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Corporal Punishment of Children & Human Rights: 
Welcoming Children to the Family of Humanity

Corporal Punishment

Lucien X. Lombardo, PhD and Karen A. Polonko, PhD

Central to the realization of any group’s 
human rights is the right to have respect 
for one’s physical integrity and human dig-
nity. These two dimensions of human rights 
are central to becoming part of the family of 
humanity. Unfortunately, such rights do not yet 
apply to the over 2 billion persons known as chil-
dren, to which causing pain to the body, corporal 
punishment, is a regular occurrence supported by law 
and social custom (UNICEF, 2014).

With the adoption of the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (CRC) in 1989 and its ratification by all United 
Nation member nations except the United States, obli-
gations have been placed on adults to respect children’s 
physical integrity and human dignity.  Even though all 
states in the United States permit corporal punishment 
of children in the family and 19 states permit corporal 
punishment in public schools (Center for Effective Dis-
cipline, n.d.), progress in recognizing children’s right to 
respect for their physical integrity and human dignity is 
being made around the world. 

The Committee on the Rights of the Child, which mon-
itors the implementation of the CRC, has made clear 
that corporal punishment of children in any context 
(family, school, juvenile justice) is violence and a viola-
tion of Articles 37 and 19 of the CRC.  

Article 37 of the Convention requires States to en-
sure that “no child shall be subjected to torture or 
other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or 
punishment.” This is complemented and extend-
ed by article 19, which requires States to “take all 
appropriate legislative, administrative, social and 
educational measures to protect the child from 
all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or 

abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment 
or exploitation, including sexual abuse, while in 
the care of parent(s), legal guardian(s) or any other 
person who has the care of the child.” There is no 
ambiguity:  “[A]ll forms of physical or mental vio-
lence” does not leave room for any level of legalized 
violence against children.  (U.N. Committee on the 
Rights of the Child, 2006, General Comment No. 8 
¶18)  

By 2016, 51 nations took steps to remove legal supports 
for corporal punishment, such as removing “reasonable 
chastisement” exceptions in all contexts including the 
family, and another 55 countries indicated their inten-
tion to do so (Global Initiative …, n.d.). This progress 
represents a major paradigm shift toward recognition 
and respect for the human dignity and physical integ-
rity of children. It is a move away from an adult-cen-
tered perspective where children are property of adults 
to do with as they wish. This shift toward a child-cen-
tered, human rights perspective has many dimensions: 
Mutual respect and value replace inequality and adult 
dominance; long-term child development goals replace 
short-term behavioral control; listening to children’s 
voices replaces ignoring their words and ideas; and the 
science of understanding the impacts of corporal pun-
ishment replaces the denial of harm and “for your own 
good” justification (Lombardo & Polonko, 2005). 

A human rights approach to corporal punishment says 
that culture, religion, and ethnicity are not acceptable 
justifications for corporal punishment. Parental stress 
and poverty do not provide acceptable explanations. As 
a human right, children’s freedom from corporal pun-
ishment cannot be compromised. 

Seeing corporal punishment through the lens of hu-
man rights reminds adults to stop isolating children 
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and connects adults to their own childhoods. A hu-
man rights approach is a primary prevention tool that 
protects and supports children before harm comes to 
them. A human rights approach is an educational ve-
hicle that helps us question the assumptions of current 
social and legal support for corporal punishment in the 
United States, even if the CRC has not yet been codified 
into law. 

Human rights principles recognize children as an op-
pressed social class as well as individuals and members 
of families and communities with rights and responsi-
bilities. These same principles provide parents, teach-
ers, and other caretakers with obligations to eliminate 
the harm they cause to children and to provide nurtur-
ing positive environments through personal and polit-
ical decisions. 

A human rights approach also articulates a set of re-
sponsibilities and avenues of action (including mass 
education) for child caretakers, communities, and 
governments to exercise their individual and collec-
tive responsibility to eliminate corporal punishment 
from interactions with children. Only when violations 
of children’s human dignity and physical integrity are 
eliminated and NOT THE NORM will children truly 
become part of the human family! Stated simply, a hu-

man rights approach to corporal punishment of chil-
dren reflects a new social and legal norm: It’s NEVER 
okay to HIT A CHILD. 
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