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A number of studies have concluded that many children who witness abuse by one parent against the other, typically the man against the woman, experience serious social and emotional difficulties, including aggression, anger, and anxiety.  It is widely believed, if not proven, that children who witness domestic violence are more likely than others to later become perpetrators or victims of violence, thus perpetuating the so-called intergenerational cycle.  To aid recovery and “break the cycle”, children in some places are given the chance to attend group therapy.  This paper presents a study based on three series of tape recorded sessions from therapy groups with children between 10 and 17 years of age who had witnessed violence in their homes.

Using a narrative analytical approach, the study focuses on how the children respond to the violence, specifically, how they position themselves in relation to Mom and Dad, their siblings, and the restorative processes in which they are involved.  

The analysis reveals that children respond to the violence in many ways, by avoiding or opposing it, by experiencing and trying to manage their overwhelming fear, and by being conscious of their siblings.  In many cases the children heard the violence as it occurred and were forced to become directly or indirectly involved.  The children tended to express high levels of anger and thoughts of revenge.  The results suggest that reconciliation is not a state, but a process.  First and foremost, it must be directed towards the future, not the past. The process of reconciliation depends on the ability of therapists to provide just and effective social responses; to restore hope and safety, to show respect, and to help the children experience a sense of empowerment.  It also depends on the ability of therapists to engage children in dialogue about children’s own ways of responding to and resisting the violence, rather than promoting feelings of helplessness in the children by asking for testimonies about past atrocities.  If the process of reconciliation is to be sustained, children must experience knowing care, an atmosphere of respect, and knowledge of their own capacity to respond.    

