Children and Animals:
A Glinician’s View

for treatment because he had commitied

a2 premeditated, violenl, sexual crime
agzinst a chifd seven years his juniar. During
the assessment | asked his parents a question |
have learned to ask over the years: “Does your
child mow, of has e ever, killed or tortured
animals?"

The parents responded withoul hesitation,
“0h, my yes. You soe, wi always had a lof of
cats, and they were always having Kittens, and
Steve used o kill ope or twe oul of each
lither—thens were 52 many of them, we never
thaught moch of "

Aithough soma parents deny and ignane
such inkiumane behaviar, it never ocowrs in a
vacuum, When childeen kIl and torture
anamials, there |5 something massively wnang.
Nonaccadantal and calculated torture of pets is
& iivid signal of & child's distress.

My concem with children's abuse of
animals has increased over the years, since |
first noticed thet maay physically or sexually
abused children seamed to mimic i
mistraziment o thedr companian animals.
Agparantly, children leam the insidiows fessons
of abuse: pecple who lowe them hurt them, and
powes and dominance ane pooferable to the
wictim’s experience of helplessness and shame,
When children are wary young, only smaller
childron and pets are more vuinaratie,
Unfartunataty, abused children may strike out
againet others, including thair pets, unless
someane steps them and gives them the heip
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they need.

An additional reasen to be cencermed about
children hurting their companion animals is
that such behavior may signify 3 child's
prepccupation witk death and dying. By hurting
animals, same children may be rehearsing their
own suicides.

I learned this from Miram, 3 six-year-oid
whi had Been seaislly abused soverely. Whaen |
asked her to make a picture of herself, she
drew 3 bleading dog and hersell in heaven (see
accompanying picture). Miriam's drawing

By hurting animals, some
children may be
rehearsing their oun
suicides.

revealed the depth of hes despair, Her mathar
later informed me that Mifiam had recentiy
begun slapping and choking her dog and had
injured him with scissors. It was my
hypathesis, confirmed during a hespital-based
psychiatric evaluztion, that the child was
acutely suicidal

Just 25 animals are yainersbie to troubied
children, they also can aurtare fhase children
and heip them heal, Adrianna, 8 sewan-yaar-
oid, had been in eight foster homes. Meglecied
cruelly trom the time she was bam, shix was
rejectad by peers because she spoke in
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wiizpers and felt uncomtertable pining
activities or speeis. In ireatment she was
depessed, nonrespansivs, and fearful.

I brought in my 12-year-okd Sheltie, Puopy,
and infroduced her ta AdHanna As Pupgy lay
comfariably in a corner af the room, Adrianna
could nof take her eyes off the dog. She
seemed afraid of the deg, but fascinated by
fer, | talked to Adrianna about Puppy. Advianna
kept ber distance but colored in a picture of 3
do in 8 beok. She asked if Puppy would be
back next time. | said she would,

Tha Inllowing sessicn Adrianna lay on the
floor with her face toward Pugpy, smiling as
Puppy slepl Again she colored the dog in th
heok, this time making & white spod, ika
Puppy's, on the doq’s head.

The third session Adrianna toak her fingey
and geaify patted the white diamaad on
Puppy’s head, The contact increased, and
Adrianna graduaily devaloped 3 relatianship to
Puppy, speaking [ her, halding and rocking
her, and bringing her treats, Because | was
Puppy's friend, Acrianng eventually talked i
me just as easily as she cid to the dog. Puppy's
presence fad been invaleable 2s a way for
Adrignna to decrease her fear and anxiety and
to alow herselt o Lake risks, express herseit,
and artiire anathar living baiag.

In additien to individual [reatmint, ihe
creative exposure o animals in residentiai
treatment settings 2is0 can provide
apportunitics to test refationships in safety, For
gxamgle, some residential traatment centars
pravide children with a structuned sppartunity
to develop a healiby relationship with horses by
learning o heed, wash, ride, and care for them,
Othar therapautic pregrams allow and
encourage children’s participation in raising
veqetables that they later prepare and cook,

Ve are co-existing on a planet repigte with
Tife, and we are olten in posttions o help
injured and vulnerable children, eiders,
physically and emationally disabled individuals,
and atkers by encouragiing Interconiectadness
with nature and the vast array of lving beings.
In this exchange, life is anriched for all,
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When Miriam, a six-year-oid wha had been
sexpally abuserd severely, wis askad to
draw 3 pletare of herself, she drew a
bieading dog and hessell in heaven. This
ravealed the depth of Miriam's despair. Her
mather later contirmed that Miriam had
begun slapping and chaking har dog and
had injured him with scissors.
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