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A fifty-year-old warning signal is about
to go silent.
Childhood cruelty to animals is one of the most durable predictors of later violence. As synthetic
agents come to perform distress convincingly, that dispositional training migrates to a private venue

with no witness, no veterinary record, no body to find.

The paper does not claim synthetic agents are moral patients. It claims the signal risks vanishing precisely as the conditions for its use accelerate.

SOURCES  Kellert & Felthous (1985); Arluke et al. (1999); APA, DSM-5 (2013).
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Practicing cruelty trains cruelty. The target's substrate is
incidental.
It predicts violence not because animals are moral patients, but because the practice rehearses a disposition that
generalizes, and the rehearsal happens entirely inside the perpetrator.

Desensitization
Causing suffering attenuates the affective
response that suffering ordinarily evokes.

Dominance affect
For some, the pleasure attaches to control over a
being unable to resist.

Social learning
Cruelty internalized as a viable way to relate to
vulnerability.

SOURCES  Kant (1996); Kant (1997), cruelty to animals is wrong because it corrupts human character, not because of the animal's status.
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A signal written into the manual
clinicians use every day.
Replicated since 1985, across populations and methods. The
diagnostic chain, animal cruelty → Conduct Disorder →
Antisocial Personality Disorder, is not theoretical.

5× increase in violent-crime arrests among animal abusers vs. non-
abusers (Arluke et al., 1999)

DSM-5 · Conduct Disorder
Physical cruelty to animals, 1 of 15 symptom criteria.

FBI Behavioral Science Unit
Pattern in operational profiling since the late 20th century.

SOURCES  Kellert & Felthous (1985) · Arluke et al. (1999) · Merz-Perez & Heide (2004) · Ressler, Burgess & Douglas (1988) · APA, DSM-5 (2013).
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Distress performed convincingly is not a remote prospect. It
is funded and deployed.

WORLD MODELS

Persistent identity, embodied action

World Labs' Marble · Genie 3 · Nvidia Cosmos, built to
learn the way biological agents do.

CLOSED-LOOP VOICE

Hears your tone, matches in <200ms

Inworld TTS-2 · IndexTTS2's 8-emotion control, anger,
fear, sadness, pleading, on consumer hardware.

REGUL ATORY NOTICE

Legislators have started to react

Multiple state bills target humanlike AI, without yet
finding a workable response.

SOURCES  World Labs (2025–26) · Google DeepMind, Genie 3 (2025) · Inworld AI, Realtime TTS-2 (2026) · IndexTeam, IndexTTS2 (2025).
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Users already abuse synthetic
agents, without believing them
conscious.
The threshold for social uptake is interactional cueing, not
metaphysical belief. The analogy is not a leap from the empirical
to the speculative, the HRI record already documents the
dominance, social-learning, and group-reinforcement signatures.

The Media Equation
People apply social rules to machines that show social cues. (Reeves &
Nass)

Children abusing a service robot
Dominance affect + group reinforcement, no belief in harm. (Brščić et al.)

They hesitated when it pleaded
Empathic-distress activation, attenuated vs. human. (Bartneck & Hu;
Rosenthal-von der Pütten)

SOURCES  Reeves & Nass (1996) · Brščić et al. (2015) · Bartneck & Hu (2008) · Rosenthal-von der Pütten et al. (2013) · Darling (2021).
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Four properties separate routine destruction from the
configuration that trains cruelty.

Contingent response

Distress reacts to what the perpetrator
does, not a decoupled, scripted death-
cry.

Identity persistence

The same target across events, carrying
memory of prior harm, not a respawn.

Perceptual fidelity

Looks and sounds enough like a being
that can suffer, not a 1993 sprite.

Social register uptake

Processed through social and
dominance registers, not purely
instrumental ones.

1993 shooter: at most one property. Convergent systems: all four, at high fidelity, at once.

SOURCES  Detroit: Become Human, players report distress at cruel choices (Arrambide et al., CHI 2022).
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Four layers compose, and the four properties land at once.

WORLD MODELS

Identity persistence +
CLOSED-LOOP VOICE

Contingent response +
EMBODIED ROBOTICS

Perceptual fidelity +
HRI UPTAKE

Social register

It flinches, pleads, modulates its voice in response to the perpetrator's anger. The paper does not claim it is in pain, only that
the perpetrator's rehearsal recruits similar mechanisms.

The convergence is not a future moment. The voice layer has shipped. It is occurring in stages, now.
SOURCES  World Labs (2025–26); Google DeepMind, Genie 3 (2025); Inworld AI, Realtime TTS-2 (2026); Reeves & Nass (1996); Brščić et al. (2015).
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THE ANIMAL CASE · TRACES E XIST

The body is found

The vet keeps a record

The neighbor hears, reports

A school referral follows

→

THE SYNTHETIC CASE · NO TRACE

No body. No vet. No witness. No injury
record.

And on local hardware, no telemetry any vendor can see. The collapse
runs past physical evidence to any digital trace at all.

The pathway is not interrupted. Only its visibility is. The perpetrator still practices, where no one can see.
SOURCES  Ascione & Arkow (1999); Ascione (1993, 2005); Gilly, Cruelty Across Substrates (2026), sec. VII.
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WHERE THE FIELDS MUST ADAPT

A DSM-6 question on cruelty toward humanoid agents

Pediatric & school intake, extend "how do you treat the pet?"

Character evidence under Rule 404(b)

Screening for sensitive roles

WHAT THE ARGUMENT DOES NOT SUPPORT

Not domestic behavioral surveillance of children.

Not routine reporting of ordinary voice-agent use.

Not equating a rude chatbot exchange with a violent disposition.

Not manufacturer reporting that bypasses consent.

Clinical inquiry with consent ≠ mandatory state reporting.

SOURCES  APA, DSM-5, Conduct Disorder criteria (2013); Federal Rule of Evidence 404(b). The task: adapt the warning system without recreating the surveillance state.
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SUBSTRATISM

"It's just silicon, a category error."

The argument never claims the agent is harmed. It claims the perpetrator is
trained. The objection misreads what the argument is doing.

ANIMACY AWARENES S · THE HARDER ONE

"Knowing it's a machine may dampen the effect."

Conceded, it may. Empathic response to robot abuse is real but attenuated.
The moderation is likely partial, and shrinks as the perceptual gap closes.
An open empirical question.

SOURCES  Rosenthal-von der Pütten et al. (2013); Bartneck & Hu (2008), the asymmetric cost of noticing a real signal too late, versus attending to a non-existent one at modest cost.



I N  C L O S I N G

The signal must not go silent precisely as the
conditions for its use accelerate.
The next decade's work is to adapt the warning system, or lose one of the most durable early indicators

forensic and clinical assessment has. And to do the adapting without recreating the surveillance state.

The Kantian observation that cruelty corrupts the cruel is sufficient to ground the argument. The rest is detection, and it is collapsing.
SOURCES  Gilly, T. (2026). Cruelty Across Substrates. Real Safety AI Foundation, working paper (v7.5).
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