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The NSPCA:

animals cannot defend themselves, cannot

understand why they are being hurt or 

terrorised, and cannot seek external help.

Animal cruelty is a form of violence and 

violence rarely, if ever, exists in a vacuum.

Acts of cruelty to animals are not always

mere indications of a minor personality flaw

in the abuser; they could be symptomatic of

a deep mental disturbance and related 

psychological factors. Animal abuse is like a

crystal ball that shows details of the lives and

future of the abusers. Research in psycholo-

gy and criminology shows that people who

commit acts of cruelty to animals don't stop

there - many of them move on to human-

directed violence.

Correlation between animal
abuse and other crime
An ever-growing list of research and statisti-

cal data on animal abuse shows a sharp cor-

relation between animal abuse and other

criminal activity, including rape, robbery,

assault, arson, murder, sexual homicide,

domestic abuse, substance abuse, possession

of dangerous weapons and other offences.

Animal abuse: an indicator and a
predictor
n Animal abuse cases can indicate the

presence of family violence

Animal abuse often occurs in the con-

text of family violence and is frequently 

associated with other types of domestic 

violence. If an animal is being abused in a 

family, the abuser is often committing 

concurrent violence against humans and 

it is likely that a child or other family 

members are also being hurt or 

threatened.

A person who is abusive may threaten to 

kill, or actually harm, a beloved house-

hold pet to intimidate family members 

into accepting sexual abuse, to gain 

silence or compliance from a child 

victim, to force them to keep quiet about

previous abuse, or to gain a sense of 

control or power. Animal abuse as a 

form of victim control may hinder the 

reporting of child abuse or domestic 

violence occurring within the household

and delay potential intervention. Stevens 

et al (2013) gave a report of one USA 

study involving women in a domestic 

violence shelter which indicated that 

71% of the women with pets reported 

that their partner had threatened, hurt 

or killed their pet. They further found 

that between 18% and 48% of battered 

women have delayed their decision to 

leave their batterer or have returned to 

their batterer out of fear for the welfare 

of their pets or livestock.

Witnesses or victims are often more 

comfortable talking about animal abuse 

than human violence. A woman afraid to 

report her partner's abusive behaviour 

towards her may feel less afraid of 

reporting his cruelty to animals.

According to Stevens et al (2013), many 

women and children allow themselves to 

be victimised to save their pet from 

being battered or killed. The effects of 

animal abuse on women and children go 

beyond being a recipient of physical 
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S
adly, animal cruelty is a daily, yet largely

unreported, occurrence in South Africa.

Few people realise that our communities

should be taking animal abuse far more serious-

ly. The question is: why? 

The answer is that animal abuse should be taken

seriously because it is a serious crime. Like chil-

dren who are victims of (domestic) violence,

leads to ABUSE
leads to ABUSE

ABUSE leads to ABUSE

As early as 1705, John

Locke noted that "they

who delight in the suf-

fering and destruction

of inferior creatures,

will not be apt to be

very compassionate or

benign to those of their

own kind". In 1750,

William Hogarth

depicted the progres-

sion from animal

abuse to murder in his

etchings entitled: "The

four stages of cruelty."



March 2014 ervamus 51

abuse to protect the pet, and can include 

the suffering of trauma-related symptoms 

such as nightmares, anxiety and/or 

depression.

n Animal abuse cases can reveal indivi-

duals who are engaged in other crimi-

nal activities

Acts of animal cruelty are often linked to 

a variety of other crimes, including 

violence against people, property crimes,

and drug-related offences or disorderly 

conduct offences. It is believed that animal 

cruelty perpetrators sometimes commit 

the act of cruelty as an outlet for their 

impending aggression or criminal intent.

A 2001-2004 study conducted by the 

Chicago Police Department “revealed a 

startling propensity for offenders charged 

with crimes against animals to commit 

other violent offences toward human 

victims”. Of those arrested for animal 

crimes, 65% had also been arrested for 

battery against another person 

(Degenhardt, 2005).

n Animal cruelty is a warning sign for 

at-risk youth

An extensive 2009 study indicated that 

62.2% of individuals who had committed 

violent acts of animal cruelty had been 

exposed to, or were victims of, family 

violence themselves.

Many children who abuse animals come 

from violent families or violent communi-

ties. One of the indicators of child abuse 

is when children commit cruelty to 

animals. If a child is reported to have 

abused animals, a thorough evaluation of 

the child and family should be done to 

determine whether other forms of abuse 

are present in the family. Research has 

found that children from violent homes 

have lower levels of empathy and are able 

to generate outlooks that justify their 

own use of violence. Children exposed to 

violence in a home environment can turn 

to animal cruelty as an emotional or phys-

ical outlet and it is interesting to note that 

they are more likely to commit acts of 

animal abuse after witnessing animal 

abuse than after being abused themselves.

Children who have witnessed domestic 

violence are significantly more likely to 

display animal cruelty behaviour because 

the child may believe that violence is 

acceptable behaviour, as displayed by 

parents or role-models, and the child 

may find acts of animal cruelty to give 

him/her a self-satisfying feeling of power in 

an uncontrollable family dynamic.

Acts of animal cruelty are a significant 

form of physical aggression and can act as 

an indicator that children pose a risk to 

themselves as well as to others. Ongoing 

American longitudinal studies, which 

began in 1987, demonstrate that chronic 

physical aggression by elementary school 

boys increases the likelihood that they will

commit continued physical violence, as 

well as other nonviolent forms of delin-

quency, during adolescence.

85% of

women and

63% of

children

seeking

shelter from

domestic

violence report

animal abuse

in the home.

Info box: Many young

children go through a

developmental stage dur-

ing which they may hurt

insects or other small crea-

tures in the process of

exploring their world.

Child behaviour experts

caution parents, educators

and other adults to gently,

but firmly, intervene at

these times, teaching the

child about boundaries

and the importance of

respecting the needs and

interests of other beings. If

a child persists in this type

of behaviour, or intention-

ally injures or kills cats,

dogs, birds or other ani-

mals, further action is nec-

essary, including parent

training, psychotherapy

for the child and family,

and, in extreme cases,

institutionalisation.
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n Serial killers, school shooters and 

mass murderers almost invariably 

have histories of abusing animals

“Murderers very often start out by killing 

and torturing animals as kids,” says Robert 

K Ressler, who developed profiles of 

serial killers for the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation (FBI). A well-published USA 

study revealed that 100% of sexual homi-

cide perpetrators (like Jeffrey Dahmer,

who impaled frogs, cats and dogs’ heads 

on sticks) started by abusing animals and 

committing heinous acts of animal cruelty 

(www.peta.org/issues/companion-animal-

issues/companion-animals-factsheets/

animal-abuse-human-abuse-partners-

crime/).

Other examples of serial killers who have a

history of animal abuse are:

n Albert DeSalvo (the “Boston Strangler”),

who killed 13 women, trapped dogs and 

cats and shot arrows at them through 

boxes in his youth;

n Dennis Rader (the BTK killer), who 

terrorised people in Kansas and wrote in 

a chronological account of his childhood 

that he hanged a dog and a cat; and

n Lee Boyd Malvo, a convicted sniper who 

killed ten people with a rifle and who,

according to a psychology professor who 

testified during the trial, “pelted - and 

probably killed - numerous cats with 

marbles from a slingshot when he was 

about 14 years old (www.peta.org/issues/ 

companion-animal-issues/companion-

animals-factsheets/animal-abuse-human-

abuse-partners-crime/).

n It also has been revealed that more than 

half of the school shooters whose deadly 

rampages made national headlines during 

the late 1990s were known to persistent-

ly abuse animals (Miner, 1999).

Degenhardt (2005) confirms this and says 

that seven school shootings, which took 

place across the USA between 1997 and 

2001, all involved boys who had previous-

ly committed acts of animal cruelty. Sadly,

many of these criminals’ childhood 

violence went unexamined - until it was 

directed at humans.

Understanding animal cruelty
n Acts of omission (or passive animal 

cruelty) involve neglect of an animal 

under a variety of harsh conditions.

This can cause immense suffering for an 

animal. Some examples of neglect are:

- starvation;

- dehydration;

- allowing parasite infestations;

- allowing a collar to grow into the skin of 

a pet;

- providing inadequate shelter in extreme 

weather conditions; and 

- failure to seek veterinary care in the case 

of a medical emergency.

In many cases, the occurrence of omission is

due to merely being ignorant of what an ani-

mal needs and in these instances, an investiga-

tor may educate the owner and return to

review the situation at a later date.

Nevertheless, sometimes severe cases require

that the owner be charged and the animal

removed and put into medical care. Passive

animal cruelty is often overlooked by the gen-

eral public, but it is just as significant.

Mental health issues sometimes can underline

the cause of omission. An example is a form

of OCD (obsessive compulsive disorder)

whereby animals are collected and crowded

or “hoarded” together progressively because

of a strong, almost uncontrollable, fixation.

(Hoarding is a topic for a future discussion.) 

n Acts of commission (or active animal 

cruelty) involve a purposeful act with 

malicious intent by a person to harm an 

animal.

Info box: Studies conduct-

ed in different correctional

services institutions have

revealed that animal

abusers were 5.3 times

more likely to have a vio-

lent criminal record than

control participants; four

times more likely to be

arrested for property

crimes; 3.5 times more

likely to be arrested for

drug-related offences, and

3.5 times more likely to be

arrested for disorderly

behaviour.
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This refers to active cruelty, such as hitting

and kicking. This intentional type of abuse is

sometimes the most disturbing and is consid-

ered to indicate signs of psychological prob-

lems and psychopathic behaviour.

Animal abuse in violent homes can take many

forms with many causes. People usually attack

susceptible creatures such as pets because

they are too vulnerable to protect them-

selves. Often, the criminal takes pleasure in it

and gets a sense of accomplishment from the

act of cruelty.

Examples of active animal cruelty are:

- assault and sexual assault;

- burning;

- poisoning;

- mutilation;

- drowning;

- suffocation; or

- abandonment.

Usually, people with a history of active 

animal cruelty are more likely to strike again

and should be monitored closely.

Inter-agency cooperation
Animal abuse is a violent crime that affects

not only animals but also children, families and

communities. Investigating, prosecuting and

sentencing individuals who commit animal

abuse can be an effective weapon for law

enforcement in the fight against crime.

Ongoing awareness campaigns and education

that addresses the importance of detecting

and preventing animal cruelty, and the link

between animal cruelty and human violence, is

fundamental to ensuring safe communities, as

well as inter-agency communication and coop-

eration.

What can you do?
By ignoring animal cruelty, we are ignoring the

indicators of preventable violence against

humans and creating a ticking time bomb.

Communities must recognise that abuse to

any living being is unacceptable and endangers

everyone. Children should be taught to care

for and respect animals. After an extensive

study of the links between animal abuse and

human abuse, Kellert and Felthous, two

experts on animal abuse and anti-social

behaviour, concluded that “the evolution of a

more gentle and benign relationship in human

society might be enhanced by our promotion

of a more positive and nurturing ethic

between children and animals” (Kellert and

Felthous, 1985).

Animal cruelty is a well-researched red flag

for both concurrent and potential future vio-

lence towards humans. In South Africa, animal

cruelty is a piece of the crime puzzle that can

be actioned against, as we have the legislation

to allow it to be reported and punished, but in

order to make a difference, the community

must come together and let their voices be

heard. Recognition of animal cruelty can save

lives.

If you see an act of violence against any ani-

mal, report it to both the local SPCA and to

the police.
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The link between animal cruelty and human violence is indisputible.


