Assess the policy and civil rights implications of treating coerced debt the same as
voluntary debt in bankruptcy. Does the current regime perpetuate inequalities? Propose
meaningful statutory or rule-based reforms.

Introduction: The lllusion of Choice
In 90s and early 2000s 2D animation, villains often used mind control.

The character looked like they were acting freely. But the audience knew better. Strings were
being pulled. Reality was distorted. Consent was an illusion.

The Bankruptcy Code does something similar when it treats coerced debt the same as voluntary
debt.

On paper, debt is neutral. A signature is a signature. A credit card application is a contract. A
co-signed loan is a legal obligation.

But the law often ignores the power dynamics behind that signature.

When a survivor of domestic violence is forced into debt through coercion, threats,
manipulation, or financial isolation, the system treats that obligation as if it were freely chosen.
The result is not neutrality. It is structural inequality.

The current regime perpetuates civil rights harms by refusing to distinguish between consent
and coercion in the context of financial abuse. Reform is not only necessary. It is overdue.

I. Coerced Debt Is Not Voluntary Debt
Financial abuse is a recognized component of domestic violence. Abusers frequently:

Open accounts in a partner’'s name
Force signatures under threat
Control access to income

Destroy credit to create dependence

Yet the Bankruptcy Code does not contain a clear statutory category for “coerced debt.”

Under 11 U.S.C. § 523, certain debts are non-dischargeable, such as domestic support
obligations. However, there is no parallel protection for debts incurred through abuse.

The law presumes autonomy.

But presumption is not reality.



In communities already marginalized — particularly Black women and low-income women —
financial abuse compounds existing economic vulnerability. Treating coerced debt as voluntary
reinforces a system where those with the least power absorb the most punishment.

This is not just a bankruptcy issue.

It is a civil rights issue.

Il. The Civil Rights Implications

When coerced debt is treated as voluntary, the legal system reinforces:

1. Gender inequality
2. Racial wealth disparities
3. Economic entrapment

Black women already face disproportionate wage gaps and wealth gaps. When financial abuse
is layered on top of that, bankruptcy should function as relief.

Instead, it often functions as prolonged surveillance and repayment.
The result is punitive.

In illustration, line weight matters. The same shape drawn heavier carries different meaning.
Similarly, debt imposed through coercion carries different moral and constitutional weight than
debt incurred through independent decision-making.

Yet the Code applies the same line weight to both.
That flattening effect erases context.
lll. Lessons from Creative Ownership

As someone majoring in illustration and building a direct-to-consumer book business, |
understand ownership deeply.

When | publish through my own platform, | choose my contracts. | control distribution. | consent
to the terms.

Choice is everything.

Imagine if someone forged my publishing agreements, drained my revenue, and locked me into
contracts | never wanted. Now imagine the law telling me | am equally responsible because my
name appears on the paperwork.

That is the position many survivors face.



Consent under coercion is not consent.

And the Bankruptcy Code must reflect that distinction.

IV. Proposed Reforms

Meaningful reform could include:

1.

Statutory Recognition of Financial Abuse
Amend the Code to create a rebuttable presumption that debts incurred under
documented coercion are dischargeable.
Coercion-Based Evidentiary Standard
Courts should evaluate:
o Evidence of domestic violence
o Patterns of financial control
o Lack of meaningful access to independent funds
Burden Shifting
Once a debtor demonstrates credible evidence of abuse, the burden should shift to
creditors to show voluntary incurrence.
Plan Modification Protections in Chapter 13
Survivors should receive flexibility in repayment plans where coerced debt constitutes a
substantial portion of obligations.

These reforms would not open floodgates to abuse of the system. Bankruptcy courts already
assess fraud and intent. They are equipped to assess coercion with appropriate guidelines.

V. Historical Parallels

Club Libby Lu sold glitter and fantasy.

But the deeper lesson from girlhood spaces like that was autonomy. Self-expression. Choice.

The law should operate similarly.

Historically, bankruptcy law evolved to balance debtor relief with creditor protection. However, it
was not designed with financial abuse in mind. Just as early animation overlooked diverse
representation until audiences demanded more, bankruptcy law must evolve to recognize lived
realities.

Reform is not radical.

It is responsive.

Redrawing the Lines

In animation, when a character breaks free from mind control, the visual cue is clear. The
strings snap. The fog lifts. Agency returns.



Bankruptcy should serve that function for survivors of financial abuse.

Treating coerced debt the same as voluntary debt perpetuates inequality under the guise of
neutrality. It ignores power. It ignores context. It ignores civil rights implications.

If the law is meant to provide a fresh start, it must first recognize when the starting line was
rigged.

Reform is not about excusing debt.
It is about acknowledging coercion.

And justice demands that distinction.

VI. The Myth of Neutrality in Bankruptcy Law

Bankruptcy law prides itself on neutrality. It treats debt as a contractual obligation, and contracts
as voluntary exchanges between rational actors. This assumption mirrors classical economic
theory: individuals make choices, weigh risks, and bear consequences.

But neutrality can be deceptive.
When systems ignore context, they do not become fair. They become blind to power.

Treating coerced debt the same as voluntary debt assumes equal bargaining power. It assumes
safety. It assumes access to independent counsel, financial literacy, and meaningful choice. For
survivors of financial abuse, none of those conditions are guaranteed.

In abusive relationships, debt often becomes a tool of control. An abuser may isolate a partner
from employment, restrict access to bank accounts, monitor spending, or threaten violence
unless loans are taken out. Credit cards may be opened under duress. Signatures may be
obtained in moments of intimidation. Financial dependency becomes structural.

Yet when bankruptcy proceedings begin, that history collapses into a number on a schedule of
liabilities.

The system asks: Is the debt valid?
It rarely asks: Was the consent valid?

This is where the civil rights dimension becomes unavoidable.

When law refuses to account for coercion, it effectively privileges formalism over lived reality.
And formalism disproportionately harms those already marginalized.

VII. Intersectionality and Economic Entrapment

The impact of coerced debt is not evenly distributed.



Black women, low-income women, and women of color experience higher rates of domestic
violence and greater barriers to economic mobility. Historical wealth gaps mean there is often
less family safety net to absorb financial shock. Employment discrimination further limits
recovery options.

When a survivor files for bankruptcy, she is not simply seeking relief from numbers on paper.
She is often attempting to escape an economic cage constructed intentionally to prevent her
independence.

If the system requires her to repay coerced debt through a rigid Chapter 13 plan without
meaningful inquiry into its origins, the law becomes complicit in prolonging the control the
abuser initiated.

This perpetuates inequality in three ways:

1. It delays financial recovery.
2. It restricts mobility and housing access.
3. It reinforces racial wealth disparities through extended repayment obligations.

Civil rights law recognizes that facial neutrality can produce disparate impact. Bankruptcy law,
however, has not fully incorporated that analytical lens when it comes to financial abuse.

The result is structural silence.

VIIl. Coercion as a Legal Standard

Some may argue that incorporating coercion into bankruptcy analysis invites subjectivity or
evidentiary complications. However, courts routinely assess intent, fraud, duress, and undue
influence in other contexts.

Contract law recognizes that agreements signed under duress may be voidable. Criminal law
distinguishes between voluntary and coerced conduct. Even within bankruptcy, courts evaluate
good faith in plan confirmation under Chapter 13.

The legal system is not unfamiliar with nuance.
A coercion-based standard could incorporate:

Documented domestic violence findings
Protective orders

Testimony regarding financial threats
Evidence of economic isolation
Patterns of account control

The standard would not require perfection. It would require credibility and contextual evaluation.



Bankruptcy courts are courts of equity. They are designed to weigh fairness alongside statutory
mandates. Recognizing coerced debt as distinct from voluntary debt aligns with that equitable
tradition.

IX. Chapter 13 and Prolonged Control

Chapter 13 is often framed as a repayment plan offering debtors a path to reorganize and retain
assets. But for survivors of abuse, mandatory repayment of coerced debt over three to five
years can function as extended punishment.

Imagine escaping an abusive partner only to spend the next five years repaying credit cards he
forced you to open.

The psychological burden mirrors the financial one.

Chapter 13 trustees evaluate feasibility, disposable income, and compliance. Yet without
statutory guidance on financial abuse, courts may feel constrained to treat coerced obligations
like any other unsecured debt.

A reform allowing plan modification or prioritized discharge for documented coerced debt would
restore the original rehabilitative purpose of bankruptcy.

Fresh start must mean fresh.

Not conditional.

X. Historical Development and Gaps

Historically, bankruptcy protections evolved to balance creditor rights with debtor relief. The
Code expanded exemptions, clarified dischargeability, and adjusted priorities over decades.

However, financial abuse has only recently gained recognition as a distinct category of domestic
violence. Legal scholarship and advocacy have increased awareness, but statutory reform has
lagged.

This lag mirrors broader societal patterns.

In 90s and early 2000s 2D animation, representation of complex female characters was limited.
Growth happened gradually. Audiences demanded better narratives. Creators responded.

Law evolves the same way.
Recognition precedes reform.

The absence of explicit protection for coerced debt is not evidence of irrelevance. It is evidence
of delay.



XI. Policy Justifications for Reform

Reforming bankruptcy law to distinguish coerced debt from voluntary debt would advance
several policy goals:

1. Promoting Economic Mobility
Survivors would regain financial independence more quickly, reducing reliance on public
assistance.

2. Deterrence of Financial Abuse
If abusers cannot rely on bankruptcy law to enforce coerced obligations, financial
manipulation becomes less effective as a control tactic.

3. Judicial Efficiency
Clear statutory guidance would reduce inconsistent rulings and provide predictable
standards.

4. Alignment with Civil Rights Principles
Recognizing coercion addresses disparate impact and structural inequality.

Critics may argue that creditors deserve certainty. However, certainty that ignores injustice
undermines legitimacy.

Bankruptcy law has always balanced competing interests. Adding a coercion framework refines
that balance rather than dismantling it.

XIl. Proposed Statutory Language Framework
A potential amendment could include:

A definition of financial abuse referencing coercion, threats, and economic control.
A rebuttable presumption of dischargeability for debts incurred under documented
coercion.

e Authorization for courts to modify Chapter 13 plans to exclude coerced debt from
repayment calculations.

e Safe harbor provisions protecting creditors who lacked knowledge of coercion,
preventing unfair penalization.

Such reforms would create structure without chaos.

They would signal that the law recognizes power dynamics rather than pretending they do not
exist.

XIlll. Redrawing Economic Agency

As an illustrator, | understand that every line communicates something. Omit a detail, and the
story shifts. Add shading, and depth appears.

The Bankruptcy Code currently draws debt with a single flat line.



But coerced debt requires shading.

It requires acknowledgment that agency can be manipulated. That signatures can be extracted
through fear. That numbers can conceal violence.

When the law fails to distinguish these realities, it redraws the survivor as equally responsible
for her own economic entrapment.

That narrative is inaccurate.

And unjust.

Conclusion: Toward Equitable Relief

Treating coerced debt the same as voluntary debt perpetuates inequality under the guise of
neutrality. It overlooks coercion, minimizes abuse, and extends financial control beyond the
relationship itself.

Bankruptcy is meant to offer a fresh start. For survivors of financial abuse, that promise rings
hollow if the system enforces debts born from violence.

Reform is not about excusing irresponsibility. It is about recognizing involuntary obligation.

The law already distinguishes between different kinds of debt. It distinguishes fraud from
mistake. Support obligations from consumer spending. Secured from unsecured.

It can distinguish coercion too.

If bankruptcy courts are truly courts of equity, then equity demands context. And context
demands reform.

A system that ignores power dynamics preserves them.

A system that confronts them creates relief.

The Bankruptcy Code must evolve to reflect that difference.
Because justice is not neutrality.

Justice is recognition.



