
WHAT IS DOMESTIC VIOLENCE? 
 

Domestic violence is abuse that occurs between 

people who know each other.  It can happen 

between husbands and wives, boyfriends and 

girlfriends, gay and lesbian partners, even 

between parents and children.  

 

Domestic violence happens when one person, the 

“abuser”, uses fear and intimidation to control the 

other person.  The fear can be from actual abuse, 

or threats of abuse.   

 

HOW DO I KNOW IF I AM BEING ABUSED? 
 

Abuse can take many forms.  Here are some 

examples:  

 

Physical Abuse 

The abuser hurts you physically in some way, such 

as by beating, burning, hitting, kicking, spitting, 

slapping, shaking, shoving, pinching, punching, 

pushing, pulling hair, or throwing objects at you. 

 

Verbal Abuse 

The abuser makes you feel worthless by calling 

you names such as stupid, fat, clumsy, lazy, ugly, a 

whore or a prostitute.  The abuser tries to make 

you feel bad about yourself and make you feel 

there is something wrong with you.     

 

Emotional Abuse/Intimidation 

The abuser tries to control you by making you feel 

afraid and powerless.  Here are some examples: 

 

Property damage and control: The abuser hides, 

destroys or damages your personal belongings. 

 

Threats: The abuser threatens to hurt or kill you, 

or threatens to hurt or kill your family, friends, 

children, co-workers, or pets. Often the abuser 

will talk about or show you guns, knives or other 

weapons to support the threats.   

 

Stalking: The abuser harasses you by following 

you, calling you many times a day, leaving 

unwanted, or even threatening phone 

messages, or sending you unwanted gifts, letters 

or e-mails.    

Isolation 

The abuser limits how often you can see your 

family and friends or may forbid you from seeing 

them at all.  The abuser becomes jealous when 

you talk to others and will falsely accuse you of 

having an affair.  The abuser does not allow you 

to leave the house without permission, and may 

forbid you from working or going to school.   

 
Financial Abuse    

The abuser controls all of the finances including 

access to bank accounts, credit and debit cards.  

The abuser keeps financial information a secret 

from you. Sometimes abusers will not allow you to 

work in order to keep you dependent on him.  

Other times, the abuser will force you to work but 

then control all of the money you make.  

 
Neglect 

The abuser refuses to provide you with basic 

needs such as food, clothes, and medical care.  

At the same time, the abuser controls the 

finances, so you are entirely dependent on him. 

 

Sexual Abuse 

The abuser forces you to have sex or perform 

sexual acts when you don’t want to.  This can be 

through physical force, or verbal threats of 

violence.  This is still legally rape even if you are in 

a dating relationship or married to the abuser.    

 

Immigration Threats 

The abuser threatens to call immigration and 

have you deported if you don’t obey.    The 

abuser refuses to help you file for legal status or 

threatens to withdraw an immigration petition 

already filed for you.  Some abusers threaten to 

take away your children by having you deported.  

Abusers will often lie about the immigration 

process and keep information from you.  

 

Use of Children 

The abuser threatens to take the children to 

another state or country if you don’t obey.  Some 

abusers will threaten to deport you and separate 

you from your children.  The abuser may 

intimidate or harm the children as a way to get 

back at you.     Many abusers will lie about the law 

and tell you that you will not get custody if you 

are unemployed or undocumented.        

WHAT CAN I DO IF I AM A DOMESTIC 

VIOLENCE VICTIM? 
 

First of all, you are not alone.  It is not your fault.  

Your number one priority is your safety and the 

safety of your children.  Here are some options:  

 

Call the police 

Domestic violence is against the law in the United 

States.  If you are in immediate danger call the 

police by dialing 911.  The police may be able to 

arrest the abuser, give you an emergency 

restraining order and give you other information 

specifically for victims of domestic violence.   

 

Even if you are undocumented, you still have a 

right to call the police and get help.  You do not 

have to tell the police your immigration status.   

 

Find a safe place to stay  

If you and your children are being threatened or 

are in immediate danger, try to stay with a friend 

or relative you can trust.  You may also be able to 

stay at a domestic violence shelter temporarily.  

Shelters can provide housing, food, and 

counseling and legal services.   

 

Get counseling and legal assistance 

To deal with the emotional trauma of domestic 

violence, it is a good idea to get counseling for 

yourself and your children.  Many domestic 

violence shelters provide counseling for shelter 

residents, or can help you find counseling even if 

you are not staying at the shelter.  You should also 

talk to a lawyer right away to find out what your 

legal rights and options are.   

 

Get medical treatment 

If you are physically injured because of domestic 

violence, make sure you see a doctor or go to the 

emergency room for treatment as soon as 

possible.  Emergency rooms will not turn you away 

if you don’t have medical insurance or are 

undocumented.  Keep a copy of your medical 

records and receipts.   

  

 

 

 

 

 

WHAT ARE MY LEGAL OPTIONS? 

 

Family Law 

Even if you are undocumented, you have many of 

the same family law rights.    You can ask for a 

divorce, child custody, support, etc.  Please see 

the brochure, “Your Family Law Options” for 

details.  

 

Immigration 

There are various immigration remedies for victims 

of domestic violence.  Please see the brochure, 

“Your Immigration Options” for more details. 

 

Restraining Orders 

If you are in immediate danger you may need a 

restraining order—a legal paper that says your 

abuser cannot contact or come near you.  You 

can get these even if you are undocumented.  

There are two kinds of restraining orders:  

 

Criminal Restraining Orders 

Sometimes the police can help you get a 

temporary restraining order called an Emergency 

Protective Order (EPO) which is valid for a few 

days.  If there is an ongoing criminal case for your 

abuser, the City Attorney or District Attorney may 

help you get a more permanent Criminal 

Protective Order (CPO) that may be good for a 

few years.   

 

Civil Restraining Orders 

If you do not receive an EPO or CPO, or if your 

EPO is going to expire, you can ask the family law 

court for a Temporary Restraining Order (TRO).  If 

you get a TRO, you have to come back to court a 

few weeks later to ask for a more permanent 

Restraining Order (RO).  Your TRO is only valid until 

that next court date.  A permanent RO can be 

valid for several months, or even several years.  

Please keep in mind that you may have to face 

your abuser because he has the right to come to 

court and disagree with your request for a 

restraining order.    

 

� IMPORTANT: You can also ask for temporary 

child custody, support and property protection 

orders in your civil restraining order case.   

 

 

 



For more information, contact: 

Asian Pacific American Legal Center 

213-977-7500 

213-977-7595 (fax) 

www.apalc.org 

HOW WILL I SUPPORT MYSELF 

AND MY CHILDREN IF I LEAVE MY ABUSER? 
 

There are several resources available for survivors 

of domestic violence: 

 

Domestic violence shelters 

Shelters provide free temporary housing, food, 

and social services to help you become more 

financially independent.  They can also help you 

apply for government benefits if you are eligible.  

 

Government benefits 

United States citizens and certain immigrants can 

apply for benefits like welfare and food stamps.  

Even if you are undocumented you may be 

eligible for certain emergency medical or 

pregnancy care, AND your U.S. born children may 

qualify for certain benefits.     

 

 Get a child support order  

Your children’s father can be ordered to pay child 

support if you get a court order.  You can do this 

through a divorce or legal separation case, a 

paternity case if you are not married to the father, 

or through a civil restraining order case.       

 

HOW CAN I PREVENT THE ABUSER FROM 

TAKING OUR CHILDREN AWAY? 

 
If you are afraid of losing your children if you leave 

your abuser, here are some options: 

 

Get a child custody order 

Getting an order that gives you legal and physical 

custody of the children means the father cannot 

legally take the children from you.  You can get 

an order through a civil restraining order, divorce, 

legal separation or paternity case.    

 

If the father is dangerous, ask the court to order 

supervised visitation for him.  If the father has 

threatened to take the children out of the state or 

country ask for special “child abduction 

prevention” orders.   

 

Maintain and keep records of your children 

Keep original passports, birth certificates, school 

records, medical records, and recent photos of 

the children in a safe place, away from your 

abuser.  

WHAT WILL HAPPEN TO MY 

HUSBAND/BOYFRIEND/PARTNER? 
 

If you call the police 

If your abuser is arrested, he may go to jail for a 

few days.  Depending on how serious his actions 

were, he could be ordered to attend counseling 

and batterer’s treatment program, or he may 

have to spend several months or years in prison.   

 

If your abuser is not a citizen: 

Your abuser may be deported if convicted of a 

serious domestic violence crime.  If your 

immigration status depends on your abuser (for 

example, you are married to your abuser and he 

is a citizen or green card holder) please consult 

an experienced immigration attorney right away.  

 

WHAT SHOULD I TAKE WITH ME 

IF I AM READY TO LEAVE? 

 

If you have decided you want to leave your 

abusive relationship, and you have time to 

prepare, think about taking the following:  

 

� Identification documents of you and the 

children: birth certificates, passports, green 

cards,  social security cards, driver’s license 

� Financial documents: bank and credit card 

statements, apartment lease, house deed, 

work information, car registration  

� Marriage certificate 
� Medical records and school records 
� Proof of abuse (such as photographs of     
        injuries, your journal or diary) 
� Money and jewelry  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

RESOURCES 
 

National Domestic Violence Hotline  

24 hour hotline   (800) 799-7233 

 

Domestic violence shelters 

Center for the Pacific Asian Family (CPAF) 

•  Various Asian languages spoken 

24 hour hotline   (800) 339-3940 

 

YWCA/WINGS Help Line   

• Spanish & Various Asian languages spoken  

24 hour hotline               (626) 967- 0658 

 

Asian Pacific Women’s Center (APWC) 

•  Various Asian languages spoken 

                 (213) 250-2977 

 
Legal Assistance 

Asian Pacific American Legal Center 

•  Various Asian languages spoken 

(213) 977-7500 

 

Legal Aid Foundation of Los Angeles  

• Spanish & various Asian languages spoken 

(800) 399-4529                 

                                                  

Neighborhood Legal Services             

•  Spanish & various Asian languages spoken 

(800) 433-6251 

 

 
 

The printing and translation of these brochures was 

made possible by a grant from Verizon. 

 

 
 

The purpose of this brochure is to provide general 

information on the law.  Please note that the law can 

always change.  If you have a specific legal problem, 

you should consult with a lawyer who has experience in 

that specific area of law. 
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