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is a serious mental illness characterized by pervasive instability in
moods, interpersonal relationships, self-image, and behavior.14 This in-
stability often disrupts family and work life, long-term planning, and
the individual’s sense of self-identity.?

Selma’s ex-husband was physically and verbally abusive.
Selma was involved in several criminal and family court cases regard-
ing this abuse. Selma often expressed frustration with the court
system, complaining that it does not resolve problems and moves too
slowly. However, she also failed to follow through with her cases, often
becoming uncooperative or missing appointments with attorneys or
counselors. Attorneys assigned to work with Selma describe her as er-
ratic and difficult to work with, and attribute this difficulty to her
psychological disability.

Selma’s case is an example of how the infrastructure that pro-
vides services to victims of domestic violence is frequently unable to
effectively meet the needs of women with disabilities. Her case shows
how this is especially true when a woman’s disability effects her per-
sonal interactions or communication.

The incidence of domestic violence against women with disabili-
ties is high. Edna, Marge, and Selma are but three of the millions of
women with disabilities who have suffered domestic violence.’® How-
ever, despite this high incidence, little feminist legal scholarship has
addressed the issue. The aim of this paper is to use the lens of feminist
legal theory to examine this issue in depth. The domestic violence ser-
vice infrastructure, which assists victims/survivors of domestic
violence with escaping that violence, inadequately meets the needs of
women with disabilities who suffer domestic violence.l” This infra-
structure includes, but is not limited to, law enforcement, prosecution
officers, the court system, and non-profit organizations that provide
shelters and other services. Feminist legal theory provides insight as

14. See Am. PsycHIATRIC Ass'N, DIAGNOSTIC AND STATISTICAL MAaANUAL oF MENTAL
DisorbpERs 56 (4th ed., text rev. 2000).

15. Id.

16. See Tjaden, supra note 5, at 26, Nov. 2000, http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffilesl/nij/
183781.pdf (last visited Sept. 9, 2007) (finding that approximately 25 million women
experience intimate partner violence in their lifetime). Accord U.S. Census Bureau, New
York Quick Facts from the U.S. Census Bureau, http:/quickfacts.census.gov/gfd/states/
36000.html (last visited July 29, 2007) (finding that approximately 16 percent, or
approximately 50 million out of 300 million US citizens have disabilities; accordingly
approximately 4 million, 16 percent of 25 million, women with disabilities have experienced
domestic violence in their lifetime).

17. This infrastructure includes, but is not limited to, law enforcement, prosecution
offices, the court system and non-profit organizations that provide shelters and other
services.



