
Running head: CMRJ 501 WEEK 7 DISCUSSION 1

The "Write" Question

Student’s Name

Institutional Affiliation



CMRJ 501 WEEK 7 DISCUSSION 2

Week Seven Discussion: The "Write" Question

Question

Analyze the controversies surrounding the insanity defense and its legal and social policy

implications.

Answer

The insanity defense, which allows defendants to argue that they should not be held

criminally responsible for their actions due to mental illness, is one of the most controversial

aspects of the criminal justice system. Critics argue that it can be misused to avoid

accountability, while proponents claim it is a necessary protection for those who are not culpable

due to their mental state. This essay will analyze these controversies and discuss legal and social

policy implications.

The primary controversy surrounding the insanity defense is its potential for abuse.

Critics argue that defendants may feign mental illness to escape punishment, undermining the

integrity of the justice system. High-profile cases, such as that of John Hinckley Jr., who

attempted to assassinate President Ronald Reagan, have fueled public skepticism. Hinckley was

found not guilty because of insanity, leading to widespread outrage and calls for reform. Critics

argue that such outcomes can erode public confidence in the criminal justice system and its

ability to deliver justice.

On the other hand, proponents of the insanity defense emphasize the importance of

distinguishing between those who commit crimes due to mental illness and those who do so with

complete understanding and intent. They argue that punishing individuals who are not mentally

capable of understanding their actions or controlling their behavior is both unjust and ineffective.
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The insanity defense serves as a crucial safeguard for protecting the rights and dignity of

individuals with severe mental illnesses.

The implications of these controversies for legal and social policy are significant. One

key issue is the standard used to determine insanity. The M'Naghten Rule, which focuses on

whether the defendant knew right from wrong at the time of the crime, is criticized for being too

narrow and excluding individuals with significant cognitive or emotional impairments.

Alternative standards, such as the Model Penal Code's substantial capacity test, offer a broader

approach but also face criticism for potentially being too lenient.

Another important implication is treating and rehabilitating individuals found not guilty

because of insanity. Legal and social policies must ensure that these individuals receive

appropriate mental health treatment rather than merely being incarcerated. This requires a robust

mental health infrastructure, adequate funding, and coordination between the criminal justice

system and mental health services. Failure to provide adequate treatment can lead to recidivism

and harm individuals and society.

In conclusion, the controversies surrounding the insanity defense highlight the tension

between ensuring justice and protecting the rights of individuals with mental illness. While

concerns about misuse are valid, it is crucial to maintain protections for those who are genuinely

incapable of being held criminally responsible. Legal and social policies must balance these

competing interests, ensuring that the insanity defense is applied fairly and that individuals found

not guilty because of insanity receive the treatment they need. This analysis underscores the

complexity of the issue and the need for ongoing dialogue and reform to address the evolving

challenges in the criminal justice system.


