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ABSTRACT
i&{w;._ ; The relationship between violénce in the media and violence in the
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society was examined by a content amalysis of five children's classics
nublished at each five year interval from 1850 through 1979. The analysis
revealed no long term trend. FHowever, fictional violence tended to
increase in wartime and to decreafe during periods of econonic depression.
Almost all the books sampled had one or more violent episodes, with a ncan
of 2.1 violent acts per 15 pages. lost of the initiators and rucinients
of violence were white, nale adults in a non-family relationship with one
another. There was an increase ia thie proportion of women anpressors over
the 120 year period. The implicit rossage comnunicated defines and labels
physical violence as an appropriate ins:rumencai act and lavs out the
vocabulary of motive and the script for violence in a form which can be

learned by the next generation.
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" VIOLENCE AND THE SOCIAL STRUCTURE AS RETLECTED IN -
By
CHILDREN'S DOOKS FRO'L 1850 TO 1970

Martha D. Huggins and Murray A. Straus
University of ilew llampshire

0f the highly industrialized nations of the world, the United Stutes
Many explasations

is clearlv one of the most violent (Palmer, 1972:15).

have been offered for this phenomenon (Grnham and Surr, 1969) ang undoubtedly

there are a aumber of factors which eperats ¢ maintain physical vielence
as a continuing aspect of American social structure. Onwx of rhese factors
which has been a subject of considerable controversy is the mags madia:
Thera are those whe argué that violence in the media reflects the
violence of the society (discussed in Lynn, 1989). There ave also those
who argue that violence in the russ viedia and In sports serves as a safety
valve, permitting asgressive drives to be drained off--the "drive discharge"

and '"catharsis' models (Bettelheim, 1967; Freud and Fenichel, 1945; Feshback

and Singer, 1271; loreaz, 1966). Both the '"reflection' and the "catharsis"
théories ;ee violence in the media and in sports as having either a neutral
or a neutralizing role. They therefore contrast sharply with thecries which
hold that violence in the media is part of the process of transpitting and
“eultural pattern" theory

encouraging violence. Among the latter are the

of Sipes (1973), "so¢ial learning" theory (Bandura, 1973), and "general
systems theory' (Straus, 1973).

The theoretical and methodological issues underlying this controversy
are so complex that an eventual resolution wiil require, at the miaimum, an

accumulation and "triangulation"” of evidence from a variety of investigations.
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Historical studies of a variety of cultural forms are particularly needed.
A study of children's books therefore seemed desirable becauge: (1) Most of
the available research on the mass media and violence focuses on television.
Children's-books, hovever, may be just as or more important. Our informal
observation is that the impazt of a book read by a child (or to a young child
by a significant persoﬁ such as a parent) is extremely powerful. (2) The avail-
ability of chiidreﬁ's Books going back over one hundred years enables a degree
of historical depth which vould not be possible {f thie focus ﬁad been on any
of the other mass media.

Theoretical Perspective. Ve assume what might be called a "dialectic"

approach to the relation betiveen Liternture and society. By this ve mean

that literary and other antistic nroductions reflect the culture and social
organization of the socicty--especially its dominant strata--and, once in
cxistence, serve to control ani mold that culture and social structure. The
artist nust draw on the cultural hericage of his society and must apoeal to
important elenents in the lives of hiskfellow citizens if the work is to be .
accepted. But at the same time, the work of an artist--once accepted--becomes
a part of that cultural heritase and is one of nmany elements influencing and
contfolling what goes on 1In the society.

Some indication of the relationship hetween changes 1in society and
content analysis

changes in literary contents have been shown in previous

studies, Straus and Houghton (1260), for example; found that appeals to

the value of individual achievement expressed in a youth magazine declined

Their study helped to

slowly but steadily over the peried 1925 to 1956.
establish what manv observers had noted, but for which there was ne firm
evidence at that time; namely, that American society has been placing less

emphasis on the valic of individual achievement. Concant'analysis may also
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invaliéate or question a widely held belief, as in Furstenberg's study (1966)
of the presumed greater power attached to the husband-father role in 19th
century America. But it is important to note that neither the studies cited
nor the present study provide proof (or even a modestly rigorous test) of
our assumptions about the dialectical interplay of litarature and society.
This would require, for example, time series data on both societal events
and literary content and the use of techuniques such as lagged and cross-
lagped correlation. Since we will not be presenting such data, the present
paper is not offered as a test of these assumntions. Our aim is more modast.
It is simply to present the results of our historical analysis together with
our interpretation of the trends.

Suecific Objectives. One of the purposes of the study is to determine

if the level of interpersonal physical violence depicted in children's books
has been increasing or decreasing during the 120 year span from 13850 to 1970.
Mo hypothesis was posed about the direction of change because the available
evidence doss not susgest any overall increase or decrease in the level of
violence in the United States during this period (CGraham and Gurr, 1969).

The second objective is to galn Information on the way soclety defines
and labels ohvsical violence for its next gencration. This will be done
by finding out the extent to which violence in literature is depicted as
an "expressive" act (f.e,, carried out to cause pain or injury as an end
1n itself) or an "instrumental' act (i.e., carried out to achieve some
extrinsic purpose). Similarly, the proportion of violent acts which are
presented by the authors as "lepitimate' and "illegitimacte' is an indication
of how society defines and gives evaluative labels to physical violence.

Finally, the content analysis was desigued to obtain Information on a

number of specific aspects of the statuses, rolnrsg, motives, and emotions
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of the characters involved in vielence; and the precipitating conditions,

outcomes, and consequences of violence. To the extent that viclence in

literature mirrors violence in the socicty, thea such information provides
insight into this important aspect of social structure. To the extent that
literature influences society, then such information gives important clues

to tiie “scrint" (Gagnon/and Simon, 1973) for viclent behavior which is
1

presented to children.

SAMPLE ARD METHOD

Sample. A three step sampling process was enploved. The first step

was the identification of a universe of what, for want of a better term,

can be called "children's classics." By this {s meant sizply books recog-

nized by a literary elite of the society. We focused on this type of
literature because, as Marx suggested (1964) the ideas of the alite strata

tend to be the dominant and {nflueatial ideas in the society. From this

perspective, 1t is noi the moral evaluations of the population at large

which gives rise to a group's definitions of reality, but mainly the eva-

juationg of the dominant class (Parkin, 1971 :42)., On the basis of these

assumptions, we sought out lists of recommended and esteemed children's
bobks, for example, the "lNotable Children's Books: 1965-1972" prepared
by the Book Evaluation Cormittee of the American Libravry Association.zj
The universe compiled by this method consists of a chronologically ordered

1ist of all books published between 1850 and 1970 which were included in any
of the lists of recomnended books.

The second step of the sampling process was designed to yleld five
books published in 1850, and five published every fifth year thereafter,

i.e., in 13855, 1860, etc.; up to and including 1970, for a total of 125
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those
books, ‘'For/years in which many books appeared, the sample of five was

drawn by the use of random numbers. If there were less than five books in
the sample year (as sometimes happened in the early years), books from the
4losest adjacent year were included, for example, a book published in

1856 is included 1in the sample for 1855. Since these are all 'classice"

or "pecozmended” books we were able to Find 115 of the originally selected
125 books in nearby libraries. The missing ten books were replaced by a
randoz selection from amang the other books published during the appropriate

year T years.

The third step in the sampling process consisted of using a table
of random numbers to select fifteen different pages from each book. We
followed this procedure to prevent longer books from dispropertionately

nfluencing the results. Our data then describe any act of interpersonal

physical violence which occurred on one of tha sampled pages in 12?
"recommended" children's books published from 1850 through 1970.é-

5oding Yethods. The basié unit of adnalysis consists of an act of

interpersconal violence, which we define as the use, or threat to use,

physical force for purposes of causing pain or injury to another person.

Each tine such an act occurred on a sample page, a coding form was
completed idenzifying the book in which it occurred and providing space
to codé the type of information ddentified a few paragraphs back. iore
specific information on eac? of these variables will be given when the
relevant data is p:esented.é/
FREQUENCY AND TRENDS IN VIOLENCE
Many ohservers of the American scene have sugpested that America

18 a violent society. Palmer (L972:15), for example, contends that:
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"Since its inception, the United States has been
in the front ranks of violent societies. Born in
revolutfon, wracked by civil war, involved in nime-
rous wars, it has also the :rsdition of bloody
rioting, homicide and arrest,

According to the statistilcs cited by Palumer, each year there are 15,000
criminal homicides, 35,000 suicides, 300,000 serious assaults and 50,000
forcible rapes, and these are sald to be mininum estimates. Other authors
(Straus, Gelles and Stelnmetz, 1973) have suggested that these more extreme

forms of physical force only '"scratch the surface of a more widespread

phenorenon of violence in the United States." For example, exploratory
studies by Straus, et al. (1973) btave brousht out that physical fighes

betwean husband and wife have occurred in half te three fuarters of all
marriages, and physical fights betveen siblings are so common as to be

almost universal. Is the violeprce that is so wmueh a part of American life
found in the literature for children?

The "answer to this rhetorical question is a clear yes. More than
three quarters of the 15 page "book-segments' (75 per cent) had one or more
violent eplsodes, with a grand total of 264 such episodes. The largest
number of viclent episodes in a single book was 10 (in The Boys' King
Arthur). he meéan number of violent acts per book-segment was 2.1. However,
these data understate the actual incidence of violence in children's books
by a considerable amount. This 1is hecause our use of '"book-segmeats"
rather thrn cntire books. Thus, the 75 per cent containing a violent
episode m/ well have been close to 100 per cent if we had content analyzed
every page of each book, Similarly, the figure of 2.1 violent episodes
per book-segment means that a 50 page book 18 1likely to include ahout
seven violent acts and a 150 page book about 21 violent acts.

Yndalities of Violence. The varicty of methods used to cause physfcal
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pain or injury to other depicted f{n thecse stories covers most of those
known te the human race. These ranged from merely shaking somcdone (two
such incidents) to hitting and kicking (39 ircidents), to torture (6
incidents), to burning a person (11 incidents), to stabbing (43 incidents),
and shooting (40 incidents). The most frequent type of violence involved
pouncing on someone, grabbing tham forcefully or causing them to fall
(66 incidents ox 25 per cont of the total. However, such relatively mild
forms of violence were outnumbered by about two to one by the more severe
forms such as stabbing, shooting, torture, and burning.

This fact 1is algo raflected dn the results which came from classifying
cach aect on the basis of the physiecal injury which resulted. It was found
that 22 per cent of the 2064 cases deseribed a physical injury, and an.
additioual 33 per cent described a violent death. It is clear then that we

u

are not dealing with "kid stuff." The essentially adult nature of the

violence portraved in these books will be shown nmore clearly later.

listorical Trends. Figure 1 gives the mean number of violent acts

Figure L about here

per book-segment for each five year time perfod. This chart reveals no

long term "secular' trend. This i{s consistent with the conclusions of

Graham and Gurr (1969:623) concerning studies of actual rathier than fictional
violence. At the same time, there is a pattern to these highs and lows

in fictional violence. The highs tend to occur when the society as a
collectivity is engaged in Qiolcnce, namely war. Thus, the highest points

in Fipure 1 occurred during the Anerican Civil War (1565), World War I

(1915), tlorld War IT (1945) and during the peak of the Viet Nam demonstrations

in the United Staces (l“?ﬂ)-j/
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The association of violence in children's bodks with the coliective
violence of ‘the society is consistent with Henry and Short's suggestion (19541
102) that homicide rates go uf during periods of war. Also conslstent with the
Henry and Short study is the fact that three of the low points in Figure 1
coincide with periods of economic depression (the financlal crisis of 1850, the

depression of 1884, and the great depression of the 1930's). However, there

were other depression perlods in which violence did not decline.

FICTIONAL VIOLENCE AND SOCIAL CONTROL OF DEVIANCE

The data just presented suggests that violence 18 an integral part of
“recommended" children's books. However, since our intereat {s not in
children's literature per se, but in using children's books to gain a greater
understanding of the role of violence in American society, from here on the focisa
will be on the natyre of violence and its correlates. We have already
presented oné such correlate-~the association of fictional violence with
periods of national collective violence. This can be interpreted as a
manifestation of the principle that artistic productions reflect the socio-

cultural matrix of the artist.

At the same time, it was suggested that fiction also serves a social molding

amd social control function, and it is to this issue that we now turn.
Durkhein (1950) and Erickson {1966) hold that moral violations are singled out
for punishment and public approbrium as a means of strengthening the com-
sitment of ;he society to ita moral worms. It may be that the high tncidence
of violence in these books occurs as a vehicle to expose and punish those

who use violence. Scveral of our findinga suggest that this is not the case.
In fact, the implicit message 18 that violence 1is something which is effective

in solving seemingly insolvable problems.

- 9«
. The first evidence for this interpretatiun {s the large proportion
of the violent incidents which were claseified as "instrumental violence”
(defined as the use of violence to force another to carry out,or to hinder
carrying out, some act): Some 72 per cent Were ¢lassified {nstrumental,
compared to 28 percent classified as "expressive violence" (defined as acte
carried out to cause pain or injury as an end in itself)% So violerice in
these books is overwhelminply portrayed as useful. .

A seccond type of evidence against the idea that the high frequency of
violance presented te children is a vehicle for conveying méral disapproval
of violence

/1s found in the outcomes for each act of {nstrumental violence. Of the 171
instrumental violent acts which could be coded Eof outcome, 60 per cent
were deplcted as achieving the dusired outcome.

Third, we classified each violent act according to whether the author
of the book portrayed it as legitimate or illegicimate. Of the 261 acts
which could he coded on this dimension , 48 per cent were found to be
presented in a way which indicated that they were socially legitimate acts.

. Finally, additional insight is gained by cross-classifying the
1nacrumentaiity and the legitimacy dimensions. This revealed that moat of
the acts of Instrumental violence (55 per cent) were depicted as soclally
lagitimate whereas "only" 28 per cent of the expressive acts of violence vere
depicted as legitimate. Thus, when violence is portrayed as a means of
achievement, it ténds to be given the stamp of social approval by the authors
otithcse books. But when it is portrayed as an expression of emotion, it s
depicted as illegitimate. We suggest that this relationship represents the

combination of the historically important emphasis on achievement in American

society coming together with the naticnal heritage of violence.
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Orserall, in answer to the question of whether the high frequency
of violenge in children's books is part of the sueial control process
restricting violence, the evidence sugpests the opposite.
Specifically, the violence in these stories is typically carried out to
achleve gome end or golve seme problem, it 4s usually successful and, when
psed for such instrumental purposes, is tiost often depicted as socially
legitimate., Thug, to the extent that children's books are a means
of soeial control and socialization, they contribute to the
tngedouclonalizasion of violence in American socic:?.

A V0cabulnrv of Motives. If we accept the conclusion that these banks are

not part of a process by which the society exposes and labels = violence

and comiermg its use,
as a deviant act/ this does not rule out other social control and soc¢talization
functdons (n relation to violence. Just the opposite has alreadv Becﬁ‘sé;zested:
fhnn these boaks olay an important role in kabelilnp violence as legitimate and
in teaghing the sccialiv npnroprince occasions for its use.

As Banduta (1073) shcws, hggrcssion and \iolence are, for the most part,
chinliy seripted bchaviot. Amoné the most important elements of the scriot for
violence which atre taught in these children's books arc "motives" or reasons which
communicate to the child the society's definition of the occasions on @hich violence
may be used. Qur Lnitial’annlysis made use of 34 categorics, some of which
vere pre~determined and the rfemairder-added as we éame across reaéons which
d1d not fit the categories. These 34 categories were then grouped under
six major headingﬁ. .

In designing the study, it wvas felt that violence in childrenrts books
would often be presented as a means of punishing or prcventing socially

“ disapproved behavior, especially on the part of children. To bend over

hackwards to allow this hunch a fair opportunity to be proved or disproved,

TABLE 1.  MOST COMMON REASONS FOR INITIATING VIOLENCE

Reason pA
(N=264)
Goal Blockage or Frustration 22
Emotional States 22
Social Control 18
Self Defense 18
War . 10
’ No ApparenckRenson : 7

Other 3




w 4) -
v combindd all eoding categories vhich could be considered as vielence

used to enforee saclal nscms oc values: This included any indication that

the vinleses vag to enforee any legitimate auvthority, pundshment for vialating
of agschetle norma (vable mauners, ete.), lack of whrifr,

iying, stupddivy, wickedness, greed, or the general triumph of goad over

evil, The “Soclal Contral™ cateppcy dn Table 1 shows that all of these came

Taﬁla 1 akout here

-

to only eighteen per cent of the total number of violenk acts.

Thee low persentans of violence for purposes of social control does not
eons about becauge aay other tatlonale dominates the portrayal of violence in
thesre tookd,  In fact, the two eategeries which share top place, "Goal Blockage
o Prastration’ and "Dmoclonal States,” inelude only about 22 per cent of

the ketal eases cach.  The Goal Bingkage catenery includes 'use of violence
YL rerevE an shsracle to attalning an end, for gkaipie, to remove a batcler
to the satisfacpion of hungef. ta atéa:k a parson blocking attatnment of a
g&al, to asnert one's pover in eseneval, The ether top catopory, "Motional
ScaEra," la vialcnaé potivated by sone strans emotion such as shame or humil-
{atfon, revespn, or tage over having been lnsulced.

The Saeial Congrol, Seife-Defense, and War categerics combined come to
46 per cent of the votlves on veasons for violence. Thus, the types of

vinlesnce for whileh o maral case can be argued, axe siightly less
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or vivlence as a result of an emotional state such as revenge, rage, or shame.
Cleatly, if these are morality tales, an important part of the moral code
being communicated is that of the Old Testament. By and large, these conclusions
apply over the entire period from 1850 to 1970. However, theré was some
rendency for the Sccial Control category to be more common prior to 1930.
In addition, one of the sub-categories’occurred only in the period 1955
to 1970: violence used to sanction the "stupidity" of others. Perhaps, it is
the increasing burgaucratization of nodern soclety and the attendant demands
for racionality, so well destribed by Veber (1964), which leads to the
depiction in children's literature of "sheer stupidity' (irratfomality) as
one of the mere sericus moral transgressions of our time.

Ganital Punishment. Another aspect of the vocabulary of motives contained

{n these books concerns violent death. The fact that somecone was killed in

33 per cent of the book-segnents (and could well be a higher percentage if cntir;
books had ‘been the unit of analysis) providesan opportunity te pain insight

intco cﬁc soclal dgﬁinition of killing and death which 4is presented to children.

An lmportant agpect of this cemes to light because the death often occurs as

a rcsulg of the victim having cémmitcéd some moral wrong or criﬁe. That lé;
although the terns “eapital punishment” and “death penalty" are not ysed, these

’

books graphically describe use of the death pcﬁaity.‘ And, as Bruno Bettlehedm

(1973) says about "v..thase gcgat‘hmerican folk heroes, The Three Little Pigs™.

({n which the big bad ;olf is boiled alive for hlowing the house down): .~

frequent thin the conbined frequency of violence to attain some other end, gratul-tghildren love the story... But the important lesson underlyfng the enjoyment

tous vxaicnunJ

. 7
and drama, of the story equally captures their n:cchLon."—/

We had the feceling that the books sampled contained many such examples

of the implicit use of the death penalty. To check on this, the variable

.
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{lodfsatlag death ov other Injury to the rceciplent of the violence was
crons babulated with the act on the part 6f the reciplent which pracipltated
the wislease, The regulss ghoaw that capital punishmenc {In the sense of a
chapaetny e cormitesd o moral tragsgreseion or crime hefag killed as a
result of his or her bad actions) ceccurred in 22 per cent of the Instauces
I whideh a ehavacter died, Singe these ace happenings of preat dramatcie
Inbenuity, wiae Botrelbaln enlls “the important lesson underlving the enjoy-
want and dessa of the story™ Ig Likely to make a strone impressien on the
I+ 1a

child®a aind, oy at all far fetehed wo yugpest that this s part

of the basis fov fhe wldespresd and sceringly drracional commitmont co

the dearh pesalty by so many Anmerlcans.

FACE, SEN, AND FANILY

¥azye,  The vasixl ddentification of wiolent characters in these hooks

#nd their viceing doeq nob show pay strinias Jeviaclean fren the conmposicien of the

1.8, populativn, ©0f the indtiacors of apgrassive acts, 30 per cent were

White, 4 per cent OBlack, 1 per eont Driencal, 7 per cent Indian, and 8 per
eent Acher The ddstriburion for victlins of these aapressive acts is

approxiontely the same (79, 7, 2, 5, awd 4 per sentd.

Scx. Youc of the violence In thle sample of »ooks took place between
mifes. Ninety one per cent of the aggressovs were uale, as were 86 per

gent of the victing, So, vivlence in thege books is overvhelmingly depicted

as a male astlivity. At the same time, Lf the period covered by this study
La one dn which theve has been a gradual wavenment toward sexual equalicy,

then thiy should be reflected fn a gradual {ncrease in the proportion of
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female churctters who engage in "masculine" acts of all types, including

aggresplon, The lower line of Pigure 2 indicates exactly auch a trend .,

Figure 2 about here

T SR B Y

Although there 1s a clear upward secular trend in the proportion of

wonen aggressors,there are also many ups and downs in Figure 2. Gecas (1972)

did not find any trend over time in a study of adult mapgazine fiction and it may be

that the observed 'trend' reflects only a colncidence of random fluctuations.
Arguing against this ts the fact that the correlation of .45 has a probabil-

ity of chance occéurance of less than .05 when based on 25 time periods.

In addition, visual inspection of Figure 2 suggests a cyclical pattetn within
the secitlar trend. A &péctral analysls wasgherefore carried out to determine
1f chere is a dependable cyclical pattern with the time series.
s cycle of four time perlods (20 years) which accounts for 38 per cent of

the varlances

In the abseuce of other information, it s difficult to interpret
this 20 year cycle. One clue might be that a child reading these books at
age ten will have reached maturity and perhaps be writing books of his or
her own fn 20 years. Authors of that generation might then tend to produce
works of fiction which are influenced by the depilction of female characters
In the books they had read as a child. But whatever the explanation, the
fact that this cyelical pactern, in combination with the upward secular

trend, accounts for 58 per cent of the variance in the proportion of female

sggressors suggests that more than chance factors are shown in Figure 2.

In addition, the increase in female aggressors is congistent with an increase

tn the proportion of women arrested for various crimes, especially

violent crimes (Roberts, 1971).7

This revealed

-13-

Adults Versus Children. On the basis of actual and potential {nju-

riousness, and in terms of thie purposes depicted, we suggested that the
violent incidents in these books are not "kid stuff." The most direct
evidence for this 1s the fact that B0 per cent of the initiators of violent
acts were adults. Nor was this very frequently softened by use of an
animal or other non-human characters since 80 per cent of the aggressors
were human characters. 8o the image presented to children {n these books
{s primar{ly of adults being physically violent. Moreover, the percentage
of acts in which the aggressor is an adult has gradually been increasing
over the 120 year span of this study, as shown by the upper line in Figure 2.
The preponderance of adult figures as physical aggressors is an
instance of fiction which does not mirror reality. This 1is not because
adults in our socelty are non-violent, but because chfldren are violeat.
Pushing, shoving, hitting and physical fighting are more common among
children than among adults, rather than the reverse as presented in these

9/

books. = It is possible that this reversal represents one of the myths ‘

concerning violence in Amerigan middle class soclety, namely that violence
is approved only when it is to achieve some socially worthy and valued end,

10/
such as punishment of wrongdoers, "preventative'! air ralds, etc.
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Family Vislenee, Another myth transmitted by these books is the

aotion that physical violence bewween fanlly members is rare., There
{3 a hwuge discrepancy betwenn the normatively portrayed, idealized picture
of the fanlly ag a grouvp committed to non-violence berween its members

and what astually goes oa.  The avallable evidence sugpests that vivlence

rather than san-violencw 4s typical of familv relations (Stelnmets
and Steaws, 1973, 19743 Straus, Celles and Stelometz, 1973). In childhood,
the poraops most likely to strike a child are siblings and paregnts. In

uelulthood, the victin of agsault or murder 45 more Likely to be a family
membor than any ofher type of agpressor-vietinm relatdonship. There are

{nformal nor=3, largely unverbalized, which make a marriage license also
a hiteing license {Gelles, 1973; Schulez, 1969).

The diserepancy between the idealized picture of the family as non-
violenr and che acteal hich fzecuency of physlcal vielence between family
meabers 18 elearly evident in these childfen's books. llinety-one per cent
of the vielent incidents take place between persons who are not related.
Two  pey ecent of the violence was by fathers and two per cent by mothers.
There wag only a single Ineldent of a husbaad hinting a wife and none in
wvhich the nggressor was a wife or grandparent. These findings are exactly
parallel to those based on an informal search for instances of husbani-wifc

vinlence in twenty novels for adults (Steinmetz and Straus, 1974).

The absence of husband=wife violence in adult fiction and the virtual

absence of any intfa-family violence in children's fiction calls for an

explanation, eapeelally aince so much contemporary fiction attempts to
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is a social control process. The soclety dues have a commitment to
familial non-violence, even though these exist side by side wicth more
covert norms permitting and encouraging {ntra~family violence (Straus,
1974). Thus, there is a tendeney for the cultural tepresentatives of the

soclety to portray famllies dn a way which will not encourage people to

violate this novm. Second is n gsocial construction of reality process.

The society has an interest in having its members define the family as a
place of love and gentleness zather than a place of violence because of
the tremendous importance of securing comaifttent to the family as a social
group. The nyth of family non-vielence is ane of the many ways that the

It helps

instirution of the family is strenptheaed and supported.
engourage people to marry and to stay narried despite the actual stresses
of fanily interaction. Third, and most speculatively of all, the myth of
fanily noc-violence discourages probing into the aspace of the family by
membors of the intellectual clite, whether novellsts or soclologists.

We have all been brought up on this literature and read it as adulcs,
And apparently, having accepted its basic premises, noveldists avoid

weiting about physical vielence betwcen fanlly nembers and sociologists have

practiced "salective inattention' to research on this aspect of the family.

(Steinmetz and Straus, 1974).

SUILIARY AND CONCLUSINNS
Our study of 125 "classic" or "recommended" children's books published

during the period from 1850 to 1970 revealed that not less than 75 per cent

depiet realfny {n all its grim detaill. These data do not permit an empiriecsl

of the books described one or more actual or threatened vinleace. The true figure

apswer. But we suggest that the following processes miy be at work. Flrst,

may be close to one hundred per cent because we studied only fifteen vages from each

On the basis of these data, tlie typical children's book can be exvected to have

»

book.



- 16 -
2.1 violent dnsidents for every fifteen pages of test, in

a third of which someone 1s killed. There is no tendency for
this to have generally increased or decrecased over the course of the 120
years studied. However, a marked tendency was found far interpersunal
violence to be high during perlods in which the soclety was engaged in
the collective violence of war, and to be low during periods of cconomic
difficulty.

It ¢ould be that the high incidence of violence 1in these stories
occurs ag a vehiele to express socletal disapproval of violence. This
would be indicated 1f violence tended to be presented as evil and 1if the

perperuators of viclence were typically punished. The opposite seems

to be the case. For cxample, "i{nstrumental'violence is much more frequent

than any other type and, in thesc stories, it most often resulted in the

attairment of the aggressor's purpose.

- 17 -
Violence between family members 1s a major exception to thé conclusion
that children's books provide a scripe Eér violence. AlmaSt nd within-
family violence was depletid, even though

in the soctlety genarally, physical violence between fam{ly members is more
common than between any other type of aggressor-victinm relationship. This
discrepancy was ldentlfied as refleeting the social mythology of familial
non-violence. The myth of family non-violence; in turn refleacts the high
stake which soclety has in securing and mafntaining commitment to the

family as a social group.

Nevercheoless, the evidence suggests that these books do have ilmportant v
soglalization and social control functlons. Assuming that apgression and violerce
are, for the rost part, soclally scripted behavier, these books provide
seripts ard role models through which generations of young Americans
haye learned how to hehave violently. Among the elements of these complex
seripty which must be learned are the type of motives that one can legitimately
invoke to Justify violence, the types of persons who can be violent and against
yvhom violence 1s permissible, the level of socially acceptable
injury, and the cmotiéns which are appropriaté or required on the part of
the aggressor (for example, Joy or remorse) and the victim (for example,
rage, tears, or humillation). All of these elements and their complex

interrelations are depilcted for the child in this sample of books,
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POOTNOTES
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asglstaniee with the speccral analvsis, and te Paul Drew, Arnold Linsky, Stuart

Palmer, and Donna Peltz for valuahle corments and criticisms on an carlier draft.

L. Even assuning that Liverature dees influence society, a content analysis

by leself can oply fndieate the nacure of the messane. It does not provide data

on olther cha Intangltv of the Iafluence nor on the specific sectors of the
porulazlon wleleh are rmost, least, or not at all influenced. In a complex
modern seefloty both rhe intensity and che extent of influence are highly

probiematic for the same reasons that “Ffunctional integraclon' in general

{s problematic In such socletles (Cohen, 1969: 151-156).

2. The felletilan sunnlenentary material is available: (LY List of books

apalyzed. (1) List of hook 1lists used to locate books for cach of the five

year pecdods.  (3) Code and code sheet used in the coatent analysis. These
may be obtalned Lrom the Natlonal Auxiliary Publications Service: Request
docuneat nunbor Enclose § for nicrofiche and § for
3..?or 193 of the books we were pble to obtaln information on the
approxinats age~of-child range for which the book was considered suitable.
We coded the nidpoint of the age range far each book. These
sedian apes rvanged from filve bhooks with a
recormiended ape of glx vears to one baok for 16 year olds. The mean of the

medlan ages was 108 years and the mode was 10 years (26 per cent of the cases).
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4., Although we coded only acts of interpersonal violence which occured
on‘che pages drawn in the sample, as much of the rest of the book was read
as was necessary to determine such things as the social characteristics of
the actors and their motives. A copy of the detailed content analysis code
may be obtained from the National Auxiliary Pﬁblications Service. See footnote

2.
A test of the

Two different coders carried out the content analysis.
reliabil{ity of the content analysis procedure was carried out threce days after
the actual coding had begun. All books coded that day were done by both
coders. For the 360 codings compared (10 books, 36 variables per book), there
was an 871 agreement.

As a means of preventing difﬁerechs between coders from influencing
the trend énaiysis, each coder an;lyzcd only kwo o} three of the books for
a given yedr. Therefore, possible "drift" or changes in coding scanda;dsywhigh
might have occured as the coding proceeded would ﬁoc bias the time seriles ‘
analysis.

5. It happens that none of the books published during the peak years
were "war st§ries". Also, as will be shown later,>liftle of the violencé
porfreyed in any of these books 1is the killing or wounding of an enemy soldier.

6. Our coding categories were actually primarily expressive, verst
primarily instrumental, since both components may be present. See Straus,
GCelles and Steinmetz (1973) for a discussion of this and related issues in
identifying types of violence. The coding of each act as either primarily
instrumental or expressive was carried out separateiy from the coding of such
variahles as the specific reasons for initiating violence (see Table 1) and there
18 therefore a small dlsarepencv between the two variables. Specifically,

if the two non-instrumental categories are subtracted from Table ), this produces

71 rather than 72 per cent instrumental acts.
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7. Bettlehelm was referring to tcaching the work-ethic in this quotation
but we feol it 4o pqually mnonlicable to the violence-ethic which 1s also
prosented,

9, 0f course, as those fanifiar vich crine statlstics realize, this does
At necesgarlly nean thav vomen have engaged {p more violent aces. It is quite
vasgible that ebarces in the soclal definitdlon of women sitiflar to those
seeurian in thede ghildren's books alse characterize the perception of women
hy the poliee and publie proseeutors, leading tve o growth in avrest rate
eathar ¢han a proveh in fnefdence of actual violence.

9. Hovever, If the unle of vielenee in honfelde and assaults which
entor the offledal seacineles, then the peak age is the middle to late 20's.

10, Asserting that this 1s sne way dn vhich children's literature reflects
Ideal pather than netual soclal patterns points up the weakness of the Mdia-
legtleal {nternlaw’ chensry, namele that it is untestable: nothing can refute
ie, Corregreniunee can be claimed as an instance of sunpport of the "reflection"
‘peocens and o disgresancy ean be clalmed as part of the "influence' process.

This aritieclsn alse applies to the section which follows on ''Family ¥iolence.'
Neverrheldgs, an Colien (1969 6) nates; untestable theordes can have heuristic
. vnlun*' hsf ﬁha érenant case it sensitizps ns to finding Imstances which, in
pur Judemnont, reflegt one or the other of thase two processes and to speculate
&bcnc the undeclylag ceasons,. If thege gpeculacions point to important

soclal processes, Lt can be sald thac the cheory has heuristie value, and

this would be eapeclally so-1f it led to subsequent research to test these

speculations.
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