Frequently Asked Questions About Filicide
Isn’t this caused by lack of services?
It’s absolutely true that people with disabilities and our families don’t get enough services. But that’s
not what causes these murders.
There are thousands of families across the country with insufficient or nonexistent services who
refrain from murdering their disabled family members. In addition, most high-profile cases have
occurred in upper-middle-class communities and have been committed by parents who either refused
services, or had more family services than is typical.9 This is not about services. Suggesting that
murders could be prevented with more funding holds people with disabilities hostage: give us what we
want, or the kid gets it!
When people do not have the services they need, this is a real societal problem. But in general, it is
good to avoid saying that blame for a murder ultimately lies with factors that may have made the
murderer’s life difficult, even if those factors are real societal problems. For example, if a disgruntled
employee murders a colleague, we shouldn’t use this as a launching point for a national conversation
about how Americans need better employee benefits. We shouldn’t write articles like, “Workplace
Killing Illustrates Need For Paid Leave.” We shouldn’t speculate that the death could have been
prevented if the murderer had gotten that raise they wanted, or muse about how the victim could have
been a more friendly colleague, or declare that until working conditions improve, we will inevitably
see more people “pushed to the point of” murdering their colleagues. This doesn’t mean that we don’t
care about workers’ rights; it means that these are separate conversations, and combining them
makes excuses for murderers. We feel that drawing a line between filicide and lack of services is
equally inappropriate.

Is it a hate crime?
Yes and no. A hate crime is a crime that is motivated by bias; disability hate crimes are defined as
crimes that are committed because of a bias or prejudice against disability.10 Filicide in the disability
community is almost always about the person’s disability, so in that sense, yes, this is a hate crime.
Legally, disability-related hate crime can only be prosecuted on the federal level if it can be considered
to affect inter-state commerce. Individual states vary in their state-based hate crimes laws. Check
your state to see if filicide related to disability can be considered a hate crime under state law; if not,
consider lobbying your state legislature to include disability in your state’s hate crimes statute, or
to adopt one if your state does not have one. To find out about your state’s hate crime legislation, go
here.
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Why is it bad to try to understand why someone might do this?
Filicide is a horrifying act, and wondering how someone could do this is a natural response. But when
we progress to saying “I understand why someone would do this,” or “but you have to understand,”
we are not just saying that we have thought about what motivated the killer - we are saying that the
killer’s actions make sense to us.
Our society’s reactions to filicide reflect our beliefs about disability. When parents of kids without
disabilities murder their children, we are universally united in condemnation. It is only when the
victim is disabled that we pause. It is only when the victim is disabled that we are encouraged to
understand. This is a double standard, and it reveals dangerous things about our beliefs.
When we say every parent of a disabled child has had moments like this or walk a mile in our shoes or the
system failed everyone or but you have to understand how hard it is, we are excusing a parent murdering
their child. It does not matter how many times we say not that I would ever condone this: if we attempt
to make a parent murdering their child understandable, if we ever attempt to position it as a
comprehensible or inevitable or normal thing, if we take and normalize the perspective and the side of
abusers and murderers, we are minimizing and excusing this act. Doing so puts the lives of disabled
people everywhere in danger.
There are absolutely things we should understand about filicide. There are absolutely people with
whom we should empathize. We should understand that filicide is not committed by loving parents.
We should empathize with the victims. But to say, “I don’t condone the murder but I understand it,” is
to say, “This is bad, but it isn’t so bad if we put it in context.”
We do not believe that this is a good way to talk about murder.

But anyone who would kill/try to kill their child must have a mental
health disability. Doesn’t that change how we should think about this?
Filicide is not a symptom of mental health disabilities. Filicide indicates a decision to murder. These
decisions are deliberate and often premeditated for days or weeks. The perpetrators of filicides are
refwd often evaluated and found competent to stand trial.
Saying that only people with mental health disabilities would commit a murder can make some people
feel better, but it’s not true. People with mental health disabilities are no more violent that the general
population - but, like people with developmental disabilities, they are often the targets of violent
crimes.11 When we’re talking about cases where people with disabilities are murdered by parents,
invoking a mental health disability is just a way of blaming one group of people with disabilities for
the murders of other people with disabilities, and shifting the blame away from the person who is
actually responsible - the murderer.
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