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Recently an eight year old boy admitted to killing his father and his father’s friend. It was also reported that the boy was angry about being spanked, and his rumination about it may have turned into rage culminating in murder. There was a time in the U.S. when children were routinely spanked but they didn’t come back with a gun to get even. Bullying was also commonplace and the target was instructed to fight back to avoid future bullying. These targets also didn’t return with a weapon to equalize the situation. We are living in different times where the use of violence is likely to initiate a counterattack of great disproportion. In the past, many children were spanked infrequently and with low intensity. They interpreted the spanking as a sign of care and love from their parents so they accepted it and tried to change their behavior in order to prevent future punishment. Since then we have learned new and better ways to discipline children that don’t involve violence. This is also a very different era in that children are constantly fed a diet of violence. They see it among their sports figure heroes, on TV news and programs, in the movies, in video games, on the playground and in the home in the form of domestic violence. They also notice that our country solves its problems through violence in the form of the death penalty and war. They are bombarded with messages that violence is normal, acceptable and fun. How are they supposed to interpret this? Columbine High and other school shootings provide ample evidence that these messages are working well. Given this, when children are spanked these days, the context of this experience is much more toxic. The mix often includes abuse, neglect and media violence. In our current time-polluted and consumer driven society, children feel unloved and not cared about and this alone builds rage. Sometimes this rage is expressed towards oneself in the form of suicide. Sometimes both suicide and homicide are involved as in the case of Columbine High.
In parricide, the killing of one’s parents, violence reaches a whole new level. It is often committed by children who have suffered years of abuse and accumulated rage. When these children were young, they endured it because they did not have the wherewithal to commit murder. What they did was ruminate over the years until they became teenagers able to load and fire a weapon or effectively force a knife through their parent’s heart. They employed stealth and waited for the right moment to strike. Their main goal to end the victimization but in so doing they also ended their parents lives and ruined their own lives.
Parricide accounts for less than 2% of all homicides in the U.S. Fathers are killed slightly more than mothers. In all reported cases, long-standing abuse was indicated. One factor in parricide is that the child felt that his or situation was a hopeless one because even people who knew that it was going on said and did nothing to stop it. Thus, the abusive parent was being enabled by his spouse, parents, relatives and friends. The main defense mechanism shared by the perpetrator and unwitting accomplices is denial. Thus, they find ways to explain away the signs thereby emboldening the perpetrator to continue or escalate the abuse. Their silence was the complicity of child abuse that led to a no exit situation for the victim. Many children who cross the line from resentment to murder sometimes have psychiatric disorders such as a conduct disorder but most don’t. Six times as many males than females kill their parents and most perpetrators are adolescents. The presence of weapons is also a factor. Some years ago, I read an article called, “Aggression, Impulse and the Gun”. The experiment involved placing two groups of children in separate rooms and providing them with tasks that frustrated them. In one of the rooms a gun was lying on a table. After both groups were frustrated, they were allowed to express their frustration which was measured for intensity. Lo and behold, the children in the room where the gun was present showed a higher expression of anger than did the members of the group who did not see a gun. Thus, guns in dysfunctional families can be powerful stimuli for the expression of violence. Many of these families are also socially isolated. They may live far from others and have very little interactions with people outside the family. Other factors included economic insecurity and marital conflict. The frequent witnessing of violence between parents provides a modeling effect for the child contemplating parricide. Many adolescents who kill their parents have few social outlets, are overattached to their mothers and were sexually stimulated by a parent. In fact, corporal punishment itself has been associated with sexual stimulation. Some children have killed the family dog prior to the parricide perhaps as a trial run. Guns are the preferred weapon and there is knowledge of guns. Knives are the second weapon of choice.
Parricide is not common but when it happens the courts are severely hard on the children who commit this act of desperation. They are often tried as adults and given long prison terms despite their years of abuse by the murdered parent.  Therefore, it is important that as a society we support families and provide early identification for children at-risk for abuse. So often I hear that DCYF has been contacted about suspected abuse cases and they fail to respond in a timely manner or do not respond at all. It is critical that we provide DCYF with the resources to do its job so that we can prevent years of physical, social and emotional abuse to children whether or not it could lead to parricide.
