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I. Introduction 

During the seventies .. ny studi.s have been conducted of the attitudes 

towards crime and cri .. polici.s. While sa.. prolress has been .. de in 

the eonceptualization and .asur ... nt of the attitude tovards cd .. ', 

.ast research o~ the public opinion about cri .. policies see.s to be 

of the opinion poll type (e.l. "do you agre. or disagree vith the 

stateaent that sentences ~r. too lenient?", "are you in favor of the • 
reintroduction of the death penalty?"). Itesearch on these attitudes h 

problematic since .ast citizens have scant knowledle about such issues 

and are not requested upon to .ak. decisions relating to the. in their 
daily lives. 

In the Netherlands soae efforts have been .. de to aeasure these attitu­

des in a somewhat .are sophisticated vay recently. When studying the 

results of these studies ve have been iapressed by their high levI!! of 

consistency. Host data vere based on questionaire ite.a vhich ~~e. to 

have be~n selected because of th.ir prima facie validity only. Yet in 

spite of the .. ny differences betveen the vari'ous studies their results 

seea to be hilhly siailar. The ~i,h consistency lends soae credence to 

the validity of the findiGIS. 

By sua.arizinl these findinls we hope to offer soae guidanc, to policy 

.. kers or judges vho vant to check their own convictions to the vox 

populi. Possibly theae data can also be part of the auch sought after 

explanation for the relatively aild penal policies of the Netherlands. 

With resard to other res.archers, we can only hope this presentation 

viii induce thea to iaprove upon the present conceptualizations, aeasu­

re.ents and interpretatioal. 

The atudies referred to are: 

a) A national survey on public attitudes towards cri .. and crime policy, 
conducted in 1975 by the Itese~rch atid nocumentation Centre of the 
Ministry of Justice (C. Cozljn, .J.J.M. van Dijk, Onrustgevoelens in 
Nederland, The Halue 1976). 

./. 
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b) A survey among the inhabitants of biS cities on the same topics 
carried out by J.P.S. Fiselier of the University of Nijaegen in 
1974 (J.P.S. Fiselier, Slachtoffers van Hisdrijven. Nijaeaen 1978). 

c) A qational survey in 1980 on crime and crime policy as part of a 
larger survey conducted by a cOlllllercial bureau for opinio~ research 
in The Hague (Betrokkenheid bij de Onveiligh~idsprobleaat~ek.en 
Strafhouding. N.V. v/h Nederlandse Stichtlng voor Statlstlek. 
december 1980). 

d) A local study by Buikhuisen, DrOIt en Schilt of the University of 
Groningen into the origins of intolerance CW. Buikhuisen. t.R. Drost 
and T.i.E. Schilt, net Gezicht van de Onverdraagzaamheid. Assen 1976). 

" 

2. The di;tdbution of attitudes among the population 

2.1. ~-1~£2U~!t~_!U!!~!i!_2!_~h!_!~~~£~:~!S! 
In the R.U.C.-survey the respondents we asked to evaluate six different 

Ilethods of crime control. In table I the main results have been presented. 

TABLE i. 'The evaluation of six different aethods of cri .. control by 
,s national sallple from the popUlation of the Netherlands in 
1975 (N-1219)i in % 

very suiu- unde- not suita- not suitable 
suitable ble cided ble at all 

I. re- ducat ion 14 40 19 19 7 

2. incarceration 36 36 J5 II 2 

3. aore severe 
punishments 60 18 10 8 3 

4. social Ilid 27 44 16 9 I, 

5. hard labor 40 26 II 17 6 

6. job-prollram for 
ex-de lil1lquenta 28 43 16 8 4 

As table I shovl both the repressive approach (ite.s 2. 3. 5) and the 

preventive approach (I, 4, 6) are supported by a aajority of the popu­

lation. 'rhe repress~ve approach is tbouah to be very appropriate IDOre 

often, but this could be an artifact (advocates of the repressive ap­

proach could be inclined to live aore definite judge.ents). 

./ . 
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An atte~t ha. been .. de to cla •• ify the respondent. on the b~.i. of 

their .n~wer. to theae .ix que.tion •• Thi. cla.sification vas .ought 

after ~ith the h*lp of a newly developed .tati.tical technique, called 
latent .tructure analy.i. (L~,A).). The result f the . 

~ , SOla analysl. have 
been pre.ented in table 2. 

TABLE 2. The three-~atelory .olut~on of a latent cla.s analy.i. of 
the answer. to .ix que.tlon. coneernins aethad. of criae 
contro.l (N-.219) , 

IceDl. . 
More severe punishment 

Incarceradon 

L.:Ibor caDlp' 

ie-education 

Social dd 

Job. for ex-convict. 

Size of cl.uu. 

Cla .. I Cia .. 2 Cia .. 3 

ye. 0.99% 0.92 0.0 
lndilf 0.0 0.08 0.33 
no O.OJ 0.0 0.67 
~-~---____ c:. ____________________________ _ 

ye. 0.84 0.78 0.29 
indifi 0 .07 0.12 0.32 
no 0.09 0.09 0.39 

--------------------------------------------yes 0.70 
indiff O. U 
no 0.18 

0.72 
0.08 
0.21 

0.43 
0.16 
0.42 

--------------------------------------------
no 0.56 0.15 0.i4 
iaditf 0 30 0 4 .. . I 0.14 
yes 0.14 0.71 0.72 

--------------------------------------------no 0.38 0.03 0.03 
lndilf 0 35 0 08 • • 0.03 
ye. 0.21 0.89 0.94 

--------------------------------------------00 0.34 0.04 0.04 
indiff 0.34 0.08 0.09 
ye. 0.32 0.89 0.87 

0.29 0.54 0.17 
Least .quart.! value: 0.023. 

. /. 
x) Thi. analy.is va. carried b J 

t~~ R D C d h out y • Schalen, reaearch a, •• i.rant of 
II~ " ., un er t • SUDer" f 

P.ychol(l)IY of the U " '. VUlon 0 A. Hooyurt of the hcu} ty of 
, Diver.lty at LeYden. 

\I 
U (j , 
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As t~ble 2 shows the search for latent classes haa yielded quite in­

teresting results. Three classes of respondents could be identified 

whose opinions on criae policy show clear and systematic differences. . 
The respondent. of the first cla~s, consisting of 29% of the respon-

dents, show a very .trong tendency to be in favor of the repressive 

approach (the first three .items) and a JDOderately strong tendency 

to reject the preventive approach (the last three items). 

nle second and lar&est class -containing 54% of the respondents- shows 

a .tronl tendency to be in favor of both approaches. The third class 

-11% of the respondents- shows a strong tendency to be in favor of . 
p~eventive measures and a DIOderately stronl tendency to reject the 

rep~essive approach (especially .are .evere punisn.ent). 

The results are interesting because they draw attention to the posi­

tive attitude of the aajority of the population towards both the re­

pressive and the preventive approach. The systematic differences be­

tween the three cla.ses can also be interpreted as evidence for the 

validity of the measureaents: five of the .ix iteas appear to be 

lood indicators for one underlying trait (or DIOre precisely two traits 

which are each others antagonist. for parts of the population)x). 

2.2. ~!_!!£!~!_!in~!~I!_21_!h!_!~~~§~ 
The N.S.S. conducts r~&ular measureaents of the involveaent with social 

probleaa of the Dutch populationxx). In 1980 a battery of questions con­

cern in, the prevention and control of crime was added to the standard 

que.tionair4!. which include. a question on criJlle. First, all respondenu 

were asked vhether they were .ast in favor of repressive aeasures (like 

.ore aevere punishaent) or of preventive ones (like cri~ prevention 

prolra .. , lMaaures to fight uneaployaent). Fifty percent of the respon­

dents .aid to be lDOst in favor of the repressive approach, 48% showed 

a preference for preventive aea.ures and two percent vas classified a • 

undecided. ./ • 

• )n.. itea on "labor ataps" .eea. to be a .omewhat le.a .uccessfull 
claa.ifyer. This is probably due to the ambiguity of its seaantic 
content. In Dutch the concept of "labor C8I1PS" c,m be understood 
both in the reactionary way of "hard labor" .s in the progressive 
way of "coDlllunity service". 

xx)We.tendorp, P.R. van, Hulti-dimenaional Heasure_nt of 'Involvement 
with Social Proble .. (Esamar, Bad Godesber& 1980). 
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After ansverins this open in, question, the respondent va. invited to 

.elect from a li.t of thirteen po •• ible .ea.ure. to be taken by the 

lover~.ent the one. he would prefer .a.t. Of the thirteen aea.ures 

augse.ted to the respondent .ix can be cla.sified as be ins repre •• ive 

and seven as beins preventive in nature. The preventive aeasurea &ppear 

to have been selected on averaae by 33% of the re.pondents, and the 

repressive ones by 26%. In fiaure the .election percentases of all 

aeasures have been related to the over all preference for either re­

pressive or preventive .easure., as expressed priorly. 

. 
Figure I. The selection of favourite .easUUII of criae control by a 

•• aple frca the Dutch population, related to a previously 
expressed preference for either repressive or preventive 
aeuures (N-914). In X. 

Repressive 

Hore severe punishaent 
Hare police 
Hore veapon. by police 
te •• restrictive use 
of veapon. by police 
Hore harsh treatment 
for convicts 
Death penalty 

Preventive 
To fiaht uneaploy.ent 
Cri.e prevention caa­
paisn. 
letter housina con­
dition. 
More lei.ure facili­
tie. for the younl 
Hore fund. for pro­
bation, counselins. 
etc. 
Anti-poverty proara .. 
Hare ,fund. for edu­
cation 

Total 

43 
3.5 
24 

22 26% 

21 
13 

62 

39 

36 

32 33% 

22 
21 

t8 

Advocates of 
repre.sive 
... aunts 
(N-45S). 

62 
48 
41 

36 

32 
20 

.52 

33 

24 

39% 

22 22% 

12 
10 

7 

Advocates of 
preventive 
aea,u!!"es 
(N-441) 

2S 
26 
10 

9 

10 
8 

73 

47 

so 

14% 

48 44% 

35 
32 

30 

./. 
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As figure 1 shows the advocates of the repressive approach have selec­

ted their favourite ... asures somewhat less consistently vith their ba­

sic attitude than the advocates of the preventive approach. These fin-

dings ,are globally in accordance with the results of the latent struc­
x) ture analysis of the R.D.C.-data from 1975 • 

In 1980 the majority of the popUlation seems still to take a middle of 

the road position concerning the various vays of crime control. However 

if respondents ~re forced to choose for one of tbe two alternatives a 

small majority will show a preference for the repressive approach. The 

resulting majority of supporters of the repressive approach should not 

be taken at its face value. Confronted with concrete measures of crime .. 
control the hard liners tend to be in favor of preventive measures too. 

3. The social and psychological background of punitiveness 

The three-classes classification, based upon the latent structure ana-

lysis. can be used as an explorative scale for punitiveness (a specific 

preference for sentences involving the maximum suffering for the offen­
xx) 

der) • In table 3 ve have presented the percentages of the va~70US 

sociodemographic categories which fall into each of the three classes. 

x) A latent structure analysis of the N.S.S. data will presumably yield 
highly similar results. The class of respondents in favor of preven­
tive measures and rejecting the repressive ones however will probably 
be somewhat more sizeabl~ than 17 percent. 

xx) For reasons of economy ve have satisfied ourselves with the qualifi­
cation based on all six items. It could be a~gued however that a 
classification based on only tvo or five items w.ould be a better 
indicator for punitivenc~s (items 2 and J, or items I, 1, 3, 4 and 6). 
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TABLE 3. of various lociodemo,raphic groups with high. Percentages 
mean or low punitivene.s (LSA-resulta with four background 
variables) 

N high puni- mean pUDi- low puni-
background variable tivene •• tivenesl tiveness 

sex male 584 0.28 0.53 0.20 
felUle 635 0.30 0.57 0.14 

aie younS 265 0.21 0.49 0.29 
middle 563 0.28 0.56 0.16 
old 39l 0.35 0.57 0.09 

s.e.s. • high 147 0.22 0.50 0.28 
middle 224 0.32 0.57 O. II 
low 189 0.30 0.55 0.15 

city size small 619 . 0.29 0.57 0.15 
lIIiddle 173 0.24 0.61 0.17 
large 427 .0.31 0.49 0.21 

size of classes .29 .54 .17 

The trait of high punitiveness i. not equally di.tributed a.an, the 

various population ,roup •• a. table 3 ~how •• Hi,h punitivene •• :i. 

~onnected with an ale above 59 and a low or .i~dle socioeconoaical 

• tatus. Inhabitant. of tbe larler cities .b,ow a tendency to choo.e 

exclusively for either tbe repre •• ive or the preventive approach. 

Low punitivene.e i. connected with an a,e below 25, a high .oeioeco­

Doaic.al .tatu., and the lar,e town •• Wa.en .how a tendency to be 

.omewhat more in favor of repre •• ion than men. 

3.2. !!!!~!2~!_~!£~!!n_2~!!£!!!n!!!_!~~~!~£!!~!!-!~!r~!_5r!!! 
Within the attitud •• toward. cri .. a di.tinction hal to be aade between 

fear of crime and COReern about ri.in, cri •• or delinquency rates (Van 

Dijk, 1978). In BOst Western countries fear of crime is relatively high 

among tbe inhabitant. of laraer citi •• and •• pecially amon, (young) 

voaen and the eld~ray living there. A relatively .trong concern about 

, _N_'_ """::-:7:-:-'~"" "--"-- ,-'"0,~:;?:'~-!!' ':":;?"'d'tiG' "y,;'.;, ;if.;:;;,;:;;;;;;;;*,a51f'!'l~> r:r~::::~"~~"':~::::-"'!~" ,",,' >;. < '-". ,.',.' '-. c.' r" 

,;"l 

'I· risin. crime rate' h U'U:1:Y- to be found among .iddle .ged citizen, II 
and the elderly in both rural and urban areas. 

Both in R.D.C.-study and in the study of Fiselier (1978) punitiveness 

appeared to be only weakly related to both fear of crime and actual 

victimizations. The N.S.S. even found a negative relationship between 

a high personal concern about crime and punitiveness in their data 

fro. 1980. Persons with a high personal concern about crime showed a 

si~nificant preference for preventive measures both in their primary 

opinion and in their subsequent s~lection of concrete lIeas.ures of 

governmental crime control. A very interesting finding! 

According to our interpretation of these findings citizens who feel 

personalfy threatened by specific types of crime are particularly in­

terested in an effective crimI: policy. The traditional repressive 

approach -more Severe punishment. more police officers- is not con­

sidered to be effective by themx). Their preference for preventive 

measures is in accordance with their own willingness to apply crime 

prevention techniques, whether of the avoidance or of the mobilization 

typexx ) • 

As contrasted with fear of crime the concern about rising crime rates 

appeared to be strongly related tQ punitiveness in both the study of 

the R.D.C. and of Fiselier. The latter found a statistical correlation 

between concern about crime and punitiveness of .54. Since tbe concern 

about cri~ rates is relatively high among middle aged citizens with 

conservative political ideas, this strong correlation already sheds 

,OIN light upon the ideological .background of high punitiveness • 

3.3. ~_5!2!!!~!22~_!!-E~ni£i!!~!!! 
As follows from the paragraph~ l.land 3.2 the attitude of punitiveness 

cannot be seen as a response to real or perceived thr~ats from local 

'cri .. rates. If we want to understand ./. 

x) Both Schwind a.o. (197~) in BoCbuli/Germany as Block (1971) in Chi­
caso/USA didn't find a pos~tive correlation between fear of crime 
and preference for repressive p~licing. The popular hypothesis that 
fear of crime is a aediu. of undeaocratic tendencies seems to be 
true only if such tendencies are already widespread in a society. 

xx) Young wOlDen and the elderly who are fE~rful about crime tend to 
restrict ~heir own behavior in order t ~ pre.vent victimizations. (avoidancf;) 
Hiddle aged inhabitants of the big t~/ns who are fearful about 
property cri.es show a aarked willing'less to apply crime preven-
tion techniques. Adolesc£l\ts and lowe~ class persons tend to be 
rather stoical about the threat of c~ime up to their first actual 
victimization (Van Dijk. Steinmetz. 1')80). 
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this attitude we have to study its ideological or psychological roots. 

According to the results of a multivariate analysis o~ the R.D.C.-data. 

punitiveness is strongly related to political views. Persons who have 

scores' for punitiveness show a preference for conservative political 

parties. Persons who reject the repressive approach are strongly in 

favo~ of the parties of the New Left. 

Fiselier applied a mUltiple regression analysis upon his scale for 

punitiveness. Ampng the independent or explaining variables he inclu­

ded besides the usual sociodemo&raphic factors various sociological 

ones. The level of education appeared to be the most influential fac­

tor by~ar (r - .47). Also independently related to punitiveness 

appeared to be conservative (anti-e&alitarian) political views. The 

age factor appeared to have almost no influence. independent from 

the level of education. 

In order to understand the specific ways by which the level of edu­

cation or other social background factors influence punitiveness. we 

have to take into account leveral social-psychological factors. For 

this reason the multidisciplinary study of Buikhuisen. Drost en Schilt 

into the origins of intolerance is of &reat value. Buikhuisen a.o. 

(1976) have identified three difffJrent diaensions of intolerance 

amons the population of the Northern provinces of Holland. One of 

these dimensions was baaed predoainantly on the condemnation of va­

rious forms of deviant behavior. This di.ension also implied a 

favorable judiement about more severe pUDishaent and the reintroduc­

tion of the death penalty. This dimenaion of intolerance. labeled as 

"deviance-rejection" by the authora appeared to be strongly related 

to autoritarianism as defined by Adorno and also to a weak identifi­

cation with society at larle (an~ia). Deviance-rejection appeared 

not to be independently related to a hiah a.e. to church-...oership 

or to fear of une.-ployaeDt. loth autor.itarianisa and ano.ia showed 

at their turn a stronl relationship with the level of eduction. In 

Haure 2 the uin findin,a of our inveati,ation into the oris ins of 

punitiveness have beeu lu ... rized. 

./. 
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Figure 2. Social and psycholosical background of punitiveness 

. iutorTi~ni" \d' . t' ---"- . t' 

low level of education conservat1sm -+ eV1ance-reJec 10n --r' punl 1-

(high age, lower/lower-~ ~ veness 
.iddle elass) ~ (concern about rising crime 

anomia rates) 

J. 4. !?!!£!!!~!~!! 
Our interpretation of the above discussed findings runs along the fol-

lowing lines. In the Netherlands a positive attitude towards severe 

forms of retribution cannot be interpreted as a response to real or 

perceived threats from local crime rates. Since persons with high puni­

tiveness tend to feel alienated from their fellow-citizens (anomia) the 

development of this attitude is also not based upon the transmission of 

(sub)cultural norms. Neither have we found convincing evidence for the 

displaced aggression hypothesis of Ranulf (1964), Hayland a.o. (1970) 

and d'Anjou a.o. (1978). According to this hypothesis punitiveness should 

be interpreted as an alternative outlet for pent-up agression which 

is a respons to (perceived) economical threatsx). The available 

findings seem to indicate that a harsh attitude towards deviance is 

not generated by economic threat but by insecure or unclear value 

orientations. Persons who are insecure about their own values are 

presumably in favt;r of a repressive systelll of justice because such 

a system reassures them both cognitively and emotionally about the 

correctness of their own (rootless) norms. They also. by projecting 

their OWn rebtive "illlDOrality" upon society. will be inclined to 

overestimate the social engineering function of punishment. In the 

Netherlands an insecure or unclear value orientation -closely connected 

to both anomia and autoritarianism- seems to. be most prevalent among 

.1. 
x) In their small pilot study d'Anjou a.o. (1978) themselves have. 

like Buikhuisen (1976). found no relation between economic threat 
and punitiveness; They did find a correlation between punitiveness 
and forms of threat per'!dptions that could be interpreted as "deviance· 
rej ec t ion" . 
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(non-religious) persons above SO year, fra. the lower-aiddle class 

vith a relatively lov level of education. At other places and times 

the joint traits of "i-.orality" and "punitiveness" can of course be 

distributed in quite different vays. 

Some public policy considerations 

The relatively non-repreuive crime policy of the Netherlands is actively 

supported by 20 or 30 percent of the population (opponents of repressive 

justice). Another SO to 60 percent of the population ii-not opposed to 

this line of policy, becaule they are equally in favor of both repres­

sive and preventive .. asures (passive supporters). About 20 or 30 per­

cent of the popUlation rejects the current policies because they are 

advocates of • .are repressive approach. 

There are no indications for a Irowinl opposition towards the liberal 

crime policies durinl the last decade. Soaevhat surprisinlly, the recent 

increases of the criae rates and of fear of crime have nOI aenerated 

such opposition either. Persons vho feel personally threatened by crime 

tend to prefer preventive ~asures to .are severe punishment even .are 

than non-comaitted citizens. 

On the basis of these findinl. both the lovern.ent and the judiciary 

could be advised not to back evay fro. its liberal -and econo.ical-

eri .. policies because of a would-b. public outcry about law and order. 

In order to .. intain the (passive) support of the public for its cri .. 

policy the central and local lovernaent could also be advised to sponsor 

cri.e prevention caapaians and vieti. support projects as part of • 

videly publicized loveru.ental res pons to cri ... Iy those sections of 

the population vho feel personally threatened by cri .. such prolrams 

viiI be velcoaed a. a rational line of policy, vhile the aajority of 

the population viii be contented by it. 

The alternative course of action -the introduction of a .are repressive 

policy- v~ll .ast probably not satisfy the .inority .roup of repression­

advocates. Since their nelativ. opinions about the severity of punish­

.. ftt fulfill specific psychololic~l functions for thea, they viiI 

probably reject any cri .. policy a. beinl too soft, reaardless of its 

actual content. 

./. 
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