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THE LAW & YOU 

 
Silent Witness: Children & Domestic Violence 

By: Bijal M. Jani, Esq. 
 

 
It is estimated that between 3.3 million to ten million 

children experience violence in the home every year.  It is very 
important that our community understand the overall impact that 
domestic violence has on the children. Violence in the home, 
commonly carried out by the father against the mother, can appear 
in many forms: slapping, hitting, slamming doors, yelling, use of 
foul language, bruises, and crying. Generally, the abuser has a 
tendency to control the mother and the children through force, 
intimidation (“I will take the children away from you‘), 
humiliation, and a general sense of fear (a constant “walking on 
glass“ feeling).  Further, studies have shown that children who 
experience violence in the home have a higher likelihood of also 
being directly abused by the abuser.  

 
Due to the intimate nature of the problem, many children have great difficulty in 

acknowledging or disclosing any violence in their homes. However, the negative 
psychological impact of witnessing abuse in the home has been proven to leave long term 
scarring in the children with the possibility that approximately 74% may  exhibit violent 
tendencies themselves later in their lives. Depending on the age of the child, the negative 
impact of domestic violence is exhibited by different behaviors in children: 
 

In infants, the effects of witnessing violence in the home can appear in sleeping 
and/or eating disturbances (too much or too little), continuous crying, agitation, and/or 
being easily frightened.  
 

Toddlers tend to experience frequent nightmares, exhibit general sadness and/or 
meanness to others, complain frequently about stomach aches/headaches/unexplained 
vomiting, and/or use inappropriate foul language. 
 

Children who are in the elementary school age group generally experience all of the 
symptoms of toddlers, plus have difficulty concentrating, consistent inability to complete 
homework/projects, higher frequency of trips to the bathroom, extreme shyness/excessive 
talking, and a general unruly behavior. 
 

Adolescent teenagers have a tendency to engage in destructive behavior, fight 
frequently, and/or may experience depression/suicidal thoughts or attempts, eating 
disorders, isolation, or lack of involvement with friends/family/community.  
 

Violence in the home causes such serious harm to children that an abusive parent 
can be prosecuted for endangering the welfare of a child when “he knowingly acts in a 
manner likely to be injurious to the physical, mental or moral welfare of a child…” This 
includes a child witnessing an act of violence or in cases in which a mother tries to shield the 
child from the abuser. Due to the fact that recent studies have shown the enormous negative 



impact that witnessing violence against their mother can have on children, the legal system 
has interpreted the child endangerment law broadly. For example, courts have ruled that 
driving a vehicle under the influence of alcohol while the mother and children were 
passengers qualified as child endangerment. In another case, the court held an abusive 
father guilty of child endangerment when he pointed a gun at the mother while their 
daughter was standing next to the mother. The child endangerment statue is used in not 
only prosecution of the abusive parent, but in civil custody cases where the court can 
determine that it may not be in the best interest of the children to give the abuser custody of 
the children. The legal system regularly uses the testimony of guidance counselors, social 
workers, court advocates, and psychologists to assist in the prosecution of cases against 
abusers.  
 

Additionally, studies have shown that boys who experience violence in the home 
show a dramatic increase in the likelihood of being abusive towards their own partners as 
teenagers and/or adults. Many girls who experience domestic violence against their mothers 
have difficulty in leaving their own abusive relationships later. Both boys and girls in abusive 
households have shown tendencies to believe that men are superior to women, that the use 
of violence or degrading attitude by men against women is justifiable, and that victims of 
domestic violence are to blame for their situation. This may be due to the fact that most 
abusers are men who engage in intimidating and/or violent behavior that leads to ultimate 
power and control over the household.  Children who are distressed by an unhealthy 
environment at home are particularly easy to influence because of their special need for a 
sense of security and self-esteem.  
 

In homes where the mother does not or is unable to leave the situation, the abuser 
can use the children for his own purpose and make the situation worse.  It is very common 
for an abusive man to interfere with a mother and her ability to be a good parent. Many 
women report that their abusive husbands would not allow the woman to have a healthy 
nurturing relationship with her children. Studies also show that abusive men slyly create 
divisions within the family unit to undermine the authority of the woman in the household, 
resulting in the woman feeling even more isolated. Further, abusers tend to use the children 
as weapons to control or hurt the mother, such as requiring the children to report on the 
mother’s activities or threatening to take the children away from her. Abusive men also use 
“revenge” tactics against a mother who is trying to protect the children, such as emotionally 
or verbally abusing the mother who is trying to prevent harm to her children.  
 

It can be concluded from the studies and the legal system that the negative effects of 
violence in the home are extremely damaging to children. The south asian community 
should not continue to “look the other way” about this issue but should create an increased 
awareness of the issue and an increased support system for the women and children in these 
situations.  
 

If you or someone you know is in an abusive situation, please contact the National 
Domestic Violence Hotline (800) 799-SAFE or Bijal Jani, Esq. for free and confidential 
assistance.  


