, violence, pain, and suffering. Although the progression unfolds here from the least severe to the most severe, it could just as easily unfold in the opposite direction. Most Americans can locate their own experiences as children and their experiences as parents or grandparents somewhere along this spectrum. Very few of us have never had any experience whatsoever with any kind of physical punishment. Thus it is important to begin with some stories about people whose childhood discipline either was not physical at all or only rarely involved being hit and physically hurt.




Moral Suasion and Nonviolence

The Reverend Lyman Abbott was born in Massachusetts in 1835, the son of the Reverend Jacob Abbott whose books on child-rearing were among the most influential in the post-Civil War era. Lyman Abbott recalled in his Reminiscences (1915): “I do not remember that he ever punished me. Yet I not only do not recall that I ever thought of disobeying him, but I do not remember ever to have seen a child refuse him obedience, and I have seen him with a great many young people of all ages and temperaments.” He attributed this compliance to his father’s “moral power,” which clearly did not depend upon physical force to be effective.3 Throughout his long and active career, Lyman Abbott was among the most liberal preachers of the post-Civil War era, an advocate of evolution and a believer in the immanence of God. According to his biographer, “Moderation and mediation were the secrets” of his “character.”4 Given his father’s views on discipline, however, it is entirely possible that Abbott experienced some form of corporal punishment early in his life, before his conscious memory began; or his memories, when in his eighties, might have been glossed over.5 But the evidence of both his character and his career suggest the truth of his conviction that discipline in his own childhood was benign and unphysical.

One of Abbott’s contemporaries, the Reverend Dwight Moody, who became the most famous evangelist of the late nineteenth century, was one of those rare parents who do not discipline their children as they themselves have been disciplined. Although he had been whipped as a boy, he did not choose to inflict similar pains on his own children. As his son William noted:


To these whippings Mr. Moody always referred with great approval, but with delightful inconsistency never adopted the same measures in the government of his own family. In his home grace was the ruling principle and not law, and the sorest punishment of a child was the sense that the father’s loving heart had been grieved by waywardness or folly.6



Dwight Moody’s son, Paul, later confirmed this observation in his autobiography. One of Paul Moody’s most vivid memories was of an incident that occurred when he “was quite young.” He was playing in the kitchen with a friend who had stopped by after his normal bedtime hour. His father observed this, and then returned shortly and commanded him to go to bed. Paul Moody recalled:


This time I retreated immediately and in tears, for it was an almost unheard-of thing that he should speak with such directness or give an order unaccompanied by a smile. But I had barely gotten into my little bed before he was kneeling beside it in tears and seeking my forgiveness for having spoken so harshly. He never, he said, intended to speak crossly to one of his children.7



Paul Moody’s childhood experience remained embedded in his consciousness years later, and he acknowledged the impact that this encounter with his father had upon his religious life thereafter:


Half a century must have passed since then and while it is not the earliest of my recollections I think it is the most vivid, and I can still see that room in the twilight and that large bearded figure with the great shoulders bowed above me, and hear the broken voice and the tenderness in it. I like best to think of him that way. Before then and after I saw him holding the attention of thousands of people, but asking the forgiveness of his unconsciously disobedient little boy for having spoken harshly seemed to me then and seems now a finer and a greater thing, and to it I owe more than I owe to any of his sermons. For to this I am indebted for an understanding of the meaning of the Fatherhood of God, and a belief in the love of God had its beginnings that night in my childish mind.8



In the Moody family, the pattern of corporal punishments, undoubtedly passed from generation to generation on his mother’s side, was broken with the children who wrote with such affection and loyalty about their eminent evangelist father, whose ministry reached vast numbers of people on both sides of the Atlantic. Dwight Moody’s experiences with pain and punishment were not transmitted to the generation to come. The Moody family, however, was an exception to the general rule, which has shaped American family life, that we do to our children what was done to ourselves.

Harry Emerson Fosdick, one of the most prominent and influential liberal preachers of the twentieth century, grew up in a household very similar to the one described by the Moody sons. Fosdick was minister to the Riverside Church in New York, writing and preaching for decades as one of the most outspoken opponents of fundamentalism of his generation. His memories depict a childhood in which pain was minimal and terror virtually unknown:


Many a time in later years, hearing expounded some new, progressive idea concerning the rearing of children, I have wondered why it was called new, because it was the familiar method of my childhood’s home. We were a democratic family from the start. Among my earliest recollections are family conferences where all of us were called together to talk over some problem which concerned the whole household. We youngsters were invited to say what we thought. I never recall feeling that commands were handed down to me by a dictator.… So from the beginning we were trained for independence. That was. the end and aim of our upbringing—to throw us on our own and enable us to handle ourselves.9



Fosdick’s own memories, however, are supplemented by family stories that modify his recollections in important ways. He described his experiences with authority and discipline in some detail:


Far from lessening paternal authority this method strengthened it. To feel that by unwise, wrong behavior we had let down our parents who had trusted us to be wise and right was in itself so severe a punishment that other kinds were superfluous. I recall no corporal chastisement, although tradition has it that when I was a mere toddler my father spanked me for strewing a set of Shakespeare on the floor after he had told me not to; and once I remember being shut up in a closet until a spell of bad temper was under control. Paternal authority, however, was uniformly of another sort. Starting for school one morning my father turned to my mother, who was waving him good-by, and said: “Tell Harry he can cut the grass today, if he feels like it.” Then after a few steps he turned back and added: “Tell Harry he had better feel like it!”



Fosdick believed that this was “the best advice ever given me.”10

As Fosdick’s biographer, Robert Miller, observes, the Fosdick family was typical of Moderates—and bending the will rather than breaking it was the pattern discernible in all their lives.11 Corporal punishments played no significant role in the lives of the Fosdick children. But it is notable, nevertheless, that Fosdick’s own memory did not include the one story told over the years in the family that reveals the presence of physical punishment and pain in very early childhood. Not remembering is no guarantee that such punishments never took place.

Harry Emerson Fosdick’s memories of childhood were shared by his brother, Raymond B. Fosdick, who became president of the Rockefeller Foundation in 1935. He recalled that the


fascination [of his father’s] life was children. To his own children he was a source of endless delight, entering into their games, wrestling with his sons and even with his daughter, fishing with them on the Niagara River or in the deep pools of the Chautauqua Gulf. Anything that children did seemed to interest him.



Raymond Fosdick also noted that “no children ever took advantage of him. He expected obedience and obtained it without difficulty. Punishments he abhorred. There was something about him—a dignity, a presence, a sudden steely look in his eyes—which instantly froze any tendency to impertinence.”12 Raymond Fosdick, too, recalled no experiences with corporal punishments. In the autobiographical memories of these two sons, physical discipline played no significant role in the shaping of their characters or lives.

The power of moral suasion, as well as its potential coerciveness, was evident in the memories of Benjamin Spock concerning discipline in his own childhood. Although baptized an Episcopalian, he went to a Congregationalist Sunday school as a boy. He notes that his “Mother was not strongly religious in the sense of being a church-goer,” although she did attend Easter services, among others.13 In terms of discipline, he observed:


I remember having been spanked only once or twice when I was a child. It was done gravely by my father—on the recommendation of my mother—with the back of a hairbrush to the palm of my hand. I can still recall the awful fear and guilt that hung over me between the time when my mother pronounced the sentence and the hour when my father came home from work and carried it out.



Ordinarily, however, he was disciplined without physical punishments. He remembers that


for all the rest of my childhood I was held firmly in line by my mother’s stern rulings and even sterner disapproval. She didn’t just disapprove of an act. Her facial expression was intended to convey withdrawal of love—for the time being, anyway—and the substitution of condemnation and some anger. It’s what I call moral discipline, used in an unnecessarily severe form in my mother’s case, its purpose being to make the child feel guilty.14



Fear, anxiety, and guilt can be induced in many children without the application of physical force, especially when “moral discipline” threatens to make a child, like young Spock, feel unloved. He, at least, became convinced that he and his six siblings “grew up with a more severe conscience and a greater sense of guilt than was necessary or healthy.”15 Moral suasion, in this form, at least, can have enduring effects just as surely as can physical discipline, even one or two instances of which, however, caused Spock to feel fear as a boy.


Before Conscious Memory Begins

When painful blows are inflicted upon infants, not even memory suffices to tell the stories firsthand. Accounts must be provided either by those who chose to inflict the pain or by witnesses who observed the punishments. The body and the brain probably encode such pain, but none of us has any conscious recollection of blows experienced very early in life. Yet we know now, as never before, just how frequent such physical punishments are. The battered-child syndrome, brought to public awareness by C. Henry Kempe and his colleagues in 1962, has roots that reach back centuries.16 Assaults against infants in the name of punishment and discipline have been taking place seemingly forever.

John and Charles Wesley, the founders of Methodism in the mid-eighteenth century in England, were undoubtedly victims of painful blows by their mother and other adults from early infancy. We know this because their mother, Susanna Wesley, herself the daughter of Puritans and the wife of an Anglican rector, wrote a letter to her son John in 1732 detailing her personal methods of child-rearing for his edification and use. Even today, her letter is widely quoted among evangelical Protestants concerned with child-rearing and discipline. Her viewpoint still has a receptive audience, two and a half centuries later.

Susanna Wesley recalled that her infants had been “put into a regular method of living” from the outset, in their patterns of sleeping, eating, and dressing, an experience that was to have profound consequences for the characters of John and Charles Wesley, who reshaped the contours of English and American Anglicanism into the rituals and beliefs that ultimately became part of the Methodist Church. But Susanna Wesley was insistent upon harsh physical punishment from a very early age: “When turned a year old (and some before) they were taught to fear the rod and to cry softly, by which means they escaped abundance of correction which they might otherwise have had: and that most odious noise of the crying of children was rarely heard in the house, but the family usually lived in as much quietness as if there had not been a child among them.”17 Her hostility toward her infant children and her willingness to enforce her control through assaults and violence in order to silence them through fear of pain is clear.

The use of the “rod,” begun with the physical assaults in infancy, persisted throughout John’s and Charles’s childhoods, and the pain and repressiveness that began in the cradle continued to dominate the experiences of children in Susanna Wesley’s household. Beatings were a normal part of daily life. She observed: “Drinking or eating between meals was never allowed, unless in case of sickness, which seldom happened. Nor were they suffered to go into the kitchen to ask anything of the servants when they were at meat: if it was known they did so, they were certainly beat, and the servants severely reprimanded.”18 She insisted “that no sinful action, as lying, pilfering at church or on the Lord’s Day, disobedience, quarrelling, etc., should ever pass unpunished.”19 Punishment thus was a central theme in the Wesley household, dominated for years by the mother who shaped the characters of her children through the persistent use of pain and rigorous control from infancy. She was intent upon the domination of her children’s wills from the cradle, convinced that only through the use of the rod and the infliction of pain could such submission and obedience be obtained.

Contemporaneously, across the Atlantic in New England, Jonathan Edwards and his intensely pious wife, Sarah, were raising their children in a remarkably similar manner, beginning in infancy and continuing until the children’s wills were entirely under parental control. Edwards’s grandson, Sereno Dwight, wrote about the child-rearing methods used by Sarah Edwards:


She had an excellent way of governing her children; she knew how to make them regard and obey her cheerfully, without loud angry words, much less heavy blows. She seldom punished them; and in speaking to them, used gentle and pleasant words. If any correction was necessary, she did not administer it [physical punishment] in a passion; and when she had occasion to reprove and rebuke, she would do it in few words, without warmth or noise, and with all calmness and gentleness of mind.



He added the crucial observation, parallel to Susanna Wesley’s method of inflicting pain on infants while still in the cradle, that


Her system of discipline, was begun at a very early age, and
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