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Dedication

This book is dedicated to all the children, and their mothers, who have ever stayed at a Women’s 
Shelter. It is dedicated to children (and former children) everywhere who have despaired at violence, 
longed for justice and love, and resisted attacks on the spirit. It is dedicated to mothers who try to 
keep children safe and to fathers who are gentle in their relationships with women and children and 
firm in the struggle against male violence. It is written in homage to dignity, justice, and hope. It 
is one account of children’s suffering and to the victories that can be found in small acts of living.

This project was generously funded by the Calgary Women’s Emergency Shelter.
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Introduction

This children’s book has been developed by a group of professionals who have worked in the field 
of domestic violence for many years, and have specialized in understanding how children respond 
to and resist violence.

THIS BOOK IS WRITTEN FOR:

• Children who have experienced violence
• Parents who are helping their children
• Professionals who work for children
• People who have perpetrated violence who are interested in understanding children’s 

experience of violence. It is a book for those who care about creating safety, including 
freedom from fear, for all children.

OUR HOPE IS THAT THIS BOOK WILL:

• Help children identify their own responses and resistance to violence
• Help parents view children as active, imaginative people who use their behaviour to manage 

their circumstances
• Help professionals working for children to use a response-based approach, and avoid 

pathologizing or misunderstanding children who have experienced violence
• Help people who have perpetrated violence to understand their responsibility in scaring (and 

other forms of harming) children and their families. We believe that violence is a choice.

Children respond to and resist violence against their mothers, themselves, their siblings, and 
others whom they love in a wide variety of ways. They are responding to violence itself, and the 
humiliation that is created from it. In fact, many children describe the humiliation of violence as 
the most injurious assault; the sting of humiliation that is an affront to their dignity and creates the 
most lasting pain. Their responses to the fear and danger of violence are quick, careful, protective, 
and can range from slight actions to grand gestures.

As professionals, we pay attention to a 6-year-old who makes a comment such as, “I thought 
it through” and give it the same credence as the obvious action of hiding under a bed. It is often 
the unseen, unnoticed, silent responses of thought, prayer, holding their breath while carefully 
listening, or making an oath to themselves that their children will never have to experience what 
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they live through, that indicates the steady action that children are taking when someone around 
them is violent.

The ability to respond to and resist violence in ways that appropriately matches their circumstances 
is demonstrated by children of all ages.
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Stanley on the Shoulders of Giants
How Children Respond to Violence

The title of this book, Stanley on the Shoulders of Giants, comes from the idea of ‘standing 
on the shoulders of giants’, which is a metaphor of little people standing on the shoulders of 

giants and expresses the meaning of “discovering truth by building on previous discoveries”.

The wisdom of Stanley, and his interactions with Arlo, honours 
our ancestors, our mentors, and our intuition.
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Refl ection Questions

1. What difference does it make to look at how children respond to a situation rather than how 
they are affected by it? How did Arlo respond to being scared?

2. How do a child’s actions, in a risky situation, point to what they value or long for?

3. How can parents and professionals acknowledge the courage in children?

4. What does it mean to see a child helping other children or their mothers as their “capacity” 
rather than “parentification” or “over-responsibilization?”

5. What do children look for to create comfort and safety during violent or abusive episodes 
in the home?

6. How do children use imagination to help them be strong, courageous or to feel protected?

7. How do children typically try to help their mother when she is in danger?

8. What is a positive social response by family, friends or professionals, to children and mothers 
who are experiencing violence or abuse?

9. How can others in the family’s circle help address family violence/abuse without blaming 
the victim?

10. Responses and resistance are often oriented to preserving and asserting dignity. The violence 
itself may be only the first in a series of indignities delivered through negative social responses. 
Our central task, whatever else we do, is to uphold the dignity of the victim.

a)  How does Arlo “resist” the violence/abuse of his father?

b)  What happens when professionals “pathologize” children’s resistance (e.g. see it as symptoms 
of illness rather than deliberate, tactical acts of protection?)
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PARENT & PROFESSIONAL RESOURCE
CHILDREN’S RESPONSES & RESISTANCE TO VIOLENCE

(S. Dean (Bonnah), C. Richardson & A. Wade, 2020)

It takes a community:

Working with children responding to violence and abuse is a community responsibility. 
Grandparents, aunts and uncles, teachers, coaches, and other community members have a great 
deal to contribute. If it takes a village to raise a child, as the saying goes, it takes a coordinated and 
intentional community to respond helpfully to children who have experienced any form of violence.

It would be tragic, then, if family and community members felt unqualified for this task, as 
though the job of helping violated children was for specialized professionals only. Mental health 
and community service professionals, including transition house workers, have key roles to play. 
Professional knowledge is important but should not be seen as superior to the knowledge of family 
and community members.

This is not to devalue professional knowledge, but rather to highlight the existing knowledge of 
families and communities that is too often undervalued. After all, criminal justice and mental 
health professionals cannot claim to have solved the problem of violence against women or to have 
developed foolproof ways of working for children.

When a child wakes with a nightmare, it is a family member or parent figure whom responds. 
In recovering from violence, children benefit most from what healthy families and communities 
already provide; safety, security, warmth, clarity, consistency, love, fun, activity, work, home, 
structure, culture, engagement.

Resistance to Violence:

Victims invariably resist violence and abuse – as it occurs, immediately after, and even long after. In 
cases of long-term violence, such as partner assault, victims often resist before an attack. Resistance 
may be overt, consisting of persistent verbal and physical struggle. These are the most widely 
recognized forms of resistance in criminal justice and mental health settings.

More often, though, open resistance is too dangerous and will result in more violence as the offender 
tries to suppress that resistance. Victims are forced to use a combination of tactics, some overt 
or nearly overt, others completely disguised and indirect. In some cases, the only possibility for 
resistance is in the privacy of the mind.

Children are Social Actors

• Children are willful, imaginative, active, resourceful, and dignity-seeking people, who 
possess a strong sense of self.
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• Children interpret their surroundings, their safety, and the safety of others, and act 
accordingly.

• Children are capable of using their behaviour to influence others, and to influence their 
environments.

• Children initiate behaviour, maintain behaviour, and end behaviour for specific and often 
private reasons that are connected to their safety, or the safety of others.

• Children can move from one environment to another, and act differently in each.
• Behaviours are one way in which children respond to, and resist, the circumstances of their 

lives and in many ways, this is their most readily available form of communication and 
resistance to circumstances that are often kept secret, silent, and deeply troubling.

Children are social actors, rather than passive witnesses to violence.

• Children are story-tellers
• Children are truth-seekers
• Children are justice oriented
• Children communicate with their behaviour

“We don’t create a fantasy world to escape reality, we create it to be able to stay.”
Lynda Berry, Playwright

Children find ways to protect their siblings, even when it is ‘forbidden’. Some try to escape, or create 
‘safe enough’ hiding spots, like closets or under the bed.

Children have a history of hiding siblings to protect them from becoming victims or from the 
sounds of violence in the home. Older siblings often put on music and headphones to protect smaller 
children.

They may run to a neighbor’s house, or take a phone to dial 911 to elicit help during the assault of 
their mother.

Some examples of children’s resistance may include:

• He wet the bed
• She got into a physical fight with her little brother
• He cried every time he saw a 4-door, red car
• She got straight A’s in school
• She got failing grades in school
• He refused to go to school, due to ‘anxiety’
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Social Responses:

Children want to tell the truth. They decide if they’ll tell the truth, and to whom, depending on 
their assessment of risk to themselves and those they care about.

If they’ve received negative social responses in the past, or they anticipate them in the future, they 
may imagine the response that they need. Stanley is an example of this, and there are many, many 
more.

Social responses and non-violence

For many years we have heard the claim that children who experience violence and abuse are likely 
to go on to abuse others. While there is a grain of truth to this claim, it is largely false and must be 
challenged.

First, while it is true, as far as we know, that most men who use violence were themselves subjected 
to violence as children, it is also true that most people who were subjected to violence and abuse as 
children do not go on to harm others as adults.

We know that girls are subjected to violence at least as often as boys. If children who were subjected 
to violence were likely to go on to use violence, we should see as much violence from adult women 
as we do from men. Statistically, this is not the case.

The key factor in whether children who are subjected to violence go on to use violence is the quality 
of the social responses they received, early on and later. If the child and family receive socially just 
and effective social responses, the child is much less likely to use violence in future.

Dignity & Safety:

Safety, both physical and mental, is a part of dignity but also an important focus in its own right. 
In some cases, a person might find it necessary to abandon the need for dignity to survive violence 
or protect others. Women who remain with violent men to protect their children know first-hand 
how challenging this experience can be.

At the same time, it is important to remember that much more than physical safety is at stake in 
cases of violence: Safety also means safety from humiliation, including the humiliation of being 
blamed for the violence.

Safety means safety to . . . not just safety from. Safety to be one’s self, to express one’s own identity 
and aspirations, to confront injustice, to tell the truth. Safety to discipline one’s children now that 
the worry of being criticized for doing so is gone . . . and so on.

Dignity is connected to Safety.
Dignity is connected to Care.

Dignity is connected to Safe Touch.
Violence is always an affront to Dignity
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“When someone is crying, of course, the noble thing to do is to comfort 
them. But if someone is trying to hide their tears, it may also be noble to 
pretend you do not notice them.”

—A Series of Unfortunate Events by Lemony Snicket
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