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Book Review of ‘A Child Called It’ by Dave Pelzer
Introduction
When I first read the first few sentences of Chapter One of this book, I immediately frowned and felt a grieving sadness engulf my heart. This book is an account of a boy named Dave, sometimes called David in the book. The boy narrates his life in his family. He belongs to a family of five, including his two brothers, his mother and his father. Even though in his narration, he remembers the good ties before the suffering began, his story is filled with massive abuse from his own mother. It is a case of child abuse by a mother who hates him for no clear reason. David narrates how his mother mistreats him every single day to the extent of referring to him as the boy. He is never allowed to eat on the table with his brothers Stan and Ron. Instead, he is fed on leftovers from their dinner and not every day. Sometimes he has to go without food for three days.
Despite not getting any food from his mother, David has been turned by his own mother into a slave. He does not rest after school. He spends the whole evening doing household chores, His mother seats on the couch watching television while his brothers Ron and Stan play outside and even visit other neighbouring homes to play with other children (Pelzer, 1975). But David is confined in the house working on dishes, washing the bathroom, cleaning the kitchen and eating only the leftovers from the dinner table of his own family members. At first his father tries to side by him by sneaking with food to his confinement areas, the basement garage but this soon stops when the father is also turned away from him by his mother (Pelzer, 1975). All this, because her mother thinks she is the cause of the problem she is having with her husband.
David received every sort of unimaginable punishment from his own mother including, smacking his face, hitting him with blows every day, stabbing him with a knife on the stomach, burning his arm on a hot stove, chocking him to vomit food and forcing him to eat defecations of his younger brother Russel among many other evil deeds from his mother (Pelzer, 1975). Even though one chapter of this book shows the good time that once existed at David’s family with a caring mom, the other chapters of the book are filled with the narration of the terror that David’s mother meted upon him.
Family Experience
What Prompted the change from the use of “mom” to “mother” by David
As one reads this book, one thing becomes evident from the narrations of the persona who is Dave, also known as David. David uses the words “mom” and “mother”. The word “mom” is used by David when he describes the good times that were in his family before his mother changed into a beast. At this time, David says that his mother was caring and loving and was an excellent cook. She cherished her family and always felt happy being with them. She did her best to make them happy and keep her children safe. David says that she used to clean their house and left nothing untouched. She attended to a flower garden near her house so carefully and so marvellously that even the neighbours envied her (Pelzer, 1975). When it came to Christmas decorations, she decorated her house to the best and always valued time with her family. He loved all her three children, David, Stan and Ron. At that time Russell was not yet born. She would buy gifts for all her sons, including David, and loved all of them equally. David uses the term “mom” to refer to the previous mom that was beautiful in body and heart (Jackson, 017).
Then things suddenly changed when David’s mother started hating him and made him a slave of the house (Pelzer, 1975). This time, Dave changes from the use of the word “mom” to “mother”. The change in the use of the word mother from the word “mom” is prompted by the changes in the attitude of her mother towards him. He starts calling him a bad boy and punishes him now and then. She denies him food while others eat all the time. David’s mother even starts calling him the boy instead of referring to him as David. She makes him look like not part of the family. For three good years, she does not give David a new school uniform. She refuses to give him food at home to the extent that David stars stealing food. She even forces him to eat the contents of the food he has vomited into the toilet. She threatens to kill him and forces him to do all the house chores by himself and go without food (Pelzer, 1975). This is a different mother that does not warrant to be called “mom” and thus the change in the names.
Another example that shows that the change from “mom” to “mother” was prompted by the change in her mother’s treatment of him is with the Christmas gifts. Previously, she used to buy a lot of gifts for all the boys. But now, she does buys gifts for Stan and Ron but does not buy any for David. She even quarrels David’s father for going behind her back to buy David some painting gifts for Christmas and yet she did not want him to have any gifts. This indicates how she has completely changed into a hating bitch, as David refers to her in the book, than a caring mom.
Why Dave was the Object of Abuse by his Mother
I believe that Dave was the object of his abuse by his mother because his mother held in her mind that he was the reason for the problems that she was having with her has band Stephen Joseph. IN the early stages of the abuse, here mother could beat, slap and smack David when no one was at home, especially his father. In fact, from David’s narration, it is clear that his mother acted so differently when his father was around. She behaved nicely that no one would know here true colours and how he treated David while no one else was at home apart from David and herself. But as days went by, David’s father found out what was happening and as David narrates, they had serious quarrels with David’s mother over David. She tried her level best to convince him that David was a “bad boy” and so did not deserve to eat. They exchanged heated arguments and her mother could utter all possible vulgar words (Pelzer, 1975). David used to overhear them while he washed the bathroom tiles. Then as arguments continued, her mother hated him even more and become more violent and deadly to him. He even stubbed him and the punishments for David graduated from being confined in a bedroom corner to being confined in the basement without food and spending the night covered only in newspapers and not in his bed. His father was not quick to accept that David was a bad boy and this agitated his mother and led to more abuses by his mother.
In one of the occasions, David mentions that as her mother was beating and kicking him in the kitchen and forcing him to do the dishes, she said the same thing that she always told him that she was the cause of her problems with Steve. She said, “You have made my life a living hell, I will make yours too” (Pelzer, 1975). This indicates that according to David’s mother, David’s existence had made her life a living hell and therefore, she abused him so as to get revenge. This explains why David become the object of abuse by his mother. This is because the continuous arguments had made David’s father to leave the house, never to return again.
The Relationship Between Dave and his father
The relationship between Dave and his father was at first very close. From the beginning, it seems that his father took David as his favourite, He even called him “Tiger” (Pelzer, 1975). They were so close and felt safe close to each other. In particular, Dave felt safe around his father. Even during the early days of the abuse, Dave would keep close to his father whenever he was around so as to avoid his mother and be safe. This is because he knew that when his father was around, his mother would not dare beat him or force him to do the dishes and only eat the leftovers from his brother’s dinner like she did when his father was away for work.
However, this relationship changed to pure hatred by Dave towards his father when he realized that his mother had successfully overwhelmed his father and there was nothing his father would do to protect him. An example was the day when he stole hot dogs from the school, cafeteria because of hunger and his mother suspected that he had stolen food. The mother forced David to vomit the food he had eaten by chocking him and strangling his neck. David vomited the food into the toilet and his mother forced him to scoop it up into a bowl. This was later used as evidence when his father returned home. The mother showed it to David’s father. But his father told her that it was because the boy had not eaten for three days. That is why he had opted to steal food because he needed to eat. The mother said that if he needed to eat, he will eat and forced David to eat the same contents he had vomited into the toilet and scooped from the toilet into a bowl. David was forced to eat under the watch of his father. His father, in fact, nodded him to eat so as to avoid much trouble with his mother (Pelzer, 1975). David was heartbroken that the man he used to see as the only hope of his defence would stand there watching him eat something that even a Dog would not taste. From that moment, David hated his father to death (Pelzer, 1975). The relationship with his father, therefore, changed as even his father stopped sneaked food to him. It became pure hatred. The father moved out of the house.
Ways in which Dave Did Not Feel A Sense of Belonging in His Family
Dave did not feel a sense of belonging in his family in many ways. First of all, at home, his two brothers Ron and Stan did not care about him. When their mother made him to stand before the mirror for hours saying that he was a “bad boy”, his brothers just looked at him and continued with their own business as if he was not there (Pelzer, 1975). Their mother had successfully alienated them from him. Dave felt like an outcast his father’s house when he was made to stand in the garage at the basement while the rest of the family members ate dinner happily and no one cared to give him food. Instead, he was given a few leftovers from his brother’s dinner. He was not allowed to eat and eat at the same table with them.
Another way that Dave did not feel a sense of belonging in his family is condemnation to household chores while his brothers were allowed to go out and play. He was treated like a slave and kept at the house to wash the dishes that his family members had used, clean the bathroom that he was never allowed to use and stay at the garage while other family members slept in their beds with warm blankets and ate dinner at the table happily. No one gave him food. It was as if he did not exist when it came to food. But when it came to the household chores, he was the only one that existed. Working long hours and going without food alongside receiving beatings and all sorts of abuses form his mother. He was seen as a thief. For example, his little brother, Russel, had become, his mothers “Little Nazi” who spied on David to ensure that he did not eat any food (Pelzer, 1975). Yet, he sorted to fight for food through stealing because he went hungry for days without eating because his mother would not give him anything and would not even allow him to eat leftovers from the waste can.
David felt that he was not part of the family when he would never be driven to school. Instead, he would be told to run to school while his elder brother would be driven to school in the family station wagon. It was as if he was not worthy enough to step into the family station wagon. He would only be driven to school on the days he got late because of too much work at home. Even so, his mother would yell at him all the way to school. During Christmas, when everyone received gifts, his mother he did not have any gifts, His mother did not buy for him because he termed him as a “bad boy” who should not receive any gifts. He wished he could fly away (Pelzer, 1975) because no one at his family cared for him because he did not find a sense of belonging in his family.
Dave’s Worst Experience
In my opinion, Dave’s worst experience was when his mother forced him to eat feces from a full diaper that had been soiled by his younger brother, Russel. At this moment, Dave was alone with his mother and the young baby Russel at home. The others were out and his mother rained blows on him and took a fool diaper with defecations and smashed it into David’s face and told him to it. Blood oozed out of his David’s nose and as he tried to stop the blood by breathing in, she took in some of the feces together with the blood (Pelzer, 1975). He took in the smell and stench of the defecation. It was so humiliating for David to see his own mother go to such an extent to force him to eat feces. As a reader, I thinking this, coupled with the moment when David was forced to eat the contents of the food he had vomited into the toilet before his father and mother constitute the worst experience for him because he received the worst abuse from his own blood parents who were supposed to take care of him. His human dignity was taken away by his own parents by feeding him defecations. This is the worst experience for David in this book.
Why Dave Continued to Fight
Despite the mistreatment and abuse by her mother, Dave continued to fight or survival. He had a strong will and determination to survive no matter what his mother did to him. Dave continued to fight because he had vowed to himself that the bitch (his mother) would only beat him if he was dead. He told himself that so long as he was alive, he would not let his mother take away his will to survive. “Mother can beat me all she wants, but I haven’t let her take away my will to somehow survive” (Pelzer, 1975). Therefore, he desired, in his heart to endure every beating, every smack on the face, every blow and every hard work and denial of basic rights but not to give in in his fight for survival, And the main aspect of his fight for survival was the fight for food. He opted to steal from his school mates’ lunchboxes, from the school cafeteria from the freezer in the garage and even beg for food on his way to school by tricking people that he had lost his lunch box (Pelzer, 1975). He also opted to eating from the waste can. Even though every attempt he made was halted when he was discovered, he did not give up, he hatched new plans to feed himself and vowed to only be beaten in this fight by his mother when he dies. This kind of determination made him to continue fighting.
Contribution to the Field of Victimology
Purpose of the Book
The greatest purpose of this book is to create awareness about Dave’s experience and how it affected him. Through reading this book, people can become aware of what happened to David and how his own mother turned against him and tortured him and abused him beyond limits. This book also creates awareness of the plight of many children that leave with abusive parents and guardians and how helpless they are given that they are only children who cannot fight back or even defend themselves. They are vulnerable and therefore, ended up being abused severely by those they call parents. This kind of awareness is important in making the world devise ways of punishing such mothers and also saving such children from their vicious parents. It should also be noted that many child abusers ensure that they silence their victims. This is seen clearly in the way Dave’s mother beats him up and smacks his face whenever he tells on her to the teachers and the police (Pelzer, 1975). This book, therefore, creates awareness about the tactics used by child abusers to hide their deeds from the world.
How the Book Contributes to the Field of Victimology
Victimology can be defined as the study of victims and crimes as well as the psychological effects that come as a result of their experiences. This book is made up of a narration of a victim of domestic abuse by his own mother and as such, it gives insights into some of the issues that make mothers engage in crimes of abusing their own children. David’s mother is a representative of many other mothers who enslave their own children and mistreat them beyond imaginable bounds. Therefore, this book contributes to victimology because it provides a clear picture of the true situations of many victims of child abuse by parents.
Another contribution of this book to victimology is that it helps to explain why many cases of child abuse are never reported and why many children that are abused by parented find it extremely difficult to tell other people for the abuse that they get from their parents. It is clear that the element of fear that is instilled by the abusers is the main reason as to why many children do not report their plight to other people. Therefore, the book is a significant enlighten to the field of victimology on the methods that need to be used to get the victims of child abuse to speak out their problems and get help.
Conclusion
It is so heartbreaking to read how a mother can torture his own child to the extent of denying him food and shelter and neglecting him as if he was not his child. Dave’s mother has absolutely no reason to torture David because even though she claims that David has made her life a living hell, she has in fact messed up herself by indulging in unbecoming conduct of drinking to stupor and engaging in quarrels with her husband to the extent that her husband has left her. The reason why she hates David so much is even unclear and unreasonable. Such a mother ought to have been deprived the privilege of staying with any of her sones including Ron, Stan and Russel because he behaviour was only brainwashing them and making them possible abusers in future. I am disappointed by the authorities in this story because, despite the woes of David, they took too much time to react and save the poor boy from his vicious mother. Nevertheless. This book is an important addition to the materials in the field of victimology because it is a call to action by the stakeholders to deal with child abuse swiftly and promptly in society to save children from such hells.
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