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  EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

This report examines the childhood and juvenile 

institutional history of Charles Manson and asks what that 

history reveals about the systems entrusted with the care 

and control of children. It is written for policymakers, 

practitioners, courts, and readers concerned with juvenile 

justice—not to rehabilitate Manson’s reputation, and not 

to diminish either his responsibility or the suffering of the 

people he and his followers harmed. 

The report rests on two bodies of material. The first is the 

surviving record of Manson’s early life—court and 

institutional records, contemporary accounts, biographies, 

and Manson’s own unreliable recollections—classified 

throughout by the strength of its supporting evidence (see 

Appendix). The second is professional experience: more 

than four decades of reviewing cases and interviewing 

individuals facing the death penalty and other extreme 

penalties, most of whom passed through California’s 

juvenile institutions and endured the abusive conditions 

later documented by the state itself. I write as a juvenile 

justice historian and practitioner, not as a psychologist, 

and I offer no clinical diagnosis. The developmental 

research I draw upon comes from the published literature 

cited throughout. 

My findings can be stated briefly. The claim that Manson 

was born evil is retrospective determinism rather than 

history: it begins with the crimes and reads his childhood 

backward, converting every early misbehavior into proof 

of an inevitable outcome while dismissing abandonment, 

neglect, and institutional violence as incidental. 

The restrained record of that childhood is troubling 

enough without embellishment. Manson was born to a 

sixteen-year-old mother, separated from her during her 

imprisonment, moved among relatives and placements, 

and never provided with a consistently protective adult. 

By thirteen, the juvenile justice system had assumed 

control of his development. Each placement failure was 

attributed to the child; each escape justified more 

restrictive confinement; and by adolescence he was an 

experienced institutional survivor. 

Inside those institutions, Manson reported beatings and 

sexual victimization. Not every allegation can be verified, 

but the reported abuse was consistent with documented 

conditions in mid-century reform schools, and the 

institutional response to his distress followed a pattern I 

have seen repeatedly in capital cases: trauma symptoms 

were converted into disciplinary offenses, and survival 

adaptations—emotional detachment, hypervigilance, 

manipulation, performed unpredictability—were later 

read as evidence of fixed criminal character. 

As an adult, Manson reproduced the institutional power he 

lived under. The group he assembled was a private 

institutional order—hierarchy, surveillance, conditional 

belonging, and control over identity—presented as 

liberation. None of this excuses him and explanation is not 

exoneration: Manson exercised agency, exploited 

vulnerable people, and bears full responsibility for the 

harm he organized. His victims, named in this report, 

remain central to any morally serious account. 

Nor does his history make violence the expected outcome 

of abuse. Most children who suffer what Manson suffered 

never seriously harm anyone. Development is 

probabilistic, which is precisely why protection, 

treatment, and belonging matter: they change the 

probabilities. The obligation to intervene rests on that fact. 

California’s own reckoning confirms the argument. The 

dynamics described in this report were documented in the 

state’s youth correctional system through the Farrell 

litigation, and the state ultimately closed that system in 

2023. The question now belongs to the counties—and to 

every jurisdiction still confining children—whether 

custody can be organized around development rather than 

domination. The report closes with specific reforms: ask 

what happened to the child and what the institution itself 

has done; reserve confinement for genuine safety risks; 

prohibit punitive isolation; create independent abuse 

reporting; sustain reentry relationships; preserve 

institutional records; and include survivors in oversight. 

 

  I. INTRODUCTION: MOVING BEYOND THE 

“BORN EVIL” EXPLANATION 

 

Charles Manson occupies an unusual place in the 

American imagination—remembered not simply as a 

criminal defendant or the leader of a group that committed 

extraordinary violence, but as a nearly mythological 

embodiment of evil. News accounts, prosecutorial 

narratives, books, films, documentaries, prison interviews, 

and popular culture have reproduced his image for 

decades. Its familiar features—the fixed stare, erratic 

speech, threats, symbols, and claims of extraordinary 
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influence—encourage the belief that Manson was 

fundamentally different from other human beings: born 

without conscience, empathy, or the ordinary capacities 

for moral restraint. 

This depiction offers an emotionally satisfying 

explanation for otherwise incomprehensible conduct. It 

separates Manson from the social world and locates the 

source of violence entirely within a defective individual. 

If he was simply born evil, there is little reason to 

investigate the conditions under which he developed: 

family abandonment, childhood neglect, repeated 

institutional placement, custodial violence, and the 

failures of juvenile correctional systems become 

incidental details rather than central subjects of inquiry. 

The born-evil narrative also creates the illusion that 

Manson’s later conduct was present in completed form 

from the beginning of his life. His childhood thefts, 

escapes, defiance, and institutional misconduct are read 

retrospectively as early manifestations of the adult he 

would become. The child disappears into the shadow of 

the notorious offender. Every act of resistance becomes 

proof of incorrigibility; every institutional failure is 

treated as an understandable response to an already 

dangerous personality. 

A developmental examination begins from a different 

premise. Before Charles Manson became a public symbol 

of violence, he was a child marked by instability, disrupted 

caregiving, rejection, and repeated removal from ordinary 

social relationships. By adolescence, courts and 

correctional institutions dominated his development. 

Institutions that purported to provide supervision and 

rehabilitation—but were frequently organized around 

punishment, coercion, and hierarchy—controlled his 

movements, associations, education, discipline, and 

physical security. 

This history does not establish that his later crimes were 

inevitable. What happened to Manson before the public 

knew his name? How did repeated experiences of 

abandonment and confinement shape his capacity for 

trust, attachment, empathy, and self-regulation? What 

does a child learn when fear, running away, aggression, 

and defiance are treated exclusively as disciplinary 

problems? What happens when a young person enters an 

institution already traumatized and encounters further 

humiliation, violence, or victimization there? 

These questions are not abstract to me. Over my 

professional career, I have interviewed and evaluated the 

life histories of numerous individuals facing the death 

penalty and other extreme criminal penalties. Many 

entered the adult criminal legal system only after spending 

much of their childhoods under the control of juvenile 

courts, detention facilities, reform schools, youth 

correctional institutions, and foster placements. Their 

institutional records described them as violent, 

manipulative, oppositional, assaultive, or incorrigible. 

Read closely and supplemented by interviews, family 

histories, and school records, those same records 

frequently revealed children first subjected to severe 

neglect, physical abuse, sexual victimization, 

abandonment, and institutional brutality. 

A note on perspective belongs here. I write as a juvenile 

justice historian and practitioner, not as a psychologist, 

and I offer no clinical diagnosis of Manson or of anyone 

else. The developmental and trauma research summarized 

in these pages comes from the published literature cited 

throughout; my own contribution is institutional and 

historical—the records, case files, and interviews 

accumulated over decades of work in and around 

California’s juvenile and criminal justice systems. 

In many of these cases, the juvenile justice system did not 

merely fail to address preexisting trauma. It compounded 

it. Children who showed fear became targets; those who 

resisted victimization were classified as aggressive; those 

who fled dangerous placements were subjected to more 

restrictive confinement. The lessons they learned in 

custody—do not appear weak, do not trust authority, 

establish dominance before becoming a victim—protected 

them inside violent institutional settings while impairing 

their capacity, as adults, to sustain relationships, accept 

assistance, or manage conflict without force. The 

institution had not simply confined the child. It had 

participated in shaping the adult. 

This experience has made me skeptical of explanations 

that treat extreme criminal behavior as the product of an 

innate and unchanging nature—a form of determinism, 

familiar from capital prosecutions, that Section II 

examines directly. 

The comparison with Manson must be drawn with 

caution. Most children who experience abuse, 

abandonment, or institutional violence do not become 

murderers, and most people who survive youth 

correctional institutions do not commit acts of extreme 

violence. To suggest otherwise would stigmatize 

survivors and reproduce the very determinism I reject. The 
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relevant comparison concerns developmental processes, 

not identical outcomes. 

Manson’s history reflects patterns that recur in the lives of 

many confined youths: serious adversity before 

institutionalization, punitive responses to trauma-related 

behavior, additional victimization in custody, escalating 

restriction, and the gradual formation of an identity 

organized around distrust, resistance, and control. Human 

development is probabilistic rather than mechanical; risk 

is cumulative, and outcomes are shaped by both 

aggravating and protective conditions—a distinction 

Section XI examines in full. 

The purpose of examining Charles Manson’s childhood 

and institutional history is therefore not to rehabilitate his 

reputation or diminish the suffering of those harmed by 

the crimes associated with him. His victims must remain 

central to any morally serious account. Manson exploited 

vulnerable people, exercised coercive influence, promoted 

paranoia, and contributed to acts of devastating violence. 

His own history of suffering did not give him the right to 

inflict suffering on others. 

Explanation is not exoneration. Accountability concerns 

what a person did; developmental analysis concerns how 

that person became capable of doing it. The two inquiries 

are related but not mutually exclusive, and Section IX 

develops the distinction fully. 

Understanding the development of violence is also 

essential to prevention. If violence is attributed entirely to 

inexplicable evil, society is relieved of the obligation to 

examine its own institutions. Reform schools, detention 

facilities, youth prisons, and correctional agencies can be 

treated as neutral settings through which dangerous 

individuals merely passed. But if those institutions 

sometimes intensified trauma, modeled domination, 

rewarded aggression, and punished vulnerability, then 

they must be included in the causal history. 

My central argument is not that the juvenile justice system 

created Manson in any simple or exclusive sense. Nor is it 

that childhood abuse mechanically caused the murders for 

which he became notorious. Rather, the argument is that 

he was not born with a completed and irreversible identity 

as a murderer. His adult personality developed through an 

interaction among early adversity, disrupted attachment, 

repeated confinement, institutional victimization, 

acquired survival strategies, personal choices, and later 

opportunities to exercise power over others. 

This perspective requires us to move beyond the culturally 

reassuring image of the monster born outside ordinary 

human experience. It asks us to recover the child obscured 

by the adult’s crimes and to examine the institutions that 

claimed authority over his development. In doing so, it 

also directs attention to the many less famous individuals 

whose pathways to adult violence began in childhood 

victimization and were reinforced rather than interrupted 

by juvenile correctional systems. 

 

  II. THE LIMITS OF THE “BORN MURDERER” 

NARRATIVE 

 

A. The Cultural Construction of Manson as Innately 

Evil 

The mythology surrounding Charles Manson did not arise 

from his conduct alone. Criminal prosecution, journalism, 

popular entertainment, and Manson’s own self-

presentation together produced the image of a uniquely 

dangerous figure with an almost supernatural capacity to 

control others. 

The prosecution emphasized Manson’s domination of his 

followers and his role as the directing intelligence behind 

the murders. The interpretation was legally and narratively 

powerful: it presented a man who had not physically 

committed each killing as the principal author of the 

violence, and it gave the public a recognizable explanation 

for how young people from conventional backgrounds 

could commit acts of extraordinary brutality—they had 

fallen under the influence of an evil and nearly omnipotent 

leader (Bugliosi and Gentry 1974; cf. O’Neill and 

Piepenbring 2019). 

News coverage amplified this image. Manson’s 

courtroom behavior, gestures, expressions, statements, 

and appearance became part of the public evidence against 

him. His face was repeatedly reproduced as an icon of 

madness. The stare itself became a cultural object, 

interpreted as visible proof of an internal moral vacancy. 

Later books, films, documentaries, and prison interviews 

preserved and elaborated the image (Melnick 2018). 

Manson was not a passive subject of this process. He 

cultivated a persona designed to provoke fear, confusion, 

and fascination—erratic speech, abrupt shifts in affect, 

threats, symbolic gestures, claims of extraordinary 

awareness—much of it plausibly theatrical. He presented 

himself as unpredictable and unconstrained by ordinary 
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standards, at times claiming immense power, at others 

denying responsibility and portraying himself as a 

creation of society’s neglect and punishment. 

The contradictions strengthened rather than weakened the 

mythology. They made him appear unknowable. The 

more incomprehensible he seemed, the more readily he 

could be treated as fundamentally outside the range of 

ordinary human development. 

Performance of this kind may also have had roots in 

institutional life, where a reputation for unpredictability 

can provide protection—a survival function examined in 

Section VI. 

Recognizing the performance does not make the danger 

unreal; performance and dangerousness are not opposites. 

The persona amplified his influence, intimidated others, 

and obscured the ordinary mechanisms of his control. His 

followers were not subjected to supernatural domination 

but to social isolation, psychological manipulation, group 

pressure, sexual control, intermittent approval, fear, 

substance use, and the erosion of independent identity. 

The mythology of absolute evil diverted attention from 

these mechanisms. It also removed Manson from 

historical context. His conduct became evidence of what 

he essentially was rather than something that had 

developed through experience, learning, and deliberate 

cultivation. 

B. Why Innate Criminality Is an Inadequate 

Explanation 

The claim that Manson was born a murderer is a form of 

determinism. It begins with the final outcome and then 

selects earlier events that appear to confirm it. Childhood 

misconduct becomes evidence of an emerging killer, 

while experiences of neglect, rejection, and abuse are 

treated as irrelevant or manipulative additions to the 

record. 

This reasoning is particularly familiar in capital cases. The 

defendant’s early behavior is often organized into a 

continuous narrative of dangerousness: school difficulties 

lead to juvenile offenses, juvenile offenses lead to 

institutional misconduct, and institutional misconduct 

leads to adult violence. The sequence is presented as if 

each stage naturally and inevitably produced the next. 

Little attention is given to the changing environments in 

which the behavior occurred or to the possibility that 

institutional responses intensified the pattern. 

The most sophisticated version of the born-murderer 

claim replaces “evil” with a clinical-sounding label: 

Manson, it is said, was simply a psychopath. The label 

appears throughout the popular literature and deserves a 

direct response, because it functions as a scientific 

translation of the same retrospective determinism. 

Three observations about that label are within my 

competence, and none requires clinical expertise. The first 

concerns evidence. Psychopathy, as researchers use the 

term, is a contested construct measured through structured 

assessment of a living person (Skeem et al. 2011). No such 

assessment of the child Manson exists or could now be 

performed. What exists is an institutional paper trail—

labels such as “aggressively antisocial”—produced by the 

very custodial systems whose practices Section V 

examines. Records that converted trauma symptoms into 

disciplinary offenses cannot later serve as neutral 

evidence of an innate condition. 

The second concerns what a label can explain. Even if one 

stipulates that the adult Manson displayed the traits the 

term gathers together—superficial charm, 

manipulativeness, shallow affect, absence of remorse—a 

label describes a pattern of behavior; it does not account 

for the pattern’s origin. To answer the question of why he 

did it by calling him a psychopath is to rename the 

conduct, not to explain it. The developmental inquiry 

remains: how were those capacities and deficits 

assembled, rewarded, and hardened across a childhood 

spent in the custody of failing families and abusive 

institutions? 

The third concerns the word born. The claim under 

examination is not merely that the adult Manson was 

callous and manipulative—Sections VI through VIII 

document exactly that—but that he was born so, and that 

his childhood is therefore irrelevant. Adult presentation 

cannot establish innateness. The research literature treats 

the developmental origins of these traits as an open 

question involving both heritable and environmental 

contributions (Skeem et al. 2011), and nothing in it 

licenses the inference from a notorious adult to a 

predetermined child. The one record we do have of the 

child—examined in Sections III through V—shows 

precisely the environmental history that the born-evil 

narrative requires us to ignore. 

I take no position on whether Manson would have satisfied 

any formal diagnostic criteria. That question lies outside 

my competence and is unanswerable at this distance. The 
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observation I do make is historical: the psychopathy label, 

applied retrospectively and casually, performs the same 

work as the mythology of innate evil. It closes the 

developmental inquiry that I hold open. 

Developmental evidence does not support such simplicity. 

Childhood behavior emerges from interactions among 

temperament, caregiving, exposure to adversity, 

neurological development, social learning, peer 

relationships, educational opportunity, and institutional 

treatment (Shonkoff and Garner 2012; National 

Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 

2019). Biological characteristics may influence 

impulsivity, emotional sensitivity, or response to threat, 

but they do not function independently of experience. 

Childhood trauma likewise does not mechanically cause 

murder. Its effects are heterogeneous, and the outcome 

depends partly on the severity and duration of the harm, 

the developmental period in which it occurs, the meaning 

the child assigns to it, and the presence or absence of 

subsequent protection (Widom 1989; Anda et al. 2006). 

It is more accurate to understand trauma as one element 

within a cumulative risk process. Repeated exposure to 

abuse and neglect can impair the development of 

emotional regulation, secure attachment, trust, and the 

ability to distinguish present threats from reminders of 

earlier danger. Institutionalization may add further risk by 

removing the child from stabilizing relationships, placing 

him among more troubled peers, and normalizing coercive 

forms of authority (Felitti et al. 1998; Cook et al. 2005). 

In the cases I have reviewed, behaviors later described as 

evidence of fixed criminality often had identifiable 

adaptive origins: detachment protected against loss, 

aggression discouraged victimization, and manipulation 

provided some control where formal power rested entirely 

with adults. Section VI examines these adaptations in 

detail. 

Individual choice remains part of the analysis. Manson 

was not merely acted upon by history. He made decisions, 

exploited others, cultivated dependence, and exercised 

influence in ways that caused profound harm. The fact that 

his choices were shaped by prior experience does not 

mean they were not choices. 

A serious account must therefore resist two equally 

inadequate positions. The first treats Manson as a product 

of innate evil and regards childhood history as irrelevant. 

The second treats him as the passive product of abuse and 

denies meaningful agency. A developmental approach 

recognizes that human beings are both shaped by 

experience and capable of acting within, against, or 

beyond that history. 

C. A Developmental and Institutional Framework 

The framework used in this report is developmental 

because it examines change over time, and institutional 

because it considers the role of organizations entrusted 

with the care and control of children. It does not attempt 

to identify a single cause of Manson’s later violence. 

Instead, it evaluates the cumulative interaction of 

adversity, relationships, confinement, learning, identity, 

and choice. 

The first concept is cumulative adversity. Childhood 

harm is rarely confined to one event. Neglect may coexist 

with poverty, parental absence, unstable housing, school 

disruption, exposure to violence, and repeated placement. 

Each additional adversity can reduce the child’s capacity 

to recover from the others. In such cases, the 

developmental significance lies not only in the severity of 

any single experience but in the persistence of insecurity 

across time. 

Closely related is disrupted attachment. Children 

ordinarily develop trust and emotional regulation through 

reliable relationships with caregivers. Repeated 

abandonment, inconsistency, or frightening caregiving 

may teach a child that dependence is dangerous and that 

relationships are temporary (Bowlby 1982). Later efforts 

to control others can emerge from an inability to tolerate 

uncertainty, separation, or emotional equality. 

These experiences can consolidate into developmental 

trauma. When adversity is chronic and occurs while 

emotional and cognitive systems are still developing, the 

child may organize his understanding of the world around 

danger. Threat becomes expected, distrust becomes 

rational, and control becomes a primary means of 

achieving safety (van der Kolk 2005; Cook et al. 2005). 

A distinct injury arises from institutional betrayal. 

Juvenile institutions exercise authority under the claim 

that they will protect, educate, supervise, or rehabilitate. 

When they expose children to abuse, ignore victimization, 

retaliate against complaints, or punish attempts to escape 

danger, they communicate that protection is unavailable 

even from institutions claiming to provide it (Freyd 1996; 

Smith and Freyd 2014). 

Institutional betrayal is especially damaging because it 

converts authority itself into a source of threat. The child 
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does not merely learn that particular adults are unsafe. He 

may learn that official rules are deceptive, that appeals for 

help are futile, and that power rather than legitimacy 

determines outcomes. 

Children answer these conditions with survival 

adaptation. Young people confined in violent or coercive 

environments develop strategies that make sense under 

those conditions. They may appear emotionally cold 

because visible fear attracts predators. They may become 

aggressive because passivity invites assault. They may 

deceive staff because honest disclosure produces 

punishment. They may form alliances, exaggerate 

toughness, or create an unstable persona to discourage 

attack. 

These environments also operate through social learning. 

Institutions teach through practice as much as through 

formal programming. A facility may speak of 

rehabilitation while relying on intimidation, isolation, and 

force. A young person living in such an environment 

learns that authority rests on the capacity to punish, that 

compliance is produced through fear, and that the person 

who controls the group controls reality (Sykes 1958). 

The stakes converge in identity formation under 

confinement. Adolescence is a period during which 

young people develop identities through family, school, 

work, friendship, sexuality, achievement, and community 

participation. Institutionalized youths have fewer 

opportunities for such exploration. They are repeatedly 

classified as offenders, inmates, escape risks, disciplinary 

problems, or failures. Some resist these labels. Others 

internalize them. Still others exaggerate them into a 

protective identity organized around dangerousness and 

rejection (Goffman 1961). 

These concepts illuminate a process I have repeatedly 

observed in capital and serious criminal cases. The state 

first encounters a child as a victim of family and social 

failure. It then redefines him as a delinquent. Once 

institutionalized, the child acquires behaviors necessary 

for survival in custody. Those behaviors generate more 

disciplinary findings, which justify increasingly restrictive 

placements. By adulthood, the institutional record appears 

to document an inherently dangerous person, while the 

system’s role in producing and reinforcing the behavior 

largely disappears. 

Finally, the framework distinguishes among risk, 

causation, and inevitability. A risk factor increases the 

probability of an outcome but does not determine it. 

Causation in human development usually involves the 

interaction of multiple conditions. Inevitability means that 

no other outcome was possible. Nothing in Manson’s 

childhood establishes inevitability. 

This distinction is ethically essential: it allows me to 

examine trauma and institutional violence without 

implying that abused children are future murderers, and it 

prevents developmental evidence from being dismissed 

simply because other similarly abused people did not 

commit comparable crimes. 

The appropriate question is not whether childhood abuse 

caused Manson to become a murderer in a direct and 

mechanical sense. The more useful questions are how 

repeated adversity shaped his expectations, what 

behaviors confinement rewarded, which opportunities for 

repair were absent, how institutional life influenced his 

later exercise of power, and where personal agency 

entered the developmental sequence. 

This approach does not make Manson less responsible. It 

makes the institutions surrounding his childhood more 

visible, and it places his life within a broader pattern 

familiar from the histories of individuals who were first 

abused, confined, and hardened within juvenile 

institutions. 

 

  III. A CHILDHOOD DEFINED BY INSTABILITY 

AND REJECTION 

 

Any developmental account of Charles Manson must 

begin by acknowledging the limits of the surviving record. 

His childhood has been reconstructed from birth and court 

records, correctional reports, interviews with relatives, 

statements by his mother, prosecutorial accounts, 

biographies, and Manson’s own frequently contradictory 

recollections. Some basic facts are well established; other 

stories have been repeated so often that they have acquired 

the status of fact despite uncertain origins. The Appendix 

describes the evidentiary classification—documented, 

corroborated, reported, disputed, and interpretive—that I 

apply to such claims. 

The argument presented here does not depend upon 

accepting every dramatic anecdote. It is unnecessary to 

portray every adult in Manson’s early life as deliberately 

cruel or to treat his later memories as reliable. The 

restrained record is troubling enough: a child born into an 

unstable family, without a continuing relationship with his 
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biological father, separated from his mother during her 

incarceration, moved among relatives and placements, and 

eventually transferred into a succession of increasingly 

punitive juvenile institutions. 

The significance of this history lies not in any single 

incident but in the cumulative absence of continuity. 

Childhood development ordinarily depends upon at least 

one adult who remains reliably available, interprets the 

child’s behavior within its emotional context, and 

provides protection in crisis. Manson’s early history 

shows little evidence of such a relationship. The recurring 

pattern was separation, relocation, rejection, and 

institutional control. 

A. Parental Absence and Disrupted Attachment 

Charles Manson was born Charles Milles Maddox in 

Cincinnati, Ohio, on November 12, 1934. His mother, 

Kathleen Maddox, was sixteen years old. His biological 

father appears to have been Colonel Walker Henderson 

Scott, against whom Maddox later brought a paternity 

action. The available record indicates that Manson did not 

grow up in a stable household with his biological father. 

Before her son’s birth, Kathleen married William Eugene 

Manson, whose surname Charles retained after that 

marriage ended (Guinn 2013). 

Accounts of Manson’s birth are frequently framed to 

foreshadow his notoriety, emphasizing his mother’s 

youth, his uncertain paternity, and the absence of a 

conventional family. Those circumstances are not 

themselves evidence of pathology; children born to young, 

unmarried, poor, or marginalized parents are not 

inherently damaged. The developmental concern arises 

from what followed: unstable caregiving, repeated 

separations, and the absence of a lasting protective 

relationship. 

In 1939, when Manson was approximately four years old, 

Kathleen Maddox and her brother were convicted in 

connection with an assault and robbery in West Virginia 

and received prison sentences. During his mother’s 

imprisonment, Manson lived with relatives, commonly 

identified as an aunt and uncle in McMechen, West 

Virginia. Kathleen was paroled in 1942, after roughly 

three years of confinement (Guinn 2013). 

The imprisonment of a primary caregiver during early 

childhood is not simply a biographical detail. Between the 

ages of four and seven, children consolidate expectations 

about safety, continuity, and whether adults remain 

available when needed. A child experiences prolonged 

separation during that period not through an adult 

understanding of criminal punishment but as 

abandonment: the parent has disappeared, and he has been 

placed in another household (Bowlby 1982; Perry and 

Szalavitz 2006). 

Manson later described his mother’s return from prison as 

one of the happiest memories of his childhood (Emmons 

1986; Guinn 2013). Because the statement comes from 

Manson, it cannot be accepted without qualification. Yet 

the emotional meaning of the account is plausible. The 

intensity attributed to the reunion suggests how important 

his mother’s absence had been and how deeply he desired 

restoration of the relationship. The subsequent history, 

however, did not provide the stability that such a reunion 

might have promised. 

After Kathleen’s release, mother and son lived together in 

West Virginia and later Indianapolis. Available accounts 

describe continued financial insecurity, maternal drinking, 

moves between communities, school truancy, and conflict 

within the household. Kathleen later married Lewis 

Cavender, but this marriage did not create a durable or 

consistently protective family structure for Manson. 

Kathleen Maddox should not be reduced to the caricature 

of a depraved or uncaring mother. She was herself a young 

woman shaped by poverty, family conflict, criminal 

justice involvement, unstable relationships, and limited 

resources, and in later interviews she disputed some of the 

more sensational stories told about her and her son (Smith 

1971). She may have cared for Manson while remaining 

unable to provide the continuity, supervision, and 

protection he required. 

This distinction matters. Harm to a child does not always 

result from the absence of affection. It may arise because 

a parent is overwhelmed, impoverished, incarcerated, 

impaired by substance use, dependent upon unstable 

partners, or without support from other adults and 

institutions. A caregiver may love a child and nevertheless 

be unable to protect him. 

The developmental effect can be similar regardless of the 

parent’s intent. Care becomes unpredictable. Adults 

appear and disappear. Promises of stability are followed 

by further disruption. The child may learn to limit 

dependence before dependence produces another loss. 

Manson also moved among relatives and informal 

placements when his mother could not or would not care 

for him. Such movement is sometimes cited as evidence 

that family members repeatedly tried to help, and that may 
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be true. But to the child, each transfer communicated that 

his place within the family was conditional, and each 

failed placement confirmed that adults could send him 

away when his behavior became difficult. 

A pattern of disrupted attachment does not necessarily 

produce an inability to form relationships. It can, however, 

influence how relationships are understood. A child who 

experiences caregivers as temporary may become 

intensely dependent while simultaneously expecting 

rejection. He may test relationships, provoke 

abandonment before it occurs, or attempt to control others 

as a defense against being left. Closeness can become 

something to be possessed rather than trusted. 

These dynamics are relevant to Manson’s later conduct. 

His insistence upon loyalty, his intolerance of 

independence among his followers, and his use of 

alternating affection and rejection may have had multiple 

origins; his early experience of unstable attachment is one 

part of that developmental history, not a complete 

explanation. 

 

 

B. Poverty, Neglect, and the Absence of Dependable 

Protection 

The most defensible conclusion about Manson’s early 

home life is not that every story of cruelty was true. It is 

that he lacked a consistently protective adult. 

One widely repeated account claims that his mother once 

exchanged or temporarily surrendered him to another 

woman for alcohol (Guinn 2013). Versions differ, and the 

story’s evidentiary foundation is uncertain. Other 

accounts describe specific acts of humiliation or deliberate 

abandonment that derive largely from Manson’s own 

statements or later popular biographies. I treat such stories 

as reported allegations rather than established fact. 

Their uncertainty does not erase the broader pattern. 

Manson’s mother was incarcerated for a substantial period 

during his early childhood. His relationship with his 

biological father was absent or, at minimum, not a 

dependable feature of his upbringing. His mother’s 

subsequent relationships and relocations did not produce 

lasting stability. He was moved among households and 

eventually relinquished to institutional care. These are not 

sensational allegations. They form the basic structure of 

his childhood. 

Poverty narrowed the choices available to the adults 

around him. Families with limited resources cannot easily 

purchase specialized services, secure therapeutic 

schooling, relocate to safer surroundings, or absorb the 

costs of persistent truancy and misconduct. When 

extended family members are themselves economically 

insecure, the child becomes a burden each household can 

carry only temporarily. 

Poverty should not be confused with neglect, and poor 

parents should not be presumed incapable of providing 

loving and stable homes. In Manson’s case, however, 

economic insecurity appears to have interacted with 

maternal incarceration, drinking, unstable adult 

relationships, and inadequate supervision. The result was 

not simply material deprivation. It was the absence of a 

reliable structure around the child. 

There is little evidence that any adult consistently 

coordinated his schooling, monitored his movements, 

addressed his developing behavioral problems, or helped 

him understand the separations and disruptions he 

experienced. Relatives sometimes provided housing, but 

housing alone is not equivalent to emotional security. A 

child may have food and a bed while still lacking the 

expectation that anyone will remain, listen, intervene, or 

protect him. 

This distinction is familiar in the histories of many people 

who later enter correctional systems. Official records may 

indicate that a child was “placed with relatives,” implying 

that the problem had been solved. The record often says 

much less about the quality or permanence of the 

arrangement, the child’s relationship with the caregivers, 

or whether the placement could meet his emotional and 

developmental needs. 

The absence of protection becomes especially significant 

when a child begins moving beyond the home. Truancy, 

running away, theft, and association with older or 

delinquent peers increase exposure to exploitation and 

violence. A well-protected child may still engage in these 

behaviors, but there is an adult who notices, searches, 

imposes proportionate boundaries, and attempts to 

understand what is driving the conduct. In Manson’s early 

history, intervention appears to have become 

progressively more custodial rather than more protective. 

The child was increasingly treated as the source of the 

problem. His behavior generated placement, and the 

failure of each placement confirmed the judgment that he 

was unmanageable. The possibility that the behavior 
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reflected the cumulative consequences of instability 

received far less attention. 

This is a recurring institutional pattern. Systems often 

identify neglect only when it takes an obvious material 

form: lack of food, unsafe housing, physical injury, or 

parental disappearance. They are less effective at 

identifying the developmental consequences of chronic 

inconsistency. A child can be passed among adults who 

each provide temporary care while no one assumes 

enduring responsibility. Because no single episode 

appears catastrophic, the cumulative experience of 

rejection remains institutionally invisible. 

Manson’s childhood should be understood in this 

cumulative sense. The critical issue is not whether he 

experienced one legendary moment of abandonment. It is 

that he repeatedly encountered circumstances in which 

belonging was uncertain and protection was temporary. 

Over time, such conditions can produce an expectation 

that security must be obtained through one’s own actions 

rather than through dependable relationships. 

C. Early Misconduct as Communication 

Manson’s early truancy, theft, running away, and other 

misconduct cannot be ignored or romanticized. These 

behaviors affected other people, created legitimate 

concern, and required intervention. Theft is not 

transformed into harmless conduct because the child who 

commits it has been neglected. Running away can expose 

a young person to greater danger. Aggression and 

deception can damage relationships and make placement 

more difficult. 

The relevant question is not whether the conduct should 

have been addressed. It is how adults interpreted it and 

what their interpretation allowed them to see. 

In conventional accounts of Manson’s life, his childhood 

misconduct is presented as the earliest evidence of an 

innately criminal disposition—the retrospective 

determinism described in Section II, which attributes to 

early behavior a meaning that could not have been known 

at the time. 

Countless children steal, skip school, run away, or resist 

authority without becoming seriously violent adults. Such 

behavior can emerge from many different conditions, 

including deprivation, anger, poor supervision, school 

failure, fear, impulsivity, peer pressure, family conflict, 

and attempts to obtain autonomy or belonging. 

For a child moving among unstable households, truancy 

may express more than a refusal to obey school rules. 

School assumes a degree of continuity: regular sleep, 

transportation, adult monitoring, clean clothing, 

completed assignments, and confidence that one belongs 

in the classroom. A child whose home life is disorganized 

may experience school as another environment in which 

his deficiencies are exposed and punished. 

Theft can similarly have multiple meanings. It may 

provide food, clothing, transportation, excitement, or 

status among peers. It may express anger at adults 

perceived as withholding what the child believes he needs. 

It may also become a form of competence. A child who 

feels powerless in family and school settings may discover 

that stealing produces immediate rewards and a temporary 

sense of control. 

Running away is especially vulnerable to 

misinterpretation. Institutions generally record flight as 

noncompliance, impulsivity, or evidence that the youth 

requires greater security. Yet running away is also 

communication. It indicates that the young person finds 

the current environment less tolerable than the uncertainty 

and danger of leaving it. The child may be escaping abuse, 

humiliation, conflict, restriction, or the expectation of 

another rejection. 

This does not mean that every one of Manson’s escapes 

was a rational response to mistreatment. Some may have 

been efforts to avoid ordinary accountability or to 

continue offending. The point is that institutions often 

treated the act of escape as self-explanatory. They 

responded to the behavior without investigating the 

child’s understanding of the environment from which he 

was fleeing. 

In the capital cases I have examined, this pattern appears 

repeatedly: juvenile records describe a child who “failed 

placement,” “absconded,” or “could not benefit from 

treatment,” and each failure leads to a more restrictive 

setting. Rarely does the record consider whether the 

placement failed the child. Once the child is defined as the 

sole source of failure, greater resistance justifies greater 

control, greater control produces further resistance, and 

the cycle eventually appears to prove the original 

assessment that the child was incorrigible. 

Manson’s early conduct may also have represented an 

attempt to communicate needs for which he lacked 

language. Children seldom describe themselves in clinical 

or developmental terms. They do not ordinarily say that 
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they are experiencing disrupted attachment, chronic 

insecurity, grief, humiliation, or an inability to regulate 

fear. They communicate through behavior. They 

withdraw, provoke, steal, run, fight, cling, lie, destroy 

property, or reject adults before adults can reject them. 

Behavior is not always a transparent message. A child may 

not consciously understand what he is expressing, and 

adults cannot assume that every violation is a symbolic 

request for help. Nevertheless, conduct should be 

interpreted within the conditions in which it emerges. 

Manson’s misconduct occurred in the context of 

separation from his mother, unstable caregiving, poverty, 

frequent movement, weak supervision, and the absence of 

a dependable father or substitute parent. 

The record suggests that adults increasingly responded to 

the external behavior while losing sight of the child’s 

internal experience. His truancy became a school problem. 

His theft became a court problem. His running away 

became a placement problem. His resistance became a 

security problem. Each institution addressed the conduct 

within its own administrative categories, while no 

institution appears to have assumed responsibility for 

understanding the developing person as a whole. 

This fragmentation is a characteristic failure of juvenile 

systems. Schools address attendance, courts address 

offenses, welfare agencies address placement, and 

correctional institutions address compliance. The child 

moves between these systems carrying the same 

unresolved history, but each agency encounters only the 

behavior that falls within its jurisdiction. 

By the time Manson entered more formal juvenile 

custody, he had already acquired an institutional identity. 

He was no longer principally understood as a child who 

had experienced repeated separation and instability. He 

was a delinquent, a runaway, a thief, and a placement 

failure. The language did more than describe his behavior. 

It shaped what institutions believed he required. 

Once the delinquent identity became dominant, 

punishment could be presented as treatment, restriction as 

protection, and repeated confinement as evidence of 

official persistence. Each new institutional response 

focused on controlling him more effectively than the last. 

The underlying question—what had happened to this child 

and what would allow him to experience lasting safety—

receded further from view. 

The failure of the adults and institutions surrounding 

Manson was not that they declined to overlook his 

behavior. It was that they appear to have understood it 

almost exclusively as evidence of his defective character. 

The interventions that followed were consequently 

organized around removal and control rather than 

attachment, continuity, and repair. 

The question is therefore not whether Manson displayed 

serious behavioral problems as a child. The more 

important question is whether the systems that 

encountered him understood those problems as signs of a 

child requiring protection and sustained intervention, or 

merely as proof that he required punishment. The 

available history strongly suggests that the second 

interpretation prevailed. 

 

  IV. THE JUVENILE SYSTEM TAKES CONTROL 

 

By the time Charles Manson entered adolescence, 

responsibility for his care had begun to pass from an 

unstable family network to the juvenile justice system. 

What followed was not a single rehabilitative placement 

but a succession of institutions, escapes, arrests, and 

increasingly restrictive commitments. Each placement 

was presented as another opportunity for correction. Each 

failure was attributed principally to Manson’s conduct. 

Over time, the system’s inability to provide safety, 

continuity, or effective treatment was converted into 

evidence that the child himself was incorrigible. 

The surviving chronology must be approached with 

caution. Some elements of Manson’s institutional history 

are documented through official records and 

contemporary institutional sources. Other details—

including the precise treatment he received, the number 

and circumstances of particular escapes, and allegations of 

physical or sexual abuse—come from later biographies, 

interviews, or Manson’s own accounts. These sources do 

not always agree. The institutional sequence, however, is 

clear enough: beginning at approximately thirteen years of 

age, Manson moved through a series of juvenile facilities 

that progressively replaced family life, ordinary 

schooling, and community relationships with correctional 

control. 

This progression is important because institutionalization 

is not simply a location in which development pauses. 

Institutions are themselves developmental environments. 

They teach young people how authority operates, how 

safety is obtained, which emotions can be displayed, and 
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what forms of conduct are rewarded or punished. For 

Manson, adolescence unfolded largely within systems 

organized around discipline, compliance, surveillance, 

and escape prevention. 

A. Entry into Institutional Care 

In 1947, at approximately thirteen, Manson was placed at 

the Gibault School for Boys in Terre Haute, Indiana—a 

residential institution established by the Indiana Knights 

of Columbus and administered during this period by the 

Brothers of Holy Cross. Accounts differ over the 

immediate circumstances, but several sources indicate the 

placement followed the breakdown of family 

arrangements and less formal efforts to manage his 

behavior. It marked a decisive transition: conduct 

previously addressed within a fragmented family was now 

assigned to an institution specializing in the control and 

reform of delinquent boys (Guinn 2013). 

Gibault may have been less restrictive than the state 

institutions to which Manson would later be sent, but it 

was nevertheless a custodial environment. Later accounts 

describe strict discipline and corporal punishment. The 

reliability of individual allegations requires further 

examination, particularly because many appear in popular 

biographies rather than readily accessible contemporary 

records. What is well established is that Manson did not 

remain there. He ran away, returned for a time to family 

members, and was subsequently returned to institutional 

supervision. 

This early sequence established a pattern that would recur 

throughout his adolescence. Manson resisted or fled 

placement; adults interpreted the flight as evidence that he 

could not be managed in an open or relatively informal 

setting; and the next intervention became more restrictive. 

The failure of the placement did not prompt a fundamental 

reconsideration of what the child needed. It reinforced the 

conclusion that he required stronger external control. 

After another period as a runaway, Manson was arrested 

for theft in Indianapolis. Accounts indicate that he stole 

money from a grocery store and used it to obtain food and 

lodging. He also briefly worked as a Western Union 

messenger but continued stealing. In 1949, a juvenile 

court sent him to Boys Town in Nebraska, an institution 

nationally associated with a more benevolent and family-

oriented approach to troubled boys (Guinn 2013). 

Boys Town represented a potentially different kind of 

intervention. Its public philosophy emphasized guidance, 

community, work, education, and the possibility of reform 

outside the traditional prison model. Manson remained 

there only a few days. According to the commonly 

accepted chronology, he left with another boy, obtained a 

firearm and automobile, and participated in robberies 

while traveling toward Illinois. He was arrested following 

another burglary and returned to Indiana’s juvenile justice 

system (Bugliosi and Gentry 1974; Guinn 2013). 

The Boys Town episode would later be interpreted as 

evidence that even a comparatively supportive placement 

could not reach him. Yet four days was hardly sufficient 

time for a child with a long history of instability to 

establish trust, form relationships, or internalize a new 

structure. His rapid departure may demonstrate 

impulsivity, delinquent association, and willingness to 

commit serious offenses. It may also demonstrate that he 

had become unable or unwilling to tolerate adult 

supervision, regardless of the institution’s stated 

philosophy. 

Following his arrest in Illinois, Manson was committed to 

the Indiana Boys’ School at Plainfield. The institution had 

originated in the nineteenth century as the Indiana House 

of Refuge for Juvenile Offenders and later became the 

Indiana Reform School for Boys before receiving the 

name Indiana Boys’ School in 1903 (Indiana State 

Archives n.d.). Indiana courts could commit boys charged 

with crimes, delinquency, or “incorrigibility.” Its stated 

purpose was to reform juvenile offenders through 

academic education, vocational instruction, agricultural 

work, discipline, and structured institutional life. 

The reformative language surrounding the institution 

should not be accepted uncritically. The Indiana Boys’ 

School was both a school and a correctional facility. It 

offered vocational and educational programs, but it also 

exercised extensive control over the boys committed to it. 

Work, discipline, classification, and institutional 

conformity were central features of its model. The same 

institution could therefore present itself as rehabilitative 

while being experienced by confined youths as coercive 

and punitive. 

Manson entered the Indiana Boys’ School in 1949, at 

fourteen. Later accounts describe repeated escapes, 

physical punishment, peer violence, and sexual 

victimization. The precise number of escapes varies across 

retellings, and allegations of abuse frequently depend on 

Manson’s statements or retrospective biographical 

accounts; I classify such claims by the quality of their 

supporting evidence rather than repeating them as 
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undisputed fact. The broader conclusion is less uncertain: 

Manson repeatedly attempted to leave the institution and 

was repeatedly returned. 

In February 1951, Manson escaped from the Indiana 

Boys’ School with two other youths. The group traveled 

west in stolen vehicles and committed additional offenses, 

including robberies of service stations, before being 

arrested in Utah (Guinn 2013). Driving a stolen 

automobile across state lines brought Manson within 

federal jurisdiction. He was subsequently sent to the 

National Training School for Boys in Washington, D.C. 

The National Training School was a federal juvenile 

correctional institution administered by the United States 

Bureau of Prisons. Located in the Fort Lincoln area of 

Washington, it confined boys under federal and District of 

Columbia authority and remained in operation until 1968 

(National Archives and Records Administration n.d.). Its 

place in Manson’s history marked another escalation. 

What had begun with family instability and state juvenile 

placement had now developed into federal correctional 

custody. 

Institutional evaluations reportedly described Manson as 

illiterate or seriously educationally deficient despite 

possessing average or above-average measured 

intelligence. A caseworker characterized him as 

aggressively antisocial (Guinn 2013). Such labels may 

have captured real and serious behavioral difficulties. 

They also demonstrate the extent to which the institutional 

system had begun to define him through diagnostic and 

correctional categories. 

At this stage, the child’s history of abandonment and 

instability had not disappeared, but it had become 

increasingly subordinate to the official record of offenses, 

escapes, disciplinary violations, and failed placements. 

The system no longer principally encountered a neglected 

child. It encountered a federal juvenile offender with an 

established record of noncompliance. 

B. The Institutional Cycle 

Manson’s juvenile history can be understood as a 

repeating cycle: 

placement; punishment or victimization; escape; 

additional offending; recapture; and commitment to a 

more restrictive institution. 

The sequence did not operate with perfect uniformity. Not 

every placement has been shown to have involved abuse, 

and not every escape can be attributed to fear or 

victimization. Nevertheless, the pattern is sufficiently 

consistent to illuminate how institutional careers develop. 

The first stage was placement. A court, family member, or 

agency transferred Manson to an institution on the 

assumption that structured supervision could control his 

behavior and provide reform. Placement removed him 

from the immediate circumstances in which his 

misconduct had occurred, but it also removed him from 

familiar relationships and placed him under the authority 

of strangers. 

The second stage involved punishment, conflict, or 

alleged victimization. Manson’s later accounts repeatedly 

described harsh discipline, beatings, humiliation, and 

sexual assault. Some of these claims remain difficult to 

corroborate. Yet the institutional environments in which 

he lived were structured by substantial inequalities of 

power among staff and youths and among the youths 

themselves. Even without accepting each allegation, it is 

reasonable to recognize that a physically small, socially 

isolated, or newly admitted boy could experience such 

institutions as threatening. 

The third stage was escape. Escape returned Manson 

temporarily to personal autonomy, but it also severed 

whatever educational, therapeutic, or relational continuity 

the placement might have offered. Once outside, he often 

lacked lawful housing, dependable adults, money, 

transportation, and legitimate means of support. 

The fourth stage was new offending. Theft, burglary, 

vehicle theft, and robbery provided food, money, 

transportation, or temporary shelter. These offenses also 

increased the seriousness of his legal status. The behavior 

that enabled him to remain outside the institution 

generated the legal grounds for his return to custody. 

The fifth stage was recapture. Authorities interpreted the 

new offense and the escape as evidence that the previous 

level of supervision had been inadequate. The youth’s 

conduct therefore justified a more restrictive response. 

The final stage was transfer or recommitment. Each 

failure reduced the range of placements that officials 

considered appropriate. A child who had fled a relatively 

open institution could be classified as requiring greater 

security. A child who committed offenses while absent 

could be described as increasingly dangerous. The 

system’s response became more coercive, and the youth’s 

resistance to confinement became more intense. 
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This cycle transformed Manson’s adolescence into an 

accumulating institutional record. Each event was not 

merely added to his history; it changed how subsequent 

authorities understood him. The runaway became an 

escape risk. The thief became a robber. The placement 

failure became incorrigible. The child became an inmate. 

Institutional records have a cumulative authority of their 

own. A new facility generally receives the classifications 

and disciplinary history generated by earlier institutions. 

Staff do not encounter the youth without preconceptions. 

They encounter a file describing repeated failures, 

aggression, deception, escape, and resistance. That record 

shapes supervision, expectations, and the likelihood that 

ambiguous behavior will be interpreted as threatening or 

manipulative. 

The young person, in turn, enters each new placement 

carrying expectations created by previous confinement. 

He may assume that staff are punitive, peers predatory, 

programs insincere, and release promises unreliable. He 

arrives prepared to defend himself rather than participate. 

His defensive posture confirms the institution’s warning 

that he is difficult and dangerous. 

This reciprocal process is central to understanding 

institutionalization. The institution does not simply 

respond to a fixed personality. The youth and the 

institution act upon one another. Suspicion produces 

surveillance; surveillance produces resistance; resistance 

produces punishment; and punishment confirms 

suspicion. 

Manson bears responsibility for the offenses he committed 

during this period. His robberies, burglaries, thefts, and 

use of stolen vehicles cannot be reduced to administrative 

misunderstandings. They harmed others and gave 

authorities legitimate reasons to intervene. But the 

increasing seriousness of his conduct should not obscure 

the institutional context within which it developed. 

The juvenile system repeatedly responded after the 

behavior occurred. It was less successful in altering the 

conditions and expectations producing the behavior. Each 

intervention focused on greater control, while Manson 

became increasingly experienced in evading control. The 

system taught him the structure of institutional authority, 

and he learned how to resist, manipulate, or survive within 

that structure. 

C. Running Away as Resistance and Survival 

Manson’s repeated escapes are among the most significant 

features of his juvenile history. Authorities 

understandably regarded them as evidence of 

noncompliance, unreliability, and incorrigibility. Escape 

disrupted institutional order, exposed the public to 

additional offending, and demonstrated that less 

restrictive placements had failed to contain him. From an 

administrative perspective, each escape provided a 

rational basis for tighter supervision. 

That perspective is legitimate but incomplete. Escape 

must also be examined from the position of the confined 

child. 

Running away may represent many things simultaneously: 

impulsivity, refusal of accountability, attraction to 

delinquent peers, desire for excitement, fear of 

punishment, resistance to domination, or an effort to flee 

actual or anticipated victimization. The motives may shift 

from one escape to another. A youth can be escaping 

danger while also intending to commit offenses. These 

explanations are not mutually exclusive. 

Manson later represented some of his escapes as responses 

to beatings, sexual victimization, humiliation, and 

intolerable institutional conditions. For the evidentiary 

reasons examined in Section V, such retrospective 

accounts require corroboration—yet unreliability does not 

mean that every allegation was false, and official files tend 

to document the escape more thoroughly than the 

conditions preceding it. 

The appropriate historical position is to hold both 

possibilities in view. Manson may sometimes have fled 

because he rejected ordinary discipline and preferred the 

freedom associated with delinquent life. He may also have 

fled environments he experienced as violent, humiliating, 

or unsafe. The available evidence does not justify 

reducing every escape to either explanation. 

More confidently, escape functioned as communication: a 

child who repeatedly flees an institution cannot or will not 

remain there. Authorities must then determine whether 

that refusal reflects a defect located entirely within the 

child or a relationship between the child and the 

environment. 

Juvenile systems have historically tended toward the first 

interpretation. Running away is recorded as a behavioral 

violation. The administrative solution is enhanced 

security. The question becomes how to prevent flight 

rather than why the youth is so determined to leave. 



CJCJ 

 

CENTER ON JUVENILE AND CRIMINAL JUSTICE 
cjcj.org  |  424 Guerrero Street, Suite A, San Francisco, CA 94110 

 

Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice  |  cjcj.org  |  cjcjmedia@cjcj.org  |  (415) 621-5661 Page 17 

To interpret escape as resistance is not necessarily to 

praise it. Resistance can be self-defeating, dangerous, and 

harmful to others. Manson’s escapes placed him in 

circumstances where he committed increasingly serious 

offenses. They contributed directly to his movement into 

more restrictive custody. Whatever temporary autonomy 

he achieved ultimately strengthened institutional control 

over him. 

Escape may be understood as both an assertion of agency 

and an action that narrowed future possibilities—the 

central paradox of the institutionalized adolescent. The 

youth resists control in the only ways available to him, and 

the resistance becomes the justification for intensified 

control. The child learns that freedom must be seized 

rather than negotiated, while the institution learns that 

security must be imposed rather than earned through trust. 

Manson’s repeated running away may also indicate that he 

had not formed meaningful attachments within his 

placements. Children are less likely to remain in settings 

where they feel no loyalty, security, or connection. An 

institution may provide food, schooling, and supervision 

without creating a relationship strong enough to compete 

with the youth’s desire to leave. 

The failure to form such relationships cannot be attributed 

exclusively to staff or institutional design. Manson’s prior 

history may have made attachment difficult. He may have 

distrusted adults, tested caregivers, manipulated 

relationships, or withdrawn before dependence could 

develop. But these behaviors were precisely the 

challenges a genuinely rehabilitative intervention needed 

to address. Merely imposing a new placement did not 

resolve them. 

By the time Manson reached the National Training School 

for Boys, running away had ceased to be treated as a 

symptom requiring interpretation. It had become a 

defining feature of his correctional identity. His record 

demonstrated to authorities that he could not be trusted in 

open settings and that earlier rehabilitative opportunities 

had failed. 

The institutional lesson was that Manson required greater 

control. The lesson Manson may have learned was 

different: institutions were environments to be resisted, 

manipulated, endured, or escaped. Neither lesson created 

the conditions for rehabilitation. 

The juvenile system did not simply take custody of a 

troubled child. Through a succession of placements, 

classifications, punishments, escapes, and 

recommitments, it became the principal environment in 

which his adolescent identity developed. Family 

instability had initially deprived him of dependable 

attachment. Institutionalization replaced that instability 

not with sustained protection, but with a structured cycle 

of control and resistance. 

By adolescence, Manson had learned that relationships 

with authorities were adversarial, that placement was 

temporary, that vulnerability was dangerous, and that 

autonomy depended upon evading or dominating others. 

These lessons did not make later violence inevitable. They 

did, however, become part of the developmental 

equipment he carried into adulthood. 

The juvenile system's failure was larger than its inability 

to prevent his escapes. It failed to interrupt the cycle in 

which each act of resistance produced harsher 

confinement and each period of harsher confinement 

intensified the perceived need for resistance. Rather than 

transforming a neglected child into a securely attached and 

socially integrated young person, it helped transform him 

into an increasingly experienced institutional survivor. 

 

  V. ABUSE INSIDE JUVENILE INSTITUTIONS 

 

Any account of Charles Manson’s treatment in juvenile 

institutions must proceed with unusual caution. The 

surviving evidence is uneven. Some institutional practices 

can be documented through official reports, 

administrative histories, regulations, contemporary 

investigations, and accounts from former residents or 

employees. Other incidents appear only in later 

biographies. Still others rest primarily on Manson’s own 

recollections, which were often inconsistent, self-

dramatizing, and shaped by his later public identity. 

These evidentiary problems do not justify either accepting 

every allegation as fact or dismissing all allegations 

because Manson was an unreliable narrator. Juvenile 

institutions historically operated behind closed doors, 

exercised extensive authority over children, and 

frequently maintained records that documented 

misconduct by residents more consistently than 

misconduct by staff. Physical and sexual victimization 

were often concealed, normalized, poorly investigated, or 

recorded only indirectly through disciplinary incidents, 

medical treatment, escapes, and abrupt behavioral 

changes. 
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The responsible approach is to distinguish carefully 

among what can be documented, what has been 

corroborated, what has been reported by others, and what 

Manson himself alleged. The argument does not depend 

upon proving every specific episode. The more important 

question is whether the institutions in which he spent his 

adolescence exposed him to environments where 

violence, humiliation, sexual domination, and coercive 

discipline were plausible and potentially formative 

features of daily life. 

A. Reported Physical Violence 

Published accounts of Manson’s early placements 

repeatedly describe corporal punishment, beatings, 

intimidation, and harsh discipline. Some portray his 

treatment as extreme, including allegations that he was 

struck by staff, punished for escape attempts, humiliated 

in front of other boys, and subjected to violence that 

exceeded any legitimate disciplinary purpose. 

The strength of the evidence varies substantially. 

Institutional histories may establish that corporal 

punishment or physically coercive discipline existed 

during the relevant period without proving that Manson 

personally experienced every practice attributed to a 

particular facility. Statements by former residents or staff 

may corroborate a general climate of violence but may not 

identify individual incidents involving him. Biographers 

often reconstruct episodes from interviews conducted 

many years later, sometimes without providing access to 

the underlying records. Manson’s own allegations require 

the greatest caution because he frequently altered details, 

combined fact with performance, and had obvious reasons 

to depict himself as the product of institutional cruelty. 

Even so, the recurrence of similar descriptions across 

accounts matters. Manson’s reports of physical 

punishment were plausible within the world of mid-

twentieth-century reform schools, which relied on rigid 

discipline, military routines, forced labor, isolation, peer 

hierarchies, and physical sanctions (Wooden 1976). 

Practices later regarded as abusive were defended at the 

time as necessary methods of control and character 

formation. 

The line between discipline and abuse was especially 

unstable in institutions charged with reforming boys 

labeled delinquent or incorrigible. Staff held broad 

discretion; confined youths had limited means of 

complaint and little credibility when their accounts 

conflicted with those of adults. A boy described as 

manipulative, dishonest, or chronically disobedient could 

be punished severely without meaningful outside scrutiny. 

Physical punishment could also come informally from 

other residents. Congregate institutions developed internal 

hierarchies in which older, stronger, or better-established 

youths exercised power over newcomers—arrangements 

staff could encourage, tolerate as useful methods of 

control, or simply fail to prevent. Peer violence functioned 

as an unofficial extension of institutional authority. 

For a young person with Manson’s history, the 

developmental meaning of such violence would have 

extended beyond the immediate pain. He had already 

experienced unstable caregiving, rejection, and repeated 

displacement. If the adults and institutions now claiming 

to rehabilitate him used force, permitted others to do so, 

or failed to protect him, the experience would have 

reinforced the expectation that authority was dangerous 

and that safety depended on self-protection. 

Physical violence in custody teaches lessons that are 

difficult to reconcile with rehabilitation. It teaches that the 

stronger person defines the rules, that official language 

about treatment may conceal domination, and that 

compliance is obtained through fear rather than trust. A 

child may respond by becoming submissive, withdrawn, 

aggressive, deceptive, or strategically unpredictable. 

Those responses can later be classified as further evidence 

of maladjustment. 

This pattern is familiar in the institutional histories of 

many individuals later facing the most severe criminal 

penalties: their juvenile files detail the assaults they 

committed while omitting the violence inflicted upon 

them. The record preserves the child’s response while 

erasing the environment that made the response 

intelligible. 

The question is not simply whether Manson was beaten on 

a particular date by a particular staff member. It is whether 

he developed within correctional settings where physical 

dominance was a recognized means of establishing order. 

The available accounts strongly suggest that violence, or 

the credible threat of violence, formed part of the 

institutional world he learned to navigate. 

B. Reported Sexual Victimization 

The allegations of sexual victimization require even 

greater care. According to Manson’s later accounts and 

several biographical reconstructions, he was sexually 

assaulted by other confined boys in juvenile institutions. 
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Some versions state that staff members were indifferent, 

failed to intervene, or used knowledge of the assaults as a 

means of humiliation and control. Other accounts suggest 

that sexual coercion was embedded within peer 

hierarchies in which vulnerable or newly admitted youths 

could be dominated by stronger residents. 

These allegations are serious, but the surviving record 

may never permit definitive resolution. Manson’s 

statements alone cannot establish that every reported 

incident occurred as described, details vary across 

retellings, and later authors have sometimes repeated one 

another without independent corroboration. I therefore use 

qualified language and identify the basis of each claim. 

It is nonetheless inappropriate to dismiss the possibility of 

sexual victimization solely because Manson later became 

notorious or because his testimony was unreliable. Sexual 

abuse in custodial settings has historically been rampant 

and underreported. Children may remain silent because of 

shame, fear of retaliation, threats from perpetrators, 

distrust of staff, or the expectation that disclosure will 

make them more vulnerable. Institutions may classify 

sexual assaults as fights, consensual acts, misconduct, or 

disciplinary problems rather than as victimization (Bureau 

of Justice Statistics 2019). 

The social organization of congregate confinement can 

itself heighten the risk. Large groups of unrelated youths 

are placed together under coercive conditions, with 

limited privacy and unequal access to protection. Age, 

physical size, institutional status, social alliances, and 

perceived vulnerability may determine a young person’s 

position within the hierarchy. Sexual domination can 

become a means of establishing rank, enforcing 

submission, and communicating ownership. 

For boys in particular, sexual victimization has often been 

obscured by institutional assumptions about masculinity. 

A victim may be expected to defend himself and blamed 

if he cannot. Disclosure may result in ridicule, 

punishment, segregation, or labeling as weak. The child 

may therefore learn that acknowledging victimization is 

more dangerous than concealing it. 

If Manson experienced such assaults, the developmental 

consequences could have been profound. Sexual 

victimization can alter the child’s relationship to the body, 

intimacy, trust, shame, power, and control. When the 

assault occurs inside an institution claiming to provide 

care or rehabilitation, the injury is compounded by the 

failure of protection (Herman 1992). 

No simple causal claim is warranted: most survivors of 

sexual assault never become violent offenders. 

The relevant point is narrower and more defensible. 

Sexual victimization, particularly when repeated or 

combined with physical violence, abandonment, and 

institutional betrayal, may intensify emotional 

detachment, shame, hypervigilance, hostility, and efforts 

to regain control. It may also shape later relationships in 

which sexuality, loyalty, power, and domination become 

intertwined. 

Manson’s later use of sexual access and sexual 

relationships as instruments of group control cannot be 

attributed directly to alleged juvenile victimization. The 

connection is interpretive rather than demonstrable. Yet 

his history raises an important developmental question: 

whether a child who learned that sexuality could be used 

to humiliate, dominate, or establish hierarchy later 

reproduced those dynamics when he acquired power over 

others. 

I neither sensationalize nor suppress the allegations. I 

recognize their uncertain evidentiary status while situating 

them within the documented vulnerability of children in 

closed institutions. 

C. Institutional Betrayal 

The concept of institutional betrayal, introduced in 

Section II, explains why abuse in custody may have 

consequences that extend beyond the immediate injury. 

Juvenile institutions occupy a particularly consequential 

position because children do not ordinarily enter them 

voluntarily. Courts, families, or public agencies transfer 

authority to the institution. The child is told, implicitly or 

explicitly, that confinement is justified by his own need 

for discipline, correction, or rehabilitation. The institution 

presents itself as the remedy for the failures that preceded 

placement. 

When abuse occurs in this setting, it confirms not only that 

a particular adult or peer is dangerous but that the entire 

promise of protection may be false. The institution 

controls access to food, shelter, movement, 

communication, discipline, release, and credibility. The 

same people responsible for investigating abuse may be 

colleagues of the accused staff member or dependent upon 

the institution’s reputation. 

A child who is harmed under these conditions may 

conclude that adults cannot be trusted, especially when 

those adults speak in the language of care while exercising 
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coercion. He may learn that vulnerability invites attack 

because disclosures expose weakness without producing 

protection. He may come to regard official morality as 

fraudulent because the institution condemns his 

misconduct while excusing violence committed by those 

with authority. 

He may also learn that power provides more protection 

than fairness. Rules do not appear to operate equally. The 

child with greater physical strength, stronger alliances, or 

closer relationships with staff may act with relative 

impunity. The person who cannot protect himself becomes 

a target. 

In that environment, intimidation may appear more 

effective than asking for help. A frightening reputation 

can discourage assault. Emotional unpredictability can 

create distance. Threats, manipulation, strategic alliances, 

and displays of aggression may become rational forms of 

protection. 

These lessons are directly contrary to the stated purposes 

of rehabilitation. A rehabilitative institution should teach 

that authority can be fair, relationships can be dependable, 

vulnerability can be met with care, and conflict can be 

resolved without domination. An abusive institution 

teaches the opposite. 

Institutional betrayal can also distort later perceptions of 

legitimate authority. The expectation of betrayal becomes 

generalized and can persist even when adults or 

institutions later act in good faith: offers of help are 

interpreted as attempts at control, accountability as 

humiliation, cooperation as submission. 

Manson’s later rhetoric frequently portrayed conventional 

society as hypocritical, fraudulent, and violent beneath its 

claims of morality. He insisted that society had created 

him and that institutions condemned in him the violence 

they themselves practiced. These claims were self-serving 

and often designed to deflect responsibility. Yet their 

persuasive power may have rested partly on experiences 

in which official institutions did, in fact, combine moral 

language with coercive practices. 

Recognizing that possibility does not validate his 

worldview: institutions can act unjustly without making 

all morality fraudulent. The analytical point is that 

institutional betrayal may help explain why he developed 

such intense hostility toward conventional authority and 

why he later presented domination as more honest than the 

institutions he condemned. 

D. The Conversion of Symptoms into Offenses 

One of the most consequential failures of punitive juvenile 

institutions is their tendency to convert the effects of 

trauma into evidence of delinquency. Behaviors that may 

originate as responses to fear, victimization, instability, or 

shame are classified as disciplinary offenses. The child is 

then punished for displaying the consequences of the 

conditions the institution has failed to address (Ford et al. 

2012; Kerig and Becker 2010). 

Running away offers the clearest example. A youth may 

flee because he fears assault, humiliation, or retaliation. 

The institution records only unauthorized absence or 

escape. The motive disappears, while the disciplinary 

violation becomes part of the permanent record. 

Fighting may similarly represent an effort to prevent 

victimization, defend personal boundaries, retaliate 

against an assault, or establish a reputation strong enough 

to deter future attacks. The official report may classify the 

incident as aggression without documenting the social 

context in which the fight occurred. 

Withdrawal can be interpreted as insolence, refusal to 

participate, or lack of remorse. A child who has learned 

that disclosure is dangerous may avoid speaking with 

counselors or staff. His silence is then treated as resistance 

to treatment rather than as evidence that trust has never 

been established. 

Defiance may reflect an attempt to preserve autonomy 

after repeated experiences of coercion. Emotional 

volatility may reflect hyperarousal, fear, grief, or an 

inability to regulate responses under stress. Manipulation 

may be a strategy developed in environments where direct 

requests are ignored and survival depends on influencing 

stronger people indirectly. 

Sexualized behavior can be especially misunderstood. A 

child exposed to sexual abuse may reenact, imitate, 

normalize, or attempt to gain control over conduct first 

imposed upon him. Institutions may respond solely 

through discipline, shame, or criminalization, further 

obscuring the possibility that the behavior is connected to 

earlier victimization. 

None of these interpretations should be applied 

automatically. Not every fight is defensive, not every 

escape is a response to abuse, and not every manipulative 

act is a trauma symptom. Young people possess agency 

and may engage in harmful conduct for many reasons. 

Trauma-informed analysis does not eliminate 
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accountability. It requires that conduct be interpreted 

within its developmental and institutional context. 

In punitive settings, however, context is often 

subordinated to order. Staff members are responsible for 

maintaining control, preventing escape, and enforcing 

rules. Behavioral meaning becomes less important than 

immediate compliance. The institution responds to what 

the child does, not to what the conduct may communicate. 

This produces a recursive process. The traumatized youth 

reacts to the institution. The institution punishes the 

reaction. Punishment intensifies the youth’s distrust and 

emotional arousal. The resulting conduct generates further 

punishment and, in some cases, longer or more restrictive 

confinement. 

The institutional record then presents a history of 

escalating misconduct. It may include assault, refusal, 

escape, threats, sexual violations, property destruction, 

and treatment failure. What it often does not show is that 

the system participated in the escalation by failing to 

protect the child or by repeatedly treating trauma 

responses as evidence of bad character. 

This pattern matters in later capital and serious felony 

proceedings, where a juvenile disciplinary record may be 

cited as proof of enduring dangerousness. In many cases I 

have reviewed, the record was accurate in a narrow 

sense—the child did fight, flee, threaten, or manipulate—

but it could not explain why those behaviors intensified 

after placement or what the child believed was necessary 

to survive. 

Manson’s juvenile history should be examined in the same 

manner. His conduct was real, sometimes serious, and 

harmful. But the disciplinary labels applied to him cannot 

be treated as self-explanatory. They emerged from 

institutions with their own cultures, incentives, blind 

spots, and forms of violence. 

The central developmental question is not whether 

Manson responded badly to confinement. He plainly did. 

It is whether the institutions interpreted those responses as 

evidence of injury requiring protection and treatment, or 

as proof that he required more punishment. 

The available history suggests that punishment 

increasingly prevailed. Escape produced tighter security. 

Resistance produced harsher discipline. Aggression 

confirmed dangerousness. Distrust was treated as 

manipulation. The institution’s failure to establish safety 

became evidence that the child could not be rehabilitated. 

In this manner, symptoms were converted into offenses, 

and offenses became the basis for deeper 

institutionalization. By the end of adolescence, Manson 

had learned that distress would not necessarily bring 

protection, that institutional language could conceal 

coercion, and that fear was safer to inspire than to reveal. 

These lessons did not determine his later conduct, but they 

formed part of the developmental environment from 

which the adult emerged. A system that claimed to reform 

a troubled child may instead have reinforced the 

conviction that relationships are governed by domination, 

that vulnerability invites punishment, and that power is the 

only dependable protection. 

 

  VI. THE PSYCHOLOGICAL AND SOCIAL 

ADAPTATIONS OF CONFINEMENT 

 

Understanding Manson’s later behavior does not require a 

retrospective clinical diagnosis, and the fragmentary 

record—popular biographies, prison interviews, conduct 

observed long after the relevant developmental period—

could not support one. Diagnosis is also unnecessary: the 

patterns of adaptation associated with prolonged 

insecurity, repeated rejection, coercive confinement, and 

exposure to violence can be identified without it. 

The more useful question is not what disorder Manson 

may or may not have had, but what kinds of behavior 

could have been learned and reinforced in the 

environments through which he passed. Juvenile 

institutions do not merely confine young people. They 

create social worlds with their own hierarchies, dangers, 

incentives, and survival demands. Children and 

adolescents adapt to those conditions. Some become 

compliant, some withdrawn, some aggressive, and some 

highly skilled at reading and influencing others. The 

adaptation may help the young person survive the 

institution while making later life outside the institution 

more difficult. 

In many of the capital cases I have reviewed, behaviors 

later described as callousness, manipulation, or fixed 

antisocial character developed in settings where trust was 

hazardous, weakness invited attack, and ordinary requests 

for protection were ineffective. By adulthood, the original 

function of the behavior had disappeared from view; what 

remained was the adaptation itself, treated as proof of the 

person’s essential nature. 
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Manson’s later conduct can be examined within this 

framework. His emotional detachment, intense concern 

with control, ability to exploit vulnerability, theatrical 

unpredictability, and identification with social rejection 

may all be understood as behaviors shaped by prolonged 

institutional life. Such an interpretation does not make 

these behaviors benign. It seeks to understand how they 

may have been acquired, why they proved effective in 

confined settings, and how they became destructive when 

carried into adult relationships. 

A. Emotional Detachment 

A child who experiences repeated separation, rejection, 

humiliation, or victimization may learn to reduce visible 

dependence on others. Emotional detachment can become 

a means of limiting pain. If attachment repeatedly ends in 

abandonment, the child may attempt not to attach. If 

expressions of fear or grief attract ridicule or aggression, 

the child may suppress them. If requests for comfort are 

ignored, dependency itself can come to feel shameful or 

dangerous. 

This process should not be confused with the complete 

absence of emotion. A detached child may experience 

intense fear, anger, longing, and shame while displaying 

little of it. Emotional withdrawal is often less an absence 

of feeling than a strategy for concealing feeling from 

others and, eventually, from oneself. 

In institutional environments, this strategy can be highly 

adaptive. A young person who appears unaffected by 

punishment may be more difficult to intimidate. A boy 

who does not visibly grieve after rejection may avoid 

becoming a target. A youth who refuses emotional 

dependence on staff or peers may protect himself against 

betrayal. 

The cost is that emotional detachment can generalize 

beyond the setting in which it developed. The person may 

come to experience intimacy as dangerous, empathy as 

weakness, and mutual dependence as a loss of control. 

Relationships become organized around distance, utility, 

possession, or domination rather than trust and 

reciprocity. 

Manson’s later relationships appear to have been marked 

by this pattern. He could be intensely attentive to the needs 

and vulnerabilities of others while remaining emotionally 

detached from their autonomy and suffering. He was 

capable of offering approval, belonging, and apparent 

intimacy, but these were often conditional upon loyalty 

and submission. What resembled closeness could function 

as a mechanism of control. 

It would be speculative to claim that childhood rejection 

directly produced this behavior. Yet the pattern is 

consistent with a developmental history in which 

attachment was unreliable and vulnerability dangerous. A 

child repeatedly sent away may learn that relationships are 

temporary. An adult formed within that expectation may 

attempt to prevent abandonment by controlling the other 

person before the other person can leave. 

B. Hypervigilance and Control 

Hypervigilance refers to a persistent readiness to detect 

threat. In unpredictable or violent environments, 

heightened attention to tone, posture, alliances, mood 

shifts, and signs of danger can be essential. A confined 

youth may need to know who is angry, who has influence, 

which staff member is punitive, where violence is likely 

to occur, and which peer appears vulnerable or dangerous. 

This constant surveillance of the social environment can 

become highly refined. The child learns to read others 

quickly and to notice weaknesses, desires, fears, and 

inconsistencies. Such skills are not inherently 

pathological. In dangerous settings, they may be forms of 

intelligence and self-preservation. 

Manson’s later ability to identify and exploit the 

emotional needs of others can be examined in this light. 

He appeared particularly skilled at recognizing loneliness, 

alienation, insecurity, family conflict, and the desire for 

belonging. He offered followers attention, certainty, 

identity, and a place within a group. At the same time, he 

used the information he acquired about them to deepen 

dependence and reduce resistance. 

The need for control may similarly develop in 

environments where the young person has little actual 

power. Institutional life subjects the child to decisions 

made by others: where to sleep, when to eat, whom to see, 

what to wear, when to speak, and whether release will 

occur. For a child already shaped by unpredictable 

caregiving, this loss of autonomy can intensify the fear 

that safety depends upon controlling whatever remains 

controllable. 

Control may begin with small things: posture, facial 

expression, access to information, alliances, or the ability 

to unsettle others. Later, it can expand into a general 

relational strategy. Rather than tolerate uncertainty, the 

person attempts to control the people around him. Rather 
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than risk betrayal, he seeks complete loyalty. Rather than 

negotiate conflict, he creates conditions in which dissent 

becomes dangerous. 

Manson’s later preoccupation with loyalty, obedience, and 

the regulation of his followers’ relationships can be 

understood as an extreme form of this adaptation. The 

same person who was once subject to the arbitrary 

authority of families, courts, reform schools, and prisons 

later constructed a social environment in which he 

controlled access to approval, sexuality, belonging, and 

meaning. 

This reversal—from controlled child to controlling 

adult—is developmentally significant. It does not imply 

that all victimized children seek domination. Most do not. 

It suggests that a person who experiences power primarily 

through coercion may later reproduce coercive structures 

when given the opportunity (Widom 1989). 

C. Manipulation as a Survival Skill 

The term “manipulation” is often used in correctional 

records as a moral judgment rather than a behavioral 

description. A youth is labeled manipulative when he 

attempts to influence staff, obtain favors, avoid 

punishment, create alliances, or present different versions 

of himself to different people. Such behavior may be 

dishonest and disruptive. It may also be one of the few 

forms of power available to a confined child (Sykes 1958). 

In institutions, formal authority belongs almost entirely to 

adults. Staff control privileges, discipline, movement, 

communication, and release recommendations. Young 

people develop informal methods of influence. They may 

flatter one staff member, intimidate another, exchange 

information, form strategic friendships, exaggerate 

distress, conceal motives, or create conflict between 

authority figures. 

These behaviors can be understood as adaptations to 

structural powerlessness. When direct requests are 

ineffective, influence becomes indirect. When honesty 

leads to punishment, concealment becomes rational. 

When rules are applied inconsistently, success depends on 

understanding the people who enforce them rather than the 

rules themselves (Sykes 1958). 

Manson appears to have become highly skilled at this kind 

of social adaptation. Later accounts portray him as capable 

of shifting rapidly among charm, threat, vulnerability, 

humor, mystical language, and apparent madness. He 

could present himself differently depending on the 

audience and the effect he wanted to achieve.  

Such flexibility may have developed within institutions 

where survival depended on reading authority and 

managing impressions. A youth who can make one staff 

member feel respected, another feel intimidated, and a 

peer feel protected has acquired a form of social power. 

The problem arises when these methods become the 

primary basis for all relationships (Goffman 1959). 

Outside the institution, manipulation can replace 

mutuality. Other people become objects to be studied, 

recruited, and controlled. Affection becomes conditional, 

disclosure becomes a source of leverage, and vulnerability 

becomes something to exploit rather than protect. 

Manson’s adult relationships appear to have operated in 

precisely this way. He identified the needs of vulnerable 

young people and presented himself as the person who 

could satisfy them. He alternated affection and rejection, 

inclusion and humiliation, freedom and control. These 

techniques deepened dependence because followers could 

not predict when approval would be granted or withdrawn. 

To describe these abilities as survival skills is not to 

approve of them. It is to identify their possible origins and 

developmental function. A skill that protects a powerless 

child can become a method of exploitation when exercised 

by an adult over people with less power. 

D. The “Insane” Persona 

Later accounts suggest that Manson sometimes adopted 

exaggerated, bizarre, or apparently irrational behavior to 

frighten potential aggressors. The details are difficult to 

verify, particularly when they derive from Manson’s own 

retrospective statements. Yet the broader pattern is 

plausible and important. 

In violent environments, the appearance of 

unpredictability can be protective. A physically 

vulnerable youth may not be able to defeat stronger 

aggressors, but he may be able to create uncertainty about 

how he will respond. If others believe that he is unstable, 

dangerous, or unconcerned with consequences, they may 

be more reluctant to target him. In my own casework 

representing capital defendants, I have seen a similarly 

built client use this same strategy for survival: a physically 

slight young man with no fighting ability who behaved 

unpredictably and aggressively toward other inmates in 

order to deter attack, a form of impression management 

(Goffman 1959). 
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Apparent madness can therefore function as performance. 

Facial expressions, abrupt movements, threatening 

speech, self-mutilating gestures, bizarre statements, or 

intense staring may communicate that confrontation 

carries unpredictable risk. The performance creates 

psychological space where physical strength is lacking 

(Goffman 1959). 

Manson’s later public persona displayed many of these 

features. His stare, sudden tonal shifts, fragmented speech, 

symbolic gestures, threats, and theatrical claims of 

extraordinary power made him appear less predictable and 

therefore more intimidating. The behavior may have 

reflected genuine disturbance, deliberate performance, or 

some combination of the two. The available evidence does 

not permit a confident distinction. 

What matters is that the persona was socially effective. It 

frightened some people, fascinated others, and ensured 

attention. It allowed Manson to occupy a position larger 

than his physical stature or formal authority would 

otherwise have permitted. 

The correctional environment may have taught him that 

the performance of dangerousness could be as protective 

as dangerousness itself. Once reinforced, the performance 

became increasingly elaborate. What may have begun as 

a defensive strategy in confinement later became central 

to his identity and public power. 

The cultural treatment of Manson rarely made this 

distinction. His theatrical behavior was presented as direct 

evidence of an inhuman essence. Little attention was paid 

to the possibility that some portion of the display had been 

learned, practiced, and rewarded in environments where 

intimidation was a form of protection. 

To identify performance is not to claim that the danger 

was unreal. A performed identity can shape real behavior. 

The person who repeatedly presents himself as 

uncontrollable may eventually become invested in acting 

consistently with that image. Others respond to the 

performance, and their response reinforces it. The mask 

can become increasingly difficult to remove. 

E. Identity Through Rejection 

Identity develops partly through recognition by others. 

Children and adolescents learn who they are through the 

roles made available to them by family, school, peers, 

community, and institutions. A young person repeatedly 

described as unwanted, delinquent, incorrigible, 

manipulative, dangerous, or beyond help may eventually 

build an identity around those judgments. 

This does not mean that institutional labels mechanically 

determine personality. Young people resist, reinterpret, 

and sometimes reject the identities imposed upon them. 

But when exclusion is repeated across settings, the 

stigmatized identity may become one of the few stable 

forms of self-definition available. 

Manson’s early history appears to have offered little 

continuity in conventional social roles. He was not 

securely situated as a son, student, worker, neighbor, or 

member of a durable community. He increasingly 

acquired identities created by institutions: runaway, thief, 

delinquent, escape risk, offender, inmate. This is the 

process practitioners call institutionalization, and 

Manson’s own files eventually recorded it: staff described 

him as “over institutionalized.” 

An identity organized around rejection can initially 

function as armor. If the child assumes that others will 

reject him, he can claim rejection as a choice. If society 

defines him as dangerous, he can exaggerate 

dangerousness and convert stigma into status. If 

conventional belonging is unavailable, he can present 

himself as someone who stands outside conventional 

morality. 

This reversal allows the young person to transform 

humiliation into superiority. He is not excluded because 

he is unwanted; he rejects society because he sees through 

its hypocrisy. He is not powerless; he is feared. He is not 

incapable of belonging; he belongs to a select group 

outside ordinary rules. 

Manson’s later rhetoric repeatedly followed this pattern. 

He presented himself as a creature produced and rejected 

by society, yet also as someone who had transcended 

society’s illusions. He converted exclusion into a claim of 

special knowledge and authority. His status as outsider 

became central to his appeal. 

This identity resonated with young people who also felt 

alienated from family, conventional morality, or social 

expectations. Manson transformed his own rejection into 

a collective identity. The group’s separation from society 

was presented not as deprivation but as enlightenment. 

The danger is that an identity developed defensively can 

eventually govern conduct. Once a person invests in being 

feared, irredeemable, or outside morality, actions 

inconsistent with that identity may feel like weakness. 
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Compassion, accountability, and dependence threaten the 

structure that has protected the self from shame. 

The armor becomes the person. 

This sequence—label, repetition, performance, 

confirmation—can appear inevitable only because the 

alternatives have been erased. The record rarely 

documents the moments when a different adult, 

placement, school, or intervention might have supported 

another identity. It records the failures, violations, and 

punishments more carefully than the missed opportunities 

for attachment, competence, and repair. 

Manson's identity as dangerous outsider should be 

understood neither as pure invention nor as innate essence. 

It developed through an interaction between his own 

conduct and the responses of the institutions around him. 

Rejection gave him a social position. Fear gave him status. 

Performance gave him influence. Control gave him a 

temporary defense against vulnerability. 

These adaptations did not make later violence 

unavoidable. They did, however, provide a behavioral and 

social repertoire that could be used destructively. 

Emotional detachment reduced the restraints imposed by 

intimacy. Hypervigilance sharpened his ability to identify 

weakness. Manipulation allowed him to organize 

dependency. The performance of madness magnified his 

authority. Identification with rejection permitted him to 

present hostility toward society as a coherent worldview. 

Understanding this progression clarifies the process by 

which institutions can contribute to the formation of 

behaviors they later describe as incomprehensible. The 

child adapts to survive the institution. The adult carries 

those adaptations into the world. Society then encounters 

the hardened result while forgetting the environments in 

which it was formed. 

 

  VII. FROM INSTITUTIONALIZED YOUTH TO 

INSTITUTIONALIZED ADULT 

 

By the time Charles Manson reached adulthood, 

confinement was no longer an interruption in his life. It 

had become the principal setting in which his identity, 

relationships, routines, and methods of survival were 

formed. The transition from adolescence to adulthood 

ordinarily involves the gradual acquisition of 

independence: leaving school, entering work, forming 

reciprocal relationships, assuming family responsibilities, 

and developing a sense of competence outside the 

authority of parents or institutions. Manson experienced 

little of that progression (Sampson and Laub 1993). 

Instead, his development moved through juvenile 

placements, reform schools, federal custody, parole, 

reimprisonment, and repeated correctional supervision. 

The institutions changed, but the underlying structure 

remained familiar. Other people determined where he 

lived, when he ate, what work he performed, whom he 

could see, and when he might be released. His 

opportunities to practice ordinary adult autonomy were 

limited and frequently interrupted (Sykes 1958; Goffman 

1961). 

This history is important because adulthood is not 

acquired simply through age. It develops through 

experience. A young person learns responsibility by 

making decisions, accepting consequences, maintaining 

employment, managing money, sustaining relationships, 

and participating in communities where status is not based 

on intimidation or institutional reputation. Manson spent 

much of the period in which those capacities ordinarily 

develop inside settings that rewarded a different set of 

skills. 

A. The Absence of a Normal Transition to Adulthood 

Repeated confinement marked Manson’s adolescence and 

early adulthood. By his twenties he had accumulated 

substantial experience in juvenile institutions, federal 

facilities, jails, and prisons; periods in the community 

were brief and often ended in new offenses, revocation, or 

reincarceration. 

The effect was not merely that he lost time. He lost access 

to the developmental experiences through which most 

young adults construct a stable social identity. 

Education offered little continuity. His academic 

difficulties were substantial, and institutional schooling 

provided no sustained pathway toward literacy or 

credentials. No stable occupational history allowed him to 

acquire marketable skills, establish reliability, or advance; 

employment, when available, was insecure and 

disconnected from any larger vocational identity. 

His relationships were similarly unstable. Confinement 

restricted the possibility of forming lasting adult 

attachments based on equality and mutual obligation. 

Family ties had already been fragile. Intimate 

relationships developed under conditions of poverty, 

criminal activity, incarceration, and transience. Manson 
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became a husband and father, but incarceration repeatedly 

disrupted those roles and limited his opportunity to learn 

the daily responsibilities of partnership and parenthood. 

Manson was not simply deprived of adulthood by the 

state; he repeatedly engaged in conduct that returned him 

to custody, and many formerly confined people establish 

families, careers, and constructive lives despite long 

periods of institutionalization. Yet accountability for the 

acts that led to imprisonment does not eliminate the 

developmental significance of imprisonment itself. The 

question is what capacities the institutions controlling his 

life helped him develop, and which they left neglected. 

The institutional environment provided few opportunities 

to learn reciprocal responsibility. Relationships were 

structured by surveillance, hierarchy, bargaining, and 

dependence. Work was assigned rather than chosen. 

Compliance was often motivated by punishment or the 

prospect of release. Personal decisions were restricted, 

and the consequences of those decisions were 

administered by authorities rather than negotiated within 

ordinary social relationships (Sykes 1958). 

A young person formed under these conditions may 

become highly capable of surviving custody while 

remaining poorly prepared for freedom. He may know 

how to read power, calculate risk, conceal vulnerability, 

and navigate institutional rules. He may have much less 

experience with patience, cooperation, planning, 

compromise, and the ordinary frustrations of employment 

and family life. 

The result can be a peculiar form of developmental arrest. 

The individual ages physically and accumulates 

experience, but the experience does not necessarily 

support the social roles associated with adulthood. He 

becomes an adult in law and chronology while remaining 

deeply dependent upon institutional structures (Goffman 

1961). 

Manson’s later life suggests this tension. Outside custody, 

he often sought immediate gratification, relied on 

deception and exploitation, moved among unstable 

relationships, and failed to establish a durable lawful 

identity. He appears to have been more skilled at 

influencing people than at participating in relationships 

governed by equality and mutual obligation. 

These limitations do not show that he was incapable of 

adulthood in some essential sense. They reflect a life in 

which the usual transition to adulthood was repeatedly 

interrupted and replaced by correctional control. 

B. Prison as His Primary Social Environment 

For much of Manson’s formative life, prison and related 

institutions constituted his most stable social environment. 

These settings were coercive and often dangerous, but 

they were also predictable in ways that life outside was 

not. 

Institutional life provided a fixed schedule, known 

boundaries, established status structures, and recognizable 

methods of survival. Rules might be arbitrary or harsh, but 

they were rules he understood. He knew how authority 

operated, how prisoners organized themselves, how favors 

were obtained, how threats were communicated, and how 

identities were performed (Sykes 1958; Goffman 1961). 

The outside world required a different set of capacities. 

Freedom involved uncertainty: finding housing, securing 

work, maintaining relationships, managing money, and 

tolerating rejection without immediate recourse to 

institutional routines. Choices were greater, but so were 

ambiguity and responsibility. 

For a person who had spent much of adolescence and early 

adulthood in custody, freedom could be both desired and 

destabilizing. The prison was feared because it restricted 

movement and exposed the individual to domination. It 

was also familiar because its dangers, routines, and 

hierarchies had become known. 

This dual character is central to institutional dependency. 

Dependency does not necessarily mean that the individual 

likes prison or consciously prefers incarceration. It means 

that the institution has become the environment in which 

he understands how to function. 

Outside, Manson faced expectations for which he had 

received little preparation. Employers expected 

punctuality, cooperation, and sustained effort without 

constant supervision. Partners expected emotional 

reciprocity. Communities expected compliance with rules 

not enforced through immediate physical control. These 

demands may appear ordinary, but they require 

developmental experience. 

Prison, by contrast, rewarded skills Manson had already 

acquired: emotional concealment, strategic alliance, 

impression management, manipulation, and the 

performance of toughness or unpredictability. His 

institutional competence did not translate easily into 

conventional social competence. 

This distinction appears repeatedly in the histories of 

people who spend formative years under correctional 
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control. They may emerge with exceptional ability to read 

danger and authority while lacking confidence in ordinary 

tasks. They may know how to survive a cell block but not 

how to complete a job application, negotiate a lease, 

resolve a disagreement with a partner, or ask for help 

without experiencing shame. 

The institution can become psychologically central even 

when it is hated. It provides identity, structure, and a social 

role. The individual knows where he stands. Freedom 

removes the structure without necessarily replacing it with 

support. 

Manson’s later creation of a tightly controlled group may 

be understood partly as an effort to reproduce the certainty 

of institutional life outside prison. The group offered 

hierarchy, rules, belonging, surveillance, sanctions, and a 

central authority. Manson had spent much of his life as the 

subject of such systems. In adulthood, he placed himself 

at the center of one. 

C. The Significance of His Reported Reluctance to 

Leave Prison 

Several accounts state that as Manson approached release 

from federal custody in 1967, he expressed reluctance or 

fear about leaving prison. Some versions report that he 

asked to remain because prison had become his home and 

he did not believe he could function outside (Bugliosi and 

Gentry 1974; Emmons 1986). The precise wording, 

context, and documentary basis of these statements remain 

unverified, and I treat them as reported accounts rather 

than established fact. 

His correctional records used the same word. Staff 

evaluations described Manson as “institutionalized”—the 

system’s own label for a condition of its own making. The 

files that catalogued his deficiencies thereby recorded, in 

passing, that a person raised in custody had become 

adapted to custody. Few documents could state the 

argument of this section more plainly. 

Even treated cautiously, the reported reluctance is 

significant. It is consistent with a pattern of institutional 

dependency that can develop after prolonged 

confinement, particularly when imprisonment begins 

during adolescence and repeatedly interrupts life in the 

community. 

The paradox of that reluctance dissolves in the difference 

between liberty as a legal condition and freedom as a lived 

capacity. Release removes formal restraints, but it also 

removes the routines, material provisions, and social 

structure upon which the person has become dependent. 

Outside prison, every basic need requires action: housing 

must be found, food purchased, work secured, 

transportation arranged, and relationships maintained. 

For someone with limited education, weak family support, 

little lawful employment history, and deeply 

institutionalized habits, freedom can feel less like 

opportunity than exposure. The person leaves a known 

environment for one in which failure is immediate and 

public. 

Institutional dependency is not a sign that prison was 

humane or beneficial. It is evidence of the degree to which 

the institution has displaced ordinary life. The person may 

fear prison and still be unable to imagine himself outside 

it. 

In Manson’s case, the reported fear of release also 

illustrates the failure of correctional preparation. If, after 

years of custody, an individual believes he is less capable 

of living in the community than when he entered, the 

institution has not fulfilled a rehabilitative function. It has 

produced adjustment to confinement rather than readiness 

for freedom. 

Manson’s release in 1967 placed him in a rapidly changing 

social environment for which he was poorly prepared. He 

entered a culture shaped by new forms of youth rebellion, 

experimentation, mobility, and distrust of authority. Some 

of the young people he encountered were themselves 

estranged from family and searching for identity and 

belonging. 

Manson possessed few conventional resources, but he 

carried skills developed through institutional life. He 

could read vulnerability, perform authority, create 

dependence, and impose structure. The social world he 

entered gave those abilities new opportunities for 

expression. 

His reported reluctance to leave prison should be 

understood not as a curious anecdote but as evidence of a 

deeper developmental condition. The institution had 

become both the source of his injury and the setting in 

which he felt most competent. Freedom was not simply 

the opposite of confinement. It was an unfamiliar social 

demand. 

D. Failure of Rehabilitation 

Manson’s institutional history reveals a fundamental 

distinction between custody and rehabilitation. The 

juvenile and adult correctional systems succeeded 
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repeatedly in confining him. They were far less successful 

in preparing him for lawful, reciprocal, and independent 

life. 

A genuinely rehabilitative response would have required 

more than discipline, work assignments, and temporary 

compliance. It would have needed to address the 

developmental injuries that preceded confinement and the 

new injuries produced within it (Smith and Freyd 2014). 

The first missing element was consistent adult attachment. 

Manson’s early life had been marked by unstable 

caregiving and repeated separation. Effective intervention 

would have required at least one reliable adult relationship 

capable of surviving conflict, resistance, and failure. 

Instead, authority was repeatedly transferred from one 

relative, institution, caseworker, or correctional officer to 

another. 

Trauma-informed treatment was equally missing. If 

Manson experienced physical violence, sexual 

victimization, chronic rejection, or institutional betrayal, 

those experiences required recognition and sustained 

intervention. Punishment could suppress behavior 

temporarily, but it could not address fear, shame, distrust, 

or emotional detachment (Herman 1992; van der Kolk 

2005). 

Educational remediation received no better attention. 

Reports of severe academic deficiency suggest that 

Manson entered adulthood without the literacy, 

credentials, or educational confidence necessary for stable 

employment. Institutional education appears not to have 

overcome those deficits. 

Safe and stable housing was absent at every release. 

Release without a dependable place to live leaves a person 

vulnerable to transience, exploitative relationships, and 

renewed criminal activity. Housing is not merely a 

practical need; it is the foundation upon which work, 

treatment, and relationships become possible. 

Sustained reentry support never materialized. The 

transition from custody to community requires continuity. 

A person institutionalized from adolescence may need 

assistance with employment, transportation, 

identification, finances, health care, and ordinary 

decision-making. Short-term supervision without 

relational support often functions primarily as monitoring 

rather than reintegration. 

Nor did custody provide meaningful vocational 

preparation. Institutional work can teach routine and 

compliance, but it does not necessarily produce skills 

valued in the labor market. Vocational preparation must 

lead to actual employment opportunities, competence, and 

a legitimate adult identity (Travis 2005). 

Finally, Manson needed opportunities to experience 

competence without domination. Much of his institutional 

life taught him that status came through fear, 

manipulation, or control. Rehabilitation would have 

required settings in which he could gain recognition 

through work, creativity, reliability, or service to others 

(Macallair 2015).  

These missing elements do not prove that Manson would 

have responded to better intervention. Some individuals 

reject assistance, exploit opportunities, or continue to 

harm others despite substantial support. No program can 

guarantee a particular outcome.   

The relevant point is that the systems responsible for 

Manson’s development appear to have offered 

confinement more consistently than rehabilitation. They 

controlled his behavior temporarily but did not cultivate 

the capacities necessary for adult life. They produced 

institutional adjustment without social integration. 

This failure became visible at release. Manson left custody 

with few lawful attachments, limited vocational 

preparation, weak educational resources, and an identity 

formed largely through confinement. He had learned how 

to survive within coercive systems but not how to create a 

stable life outside them. 

The institutions did not alone create the adult Manson. His 

later conduct involved agency, exploitation, and deliberate 

choices. Yet the correctional system cannot be treated as 

a neutral background. It occupied the years in which 

adulthood should have been learned and substituted the 

skills of institutional survival for the capacities of 

citizenship. 

By the time Manson returned to the community, he was 

legally free but developmentally institutionalized. The 

walls had been removed, but the social logic of 

confinement remained. He continued to organize 

relationships around hierarchy, control, loyalty, 

punishment, and fear. In that sense, the institution did not 

end at the prison gate. He carried it with him. 

 

  VIII. CALIFORNIA, THE “FAMILY,” AND THE 

REPRODUCTION OF INSTITUTIONAL POWER 
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Charles Manson’s arrival in California placed him in a 

social environment very different from the correctional 

institutions in which he had spent much of his life. Yet the 

relationships he created there reproduced many of the 

same structures of hierarchy, dependency, surveillance, 

and control that had shaped him. 

This is one of the central paradoxes of Manson’s adult life. 

He presented himself as an opponent of conventional 

society and as a person liberated from its rules. He 

attracted young people by promising freedom from 

families, institutions, materialism, and social 

expectations. But the community he created was not 

organized around equality or individual autonomy. It 

became increasingly authoritarian. Manson did not simply 

leave institutional culture behind. He reconstructed it 

outside prison, placing himself in the position once 

occupied by the adults and authorities who had controlled 

him (Lifton 1961). 

The group commonly known as the “Family” should be 

examined not only as a countercultural commune or a 

collection of unusually suggestible followers, but as a 

private system of institutional power. Manson offered 

belonging to young people who felt estranged from 

conventional life. He then made that belonging 

conditional upon submission. He weakened outside 

attachments, controlled access to approval, manipulated 

fear and affection, and cultivated an identity in which 

loyalty to him superseded individual judgment (Lifton 

1961). 

The structure resembled the institutions of his youth in an 

important respect: power flowed downward from a central 

authority, while those below competed for safety, 

recognition, and status. 

A. Manson’s Arrival in a Vulnerable Social 

Environment 

When Manson was released from federal prison in 1967, 

he entered a California transformed by the cultural and 

political upheavals of the 1960s. Young people were 

questioning established authority, leaving families, 

experimenting with communal life, and searching for 

alternatives to conventional expectations concerning 

work, marriage, religion, sexuality, and social status 

(Didion 1979). 

The period created genuine possibilities for freedom and 

collective experimentation. It also created vulnerabilities. 

Young people who had left home sometimes lacked stable 

housing, income, dependable relationships, or the 

experience necessary to recognize coercive forms of 

authority when they appeared in unconventional language. 

Many of the people drawn to Manson were not simply 

naïve or passive. They had distinct personalities, histories, 

needs, and degrees of agency. Some came from materially 

comfortable families; others had experienced conflict, 

neglect, instability, or emotional isolation. Some were 

attracted by music, communal living, sexual freedom, 

spiritual language, or rejection of middle-class values. 

Others appeared to be searching for attention, acceptance, 

parental recognition, or a place where they could construct 

a new identity (Watkins 1979; Guinn 2013). 

Manson was well positioned to recognize those needs. His 

own life had made him intensely attentive to loneliness, 

insecurity, alienation, and the desire to belong. He knew 

what it meant to feel rejected and socially displaced. He 

also knew that people who felt unseen could be strongly 

affected by concentrated attention. 

He reportedly listened closely, reflected people’s concerns 

back to them, and presented himself as someone who 

understood their dissatisfaction more deeply than their 

families or conventional authorities did. He offered an 

explanation for their distress: society had imposed false 

identities upon them, separated them from their authentic 

selves, and trapped them within roles they had not chosen 

(Watkins 1979; Guinn 2013). 

This message was appealing because it transformed 

personal uncertainty into shared insight. A young person 

who felt confused or rejected could reinterpret that 

experience as evidence of awakening. Family conflict 

became proof that conventional society was oppressive. 

Disorientation became liberation. Dependence upon the 

group became freedom from the outside world. 

Manson also offered immediate forms of recognition. He 

could be attentive, affectionate, amusing, apparently 

accepting, and intensely present. For individuals 

accustomed to feeling ignored or misunderstood, such 

attention could create a powerful sense of intimacy. The 

group provided food, companionship, sexual 

relationships, mobility, music, and a collective identity. 

The offer of belonging, however, was not neutral. It 

established the basis for dependency. Manson positioned 

himself as the person who could define what the 

followers’ experiences meant. He became interpreter, 

teacher, father figure, lover, judge, and source of approval. 
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The use of the term “Family” was itself significant. It 

suggested protection, permanence, loyalty, and 

unconditional acceptance. For people dissatisfied with 

their families of origin, the word offered emotional repair. 

But the new family did not operate through mutual 

responsibility. It increasingly revolved around Manson’s 

authority. 

The vulnerability of his followers should not be used to 

erase their agency or responsibility for their later actions. 

Nor should every participant be described as equally 

controlled. The group changed over time, and individuals 

occupied different positions within it. Some resisted, left, 

returned, or maintained degrees of independence. 

Nevertheless, Manson’s influence depended substantially 

on selecting and retaining people whose need for identity 

and belonging made them receptive to concentrated 

approval and susceptible to its withdrawal. He understood 

that a person who fears exclusion can be controlled 

through conditional inclusion. 

B. Recreating the Institution Outside Its Walls 

Manson’s community reproduced several features of the 

juvenile and correctional institutions that had shaped him. 

The setting was different, and the language was reversed. 

Prison officials spoke of discipline, rehabilitation, and 

order; Manson spoke of freedom, love, and liberation from 

the self. Beneath the rhetoric, however, both systems 

concentrated power, regulated identity, and made security 

dependent upon compliance. 

At the center was a charismatic and increasingly 

authoritarian leader. In formal institutions, authority is 

attached to office: superintendent, guard, counselor, or 

parole officer. Within the group, authority was attached to 

Manson’s personality and claimed insight. He presented 

himself as uniquely able to understand reality and to free 

others from the false consciousness imposed by society. 

His authority was not based on transparent rules or 

accountable procedures. It depended on his ability to 

interpret events, redefine meanings, and determine who 

was loyal, enlightened, selfish, fearful, or disobedient. 

Because he controlled the language through which the 

group understood itself, disagreement could be portrayed 

as evidence of personal failure (Lifton 1961). 

This resembles the epistemic control found in closed 

institutions. Information does not merely flow from 

authority; authority defines what information means. If a 

confined youth complains of mistreatment, the institution 

may characterize the complaint as manipulation. If a 

follower questions Manson, the question can be 

interpreted as ego, fear, or residual attachment to 

conventional society. 

Manson also controlled information from outside the 

group. Followers were encouraged to distance themselves 

from families and conventional relationships. Outside 

criticism could be dismissed as proof that society feared 

or misunderstood them. Isolation made it increasingly 

difficult for members to test Manson’s claims against 

alternative perspectives. 

Closed institutions often produce a similar effect. 

Residents are separated from ordinary relationships, and 

information about the outside world is mediated by those 

in authority. The individual’s dependence grows because 

there are fewer independent sources of meaning, support, 

and protection. 

Rewards and punishments within the group were arbitrary 

and personal. Approval, affection, sexual access, 

attention, status, and proximity to Manson could be 

granted or withdrawn. Humiliation, rejection, threats, or 

exclusion could be used to discipline those who displeased 

him (Sanders 1971; Watkins 1979). 

Arbitrariness strengthened control because followers 

could not rely on stable rules. They had to monitor 

Manson’s mood, anticipate his wishes, and compete for 

approval. This dynamic resembles environments in which 

safety depends less on written standards than on the 

disposition of the person holding power. 

Intermittent approval can be especially powerful. A 

person who receives affection consistently can develop 

security. A person who receives it unpredictably may 

become preoccupied with recovering it. The alternation 

between acceptance and rejection intensifies dependency 

because the follower continually seeks to restore the 

relationship. 

Loyalty became a central measure of worth. The group 

was encouraged to treat Manson’s interests as inseparable 

from its own. Individual attachments that competed with 

loyalty to him—family relationships, romantic bonds, 

private ambitions, or independent judgments—were 

weakened or subordinated. 

This reproduced another feature of institutional culture: 

the erosion of individual identity. Correctional institutions 

classify people, regulate appearance, restrict privacy, and 

reward conformity. Manson’s group used different 
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techniques but moved toward a similar result. Followers 

were encouraged to surrender prior identities, detach from 

family names and histories, and understand individuality 

as a form of ego that prevented genuine unity. 

The claim that members should abandon the ego could 

sound spiritually liberating. In practice, it reduced the 

legitimacy of personal boundaries. If individual identity 

was an illusion, then resistance could be dismissed as 

selfishness. If complete unity was the goal, Manson’s 

desires could be represented as the desires of the group. 

Sexual relationships also became instruments of power. 

Manson presented sexual freedom as rejection of 

conventional jealousy and ownership, but he exercised 

disproportionate influence over who had access to whom 

and under what conditions. Sexual availability could 

express loyalty, confer status, create emotional 

dependency, or weaken exclusive attachments that might 

compete with the group. 

Sexual domination does not always operate through overt 

force. It may be exercised through approval, pressure, 

ideology, unequal authority, or the fear of exclusion. 

Within a group where one person controls belonging and 

meaning, consent can become entangled with dependence 

(Herman 1992). 

This dynamic recalls the institutional relationship between 

the body and authority. Confined youths have limited 

control over privacy, movement, physical safety, and 

bodily autonomy. Manson had experienced much of his 

youth under conditions in which others exercised 

authority over his body and surroundings. As an adult, he 

created a setting in which he claimed extraordinary access 

to and influence over the bodies and relationships of 

others. 

Fear and approval worked together. Manson could appear 

loving, insightful, humorous, and protective. He could 

also be threatening, humiliating, and unpredictable. The 

combination was more effective than fear alone. 

Followers were not simply coerced; they were drawn into 

a system in which the same person became the source of 

both emotional security and danger. 

This dual role is characteristic of abusive institutions and 

relationships. The authority figure creates insecurity and 

then offers protection from it. The follower becomes 

dependent upon the person who is also producing the fear. 

Manson did not merely create an unconventional 

household. He constructed a private institutional order. It 

had a leader, an ideology, a system of status, informal 

rules, sanctions, isolation, surveillance, and mechanisms 

for controlling identity. Its members were told they were 

escaping society while becoming increasingly subject to 

one man’s authority. 

This does not mean that Manson consciously designed the 

group as a replica of prison. Institutional reproduction 

need not be deliberate. People often recreate the relational 

structures they know, particularly when they have had 

little experience with alternatives. Manson’s most 

sustained education in authority had occurred in families 

marked by instability and institutions organized through 

coercion. When he acquired power, he used familiar 

methods. 

C. From Powerless Child to Controlling Adult 

The movement from institutionalized child to 

authoritarian adult represents a reversal of position. As a 

child, Manson had little control over where he lived, who 

supervised him, when he could leave, or what happened to 

him inside institutions. Adults made decisions about 

placement and punishment. Stronger youths may have 

influenced his physical safety and status. His identity was 

defined through labels imposed by courts, schools, 

correctional staff, and official records. 

As an adult, Manson attempted to occupy the position of 

authority within a closed social world. He determined who 

belonged, what loyalty required, how events should be 

interpreted, and which relationships were permitted. He 

controlled approval and cultivated fear. He worked to 

make others dependent upon him for identity, security, 

and meaning. 

This reversal is psychologically and socially significant. 

A person who has experienced chronic powerlessness may 

later seek not merely autonomy but domination. Control 

over others can create temporary protection against the 

return of helplessness. The adult ensures that he will no 

longer occupy the vulnerable position by assigning that 

position to someone else (Widom 1989). 

Such a process is a possible outcome, not an inevitable 

one; most people who experience institutional abuse do 

not become controlling or abusive adults. 

In Manson’s case, however, the structural similarities are 

difficult to overlook. He had lived under authorities who 

controlled movement, information, relationships, 

discipline, and identity. He later attempted to exercise 

similar control while presenting it as liberation. 
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He had learned that power could define reality. Within the 

group, he claimed the right to decide what was true. 

He had learned that belonging could be conditional. He 

made acceptance dependent upon loyalty. 

He had learned that vulnerability could invite 

victimization. He cultivated an image of danger and 

unpredictability. 

He had learned that people with little outside support were 

easier to control. He encouraged followers to weaken ties 

with family and conventional society. 

He had learned that authority could alternate punishment 

with approval. He used both humiliation and affection to 

maintain dependence. 

The direction of power changed, but its underlying 

structure remained recognizable. 

Childhood powerlessness does not create a right to 

dominate others. 

Manson made different choices. He converted skills 

developed through insecurity and confinement into 

instruments of control. He used his ability to read 

vulnerability not simply to protect himself but to exploit 

those who trusted him. He reproduced the hierarchy of 

institutional life while denying that any hierarchy existed. 

The analytical value of the comparison lies elsewhere. It 

shows that institutional culture can survive release. A 

person may leave confinement while carrying its social 

logic into the community. Hierarchy, secrecy, 

intimidation, conditional belonging, and control can be 

reconstructed in families, gangs, intimate relationships, 

religious groups, or other private settings. 

Manson’s group provides an extreme example of this 

process. He did not reject the institutional world so much 

as privatize it. He created an environment in which he was 

no longer the abandoned child, the confined youth, or the 

inmate subject to another person’s authority. He became 

the authority. 

But reversal did not produce freedom. It reproduced the 

original structure with different occupants. Manson 

escaped the subordinate position without escaping the 

institutional model of human relationships. His power 

remained organized around domination rather than 

reciprocity, obedience rather than trust, and fear rather 

than care. 

The tragedy is not only that Manson carried institutional 

adaptations into adult life. It is that he imposed those 

adaptations on others and transformed his private history 

of powerlessness into a system of collective control. The 

abused and institutionalized child did not inevitably 

become the controlling adult. But the adult he became 

used the methods of institutional power with devastating 

effect. 

 

  IX. RESPONSIBILITY, AGENCY, AND THE 

MURDERS 

 

A developmental account of Charles Manson must 

confront a central ethical danger. In attempting to 

understand how abuse, abandonment, institutional 

violence, and prolonged confinement shaped him, the 

analysis can inadvertently shift attention away from the 

people he harmed. It can make the perpetrator’s history 

appear more consequential than the victims’ lives. It can 

also create the impression that explanation diminishes 

responsibility. 

That conclusion must be rejected. 

Manson’s childhood and institutional history are relevant 

because they help explain the formation of his personality, 

methods, and worldview. They do not erase agency. They 

do not make the murders inevitable. They do not transform 

exploitation into survival or coercion into self-protection. 

By adulthood, Manson was no longer merely the object of 

other people’s power. He had acquired power over others 

and repeatedly chose to use it in destructive ways. 

A trauma-informed analysis is credible only if it remains 

equally attentive to causation and accountability. 

A. Trauma Did Not Eliminate Choice 

There is no direct and inevitable progression from 

childhood abuse to homicide; the probabilistic character 

of development, and the many survivors who never harm 

anyone, are the subject of Section XI. What requires 

emphasis here is the other side of the ledger. 

Manson’s history increased certain risks. It may have 

contributed to distrust, emotional detachment, hostility 

toward authority, the need for control, and the use of 

manipulation as a relational strategy. Those adaptations 

may help explain how he became capable of exercising 

coercive influence over vulnerable followers. They do not 

explain away what he decided to do with that influence. 

Manson made consequential choices. As Section VIII 

described, he sought out and retained people whose 
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emotional needs made them susceptible to his authority, 

cultivated dependence by positioning himself as the 

source of belonging and approval, weakened outside 

relationships, and encouraged followers to treat loyalty to 

him as more important than independent judgment. 

He also encouraged paranoia. He promoted interpretations 

of the outside world that intensified fear, isolation, and a 

sense of impending conflict. He used rhetoric that blurred 

the distinction between fantasy, prophecy, grievance, and 

action (Bandura 1999). By controlling the meanings 

assigned to events, he narrowed the space in which 

followers could question him. 

Threats and violence were also part of the structure of his 

authority. Manson’s influence did not rest solely on 

charisma or affection. It was reinforced through 

intimidation, humiliation, fear, and the knowledge that 

disobedience could carry consequences. Violence became 

both a practical instrument and a means of demonstrating 

control. 

Most importantly, Manson participated in the planning, 

encouragement, and direction of grave crimes. He did not 

need to personally inflict every wound in order to bear 

responsibility. His power lay in organizing relationships, 

creating conditions of obedience, defining targets, 

encouraging violence, and using others as agents of his 

will. 

The precise degree of his involvement in each act remains 

a matter for historical and legal examination, but the 

broader conclusion is unavoidable: Manson was not a 

passive observer of violence committed by independent 

people over whom he had no influence. He contributed to 

the construction of the group, the ideology, the fear, and 

the chain of command through which the crimes occurred. 

His childhood history may help explain why power, 

domination, and emotional control became so central to 

him. It does not excuse the decision to turn those methods 

against others. 

Agency does not require that a person be free from all 

prior influence. No human choice occurs outside history, 

personality, circumstance, or social pressure. 

Responsibility remains meaningful because individuals 

act within those conditions and can choose among 

possible responses, even when those possibilities are 

constrained. 

Manson had been harmed, but he was not compelled to 

reproduce that harm. He had been controlled, but he was 

not compelled to control others. He had been exposed to 

violence, but he was not compelled to cultivate violence 

as a means of power. 

 

 

 

B. Distinguishing Explanation from Excuse 

Public discussion of severe violence often treats 

explanation and excuse as if they were the same. Evidence 

of childhood trauma is dismissed as an attempt to avoid 

responsibility, while insistence on accountability is treated 

as requiring indifference to developmental history. 

This is a false choice. 

Explanation asks how a person developed the capacities, 

beliefs, fears, and behaviors that made a particular act 

possible. Excuse asks whether those conditions eliminate 

or substantially reduce responsibility. The questions are 

related, but they are not identical. 

A trauma-informed account can hold several truths at the 

same time. 

Manson appears to have been seriously harmed as a child. 

His early life was marked by instability, rejection, weak 

protection, repeated placement, and prolonged 

institutional control. Published accounts also describe 

physical and sexual victimization, though individual 

allegations vary in evidentiary strength and must be 

treated carefully. 

The institutions responsible for his care appear to have 

deepened rather than repaired some of that harm. Instead 

of providing stable attachment, treatment, education, and 

preparation for adult life, they frequently relied on control, 

punishment, and confinement. They may have reinforced 

distrust, emotional detachment, manipulation, and the 

belief that power was more dependable than fairness. 

Manson later harmed and exploited others. He did not 

merely carry the effects of trauma privately. He converted 

acquired skills into methods of domination. He used 

knowledge of vulnerability to create dependence, used 

belonging as leverage, and encouraged others to suspend 

moral judgment in favor of loyalty. 

These truths do not cancel one another. The fact that 

Manson was once a victim does not mean that he ceased 

to be responsible when he became a perpetrator. The fact 
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that he later became a perpetrator does not mean that his 

earlier victimization was unreal or irrelevant. 

A serious account must resist the tendency to assign 

individuals permanently to one moral category. Human 

beings can be harmed and harmful. A child can be failed 

by institutions and later make devastating choices. A 

person’s suffering can deserve recognition without 

becoming a defense for the suffering he inflicts. 

This distinction is familiar in capital and serious felony 

cases. Developmental evidence is often presented as 

though it asks the court or public to choose between 

sympathy for the defendant and concern for the victim. In 

fact, it asks a different question: whether responsibility 

can be assessed accurately without understanding the 

person’s history. 

Understanding does not require absolution. It allows 

responsibility to be placed within context rather than 

mythology. It also allows society to identify failures that 

may be preventable. 

If Manson is treated only as an inexplicable monster, then 

the institutions that shaped him disappear from the story. 

The failures of family support, juvenile intervention, 

institutional protection, education, treatment, and reentry 

become irrelevant. Society is left with condemnation but 

no knowledge useful for prevention. 

If, however, his history is treated as a complete excuse, 

then his victims disappear, and the choices through which 

he exercised power are denied. That approach is equally 

unacceptable. 

The morally defensible position is to hold both personal 

and institutional responsibility in view. Manson was 

accountable for the harm he caused. The systems that 

encountered him as a child must also be examined for the 

ways they failed to protect, rehabilitate, and prepare him 

for life outside confinement. 

Accountability operates at more than one level. 

Individuals must answer for acts of violence. Institutions 

must answer for practices that expose children to abuse, 

convert trauma into delinquency, and release deeply 

institutionalized people without the capacities necessary 

for ordinary life. 

These responsibilities are not mutually exclusive. A 

society can condemn murder while investigating the 

developmental conditions that make violence more likely. 

It can honor victims while asking whether earlier 

intervention might have prevented their deaths. It can 

punish wrongdoing while refusing the fiction that 

punishment alone constitutes prevention. 

C. Centering the Victims 

Any account focused on Manson’s development must 

include an explicit recognition of the people whose lives 

were taken and of the wider circle of people harmed by the 

crimes. 

On August 9, 1969, Sharon Tate, Jay Sebring, Abigail 

Folger, Wojciech Frykowski, and Steven Parent were 

murdered at the residence on Cielo Drive. Tate was 

pregnant at the time of her death. The following night, 

Leno and Rosemary LaBianca were murdered in their 

home. Gary Hinman had been killed in July 1969, and 

Donald “Shorty” Shea was killed later that year (Bugliosi 

and Gentry 1974). The precise legal and factual 

relationship between Manson and each killing differs, but 

all belong to the history of violence associated with the 

group he controlled. 

These names should not appear merely as a list of 

consequences in Manson’s biography. Each person had 

relationships, plans, responsibilities, and a life extending 

far beyond the circumstances of death. Their families and 

friends experienced losses that continued long after the 

trials ended. The crimes also generated fear across a much 

wider community and became part of a public mythology 

that often gave more attention to Manson’s image than to 

the people who were killed. 

That imbalance should not be reproduced here. 

Sharon Tate should not be remembered only as a symbol 

of innocence destroyed or as a pregnant victim in the 

Manson narrative. Jay Sebring was not simply one of the 

people present in the house. Abigail Folger, Wojciech 

Frykowski, Steven Parent, Leno LaBianca, Rosemary 

LaBianca, Gary Hinman, and Donald Shea each had 

individual histories that deserve recognition independent 

of Manson. 

The families of the victims also became involuntary 

participants in a public spectacle. They endured criminal 

proceedings, repeated media attention, parole 

controversies, books, films, and the continuing cultural 

fascination with the people responsible for the murders. 

The perpetrator’s notoriety repeatedly threatened to 

eclipse the humanity of those he harmed. 

I therefore do not use the victims as the final stage in an 

argument about childhood trauma. Their deaths were not 

illustrations of Manson’s psychological development. 
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They were irreversible acts of violence against distinct 

human beings. 

Centering the victims also clarifies the moral limits of the 

developmental argument. Manson’s history may explain 

why domination became important to him. It does not 

reduce the terror experienced by those who were attacked. 

His childhood abandonment does not offset the loss 

experienced by their families. His institutional 

victimization does not create a moral balance against the 

victimization he later helped produce. 

At the same time, centering victims should not prevent 

examination of causation. Prevention is itself a victim-

centered concern. To ask how violence develops is to ask 

how future people might be spared similar harm. 

The strongest reason to investigate childhood abuse and 

institutional failure is not to generate sympathy for 

Manson. It is to understand whether the systems 

responsible for children are interrupting dangerous 

developmental trajectories or contributing to them. A 

society that refuses to examine those trajectories may 

preserve a sense of moral certainty while failing to prevent 

future victims. 

I hold two obligations together. 

The first is to preserve the humanity of the people Manson 

and his followers harmed. Their lives must not be 

subordinated to his notoriety or reduced to evidence in an 

argument about his childhood. 

The second is to examine honestly the conditions that 

shaped him. That examination is necessary not because his 

suffering was greater than theirs, but because 

understanding the development of violence may help 

prevent its recurrence. 

Manson was once a neglected and institutionalized child. 

He later became an adult who exercised coercive power 

and contributed to profound harm. Both facts belong to the 

historical record. 

The recognition of the first does not weaken responsibility 

for the second. It deepens society’s responsibility to 

ensure that children damaged by violence are protected, 

treated, and offered alternatives before their injuries are 

transformed into new forms of harm. 

 

  X. PARALLELS WITH CALIFORNIA YOUTH 

CORRECTIONAL INSTITUTIONS 

 

The developmental history examined in Manson’s case is 

not unique in its broad outlines. In my work with 

individuals facing the death penalty and other severe 

criminal penalties—many of whom passed through 

California’s juvenile halls, county camps, and the state 

youth correctional system long known as the California 

Youth Authority—I have repeatedly encountered men 

whose adult offenses were preceded by long histories of 

childhood victimization and juvenile institutionalization. 

Their lives differed substantially, as did their crimes. Yet 

certain patterns appeared with striking regularity. 

Many had experienced serious physical, emotional or 

sexual abuse before entering custody. Others had been 

abandoned by parents, moved repeatedly among relatives 

or foster placements, exposed to domestic violence, or 

raised in neighborhoods where violence was common and 

protection unreliable. School records often documented 

truancy, aggression, suspension, expulsion, or academic 

failure, while providing far less information about 

learning disabilities, developmental delays, trauma, 

unstable housing, or the conditions to which the child was 

returning each day. 

By the time these young people came to the attention of 

juvenile courts, their behavior had frequently become the 

principal fact through which they were understood. Theft, 

fighting, running away, substance use, defiance, and 

school failure were recorded in detail. The experiences 

that preceded those behaviors were less consistently 

investigated and often treated as background rather than 

as essential elements of the case. 

The juvenile justice system encountered many of these 

children first as victims but processed them primarily as 

offenders. Once that transformation occurred, later 

conduct was interpreted through an increasingly 

correctional lens. A frightened child became an escape 

risk. A youth attempting to defend himself became 

assaultive. A young person who distrusted adults became 

manipulative or treatment resistant. Each new label 

narrowed the range of responses considered appropriate 

and strengthened the case for greater control. 

The comparison with Manson is not based on the severity 

of the eventual offense. It concerns the institutional 

process through which already injured children can 

become increasingly alienated, defensive, and adapted to 

confinement. 
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A. Recurring Histories Among Confined Youth 

The individuals I have interviewed did not share a single 

background, and no one life can be reduced to a standard 

profile. Nevertheless, their histories often involved 

multiple and cumulative forms of adversity rather than a 

single traumatic event. 

Physical abuse was common. Some had been beaten by 

parents, relatives, foster caregivers, or other adults 

responsible for their care. The violence was sometimes 

described as discipline and therefore normalized by the 

family or overlooked by authorities. In other cases, the 

injuries were known to public agencies, but intervention 

was temporary or ineffective. 

Sexual victimization also appeared with disturbing 

frequency. Some individuals disclosed abuse only after 

years of silence. Others had attempted to report it as 

children and were disbelieved, blamed, punished, or 

returned to the same environment. For boys in particular, 

shame and fear of appearing vulnerable often prevented 

disclosure. The absence of a report in a juvenile file 

therefore could not be treated as proof that victimization 

had not occurred. In my own casework it was rare for a 

male client to acknowledge sexual abuse; the perceived 

repercussions — exposed vulnerability and the risk of 

further assault — were too great. 

Parental abandonment took many forms. Some children 

were physically deserted. Others remained nominally 

within a family while experiencing chronic emotional 

absence, incarceration of a parent, severe substance 

misuse, domestic violence, or repeated changes in 

caregivers. A parent could be intermittently loving and 

still unable to provide dependable protection. 

Placement disruption compounded the instability. Young 

people moved among relatives, foster homes, group 

homes, shelters, treatment facilities, detention centers, and 

correctional institutions. Each transfer required them to 

adjust to new adults, new rules, new peers, and new 

expectations. Attachments were repeatedly interrupted, 

often when the child’s behavior became most difficult and 

the need for continuity was greatest. 

Exposure to violence extended beyond the home. Many 

had witnessed assaults, shootings, domestic abuse, or the 

deaths of family members and friends. They learned early 

to distinguish safe from unsafe streets, to monitor threats, 

and to respond quickly to perceived disrespect. Conduct 

later described as excessive vigilance or aggression had 

often developed in environments where failure to detect 

danger carried real consequences. 

Schools frequently became another site of exclusion. 

Rather than identifying disability, trauma, or educational 

need, school systems often responded to disruptive 

behavior through suspension, expulsion, transfer, or 

referral to law enforcement. Removal from school reduced 

access to the very adults and routines that might have 

provided stability. It also increased unsupervised time and 

association with similarly excluded peers. 

Developmental and mental-health needs were often 

identified late, treated inconsistently, or not treated at all. 

Some young people had cognitive impairments, learning 

disabilities, attention difficulties, language deficits, 

symptoms of trauma, depression, anxiety, or other serious 

emotional needs. Institutional records sometimes 

acknowledged these difficulties while continuing to 

discipline behavior arising from them. 

Substance use frequently emerged as a method of self-

medication before it became another basis for punishment. 

Alcohol or drugs provided temporary relief from fear, 

shame, intrusive memories, sleeplessness, or emotional 

pain. The juvenile system generally classified the conduct 

as delinquency or noncompliance without asking what 

function the substance use served. 

The combined result was an escalating correctional 

response. Family difficulties led to school expulsion. 

School expulsion increased street involvement. Street 

conduct led to juvenile court supervision. Failure under 

supervision produced placement. Running from 

placement produced detention. Misconduct in detention 

justified commitment to a more restrictive institution. 

The young person accumulated an official record of 

failure while the failures of the systems surrounding him 

remained dispersed among separate agencies. 

B. Abuse Preceding Confinement 

Many youths entered California correctional institutions 

after already experiencing substantial victimization. Their 

confinement did not mark the beginning of their exposure 

to violence. It represented the point at which the state 

formally reclassified them. 

Before custody, the child may have been abused, 

neglected, homeless, frightened, educationally excluded, 

or without consistent adult protection. After arrest, those 

conditions remained part of the history, but the offense 

became the organizing fact. The official question shifted 
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from what had happened to the child to what the child had 

done. 

Juvenile files documented police contacts, charges, 

probation violations, failed placements, disciplinary 

incidents, and risk classifications with considerable 

precision. The records were often less complete regarding 

chronic abuse, parental impairment, developmental 

disability, grief, fear, or the absence of a safe home. 

The behavioral labels that resulted—incorrigible, 

assaultive, uncooperative—rarely reflected sustained 

inquiry into what the youth was fleeing, defending against, 

or protecting with his silence. 

Many of these young people committed serious acts and 

caused real injury; the point is that the behavior cannot be 

fully understood when separated from the conditions in 

which it developed. 

In the cases I reviewed, the state often possessed 

information about abuse but failed to integrate it into a 

coherent developmental account. Child welfare records, 

school files, probation reports, medical records, and 

family interviews each contained pieces of the history. No 

single agency assembled them into an understanding of 

the child. 

As a result, trauma remained fragmented while 

delinquency became cumulative. 

Each new offense was added to the record and treated as 

evidence of worsening character. Earlier victimization, 

even when documented, rarely acquired the same 

institutional weight. The state’s account of the child 

became increasingly detailed and increasingly incomplete. 

C. Abuse During Confinement 

For many young people, entry into custody did not end 

victimization. It changed its setting and, at times, gave it 

institutional authority. 

Accounts of staff violence appeared repeatedly in the 

histories I examined. Youths described being struck, 

slammed against walls, restrained unnecessarily, 

threatened, or subjected to force for verbal defiance and 

relatively minor rule violations. Some incidents were 

documented. Others were preserved only through later 

recollections, medical records, witness statements, or 

patterns of disciplinary action. 

Peer violence was also a persistent feature of congregate 

confinement. Young people were placed among others 

carrying their own histories of trauma, fear, and 

aggression. Physical strength, reputation, gang affiliation, 

racial identity, age, and institutional status could 

determine safety. A new arrival quickly learned that 

appearing vulnerable could invite assault. 

Sexual victimization was among the least visible and most 

consequential forms of abuse. For the reasons described in 

Section V—fear of retaliation, disbelief, stigma, and 

institutional cultures that equated masculinity with self-

defense—most of it went unreported, and some victims 

were punished for conduct arising from the assault or 

placed in isolation ostensibly for their own protection. 

Isolation itself could become a form of injury. Solitary 

confinement, room restriction, administrative segregation, 

and prolonged separation from ordinary activity were used 

to control behavior. For traumatized youths, isolation 

could intensify fear, anger, depression, dissociation, and 

emotional instability. The behavior produced by isolation 

then became the rationale for extending it. 

Humiliation was often built into institutional practice. 

Strip searches, public commands, forced postures, verbal 

degradation, and arbitrary exercises of authority 

communicated that the young person had little control 

over his body or dignity. Compliance was valued more 

highly than trust, and obedience was often obtained 

through shame. 

Racialized treatment also shaped institutional experience. 

Youths of color frequently understood discipline, threat 

assessment, gang classification, and staff suspicion 

through the broader history of racial control. Identical 

conduct could be interpreted differently depending on the 

youth’s race, neighborhood, language, or perceived 

affiliation. These perceptions were not always reducible to 

individual prejudice; they reflected institutional cultures 

in which some children were viewed as more dangerous 

and less vulnerable than others (Bishop 2005). 

Forced compliance taught its own lessons. Young people 

learned that the person with formal power could define 

reality. A staff member’s version of an incident generally 

carried greater weight than that of a confined youth. 

Resistance could lead to force, additional charges, loss of 

privileges, delayed release, or transfer to a more restrictive 

unit. 

Complaint systems often failed to provide credible 

protection. Youths reported that grievances disappeared, 

were dismissed as manipulation, or resulted in retaliation. 

A child who complained about a staff member still had to 

live under the supervision of that staff member or close 
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colleagues. Confidentiality was uncertain, and 

institutional loyalty frequently outweighed independent 

investigation. 

Under these conditions, silence became rational. Youths 

learned that disclosure might not produce protection and 

could increase danger. They stopped reporting abuse, not 

because the abuse had ended, but because the risks of 

reporting exceeded the expected benefits. 

The institution could then point to the absence of formal 

complaints as evidence that conditions were safe. 

D. Institutional Adaptation Mistaken for Pathology 

Young people adapt to confinement because they must. 

The problem is that the adaptations required for survival 

in custody often appear pathological when viewed outside 

the environment that produced them. 

The lessons were consistent. Do not cry, because visible 

fear or sadness attracted ridicule, exploitation, or assault. 

Do not trust, because staff changed, promises were 

broken, and peers could use personal information as 

leverage. Do not disclose, because information about 

abuse, family history, or emotional distress could be 

dismissed, spread through the institution, or used to 

classify the youth as weak. And do not appear weak, 

because posture, reputation, and alliances discouraged 

attack where adults did not; some fought early in a 

placement to avoid being tested later. 

These adaptations produced the very behaviors 

institutions later described as evidence of pathology. 

Hypervigilance became paranoia or hostility. Emotional 

numbing became callousness. Defensive aggression 

became dangerousness. Strategic silence became 

treatment resistance. Efforts to influence staff or peers 

became manipulation. 

The labels were not always entirely inaccurate. The 

behaviors could become rigid, harmful, and difficult to 

change. But the labels obscured their origins and 

functions. 

In many of the cases I reviewed, young people became 

highly competent at institutional survival. They could read 

a room quickly, detect threat, identify alliances, conceal 

fear, and respond to changes in power. These abilities 

helped them navigate custody. They did not prepare them 

for ordinary adult life. 

Outside the institution, the same adaptations interfered 

with employment, intimacy, and parenting: a supervisor’s 

criticism could be experienced as threat, a partner’s 

disagreement as betrayal, and ordinary ambiguity could 

activate responses developed for immediate danger. 

The institution then appeared to have confirmed its 

original judgment. The youth classified as antisocial 

emerged with behaviors that fit the label. What 

disappeared was the role of the institution in reinforcing 

those behaviors. 

This is one of the most troubling features of correctional 

systems. They can produce or intensify adaptations 

necessary for survival and later cite those adaptations as 

evidence that the person was always dangerous. 

E. The Critical Distinction 

The comparison between Manson and the individuals I 

have interviewed must be made with precision. Their 

histories do not make them future Mansons. Institutional 

abuse does not mechanically produce mass murder, nor 

does childhood victimization establish an inevitable 

pathway to extreme violence. 

The significance of the comparison is that many of the 

survival behaviors later labeled antisocial, manipulative, 

or dangerous were first acquired in environments where 

vulnerability was punished and domination was rewarded. 

The relevant parallels are developmental and institutional, 

not predictive. 

Like Manson, many confined youths entered custody after 

serious instability and victimization. Their behavior was 

treated as evidence of bad character while the experiences 

underlying it were minimized. Inside institutions, they 

learned that fear should be concealed, authority should be 

distrusted, and safety might depend on intimidation or 

strategic control. After release, those adaptations could 

interfere with relationships, employment, and lawful 

participation in the community. 

The outcomes, however, varied enormously, for reasons 

the next section examines. 

This distinction is necessary both analytically and 

ethically. Without it, a report intended to expose 

institutional harm could instead stigmatize the people who 

survived it. The objective is not to portray traumatized 

children as latent threats. It is to show that punitive 

institutions may intensify rather than reduce the 

developmental risks they are charged with addressing. 

My experience with individuals facing the death penalty 

has reinforced this conclusion. By the time the state 

presented them as fully formed and irredeemably 
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dangerous adults, it had often encountered them 

repeatedly as abused and neglected children. It had access 

to their schools, placements, juvenile court files, detention 

histories, and correctional records. At multiple points, 

institutions had the authority to intervene. 

Too often, intervention meant removal rather than repair, 

control rather than protection, and punishment rather than 

sustained care. 

The broader lesson from Manson’s history and from the 

California cases is not that abuse creates monsters. It is 

that societies cannot expose children to violence, teach 

them that power is the only dependable form of protection, 

and then treat the resulting adaptations as mysterious 

evidence of innate evil. 

The state often met these individuals early. It saw the 

warnings. It documented the behavior. What it frequently 

failed to do was understand the child. 

F. California’s Institutional Reckoning 

The institutional dynamics described in this section are not 

confined to a distant past, and in California they were 

eventually documented by the state itself. The California 

Youth Authority, created in 1941 and once promoted as a 

national model of rehabilitative juvenile corrections, grew 

into a system of large congregate institutions holding 

nearly ten thousand young people by the mid-1990s 

(Macallair 2015). Its facilities carried forward the reform 

school tradition described throughout this report: military-

style regimentation, punitive discipline, dormitory living, 

and internal cultures organized around violence and 

hierarchy. 

By the early 2000s, the gap between the system’s 

rehabilitative language and its actual conditions could no 

longer be concealed. Expert reports produced through 

litigation and independent investigations documented 

pervasive violence, prolonged isolation, cages used as 

classrooms, inadequate education and mental health care, 

and disciplinary practices that intensified the trauma 

young people carried into custody (Center on Juvenile and 

Criminal Justice 2019). The state did not dispute the 

essential findings. In 2004 it entered a consent decree 

acknowledging that its youth correctional system failed to 

provide safe or rehabilitative conditions (Farrell v. Allen 

2004). Filed in 2003 as a taxpayer action against the 

director of the California Youth Authority, the Farrell 

litigation compiled expert findings of systemic 

deficiencies in safety, mental health care, education, and 

services for wards with disabilities. Rather than contest 

those findings at trial, the state stipulated to a court-

supervised remedial process that governed the system for 

more than a decade. 

What followed was a two-decade retreat from the 

institutional model. Legislation in 2007 barred the 

commitment of less serious offenders to state facilities and 

shifted responsibility to counties (Macallair 2015). The 

population of the renamed Division of Juvenile Justice fell 

from thousands to a few hundred. In 2020, the Legislature 

voted to close the Division entirely (California Legislature 

2020), and the last state youth correctional facilities shut 

on June 30, 2023 (California Department of Corrections 

and Rehabilitation 2023)—ending an institutional era that 

had begun with the reform schools of the nineteenth 

century. Responsibility for even the most serious juvenile 

offenses now rests with the counties, which face the 

question this report has posed throughout: whether 

confinement can be organized around development rather 

than domination. 

The closure of the state system did not result from abstract 

policy analysis. It followed decades of documentation—

by litigators, researchers, journalists, and survivors—

showing that the institutions reproduced the very 

behaviors they claimed to correct. The men I interviewed 

described these dynamics long before the state formally 

acknowledged them. Their accounts were dismissed as 

manipulation when offered in their own defense and 

accepted as fact when compiled by monitors and courts. 

California’s experience carries the lessons of the Manson 

case forward. The state that operated the nation’s largest 

youth correctional system concluded, after sustained 

scrutiny, that the model could not be reformed from 

within. The question that remains—for California’s 

counties and for every jurisdiction still committed to 

congregate confinement—is whether the developmental 

knowledge that closed those institutions will shape what 

replaces them. 

 

  XI. WHY SOME TRAUMATIZED CHILDREN 

BECOME VIOLENT AND MOST DO NOT 

 

Any argument linking childhood trauma, institutional 

abuse, and later violence must account for an essential 

fact: most children who experience abuse do not become 

seriously violent adults. Many endure profound neglect, 

physical assault, sexual victimization, parental 
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abandonment, community violence, and confinement 

without committing homicide or organizing the harm of 

others (Widom 1989). Some struggle for years with 

depression, substance use, unstable relationships, or self-

directed harm. Others build lives marked by 

responsibility, empathy, and a strong commitment to 

protect vulnerable people. 

Trauma does not produce a single outcome. 

Human development is probabilistic rather than 

predetermined. Adverse experiences may increase the 

likelihood of certain difficulties, but they do not dictate 

what a person will become. Outcomes emerge through the 

interaction of many influences: the severity and duration 

of the abuse, the child’s age and temperament, the 

presence of cognitive or developmental vulnerabilities, 

the availability of trustworthy adults, the response of 

institutions, later opportunities, social conditions, and 

individual choices. 

The same child may also encounter both aggravating and 

protective forces at different points in life. A history of 

abuse can be intensified by rejection and confinement or 

interrupted by safety, belonging, and competent care. 

Developmental trajectories remain open, particularly 

when meaningful intervention occurs before survival 

adaptations harden into enduring patterns. 

This distinction is crucial to the analysis of Charles 

Manson: his childhood history may help explain elevated 

risks, but it cannot establish inevitability. 

Protective Factors 

One of the most powerful protective factors is the presence 

of at least one dependable adult. That person may be a 

parent, relative, teacher, coach, counselor, neighbor, 

clergy member, or institutional staff member. The 

relationship need not be perfect. Its importance lies in 

consistency. 

A dependable adult communicates that the child is worth 

protecting, that distress can be expressed without 

punishment, and that conflict does not automatically result 

in abandonment. Such a relationship can challenge the 

child’s expectation that all adults are dangerous or 

temporary (Bowlby 1982; Perry and Szalavitz 2006). 

Removal from an abusive environment is equally 

important. Treatment cannot succeed while victimization 

continues. A child who remains exposed to violence must 

devote attention to survival rather than recovery. Physical 

safety is not merely one service among many; it is the 

condition upon which other interventions depend. 

Credible opportunities for belonging can also redirect 

development. Children need communities in which 

acceptance is not conditional upon toughness, criminality, 

or submission. A school, team, cultural organization, 

workplace, neighborhood program, or extended family 

can provide identity and recognition outside delinquent 

peer groups and correctional institutions. 

The word credible is important. Young people who have 

experienced repeated betrayal may not respond to brief 

programs or promises of support. Belonging must be 

demonstrated over time. Adults must remain present 

through conflict, failure, and resistance. 

Trauma-responsive treatment can help a child understand 

the connection between past experiences and present 

behavior. Effective treatment does not excuse harmful 

conduct. It teaches emotional regulation, identifies 

triggers, develops alternatives to aggression, and provides 

language for experiences previously expressed through 

behavior (SAMHSA 2014; National Child Traumatic 

Stress Network 2016). 

Educational success is another important source of 

protection. School achievement can provide structure, 

recognition, future orientation, and an identity not 

organized around delinquency. For children with learning 

disabilities or interrupted schooling, success may require 

specialized instruction, patient remediation, and 

protection from exclusionary discipline. 

Stable housing reduces the chaos that undermines every 

other intervention. A child or young adult cannot easily 

participate in treatment, attend school, retain employment, 

or build relationships without a dependable place to live. 

Housing also provides a practical experience of 

continuity: a place one can return to without having to earn 

readmission each day. 

Meaningful work offers more than income. It can produce 

competence, routine, responsibility, and legitimate social 

status. Work allows a young person to experience power 

through skill and reliability rather than intimidation. It 

also connects present effort to future possibility. 

Cultural and community connection can counter isolation 

and stigma. A young person who understands himself as 

part of a family history, neighborhood, faith tradition, 

cultural community, or collective struggle possesses an 
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identity larger than the labels imposed by courts and 

institutions. 

Finally, relationships not based on domination are 

essential. A child who has experienced coercion needs 

opportunities to learn that authority can be fair, intimacy 

can coexist with autonomy, and disagreement does not 

require humiliation or violence. These experiences 

provide an alternative social model to the hierarchy of 

abusive homes and institutions. 

Aggravating Factors 

The risk of harmful outcomes increases when 

victimization is repeated rather than isolated. A single 

traumatic event can be devastating, but chronic adversity 

may shape the child’s fundamental expectations about 

safety, trust, and power. When danger appears across 

home, school, neighborhood, and institution, the child has 

few opportunities to experience another way of living. 

Early institutionalization can deepen this process. 

Placement during childhood or adolescence interrupts 

attachment, education, and identity development. It may 

also expose the youth to coercive authority and more 

experienced delinquent peers at a stage when social 

learning is especially powerful. 

Lack of family support leaves the child without a stable 

base during and after confinement. Even imperfect 

families can provide housing, advocacy, emotional 

connection, and continuity. When no such support exists, 

the institution may become the youth’s most durable 

social environment. 

Untreated psychiatric, cognitive, or developmental needs 

can magnify risk. A young person with trauma symptoms, 

depression, impulsivity, language deficits, learning 

disabilities, intellectual limitations, or other difficulties 

may be punished for behavior he cannot regulate without 

assistance. Repeated failure reinforces shame and 

alienation. 

Substance misuse can further impair judgment and 

emotional control. For some youths, drugs or alcohol 

initially provide relief from fear, grief, intrusive 

memories, or sleeplessness. Over time, substance use can 

increase impulsivity, intensify conflict, deepen 

association with criminal networks, and weaken access to 

protective relationships. 

Social isolation also matters. A young person without 

trusted family, school ties, lawful employment, or 

community belonging becomes more dependent on 

whichever group offers identity and protection. That 

group may be organized around crime, violence, or 

coercive loyalty. 

Criminal mentorship can give structure to grievance and 

skill to impulsive behavior. Older or more experienced 

offenders may provide belonging while teaching methods 

of theft, violence, evasion, and manipulation. The young 

person receives recognition, but the recognition is tied to 

conduct that increases future confinement. 

Repeated incarceration compounds these risks. Each 

return to custody disrupts relationships, employment, 

education, and treatment. It also reinforces institutional 

identity. The person becomes increasingly skilled at 

surviving confinement and increasingly disconnected 

from ordinary civic life. 

Most damaging are environments that reward coercion. If 

aggression produces safety, intimidation produces status, 

manipulation produces resources, and vulnerability 

produces victimization, the young person receives 

repeated confirmation that domination works. 

Behavior follows incentives. A system cannot consistently 

reward coercion and then be surprised when coercive 

behavior becomes entrenched. 

Development as Probability, Not Destiny 

Protective and aggravating factors do not operate as a 

simple checklist. One dependable adult may offset several 

serious risks. A stable placement may arrive too late to 

undo every injury but still alter the course of a life. 

Conversely, a child with considerable resilience may be 

overwhelmed by repeated victimization and institutional 

failure. 

Timing also matters. The earlier protection occurs, the 

more opportunity the child has to develop alternative 

expectations. But intervention later in adolescence or 

adulthood can still be meaningful. Development does not 

end when a person enters custody or reaches legal 

adulthood (Steinberg 2014). 

Chance and historical circumstance also play roles. Two 

children with similar histories may encounter different 

peers, different staff members, different schools, or 

different moments of opportunity. One may meet a 

mentor; another may meet a criminal organizer. One may 

enter a safe program; another may enter a violent 

institution. 

Personal agency remains important throughout. 

Individuals interpret experiences, make decisions, accept 
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or reject help, and sometimes act against the expectations 

created by their histories. Agency, however, is exercised 

within unequal conditions. A child with stable housing, 

education, treatment, and dependable relationships is 

choosing from a different set of possibilities than a child 

facing homelessness, untreated trauma, and repeated 

confinement. 

The proper conclusion is neither that trauma causes 

violence nor that trauma is irrelevant because most 

survivors do not become violent. Trauma changes 

probabilities. Protective experiences can reduce those 

risks, while repeated victimization and coercive 

intervention can increase them. 

In Manson’s case, as Section VII detailed, most protective 

conditions were weak, absent, inconsistent, or short-lived, 

while his strongest competencies developed within 

environments organized around hierarchy, manipulation, 

and control. 

These conditions did not compel his later actions. They 

narrowed some pathways and strengthened others. 

Manson still made choices. 

The distinction between probability and destiny preserves 

both developmental understanding and moral 

responsibility. It allows society to recognize that harmful 

environments matter without treating the child as 

permanently damaged. It also directs attention toward 

prevention. 

If adversity raises risk, then protection can reduce it. If 

institutional violence reinforces coercion, then safe and 

accountable care can teach another model. If exclusion 

strengthens criminal identity, then education, work, 

housing, and belonging can support a different one. 

The policy lesson is not that every traumatized child 

represents a future danger. It is the opposite. Most do not. 

But the fact that outcomes are not predetermined creates 

an obligation to intervene while alternatives remain 

available. 

A society cannot know with certainty which child will 

later commit serious violence. It can know that 

dependable adults, safety, treatment, education, housing, 

meaningful work, and noncoercive relationships improve 

the probability of a better outcome. It can also know that 

repeated abuse, abandonment, institutionalization, 

isolation, and coercion move development in the opposite 

direction. 

Prevention rests in that space between risk and 

inevitability. 

 

  XII. INSTITUTIONAL LESSONS AND POLICY 

IMPLICATIONS 

 

The significance of Manson’s developmental history lies 

neither in producing sympathy for a notorious figure nor 

in identifying a single institutional act that caused the 

crimes associated with him. Its importance is more 

practical and more demanding: his history illustrates what 

happens when systems repeatedly encounter a damaged 

child, document his behavior, and respond primarily 

through removal, discipline, and confinement. 

Juvenile justice systems are often organized around a 

narrow question: What did this child do? That question is 

necessary. Harmful conduct must be identified, victims 

must be protected, and young people must be held 

accountable in developmentally appropriate ways 

(Cauffman and Steinberg 2000; Steinberg and Scott 

2003). But when it becomes the only question, the system 

reduces the child to an offense and overlooks the 

conditions that shaped it. 

A genuinely rehabilitative system must ask a broader set 

of questions: 

What happened to this child? 

What has the institution itself done to the child? 

What conditions are necessary for the child to become 

safe, responsible, and capable of living without 

domination or violence? 

These questions do not weaken accountability. They make 

accountability more accurate. They distinguish between 

simply punishing conduct and changing the 

developmental conditions that make harmful conduct 

more likely to recur. 

A. Do Not Ask Only, “What Did This Child Do?” 

As Section X showed, official records document a child’s 

offenses with precision while the harms inflicted upon him 

remain scattered among separate agencies. Delinquency 

becomes coherent; trauma remains fragmented. 

The first reform must be conceptual. Juvenile systems 

must understand behavior developmentally. The relevant 

inquiry is not merely whether a youth fought, fled, 

threatened, stole, or refused an order. It is also what 

function the behavior served, what circumstances 
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preceded it, and how prior institutional responses may 

have intensified it (Scott and Steinberg 2008; Bonnie et al. 

2013). 

A developmental analysis does not erase responsibility; it 

prevents institutions from treating behavior as self-

explanatory. 

The second question—what has the institution done to the 

child—is especially important. Juvenile justice agencies 

often examine family and community failures while 

assuming that their own interventions are neutral, yet 

confinement can create new injuries that deepen the 

conditions that brought the youth into custody. 

The institution must become part of the assessment. If 

behavior worsens after placement, officials should not 

assume automatically that the youth has revealed an 

increasingly dangerous nature. They must consider 

whether the environment is producing fear, resistance, 

despair, or defensive aggression. 

The third question concerns safety. What conditions 

would allow the child to become safe—not merely 

contained, but capable of living without harming others or 

expecting harm from them? 

Safety requires more than the absence of immediate 

misconduct. It involves stable attachment, physical 

protection, emotional regulation, educational competence, 

housing, belonging, meaningful work, and relationships 

not organized around coercion. A youth may comply 

inside a highly controlled institution without acquiring 

any of these capacities. Compliance under surveillance is 

not the same as rehabilitation. 

B. Confinement Can Intensify the Risks It Is 

Supposed to Control 

Young people entering correctional custody frequently 

arrive with the extensive trauma histories described in 

Section X (Teplin et al. 2002; Abram et al. 2004; 

Dierkhising et al. 2013). Confinement places them 

together in settings characterized by restricted autonomy, 

unequal power, surveillance, and the possibility of force. 

Under such conditions, the institution may reproduce 

important features of the environments from which the 

child came. A youth who has experienced arbitrary 

parental violence may encounter arbitrary staff authority. 

A child who has been sexually victimized may be placed 

in a congregate setting where sexual coercion remains 

possible. A young person abandoned by caregivers may 

be moved again whenever behavior becomes difficult. 

The institution may then interpret the resulting distress as 

further delinquency—the conversion of symptoms into 

offenses described in Section V. 

Confinement can intensify the very risks it is intended to 

control. 

This is why trauma-informed reform cannot consist 

merely of adding counseling to an otherwise violent 

institution. Therapy cannot compensate for daily 

conditions that reproduce fear, humiliation, and 

powerlessness. A youth cannot be taught to regulate 

emotion in an environment that continually activates 

threat. He cannot be taught that adults are trustworthy 

while complaints are ignored. He cannot learn nonviolent 

conflict resolution where authority itself relies 

unnecessarily on force. 

The entire institutional environment must be evaluated. 

Staffing, discipline, housing arrangements, search 

practices, use of isolation, grievance procedures, peer 

culture, educational access, family contact, and release 

planning all influence whether a facility reduces or 

compounds trauma. 

A trauma-responsive institution is not simply one that asks 

youths to discuss their past. It is one that changes its own 

conduct in response to what is known about trauma. 

C. Recommended Reforms 

The first and most important reform is to reduce the use of 

institutional placement. Systems should reserve 

confinement for circumstances in which a young person 

presents a serious and immediate safety risk that cannot be 

managed through less restrictive means. Community-

based programs should be the default whenever they can 

protect both the youth and the public. 

Reducing placement preserves family and community 

ties, limits exposure to institutional violence, and allows 

treatment to occur in the environments to which the young 

person will ultimately return. It also avoids the damaging 

assumption that a child must be removed from ordinary 

life before change can occur. 

Legislatures and regulators should prohibit corporal 

punishment and punitive isolation. Physical punishment 

teaches that authority is exercised through pain. Isolation 

can intensify trauma, depression, anger, paranoia, and 

self-harm. Neither practice develops the capacities 

necessary for responsible adult life. 

Institutions must create genuinely independent abuse-

reporting mechanisms. A complaint system controlled 
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entirely by the agency accused of wrongdoing cannot 

reliably protect confined children. Youths should be able 

to report abuse confidentially to an outside entity with 

investigative authority and protection against retaliation 

(see 28 C.F.R. pt. 115). 

Confidential access to attorneys, advocates, 

ombudspersons, medical professionals, and trusted family 

members is equally important. Children in custody require 

relationships beyond the institution’s immediate control. 

Without independent access, the facility becomes the sole 

source of protection, information, and credibility. 

Institutions must investigate all allegations of physical and 

sexual abuse promptly and professionally. Investigators 

should not dismiss an allegation merely because the youth 

has a disciplinary history, has previously lied, or is 

described as manipulative. Children in institutions may be 

difficult witnesses, but difficulty does not establish falsity. 

Investigations must also examine patterns rather than 

isolated incidents. Repeated complaints involving the 

same unit, employee, housing arrangement, or 

disciplinary practice may reveal risks that no individual 

allegation proves by itself. 

Public agencies should give families meaningful support 

before removal becomes necessary. Many children enter 

correctional systems after less punitive institutions have 

failed to provide housing, treatment, respite care, 

educational advocacy, or assistance to overwhelmed 

caregivers. Services should be designed to strengthen safe 

family relationships rather than waiting until crisis results 

in arrest. 

Community-based alternatives must offer more than 

surveillance. Programs should provide credible belonging, 

intensive case management, education, employment, 

treatment, mentoring, and practical support. A youth 

cannot be expected to abandon delinquent relationships 

unless a meaningful alternative social world is available. 

Reentry must begin well before release and continue long 

afterward. Young people leaving custody need stable 

relationships, not merely referrals. They require assistance 

with housing, school enrollment, employment, 

transportation, identification, health care, treatment, and 

family reunification. 

The central feature of effective reentry should be 

continuity. At least one dependable adult should remain 

involved across the transition from institution to 

community. The young person should not experience 

release as another abrupt transfer between systems. 

Institutions must also preserve records. Historical and 

contemporary records are necessary to identify patterns of 

abuse, evaluate institutional claims, and permit former 

residents to reconstruct their own lives. No agency should 

destroy records merely because it closes, changes names, 

or transfers responsibility. 

Preservation must include more than disciplinary files. 

Medical records, grievance reports, use-of-force 

documentation, staff rosters, investigations, inspection 

reports, educational files, and correspondence may all be 

necessary to understand what occurred inside an 

institution. 

Finally, survivors must be included in oversight, training, 

research, and policy development. Formerly confined 

people possess knowledge that administrative records 

cannot provide. They understand how official policies are 

experienced in practice, where abuse is likely to occur, 

why complaint systems fail, and which adults or programs 

made a genuine difference. 

Survivor participation should not be symbolic. It should 

include compensated roles, access to records, meaningful 

authority, and protection from retaliation or public 

exposure. 

D. Prevention as Public Safety 

The ultimate lesson is that protecting children from abuse 

is a fundamental public-safety responsibility. 

This is especially true when the abuse occurs under 

government authority. A child confined by the state 

cannot leave, choose another caregiver, or easily seek 

outside protection. The government therefore assumes an 

enhanced obligation to ensure safety, dignity, education, 

and development. 

When the state places a child in custody and exposes him 

to violence, it does more than fail an individual duty of 

care. It may strengthen the developmental conditions 

associated with future harm. It may teach distrust, 

emotional detachment, aggression, and domination while 

weakening the relationships that could have provided 

protection. 

Preventing institutional abuse is not separate from 

preventing crime. It is part of crime prevention. 

This argument should not be overstated. No reform can 

guarantee that every child will become a safe adult. Some 
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young people will continue to engage in serious conduct 

despite substantial support. Public safety sometimes 

requires restriction and secure care. 

But secure care need not be abusive, degrading, or 

developmentally destructive. Safety and humane 

treatment are not opposing objectives. Institutions that 

model fairness, maintain relationships, prohibit violence, 

and prepare youths for adult responsibility are more likely 

to support public safety than institutions organized 

primarily around fear and control. 

The most important policy question is not whether society 

can identify the next Manson. It cannot. 

The question is whether public systems will continue to 

expose children to conditions known to intensify danger 

or whether they will create conditions that strengthen 

attachment, competence, accountability, and hope. 

Public safety begins before the crime. It begins when a 

child first discloses abuse, first runs from an unsafe home, 

first fails in school, first enters detention, or first responds 

to fear with aggression. At each stage, institutions can 

either deepen the trajectory or interrupt it. 

 

  XIII. CONCLUSION: A CHILD WAS THERE 

BEFORE THE MONSTER 

 

Charles Manson entered American culture as a fully 

formed monster. The image was understandable. The 

crimes associated with him were horrifying, his behavior 

was theatrical and menacing, and his public persona 

appeared to embody a form of evil beyond ordinary 

explanation. 

But the monster narrative is historically incomplete. 

Before the adult Manson became a symbol of violence, 

there was a child. That child was born into instability, 

grew up without a dependable relationship with his 

biological father, was separated from his mother during 

her incarceration, moved among relatives and placements, 

struggled in school, ran away, committed offenses, and 

entered juvenile institutions at an early age. 

From that point forward, institutions became increasingly 

central to his development. Reform schools, juvenile 

facilities, federal custody, parole supervision, and prisons 

structured much of his adolescence and early adulthood. 

They controlled his movements, relationships, education, 

work, and prospects for release. 

Published accounts describe physical punishment, peer 

violence, sexual victimization, humiliation, and 

institutional indifference. Not every allegation can be 

verified. Manson was an unreliable narrator, and some 

biographical accounts have repeated dramatic stories 

without adequate documentation. 

Yet uncertainty about individual incidents does not erase 

the cumulative pattern. The record shows abandonment, 

unstable caregiving, early institutionalization, repeated 

escape, escalating confinement, educational failure, and 

the absence of sustained rehabilitation. It shows a child 

whose behavior was documented more consistently than 

his injuries and whose resistance to confinement became 

the justification for deeper confinement. 

The institutions entrusted with his correction appear to 

have provided punishment more reliably than attachment, 

control more reliably than care, and custody more reliably 

than preparation for adult life. 

None of this made the murders inevitable. 

Manson later exercised agency. He exploited vulnerable 

people, cultivated dependence, encouraged paranoia, used 

fear and approval as instruments of control, and 

participated in the planning and direction of grave crimes. 

His childhood suffering did not authorize him to impose 

suffering upon others. 

The victims remain central. Their lives cannot be reduced 

to the final consequences of Manson’s developmental 

history. Sharon Tate, Jay Sebring, Abigail Folger, 

Wojciech Frykowski, Steven Parent, Leno LaBianca, 

Rosemary LaBianca, Gary Hinman, Donald Shea, and the 

many relatives and friends affected by their deaths deserve 

recognition independent of the man whose notoriety has 

often overshadowed them. 

Understanding Manson’s development does not diminish 

their humanity. It may help society understand how future 

violence can be prevented. 

Charles Manson was not born with a predetermined 

destiny to become a murderer. He was a damaged child 

who entered institutions that frequently mistook 

punishment for rehabilitation and control for care. Those 

institutions did not alone cause the murders, and his 

suffering did not excuse the suffering he later inflicted. 

But erasing that history allows society to preserve the 

comforting fiction that extreme violence originates only in 

uniquely evil individuals. 
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Manson’s life presents a more disturbing possibility: 

institutions can participate in constructing the very 

behaviors they later condemn. 

They can take a frightened child and teach him not to 

reveal fear. They can take a rejected child and reinforce 

the expectation that all relationships are conditional. They 

can take a powerless child and teach him that power rests 

on domination. They can take a youth who distrusts 

authority and repeatedly confirm that distrust. 

The resulting adult remains responsible for what he does. 

Institutional influence is not institutional determinism. 

But society must also accept responsibility for the 

environments it creates and the lessons those 

environments teach. 

The value of examining Manson's childhood is not that his 

life provides a simple causal formula. It does not. His 

history cannot tell us that abuse produces murder or that 

better treatment would certainly have prevented the 

crimes. 

Its value lies in exposing a series of missed opportunities. 

At many points, adults and institutions encountered a child 

whose behavior signaled distress, insecurity, anger, and 

alienation. Too often, the response was removal rather 

than relationship, discipline rather than understanding, 

and confinement rather than repair. 

The child eventually disappeared behind the institutional 

identity constructed around him: delinquent, escape risk, 

criminal, inmate, manipulator, monster. 

Recovering the child does not erase the adult. It restores 

the history that the mythology has concealed. 

That restoration matters because children continue to enter 

public institutions carrying histories of abuse, 

abandonment, educational failure, disability, and 

violence. Their behavior continues to be interpreted as 

evidence of character while the conditions shaping it are 

treated as secondary. They continue to be placed in 

environments where vulnerability can be dangerous and 

domination rewarded. 

Most will not become violent adults. Most will never 

resemble Manson. That fact should not reduce the urgency 

of reform. It should remind us that the purpose of 

protection is not merely to prevent the most extreme 

outcome. It is to recognize the humanity and 

developmental potential of every child under state control. 

A child was there before the monster. The task of a 

humane juvenile system is to see that child before 

punishment, institutionalization, and public condemnation 

make him impossible to recognize. 

 

  APPENDIX: EVIDENTIARY CLASSIFICATION 

 

Because Manson’s childhood has been repeatedly 

mythologized, I classify the evidence supporting each 

significant event or allegation into the five categories 

described below. The classification makes clear where the 

historical record is firm, where it is incomplete, and where 

interpretation begins. Parenthetical author–date citations 

throughout the report correspond to entries in the 

bibliography. Consistent with the conventions of a policy 

report, citations identify author and year; page-level 

locators are not included. 

Documented 

This category includes facts supported by identifiable 

primary records, such as: 

• birth, marriage, census, and death records; 

• court files; 

• juvenile and adult correctional records; 

• school records; 

• institutional intake and release documents; 

• administrative reports; 

• medical records; 

• parole records; 

• contemporaneous correspondence; 

• and official investigations. 

A fact is not labeled documented merely because it 

appears in several biographies, if those biographies derive 

from the same unidentified source. 

Corroborated 

This category includes claims supported by more than one 

genuinely independent source. 

Corroboration may come from separate witnesses, 

institutional records combined with testimony, or distinct 

contemporary accounts. Care is taken throughout to 

distinguish writers independently reporting an event from 

those simply repeating an earlier publication. 

Corroboration strengthens a claim but does not necessarily 

prove every detail. Witnesses may agree that an event 

occurred while differing about timing, motive, or severity. 
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Reported 

This category includes claims based on: 

• a biography; 

• an interview; 

• a family account; 

• a statement by a former resident or staff member; 

• a journalist’s reconstruction; 

• or Manson’s own recollection. 

I identify the source directly whenever possible: rather 

than stating that Manson was beaten or sexually assaulted 

as established fact, I say that Manson later alleged such 

treatment, that a particular biographer reported it, or that 

former residents described comparable practices. 

Disputed or Unverified 

This category applies to stories that are widely repeated 

but unsupported by an identifiable record, contradicted by 

other evidence, or derived principally from Manson’s 

changing accounts. 

Such stories are not necessarily excluded; their circulation 

may itself be relevant to the construction of Manson’s 

public mythology. But they do not carry the same 

evidentiary weight as documented facts. 

Sensational anecdotes are especially likely to distort the 

analysis. The argument presented here does not depend 

upon proving that every adult in Manson’s childhood was 

exceptionally cruel or that every dramatic event occurred 

exactly as later described. 

Interpretive 

This category identifies the report’s developmental and 

institutional analysis. 

Statements about attachment, survival adaptation, 

institutional betrayal, identity formation, emotional 

detachment, or the reproduction of institutional power are 

interpretations of the available history. They are not facts 

recorded directly in an archive. 

Interpretation is unavoidable and valuable, but it must be 

presented transparently. Phrases such as “may have 

contributed,” “is consistent with,” “can be understood as,” 

and “raises the possibility” appear throughout this report 

where the evidence does not support a direct causal 

conclusion. 

This approach is particularly important because the 

evidentiary record contains two opposite risks. 

The first is Manson’s unreliability. He sometimes 

exaggerated, altered, dramatized, or strategically 

presented his history. His statements cannot be treated as 

neutral autobiography. 

The second is the unreliability of institutions. Correctional 

records may omit abuse, minimize staff misconduct, treat 

coercive sexual conduct as consensual, record defensive 

behavior as aggression, or preserve the institution’s 

account while excluding the youth’s perspective. 

Official documentation is therefore essential but not 

infallible. The absence of a recorded allegation does not 

prove that abuse did not occur. At the same time, 

institutional silence cannot be used to confirm every later 

claim. 

My argument does not depend upon any one sensational 

episode. It rests on the cumulative pattern that can be 

established with greater confidence: family instability, 

parental absence, disrupted attachment, early institutional 

placement, repeated escape, escalating confinement, 

educational failure, limited rehabilitation, institutional 

dependency, and the acquisition of social strategies suited 

to coercive environments. 

That cumulative history is sufficient to challenge the claim 

that Manson emerged from childhood as a naturally and 

inevitably evil person. It demonstrates a developmental 

process without claiming a predetermined result. 

The evidentiary discipline of the report mirrors its ethical 

argument: it neither mythologizes Manson as a 

supernatural monster nor replaces that mythology with an 

equally simplistic portrait of an innocent victim created 

entirely by the state. 

The historical reality is more difficult. He was harmed and 

harmful, acted upon and acting, victimized and 

responsible. The evidence is organized here to preserve all 

of those truths. 

 

  SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 

Primary Legal and Government Sources 

Bureau of Justice Statistics. Sexual Victimization 

Reported by Youth in Juvenile Facilities, 2018. By Erica 

L. Smith and Jessica Stroop. Washington, DC: U.S. 

Department of Justice, 2019. 

Bureau of Justice Statistics. Substantiated Incidents of 

Sexual Victimization Reported by Juvenile Justice 



CJCJ 

 

CENTER ON JUVENILE AND CRIMINAL JUSTICE 
cjcj.org  |  424 Guerrero Street, Suite A, San Francisco, CA 94110 

 

Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice  |  cjcj.org  |  cjcjmedia@cjcj.org  |  (415) 621-5661 Page 48 

Authorities, 2013–2018. By Emily D. Buehler. 

Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, 2023. 

California Court of Appeal. People v. Manson. 61 Cal. 

App. 3d 102, 132 Cal. Rptr. 265 (1976), cert. denied, 430 

U.S. 986 (1977). 

California Court of Appeal. People v. Manson. 71 Cal. 

App. 3d 1, 139 Cal. Rptr. 275 (1977). 

California Legislature. Senate Bill 823 (Juvenile Justice 

Realignment). 2019–2020 Regular Session, Chapter 337, 

Statutes of 2020. 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Adverse 

Childhood Experiences Prevention Resource for Action: 

A Compilation of the Best Available Evidence. Atlanta: 

National Center for Injury Prevention and Control, 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019. 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. “About 

Adverse Childhood Experiences.” Accessed July 18, 

2026. https://www.cdc.gov/aces/about/index.html. 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. “Risk and 

Protective Factors: Adverse Childhood Experiences.” 

Accessed July 18, 2026. https://www.cdc.gov/aces/risk-

factors/index.html. 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. “Risk and 

Protective Factors: Youth Violence Prevention.” 

Accessed July 18, 2026. https://www.cdc.gov/youth-

violence/risk-factors/index.html. 

Farrell v. Allen. Consent Decree, Superior Court of 

California, County of Alameda, No. RG03079344 

(consent decree entered November 19, 2004). 

Indiana State Archives. Indiana Boys’ School Records. 

Indianapolis: Indiana Archives and Records 

Administration. Archival collection. 

Indiana State Archives. The Indiana Boys’ School. 

Indianapolis: Indiana Archives and Records 

Administration, n.d. 

National Archives and Records Administration. Records 

of the Bureau of Prisons, Record Group 129, 1870–1981. 

Records relating to the National Training School for Boys. 

Guide to Federal Records in the National Archives of the 

United States. Washington, DC, n.d. 

Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention. 

“Prison Rape Elimination Act in Juvenile Facilities.” 

Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice. Accessed 

July 18, 2026. https://ojjdp.ojp.gov/programs/prea. 

United States Department of Justice. National Standards 

to Prevent, Detect, and Respond to Prison Rape. 28 C.F.R. 

pt. 115. 

United States Department of Justice, Civil Rights 

Division. “Children’s Rights in the Juvenile Justice 

System.” Accessed July 18, 2026. 

https://www.justice.gov/crt/rights-juveniles. 

Charles Manson: Biographies, Memoirs, and 

Historical Accounts 

Bugliosi, Vincent, with Curt Gentry. Helter Skelter: The 

True Story of the Manson Murders. New York: W. W. 

Norton, 1974. 

Didion, Joan. “The White Album.” In The White Album. 

New York: Simon & Schuster, 1979. 

Emmons, Nuel. Manson in His Own Words. New York: 

Grove Press, 1986. 

Guinn, Jeff. Manson: The Life and Times of Charles 

Manson. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2013. 

Melnick, Jeffrey. Creepy Crawling: Charles Manson and 

the Many Lives of America’s Most Infamous Family. New 

York: Arcade Publishing, 2018. 

O’Neill, Tom, with Dan Piepenbring. CHAOS: Charles 

Manson, the CIA, and the Secret History of the Sixties. 

New York: Little, Brown and Company, 2019. 

Sanders, Ed. The Family. New York: E. P. Dutton, 1971. 

Revised and updated editions published subsequently. 

Smith, Dave. “Mother Tells Life of Manson as Boy: Let 

Others, ‘Usually Women,’ Do His Work, She 

Remembers.” Los Angeles Times, January 26, 1971. 

Watkins, Paul, with Guillermo Soledad. My Life with 

Charles Manson. New York: Bantam Books, 1979. 

Adolescent Development and Juvenile Justice 

Bandura, Albert. “Moral Disengagement in the 

Perpetration of Inhumanities.” Personality and Social 

Psychology Review 3, no. 3 (1999): 193–209. 

Bonnie, Richard J., Robert L. Johnson, Betty M. Chemers, 

and Julie A. Schuck, eds. Reforming Juvenile Justice: A 

Developmental Approach. Washington, DC: National 

Academies Press, 2013. 

Cauffman, Elizabeth, and Laurence Steinberg. 

“(Im)maturity of Judgment in Adolescence: Why 

Adolescents May Be Less Culpable Than Adults.” 

Behavioral Sciences and the Law 18, no. 6 (2000): 741–

760. 



CJCJ 

 

CENTER ON JUVENILE AND CRIMINAL JUSTICE 
cjcj.org  |  424 Guerrero Street, Suite A, San Francisco, CA 94110 

 

Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice  |  cjcj.org  |  cjcjmedia@cjcj.org  |  (415) 621-5661 Page 49 

Fagan, Jeffrey. “Juvenile Crime and Criminal Justice: 

Resolving Border Disputes.” The Future of Children 18, 

no. 2 (2008): 81–118. 

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and 

Medicine. The Promise of Adolescence: Realizing 

Opportunity for All Youth. Washington, DC: National 

Academies Press, 2019. 

Scott, Elizabeth S., and Laurence Steinberg. Rethinking 

Juvenile Justice. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 2008. 

Skeem, Jennifer L., Devon L. L. Polaschek, Christopher J. 

Patrick, and Scott O. Lilienfeld. “Psychopathic 

Personality: Bridging the Gap Between Scientific 

Evidence and Public Policy.” Psychological Science in the 

Public Interest 12, no. 3 (2011): 95–162. 

Steinberg, Laurence. Age of Opportunity: Lessons from 

the New Science of Adolescence. Boston: Houghton 

Mifflin Harcourt, 2014. 

Steinberg, Laurence, and Elizabeth S. Scott. “Less Guilty 

by Reason of Adolescence: Developmental Immaturity, 

Diminished Responsibility, and the Juvenile Death 

Penalty.” American Psychologist 58, no. 12 (2003): 1009–

1018. 

Childhood Trauma, Attachment, and Cumulative 

Adversity 

Anda, Robert F., Vincent J. Felitti, J. Douglas Bremner, 

John D. Walker, Charles Whitfield, Bruce D. Perry, 

Shanta R. Dube, and Wayne H. Giles. “The Enduring 

Effects of Abuse and Related Adverse Experiences in 

Childhood.” European Archives of Psychiatry and 

Clinical Neuroscience 256, no. 3 (2006): 174–186. 

Bowlby, John. Attachment and Loss. Vol. 1, Attachment. 

2nd ed. New York: Basic Books, 1982. 

Cook, Alexandra, Joseph Spinazzola, Julian Ford, Cheryl 

Lanktree, Margaret Blaustein, Marylene Cloitre, Ruth 

DeRosa, et al. “Complex Trauma in Children and 

Adolescents.” Psychiatric Annals 35, no. 5 (2005): 390–

398. 

Felitti, Vincent J., Robert F. Anda, Dale Nordenberg, 

David F. Williamson, Alison M. Spitz, Valerie Edwards, 

Mary P. Koss, and James S. Marks. “Relationship of 

Childhood Abuse and Household Dysfunction to Many of 

the Leading Causes of Death in Adults.” American 

Journal of Preventive Medicine 14, no. 4 (1998): 245–

258. 

Herman, Judith Lewis. Trauma and Recovery: The 

Aftermath of Violence—From Domestic Abuse to Political 

Terror. New York: Basic Books, 1992. 

Perry, Bruce D., and Maia Szalavitz. The Boy Who Was 

Raised as a Dog: And Other Stories from a Child 

Psychiatrist’s Notebook. New York: Basic Books, 2006. 

Shonkoff, Jack P., Andrew S. Garner, and the Committee 

on Psychosocial Aspects of Child and Family Health. 

“The Lifelong Effects of Early Childhood Adversity and 

Toxic Stress.” Pediatrics 129, no. 1 (2012): e232–e246. 

van der Kolk, Bessel A. “Developmental Trauma 

Disorder: Toward a Rational Diagnosis for Children with 

Complex Trauma Histories.” Psychiatric Annals 35, no. 5 

(2005): 401–408. 

Widom, Cathy Spatz. “The Cycle of Violence.” Science 

244, no. 4901 (1989): 160–166. 

Trauma and Mental Health Among Confined Youth 

Abram, Karen M., Linda A. Teplin, Devon R. Charles, 

Sandra L. Longworth, Gary M. McClelland, and Mina K. 

Dulcan. “Posttraumatic Stress Disorder and Trauma in 

Youth in Juvenile Detention.” Archives of General 

Psychiatry 61, no. 4 (2004): 403–410. 

Abram, Karen M., Nicole D. Azores-Gococo, Leah J. 

Emanuel, Erin G. Aaby, Linda A. Teplin, Gary M. 

McClelland, and Mina K. Dulcan. PTSD, Trauma, and 

Comorbid Psychiatric Disorders in Detained Youth. 

Juvenile Justice Bulletin. Washington, DC: Office of 

Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 2013. 

Dierkhising, Carly B., Susan J. Ko, Briana Woods-Jaeger, 

Ernestine C. Briggs, Robert Lee, and Robert S. Pynoos. 

“Trauma Histories Among Justice-Involved Youth: 

Findings from the National Child Traumatic Stress 

Network.” European Journal of Psychotraumatology 4, 

no. 1 (2013): 20274. 

https://doi.org/10.3402/ejpt.v4i0.20274. 

Ford, Julian D., John Chapman, Daniel F. Connor, and 

Keith R. Cruise. “Complex Trauma and Aggression in 

Secure Juvenile Justice Settings.” Criminal Justice and 

Behavior 39, no. 6 (2012): 694–724. 

Kerig, Patricia K., and Stephen P. Becker. “From 

Internalizing to Externalizing: Theoretical Models of the 

Processes Linking PTSD to Juvenile Delinquency.” In 

Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD): Causes, 

Symptoms and Treatment, edited by S. J. Egan, 33–78. 

Hauppauge, NY: Nova Science Publishers, 2010. 



CJCJ 

 

CENTER ON JUVENILE AND CRIMINAL JUSTICE 
cjcj.org  |  424 Guerrero Street, Suite A, San Francisco, CA 94110 

 

Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice  |  cjcj.org  |  cjcjmedia@cjcj.org  |  (415) 621-5661 Page 50 

National Child Traumatic Stress Network. Essential 

Elements of a Trauma-Informed Juvenile Justice System. 

Los Angeles and Durham, NC: National Child Traumatic 

Stress Network, 2016. 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 

Administration (SAMHSA). SAMHSA’s Concept of 

Trauma and Guidance for a Trauma-Informed Approach. 

HHS Publication No. SMA 14-4884. Rockville, MD: 

SAMHSA, 2014. 

Teplin, Linda A., Karen M. Abram, Gary M. McClelland, 

Mina K. Dulcan, and Amy A. Mericle. “Psychiatric 

Disorders in Youth in Juvenile Detention.” Archives of 

General Psychiatry 59, no. 12 (2002): 1133–1143. 

Institutional Betrayal, Coercion, and Closed 

Institutions 

Freyd, Jennifer J. Betrayal Trauma: The Logic of 

Forgetting Childhood Abuse. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1996. 

Goffman, Erving. Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation 

of Mental Patients and Other Inmates. Garden City, NY: 

Anchor Books, 1961. 

Goffman, Erving. The Presentation of Self in Everyday 

Life. Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1959. 

Lifton, Robert Jay. Thought Reform and the Psychology of 

Totalism: A Study of “Brainwashing” in China. New 

York: Norton, 1961. 

Smith, Carly Parnitzke, and Jennifer J. Freyd. 

“Institutional Betrayal.” American Psychologist 69, no. 6 

(2014): 575–587. 

Sykes, Gresham M. The Society of Captives: A Study of a 

Maximum Security Prison. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 1958. 

Abuse, Isolation, and Conditions in Juvenile 

Institutions 

American Civil Liberties Union and Human Rights 

Watch. Growing Up Locked Down: Youth in Solitary 

Confinement in Jails and Prisons Across the United 

States. New York: Human Rights Watch, 2012. 

Bishop, Donna M. “The Role of Race and Ethnicity in 

Juvenile Justice Processing.” In Our Children, Their 

Children: Confronting Racial and Ethnic Differences in 

American Juvenile Justice, edited by Darnell F. Hawkins 

and Kimberly Kempf-Leonard, 23–82. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2005. 

Mendel, Richard A. No Place for Kids: The Case for 

Reducing Juvenile Incarceration. Baltimore: Annie E. 

Casey Foundation, 2011. 

Mendel, Richard A. The Missouri Model: Reinventing the 

Practice of Rehabilitating Youthful Offenders. Baltimore: 

Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2010. 

Sedlak, Andrea J., and Karla S. McPherson. Conditions of 

Confinement: Findings from the Survey of Youth in 

Residential Placement. Washington, DC: Office of 

Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 2010. 

United States Department of Justice. Standards for the 

Prevention, Detection, Response, and Monitoring of 

Sexual Abuse in Juvenile Facilities. Washington, DC: 

U.S. Department of Justice, 2012. 

Wooden, Kenneth. Weeping in the Playtime of Others: 

America’s Incarcerated Children. New York: McGraw-

Hill, 1976. 

Institutionalization, Reentry, and Adult Adjustment 

Clear, Todd R. Imprisoning Communities: How Mass 

Incarceration Makes Disadvantaged Neighborhoods 

Worse. New York: Oxford University Press, 2007. 

Lambie, Ian, and Isabel Randell. “The Impact of 

Incarceration on Juvenile Offenders.” Clinical Psychology 

Review 33, no. 3 (2013): 448–459. 

Mulvey, Edward P. Highlights from Pathways to 

Desistance: A Longitudinal Study of Serious Adolescent 

Offenders. Washington, DC: Office of Juvenile Justice 

and Delinquency Prevention, 2011. 

Nagin, Daniel S., Francis T. Cullen, and Cheryl Lero 

Jonson. “Imprisonment and Reoffending.” Crime and 

Justice 38, no. 1 (2009): 115–200. 

Sampson, Robert J., and John H. Laub. Crime in the 

Making: Pathways and Turning Points through Life. 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993. 

Travis, Jeremy. But They All Come Back: Facing the 

Challenges of Prisoner Reentry. Washington, DC: Urban 

Institute Press, 2005. 

Uggen, Christopher. “Work as a Turning Point in the Life 

Course of Criminals: A Duration Model of Age, 

Employment, and Recidivism.” American Sociological 

Review 65, no. 4 (2000): 529–546. 

Visher, Christy A., and Jeremy Travis. “Transitions from 

Prison to Community: Understanding Individual 



CJCJ 

 

CENTER ON JUVENILE AND CRIMINAL JUSTICE 
cjcj.org  |  424 Guerrero Street, Suite A, San Francisco, CA 94110 

 

Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice  |  cjcj.org  |  cjcjmedia@cjcj.org  |  (415) 621-5661 Page 51 

Pathways.” Annual Review of Sociology 29 (2003): 89–

113. 

Protective Factors, Resilience, and Violence 

Prevention 

Garmezy, Norman. “Resilience in Children’s Adaptation 

to Negative Life Events and Stressed Environments.” 

Pediatric Annals 20, no. 9 (1991): 459–466. 

Lösel, Friedrich, and David Bender. “Protective Factors 

and Resilience.” In Early Prevention of Adult Antisocial 

Behaviour, edited by David P. Farrington and Jeremy W. 

Coid, 130–204. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2003. 

Masten, Ann S. Ordinary Magic: Resilience in 

Development. New York: Guilford Press, 2014. 

Rutter, Michael. “Resilience in the Face of Adversity: 

Protective Factors and Resistance to Psychiatric 

Disorder.” British Journal of Psychiatry 147, no. 6 (1985): 

598–611. 

Werner, Emmy E., and Ruth S. Smith. Overcoming the 

Odds: High Risk Children from Birth to Adulthood. Ithaca, 

NY: Cornell University Press, 1992. 

California Juvenile Institutions and Policy Context 

California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. 

Division of Juvenile Justice: Population and Facility 

Reports. Sacramento: California Department of 

Corrections and Rehabilitation. Various years. 

California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. 

“DJJ Ceases Operations, Transfers Last Youths to 

Counties.” July 5, 2023. Accessed July 24, 2026. 

https://www.cdcr.ca.gov/insidecdcr/2023/07/05/djj-

ceases-operations-transfers-last-youths-to-counties/. 

California Legislative Analyst’s Office. The 2020–21 

Budget: Juvenile Justice Reorganization. Sacramento: 

Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2020. 

California Office of the Inspector General. Special 

Reviews and Monitoring Reports Concerning the Division 

of Juvenile Justice. Sacramento: Office of the Inspector 

General. Various years. 

Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice. Unmet Promises: 

Continued Violence and Neglect in California’s Division 

of Juvenile Justice. San Francisco: Center on Juvenile and 

Criminal Justice, 2019. 

Macallair, Daniel. After the Doors Were Locked: A 

History of Youth Corrections in California and the 

Origins of Twenty-First Century Reform. Lanham, MD: 

Rowman & Littlefield, 2015. 

Sources Requiring Special Evidentiary Caution 

The following types of sources may be cited but should 

not be used as independent verification without 

corroboration: 

Manson, Charles. Recorded and published interviews, 

including interviews conducted during incarceration. 

Various dates. 

Television documentaries and dramatized programs 

concerning Manson and the “Family.” Various producers 

and dates. 

Popular websites and unsourced biographical timelines 

concerning Manson. 

Later retellings that do not identify the original interview, 

correctional record, court document, or archival source 

supporting a claim. 

These sources may establish that Manson or another 

person made a particular statement. They do not 

necessarily establish that the underlying event occurred as 

described. 

Note on the Use of Artificial Intelligence 

Artificial intelligence tools were used to assist in the 

research, editing, and formatting of this report, including 

reference verification and citation formatting. All 

analysis, interpretations, and conclusions are the author’s 

own. 


