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Abstract

This is a descriptive, exploratory study of children’s experiences and understandings
of domestic violence in the Manawatu region of Aotearoa/New Zealand. It responds
to the historical absence of children in anthropological research and in studies of
domestic violence.

The research is based on data gathered through group activities and discussions
with children, five to twelve years old, in a domestic violence education and support
group. A series of life history interviews was also undertaken.

The study uncovers a myriad of ways that children make sense of domestic vi-
olence; incorporate their experiences of domestic violence into their identities; and
manipulate, adapt, disrupt, or reproduce cultural knowledge about domestic violence
in their own lives and relationships. Special focus is given to the role of helping or
compassionate social relationships in children’s lives, not only for the physical safety
of children but also for their ability to cope with domestic violence and bounce back
from other hardships in life. The children’s narratives shared in this study have prac-
tical implications for domestic violence service delivery in New Zealand, as well as
applied research with children more generally. The study also highlights children’s
capacities for powerful observations, insights, and critical analysis.

The thesis itself incorporates many different modes of data (re-)presentation, in-
cluding poetry, drama, vignettes, and experiments with narrative voice and researcher
reflexivity. The use of these literary forms helps to weave multiple perspectives into
the thesis, allowing participants to speak for themselves. It also assists in producing
an engaging and accessible account of children’s lives, which shows or represents lived
experience, an alternative to the large number of statistical analyses that exist in the
literature on domestic violence.
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