
Chapter 16: The Law and Mental Health 567

Before going to the school, Lanza shot and killed his mother at their home. Each of these indi-
viduals clearly was involved in a crime. As with any other crime, the person would have the 
opportunity for a trial and be found guilty or innocent. However, the media often labels these 
individuals as “mentally ill.” If they do have a mental illness, how does this influence the man-
ner in which the justice system views the actions of these people? In this chapter, I will discuss 
the manner in which the U.S. legal system understands mental illness. To begin with, the legal 
system uses the term insanity.

Insanity is a legal term, not a psychological one. As such, the definition of insanity varies 
both by state and by country. Responsibility is a critical part of legal proceedings. Law courts 
are designed to determine who is responsible for an event. This is different from neuroscience 
perspectives, which view mental illness as a complex process that is influenced by a number 
of factors. Legal considerations focus on determining if an individual is responsible or not. 
The court system of the United States is designed to answer this question. Juries are asked to 
determine if someone is guilty or not. The underlying assumption is that a person has free will 
and should be held accountable for his or her actions. If she breaks the law, then she is found 
guilty. The law is one way in which societies regulate themselves. What if the person does not 
have free will? Is he still responsible for his actions? This has been a question that societies 
have debated.

The American Legal System and the Insanity Defense
All cultures throughout time have sought to determine the role of an individual’s responsibility 
in committing criminal acts. The American system of justice in relation to insanity was initially 
influenced by an event that happened in England more than 170 years ago. An individual named 
Daniel M’Naghten (pronounced McNaughton) believed that he was being persecuted by the Tory 
party, one of the political parties of England. In response to this belief, M’Naghten planned to kill 
the British prime minister, Sir Robert Peel. However, he ended up attacking and killing the prime 
minister’s secretary rather than the prime minister himself. When M’Naghten was tried for the 
crime, medical experts said he was psychotic. Today, he would be described as someone with 
paranoid schizophrenia. He was acting under the delusion that the pope and the prime minister 
were conspiring against him. The court found M’Naghten not guilty by reason of insanity. There 
was some concern about the verdict on the part of the public, which 
resulted in a more formal definition of mental insanity. However, 
many decades later, in 1843, it was determined that mental insanity 
could be used as a defense only if the following was found:

At the time of the committing of the act, the party accused 
was labouring under such a defect of reason, from a disease 
of the mind, as not to know the nature and quality of the 
act he was doing; or, if he did know it, that he did not know 
what he was doing was wrong. (Queen v. M’Naghten, 1843)

This came to be known as the M’Naghten rule. The two basic 
conditions for the M’Naghten rule to apply are that there is the 
presence of a mental disorder and that there is a lack of compre-
hension of the nature or wrongfulness of the act. As you can imag-
ine, it is difficult to determine someone’s state of mind at a previous 
time, such as when the crime was committed. Further, it is diffi-
cult to determine if a disease of the mind is present and what is a 
disease of the mind. Generally, the “disease of the mind” in these 
cases is thought to be psychosis. However, many of the disorders 

insanity: a term used in the 
legal system instead of “mental 
illness,” based on legal definitions 
of who is responsible for an event 
and the person’s mental state at 
the time of the crime

The M’Naghten rule was created as a reaction to the 1843 
acquittal of Daniel M’Naghten, who was found not guilty by 
reason of insanity.

M’Naghten rule: a rule adopted 
in the British legal system in 1843 
stating that mental illness could 
be used as a defense only if (1) 
there is the presence of a mental 
disorder and (2) there is a lack of 
comprehension of the nature or 
wrongfulness of the act
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