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women who kill their abusers in cases of domestic violence, despite a lack of imminent dan-
ger. The classic portrayal of BWS was seen in the movie The Burning Bed. In this adaptation of 
a true story, actress Farah Fawcett, who portrayed Francine Hughes, waited until her abusive 
husband was asleep and set his bed on fire. Hughes, who had been abused by her husband for 
13 years, was found not guilty because of temporary insanity. Premenstrual syndrome (PMS) 
has also been used at trial as a defense. During the 1970s and 1980s, several women in the 
United Kingdom were exonerated of violent crimes. One woman claimed she was suffering 
from PMS when she crushed a former lover against a lamppost with her car. The charge was 
reduced to manslaughter based on her diminished capacity. In a U.S. case, a woman claimed 
she was suffering from PMS when she violently attacked her 4-year-old daughter. Ultimately, 
her attorney dropped the defense in exchange for a plea bargain on the lesser charge of 
harassment.24

EVOLVING STANDARDS AND PRACTICES

Technology
As previously mentioned, laws change and evolve, sometimes at a slow pace compared 

with societal expectations and technological advances. Laws governing cybercrime are form-
ing rapidly, though technology outpaces our legal system (see Figure 3.3). Computers are tools 
for crimes such as identity theft, child pornography, surveillance, gambling, sex trafficking, 
and fraud. These new and innovative methods to commit crimes evolve with yet undefined 
statutes or precedent. Some computer hackers, or malgrammers, are focused on destruction 
or mayhem through the use of viruses, Trojans, and worms. Phrauders are introducing phish-
ing, pharming, and phlawing to engage in larceny and identity theft. Sex offenders and traf-
fickers also are using the Internet to recruit potential victims, distribute child pornography, 
and traffic children and adults. Voyeurs and extortionists use cameras to spy on and record 
people in their own homes. Often the laws around these types of behavior are unclear or ill 
defined. Adjudication of the cases involving violation of copyright laws using the online 
music-sharing website Napster took 7 years. Napster, now defunct, allowed millions of people 
to download free music. In a related case in Norway, a student was ordered by the courts 
to compensate the music industry $15,900 for his Napster web page that provided links to 
music files for free download.
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Figure 3.3  n  Cybercrime

The law typically lags behind rapid technology changes. In what ways could the legislative process 
be streamlined to keep pace with technology?
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