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Abstract

The current white supremacist racial order in America fun-

damentally relies on fear and pain to shape the subjectivi-

ties of Black people in childhood. This violence is most visi-

ble when enacted by police officers against unarmed Black 

youth. A less visible yet more pernicious form of racist vio-

lence against Black children is exercised by community prox-

ies such as Black teachers and parents. Annual government 

reports reveal that Black children are more likely to be in-

jured or killed by their parents than by police. In this paper 

we inquire as to why, despite the many Black writers who 

have described parental violence as an intergenerational 

re-enactment of the violence of slavery, and despite decades 

of research on the harms of hitting children, social theorists 

have not analyzed how Black parents can serve as proxies for 

white supremacist violence. We argue that Black parenting 

culture has in many ways internalized the white supremacist 

view that corporal punishment is required to instill the dis-

cipline necessary to spare Black youth from police violence 

and incarceration. We conclude that until social scientists 

foreground the voices of Black youth in their studies, rather 

than adults, our ability to understand and confront the re-

production of white supremacist violence will be impeded. 

We argue that the physical punishment of children in Black 

families is an aspect of the legacy or “afterlife” of slavery. 

We contend that this omission persists because Black youth 

voices are absent from social analysis on the issue of physical 

punishment, existing only in clinical studies divorced from 
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Racial hierarchies are established and reinforced in part through regimes of physical violence and psychological coer-

cion which create long bloodlines of historical trauma. Patterns of anti-Black violence are exemplified in the domains 

of policing and incarceration but can also be found in education, where Black children and youth are particularly vul-

nerable and suffer disproportionately from institutional violence through the use of paddling which coexists with and 

reinforces “zero-tolerance” and “no excuses” disciplinary policies (Carr, 2014; Gershoff & Font, 2016; Patton, 2019; 

Startz, 2016). Within these contexts, Black police and teachers often serve as proxies for the maintenance of a white 

supremacist racial order, which hinges vitally on the normalization and naturalization of corporal punishment to jus-

tify the subordination of Black people. We argue in the following that Black parents who use physical punishment 

against their children, regardless of intent, can also serve as proxies for the intergenerational reproduction of a white 

supremacist racial order.

Anti-racist scholarship and children's rights activism are currently stymied because we do not yet possess a broad 

child-centered sociological framework through which we can understand and address connections between the racial 

order and Black family violence. Violence in Black families is not the product of some natural or cultural predisposi-

tion. Rather, it is indicative of the trauma introduced by slavery into intimate Black relationships and cultures, which 

has been carried forward intergenerationally. We examine physical punishment of Black youth as an aspect of the 

more general pattern of violence that Saidiya Hartman (2008) refers to as the “afterlife of slavery.” Given that this 

continuum of violence spans the general history of slavery from its inception up to the current moment, we cannot 

focus on a particular time period or age group within this era, though subsequent studies could be productively limited 

to address particular changes.

The central function that parental discipline serves in perpetuating anti-Blackness has been obscured by two fac-

tors. First, the resistance of Black children to what is commonly referred to in African American culture as “whuppings,” 

is rarely foregrounded or taken seriously. Black children are consulted only when their testimony supplements isolat-

ed law enforcement and clinical investigations into abuse and child-rearing in Black families (see Namy et al., 2017), 

but social theorists of race have yet to situate physical punishment or the resistance of children within the broader his-

torical and macro-sociological context of white supremacy. There is an abundance of literature on testimonies of Black 

children, but none of it addresses physical punishment at the hands of parents in the context of the afterlife of slavery.

Second, many Black parents have internalized “white body supremacy” (Menakem,  2017) according to which 

harsh punishment is deemed necessary to keep Black youth safe from deadly abuse by police and other authorities, a 

view that is contradicted by empirical evidence and, even if valid, would suggest that the responsibility for punishing 

Black bodies has been delegated from white society to Black families. We conclude that future sociological analyses 

of anti-Black racism, as well as public health efforts to convince Black communities to consider alternatives to physical 

punishment, will remain hampered to the extent that they overlook how Black parents can serve as proxies for racial 

violence and how the resistance of Black children to harsh discipline represents a form of Black empowerment. At a 

time when there is growing attention to health disparities associated with maltreatment and toxic stress in childhood, 

along with global campaigns to end corporal punishment in schools and at home, Black communities that use fear and 
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pain against children risk extending the legacy of the slave master's lash by helping to produce the very docility, trau-

ma, and negative individual and public health outcomes required to sustain the racial order.

Since slavery, Black parents and kinship caregivers have used physical force in an attempt to socialize and train 

children to avoid impulsive behavior, so that they would not invite retribution from white authorities, for example, 

slave master, overseer, the Ku Klux Klan, police, etc., which would negatively impact the entire community (Blass-

ingame,  1979; Gutman,  1976; King,  1995; Litwack,  1998; Patton,  2017; Schwartz,  2000). Scholars have provided 

historical and sociological context for why Black people believe the use of physical force is appropriate with their 

children, without knowing that such punishment would negatively affect their brain development (e.g., poor emotional 

regulation, cognition, executive functioning, aggression) and structure their personality, making it difficult for youth 

to cultivate healthy interpersonal relationships with intimate partners who sometimes become proxies for their abu-

sive, traumatizing, and neglectful parents. The popular myth that beating children is intrinsic to Black culture and 

that it protects children against racism has left Black youth vulnerable to intrafamilial maltreatment. This is a logical 

proposition. Popular myths influence behaviors. When the popular myth concerns the reasonableness and cultural 

appropriateness of physical punishment, sometimes advanced through humor, religion, music, or popular films, the 

possibility of excessive punishment and abuse increases (Patton, 2017). In the 19 states which still allow paddling in 

public schools, Black children are twice as likely as white children to be subject to corporal punishment because they 

live in those states responsible for most of the paddling of all children (Startz, 2016). The wide acceptance of whup-

ping within Black families is the soil in which the acceptance of paddling of Black children in schools grows (McLoyd 

& Smith, 2002; Patton, 2017). Annual statistics gathered by the National Child Abuse and Neglect Data System con-

sistently show that Black children are mistreated and killed by their family members at significantly higher rates than 

children of any other group.

Between 2006 and 2018, more than 4800 Black children were killed as a result of maltreatment, according to 

annual reports from the Administration for Children and Families. That's an average of 400 dead children a year, 

three times higher than for other racial and ethnic groups. Scholars have linked the use of physical punishment to the 

history of slavery and Jim Crow terrorism, and contemporary forms of discrimination and state-sanctioned violence 

(Day et al., 1998; Deater-Deckard & Dodge, 1997; Ellison & Sherkat, 1993; Flynn, 1994; Kelley et al., 1992; Lansford 

et al., 2004; Patton, 2017; Pinderhughes et al., 2000). Higher rates of corporal punishment within Black families are 

often explained with reference to theories about violence and cultural deficiency. Black parents during the Jim Crow 

era relied on disciplinary styles that were harsh, abusive, and traumatizing, believing it to be a means of preparing 

their children to survive in a racist world as these parents best understood that world through the eyes that they had 

acquired from the manner in which they were raised (Litwack, 1998; Patton, 2017).

Empirical work on the harmful effects of parental punishment has been available for decades. Since the early 

1980s, social theorists have been among the most outspoken critics of corporal punishment of children in homes and 

schools, and they have engaged in fierce debates over the methodological and theoretical approaches to studies of this 

controversial practice in American life (Bartkowski, 1993; Bartkowski & Ellison, 1995; Bauer et al., 1990; Frank, 1983; 

Gelles & Straus,  1988; Gordon,  1989; Keeshan,  1989; Kurz,  1991; Larzelere & Merenda,  1994; Loseke,  1991; Mc-

Cord, 1991; Rosemond, 1994; Spock, 1988; Straus, 1991, 1994). Within the social science community, some schol-

ars have used interviews and ethnographic methods to examine the social, cultural, familial and religious contexts of 

corporal punishment (Agnew, 1983; Alvy, 1987; Bartkowski, 1993; Capps, 1992; Day et al., 1998; Deater-Deckard & 

Dodge, 1997; Ellison & Sherkat, 1993; Flynn, 1994; Giles-Sim et al., 1995; Gordon, 1989; Grasmick et al., 1991, 1992; 

Greven, 1991; Kurz, 1991; Lansford et al., 2004; Larzelere, 1986; Larzelere et al., 1989; Lifton & Strozier, 1990; Lose-

ke, 1991; Spohn, 2014; Wiehe, 1990; Wolfe, 1987). While the majority of American parents report using some form 

of physical punishment, a number of scholars have examined why Black parents endorse physical punishment more 

than whites and other ethnic groups, and why they consider it to be a pillar of responsible parenting (Straus & Stew-

art, 1999; Taylor et al., 2011).

A recent meta-analysis of 5 decades of research involving over 160,000 diverse children from around the world 

concluded that non-injurious hitting with the intention of modifying child behavior is ineffective, associated with 
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increased aggression, defiance, lower cognition and academic achievement, and places children at risk of a host of 

mental and physiological health problems over the lifespan (Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor, 2016; see also Holmes & Rob-

ins, 1988; Larzelere, 1986; Lefkowitz et al., 1963, 1977; Maurer, 1974; Parke & Slaby, 1983; Straus, 1991). Research-

ers have also found that both spanking and physical abuse were associated with the same detrimental child outcomes 

in the same direction and nearly the same strength, irrespective of the racial or ethnic background of the child, pa-

rental intent, or the cultural context in which the punishment was administered (Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor, 2016). 

Additional studies have shown that non-physical psychological and emotional punishment can be as harmful as hitting 

children (Ma et al., 2021; Wang & Kenny, 2014). As a result of these findings, social scientists along with developmen-

tal psychologists, pediatricians, and parenting experts have concluded that these physiologic disruptions can persist 

far into adulthood and lead to lifelong impairments in both mental and physical health and have highlighted the need 

for legislation to end corporal punishment in homes and schools.

In the United States, the consensus among the scientific community is that ordinary corporal punishment has no 

positive side effects for children's development and health outcomes. More than 1500 published studies demonstrate 

that spanking is an ineffective form of punishment, does not promote positive child behavior, and is just as harmful 

as abuse that leaves visible marks and injuries (Afifi et al., 2017, 2020; Gershoff et al., 2018). Striking children pro-

duces a form of “toxic stress” that has been associated with brain alterations, elevated hormone levels, inflammation 

in the body and weakening of the immune system which puts children at increased risk for chronic health problems 

that might not show up until after puberty or over the course of the adult lifespan (Gershoff, 2002, 2013; Gershoff & 

Grogan-Kaylor, 2016; Merrick et al., 2017; Talwar & Lee, 2011). A number of studies link physical punishment to high-

er levels of aggression among children and intimate partner violence and other crime in adulthood (Larzelere, 1996; 

Straus, 1983, 1991; Sutton et al., 2019).

Since Sweden became the first country to prohibit corporal punishment of children in 1979, 63 countries have 

prohibited the practice. Despite this groundswell of opposition to corporal punishment in the scientific community 

and abroad, the United States does not have a federal law prohibiting corporal punishment in public or private schools, 

much less in the home. Meanwhile, with increased attention to reducing racial disparities across criminal justice and 

child welfare systems, professionals across the country are grappling with how to keep children safe while respecting 

parents' cultural values regarding discipline. At the same time, child advocacy and abuse prevention organizations 

continue to struggle with how to promote legislation against corporal punishment without subjecting Black parents 

to undue scrutiny by hostile child welfare and law enforcement systems which fail to understand familial violence 

as a legacy of slavery. Black parents are not alone in using harsh physical punishment, but in the context of white su-

premacy and the afterlife of slavery, domestic violence serves the particular function of normalizing and naturalizing 

violence against Black youth and Black people more generally.

Despite decades of research and public debate, children's voices remain conspicuously silent from the conversa-

tions on corporal punishment even though they bear the brunt of the pain. And yet the link between parental harm and 

the legacy of white supremacist racial order is severely undertheorized, in part, we argue, because the voices of Black 

children on the topic of physical punishment have disappeared from sociological analysis. The fields of childhood his-

tory and critical childhood studies have revealed why it is important to understand the limits of applying conventional 

notions of agency to youth (Chapdelaine, 2020; Lane et al., 2019; Spyrou, 2019) as well as relying on the testimony of 

youth without critically reflecting on its context (Spyrou, 2011). Context is important because victims of abuse, espe-

cially violence in intimate relationships, often develop ways of internalizing the rationale of abuse in order to justify 

their experiences of violence. A critical understanding of the contexts within which testimony is provided is vital but 

assumes that we have already addressed the absence of testimony in the first place. Of course, these problems of con-

text and absence are exacerbated when dealing with the testimony from racialized and marginalized youth as opposed 

to white youth (see Hagerman, 2018).

Recognizing that since the 1960s there have been numerous important and necessary shifts in research ethics 

and methodologies, all of which complicate the possibility of research on the testimony of children, it must be noted 

that such difficulties do not diminish the need to center Black youth voices when we are able to hear them. In order to 
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understand the omission of Black children's testimonies on parental violence and interrogate why the voices of Black 

children speaking about their experiences have not featured in contemporary social theory, we need to understand 

the various shifts and obstacles to sociological research that emerged in the mid-20th century. In much the same way 

as the testimony of Black women has been central to understanding the role of white supremacy in generating patriar-

chal intimate partner violence within Black families, likewise, the testimonies of children will be central to understand-

ing the role of white supremacy in harsh punishment of Black children.

2 | EARLY BLACK YOUTH TESTIMONY ON PAINFUL PUNISHMENT

Traditionally, Black social theorists have been preoccupied with race and poverty and have not sought to fully ex-

plore parent-child interactions or the ideologies that shape Black perceptions of child discipline. By the late 1930s and 

1940s, with the rise of social psychology, an interracial group of social scientists was producing a series of investiga-

tions that were the outgrowth of the American Youth Commission's (AYC) desire to understand the problems facing 

Black youth growing up during the Jim Crow period. Studies like Negro Youth at the Crossways (1940) by E. Franklin 

Frazier, Children of Bondage (1940) by Allison Davis and John Dollard, Growing Up in the Black Belt (1941) by Charles 

S. Johnson, In A Minor Key (1940) by Ira Reid, and Color and Human Nature (1941) by William Warner et al. provid-

ed an early starting point for understanding how societal restrictions, family stress, and traumatic disruptions in the 

parent-child relationship helped shape the early learning experiences of Black children and the development of their 

personalities and behaviors. These studies, especially Children of Bondage, provided portraits of mostly disadvantaged 

young people systemically subjected to violence which eroded their self-esteem, sense of bodily integrity, and dignity, 

and forced them to internalize societal values about age, power, gender, race and class. These studies show that par-

ents, no less than police and teachers, can be complicit in the process of conditioning Black children to accept violence 

as a normal and acceptable form of communication and to use aggression to establish relations of respect. The testi-

mony of youth is at odds with the narratives provided by parents and guardians, and this discrepancy should alert us 

to the possibility that adult testimonies should not be taken as authoritative.

The AYC studies contained much more than just the voices of researchers inflected by their own social and po-

litical agendas. When reading these testimonies, it is important to keep in mind that they provide a rare first-person 

glimpse into the lives of Black children – their voices, agency, trauma, and their resistance to violence experienced 

in their home lives – that would eventually disappear from social science research and analysis. The accounts do not 

deal explicitly with racialization, but they reveal how violence serves as a mechanism through which Black youth 

come to internalize the dysfunctional and degraded view of themselves, a dynamic now understood to be necessary 

for the preservation of a racial order. The biracial cast of researchers also linked the voices and experiences of Black 

youth to larger systems of oppression in ways we would never see again, revealing the connections between racial 

discrimination and white supremacist violence, as well as how these forces influenced Black parenting practices and 

attitudes about their children's character and behaviors. They also demonstrated how family violence can be trans-

mitted across generations and spill over into society through young people who have been exposed to physical pun-

ishment in their homes, as more contemporary research has shown (Lansford & Dodge, 2008; Straus, 1991; Straus 

et al., 2014).

One of the earliest collections of youth testimonies appeared in 1940 in Allison Davis and John Dollard's Chil-

dren of Bondage: The Personality Development of Negro Youth in the Urban South, which provided a unique reflection of 

Black children's experiences of domestic violence. Davis was a fair-skinned African American, and Dollard was white. 

Their book, and the other Black youth studies published at that time, was financed by the General Education Board 

of the Rockefeller Foundation. The goal was to conduct five years of research before drawing up a series of recom-

mendations on “the care and education of American youth” (Rainey, 1936, 1937; Reeves, 1940; Reeves & Bell, 1940). 

Testimonies included 14-year-old Judy Tolliver, whose father beat him with a strap a few days before he sat down with 

a researcher from the AYC to talk about his experiences growing up Black in Natchez, Mississippi during the 1930s.
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I got a whippin’ the other day for talkin’ back. It was the other night…Mamma tolt me to go to the store, 

an’ it was dark an’ I said I was scared. She tolt me I better go on an’ when I comed back papa got the strap 

an’ gived me three or four licks wid it.” Whenever his mother whipped him, “I gits so mad I could jes run 

off somewhar (ibid., pp. 210, 217).

Scores of Black youth shared similar stories. Chester Oliver, also age 16, “was the best boy you’ want to see,” 

according to his father. But he couldn't stand the way his wife “beat and brutalized” their son. She put the “first mark 

of pain” on him when he discovered his genitals during infancy. Chester's father observed that his wife's beatings pro-

duced a teenager who “listened to us like a trained animal and never did speak back (ibid., pp. 114 & 115).”

An unnamed 15-year-old boy, with an unrecorded name, said during his interview, “Everytime I gits home from 

school, my papa say I ain't goin’ to be nothin’ nohow, but he whips me the same. I tells him I ain't goin’ to be bad in school 

no more when he's hittin’ me, but that don't do no good, seems lak. I comes right back, an’ do's it again (ibid., p. 267).” 

Mary Hopkins, a 15-year-old from New Orleans, was described as a “dark-skinned girl, slim and strong,” with “short ‘bad’ 

hair, a broad nose and thick lips.” Mary's mother began whipping her at age one for soiling, “playing with herself” and for 

“peeking at her little brothers, as well as for allowing little boys to examine her.” Once when another girl threatened her, 

Mary's mother told her “if she didn't beat that girl she would give her a licking.” As a result of these very early beatings, 

Mary had a passive, “frightened personality,” and an angst about her body and how she interacted with boys (ibid., pp. 

60 & 61).

Julia Wilson, a 16-year-old “chronic fighter” from New Orleans, suffered beatings from her mother and older sis-

ter and threats of violence by her father. Julia's mother admitted to subjecting her daughter to “systematic whippings 

and terrorization” starting at three months old for “rolling off the bed pad and wetting the bed” and manipulating 

her genitals. “I did that for a couple of months till she wouldn't roll off that pad,” she said during her interview. Julia 

reported that her father “curses freely” at home and “threatens to stomp his children to death.” The interviewer 

noted that Julia disliked her mother and “had no desire to be trained by her mother into middle-class ‘goodness’ and 

respectability, because she was, above all, instigated to express her animosity against her mother and against life in 

revenge for the frightful ‘injustice’ which had been done to her when she was incapable of protecting herself (ibid., 

pp. 29, 37, 39).”

The mother of Edward Dodge, age 13, reported that she “has to beat him constantly” for staying out late and 

truancy from school. At age one, Edward's mother began to beat him by forcing him “sit on the pot and would whip 

him if he tried to get off.” She “always did whip him a lot to make sure he was a good boy.” He took beatings meekly, 

never fighting back. He'd never retaliate—the very idea shocked him. Mulling over whether her beatings of Edward 

were effective, she concluded that her “nightly beatings, so long and hopefully administered, were of use.” She'd hoped 

that her beatings “toughened Edward and prepared him for the fight gang and sadistic guard.” Given the literature on 

earliest abuse suffered by children, it is no coincidence that Edward spent most of his childhood “fighting for his rights, 

for dominance, and sometimes truly for his life (ibid., p. 81).”

Again, by focusing on the testimony of Black youth, these studies show that parents can condition Black children 

to normalize and naturalize violence in ways that serve a racial order. As one would expect, early studies of Black 

childrearing practices were impeded by preconceptions about the violent nature of Black family culture (Hampton 

& Gelles). White sociologists often considered violence to be an immutable racial trait of Black people (Brunsma & 

Padilla Wyse, 2019). Throughout the mid-20th century, white sociologists and anthropologists have concerned them-

selves with the effects that poverty and segregation had, not only on the Negro's personality, but also in the Negro 

family (Billingsley, 1968; Drake & Cayton, 1962; Frazier, 1939; Ownby, 2018; Staples, 1971). Davis and Dollard con-

cluded that Negro parents from the urban South, especially those of the lower-class, “beat their children daily whether 

they need it or not.” The authors concluded that “lower-class Negro parents punish their children with great energy 

and frequency and reward them seldom” (pp. 267, 268) in order to teach right from wrong, to instill class values, to 

train for self-defense outside the home, and to protect from police arrests and beatings and other forms of racial vio-

lence. But one of the main pitfalls of studies such as Children of Bondage, is that despite its inclusion of Black children's  
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testimonies, the intent of the writers was to explain the deficiencies of Black parenting culture, not to demonstrate 

how structural racism affected Black families and communities.

For example, John Dollard's work (1937), along with Kardiner & Ovesey's Mark of Oppression (1951), directed 

much of the 20th century theory about Black people which theorized that the racial caste system of Jim Crow created 

in the Negro a distinctive psychology, based on early learning theory, developmental psychology, traumatology stud-

ies, and/or attachment theory, that resigns the group to accept their subordinated social status. Dollard theorized that 

the inferior social position of the Negro in America created an inner turmoil that generated aggression and self-hatred 

within themselves: “The Negro individual occupies a socially stereotyped caste position in which he suffers certain 

systematic disadvantages…His situation, therefore, is one of frustration because he perceives the contradictions in 

his situation and prefers his theoretical role as an undifferentiated member of American society to his actual role as a 

caste man (ibid, p. 267).”

Dollard believed the normal human response to such frustration was “aggression against the frustrating object.” 

Yet, under Jim Crow, if Black people were to aggress toward whites, or to express displeasure or disagreement with 

whites, they risked violence and death. Because Jim Crow constrained the behaviors and denied Black people a means 

to psychologically release their frustration against the white world, Black people had to divert their anxiety “from the 

provoking object to some other object (ibid).” It was this structural reality that forced Black Americans to deflect their 

rage from whites and focus it on Black people themselves, including their children (ibid).

Utilizing Freud's theories of learning, Davis and Dollard identified and highlighted the dangers of punishment. 

“Freud noticed the great role of punishment, either infliction of pain or withdrawal of goal, in the formation of habit 

(ibid., p. 9).” Davis and Dollard became consumed with interpreting lower-class Negro life in terms of conscious and 

unconscious habits positing that Black children were both socialized within class structures and limited by caste psy-

chology. This psychoanalytic theory of socialization and human personality development became the basis of Davis & 

Dollard (1940) case studies in which they investigated the rearing of Black children within their families and the kind 

of personalities that emerged under Black parenting. Observing the pathologies of Negro families allowed whites to 

better understand the processes and goals of socialization and the kind of Black personality that results from the 

isolation and stigma of America's racist caste system.

Although deeply influenced by racial constructs, Davis and Dollard were nevertheless interested in connecting 

broader societal inequalities to the trauma of domestic violence against Black children in ways that have not been 

adequately reproduced in contemporary social theory. Early researchers did not interpret parental discipline as an 

iteration of white supremacist violence that was being reproduced in Black families. We must be cautious when un-

derstanding the use of Black children's voices in these early studies given that they are in part emblematic of a long 

history of racist sociological and ethnological literature in which Black children are considered inferior and maladjust-

ed. Moreover, their testimony is further used to pathologize Black family culture as inherently unstable and violent. 

Accounts of Black children's physiognomy, character, along with elitist judgments about their values and frequent 

gendered preconceptions were considered unproblematic (even necessary) methodological starting points in respect-

able scholarly work of the day. Davis and Dollard's study does in part reflect these assumptions (Stanfield, 2016). Still, 

it is surprising that Davis and Dollard's methodological framework has not been salvaged to serve as a major feature 

of intersectional theory and recovery. The myriad forms of coercive hierarchy and dehumanization that exist today 

rely at least in part on the violent subjugation of children and youth that is central to white supremacist society (Pat-

ton, 2017; Rollo, 2018).

The AYC researchers developed a body of data that offered their largely white readership an evaluation of the 

needs and problems of Black adolescents. These “youth problem” studies ended in the early 1940s with a wartime 

focus on recruiting young people into the armed forces and as laborers in war industries and community service occu-

pations. Well into the 1950s, white sociologists were still focusing on the dysfunctions created in the Black family by 

their segregated “ghetto culture.” (Greer & Kube, 1955; Hannerz, 1969; Lander, 1954; Simmel & Wolff, 1950). After 

World War II, white sociologists shifted away from trying to understand the socialization of Negroes under segre-

gation towards suggesting that the dysfunction of the Black family created a subculture that rewarded violence and 
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anti-sociality (Cohen, 1955; Miller, 1958; Wolfgang and Ferracuti's Subculture of Violence, 1967). Black children were 

viewed as byproducts of a delinquent and violent lower-class culture (Keil, 1966). Researchers concluded that Black 

children were socialized into violence by pathological parenting and family life, and it was these circumstances that 

produced deviant Black Americans. Thomas Pettigrew's (1964) A Profile of the Negro American for instance summa-

rized the findings of these works in support of his argument that “the psychologically vulnerable Negro crippled by 

weak ego development from earlier family disorganization, is much more likely to fall prey to mental illness, drug ad-

diction, or crime depending on his particular life history (Curry, 2018, pp. 235–272).”

3 | THE MOYNIHAN REPORT AND THE EVOLUTION OF BLACK SOCIAL THEORY

In the 1960s, the failure of the Black family was a constant theme within the literature of white sociologists and psy-

chologists. The turning point in social theory and the Black child came in the 1960s. In 1965, American sociologist 

and Assistant Secretary of Labor, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, published The Negro Family: The Case for National Action. 

Moynihan attempted to demonstrate that civil rights legislation on its own was not going to solve issues of poverty and 

social disintegration in Black communities. He argued that the preponderance of single-mother families in the Black 

community was the result of a destructive vein in ghetto culture linked to slavery and racial prejudice in the American 

South under Jim Crow. The report precipitated a monumental shift in social theory as Black critics took issue with 

many of the presumptions in the report.

It should come as no surprise that the report features dangerous assumptions. Moynihan relied on John Dollard's 

earlier works including both Children of Bondage and Caste and Class in a Southern Town and was clear that “at the center 

of the tangle of pathology is the weakness of the family structure (Moynihan, 1965).” Moynihan correctly observed the 

importance of an intergenerational model of culture: “the role of the family in shaping character and ability is so per-

vasive as to be easily overlooked. The family is the basic social unit of American life; it is the basic socializing unit. By 

and large, adult conduct in society is learned as a child (ibid., p. 5).” Influenced by the Freudianism of Dollard and Davis 

before him, Moynihan saw the family as the primary unit of sociological analysis, and the theoretical locus of Black 

racial failure. Moynihan was adamant that “a fundamental insight of psychoanalytic theory, for example, is that the 

child learns a way of looking at life in his early years through which all later experience is viewed and which profoundly 

shapes his adult conduct (ibid., p. 5).”

The influential Moynihan Report maintained focus on the ghetto and ultimately failed, like the works before it, to 

trace back the sources of Black family culture to the white supremacist normalization of American violence against 

children. Unlike the works before it, however, the report positions children as passive learners of violence, as well as 

informants who expose the pathologies of Black adults. Scholars and activists who rejected the Moynihan Report quite 

understandably resisted these moves, abandoning the child as an agent and witness in analysis of violence in Black 

communities (Patterson, 2012). As such, the report represents a pivotal moment of transition toward an adult-cen-

tric sociology of the Black experience and away from an earlier framework that, though not without problems, fore-

grounded Black youth testimonials of intrafamilial violence and connected these to macro-sociological forces.

This decentering of children's experiences was also motivated by the Moynihan Report's framing of Black adults 

as exclusively economic agents, reducing problems in Black communities to issues of poverty and working life.

The frequency of husband abandonment in the lower classes generally forces the deserted mother 

to take care of the children, but in order to do so, her role as a parent suffers severely. She is obliged 

to work during the day and the child is neglected in the meanwhile. And when she returns from work, 

her disposition to the child is not prone to be very considerate. Fatigue and irritability are likely to be 

prominent reasons why the records indicate so frequently that the mother is ill-tempered, imposes 

severe and rigid discipline, demands immediate obedience, and offers only sporadic affection. In fact, 
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this is the most frequent compliant, even by well-fed children, that the mothers in this group are often 

loveless tyrants. Coldness, scolding, and frequent beatings are the rule (ibid., p. 65).

The Moynihan Report followed Davis and Dollard in connecting Black youth experiences of violence in the home to 

broader sociological issues in ways that featured dangerous assumptions about the relationship between race, eco-

nomics, and community. The report became the preoccupation of social theory on race and intersectionality for the 

next few decades, a new body of defensive work that suffers from its own problematic presuppositions.

Changes in research ethics protocols during the 1960s and 70s were making research involving vulnerable groups 

such as children – especially racialized children – increasingly difficult. At the same time, in large part because of the 

Moynihan Report, Black youth testimony on family violence was viewed with suspicion as it was so easily weaponized 

to affirm the defective and violent character of Black adults. As a result, in the wake of the Moynihan Report, Black 

youth testimony on family violence was rarely used in sociological work. Black children's testimonies on parental vio-

lence seem to only be taken seriously in the isolated clinical setting, which remains purely diagnostic and descriptive 

and does not get link to a larger structural white supremacist framework. Our attempts to find sociological studies 

of white supremacist parenting culture and Black youth testimony on parental violence came up empty. As we shall 

see, this omission is significant in that it unnecessarily prohibits social theory from diagnosing major dynamics in the 

maintenance of white supremacist violence.

Critical sociology of race did, however, accept the assumption in the Moynihan Report that Black parents' be-

havior could be understood in terms of frustrations over racist treatment, over work, and economic precarity. The 

notion that Black family violence is a function of economic precarity is empirically unsound. Domestic violence against 

children is not restricted to poor and middle-class Black families, though police and court intervention is significantly 

higher among poor families. Indeed, there is a pernicious form of racist assumption that Black parents are the passive 

victims of economic insecurity and do not have agency sufficient to withhold from domestic violence. The assumption 

is also informed by sexist framework to the extent that it assumed that Black mothers in particular are helpless and 

have no choice but to reenact their own trauma on children, who are themselves passive targets.

It must be stated that the work of Black feminists has been foundational to contemporary understandings of how 

white supremacy has infected and corrupted Black relationships, intimacy, and sexuality (Collins, 1989; hooks, 1981, 

2004; Lorde, 1984). Black feminist research has also been crucial in identifying the exposure of Black boys, girls, and 

gender non-conforming youth to unrelenting violence under white supremacy outside of the home: in schools and on 

the street (see Morris, 2015). But to date, scholars have not applied this same ground-breaking critical analysis to the 

exposure of Black children to corporal punishment from their own parents, most notably from Black mothers, and how 

this relates to the afterlife of slavery and patriarchy more generally. Not only is the research missing, but the omission 

itself – the absence of the research questions – has not even been noted as such. One unfortunate result is that we have 

not heard the testimonials of Black children on parental violence since these initial studies by the AYC. While there is 

occasionally reporting on youth perceptions of corporal punishment (see Rohner et al., 1996), such surveys and quan-

titative studies are not part of a sustained sociological analysis of violence in Black families and its connections to the 

afterlife of slavery. Additionally, the omission of Black women as perpetrators of violence within the family, in addition 

to the heavy focus on the threat men pose to women and children, has yielded an incomplete and in many cases false 

picture of corporal punishment and child abuse in Black communities. Black feminist scholars have not completely 

ignored the impact of domestic violence on children, but their work is not linked to macro-sociological structural white 

supremacy, does not center children by relying on their testimonies, nor is their serious scrutiny of maternal violence.

Citing the vilification of Black women in such research, Black feminist critics such as Hortense Spillers  (1987) 

reoriented critical social theory around the histories, experiences, and agency of Black women. This foregrounding 

of the hitherto disregarded voices of Black women offered something of a pyrrhic victory. One of consequences of 

having to strongly center Black women's voices in response to their erasure was the methodological marginalization 

of Black children's voices. The Black child was mostly absent from Black feminist criticisms of the Moynihan Report 

(see Collins, 1989; hooks, 1981, 2004). The result is that critical social theorists were not well oriented to identify 
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the incursions of white supremacy into Black family culture beyond the experiences of women. This work inspired a 

host of sociological research that has been deeply incisive, illustrating how violence in intimate relationships cannot 

be understood outside the context of violence at the levels of community and state (see Richie, 2012), as well as the 

particular forms of discrimination experienced by Black girls (see Morris, 2015).

At the intersection of race, gender, and childhood, the capacity of Black people to break cycles of violence is mar-

ginalized. Had the social theorists who reacted to the Moynihan Report accepted the veracity of child testimony as 

legitimate and rejected the economic explanation for family violence, they would have been better oriented to identify 

white supremacy and its incursions into Black family culture as a causal factor in both the prevalence of family vio-

lence and economic hardship. This would have allowed us to better understand Black support for corporal punishment 

as both a remnant of white supremacist assumptions that Black people need to be socialized through violence to avoid 

violence, as well as a choice that entails agency on the part of both parents and children who could reject and resist 

the violent imperative.

Sociologists have lamented the difficulties of getting research on Black family violence from the perspective of 

children and linking this to societal dynamics. As Robert L. Hampton and William Oliver note, not only has it been 

“difficult to obtain funding for research studies, but many peer reviewers for leading journals were not supportive of 

such research.” (Hampton & Oliver, 2006, p. 1). Today, social research on violence against children in the Black families 

has come to us mainly through Black feminist scholarship which although often faithful to the plight of Black youth in 

the family, is unfairly burdened with advancing both feminist and child-centered emancipatory projects. Black femi-

nism should not have to serve as a substitute or stand-in for a genuinely child-centered critical social theory. Black 

women scholars cannot be expected to do it all, nor should they. As feminist standpoint theory (Harding, 2004) has 

long argued, if we want to understand the experiences of a subordinated group, we must center those experiences as 

much as possible so as to avoid misrepresenting or distorting them through our own privileged lenses of analysis. In 

the absence of a child-centered methodology, our preoccupations with class, gender, or even race, may skew both our 

analysis and emancipatory praxis.

For its part, white feminisms have had a rather mixed relationship with children (Rollo,  2020; Rosen & Twam-

ley, 2018) to the extent that it centers adult women and fails to address that the logic of sexism and misogyny is deeply 

connected to the already degraded figure of the child. Women are viewed as less human precisely because they are 

connected by processes of birth and nourishment to what is already viewed as a degraded being. With the logic of 

patriarchy, the category of woman along with the justification for women's exclusion, domination, and exploitation, 

is a byproduct of the degraded category of the child. The figure of the child serves as a conceptual anchor, dragging 

women down toward the debased world of nature. Liberation for women, then, will never proceed through the mas-

culinist process of distancing oneself from debased figure of the child in order to prove full humanity. Rather, as some 

Indigenous and Black feminists have argued, it is achieved through a humanizing of the child and, as a consequence, a 

humanization of those who birth and care for children. Likewise, the strict gender binary categories that are rooted in 

reproductive processes of conceiving and bearing children are only loosened once sexuality and gender are released 

from the domain of reproductive necessity: the debasing act of producing children.

4 | BLACK PARENTAL ADHERENCE TO VIOLENCE

Despite being several decades removed from the height of subculture of violence scholarship, Black families still en-

dorse the use of physical punishment against children more than their white counterparts. One minor flaw of the 

earlier cross-racial research was that it compared upper socioeconomic whites to lower socioeconomic Black people. 

However, even when controlling for class differences, Black parents and caretakers still emerge as more supportive 

of corporal punishment than whites. Horn et al.  (2004) found that “Although middle and upper socioeconomic sta-

tus (SES) African American parents in this study were less likely to believe in or practice spanking than lower SES 

African American parents, they were still more likely to believe in or practice spanking than the primarily European 
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American” (1240). Although Black parenting culture entertains the notion that physical punishment has a disciplining 

and protective effect (which echoes the justification for brutalization of Black slaves), current research continues to 

show links between the use of physical punishment by parents and future criminality of children as adults (Lansford 

& Dodge, 2008). Other studies have established the relationship between the use of corporal punishment by parents 

and child aggression (Horn et al., 2004). While it has become unfashionable to directly state that Black parents' dis-

ciplinary styles, or Black culture, produce violent children and inevitably violent adults, the cumulative literatures 

have established both that Black and lower socioeconomic families endorse corporal punishment and that corporal 

punishment increases child aggression and deviance.

Deater-Deckard et  al.  (1996) argued that there were different meanings in the use of physical punishment in 

Black families compared to white families. “Among European American families, the presence of harsh discipline may 

imply an out-of-control, parent-centered household for some, whereas a lack of physical discipline among African 

American parents may indicate an abdication of the parenting role for others” (Deater-Deckard et al., 1996, pp. 1069 

& 1070). In comparative studies of five different parenting styles, Black Americans were found to have a “more author-

itarian parenting style than the majority population” (Jambunathan et al., 2000, pp. 396 & 397). Because Black families 

are attempting to socialize their children to cope with anti-Black racism, violent Black parenting styles are intended to 

promote “respect for the authority figure, emphasizes a work ethic, achievement, and a sense of duty and obligation 

to kin; and values freedom of expression and a strong religious background” (ibid., p. 397). Black culture is marked by a 

compensatory style of parenting that both accepts the use of physical punishment for child discipline and expects the 

use of physical violence against Black children by police and other authorities throughout adulthood.

Despite the societal imposition of violence, the existing literature conceptualizes the problems of externalization 

(aggression or acting out through violence) as originating in the family rather than white supremacist society. In addi-

tion, racial differences have served as the basis of suggesting that corporal punishment has less of an impact on Black 

children than white children (Horn et al., 2004). Some authors have suggested that non-abusive physical punishment 

protects Black children and deters high-risk behaviors (Whaley, 2000). This research assumes that deviant behavior 

is more prevalent among Black people regardless of non-abusive physical punishment. Accordingly, Black children are 

held to be unique in the high levels of violence that must be enacted on them for their own good.

The omission of the Black child victim of domestic violence from critical social theory may be interpreted as re-

flecting the general discrimination against children found in much of the social sciences (Flasher, 1978; Pierce & Al-

len, 1975; Young-Bruehl, 2012), but it also limits our understanding of intersectional experiences pertaining to race, 

class, and gender that originate in childhood. The reproduction of racial and gendered violence that is inherent to 

white supremacy begins in childhood and is missed when the child is overlooked in favor of the parent. As it stands, 

even though the child's experience of violence at the hands of parents is often the initial formative experience of 

life-threatening domination, the child is only ever understood through the lenses of race, class, or gender. In other 

words, the child is not permitted to experience violence as a child, but only as what the parent views the child as, for 

instance, a poor Black girl. Researchers are misdirected away from the child's experience of parental violence, along 

with its historical and sociological antecedents, to the framework imposed by parents, such as society's imposition of 

(or the parents' resistance to) heteronormative capitalist white supremacy. Here, adults are the only real agents, and 

children represent the passive site of struggle, the material battleground over which parents and white supremacist 

society fight leaving numerous scars.

A child-centered approach in which children are recognized as agents with experiences understands that the vi-

olence is experienced long before any recognition of its ideological or historical roots. Young children experience vio-

lence at the hands of parents as intimate, not as patriarchal or racist, yet it is precisely this normalization of violence 

that sexual and racial orders require. A social theory that centers the Black child would recognize ask why the child's 

experience is viewed as unimportant, or important only insofar as it affirms adult interpretations. A child-centered 

sociology of domestic violence against Black youth would likely view parental violence in a broader context, as a pre-

condition for racial violence in that it tends to produce subjects that are both obedient and accepting of the notion that 

violence is necessary for order (Lassiter, 1987; Patton, 2017).

PATTON et al. 11 of 17



Fortunately, there have been a few Black feminists who, often when writing on motherhood, spoke on behalf of 

children as victims of patriarchal or racial violence. But the racial violence reenacted in the home is often excused 

or absolved. This is in part because the voices of children themselves on the experience of domestic violence, which 

featured for a brief moment in the social theory of the early 20th century, are today rarely if ever heard. The retreat of 

social theory from analysis of the relationship between, on the one hand, familial violence against Black children and, 

on the other hand, social and political violence, has meant that the emancipatory promise of critical sociology remains 

very limited in scope. Research on domestic violence against children has become increasingly decontextualized and 

individualized, with developmental psychology looking at the effects of corporal punishment on children's mental 

health, and family studies and social work both investigating immediate family dynamics abstracted from historical 

and sociological context.

5 | CONCLUSION

The function that domestic violence against Black children plays in maintaining a racial order remains undertheo-

rized and empirically unexplored in contemporary sociological theory. In the absence of such analysis, we are oriented 

to rely on ahistorical assertions, assumptions, and narratives about the origins and effects of domestic violence in 

Black families. One result of this omission is an uncritical acquiescence, or even fetishization of parental violence as 

an acceptable or even valued cultural norm (DeGruy, 2005; Litwack, 1998; Painter, 1995; Patton, 2017). Failing to 

situate domestic violence against Black youth within its racialized social and historical environments means that the 

experiences of Black youth in the family remain particular, abstracted, individual and unconnected. Such a model may 

be suitable for explorations of individual psychology, experience, and action, such as autobiography as well as devel-

opmental psychology or social work, where there has been a great deal of empirical work done on domestic violence 

and child maltreatment. The aim of social theory, however, is to map the connections between social phenomena in 

distinct networks and at different scales.

Additionally, overlooking the figure of the child and its role in the formation of racial politics tends to obscure the 

ways in which Black people are infantilized and denied the social protections granted to “mature” subjects. Histori-

cally, Black people and their societies throughout the Diaspora have been classified in terms of perpetual childhood, 

as allegedly evidenced in their predilections for uncivilized violence, and have been denied the privileges enjoyed by 

those granted the status of adulthood. Whiteness only recognizes white individuals and societies as capable of achiev-

ing full maturity, effectively denying any privileges potentially afforded by patriarchy to children, in part because they 

are categorized as perpetual children. In the figure of the Black child, sociologists and social scientists more generally 

are presented with an opportunity to enrich critical and emancipatory research on white supremacy and its enduring 

legacies.

The experiences of young people, when considered at all, would not be interpreted as self-sufficient but as de-

rivative and cognizable only when viewed through some other lens of analysis. By the 1970s, critical academic work 

had fully embraced the frameworks of race, class, and gender, bearing fruitful but limited understandings of social 

and cultural domination. Black feminists produced pioneering work on the convergences of racism, heteronormative 

patriarchy, poverty, and ableism in the lives of Black women. A growing body of social theory followed suit, rejecting 

deficit narratives and emphasizing the resiliency of Black families in the face of institutionalized racism. At roughly the 

same time, domestic violence was taken up as a serious public health issue in fields such as developmental psychology, 

family studies, and social work.

What we are proposing is an intervention into social theory and sociology in which we are called upon to challenge 

our current methodological privileging of adult testimony and experience. Developmental psychology has revealed 

the impact of childhood violence and trauma. Historians have traced the mistreatment of children and its role in the 

civilizational discourse of modernity. The personal autobiographies of Black thinkers and writers have testified to the 

way family violence further endangered them (Coates, 2015; Patton, 2007; Wright, 1945). Despite their problems, 
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early sociologists showed us that the experiences of Black children are essential to working up a comprehensive un-

derstanding of violence and racialization in society. At a time when there is widespread conversation around both 

white supremacy as well as Adverse Childhood Experiences constituting an urgent public health problem, where pedi-

atricians and psychologists have passed resolutions in their professional organizations, contemporary social theory 

is virtually silent on the experiences of Black children in the home and the way parents can serve as proxies for white 

supremacist violence. The role of sociology in the current moment is to bring all of these micro and macro strands 

together to tell a more informed and coherent story about racism and intrafamilial violence in our society. This would 

also allow Black children, who internalize a master narrative about how being beaten was for their own good, a way of 

understanding their own status within society and provide a way to break the master's lash.
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