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16The Law and Mental Health

CHAPTER OUTLINE

The American Legal System and the Insanity Defense
LENS: Mental Health and the Law in the Real World—Failure of a System?

Competency to Stand Trial
A Public Case: Andrea Yates

Ethical and Legal Issues in Treatment
The Ethical and Legal Aspects of the Initial Contract for Treatment
Emergency Commitment

Sexual Predator Laws
A Public Case: Jeffrey Dahmer
CULTURAL LENS: Global Mental Health: Prisoners and Mental Health

Neuroscience and Evolutionary Perspectives on the Legal 
Aspects of Psychopathology

LENS: The Implications of Solitary Confinement
Understanding Changes in DSM–5: Legal Issues

Summary

Study Resources
Review Questions
For Further Reading
Key Terms and Concepts
SAGE edge

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

16.1 Discuss the meaning and 
history of the insanity defense.

16.2 Identify the criteria used to 
determine competency to stand 
trial.

16.3 Discuss the ethical and legal 
considerations for mental health 
professionals and individuals 
seeking psychological treatment.

16.4 Explain how sexual predator 
laws work.

16.5 Discuss neuroscience and 
evolutionary perspectives on the 
legal aspects of psychopathology.

3/30/81

12:45 P.M.

Dear Jodie,

There is a definite possibility that I will be killed in my attempt to get Reagan. It is for 
this very reason that I am writing you this letter now.

As you well know by now I love you very much. Over the past seven months I’ve left 
you dozens of poems, letters and love messages in the faint hope that you could 
develop an interest in me. Although we talked on the phone a couple of times I never 
had the nerve to simply approach you and introduce myself. Besides my shyness, 
I honestly did not wish to bother you with my constant presence. I know the many 
messages left at your door and in your mailbox were a nuisance, but I felt that it was 
the most painless way for me to express my love for you.

I feel very good about the fact that you at least know my name and know how I feel 
about you. And by hanging around your dormitory, I’ve come to realize that I’m the 
topic of more than a little conversation, however full of ridicule it may be. At least you 
know that I’ll always love you.

Jodie, I would abandon this idea of getting Reagan in a second if I could only win 
your heart and live out the rest of my life with you, whether it be in total obscurity or 
whatever.

I will admit to you that the reason I’m going ahead with this attempt now is because 
I just cannot wait any longer to impress you. I’ve got to do something now to make Pu
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