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Mrs. Obama’s America
Michelle Obama is most famous for declaring, about
her husband’s candidacy, that “for the first time in my
adult lifetime I’m really proud of my country.” Just
a throwaway line reflecting no more than the
Page 34
narcissism and self-absorption required to
mount a presidential campaign in the 21st century?
Well, possibly—were it not for the fact that almost every
time the candidate’s wife speaks extemporaneously
she seems to offer some bon mot consistent with
that bleak assessment. By Mark Steyn
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Ratzinger as a theological consultant (or peritus) at the Second
Vatican Council, where he was well-known as one of the younger
“progressives.”
A MAN FOR HIS AGE

The new Pope—well, not so new now—is patient, persistent,
and deeply thoughtful, but also bold. His famous Regensburg
address—about the dialogue in 1391 A.D. between the Christian
emperor of Constantinople, Manuel II Paleologus, and an Islamic
philosopher who was his friend—pushed a buzzer to awaken a
complacent contemporary Europe. The dialogue in question contrasted reason, as dear to God, with violence, which is contrary to
God’s nature. That remarkable emperor held off the awful sack of
his city by the sultan’s hordes during the long years from 1394 until
his death in 1425. Yet in 1453, during the reign of his son, Constantinople was in fact overwhelmed, all its churches destroyed or
turned into mosques, its Christians killed or forced by the tens of
thousands to march off into captivity. Just six decades after that
seemingly minor dialogue, in other words, the grandest and most
powerful, and at that time most advanced, city in Christendom was
no longer a Christian capital. It was a Muslim capital. Virtually the
whole eastern Mediterranean was Muslim.
Ideas have a fierce power, especially in pivotal times like ours.
Huge and deep issues are at stake, and no one sees that more clearly than this particular Pope. His talk at Regensburg revealed one
prong of his strategy: to set up an argument that reason is of God,
whereas violence is a sin against God’s nature. A second prong is
his fresh emphasis on religious liberty. And there he turns to something immediately practical.
Mosques have been going up all over Europe, but now the Pope
is seeking reciprocity. He insists on the right of Christians to build
churches in Muslim countries, and he requests the cessation of
violence against Christian minorities. In Qatar, the Vatican has just
opened the nation’s first Christian church, and a similar agreement
in Saudi Arabia—not uncontested—is in the works. In Saudi
Arabia there are almost 900,000 Christian workers, from the
Philippines and elsewhere, and in Qatar there are 150,000. They
desperately need freedom to practice their religion.
Benedict XVI sees a lot more that can be done to protect
Christians in Muslim nations, even as Christian Europe opens itself
up to Muslim immigrants. He is kind, modest, and patient, but
nobody should underestimate his determination and persistence.
He agreed with Pope John Paul II five years ago that a war in Iraq
would stir a hornet’s nest. But now it is his conviction that religious
liberty must be respected there, and the protection of Christians
guaranteed, with full reciprocity for the freedom that Muslims
enjoy in Christian nations.
Yet the most important point of the Pope’s American visit is a
pastoral stirring of the Catholic faithful in the United States. One
should watch carefully the tenor of his talks to a large body of
Catholic educators, to bishops and clergy, and, via television, to
millions of laypeople and their fellow Americans. The text for the
Pope’s address to the United Nations should also be given special
attention. Some who should know say that it will be a profound
recapitulation of the body of ideas about natural law and universal
human rights in which the United Nations (under significant
Catholic leadership, by the way) was conceived.
It’s the right time for Benedict XVI to come to America.
42

! CULTURE WATCH II

The Truth
About Spanking
Promoting a ban is counterproductive

‘P

L AW R E N C E D I L L E R

ROGRESS” in human civilization has been marked by
prohibitions against certain instinctual, innate practices, many
now considered primitive. These achievements include ending
human sacrifice, cannibalism, incest, slavery, and wife-beating.
Virtually every society now deems these practices immoral.
Abortion is at the forefront of ethical controversy in the United
States and, if some have their way, it could be returned to the list
of morally proscribed practices.
Other noble social experiments to change human behavior have
not gone as well. The 18th Amendment to the Constitution, ratified
in 1919, did not end alcohol use, but rather drove it underground.
Organized crime was the chief beneficiary. America acknowledged
its mistake in 1933 when the 21st Amendment repealed Prohibition. On an international scale, Karl Marx’s utopian vision of
socialist Communism has never been realized in any country or
society without a heavy dose of state terror to counteract the human
tendency to avoid work unless it is individually rewarded.

THE NEW ABOLITIONISM

Corporal punishment of children—spanking—is another practice
targeted for abolition. Children’s rights have been a growing part of
the civil-rights movement that started in the 1950s. The work of C.
Henry Kempe, a pediatric radiologist who spoke out about previously “hidden” causes of broken bones in children, initiated a series
of reforms protecting children against physical abuse. Laws exist
nationwide, and a network of Child Protective Services has been set
up, to protect children from physical and sexual abuse and neglect.
By the 1970s, a number of states had abolished the use of corporal punishment in school. In the 1980s, anti-spanking advocates
began pushing localities and states to make the corporal punishment
of children by their parents illegal, as Sweden had done in 1979.
Many feminist activists saw protecting children’s physical rights as
a natural extension of the laws protecting women from spousal
abuse. But conservatives and the Religious Right fought back.
John Rosemond, an outspoken syndicated columnist and child
psychologist, not only defended spanking but said it was a vital part
of raising healthy children. James Dobson, a psychologist and the
Dr. Diller practices behavioral-developmental pediatrics in
Walnut Creek, Calif., and is the author of Running on Ritalin and
The Last Normal Child. He wishes to thank Robert Larzalere for
his comments on the essay.
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founder of Focus on the Family—and arguably one of the most
powerful political leaders in the country—made his initial entry
onto the national scene in the 1970s with his book Dare to
Discipline (which has been reissued many times). Dobson did not
shy away from physical punishment; he recommended that parents
squeeze their child’s shoulder to provoke physical pain, when necessary, to get the child to mind. In a more recent book, The New
Strong-Willed Child (2004), Dobson continued to make the case
that corporal punishment is an integral part of raising children.
Meanwhile, Americans continue to spank their children. The latest national survey found that over 90 percent of three- and fouryear-olds had been spanked at one time or another. Yet apparently
many of these same parents feel that spanking is wrong. Enter the
American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP).
The spanking controversy had been heating up for nearly two
decades before the AAP finally decided, in 1996, to take a critical
look at corporal punishment. It held a two-day scientific-consensus
conference at its headquarters in Elk Grove, outside of Chicago. The
findings of the meeting were ultimately published in a special supplement of the AAP’s journal, Pediatrics, under the title “The Short
and Long Term Consequences of Corporal Punishment.”
The meeting at Elk Grove looked to be the ultimate showdown
between anti-spanking and spanking-is-not-always-bad pundits—
a sociological Gunfight at the O.K. Corral. Twenty-three experts in
the field of child rearing were assembled, and both sides gave it
their best shot. Yet the confrontation seemed to end in a draw. Most
of the studies cited on corporal punishment came from a clinical
population—in other words, they dealt with families that had been
referred to mental-health agencies for having physically abused
their children. These findings could not be applied to the general
population. On the other hand, studies looking at the general population tended to be poorly controlled or retrospective (prospective
studies are generally better at avoiding bias).
The best studies of normal families came from Diana Baumrind,
a highly respected psychologist from the University of California,
Berkeley, who followed healthy middle-class white families
prospectively for 15 years. Families where parents occasionally
employed spanking (defined as one or two open swats on the
bottom of a child between the ages of two and six) as one form of
discipline within an otherwise loving context did marginally better
over the long term than the very few families that abjured spanking
entirely.
The anti-spanking forces offered prospective studies that followed larger, more varied groups of families that employed spanking as more typically used by American families—haphazardly and
with anger. In these groups, there were higher rates of mental illness and violence in the children whose parents used spanking
more frequently.
So the AAP meeting stalemated on spanking. The group could
agree to criticize spanking the way it is practiced by most parents in
America: Based on several studies that demonstrated that limited
spanking is more effective than none when teaching children the
rules of “time out,” the working group could endorse spanking only
for this set of defiant toddlers, and only in this setting. Yet the conference did have some effect: Its leaders admitted in the Pediatrics
supplement that “we had a preconceived notion that corporal punishment, including spanking, was innately always ‘bad.’ During the
conference, we became increasingly impressed with the interactive

nature of corporal punishment, and [concluded] that the issue of
whether spanking is harmful or beneficial to a child must be viewed
within the total context of a child’s life and environment.”
Two years later, the AAP finally issued its guidelines on the discipline of children. Not surprisingly, it advocated disciplining children primarily with positive rewards, and held that if punishment
is necessary, the preferred form is the time out. Little mention of
spanking, pro or con, was made in the body of the recommendations, but, in an addendum, eleven points were raised, all critical of
the practice of spanking and the corporal punishment of children.
The AAP had clearly ignored the more neutral conclusions from
the Elk Grove meeting. Letters to Pediatrics, some from those
who had participated in that meeting, complained that the AAP had
used only the negative studies on spanking, in order to justify the
proscription in their guidelines.
PEDIATRICIANS AT THE BARRICADES

Also writing in Pediatrics, Mark Wolraich, the head of the committee that wrote the discipline recommendations, defended the
AAP anti-spanking stance. “It is because most parents spank that
such a policy statement is needed. The AAP is not a police body that
disallows child-rearing techniques. . . . Spanking was only one area
addressed but stands out as one in need of change because of
its ineffectiveness, side effects, and the frequency of its misuse.”
Wolraich made a distinction between the families Baumrind studied and “real life,” and wrote: “The conclusions needed to guide
practice must come from expert opinion about data different from
that required for a research program. Just as for civil rights in
America, sometimes society, in this case pediatric society, has to
espouse something unpopular before the data is complete (or can
ever be) to lead in raising consciousness.”
Another pediatrician who was part of the committee that wrote
the discipline recommendations later confided in me: “It wasn’t
easy. We knew about the data [that showed spanking to be positive
in some contexts]. But we felt if we included it we’d be open to criticism for promoting spanking, its misuse, and therefore potentially
increasing the physical abuse of children. The AAP wasn’t ready to
take on that chance or criticism.”
Essentially, then, the AAP decided to ignore the mixed data on
corporal punishment of children in order to pursue a perceived
social good, the end of spanking in America. The AAP statement at
the time generated some, but not much, publicity. It could be seen,
perhaps, as another brick in the wall for society’s case against spanking. I have noticed, in my practice of behavioral pediatrics over the
years since then, an ever-louder chorus of nays about spanking coming from parents—even as the practice has continued.
In 2007, a California state legislator, Sally Lieber, inadvertently
initiated an informal poll on the public’s attitudes about spanking.
She proposed criminalizing parents’ spanking their children who
were three years old and younger—and the result was surprising.
The unorganized reaction to her proposal was immediate and great:
Letters poured in to newspapers statewide protesting both the idea
that the government may interfere with private family matters and
the notion that spanking is always bad. Lieber’s own office admitted that 90 percent of the e-mails she received were against her
proposal. After an attempt at watering it down, she withdrew it,
vowing to try again at another time.
And in February of this year, in a small but highly influential pro-
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