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Abstract 

 

The aim of this article is to bring into relief the distinct contribution of Don Bosco in the history of 

nonviolent education. It contrasts Don Bosco’s educational approach with the excessively 

repressive methods that were common practice before and during his time. It also demonstrates his 

unique place in a selected list of eminent historical personalities who spoke up for children against 

violence in education.  

 

_________________________ 

 

 

[OP. page 777] 

 

At the age of nine, John Melchior Bosco had a dream which left a ‘profound impression’ on him for 

the rest of his life. It would define his identity, his sense of purpose and his mission. 

 
I dreamed that I was near my home, in a very large playing field where a crowd of children were having fun. 

Some were laughing, others were playing and not a few were cursing. I was so shocked at their language that I 

jumped into their midst, swinging wildly and shouting at them to stop. At that moment, a Man appeared, nobly 

attired, with a manly and imposing bearing. He was clad with a white flowing mantle, and his face radiated 

such light that I could not look directly at Him. He called me by name and told me to place myself as leader 

over those boys, adding the words, “You will have to win these friends of yours not with blows, but with 

gentleness and kindness.” (Bosco, 2011, p. 62)
1
 

 

The dream would also define his method of educating young people. Right from his childhood, Don 

Bosco began to recognize the difference between the two types of education prevalent in his time: 

one that used violence and aggression to  

 

  

                                                           
1
 Emphasis mine.   
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achieve its noble goal and the other that relied on gentleness and prevenient love for the same 

purpose. The first was called the ‘repressive system’ of education, the second, which was gradually 

gaining currency and acceptance among avant-garde educators of his time, was known as the 

‘preventive system’. (Braido, 2005, p. 248) 
2
 

 

The dream at the age of nine crystallized his perception of the method he would follow at an even 

deeper level: he felt called to be a priest-educator in the midst of youth. He would employ the 

unified strength of reason, religion and love in a nonviolent, non-threatening bond with poor and 

abandoned youngsters. He would use every means to help each of them realize the potential and 

excellence to which they were called, in the spirit of his patron, the gentle St. Francis de Sales. Over 

the years, as more people joined his ‘Salesian Family’
3
 and his ever expanding educational 

enterprise, he felt obliged to remind them that violence would have no part in his method; that he 

considered all forms of punishments abhorrent (MB VII, p. 503). 

 

To understand better the historical significance of this ‘providentially’ ordained nonviolent option, 

we will first take a rapid tour of the evolution of the concept of nonviolent education. Since his 

work commenced in the city of Turin, we will limit the  presentation of our opinions on punishment 

to Central Europe,  dating from the Christian era to the century preceding Don Bosco’s arrival on 

the scene.  

 

 

1. Concepts and Types of Punishment:  

 

The use of violence in child-rearing, whether in homes or schools, manifests itself in physical and 

psychological forms.
4
 Both forms are counterproductive to the exalted educational objectives they 

wish to promote. 

 

In this article we will use the term ‘child’ in the way the United Nations Committee on the Rights of 

the Child defines it, as: “every human being below the age of eighteen years […].”(UNCRC, 2008, 

art. 10, p. 19)  

 

Physical violence in child-rearing is commonly called corporal punishment. The UNCRC defines 

corporal punishment as “any punishment in which physical force is used and intended to cause 

some degree of pain or discomfort, however light.”(art. 11)  

 
Most [corporal punishment] involves hitting (“smacking”, “slapping”, “spanking”) children, with the hand or 

with an implement - a whip, stick, belt, shoe, wooden spoon,  

  

                                                           
2
 Some prominent names among Don Bosco’s contemporaries were LodovicoPavoni (1784-1849), Antonio Rosmini 

(1797-1855), Pierre-Antoine Poullet (1810-1846), Félix Dupanloup (1802-1878), Henri Lacordaire (1802-1861).   
3
 The Salesian Family is a vast network of religious and lay institutions that take their inspiration and mission from Don 

Bosco.  It is entrusted to the care of the ‘Salesian Society’,  an abbreviation for ‘The Salesians of Don Bosco’, formally 

known as the ‘Society of St Francis of Sales’.  
4
 There is a third type of punishment called Judicial corporal punishment. It is a part of a criminal sentence ordered by a 

court of law. In this paper we shall concentrate on domestic and academic violence. 



[OP. p. 779] 
 

 

etc. But it can also involve, for example, kicking, shaking or throwing children, scratching, pinching, biting, 

pulling hair or boxing ears, forcing children to stay in uncomfortable positions, burning, scalding or forced 

ingestion (for example, washing children’s mouths out with soap or forcing them to swallow hot spices).(art. 

12) 

 

We would not be far from the truth if we were to attempt a definition of psychological punishment 

along the lines of the UN definition above.
5
 Psychological punishment is that in which pressure is 

intentionally used to cause some degree of emotional pain through shame, fear, anxiety, stress, guilt 

and humiliation. Some examples of psychological punishments are verbal abuse, threats, bribes, 

blackmail, calumny, ragging, scapegoating, scaring, ridiculing, demanding favours(from running 

petty errands to sexual slavery).Verbal abuse often relies on prejudice and discrimination based on 

appearances, gender, family lineage, community, culture, class, caste, ideology, religion and 

nationality. 

 

The long list of corporal punishments employed throughout the world reads like a sinister inventory 

of horrors (Geltner 2012). It reveals the vicious ways in which human creativity is used to promote 

cruelty in an attempt to attain noble ends, such as education, truth and justice. 

 

The tragedy is that corporal punishments are always psychologically damaging. Scientific research 

on the intended and unintended effects of corporal punishment on children reveal that it does more 

harm than good, especially in the long-term consequences that affect emotional and mental states. 

(Gershoff 2010) These studies also show how violence begets violence: today’s victims are likely to 

end up as tomorrow’s tyrants. The cumulative result is the perpetuation of injustice and war for 

generations to come. It is therefore important to listen to some of the first prominent voices of 

history that have triggered the decisive shift towards a non-threatening, nonviolent education.  

 

 

2. Voices of dissent:  

 

The general understanding of child-rearing across the centuries and across the globe is that 

disciplining children early in life preserves them from becoming flawed and corrupt as adults. A 

necessary part of discipline involves being firm, which, in a generic sense, implies tempering their 

exuberant nature at regular intervals with some form of punishment. Religious belief contributed 

much to this logic. 

 

If we take the Judeo-Christian tradition alone, we are told that punishments were God’s way of 

administering justice to those who did not keep his commandments. The Old Testament  has many 

references supporting corporal punishment.  

 

  

                                                           
5
 While admitting that “there are other non-physical forms of punishment that are also cruel and degrading and thus 

incompatible with the Convention”, the UN Committee does not provide a definition of psychological punishments. 

Furthermore, to use definitions of psychological punishment from elsewhere, as in the theory of ‘operant conditioning’ 

of B. F. Skinner (1904 –1990),would confuse the reader with terminology that is irrelevant to the thrust of this paper. 
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“Whoever spares the rod hates their children, but the one who loves their children is careful to 

discipline them.” (Prov 13:24) “Wisdom is found on the lips of the discerning, but a rod is for the 

back of one who has no sense.” (Prov 10:13) “A rod and a reprimand impart wisdom, but a child 

left undisciplined disgraces its mother.” (Prov. 29:15)
6
 

 

The New Testament, however, presents an entirely different approach. Jesus of Nazareth  (circa 7–2 

BC to 30–36 AD) was respectful of children and young people – just as he was of people who were 

weak, sick, poor, excluded and marginalized. He believed children needed to be nurtured because 

they were directly under God’s care. “See that you do not despise one of these little ones. For I tell 

you that their angels in heaven always see the face of my Father in heaven.” (Matt 18:10) For Jesus, 

children were not flawed and corrupted for adults to correct. They were role models for adults to 

imitate. If adults wished to enter the kingdom of heaven there was only one way: regain their 

childhood innocence. “Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like little children, you will 

never enter the kingdom of heaven.” (Matt18.3) He had strong words for those who caused scandal. 

“If anyone causes one of these little ones—those who believe in me—to stumble, it would be better 

for them to have a large millstone hung around their neck and to be drowned in the depths of the 

sea.” (Matt 18:6) Again, his compassion for wayward adolescents is touchingly brought to light in 

the parable of the prodigal son. The Father’s mercy is the central theme of the whole story. (Lk 

15:11-32) Elsewhere, the Gospels reveal his tenderness for young people whom he cured (Jn 4:43-

54; Mk 9:14-29) and brought back to life (Mk 5:21-43; Lk 7:11-16). It is visible even in the case of 

the rich young man who found it difficult to leave his wealth behind and follow him. (Mark 10:17-

31) 

 

Interestingly, Paul of Tarsus (circa 5-10 to circa 64-67 AD) turns the tables. He invites parents to be 

disciplined first before they seek to discipline their own children. He asks the fathers to temper their 

own passion in the face of disobedience: “And you, fathers, do not provoke your children to wrath, 

but bring them up in the training and admonition of the Lord.” (Eph. 6:4) In his opinion, parents can 

cause misbehaviour in their children on the basis of their lack of self-control and their incapacity to 

see the good and encourage it. “Fathers, do not provoke your children, lest they become 

discouraged.” (Col. 3:21) 

 

Some of the earliest writings on the state of instruction in schools inform us of the extent to which 

children and young people were punished. For instance, the writings of Quintilian (30-100 AD), 

denounced the violence and even perversity of school teachers. He disapproves of the use of 

corporal punishments in schools because “it is a disgrace, and punishment fit for slaves.” 

(Quintilian, 95AD/1892, p. 27) It also hardens children instead of reforming them. He approves of 

the educator’s accompanying presence in the growth of the child: “if one who regularly exacts his 

tasks be with him, there will not be the need of any chastisement.” (p. 27) 
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 For more quotes from the Old Testament see: Proverbs 13:24, 19:18, 22:15, 23:13-14, 29:15, 29:17 
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With respect to the consequences of corporal punishments, Quintilian – far ahead of his times – 

explains the psychological damage they are liable to cause:  

[A]fter you have coerced a boy with stripes, how will you treat him when he becomes a young man, to whom 

such terror cannot be held out, and by whom more difficult studies must be pursued? Add to these 

considerations, that many things unpleasant to be mentioned, and likely afterwards to cause shame, often 

happen to boys while being whipped, under the influence of pain or fear; and such shame enervates and 

depresses the mind, and makes them shun people's sight and feel constant uneasiness [...] scandalously 

unworthy men may abuse the privilege of punishing, and what opportunity also the terror of the unhappy 

children may sometimes afford others. (p. 28). 

 

Plutarch (46-120 AD) objects to the use of violence because children ought to be introduced “to 

honourable practices by means of encouragement and reasoning, and most certainly not by blows or 

ill-treatment” which are meant for slaves rather than for the “free-born”. (Plutarch, 100AD/1927, p. 

41). Plutarch suggests positive methods instead of violence: “Praise and reproof are more helpful 

for the free-born than any sort of ill-usage, since the praise incites them toward what is honourable, 

and reproof keeps them from what is disgraceful.”(p. 41) 

 

Desiderius Erasmus, (1466 –1536), gives us an alarming picture of a medieval school – with a focus 

on the dominating role of the teacher and the threats under which he holds his students in captivity. 

He also establishes the connection between ‘fear’ and the consequent ‘hatred’ for learning. 

No useless, disreputable scoundrel nowadays is disqualified by general opinion from running a school. A 

teacher of this sort fancies he has gained for himself a private little empire, and it is shocking to see how this 

illusion of absolute power will lead him to inflict acts of savagery, no, not upon wild beasts, as the author of 

the comic stage has it, but upon a young generation that should be raised with gentleness. So schools have 

become torture-chambers; you hear nothing but the thudding of the stick, the swishing of the rod, howling and 

moaning, and shouts of brutal abuse. Is it any wonder, then, that children come to hate learning? And once this 

hatred has been implanted in young minds, the disgust with education will remain through the years of 

adulthood. (Erasmus, 1497/2003, p. 90) 

Erasmus’ insights into the consequences of punishment on the child are pertinent:  

 [N]othing is more damaging to young children than constant exposure to beatings. When corporal punishment 

is applied too harshly the more spirited children are driven to rebellion while the more apathetic ones are 

numbed into despair. If it is too frequently used, the body will gradually grow inured to beatings and the mind 

will become unresponsive to what it hears. Nor should sharp words of admonition be used too often. Any 

medicine wrongly administered aggravates rather than relieves the disease; or if it is taken too often it 

gradually loses its force and has the effect only of an unpalatable and unwholesome substance which has to be 

swallowed. (p. 93) 

Erasmus is not advocating a total ban on corporal punishments. He is warning his readers about the 

unhealthy consequences of its excessive use.  
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We also have the personal testimony of Michel De Montaign (1533–1592) who was brought up by 

his parents without violence, and who in turn, fathered his children without punishments.  He 

writes: “I condemn all violence in the education of tender minds that are to be trained up to honour 

and liberty. There is, I know not, what servility in rigour and constraint; and I am of the opinion that 

what cannot be done by reason, prudence, and address, is never to be effected by force.” de 

(Montaigne, 1588/1811, p. 505) He firmly believed in the principle that violence begets violence. “I 

never observed that whipping had any other effect than to render those who suffered it more 

dastardly, or more hardened in wickedness.” (p. 505) 

 

Francis de Sales (1567–1622) a saint that Don Bosco chose as his patron, had an unforgettable 

experience of corporal punishment when he was merely five years of age (Papàsogli, 1995, pp. 42-

43) He turned out to become a firm believer in the use of gentleness, reason and self-control, not 

only in educating children but also in the art of ‘living devoutly’ (de Sales, 1608/1972). 

 
When a judge is guided in his decisions by reason and proceeds calmly, he punishes criminals much more 

justly than when he acts in violence and passion. If he passes judgment hastily and passionately, he does not 

punish the crimes because of what they really are but because of what they seem to him. Believe me, Philothea, 

a father’s gentle, loving rebuke has far greater power to correct a child than rage and passion. So too when we 

have committed some fault, if we rebuke our heart by a calm, mild remonstrance, with more compassion for it 

than passion against it and encourage it to make amendments, then repentance conceived in this way will sink 

far deeper and penetrate more effectually than fretful, angry, stormy repentance. (pp. 149–151) 

 

Always in the vanguard of building society through positive attitudes and encouragement, he is 

reported to have said: “Try to always be as kind as possible. You can catch more flies with a drop of 

honey than with a barrel of vinegar.” (Wirth, 2006, p. 290) 

 

Jacques Rousseau (1712 - 1778) affirmed the notion of the inherent natural goodness of children in 

his book Emile (1762). According to him, “God made all things good; man meddles with them and 

they become evil.” (Rousseau 1957, p. 5) He believed that in educating the innocent and amoral 

child, it made no sense to punish the child for wrongdoing: “Never punish him, for he does not 

know what it is to do wrong; never make him say ‘Forgive me,’ for he does not know how to do 

you wrong. Wholly unmoral in his actions, he can do nothing morally wrong, and he deserves 

neither punishment nor reproof.” (p. 56) If punishment is necessary in education, “children should 

never receive punishment merely as such; it should always come as a natural consequence of their 

fault.” (p. 65) 

 

Caesar Beccaria (1738–1794), jurist, philosopher,  politician and author on criminal detention 

introduced the concept of prevention as an alternative to punishment: “It is better to prevent crimes 

than to punish them. This is the main goal of any good legislation which is the art of leading men to 

achieve the maximum of happiness and minimum of unhappiness possible”. (Beccaria, 1984, p. 

121) He was among the first to advocate the beneficial influences of education in lessen- 
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ing crime: “the most secure yet most difficult means for preventing crimes is the improvement of 

education.” (Beccaria, 2009, pp. 126-127) He condemned torture and the death penalty and is also 

responsible for restricting the use of punishment in criminal detention centres to a rationally 

controlled practice, believing with Montesquieu that “Every punishment that does not derive from 

absolute necessity is tyrannical.” (p. 11) 

Our historical excursus on the history of punishment in education shows us that the repressive 

system that relied on punishments in educational contexts centred more on the goal to be achieved. 

It saw the young person as a future adult who was therefore trained to be an adult from the early 

years of his life. This led to demanding domestic discipline, severe schools with stricter rules, 

formal teacher-student relationships and military-style academies (Braido, 2006, pp. 7-8). 

However, during the century preceding Don Bosco’s arrival, we notice the gradual awareness of the 

need for a ‘preventive’ method of education to replace or reduce the repressive one. The radical 

changes in Europe after the French Revolution initiated a new understanding of the human being – 

as destined for liberty and yet insufficiently prepared to venture out without the help of moral and 

religious guidance. Europe seemed obsessed with the idea of prevention more than ever before. 

(Braido, 2006, p. 23) “The accent was on strict vigilance, preventive censures, providing ‘missions 

for the masses’, in order to win them back and offer them moral standards through religion and 

prevention of idleness and licentiousness.” (Ibidem)  

Don Bosco appropriated this new method.  He prepared himself through study and experience and 

transformed it into something that he was happy to call his own. He brought to this new method of 

education his magnetic personality, his congenial style, his moral charisma and his ‘Salesian’ 

spirituality. 

 

3. Don Bosco’s views on violence and his Preventive System 

 

The choice to be guided by the Man of his dream, in the realization of his mission to ‘turn beasts 

into lambs’, took little Johnny to places he would never have dared to visit. As a young priest, he 

volunteered to assist his mentor Don Cafasso in his work with prisoners in Turin’s jails. The 

repression he saw there and the condition in which youngsters were packed into filthy cells shook 

him to the bone. This exposure to human ‘malice and misery’ confirmed his resolve to become a 

‘friend’ to poor youth so that none would end up in those dungeons. It also strengthened his 

conviction that his method would eschew from the very start, all forms of repression: ‘not with 

blows but with gentleness and love’. (Bosco, 2011, p. 62) 

 

To a journalist in Paris, Don Bosco dubbed all repressive techniques in education “anathema” (BM, 

v.16, p. 167-168). In the fourth paragraph of his Treatise on the Preventive System– which he 

published in 1877 in response to requests for information on his nonviolent educational practice – 

he highlights the radi- 
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cal contrast of the repressive system with his own method in these words: “Quite different from this 

[repressive method] and I might even say opposed to it, is the preventive system [which] excludes 

all violent punishment, and tries to do without even the slightest chastisement.” (Braido, 2005, p. 

259) 

 
One is based on the child and his or her limitations of age, so on a consistent, loving ‘assistance’ on the 

educator’s part. The educator is present, advises, guides, supports in a paternal (or maternal) way. From this 

spring educational regimes with a family-style orientation. (Braido, 2006, p. 7) 

 

Don Bosco adopted this system because he considered it well equipped to deal with those it was to 

serve: young people who have a natural tendency to forget the rules and penalties for their 

infringement. As a result, they are often found culpable and deserving of punishment when all they 

needed was a friendly and timely reminder. (Braido, 2005, p. 260) 

 

While he rejected repressive methods in educating youngsters, he fostered discipline through a 

friendly and family atmosphere. It facilitated a balance of both individual and group expression. His 

way of correcting was through a cordial presence, a friendly ‘assistance’. In this regard 

reasonableness is important, as can be seen in the advice to a teacher who asked him for tips on 

correction:  

 
1. When you have to correct someone in particular, never do so in the presence of others.  

2. When you give advice or counsel, always try to send the person away satisfied and still friendly to you.  

3. Always thank those who admonish you and take their corrections in good part. 

4. ‘Let your light shine before men, in order that they see your good works and give glory to our Father in 

Heaven’ (Mk. 5,16) (BM, vol. 11, p. 7.) 

 

The last two suggestions were gentle reminders of the importance of humility and integrity: it is 

reasonable and fair that all those who have the task of disciplining others, be aware of their own 

limitations and their duty to lead by personal example. 

 

Don Bosco did not consider punishments to be a part of his educational method because they often 

did more harm than good, sometimes, even to the point of instigating young people to vengeance. 

 
Experience teaches that the young do not easily forget the punishments they have received, and for the most 

part foster bitter feelings, along with the desire to throw off the yoke and even to seek revenge. They may 

sometimes appear to be quite unaffected[;] but anyone who follows them as they grow up knows that the 

reminiscences of youth are terrible. They easily forget punishments by their parents but only with great 

difficulty those inflicted by their teachers, and some have even been known in later years to have had recourse 

to brutal vengeance for chastisements they had justly deserved during the course of their education. (Braido, 

2005, p. 260) 

 

However, the basis of the Preventive system is not merely refusing to punish, but is more aptly the 

willingness to love, to take the first step, to encourage and accompany as a friend. All in all, 

education is a 'thing of the heart', because  
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almost naturally, a boy is more ‘heart’ than head. For this purpose, an educator will always be able 

‘to win over the heart of the one he protects’, and to speak with the language of the heart.” (Ibidem) 

 

This does not mean the educator loses himself in a flurry of emotions. To love is a decision – 

because it includes particularly those youngsters who are difficult, and does not limit itself only to 

those who easily respond. The love of the Salesian educator reaches out to understand and to seek 

that attribute by which he can enter the heart of the youngster in order to make a change, because, 

“in every youngster, even the most unfortunate one, there is a spot accessible to what is good. It is 

the task of an educator to look for this spot, the sensitive heart string, and draw profit from it.”  (MB 

vol.V, p. 367) 

 

Furthermore, Don Bosco’s Preventive System is not merely a matter of avoiding punishment. It is 

especially the constant practice of the love and fear of God. This is what a widower, Francesco 

Bodrato from Morenese learned first-hand. On admiring Don Bosco’s ability to turn wild and lively 

youngsters into obedient and respectful youth without using the whip, he asked him the secret of his 

success. Don Bosco replied:  

 
Religion and Reason. These are the two springs on which my educational system balances. […] True and  

sincere religion inspires the actions of the young, and reason that correctly applies these holy precepts so as to 

regulate all their actions.[…] Permit me to say that the whip which you say is indispensable, or the salutary 

warning of upcoming punishments, are not absolutely excluded. One needs to think about the many and 

terrible punishments that religion warns those who fail to observe the  Lord’s precepts and dare to despise  his 

commands. These severe and terrible warnings are recalled always and they do not fail to produce their just 

consequences, not merely in external actions. They even strike the most secret and hidden thoughts. To enable 

this truth to penetrate and persuade much deeper one adds the sincere practice of religion, the frequency of the 

sacraments and the insistence of the educator. It is certain that with the help of the Lord it will be easier to 

change many into good Christians, even the most adamant. (Da Silva, 2005, pp. 196-198) 

 

Don Bosco concluded his discussion with Bodrato with an invitation to spend a few days at the 

oratory “with the hope that at the end of the experiment I will feel assured that what I told you is 

experientially the most practical and the most secure.” (Ibidem)  Bodrato accepted the invitation, 

entrusted his two sons to Don Bosco’s care, and joined the Salesians. (p. 188) 

 

It must be mentioned, however, that the terms ‘repression’ and ‘prevention’ are not easy to 

compartmentalize or strictly define. The boundaries between the two often disappear. For instance, 

a preventive warning is usually linked to the fear of a specific punishment. But if the punishment is 

not administered after the warnings have been overlooked, subsequent warnings will be ineffective. 

The problem escalates in institutions having many pupils. Don Bosco therefore felt the need to 

address the issue head-on. As Braido says, “Even Don Bosco’s preventive system had ‘a word on 

punishments’.” (Braido, 2006, p. 29 footnote 11) Thus the Treatise on the Preventive System 

concludes as follows: 
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A Word on Punishments:  

What rules should be followed in inflicting punishments?  

First of all never have recourse to punishments if possible, but whenever necessity demands stern measures, let 

the following be borne in mind: 

1. An educator should seek to win the love of his pupils if he wishes to inspire fear in them. When he succeeds 

in doing this, the withholding of some token of kindness is a punishment which stimulates emulation, gives 

courage and never degrades. 

2. With the young, punishment is whatever is meant as a punishment. It has been noticed that in the case of 

some boys a reproachful look is more effective than a slap in the face would be. Praise of work well done, and 

blame in the case of carelessness are already a reward or punishment. 

3. Except in very rare cases, corrections and punishments should never be given publicly, but always privately 

and in the absence of companions; and the greatest prudence and patience should be used to bring the pupil to 

see his fault, with the aid of reason and religion. 

4. To strike a boy in any way, to make him kneel in a painful position, to pull his ears, and other similar 

punishments, must be absolutely avoided, because the law forbids them, and because they greatly irritate the 

boys and degrade the educator. 

5. The Rector shall make sure that the disciplinary measures, including rules and punishments, are known to 

the pupils, so that no one can make the excuse that he did not know what was commanded or forbidden. If this 

system is carried out in our houses, I believe that we shall be able to obtain good results, without having 

recourse to the use of the cane and other corporal punishments. Though I have been dealing with boys for forty 

years, I do not recall having used punishments of any kind; and yet by the help of God I have always obtained 

not only what duty required, but also what was simply a wish on my part, and that from the very boys in regard 

to whom all hope of success seemed lost. (Braido, 2005, p. 265) 

 

In 1883, six years after the Treatise was published, a more detailed explanation on punishments was 

addressed to the Salesians in the form of a circular letter which we shall refer to as Dei castighi. It 

was signed by Don Bosco, although historians raise doubts of it being written by Don Bosco 

himself. (Ribotta, 1995, p. 94; Prellezo, 2005, p. 304). His secretary, Don Rua, prepared sufficient 

number of copies for distribution, but as time went by, it passed into oblivion until it was brought to 

light in 1935 (Prellezo, 2005, p. 300). 

 

As to its authenticity, Braido assures us that “The spirit, the general educative attitude, the positive 

evaluation of the young, the optimism, the clear predilection for a pedagogical policy of love, these 

are certainly Don Bosco’s, and in harmony with his whole method. (Prellezo, 2005, p. 304) Ribotta 

leaves his readers to judge for themselves by presenting the entire document at the end of his article 

and adds: “It certainly bears all the hallmarks of Don Bosco’s ‘Salesian Way’ as found in his Il 

Sistema Preventivo […] A consistency of approach is evident in both these two writings.” (Ribotta, 

1995, p. 95). Don Eugenio Ceria explains that the Dei castighi letter was published on the feast of 

St. Francis de Sales because it “was meant to interpret the spirit of de Sales in one of the most 

delicate tasks of the educator.” (Prellezo, 2005, p. 300)  
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To understand why Don Bosco thought it necessary to elaborate further on what was just a note in 

his Treatise, a contextual reading of the Dei Castighi letter is important. 

 
Every collegio (boarding school) had its own unique problems which living conditions exacerbated and 

expanded. Boarding schools students in those days spent twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, within 

the cramped confines of boarding school walls. The students all ate together in the same dining room, slept in 

barrack-like dormitories, played in the same common playground. Such communal life created numerous 

problems that called for frequent admonitions and punishments. Supervision was ubiquitous and mischief-

making sometimes became a fine art. Don Bosco always stressed the goal of the “family spirit”, but even in the 

best of families children will get ornery, cantankerous, and look to follow the line of least resistance. The use 

of punishment advocated by Don Bosco had to deal with infractions and peccadilloes and sometimes serious 

offenses that resulted from boys living together in an effort to put a halt to them before they festered into more 

serious situations.  (Ribotta, 1995, p. 95) 

 

The letter explains the forms of disciplinary action that directors of Salesian institutions should take 

when punishment is found to be necessary.  

 

Firstly, they were to punish only as a last resort. The educator must exercise restraint and not yield 

to impatience before a pupil who misbehaves. A correction with the heart of a father (or mother) in 

private must first be attempted. If there is no improvement, the educator must speak to a colleague 

who has a good rapport with the child. Prayer must accompany the process as mere coercion will 

not accomplish the prevention of bad behaviour.  It is only the practice of virtues (such as kindness, 

tact, perseverance and love) founded on the quality of the educator’s relationship with God’s will 

that can act as a deterrent . 
 

Often it seems that your tolerance and kindness are getting you nowhere, and that the troubled youngster is just 

not listening. But don’t be fooled. Our problem child is listening more than you think. His outward demeanour 

may not show it, but his heart is taking in much more than we imagine. (Ribotta, 1995, p. 98) 

 

Secondly, every punishment must carry a clear message. The educator must ensure that the 

punishment “is a calm and reasoned decision” because “remaining calm […] is not an option, it is a 

necessity.” (Ribotta, 1995, p. 100) 

 
If, as teachers and educators, all the hard work and stress and strain we have to put up with seem to be getting 

nowhere in our work with young people, then perhaps we should take a good look at ourselves. It may very 

well be that the source of our problem arises from the unfortunate and mistaken ways we discipline our 

charges. The heart of the matter is this: stay in control. (Ribotta, 1995, pp. 101-102) 

 

Finally, the act of punishing must also lead to the readiness to forgive. “The culprit must be assured 

that the educator does not carry a grudge. Every punishment leaves a trail of anxiety and even stress 

in its wake. Therefore an encouraging word to the youth who has been punished will make the 

transition more humane. In the difficult art of education, forgetting and forgiving a child’s fault can 

put the educator to the test.” (Ribotta, 1995, p. 101) 
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On the question of the kinds of punishment and who should use them, DB advises his Salesians:  

 
I have learned from my visits to the city jails in my early years that harsh punishment may penalize the crime, 

but it does not rehabilitate the criminal. You cannot force a plant to grow straight by violently bending it. 

 

Here are the guidelines on disciplinary measures to be taken in Salesian schools.” 

 

1. When a boy misbehaves or is disorderly, let him know that you are keenly disappointed in him. Make him 

realize that he has let you down. If such a lad esteems and respects his teacher, he will almost never make the 

same mistake twice out of respect for him.  

2. Any reprimand that must be given must be given in private and in a fatherly manner.  

3. Do not reprimand a boy time and time again. Repetitious corrections in time become meaningless.  

4. Make it clear to the culprit that in breaking the rules of the school he has not only disappointed you, but has 

let his parents down as well.  

5. Trace out the consequences of his bad behavior to him. Then contrast that with the joy and good feelings 

that await someone who follows the rules.   

 

This approach when used, and without resorting to any kind of corporal punishment, will, I assure you, 

produce a gratifying and generous response. (Ribotta, 1995, p. 105) 

 

Thus, Don Bosco’s Preventive System which started out as an educational method that kept clear of 

punishments, ended up with a method that was constrained to acknowledge their necessity within 

limits and under certain conditions. Don Bosco’s preventive method in practice also had to leave 

space for rare occasions of punishment as an extreme form of saving youngsters, or in the final 

analysis, for sending them away so others were not affected by their resistance to change. 

 

However, we would be doing Don Bosco and his educational method a great disservice if we 

overlooked the positive aspects of his educational method to combat the need for punishment. We 

need to emphasize his innovative and charismatic skills in creating an environment that attracted the 

young. We are referring to his unique ability to create a climate of expression through 

encouragement and personal accompaniment.  

 

 

4. Preventing repression through ‘expression’: 

 

The first Oratory at Valdocco was a model he would always re-visit. It was an open, cheerful and 

welcoming place where young people who were known by name, could “have full liberty to jump, 

run and make as much noise as they please.” (Braido, 2005, p. 261) This free atmosphere facilitated 

the flowering of the potential latent in every youngster and the development of their skills for life.  

In an interview published in Journal de Rome, on April 25, 1884, a journalist asked him to define 

his educational method. He replied:  

 
Very simply put: leave the young full liberty to do the things that they like best. The important thing is to 

discover in them the seeds of good disposition and try to develop these. And since everyone likes to do only 

what he knows he can do well, I get my students to work together with much fervour and love. This is the 

principle I follow. I 
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dare say that in 46 years I have never inflicted a single punishment, and my students love me for it. (MB, 

XVII, p.85-86). 

 

The educator’s participation in the games of the pupils was an excellent means of diffusing tension 

and effacing the need for punishment. The numerous studies in educational psychology today can 

vouch for the salutary effects of this approach on child development. Play sublimates aggression by 

producing interdependence, team spirit, generosity and respect for rules. (Dacquino, 1988, p.151) The 

early development of self-expression and life skills are ideal ways to get their energies to focus on their 

future well-being and away from harmful distractions. (Bonino & Cattelino, 2008)  
 

Don Barberis, a member of the first council of the Salesian Society confirmed the positive role the 

regular practice of religion with devotion but without restraint could have.  It enabled “the boys to 

act from conviction rather than from fear of punishment.” (Lenti, 1997, p. 193) The Salesian 

expressive education is a testimony to the truth that young people grow best when they grow from 

within. It is about enhancing personal growth and striving for joy.  

 

As a sign of his charming personality and his relationship with youngsters, it is worth looking at an 

example of his frank and endearing communication style, that did not lower the high standards 

towards which he had urged them to aspire. The ‘Good Night’ given in August 1863 brings to light 

the warmth of an educator who strove to be a father and friend rather than a superior or a 

disciplinarian. 

 
We are together here to run a race and win a crown. All of you wish to be successful. So let's get going. I'll 

lead and you'll follow. But we must understand the terms of our agreement. “Clear pacts, long friendship,” as 

the proverb says. I am not here to make money, to get famous, to pride myself in your numbers - I am here for 

no other reason than to do you good. So know that I, on my part, am wholly for you day and night, morning 

and evening, at all times. I have no wish other than your good - be it moral, physical or intellectual. But to 

succeed in this effort, I need your help; if you help me, I assure you that the Lord will not fail us and we'll 

surely do great things!  

 

I want you to deal with me not as a superior of yours, but as your friend. So, please don't hold me in fear, but 

give me your trust: that's what I desire, and ask from you: That's how things are among buddies.  

 

I have to tell you sincerely, I abhor punishments, I don't like to give an advice with a threat of punishment to 

anyone: that's not in my system. Even when one of you does make a mistake, when I can correct him with a 

good word, and he corrects his fault, I don't ask for more. In fact if I'd have to punish any of you, it would be a 

greater punishment for me; I'd really suffer. If a father has a disobedient son, he does show displeasure and 

resorts to punishment which sometimes is necessary... because one who spares the rod, hates his son. 

Nevertheless my heart recoils from striking anyone, not even can I look at someone getting a spanking.  

 

It does not mean that I tolerate disorders; oh no! I don't... especially those who give scandal. In such cases I'd 

be forced to tell him, “You cannot stay with us.” But there is one way to avoid all this unpleasantness between 

us. Let's all be united! I am always ready to help you. You have good will. Be open and frank as I am with you. 

When one is in danger and needs help, let him tell one; if one of you has made a mistake, don't try to hide it, 

but try to remedy the mistake. If I am informed by you yourselves, I'll help to 
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remedy the problem. Everything will be arranged for your spiritual and temporal welfare. I am not one who 

wishes to condemn those whom God has pardoned. (MB VII, p. 503)
7 

 

 

Don Bosco’s charm lay in his ability to be a tactful and authentic communicator. He could insist on 

discipline by emphasizing: the foundations of a free and trustful relationship, an educational 

accompaniment of the young, a creative presence based on reason, religion and love. His nonviolent 

method facilitated an all-round development and enabled youngsters to be the best they could be, 

nay, the best they were called to be by their Creator, for the benefit of society (Gonsalves, 2009) 

 

The history of nonviolent education continues further beyond Don Bosco through a long line of 

educational philosophers and scientists to the present day. It has unravelled fascinating new areas of 

human potential which, by their very affirmation in theory and practice, have underscored the 

indispensable role of the educator and the creation of a free and lively environment that fecundates 

learning. Don Bosco’s unique interpretation of the ‘preventive system’ of his time, was providing  

the essential bridge that facilitated the movement from repression to expression, from punishment to 

nonviolent holistic growth.  
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