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TOPICS 
 Domestic Violence among Immigrants
 Barriers and Protective factors
 South Asians in the US
 Transnational Marriage Abandonment
 Impact of DV on immigrant children
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Locating  Myself

 Immigrant in the U.S.

 Researcher

 Social Work Educator & Administrator 

 Therapist

 Wife & Mother
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 Immigrants are 13.1% and 50% identify as women (Ziegler and 
Camarota 2015; American Immigration Council 2014)

 Prevalence of Domestic Violence (DV) among immigrant women is 
higher ranging from 24% to 60 %.  

 Specifically, the rates have been as high as 48% among Latina 
immigrants (Dutton, Orloff, & Hass, 2000) and 40% among South 
Asians (Raj & Silverman, 2002: Mahapatra, 2012; Bhandari & 
Millner, 2022). 
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Barriers 
 Triple jeopardy : Immigrant status, Women and abuse 
 Racism and Xenophobia 
 Linguistic and social isolation 
 Patriarchal attitudes and traditional gender norms

 Latina DV survivors tend to underutilize services like shelter and the criminal 
justice system as compared to non-Hispanic White survivors

 In-Law abuse

 Cultural practices  : Dowry

 (Rai & Choi, 2018; Sabri et al., 2019; Thapa-Oli et al., 2009; Sabina, Cuevas, 
Schally, 2011)
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Protective Factors 
► Laws and regulations in the U.S.

► Social support, help received from both formal and informal support systems 

► Knowledge and access to resources, financial independence

► Belief in religion/faith, internal sources of strength and utilizing safety strategies

► Perception of more freedom

► Institutions and laws condemning DV

► Non- stigmatization of divorce

(Bhandari, 2024; Paat, 2014; Sabri et al; 2018).
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South Asians in the U.S. 

► South Asians the second largest growing 
group (Budiman & Ruiz, 2021)

► 5.4 million South Asians in the U.S. (SAALT, 
2019)

► Originally from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, 
Nepal, Bhutan, Sri Lanka,  the Maldives

► Twice Migrants (Bhachu, 1985)
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SOUTH ASIA ON WORLD MAP



Immigration Trends in the US

► Earliest settlers – 1897-1924- Punjabi farmers and Bengali Muslims-

► Immigration halted- Immigration Act and Oriental Exclusion Act of 1924

► 1965- Immigration and Nationality Act – Ground Zero, 1960’s-70’s

► Doctors, Engineers, Lawyers- triple selected

► 1980’s- 90’s –

► Family Cohorts-

► Blue collar workers-

► Diversity Visa – countries such as Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka – admissions 
50,000 or less in 5 year combined

► 2000’s – Recent Migrants 
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Myth of the Model Minority 

► Model Minority – Japanese Americans – NYTimes article –William Petersen

► False Comparison

► Misconception about education and income

Indian Americans- 75% college-educated

Bhutanese Americans – 15% college ed 

Poverty –Bhutanese- 13% above national average (Budiman, 2021)

► Denial of social problems
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Prevalence of Domestic Violence in 
South Asian community in the US
► Mahapatra (2012) 38% - n=215 women

► Rai & Choi (2021)– n=468 South Asians 
► Physical violence (48%), 

► Emotional (38%),

► Economic (35%), 

► Verbal (27%),

► Immigration-related (26%),

► In-laws related (19%), and ultimately sexual abuse (11%). 

► Bhandari & Millner (2022) n=155; 31% experienced some form of Domestic Violence 

► Lifetime prevalence ranges from 18% to 40% (Hurwitz et al., 2006; Soglin et al., 2020).

► Under-reported  
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What IS TRANSNATIONAL  MARRIAGE  
ABANDONMENT ?

1. A non-resident South Asian man residing in the U.S. goes back to his country of 
origin to marry a woman there and promises to send immigration documents for 
his wife. The wife is left behind with the in-laws, and he returns to the U.S. He 
never sends the immigration and sponsorship papers, and the wife remains 
abandoned with the in-laws. 

2. A married South Asian woman living in the U.S. is fraudulently coaxed to leave 
the marital house or leaves to protect herself from abuse and is not allowed back 
into the house.

3. A married South Asian woman is fraudulently coaxed or coerced to go back to 
her country of origin in South Asia or is sent there on a family vacation. Upon her 
arrival in her country of origin in South Asia, her immigration documents and 
tickets to return back to the U.S. are canceled.
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"A]n individual left without resources by another on whom s/he is 
dependent for social and financial survival. In the South Asian context, 
abandonment would entail the endangering of a woman’s welfare, 
safety, and future prosperity, particularly by her husband’s design to 
thwart her access to legal recourses and by his deliberate attempt to 
deprive her of her rightful financial (marital) and social assets.” (Rudra 
and Dasgupta 2011, p. 12) 
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TMA  also happens in many other cultures

Turkish community in Denmark, who married women from Turkey but dispossessed 
or divorced her before the period to acquire a residency permit elapsed, forcing the 
women to return to Turkey (Liversage 2013)

Moroccan women in Netherlands (De Bree, Storms, & Btels, 2011) document how 
men withhold passports and resident permits from their wives while in Morocco, 
and return to the Netherlands alone. 
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 Many of the women’s families have given large sums of dowry to the men, paid for their 
migration-related expenses, and been harassed continuously for more dowry at the threat 
of withdrawing visa-sponsorship of their daughters; 

 Many of the women are divorced ex-parté in the U.S., without any legal representation; 
others believe they are still legally married; 

 The majority of women are not aware of their husbands’ current addresses, telephone 
numbers, and employment details. Thus, they have no way of contacting their spouses
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 Most abandoned women live without any financial support from their émigré 
husbands. Their children are also deprived of child support from the fathers; 

 Many women live in virtual servitude with their in-laws as their natal families are 
reluctant to have them return and refuse to financially support them after 
marriage (Rudra and Dasgupta 2011).
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 Consider the case of an NRI who has filed for divorce in the U.S. from his wife 
who lives in India. Due to financial and visa restrictions, she is unable to travel 
from India to appear in a court in the U.S. and has no representation to protect 
her legal and financial interests. The husband receives an ex-parté decision 
where the wife receives no financial settlement or support. 

 Undoubtedly, by the ex-parté decision on divorce wherein this woman could not 
protect her financial and other interests, the U.S. courts have, in effect, crushed 
her social, financial, and legal rights.

17



 In the U.S., because abandonment of adult women is not considered to be abuse, 
such cases wind down as simple divorce. 

 If the woman is unable to appear in court to testify or ensure legal testimony in 
court, there are no special efforts expended to discover the circumstances of her 
absence. 

 Even though there are variations in exigencies of laws by states, divorce is 
granted to anyone who seeks it; in this case, the husband
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 The disparate laws of the two countries become apparent when a woman in 
India may have the courts approve her petition for the restitution of conjugal 
rights and the husband in the U.S., his country of residency, has been granted an 
exparté divorce.

 Furthermore, in the U.S., the wife may end up without any monetary awards and 
maintenance based on her non-participation in the proceedings.

 In contrast, PWDVA-2005 in India may award a woman maintenance, right of 
residence, and numerous other financial compensations, an order that may not 
be implementable in the U.S. at all.
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 The Supreme Court of India has decreed that it is willing to accept divorce 
judgements passed in foreign courts.

 As a result, depending on the timing of the U.S. divorce decree, the Indian legal 
system may accept the foreign divorce and reject any lawsuit filed in its own 
legal system or any decision made after the ex-parté divorce decree in the U.S.
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 When an Indian woman is abandoned by her spouse, it is with the intention of 
curtailing her access to legal and financial rights on his part. 

 This deliberate action makes transnational abandonment an infringement of 
women’s human rights. 

 When violation occurs in transnational spaces in a systematic way, it needs to be 
responded to in a coordinated manner—by country governments, law 
enforcement agencies, judiciary, international bodies, law and policy-makers, 
advocates, social change makers, and non-state service providers
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Practical implications for lawyers and judges 

Abusive husband may never send the wife the divorce notice 
after abandoning her

If a lawyer representing the husband who has committed TMA 
discovers the client’s falsehoods related to the abandonment, the 
lawyer may have an opportunity to uncover the abuse, and 
perhaps even has an obligation to do so. 

Under the rules of professional responsibility, lawyers have a duty 
of candor toward the court and an obligation not to offer 
evidence the lawyer knows to be false to the court (American Bar 
Association, 2024). 
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When court officials see a divorce petition where the petitioner claims that a mother has 
voluntarily left her children to live in her country of origin, this should serve as a red flag to 
examine the facts more closely and require evidence of the wife’s whereabouts and contact 
information. 

A judge or court official who requires evidence prior to waiving a personal service 
requirement may uncover that the wife’s departure was not voluntary, and courts can thereby 
attempt to ensure she receives notice and an opportunity to respond in the divorce case 
(Rudra & Dasgupta, 2011).



Immigrant Children in the US 

 The population of immigrant children in the U.S. increased by 51% from 1994 to 
2017, now comprising nearly 25% percent of all U.S. children (ages 0-18 years; 
Child Trends, YEAR). 

 The majority of these children are second-generation immigrants (i.e., born in 
the U.S., with at least one parent born abroad). 

 Out of the 19.6 million immigrant children in the US, only 2.9 million are first-
generation immigrants (i.e., born outside of the U.S.). 

 Second-generation immigrants, as well as 1.5-generation immigrants (i.e., moved 
to the US before the age of 12) may acculturate differently than their first-
generation immigrant parents (Renzaho, Dhingra & Georgeou, 2017; Schwartz et 
al., 2010). 
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 The prevalence of exposure to DV among immigrant children is 
unknown and estimates suffer from lack of consistency in how DV is 
measured (Ragavan & Bhandari, 2020).

 In a sample of 368 South Asian adults, 56% were born in the U.S., 
and 41% were exposed to parental IPV as children (Robertson, 
Nagaraj, and Vyas, 2010) 
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Data from my study 

 N= 14

 South Asian abused women in the U.S. 

 In-depth telephonic interviews 

 Publication under review with Journal of Family Violence

Bhandari, S. & Liu, C. (in review). Mothering in the context of Domestic Violence 
among South Asian Families.  Journal of Family Violence
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Findings

(1) Manipulation, control and coercion

(a) contentious custody battles with limited resources

Every custody battle was unique, and it ranged from deeming the woman “crazy” and hence 
an unfit mother, fraudulently tricking her to admit that she abused their child and then 
abandoning her, using the children as pawns, and not letting them seek mental health 
therapy, among others.

(b) son preference

(c) deeming the mother unfit 

(2) Impact of abuse on children.
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 I’m telling you. . . . either throw me in a mental health facility or throw me in the jail I was -
- I like, it was hell, it was hell.. . . Now, I have the custody of the kids for one whole year.  
He fought for the sole custody.  He started filing for fighting for sole custody that I’m 
suicidal. . . .  So, the investigation with the DCFS (Department of Children and Family 
Services) and everything went on for like good three, four months.  My son left the house,. 
. . . . with my husband, and it was a hell of a journey to bring him back but I did get the 
temporary custody of the children in November.” (Rakhi*, India, 39 years).

► *Names have been changed and pseudonyms have been used.
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 Rani had a sensitive judge who gave her custody of her son. But she was also fraudulently 
made to sign papers by her husband.

She shared, “Yeah.  That is the document, I have an agreement, I don’t want anything, the 
child custody goes to him, he’s everything, whatever. . . . . His attorney asked me, you signed 
this document?.  . .  I said, “yeah, I signed that document.” Then my attorney asked, “why you  
signed the document?” I said, “he abused me and my son” (Rani, 33 years, Pakistan). Luckily, 
in Rani’s case, the judge listened to her case for 5 hours, and she got right in his property as 
well as custody of her son. 
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Myra moved out of the abusive home and lived separately with her son. Her in-laws and abusive husband 

kidnapped her son from the home-based daycare. She is still fighting for custody of her son. 

 One day when I was at work I changed my child’s daycare and somehow they followed 
me. . . . That was a home-based care of like a desi (Indian) lady.  So, they just showed 
up at her house and showed those like one year old restraining orders saying that, “I 
am hiding my child from father and it is an offense” and like they just started 
screaming, yelling at the babysitter and said, “Hey, if you do not give the child right 
away because the child has an appointment, they’re going to call cops on her and she 
will be in trouble. She’ll end up going to jail because she’s helping me hiding the 
child.”. . . . Desi (Indian) people like she’s a simple household lady.  She got scared and 
unfortunately she called me, she tried to call me and I was in a meeting and like 
literally it was just 10 minutes meeting and within 10 minutes, they just grabbed the 
baby and ran away. . . . . .(Myra, Pakistan, 31 years).
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Impact of abuse on children

 So, basically I sought help when I saw that my children were getting affected.. . . .He 
wouldn’t talk to anybody, the moment he enter, he would, he will go into his room and he 
will do, . . . . .he doesn’t come out. At least let the kids and let my son also know that if you 
do this (abuse) to a woman, this is how your life is going to be . . . .I think this is all the 
retrospect of my own analysis and children, I think, copy – you know, children do what we 
do. So, that’s another thing why I feel like my daughter will benefit from this. I saw my son 
was getting affected that, you know, when he would mistreat me in front of my child, my 
son started getting really afraid of him and then it was, you know, so he had no effective 
parent at that point.  So, I think that’s the time when I just couldn’t handle it,  (Kajal, India, 
49 years). 
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 Research with non-South Asian population shows that when men start losing women as 
targets, they utilize children as scapegoats, hence the fight for custody is more so a 
retaliation towards the woman (Geffner & Pagelow, 1990; Saunders 1994; Zorza,1995; 
Douglas & Walsh, 2019). 

 This was also reported in the current study. 

 It adds an extra layer of barrier especially for immigrant women as they must deal with 
custody issues as well as their immigration status, which most often depends on the 
abusive husband. 
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► CASE STUDY 
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