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ñAmerican Gulagò 
(Jerome Miller, 2001)

ñOverall, the prevailing public mood on crime is vicious. I 
recently watched a video of a "focus group" on crime 
conducted by a Republican pollster and consultant. In 
discussing a recent shooting of a teacher by a 13-year-
old African-American middle-school honorstudent, the 
consultant asked the group what they would do in such 
a case. Their response seemed even to embarrass him. 
é ñFry him!ò came the insistent shouts from the group. 
é I wanted to avert my eyes from the TV. It brought to 
mind another mood observed by the Danish sociologist 
SvendRanulf when he looked across the border into the 
Germany of the early 1930s to see how that country 
proposed dealing with criminals and crime.ò
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The Ladyôs Not for Turning?

Moral discussions are notorious for the 
remarkable rarity with which true 
persuasion takes place and people change 
their mind on important issues. 

Haidt (2001) argues that moral arguments 
are like shadow-boxing: ñEach contestant 
lands heavy blows to the opponentôs 
shadow, then wonders why she doesnôt 
fall down.òs.maruna@qub.ac.uk



Cambridge University 

Public Opinion Project 

(or C U Pop)

*  Postal survey (N=940) to test correlates of punitive 

attitudes among members of the public

*  Intensive interviewing of two, small, matched 

samples (N=20 and 20) of respondents scoring very 

high and very low on punitiveness (over one SD over the 

mean)

*  Experimenting with emotions Manipulating emotional       

conditions and re-testing punitiveness among focus 

groups
s.maruna@qub.ac.uk



Previous Definitions of Punitiveness

Âñópunitiveôrefers to actionséthat seek relatively 
immediate retribution toward those responsible 
for a social problemò(Gault & Sabini, 2000: 499)

Âña relatively broad, normative orientation toward 
retribution ïsociety is being ótoo softôon 
criminals. ñ(Duffee & Ritti 1977; p. 453)

Â ñéthat rehabilitation does not work, and that 
criminals should be punishedò(Langworthy & 
Whitehead, 1986; p.575)



We define punitiveness as:

The degree of oneôs support for harsh sanctions
for offenders with particular attention to:  

ÁCertainty (too many offenders ñget off 
easyò without doing prison time) and, 

ÁDuration (when offenders are incarcerated 
they donôt get ñenoughò time),

ÁIntensity (when offenders do get long 
sentences, they do ñeasyò time ïprisons as 
ñ5 star hotelsò).



Dispelling Myths About 
ñThe Punitive Publicò

ñNot only is it important to dispel 
misperceptions the public holds towards 
crime, but it is equally important to dispel 
misperceptions criminal justice experts 
and policy makers have towards the 
publicôs opinionò on punishment and 
crimeò (Roberts, 1992).
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Myth #1: Public Punitivenessis 
Natural, Inevitable

There has been no constant desire to make 
all criminals suffer andéthe system used 
for inflicting suffering has changed from 
time to time. The punitive reaction to 
lawbreaking has not been present in all 
societies. In fact, it varies from time to 
time even within a given society. 

(Cressey& Sutherland, 1974, p. 336). 
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