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Abstract: This study conceptualizes child maltreatment as the persistent outcome
of parental aggression. This framework facilitates a detailed exploration of abuse,
neglect, trauma, and resilience as interconnected links of maladaptive caregiving.
We critically explore child maltreatment as portrayed in Dave Pelzer’s trilogy of
memoirs (4 Child Called “It”, The Lost Boy, and A Man Named Dave) through the
lens of the three-factor theory of child abuse proposed by Lesnik-Oberstein, Cohen,
and Koers in 1982. We examine how the three central components of the theory —
high level of parental aggression; low level of parental inhibition of overt
aggression; and focusing of parental aggression on the child — manifest in Pelzer’s
lived experiences and contribute to long-term psychological trauma and resilience.
By employing close textual analysis and contextual interpretation, this paper
elucidates how the trilogy aligns with theoretical constructs of abuse and helps in
understanding the cyclical and systemic nature of child maltreatment. Furthermore,
the research foregrounds the impact of persistent abuse on Pelzer’s emotional
development and identity formation, while acknowledging his astounding
resilience. This integrative inquiry contributes to literary studies, trauma
psychology, and child welfare discourse, offering insights into both the
mechanisms of abuse and pathways to recovery.
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Child maltreatment is a vital and pressing public health issue. It has a drastic impact on the lives
of the victims. It can have severe short-term and long-term emotional, mental, physical, sexual,
and social health repercussions. The World Health Organization (2024) has defined child
maltreatment as:

the abuse and neglect that occurs to children under 18 years of age. It includes all
types of physical and/or emotional ill-treatment, sexual abuse, neglect, negligence
and commercial or other exploitation, which results in actual or potential harm to
the child’s health, survival, development or dignity in the context of a relationship
of responsibility, trust or power (Overview).

Chauhan et al. (2021) see child maltreatment as a multifaceted life experience that takes place
“when a parent or caregiver does an intentional or potential damage to a child” (p. 928). Although
“child maltreatment” and “child abuse” are sometimes used as synonyms, child maltreatment is a
more inclusive term that encompasses various kinds of both abuse and neglect (Robinson &
Breaux, 2019). Child maltreatment can manifest in various forms; however, a consensus among
researchers in this discipline identifies four categories: neglect, physical abuse, psychological
maltreatment, and sexual abuse. These types can manifest independently or concurrently (e.g.,
physical abuse alongside neglect), with recent statistics indicating that the majority of cases of
child maltreatment involve multiple exposure types (Jackson, 2023).

Perhaps the most severe type of abuse and maltreatment is one that usually goes unnoticed:
that perpetrated by a child’s parents. The children of alcoholic parents, especially those whose
mother is alcoholic, are at serious risk of maltreatment (Jacques et al.,2020). Child abuse is
widespread across all sectors of society and ““is witnessed in all social, ethnic, religious and
professional strata” (Chauhan et al., 2021, pp. 928-929). Child maltreatment has profound effects
on multiple dimensions of victims’ adult lives — social, personal, and professional.

As this paper’s focus is Dave Pelzer’s trilogy, we begin with a brief life history and overview
of Pelzer’s experiences as he has recounted them in his books. He is a successful motivational
orator and non-fiction author currently living in Daly City, California. Born in San Francisco, he
was the second of five children. Throughout his formative years, he endured persistent
mistreatment at the hands of his psychologically deranged and alcoholic mother. His father, who
also struggled with alcoholism, refrained from addressing his wife’s behaviour. When Pelzer was
12, intervention from his educators led to his placement in foster care. His circumstances were
subsequently classified as the third most egregious case of child abuse recorded in California
(Kavya, 2022). Following multiple relocations to various foster homes, he enlisted in the United
States Air Force at the age of 18. He married at 20 and fathered a son, although the union proved
to be ephemeral. He subsequently married Marsha Donohoe, who served as the editor for the
majority of his literary works. Dave Pelzer emerged as an inspiring figure, earning recognition
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from four American presidents. His accomplishments were diverse and noteworthy: he served in
the Gulf War, received the JC Penney Golden Rule Award and was named California’s Volunteer
of the Year in 1990. In 1996, he carried the Olympic Torch. Beyond his professional achievements,
Pelzer devoted himself to public service, spending nearly a decade as a volunteer fire captain in
his local community. In this role, he actively responded to numerous large-scale emergencies,
including fires and floods. His dedication and courage were acknowledged through his being twice
honoured as Volunteer Firefighter of the Year.

Not all critics have taken Pelzer’s memoirs at face value, however. For instance, as Kavya
(2022) stated:

Critics accused Dave of publishing it conveniently after the death of both his
parents as no one else could confirm his claims then. His maternal grandmother and
one of his brothers deny any form of abuse to have taken place in the household.
However, his other brother, Richard B. Pelzer, confirms his claims in his
autobiography A Brother’s Journey and talks about how he became Dave’s
replacement once his brother left for a foster home. (p. 77)

The present study seeks to examine Dave Pelzer’s acclaimed trilogy of memoirs: 4 Child
Called “It” (1995), The Lost Boy (1997), and A Man Named Dave (2000). Collectively, these
works present a candid account of his journey from childhood to adulthood, offering a detailed
portrayal of his struggle for survival under the cruelty of his mother. Even during his years in foster
care, Pelzer displayed a strong determination to improve himself and pursue his ambitions despite
the deep trauma of his early life.

The first volume, A4 Child Called “It”: One Child’s Courage to Survive (Pelzer, 1995), captures
the suffering he endured between the ages of 4 and 12. This period of his life is depicted as a
continual nightmare, dominated by abuse, deprivation, and psychological torment inflicted by his
alcoholic mother while his father remained a silent and complicit bystander. In these formative
years, Pelzer was deprived of the joys of childhood and subjected to dehumanizing treatment that
reduced him to servitude. His mother’s cruelty included not just physical abuse but also emotional
degradation as she systematically eroded his sense of self-worth and identity. The dehumanizing
nature of her abuse is encapsulated in the assertion that “he was her slave; and no longer a boy,
but an ‘It’” (Mathur, 2015, p. 102), a description that underscores the extent to which he was
objectified and robbed of his humanity.

The narrative reveals how Pelzer’s daily existence became a struggle against hunger, physical
assault, and constant fear, demonstrating the psychological scars that emerge when a child is
denied love, care, and protection within the family. Despite the overwhelming adversity, his
resilience shines through as he endures each day with the faint hope of liberation. Pelzer’s ordeal
ultimately ended at the age of 12 when the concern of his schoolteachers, the intervention of a
nurse, and decisive action by a policeman led to his rescue from the abusive environment. This
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pivotal moment marked his escape from years of terror; it also shows the crucial role of external
support systems in safeguarding vulnerable children from ongoing maltreatment.

The Lost Boy: A Foster Child’s Search for the Love of a Family (Pelzer, 1997) is the second
volume of the trilogy. Continuing from the traumatic experiences depicted in 4 Child Called “It”,
this memoir traces Pelzer’s transition from the abusive environment of his mother’s home into the
uncertainties of the foster care system. The book achieved popular and critical success: The New
York Times Magazine noted that by 2002 it had remained on the non-fiction paperback bestseller
list for 160 weeks (Jordan, 2002), a testament to its cultural and literary impact. At its core, the
narrative provides a deeply moving yet ultimately hopeful account of a young boy’s pursuit of
love, belonging, and stability after enduring prolonged abuse and dehumanization.

Although foster care offered Pelzer refuge from his earlier suffering, his journey through the
system was fraught with challenges. He endured stigma and prejudice, including bullying at school
from peers who mocked him for his foster child status, deepening his sense of isolation.
Throughout this period, he lived with four different foster families as well as with his Aunt Mary;
each placement required new adjustments that tested his emotional resilience. Despite the
instability, these homes collectively provided a safer and more nurturing environment than his
original household, enabling him to slowly begin the process of healing and rebuilding his identity.
With the encouragement of supportive foster parents, social workers, and caregivers, Pelzer
gradually regained self-confidence, learned to place trust in others, and developed the emotional
stability needed to grow and adapt.

In time, aided by his persistence and inner strength, he matured into a balanced and purposeful
young man, and went on to join the United States Air Force. By his own account, this choice
reflected not only his personal growth but also his determination to construct a future defined by
resilience, discipline, and achievement rather than victimhood. The Lost Boy thus provides both a
candid portrayal of the challenges of life in foster care and a recognition of the critical role that
supportive social systems can play in helping abused children reclaim their lives.

A Man Named Dave: A Story of Triumph and Forgiveness (Pelzer, 2000) constitutes the final
volume of the trilogy. In this instalment, Pelzer reflects not only on his traumatic early childhood
and subsequent rescue but also on his long and difficult path through foster care, adulthood, and
the complexities of building his own family. The narrative emphasizes the persistence of memory
and the enduring psychological impact of abuse, while simultaneously highlighting his resilience
and his determination to transform suffering into strength. Even after years in safer environments
with foster parents, Pelzer struggled with the deep scars left by his mother’s cruelty. His
recollections convey the haunting nature of trauma: “As a child surviving in the garage of Mother’s
house, I had never dreamed of making it out alive” (Pelzer, 2000, p. 31). This encapsulates the
lasting shadow of a past in which survival itself seemed uncertain.
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What distinguishes this final narrative, however, is its focus on healing, reconciliation, and the
search for meaning beyond victimization. As Pelzer matures into adulthood, he navigates the
challenges of personal relationships, marriage, and fatherhood, often battling the lingering effects
of self-doubt and emotional pain. Even after his enlistment in the Air Force, he remained unable
to transcend the intrusive recollections of his formative years. Despite his struggles, his
commitment to personal growth and his ability to forgive — both himself and, ultimately, his
mother — mark the culmination of his journey from victim to survivor and, finally, to a man
defined by triumph. By transforming his suffering into advocacy, Pelzer demonstrates that
resilience is not merely the capacity to endure hardship but also the ability to create a purposeful
and compassionate life in its aftermath. In this way, 4 Man Named Dave provides not only a
conclusion to Pelzer’s personal story but also a universal message of perseverance, healing, and
the redemptive power of forgiveness. It affirms that while the scars of abuse may never fully
disappear, individuals possess the capacity to reclaim their narratives, break cycles of trauma, and
inspire others facing similar adversities. In addition, the memoir investigates his life and
relationships as an adult, husband, and father, highlighting the strength he showed in navigating
his traumatic experiences.

The Three-Factor Theory

In this article, we analyze Pelzer’s trilogy through the lens of the three-factor theory of child
abuse proposed by Lesnik-Oberstein, Cohen, and Koers in 1982 and revised in 1995. The three
factors in this psychological model are: “(1) a high level of parental aggression; (2) a low level of
parental inhibition of overt aggression; and (3) the focusing of parental aggression on the child”
(Lesnik-Oberstein et al., 1982, p. 199). In the theory, each factor is the outcome of a subfactor
“path”. The researchers summaried the theory as follows:

The theory posits that the type of child abuse that occurs is determined by the ratio
of total parental aggression to total parental inhibition of overt aggression.High
numerical values of the ratio result in battering. Low numerical values result, in
descending order, in non-organic failure to thrive, physical neglect, and emotional
abuse. (Lesnik-Oberstein et al., 1982, pp. 201-202)

Lesnik-Oberstein et al. (1982, pp. 200-202) stated that the theory also considers other factors
like the abuser’s own history of being abused, substance abuse, and low level of empathy. The
theory explains the factors contributing to child maltreatment as follows:

1. High level of Parental Hostility: This involves feelings of anger, resentment, and
frustration directed towards the child.

2. Low level of Parental Inhibition of Overt Aggression: This refers to a lack of self-control
and the inability to restrain aggressive impulses.
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3. Focusing of Parental Aggression on the Child: This involves the targeting of a specific
child as the outlet for parental aggression.

Pelzer described his mother as exhibiting these extreme characteristics towards him, and often
expressing hatred and disdain.

Factor 1: High Level of Parental Aggression

This factor refers to the hostile emotional tendencies in an abusive parent. Pelzer’s mother
exhibits escalating anger and aggression throughout the trilogy. Her deep-seated frustration and
resentment toward her son are rooted in unresolved emotional trauma from her own childhood.

A Child Called “It” (1995)

Pelzer’s 1995 memoir, A Child Called “It”, provides a harrowing depiction of chronic
emotional and physical abuse, much of which stemmed from his mother’s intense and sustained
hostility. The three-factor theory of child abuse identifies a high level of parental aggression as the
foundational driver of abusive behaviour. Pelzer’s narrative offers several moments that illustrate
this pattern. Early in the memoir, he recounts how the abuse transcended correction or discipline,
becoming something impersonal and dehumanizing: “You are a nobody! An It! You are non-
existent! You are a bastard child! I hate you and I wish you were dead! Dead!” (Pelzer,1995, p.
82). This transformation of the child into an object reflects the complete erosion of empathy and
emotional connection — a key indicator of pathological parental aggression.

Pelzer recalls the visceral hatred in his mother’s expression, which served as a constant
reinforcement of his sense of being worthless in her life: “Whenever Mother struck me, it was as
if she were taking her aggressions out on a rag doll” (Pelzer, 1995, p. 77). This is not a moment of
impulsive anger but a persistent emotional state. Kavya (2022) stated, “The child is well aware of
his mother’s mood swings and actions, and he readily acts accordingly. However, he gets smacked
or even worse when he misses doing so” (p. 78). This shows that the child was reacting to her
continuing inability or refusal to regulate her hostility rather than to isolated incidents of rage: “But
outside, I was a robot, rarely revealing my emotions; only when I thought it would please The
Bitch and work to my advantage” (Pelzer, 1995, p. 77). Eventually, Pelzer internalized this pattern
of aggression, adapting to it as a normal part of daily life. The regularity and unpredictability of
these outbursts are characteristic of chronic high parental aggression. He states that, “I longed for
the day when her soul would be taken into the depths of hell; only then would I be free of her”
(Pelzer, 1995, pp. 78-79). For him caution and emotional detachment became survival
mechanisms in the face of his mother’s relentless hostility.

These excerpts collectively demonstrate how Pelzer’s mother exhibited intense and frequent
aggression that aligns closely with the first factor of the three-factor theory. Her hostility was not
circumstantial or reactive, but deeply rooted, habitual, and emotionally devastating.

31



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2026) 17(1-2): 26-37

The Lost Boy (1997)

In The Lost Boy, although Pelzer is physically removed from his abusive home early in the
narrative, the lingering emotional impact and continued harassment by his mother demonstrate
that the pattern of high parental aggression did not immediately cease. Even post-removal, his
mother’s rage remains vivid and personal. Pelzer recalls, “I fully realized that Mother could not
physically harm me. But I still felt an eerie sensation that told me Mother was somewhere out
there, coiled like a rattlesnake, waiting to reach out and strike with a vengeance” (Pelzer, 1997, p.
50). Even though Pelzer was now beyond the reach of her physical aggression, her deep-rooted
emotional hostility towards him continued to exact a psychological toll. The emotional trauma
inflicted during his time at home still haunted him, especially when authorities questioned his
experience. His reactions in response to questioning by judge — “You, sir! [ want to live with you!
I’'m sorry! I’'m so sorry! I didn’t mean to tell! I didn’t mean to cause any trouble!” (Pelzer, 1997,
pp. 46-47) — confirm that her aggression was persistent rather than episodic and was deeply
internalized by the child.

Perhaps the most disturbing moment of contact after separation occurred during one of Pelzer’s
nightmares: “I could feel The Mother’s rancid breath on my neck and hear her cold voice chanting
that there was no escape and that she would never let me go” (Pelzer, 1997, p. 31). This shows that
Pelzer’s sense of his mother’s aggression did not require proximity: he felt her hostility regardless
of the physical distance between them.

A Man Named Dave (2000)

In A4 Man Named Dave, although the physical abuse has ceased, the emotional and
psychological aggression from Pelzer’s mother persists. Even years later, he recalled, “When I
visited her after my father died, she sneered, ‘What are you doing here, boy?’ Her voice still carried
that venom I remembered so well” (Pelzer, 2000, p. 43). This statement reveals that her hostility
endured into his adulthood, indicating that her aggression was not situational but deeply embedded.

Pelzer’s mother’s aggression also manifested in continued manipulation and denial. During
their brief reunions, he noted, “She sat there, telling me none of it ever happened. That I made it
up. As if rewriting history could erase the bruises, the hunger, the pain” (Pelzer, 2000, p. 61). Her
attitude shows her emotional detachment and continued rejection of responsibility; her aggression
had morphed into gaslighting and denial, which prolonged the psychological damage done to
Pelzer. Even when he tried to move forward, memories of her anger surfaced, deeply tied to his
identity: “Sometimes when I speak harshly to my own son, I flinch, hearing her in my voice. The
rage she planted in me didn’t die easily” (Pelzer, 2000, p. 103). This demonstrates the long-term
internalization of aggressive parenting, showing how deeply it can scar one’s psyche.
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Factor 2: Low Inhibition of Overt Aggression

The second factor concerns the parent’s inability to control or inhibit their aggressive impulses.
Pelzer’s mother demonstrates this throughout the trilogy, acting on her anger without remorse or
self-restraint, even when the consequences to her child are severe.

A Child Called “It” (1995)

In 4 Child Called “It”, Dave Pelzer’s mother routinely acts out her anger with brutal physical
violence, showing little concern for consequences or self-restraint. Pelzer recounted, “Mother fed
me another dose of ammonia. But this time, I fought back. She had to pry my mouth open, and by
thrashing my head from side to side” (Pelzer, 1995, p. 47). This sudden eruption of force reveals
not only her unfiltered aggression but also her readiness to inflict serious harm. Her aggressive
impulses were so devastating that one day she forced Pelzer to eat his brother’s defecation: “She
slammed my face into the diaper and rubbed it from side to side” (Pelzer, 1995, p. 35).

The impulsiveness of her violence becomes even more apparent in an incident of near-lethal
abuse: “Mother dashed to the bathroom, snatched a bar of soap and crammed it down my throat”
(Pelzer, 1995, p. 26). This act, both violent and degrading, illustrates how her aggression bypasses
any filter of conscience, escalating to cruelty. Perhaps the most chilling evidence of her violent
impulsivity comes from a moment of deliberate harm: “Gripping my arm, Mother held it in the
orange, blue flame. My skin seemed to explode from the heat. I could smell the scorched hairs
from my burnt arm” (Pelzer, 1995, p. 28). Here, Pelzer’s mother gives full rein to her aggression
and sadistic behaviour, revealing the full collapse of moral and emotional inhibition. Her rage
becomes an automatic response — unmediated by guilt, reflection, or compassion.

These incidents confirm the role of low inhibition in Pelzer’s abuse: his mother’s violent
actions were neither reactive nor temporary, but the product of an ingrained inability to control
destructive impulses. Her unchecked aggression turned everyday situations into life-threatening
episodes, aligning tragically with the theory’s second factor.

The Lost Boy (1997)

Although Dave is no longer living under his mother’s roof in The Lost Boy, flashbacks and
specific memories emphasize that she had always acted on her aggression impulsively and without
inhibition. In a critical nightmare, he recalls: “The closer The Mother came, the more her red face,
filled with hatred, came into focus. The Mother held a shiny knife above her, poised and ready to
strike me down” (Pelzer, 1997, p. 31). In another recollection, Dave describes the chaotic intensity
of her attacks: “She would whip me so fast and so hard that I couldn’t even count the blows. She
never stopped until she was tired, not [even] when I begged” (Pelzer, 1997, p. 17). These
uncontrolled, sustained, episodes of violence align with the second factor of the theory: a
caregiver’s poor impulse control and unfiltered aggression.
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A Man Named Dave (2000)

Flashbacks in 4 Man Named Dave vividly reconstruct how unrestrained his mother’s abuse
had been. He recounted, “She once forced me to swallow ammonia. I coughed, choked, and
collapsed, but she stood there, watching without a hint of concern” (Pelzer, 2000, p. 28) This act
of violence is not only physically harmful but also showcases an absence of self-control or
empathy. He recalled another disturbing event: “I remember her grabbing me by the arm and
slamming my head against the wall. Over and over. Her face was blank, as if it was routine”
(Pelzer, 2000, p. 35). He described her aggression as mechanical and detached — an automatic
behaviour with no filter or moral inhibition. Pelzer noted that even when others became aware of
his mother’s behaviour, “Neighbours whispered. Teachers raised eyebrows. But she never stopped.
If anything, the fear of being caught made her more brutal” (Pelzer, 2000, p. 39). This shows her
inability — or refusal — to moderate her aggression despite social consequences, fitting squarely
within the second factor of the theory.

Factor 3: Focus of Aggression on a Specific Child

The final factor in the theory — focus of aggression on one child — posits that the aggression
is disproportionately directed at that child, often due to the child’s vulnerability and the parent’s
need for an outlet for their own emotional turmoil.

A Child Called “It” (1995)

In Pelzer’s case, he became the focus of his mother’s aggression: among all his siblings, he
was uniquely and systematically targeted. He described this early in the narrative: “I finish the
dishes, then my other chores. For my reward I receive breakfast — leftovers from one of my
brothers’ cereal bowls” (Pelzer, 1995, p. 7). This statement captures how the abuse was not only
persistent, but exclusively and intentionally directed at him. Despite having brothers in the same
household, in Pelzer’s telling, he was the sole recipient of such brutal treatment, suggesting that
his mother needed someone to externalize her rage upon. He recalled, “I was not allowed to eat
meals with the family, play with my brothers, or watch television. I was grounded to the house. I
was not allowed to look at or speak to anybody” (Pelzer, 1995, p. 31). The physical separation
from family members and ritualized abuse show that the aggression was not general but highly
focused and personal.

In one of the most telling examples of the mother targeting Pelzer specifically, he stated,
“Whenever I heard one of my brothers laugh at a television show, I cursed their names. ‘Lucky
bastards! Why doesn’t she take turns and beat up on one of them for a change?’ I cried to myself
as [ vented my feelings of hatred” (Pelzer, 1995, p. 63). This shows Pelzer becoming detached and
dehumanized due to specific targeting. He wasn’t merely punished: he was made the living
embodiment of her internal rage. This focus of aggression on one child is a hallmark of the third
factor and is chillingly evident in Pelzer’s experience. His identity as the targeted child shaped his
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sense of worth, his survival strategies, and ultimately his capacity for resilience. In his telling, the
theory’s final factor becomes unmistakably real.

The Lost Boy (1997)

The Lost Boy continues to emphasize that Pelzer was singled out from his siblings even as he
transitioned into foster care. He reflected on being the exclusive focus of aggression: “No one hit
Stan or Ron. Only me. I was the one who had to be perfect, or else. The others were just kids —
normal. [ was the problem” (Pelzer, 1997, p. 20). This self-perception, shaped by years of targeted
abuse, illustrates the psychological weight of being the sole recipient of aggression.

He also described a social worker’s visit in which his mother falsely claimed that he was
making everything up, while simultaneously dehumanizing him. Pelzer remembered, “She called
me ‘the liar’ right in front of them. Not ‘my son,’ not ‘Dave.’ Just a problem. I wasn’t a person to
her anymore” (Pelzer, 1997, p. 24). This indicates that the targeting had become institutional in
her eyes — he existed only as a target, not a child. Even in foster care, Pelzer internalized the belief
that he was unworthy or inherently flawed because it seemed to explain the maltreatment to which
he alone had been subjected. As he reflected, “Sometimes I wondered if they would send me back.
If they’d realize I was the one who caused all the trouble. That’s what Mother always said, ‘I
ruined her life’” (Pelzer, 1997, p. 47). This deep psychological imprint confirms that the abuse
wasn’t just a set of actions, but a fixed system of targeted hostility against him, fulfilling the third
factor of the theory.

A Man Named Dave (2000)

Pelzer remained painfully aware that he alone bore the brunt of his mother’s abuse, unlike his
siblings. He reflected, “My brothers would go to school with packed lunches and warm hugs. I left
hungry, with bruises under my sleeves” (Pelzer, 2000, p. 16). This contrast illustrates how targeted
the abuse was — he was the exclusive outlet for her rage. He recalls his isolation within the family
unit: “At dinner, [ sat by myself or was sent to the basement. They laughed upstairs while I counted
the cracks in the wall. I wasn’t a son. I was a thing” (Pelzer, 2000, p. 22). Such vivid memories of
exclusion show how central this factor was in his abuse experience: the aggression was not
generalized — it was focused.

Even later in life, Pelzer struggled with the why: “T used to lie awake at night wondering, ‘Why
me? What did I do to deserve it?” The truth is — I was just the one she chose” (Pelzer, 2000, p.
90). This haunting realization reinforces the idea that the aggression was not provoked by his
behaviour but was arbitrary, fulfilling the third dimension of the theory.
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Conclusion

The application of Lesnik-Oberstein et al.’s (1995) three-factor theory of child abuse to Dave
Pelzer’s autobiographical trilogy provides a robust analytical framework for understanding the
systematic and enduring nature of child maltreatment. Across 4 Child Called “It” (Pelzer, 1995),
The Lost Boy (Pelzer, 1997), and 4 Man Named Dave (Pelzer, 2000), the author’s narrative
illustrates how the convergence of high parental aggression, diminished inhibition of overt
aggression, and the selective focus of abuse on one child creates an entrenched cycle of trauma.
Pelzer’s mother epitomizes the first factor through escalating hostility and cruelty that extend
beyond normative discipline, thereby aligning with the conceptualization of “high parental
aggression” as sustained and excessive violence. The second factor is reflected in her inability to
regulate impulses, which transforms momentary emotional volatility into persistent physical and
psychological assaults. Most significantly, the third factor is evidenced in the deliberate targeting
of Pelzer while his siblings were spared; the abuse was not only systematic but also isolating,
intensifying its psychological consequences.

Viewed through this theoretical framework, Pelzer’s trilogy extends beyond a personal
testimony of resilience to function as an empirical case study that validates theoretical perspectives
on child maltreatment. His experiences illustrate the extent to which abuse can become embedded
in family dynamics, producing long-term psychological scars that require both individual
resilience and broader structural interventions to overcome. The integration of the three-factor
theory of child abuse into the analysis of Pelzer’s work underscores its utility not only for academic
critique but also for informing practical fields such as social work, psychology, and child
protection policy (Lesnik-Oberstein et al., 1995). Consequently, the trilogy contributes to a deeper
understanding of the mechanisms of abuse and highlights the need for comprehensive, multilevel
strategies to prevent and address child maltreatment in contemporary society.

36



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2026) 17(1-2): 26-37

References

Chauhan, M., Kaur, A., Singh, N., Singh, R., Kumar, S., & Kour, P. (2021). Child abuse and
neglect: An overview. Journal of Current Medical Research and Opinion, 4(5), 928-936.
https://cmro.in/index.php/jcmro/article/view/420/580

Jackson, Y. (2023). Future directions in child maltreatment research. Journal of Clinical Child &
Adolescent Psychology, 52(4), 578-587. https://doi.org/10.1080/15374416.2023.2224430

Jacques, D. T., Sturge-Apple, M. L., Davies, P. T., & Cicchetti, D. (2020). Maternal alcohol
dependence and harsh parenting across parenting contexts: The moderating role of child
negative emotionality. Development and Psychopathology, 32(4), 1509—1523.
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579419001445

Jordan, P. (2002, July 28). Dysfunction for dollars. 7he New York Times Magazine.
https://www.nytimes.com/2002/07/28/magazine/dysfunction-for-dollars.html

Kavya, S. P. (2022). ‘Growing up’ with trauma: Child abuse and mental illness in Dave Pelzer’s
memoirs. ShodhKosh: Journal of Visual and Performing Arts, 3(2SE), 76-83.
https://doi.org/10.29121/shodhkosh.v3.i12SE.2022.249

Lesnik-Oberstein, M., Cohen, L., & Koers, A. J. (1982). Research in the Netherlands on a theory
of child abuse: A preliminary report. Child Abuse and Neglect, 6(2), 199-206.
https://doi.org/10.1016/0145-2134(82)90014-X

Lesnik-Oberstein, M., Koers, A. J., & Cohen, L. (1995). Parental hostility and its sources in
psychologically abusive mothers: A test of the three-factor theory. Child Abuse & Neglect,
19(1), 33—49. https://doi.org/10.1016/0145-2134(94)00107-6

Mathur, J. K. ( 2015). 4 child called ‘it’: One child’s courage to survive by Dave Pelzer, 1995.
Institutionalised Children Explorations and Beyond, 2(1), 101-103.
https://doi.org/10.1177/2349301120150110

Pelzer, D. J. (1995). A4 child called “It”: One child’s courage to survive. Health Communications
Inc.

Pelzer, D. J. (1997). The lost boy: A foster child’s search for the love of a family. Health
Communications Inc.

Pelzer, D. J. (2000). A man named Dave: A story of triumph and forgiveness. Plume.

Robinson, T., & Breaux, M. (2019). Theoretical frameworks for understanding child
maltreatment. Crime Victims’ Institute.
https://dev.cjcenter.org/_files/cvi/86-brief-2019-08.pdf

World Health Organization. (2024, November 5). Child maltreatment.
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/child-maltreatment

37



