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Pa:rental Influence on Childrens 1 Poli ti cal Knowledge 

Political socialization re:fers to the way in irl:lich a society 

transmits politi cal orientations - knowl edge, att itudes a11d norms, 

and values - - from generation to generation. Wi thout such socializa­

tion across the generations, each new member o:f the system, whether 

a child newly born into i t or an immigrant newly arrived, would have 

to seek an entirely f r es h adjustment in the political sphereo But for 

the fact that each new gener ation i s able to learn a body of political 

orientations from i ts pr edecessor s , no given political system, would be 

able t o persist. Tundamentally, the t heoretical s i gnificance of the 

study of socializing processes in political life r esides iJ.1 its con.­

tribu:l;ion to the under standing of the way in uhi cb political systems 

are able to per si st, even as tbey change , nfor more than one generati on .1 

While t her e has been rather much :roaterial publishecJ lately con­

cerning the political beliefs and practices of colLege students and of 

youths just their juniors, there bas be-en very little, in fact almost 

nothing, writ ten concerning the political beliefs and lmovl'ledge of the 

very young. Until recently, it was asSlmied that sm.a1I children had no 

particuJ.ar political beliefs; tbat these beli efs were not arrived at 

until the child was :rm.i.ch older. The few studies done have proven tbis 

to be m'ong . Small children have rather definite poli t ical belief s , 

and usually arrive at them i n interesting f asbions . Part of this pa­

per 'lii.i.11 be concerned ·with relating sone of the prev:i.ously found ev:i.­

dence o.f childrens 1 political lm.owledge, while another part will deal 

with infor mation on these beliefs, as gat her ed from actual interviews 



w:i. th children. '111e children interviewed range in age f:rora four to six­

teen years, and cone from varied soci o-econor.rl.c and mtltural back­

grounds. 

Accor ding to studies done by the Harvard University Psychological 

Department, the most critical period in a child ' s intellectual dev­

elopment i s the period between ten and eighteen months of age. Fur­

thernore, the study revealed that by the age of four years, as nmch 

as f i fty per cent of a person ts intelli gence i s set. Be£or e the age of 

f OUl' , a child I s intellect is highly flex:i. ble, but after that the chances 

of raising his intelli gence di!i!i nish, and more and narc powerful forces 

are needed to produce a given amount of change. 2 While this does not 

nean that the cD.ld is totally set in bis intellect by the tir.le he 

reaches the aee of four , it does point out that the older the child gets, 

the mor e diificult it becomes for his opinions of thi.nes to change. 

Therefore, in order to chanc;e an adult ' s basi c thinking, ~!bather on 

politics or anything else, it would be necessary to transport onesself 

and the subject bacl: to the time before reached the age of four . 

This i s not to say that the four year ol d child automatically 

l~ous all the details of tbe American political Gystem., or all the wor k­

ings of the government. It does not indicate the presenEm of actual 

concret e f acts necessarily at all; it docs indicate that childr en begin 

early in forming their ideas of things, and 8JJY patt ern picked up by the 

child at thi s age could very well influence his thinldng for the r est 

of bis life. At this stage, the child uould not pick up facts on things 



as nru.ch as he r-rould pick up his parents I i deas toward certain concepts, 

or their attitudes concernine others. Having gat hered these i deas at 

such an earl y age, tbe child is not likely to let go of them later in 

life. This tendency to hold on to those theories fornrulated so early in 

l i fe would seem to be illustrated by these words of Almond, 1 ' One of the 

most important factors mald.ng for resistance to social and political 

change i s . •• the early family socialization process. ' ' 3 

Cbildrens 1 conceptions of poli t ics and polit ical authority tend 

to take different forms, in relation to ·ohei r ages . The child shows 

a cap,4ci ty, \'Ji th increasing age, to identify and hold opi nions about 

such well-defined and concrete units among the political authorit i es 

as the President , policeman, Congress , and Supreme Court. But it has 

also been found that another nmcb more general point of contact i s 

available. This consi sts of the conglomeration of i nstitut'ii:mns, prac­

tices, and out comes that adults generically symbolize in the concept 

1 1govermnent. 1 1 Through the idea of government i tself the child seems 

a:ble to r each out and at a vecy earl y age to establish contact cboth 

wi th the au:bhori ties and wi tb certain aspects of the reg:iJueo In a mass 

society wher e tbe per so:ri.nel among the aut hor:i ties changes and often re­

mains obscure for the average person, the utility of so generalized and 

so:.--ill- defined a tern. as 1 ' the goverrunent 1 1 can be readij.y appreciated. 

The very richness and variability of its meaning converts it into a 

useful point of contact be.tween the child and the syetEim. 4 

The findings revealed by this study will , perhaps, surprise those 



who are accust omed t o think of cbildren as innocent of poli t ical 

thought. For not only does the child quite earl y begin to ori ent hi m­

self to the rather remote and mystical world of politics , but he even 

forms notions about its abstract parts - - sucb as government in gen­

eral. 5 

It bas been suggested by the information gather ed from tbe inter­

Views done with the children that smal l children tend to view the 

government in general as something good, something that would help 

them if they needed it. This idea t ends to change sol!lewhat as the 

chi l d grows older, but nevertheless, t o begin with, small chil dren seem 

to think of the government in terms of the benevolent, a protect i ve 

body •rbich would be ldnd to them, and l end them a hand when necessary. 

1•fuen the child emerges from his state of nature, ther efore, he 

f inds himself as a part of a going political concern w~ich he ordinar­

ily adopt s i.mmediately as a source of rrurturance and prot ection. His 

early e::?.Perience of government i s , theref'ore, analogous t o his early 

experience of the f amily in that it i nvolves an initial context of 

highly acceptable dependency. Against this strongly posi tive aff ecti ve 

background the child devises and rev:i.ses hi s cogniti ve image of gov­

ernment. 6 ' 

In earlier studies of the child ' s growi ng awareness of politi cal. 

objects and relatior,...ships, i t was found tbat the President of tbe 

United States and the policeman wer e among the first figures of politi­

cal authority tbat tbe child recognized. IE. part, at least, i t would be 



expected that attitudes towa:rds political authority uould begin to 

take shape in relationship to these objects. Tuey are clearly the 

f'i rst couta:ct points iu the child I s pe:1."ception of wider external aut~ 

ority. It wolllld appear that the yoimgest child ' s perception of govern­

ment is quite likely to be fra!lled by t he few personal figures of bigb 

govermnental a:uthority that cross bis cognitive horizon, probably both 

in the school (where pictures of the presidents are often prominently 

displayed) and outside. The you.-1'1.g cbild focuses mos,t directly upon 

personal or perhaps 1 1 charismatic 1 1 aspects of political a:uthori ty for 

his interpretations of what goverrJIDent i s . But as he moves i nto his 

middle years , there is a greater likelihood that his att ention will be 

turrLed to rather different, prominent aspects of the authorities.7 

CbildDen move, in a sense, from a vezy personalized conception 

of governmental uuthori ty to one better characterized as 1 ' legal- rat­

ional, 11 institutionalized, or inpersonal political authority, to con­

tiime the Weberian pa:raJJ.e1. Cmldren appear to reflect a greater 

awareness of the representative character of such institutions as the 

Supreme Court or the Congress. Impersonali zation of authority is co­

i ncident wi th some grmrth in the recognition of reg.iJne forms., in this 

case of the rules of behavior that contribute to representation. B 

Tbe child ' s conception of government i s , therefore, brought in 

stages from faJ., to near, from one small set of persons to many people, 

from a per sonalisti c to an iJJ.personalized form. of alltbority, and tow­

ards an awareness of tbe institutionalization in the system of such 



regine norms as are embodied in the idea of a representative, popular 

democrncy. 9 

1 1The f cUllily provides the major means f or t r ansforming the men­

tall y naked infant organi sm. into t he adult, fully cl othed in its o"m 

personality. 1 ,lO Among the items of cfuot hing the family bestows on t h e 

individual are hi s political beliefs, opinions-~ behaviors, and even 

his partisan identification.. In the United States, for example, 

fully tbree-forths of the offsprings 1 generation share the same partisan 

pr eferences as their pe..rents , notui thstanding the fact that the two 

generations may find thw.selves :iJl. vastly different socioeconomic 

environments . vnzy should the family exert such a pull over i ts off­

spring ? Tbe f o.:mily is so in_fluential because. (A) of tbe role played 

by it in the life of the young child; (B) a family repr esents a system 

of social (or asocial) moral, and personal values that the child observes·; 

• 
and (C) families uifa~ jze specific techniques or childreai"ing practices 

t ha·t; often have permanent effects on the young ana t hat will determine 

his political behavior in later life. ID. 

(A). Crucial Position of the Family. The family I s· importance? lies 

in the fact that for maJ.'lY years i·t; is the sole provider (or denier) of 

the child I s physical and emot±.onol needs. The family ' s love and ap­

proval is crucial to him, and so axe the material benefits as well as 

the status i t has to confer upon him.. Being so dependent on t he family 

and having few means for nonfamilial validation, ·tlj.e child f€!aili:Iy 

identifies with its politi cs as well as wi th the rest of its value 



system. Just as be accepts his parents I explanation of death or of who 

ma.de the world , so he accepts their views when they tell him that a 

Repu])lican is betJGer than a Democrat or that union men are more 

trust\rorthy than management. And even the youth uho does not mold eas­

ily often finds it easier or comfortable or prudent to accede to the 

family • s poll tical values; for Hbo else has so llUUlY·apportuni ties to 

reward him for conformity and punish hm for deviance, after all? 

I dentification , des i:re for reward, and f ear of punishment thus all 

operate to make the child devel op in the political image of hi s fam­

ily. The sim:ilari ty o!f·~Vli:e:r.rs between parents and children on such 

issues as foreign affairs, civi...l rights , economics and many other vital 

topics of the day is tr-uely phenomenal. In the l9,40 ' s , Richard Centers
12 

discovered much agre·ement between parents and youth 011 such questions 

as civ-il liberties, labor- management relations, and so for'l~h; and s t udies 

done by various other per sons show sim:ilar agreement between pa:rents 1 

and chil dren:' s reactions to the threa t of nuclear war and the Ke:nnedy 

assassinations. An unpublished study by Joan Lawrence and ~ 

Scoble13 observed that l i beral parents raise liberal cbildren, wher eas 

an.other study by M. Kent Jennings and Richard Eiemi
14 

found fair, 

though not per fect, resemblarice between parents 1 and hi gh school youth I s 

political ideas . l5 

Ind!ividual rebellion against the fam:ily seldom seems to be expres­

sed in polit,icnl revolt fron parents--at least not in the United States, 

or at least not untml recen-tly o One may argue that this is so because 



politics do not occupy a very cent raJ. role in t he lives of most 

American families and, ther efore, rebellion in this sector simply 

uould not upse·t; the fam.ly enougb f or the youth to bot her with it .16 

(B) . _cJr~fui7y- VaJ..ue Sys·l;e1U, Philosophy, and St a tus. Why, however, 

should youtb not shed some of these familial beliefs once they get 

older and can test Piumntal opinions o.gDinst the reality oi' their own 

eZtperiences? The answer to ·tha:t is t hat, of course, tbey do shed some 

of tbem; but a great proportion of the parental polit ics do get t r ans­

mitted ·l;o tbe nezt generation. At times the answer to this may be _:r-~ 

found in the similarity of social position occupi ed by l ater genera­

tions; black parent-s of one generation and of the next !MW see them-:. 

selves st1.bject to vei-71 sil!lilar :'r ustrations, so nay two generations of 

coal .miners in Appalachia . Similarly, children bo:"'ll to great wealth 

a.re as a rti!le not apt to be paupers dur-i_ng aclul thood. 17 Consequently 

there is little wonder that they will see their political and economic 

interests nmch as tbeir fathers saw theirs_. A.'llotber roiswer may be 

that poli t ics i s an outg:rm,rth of' a general value systen or 1Weltens-

cbauung. 1 As the cbi7d absor bs tbe familiol Weltanschallu..11g, it absorbs 

the political val ues that go along 1-r.i..th i t . A young man 1,Jho grew up in 

a family that emphasized the vil'tue of bard wo1·k and looked ppon poverty 

as just pullishment for indolence or stupi dity will in adul tbood s-ee 

7 -i ttle commendable in the war on poverty. Childhood soci"ali zation 

has provided him ui th a value screen that hig)i!.ights some aspects of tbe 

social scene and filters out ot hers.18 



The reference to a ve.lue screen, which in itself impli es a high 

degree of congruence betueen the values of the young and those of 

their parents, should not blind one to the environmental for ces 

that make for intergenerational conflict. Changes in the social or 

political environment lead parent and offspring to consider different 

poli t ical solutions. Richard Flac~:s argues that the conflict bet1-1"een 

liberal youth and thei r parents resu]:Gs not from different ve.lue 

systems--botb a.re bumani tarian--but from generational diff erences 

in ideas of bou best to implement tbeae v-alues.19 

(C) . Child- Rearing Practices . Political socialization occurs 

i n many other uays, too . I~ poli t ical values that the child ac­

quires are the result not of politi cal OT social :teachings but of the 

fa'l1ri.ly I s interaction style, especilly its child- rearing practices. 

The family is the first type of mitbority with which the child has to 

l earn to cope. The way in which this authority is ez:cr cised (and the 

way in whicb tbe exercise is perceived by the child) often prof oundly 

e.f_fects ti'.he young person 1 s general adjustment to authority. Some 

never learn to adjust to it; others overleaxn it. Some, ther efore, 

become rebels or ,,.r:i. thdrawers from society, whereas others become 

submissive and untbinking robots f'or the state. 20 As yet , knowledge 

about the precise extent to 'fl'hicb experience , . .r:L tb fa!:lili..al authority 

is later projected upon political authority is ~eager. But there is 

proof tb§;t the family contributes to political socialization not only 

by what it tells the child about politics but also bycthe manner in 



wiltich i t transmits i ts sense of values . 21 

Families, however , do more tha'rJ. help shape :personel; ties; they 

aim also to shape behaViors a.'lld habi ts . Famili es who solici t their 

children's- opinions- or at least listen to them with patience- tend to 

raise cc.:i.ldren uho develop the habit of self -expression. Resvlts f rom 

a comp2.ritive study of five nations22 have demonstrated that this habit, 

when l earned in childhood, i s likely to l ead to active political pa:r­

t ici pation in adult life . Without t he skill for self- expression adult s 

often find political participation di fficult , if not impossibl e- a 

phenomenon which can be s een cleaxly in fot1r of the men described by 

Robert Lane in 1 1 Fathers and Sons : Foundati ons of Political Belief~ 1 1 , 

{ Ameri car{So:::iolog:tcal ReView, 24, (August 1959) , -502- 51.l.J 

In fact, families train children in a great variety of Lllt er­

personal behaViors, all of which can haYe Vital bearing on politics . 

For example, f amilies may teach children to play games fairly and by 

the rule, win or lose; 01· they may teach them to put winning ahead 

of all other considerations. Thay may teach children never to give in 

to pl aymates, or they may teach then to compromise graciously in a 

feud among their fri ends. Again, some parents train children 1 1to go i t 

tlone ' t ( 11 don 1t share your books- -clont do a joiut science project , ' 1 

etc . ) , whereas other pa.rm:ts encourage the±r young to cooperate w:i. tb 

one another. Shared books an.c. gracious yielding i n a gc-:.llle may seem fa:r 

removed from politics; but on second thought it should be obvious that 

the ability to doope:-ate a.11.d to compromi se is essentitl to the capacity 

for nation- buildinc and to peacei'ul political actiVity. 23 



One of the nost politically relevant lessons taugfut in the family 

is trust or cli.strl.lst of o·t;her people; ability to trust in one ' s fellow­

llla!l may uell lie at the bottom of' a nation I s capacity f or effective 

self- government. Other studies done demonstrate vividly lh.ou lack of 

such trust i s keeping some nat ions from developing as fully as they :-.:: Y 

might . But lack of trust is not inborn in a child . Children have to 

be taught to mistrust other people. Adults often tell them from early 

childhood on to beware of strangers a.11d to expect the worst from most 

htman beings except members of the family . Since life is often 

harsh and bitter for the parents as well as the children, frequsntly 

children see little around them to disconfirm their parents ' vieu. 

Consequently, by the time they are adults , mistrus t has become part of 

their personality structures . Hisantbropes, however, are not likely 

to organize with other s :t'or :mutual benefitJ Hence tbe perpetual. 

factionalism., intrigue, and self- isolation that are characteristic of 

poli t ics in some sections of t he world . In fronti er America, in con­

t r ast, Aleix DeTocq_ueville observed 17eat propensity for :.'riendship- ­

toward neighbor and stranger alike- be.sed on trust in one ' s fellow man 

and on the convi~tion that united we are strong, singly ue are wea-1{. 24 

Tbere areC' at- ·.l:east i'ourbasic needs that appear to be innate and 

therefore common to all human beings- - tbe pbysictl needs for food, 

clothing, shelter, health, and safety from bodily ha.I'Ill; the need for 

l ove and affectio:o whicb antisepticallp ~ay ~e celled the social need; 

the need for establi shing the i dentity or self- hood that 1'aslow calls 



sel f - esteen:; and tbe need for self- act ualization. 25 The ways in which 

these needs are met--during the lo~ges~ .maturation process required by 

any species--eRJ)ose the human organism. to a range and intensity of con­

ditioning that are unique. Tl.J e family provides the individual initially 

wi tlll all his env-".i.romn.ent for need satisfact,i ons and throughout his en­

tire life i s the locus for most of them. 26 

As the ; n; tial provider for tbe newborn child, the mother con­

sti tutes the biggest portion of his environment. She is--as Froud in­

dicated- indi stinguishable in the imant ' s primitive :r:1ental processes 

f rom himself . He and his mother are the same . As be grows , the infant 

begins gradually to di stin,gnisb himself from her a'l'ld other aspects of the 

environment. As this distinction e~er ges, the cbild nurtured with food, 

warmth , and a:ffcction begins the process of establishing bis o,m i den­

tity and at the same -time begins the process of deciding with wbom he 

wants to identify. This internal dialogue, beginning before the child 

can talk, continues through his l ater life, so that be must forever not 

only establish his di stinct self but relate thn.t self to others whom he 

would like to be, to be lilce, or, :minima.Lly, to be uitb . Even tbe aged 

citizen who f r eely and secretly casts bis last ballot i n an election that 

presents free alternatives to him is never q_uite free of those people 

who bave influenced bim--most particularly bis childhood fam.ly. And 

the political leader , like all others, likewise renains under the in­

fluence of bis family background- if not in the content, t.hen at least 

in the style, of bis rule. '!'hro-ughout bis presidency, Wood.row Wilson 



remained a preacher ai~d reI!lain.ed in unconscious rebellion against bis 

Presbyterian preacher fa.ther . 27 

The basic, organic , innate needs appear to emerge generally in 

the order stated above: first , the physical; then , the social; then the 

self- esteen; and l astl y the self- actualization needs. The fariily i s the 

most prominent emr:i.ronmentel source not only of what may be deemed its 

inherent function of pr oviding affection but also of satisfying other 

needs. This is pr obably the central reason that tho indiv-:i.dual comes to 

think a11d act J L"l{e his family more than be th; nks and acts like those 

who a:re less regularly relevent to hi s need satisfactions. In the pr o..f 

cess of fulfilling bis needs, the individual establishes who be is and 

whom be is like. In short, he thus establishes bi s identity. 28 This 

definition emphasizes the continuing purposes, the continuing funct ions, 

which his lifel ong :L11teraction with others serves . 29 

There is a dear:hh o.f research on the relationship be:bween tbe fam­

ily as a source of physical deprivation, and no great aI:J.ount of research 

on the political consequences of physical deprivation itself. The r e­

search on brainuashii.,g clearlt establishes the (usually transitory) pol­

i tical pliancy that occurs when t he victim r ealizes· that his ver y exist­

ence depends on his conformity to bis captors 1 (bis pseudo parents 1
) 

i deology. JO 

Dependency i s a very comm.on reaction t o physical deprivation, but 

thus far it may only 15e hypothesi zed that such dependency mi.sociated 

wi th the family will heighten the tendency to conform to the familial 



l 

poli tica1 outlook. Tb.is hypothesis helps to explain the greater 

tendency of wives iu Ame1, i ca to conform to t be i:r busbands 1 _politi cs 

than vice versa, because tbe husband is usually the bread1rlnner. 3l 

Social deprivation arising f r om maternal deprivation has been ex-

amined empiri cally and throws l i ght by inference on the poll t i cal con­

sequences of the i xidi vidual 1s failure to receive normal affect i on 

during bis early years. Tbe _pr d>f'undi ty of tbe consequences of affect ­

ion deprivat i on is indicated by research botb 1,rlth primates and 11:i.tb 

human beings. 

Harlow bas compared monkeys raised with mecanical motbers- -devices 

to which e_ nuxsing bott le is atta-bcbed--to ones raised un der the normal 

ca.re of their natural mothers . Some of the .I'.!Onkeys r aised wd.th mother­

surrogates would rage at passers- by, or, internalizing their tensi on, 

would rage at tbcmsel ves by bi t ing or by pi c ting at their O\.T.rl bodi es. 

Others displa.,ved deep apathy. At the age of six months, Uiey coul d not 

pl ay nornally wi t h normall y raised monkeys or with o:ae another . When 

tbey became adults and wer e placed together Hi tb o·t;ber monkeys tha t were 

breeding, they wer e incapable of nornal sexual activity. Tbese 11 chi l d­

hood ' ' depri vations had permanently abnor molized the behavior of tbe 

mature monkeys. 32 

Compa=.:iblB systemic but non- experi mental r esea:r-ch by Spi tz has 

indicated t be consequences o::' materntl depri vation amonc; infants . IIe 

was able to com.rare i nfants :.:-aised by their 01m :r.10thers i1, a iiursery 

home wi :bh i.ni'ru1ts raised i n ~· foundling borne without mothers . All tbe 



for mer category uere still alive at the age oif two years . .Among tbe 

ninety- one raised wi tbout mothers , over a tbird had died. All but a~ 

couple of ca13es i n the fou11dlong home bect'm.e 1 'hunan wr ecks who be­

haved either iJ.: jlibe :manner of agitated or apathetic i di oti:: . 1 1 33 The 

same polaxization bet ween llyperer-ci tability and apathy occu..i._""Ted in the 

behavior of tbe Tiarl ow n:onkeys a".1d the Spi tz cliil d_T'-0n. 34 

Olm of the maj or discontinuities in the research in political 

socialization l i es betireen ' thm degree ai-ia ldnd of physical. and ooci al 

depri v,1tion or nur·t;urance of the chi l cl within the f aru:ily and t he de­

gree and kind of politicization of the adult. So f ai•, there cannot yet 

be reported syster;iatically aJJY sucb r esearch that night establish t i es 

between these phenomena and pol ij;ical socialization . 35 It is again 

only possible to hypothesi ze t hat the general political apat hy (a..11d 

transient hyper e::i.:ci'tability)-· - the lack of poli t icization- that still 

pr evnil s i n most of the uorl d i s traceabl e to the apathy (and transient 

byperexcitibality) resulting from. childhood depriYation of these basi c 

needs wi tbi:n the family. 36 

The min:Li;itl norraal family u..Tlit consists of mother, father, and ~ 

child, but this uni t is by no means tbe uni versal one. There are botb 

l arger and smaller 011es . At one extreme are tbe extended families i n 

whicb various combinations of nuclear family units arc (usually) inter­

generationall y combined. iesearch on the politicization consequences 

of extended family experience for tbe grow:i..nc child is .s.gain l acking, 

despite some analysis of jlihe que..si - exte:ned fronily ,n,-i ts in t be Israeli 



Y-ibbutz-i_n. But these novel social uni ts have not been in e:dstence 

lo::-ig enough to predict what are tho political consequences for 

kibbutz-raised adults . 

But th ore i s ·~be opposite e:ci;rcme of tbe mfoimrl and subnormal 

fanily unit, typicruly consisting o'!: the r.io+hcr end child. On this 

pbenoncnon there i::; sane evidence, i nclud:i.na sane t hat relates to 

politicization. One study compa::"ed children raised in noi'T.1!!1 nuclear 

families with childr en of famili es in which the fathers were sailors 

absent fron boue for long and irregulax periods. rJ:J.ong the findings 

were these: the father- absent bo;,"s , conparcd 11:i.th those r aised ,r.Lth 

both p2.rerits , strove mo::-e to ident ify u:i.th their fathers end at the same 

t:une uere uncer tain of their o,m rru:.scu1ine identification and tried to 

act nore :.:?asculine . 3otb the boys ~ d t he £irls in father- absent 

f amilies re:r.iained more dependent on their mothors. 37 

In fan:ilics in which the f ather is present, be is generally 

the more dominent pa.rent. The children tencii to look to him for advice, 

in politi cal areas as 1reil a ::; in other :J..1tters. The reasons for this 

preponderant :inf'luence of fo..thers in family clocision-mal:inrr, includ:i.ne 

political decisions, remain il:lperfectly e:xplorec:. I t i s not adequate 

t o explailt the phenomenon in such DJ.together envirol11'1ental terms as 

au.t hori tarianiSJ:1 or father- cantered cul tu:.·cs . There is the possibili ty 

that, in addition to enviro!lll'lental forces , organic ones may be operat­

ing. • A study of Z7 nales and 27 females for ubom data uc::-e gathered 

from childhood (ages ~10) and adulthood found a change that uas 



strikingly di f f erent as between the men and the uomen . The boys and 

girls bad been rather alike in their emot liLonal dependence on parents 

aTld their tendency to withdr aw passivly i'rom pr obla111 sit uati ons . As 

adults , the males showed a. pronounced reduction in these t endencies ; 

t he females were Ilil.lcb less likely to change . 38 This finding may be 

one link i n a st ill unformed and l ong chain of expl anation for the 

feet that fat her s and busb2:nds ar"e nore politically influential in 

the family than motbcrs and wi ve-so 

The causes for ~anily i nfluence on political sociali zatiqn co r e-

ncin very largely unexplored . Even the C:ota.iled jm01dedge of the early 

l ife of Lee Harvey Osutld, J . F. Ke~nedy 1s p~obable assassin, for ex­

a.mplo, does not adequately c:-,:plain bi s 1.mique political behavior. 

3ut ther e is enough provoc2.tive description of w.:iat happens i n pol i t i­

caC.y in childhood to prowise that more a:?Jalyticol, casually oriented 

uor:k mnY be done in the future . 

Easton and Hess have i ndicated t hn.t one decade i s t he crit ical 

per iod for basic politici ization , starti ng at age t h:vee . Just how t he 

first filements of poli;j;ical identi fication are formed is not quite ••• 

clear, but ·Lhese first ties, by the age of seven, are to t he br oad 

poli ticsl community, on an eI::.otional basis tha.t starts wi th a warm 

and positi ve attatchment to schools, tbe 1 1bea:uty of their country , 1 1 

and 11the goodness and clew.lincss of its peopl e . 1 139 

These rel atively concrete attatcbments to comrnmit y are followed 

by si.mil nr ties to the wielders and visible sYWbols of public authority, 



represented by tbe Prs r i dent of the United States , the local police-

man, and the flag. The -atta·!icbnent to the flag becomes alnost r el i ­

gious and the flag salute almost a pra;,-er to God. As tbe child grows, 

his attitudes to,.-rard poli t iccl uu.thor li.. ty becomes increaaingly imper ­

soncl . L,o 

To hi s quasi - r el ; gious set of pol; t ical att atcbments, which 1:eacb 

some sort of plateau by the age of nine or ten, is added a more ab­

stract se·t of id011ti fications uith such concepts as democracy, voting, 

a."'Jd va..rious aspect s of ci vie libexty. An awareness develops of pe9pl e 

as citizens and of one ' s obligations as a future ci tizen. -41 

::row nmcb of th± s po 7 i t iciza.t ion derives f r om the fomily is un­

certain, but the likeness between the child ' s positive, wa...T'lll appraisal 

of his own fat her and the President is clea:r and may relate to the 

relatively generous, be11ign, non- authoritarian behavi or that is deemed 

fairly common in .~erican fatbe~hood. Greenst ein emphasi zes another 

cha::-acteristic of c~dren I s appraisru. of t he President, 11amel y , that 

they axe remarkably l acldne; in cynicism about him and other political 

l eaders . Pa.rt or this is a-ttributed to t he tendency of pnrents to 

:-rotect their chi: dr en. f'ron ha.::sh rel'-1 ;_ tie:;; of the adult pfili t i cal 

uorld a:1d part to t he t endency of chil dren to estab1; sh a uni valent 

pi cture free of unpleasant coloration. 1-:2 

The r easons for the uaxm and t rusti ng attitude toua.rd political 

authority remain speculative but a r c seen by Easton and others as 

relating t o the child 1s an:d.ety about hi s dependency on bis ?a:·ent s . 



/J.n e::planatory link can be added by a5ai11 suggesting that the chi ld 

identifies ui tb both bis pc.rents because ·tbey m.·e ·l;he early and the 

conti nuing pri nr~y so1.ll"ce for his need satisfactions . .And he identi­

fie:, nore witli the father than the mother us as o.utbority figure be­

cause--for surely cultural and also perhaps org;,ni c r easons- tbe father 

is typically tbe prime e:,:erciser of authority in the family. 

Among the children in-t;ervieued, tbe father uas sho\m most often 

as being the _person to \.rhom the chi ldren looked for guidance, for 

advice, and for help. Even ~one the older children, ubo probably 

bad some ncasure of indepenc1 ence, the f ather was still an i mportant 

figm:e , to be::.respected . As was mentioned previously, the children in­

terviewed ranged in age from four to sixteen years , and caJne fa:om 

var::..ed socioeconomic backg-.councs. Sone tuo bundTed :md thi1·ty- five 

\re?e interv-ieued, at different tines; sone in 1969, some in 1972, and 

som.e in January of 1973, The intervimrs uere conducted at various 

elenentary s chools in the St. Charles, ~lnsouri area. Though the age 

span was fairly wide, more or less the same questioU2ire was employed 

for all the children, with modifications made according to the ages. 

of the children in the different groups . Si nce tbis paper deals only 

uitb the parents • influence on the children, just tbe in.for:mn.tion con­

cerning certain aspects of t hat ini'J.uence will be related. The nu..rner ­

i cal information ,,r.ill be related in the form of charts , to show the 

rela•l;i vc answers of the children, and so that the infornation from 

OnB r7oup cnn be rel ated and compared to the informn.tion from another 



group. 

The questions in uhi ch this writ er was itnterested uere those 

concerning the children ' s pr obabl e party choice, and the part y choices 

of his parent s , accor ding t o h ow he thought that they uould be 1; 1:ely 

t o vote. Also of interes t was the question of whom the children uould 

for advice on hou to vot e . 

on& the two hundred nnd thirt y- f i ve chi ldr en i ntcrvimred, ther e 

we:re one hw1d:red and fourteen who r ep1; ed that they did n ot know how 

they would vote, wer e they old enough . Seventy- six of the children 

decided that t hey iTOuld vote for a Democrat , end f 91:ir•l;y - t b::::-ee decided 

on a Repuhlican as their choice . This i s i n i tself on inter es t i ng 

item, wben one consi der s t hat tbe children who ,,er e interv-.i.eued in 1969 

had just seen the eJ.ection of a Repub7 -i ca.11 pr es::.dent, ttsiin.s.cY tbe ones 

intervieued L'1 January of 197.3, while t h e children i nterviewed i n 1972 

wer e \ritne:--sing tbe same presi dent ' s efforts tounrd re- election. One 

would thi.nR, perhaps, that, after all the emphasi s in the int ervieu years 

on the concept of 1 1J.epubli ca.., , 1 ' tbe chi ldren might i dentify rn.o::-e easi ly 

ui th the po.rty in pouer. Evidently this is not so am.on: ·!;he younger 

childr en in the society of Jt. Cho.rlc3, 1fo . 

On tbe 1,e::t paf_;e i s a cbart sbow-l11g the findings concerninr the 

questi on of bow the chi ldren tbou-:bt that their po.rents uould be likely 

to vote at election time . T:le c!1ildren are ra11Ged dOim the side of the 

cb:::i.rt , accor ding to hov they the!:!selves felt that they 1rould vote, ii' 

they coul c1 • The pa!'cnts are raneecl along the t op edge of :..10 char t , 
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alonr uitb the si~ possible categor ies of choi ce. 

Anont the children ullo did no·G _:nou ho-, they would vote, eighty­

seven did :1ot seen to krou bou their fathers uoul.d vote, 1:U'ld cic:llty-siz 

d:S..c. r>ot lmou bou t he:!:r :n.othe:-s wovJ.a vote, either. 0-f!J_y fm.u:teen of the 

children i n this group felt t!Jat their fathers uould choose a Democr at , 

-.rbila fifteen felt t bat boir :·,o·bho1·s uould . ilso, fi::?tec:a ot er child-

1·en tl1ought that both tbeir .:'u.t:1ers e.ud tbe:.:c r1otbers uould vote ~or 

a Jepubl; can. 

0-.a. tho u:1ole, i t seemed that the c!:ildrcn u110 felt tLat they uould 

choose a Denocrat as tbc best na11 for the.-· job, uere the best-i n-"orued 

politica2ly, as fe.r as l;:umrl ug b01.' t.1ei 1• :)arents uould vote. Of the 

seveuty- si:,. children ubo pic·•cc-; Donoc:rats a:;; their personel choice, 

fift,y- tuo thoucbt that thei r fn.thern uoulcl VC'te for a. Denocrat n.s uell , 

~d tl~irty- six fel·t ~.;hat their mothers i1oulc ecI:io tho.t choi ce o Oddly 

euoug.1, wh; 1 e oiLy seven oi: tl.Jc D01:1ocratic chilch~en felt that t.:ei r fat-



be!'S uould vote fo::.· a Il.epu.blican r ather tha..-i a Democrat, tvonty- thr ee 

thou_:ht that thei r mothc:rs uould vote for a :?.opublican. On tbe whole, 

l ess i s ln.10,m to the childTen of the motber s 1 pol i tical feel incs, a 

pn:rt of' "!;he idea that st;1 l ba...71gs on "i;odoy tha.t Kone11 should not get 

involvoa i n politics., as tDey have not tho intellect for it . Tl-ds 

idea is cbanging, 1mt rather s!ouly, just the sa..7e . To con•liim1e ,n.th 

the ::-ost er of the Jemocrati c children, e::.:bteen professed to 1:.now 

nothi ng of hou either of ·tl:ei r parents uould v-ote . 

On the lopublica.ri side of tbe slate, e i i:;bt of tho children did 

not lmOir bow their f a:h.hers would vo:be , uh; l e eleven could :i:ot say how 

their :r.i.o·l;be:.~s uo1..1.J.a choose il'.l an elect::..on. Ten of the cl:iJ.dren in tl~i s 

group felt tbat their fathers uoul c:1 vote Jamocra.tic, and anot her si::r­

t een fel t the sa""'lc way about their nother s 1 choice . Tuenty- four of tl.:Je 

Republicin children bel ieYec1 tlie.t thei r f athers uould pi cl: a J.epubl ica:., 

too, ond .fifteer said tbe sane of their nother s . 

A ::nr thcr q1,cstio:: of interest to t:ti.G wr iter was the question of 

uhon the children uould as1: for edv::.ce on hou to vote . They were gi-..ren 

six cnoices, plus the option of repl y; ng that they did not l~ou who 

they uould ask. The six other cboices were ; a friend one 1 s mm age, a 

sister or brot ber, one ' s father , one ' s mother, one ' s t eacber , or the 

category of soneone else. :•Jhen a child answeretiZ someone else, he w.:?.S 

asked to specify wbo this i:J.dividu"t,1 wc.s . So::n.e of the answer s t o thi s 

question shoued intelligence and in::;i5bt . For inst a..11ce , some of tbe 

children t::iought that the best per son to ask :or political acvice would 
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be tbe politicans themselves , or the people ubo uoxl:ed at tbc polling 

placoo . Others felt that a pcrsontl authority figure , such as e. police­

Inan, a doctor , or a religious l eeder woulc"! be abl e to give the best 

gu:ida.11ce on how to vote . ~':.t least one small boy felt that bis dog 

would b.1ou best. i~be be bas oonct.ring there! Another little boy folt 

that he wouia asl: his intervi ewer for information o::i poli j;ica:. maJter s . 

At a..11:, rate, tbe answer s were interest ing, for c:ifl dren are anything 

but dull wben it comes t o as2:ing and ansuexing questions. 

v o ~ •t 
Fu e(){,I s; h),-~ FA-thee. m o+hu- T 'la.Chill- ,5::,(>t£O fVi .. 

k 11 ol1 'L \ 6 t:, 

:)7 1 7 c}__? ~~ ;J g 

<I s -<I J~ ;5 /0 Id. 

~~ LI.., lo -
l 0 I S I~ d. h C..a..'<1 ~ ~ 

I 

This is how t he catecories under t:.e question of uhom to a sl: for 

voti nc; advice stacked up. Of the cbild::-en who did not bow hm; they 

uould vote, twenty- seven clso did not k!lou 11~10 to ask for advice on hot:r 

to cboose a political l oader. Eine of ·!;bi s group felt tbat they uould 

asl: a peer , and a:'.~other seven felt that a brother or si ster would be 

t he person to question. In that cc1tegory, a. brother ues consider ed 

to be more of a poli t i col m.1.thori ty tba:i. .:1 sister , again ill.ustrating 



t _Je old t aboo agains t uomen in politics . In this f i rst gi·oup ,, even 

t hou gh in sane case s the chil dr en di d n ot blow how ei t her they or t hei r 

p m-ent s uould vot e , parents s"!:ill c2-111e out on t op as sources of advice 

for el ections . 'l"t;enty- eight of t hese chil dren regarded t heir father s 

as the bes t person to a sk for advice , ~ c t1-:e11t y- four r egarded tbe-i ,-. 

nother s in t he s al'lle lie;bt . Tl.J; -rteen t hought t ha t e_ t eacher would be t he 

best per s on t o questi on for voti ng gui dance , uhile of t his gr oup decided 

to ask t he mysterious soneone el se, usually an adult ui th Gome s ort 

of a11t bor ity in the child1s l if'e . 

Anong t he De::iocruti c chi1'1r en , f our only did not l:now uho they 

uould ask for adv-lee on bou to vote, whii e another five deci ded t o ask 

a f r ie:1d; and yet a..11oth er f our deci ded on a sist er or brother. Of the 

seventy- s i x cl-.ildr en in tbe Den.ocr at ic group, tll-i ~ty- hro , or nearl y hal:: 

t he group, thou;;ht that tbei ,- fat her s would be t he r.an to a sk i r ouch 

an i nsta:.1ce . Only f ifteen fel t that their mother s could be the best 

bel p bc::-c , znd ten other s decided t hat a teacher uould be the one to as], . 

Another twelve :C'el·r. tbat ti ey ~roulc ask soraeone else. 

Ag2-i.n , in the :?..epublican. f;!'Oup, the pl:!.re:?Jts wer e the ,1os t popular 

sow:·ce~ of adv.Lee , ui tb ei ebteon of the cbildrer:. dec!Ldinc t o ask their 

fatbe:"s , ~d a"totbt"r tuelve tbcir riot hcrs. Just tuo of thi s group were o.t 

a loss for people to ques•l:;ion, -mile s i.~ cLiluxen .:'el t, t:1at a good f r iend 

uould l:now best. ·:one of tbe Republicans opted for a sibliuc advice-

gi vcr , ub:ile tuo hol d out i'or tih.e teacher , and another tbr ee for someone 

else. All in all , the f o.t ber s ucr e 'c:1c nost n.skcd fo:r advicernn hou 



to vo·te , ui th tbc ::i.otbcr s rtl.llllll1G in second pl.:ice . The silly taboo 

.:ie;:ii nst uonen i n pol -i tics bus r ubbed off oc yet another gener ation of 

younE b lll!l.e::-i ca , it ~,ould aj)pea.r . 

Tl1e info:rnation --i ve:n i n ·the ne::t chro-t i s n ot exn.ctly en indica­

t iton of tbat taboo, but tbe ta.boo i s rel ated, m1ci ho..s ~de i ts p::.·esence 

lo10,•m.c '!:he inforDati on her e i.s c 011cer :·•ec1 v.::lii" t:~e ~ur,iliers of child.re-

who 1:neu tbc P::-cs±dent I s :1ame. T!u.s r::.ey seen to be .:. s i lly question, 

f or surel y everyone l:nous :r~10 the President :'..s , but uctually ther e are 

people who do not . 
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This cl~crt does not have a di vi.s::..on accord.inG to the sex of the 

children, but among the ch::.ldxen w210 cli.d ·1ot 2:r'oi-: tl~e President I s na:1.e, 

the l a:rge1· :pai·t of them uere €;irls . From the be Ginning of t his country, 

·ther e he.s becm a novement ae:ainst women in poli t i cs., which i s only now 

'beginning t o ease up. 

_\tJ.on.g the children uho did not know hou they uould vote (and the 



l o..rger mID1her in the.t gi·oup were also cirl s ) , fifty- ::'our gu.ve the 

correc t one ubeu asled for the Presi dent 1s none. Fifteen gave incor::.. 

rect names, while fourty- si:;. either did not l:noir or did not r espond 

to the questi on. 

Among the Democrats , fifty- eicbt }:new t ba.t the Pr coidmrt; i s Richard 

~Tixon, while five gave a.'I'.! incorrect nm.:ie . Thi:•teen eitlm:r did not know 

or di.d not respond . Thir ty- four ol the Re.::m,olicans Gave tbe cor rect 

nmne, while only fau:.· cave an incorrect name, end there uer e just five 

of the group ullo clid not know or did not responc . It ', rould seeI!l that 

ha"\7'1'_ng a 3.epub7 -i can. President causes t11e J.e:mbl i c:m to relate to bin 

nore easily. ?erha.ps things would ba.ve been c.ifferent i f there had boen 

a Democro.tic :?l·esident in office ::o::- the l ost tuo terms . 

'"'he child i s 1-urtu:red i::. all uays pri r.1a:rily iTi thin the i'a.T!l-i 7 y . 

Until be :·eache s :r:iatu:rit;y, he re:ri.ains in a conc1:.:Gion of dependency on 

tho family. Eowever, hi s ac!:Jievemeut o::' poli tical naturity depends not 

only on the f :::nily but .tlso on otbcr social :i.11:fJ_uences . And in t be con-

ten:porro.~y ·,orl cl, which reI:!ai ns for tbe no:::t part poli•liically apatheti c, 

dependent, and -i•mw..ture, ne~tber tbe pol i tical systen nor tbe f pni ly 

is su::'ficiently p=epnred to insu.rG that tne tr.msi t ion t o maturity 1r.ill be 

made , ritb le3s t han enormous t1L"l"!1oil in the :ninds of both the child and 

the parents . T::-ibal end fcuc1al societies genertlJ.y cont,,;,, fa,.,;1 y ~ower 

relationships in uhicb tbe --hild is reg· .::-decl l es- as a potential eq·.rnl 

than as ~ person ubo must l earn to o6n.form ond to r ise only slo, ·ly in the 

hicrn.rchy ond uho -rust never c:::pect to live in other tha...7. superior and 



subordinate r el ationships with otbc::-s . 

'.~be rotardin~ influence o:: autocratic mid authori tari o.n social 

relationohips, uithin and u:i.thout tho fomily, i :J usnally accompanied 

b~' circumsta...,ces o!f: enc1e!"; c pbysicc:il clepri vation tltu.~mr um.ch the r;-rou­

i ng child Ifil.lst g].lic18.y le~1"1J to :?rovidc ::,by::iically '!:or bir1sel:f, , tben his 

paronto, t!1e:.1 hi s cbildron. :ri thout t;1e potcn~ially l cvelinc , nnti- bier­

arc:1izin{; ; ni'1uoncos o_. .. riodern integrated Dlld industrialized society, 

tbe ch;l d i s likely· to:.pove f ror.!. authoritm~ian dependency to authoritar­

icn support of those dependent on hi.r.J.. Ile is m~ble to~l earn adeqnately 

anytbine other ·l;b311. autbo:-i tc.rion uciys of acting and reactinc and there­

fore u..r1able to achiev-e wi. tl: any facility the transition from dependency 

to autonomy. So he uneasily remains author i taria.11 within the femily and 

i n his poll tical rel ati onships . 1~3 

As be sta.r'l;s the tra.rioition f'ron t ribal or feudal society to modern 

socie•l;y, be slufts :i1i s de:':)e:.1dency on pai•ents to a dependency on a :.1ew 

nationtl novenent and ne·,; poli tical father figure . The::-e is, per· aps, 

nore often than not, some net gain, because the enthority inlluence o:.' 

the 901iticnl f at ber , cannot , over a prolonged period, be so strong a s tl:s 

pro:rir1tl fQI!l.iJ..y influence . In cou::;equcnce , uheu t he trruJ.sition has pr o­

gressed some1rb.at, he i s l c s ,.. likely to be as de:?elident as he was pre­

viously on either fanut.lial o:c- political father a:nd, ill that case, has 

achievec1 tbe bcgi_nnin[; of bis oun autonony. L11 turn, be i s likely to··be 

less authori t a:ria.11 toua.::-d his own dependent cbildfeu t:1an bis f ather nas 

.:md so t9 facili ta·l;e both t he broad social trosi tio:n a::id the i."1.terntl 



transition of tbe g::-owing sine:le individual. 

The transition period is heavy witb en.--:ie·l;y, chronic in the indi­

vidual and endcmc in t:10 ::,ociet y , but us the diologuo of change deve­

lop::, and st~b;l izcs, tbe loyclties to the family become re- established 

on a nm•: basi s and neu ties to other g::-ou:"s clevelo~inclti.cli11g ones to 

_pa:cty, l eadership, ,ntion, e11d tbe soc::.cl institutions o!f an i ncreasing­

ly plu:~alistic society. li.s tbe uni verso: , residual social ,rn-i t , the :fam­

ily c2n thus sei.,..ve riot o::0.y a:utbo:ri ta:·ian socitl "'nd poliJGical functions, 

in which t!ie i ndiv:i..duaJ. 1 :J vcluc derives from bis status us a subordiil.::i.te 

o:: a superior, LJ'll t equali tn:d:m :.".'w.1ctions in uhich the iudi vi dual I s value 

becomes equaJ ·ho t11~•.; of others as be acquir es tbe seIIcc of sccuri ty, rcs­

ponsib;l i ty, and w.:bo;1omy o:.' :::. mai,nr e mc:nber of the :f'f-fu+Jy and the demo­

cratic po1-ity. 

Fcnilies o.n t:10 l'J.C jor IDl:'.t:::i:r .fo"'· in.:'.i vidual poli ticol :ru:i:~u.rat±on 

have endured i nk ct a centuries- long transi tion fro:u few1alis: 1 to plm."al­

ism end inclividurJisn in the :lcs·~er11 world. 1\11d i11dirt ... 'uals ;,1 t:-a=s-

i ti o:;. have s:iJnil::rr-ly re. ,ci.::icd i:ik.ct. T1..1e:.'C is no :·easo:r to n.smme 

that tbc experience thus accumulo.tec wiJJ.:.10·~ :)oth fo.cili•~c:Le a.:1d e.ccel­

c:..'ate t ·,c proces. ~ the resi' o: t :ic 1 ·o::d • . /44 
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