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Insanity and 
Automat ism Defences 
in Criminal Law: Do 
They Need Reform?

J. Smith

 

 

Hi everyone. Today, we're talking about whether the insanity and automatism 
defences in criminal law need changes. We'll look at their history, current problems, 
and possible changes. This is important because it affects how the law treats people 
who commit crimes but might not be fully responsible due to their mental state. Let's 
start. 
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Why is this important?

Definition
Insanity and automat ism 

are defences in criminal law 
that  focus on the 

defendant 's mental state 
during the crime

Importance
Understanding these 

defences helps ensure fair 
t rials

 

 

Insanity and automatism are defences in criminal law that focus on the defendant's 
mental state during the crime. Understanding these defences helps ensure fair trials. 
We'll cover their history, definitions, key cases, issues, benefits, and suggestions for 
improvement. 
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Research Timeline

Ancient t imes: Some defences for people with mental 
illnesses

Wild Beast Test  (1724): Defendant must be 
completely without understanding

M'Naghten Rules (1843): Focus on whether the 
defendant knew what they were doing or if it  was 
wrong

Automat ism: Recognised in the early 20th century

Modern updates: Reports and cases highlight  the need 
for updates

 

 

Let's look at the history. In ancient times, there were some defences for people with 
mental illnesses. The Wild Beast Test in 1724 required that the defendant be 
completely without understanding. The M'Naghten Rules in 1843 set the standard for 
insanity, focusing on whether the defendant knew what they were doing or if it was 
wrong. Automatism, which involves actions without conscious control, was 
recognized in the early 20th century. Modern reports and cases have highlighted the 
need for updates. 
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What is insanity?

•Definition: Mental disorder stopping the defendant from 
understanding their actions or knowing right from wrong

•M'Naghten Rule (1843): Proof that the defendant didn't 
understand their actions due to a mental defect

•Proof: Shown through psychiatric evaluations and expert 
testimony

•Burden of proof: Defendant must prove their mental state 
at the time of the crime

 

 

Insanity in criminal law means a mental disorder that stops the defendant from 
understanding their actions or knowing right from wrong. The M'Naghten Rule from 
1843 requires proof that the defendant didn't understand their actions due to a 
mental defect. This is shown through psychiatric evaluations and expert testimony. 
The defendant must prove their mental state at the time of the crime 
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What is automat ism?

•Definition: Actions done without conscious control, 
often due to an external factor
•Types: Sane automatism (external factors like low 
blood sugar) and insane automatism (internal factors 
like mental disorders) (Yoo,2021)
•Proof: Defence must show actions were involuntary 
and caused by an external factor
•Outcome: If proven, it can lead to an acquittal

 

 

Automatism means actions done without conscious control, often due to an external 
factor. There are two types: sane automatism (caused by external factors like low 
blood sugar) and insane automatism (caused by internal factors like mental 
disorders). The defence must show the actions were involuntary and caused by an 
external factor. If proven, it can lead to an acquittal 
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Key Case Law

• R v M'Naghten: Defendant found not  
guilty due to paranoid delusions

• R v Kemp: Blackout caused by a 
physical condit ion considered a 'disease 
of the mind'

Insanity:

• R v Quick: Diabet ic nurse acquit ted for 
assault  during a hypoglycaemic state

• R v Hennessy: Diabet ic defendant 
driving during a hyperglycaemic episode 
considered insanity (Lawteacher.net , 
n.d.)

Automat ism:

 

 

Key cases for insanity include R v M'Naghten, where the defendant was found not 
guilty due to paranoid delusions, and R v Kemp, where a blackout caused by a 
physical condition was considered a 'disease of the mind.' For automatism, R v Quick 
involved a diabetic nurse who assaulted a patient during a hypoglycemic state and 
was acquitted. R v Hennessy involved a diabetic defendant driving during a 
hyperglycemic episode, which was considered insanity rather than automatism. 
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Issues with 
insanity and 
automat ism

• Uses old terms and concepts that  
don't  match modern psychiatry

• Term 'disease of the mind' is vague 
and can be interpreted different ly

Insanity:

• Dist inct ion between sane and insane 
automat ism is unclear

• Leads to inconsistent  rulings and 
misunderstandings in court

Automat ism:

 

 

There are problems with these defences. The insanity defence uses old terms and 
concepts that don't match modern psychiatry. The term 'disease of the mind' is 
vague and can be interpreted differently. Automatism is also tricky because the 
distinction between sane and insane automatism is unclear. These issues can lead to 
inconsistent rulings and misunderstandings in court 
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Advantages

Insanity:

• Protects people 
with severe 
mental disorders 
from unfair 
punishment

• Ensures they get  
medical 
t reatment instead 
of prison

Automat ism:

• Recognises 
involuntary 
act ions and can 
prevent wrongful 
convict ions

• Leads to 
acquit tals when 
act ions are proven 
to be beyond the 
defendant 's 
control 
(Lawteacher.net , 
n.d.)

 

 

Despite the issues, these defences have benefits. The insanity defence protects 
people with severe mental disorders from unfair punishment, ensuring they get 
medical treatment instead of prison. Automatism recognizes involuntary actions and 
can prevent wrongful convictions, leading to acquittals when actions are proven to 
be beyond the defendant's control 
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Why reform?

• Align legal definit ions with 
modern psychiat ric knowledge

• Use more neutral terms
• Shift  burden of proof to the 

prosecut ion

Insanity:

• Clearer guidelines to dist inguish 
between internal and external 
causes

• Expand scope to include more 
condit ions

• Educate judges and the public 
about  automat ism

Automat ism:

 

 

We need to update these defences. For insanity, we should align legal definitions 
with modern psychiatric knowledge and use more neutral terms. Shifting the burden 
of proof to the prosecution could also help. For automatism, we need clearer 
guidelines to distinguish between internal and external causes and expand the scope 
to include more conditions. Educating judges and the public about automatism 
would also improve understanding and fairness. 
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Conclusion

Summary: Insanity and 
automat ism defences are 
important  but  outdated

Challenges: Outdated 
terminology and inconsistencies 
with modern psychiatry

Need for updates: Updat ing these 
defences will help ensure they are 
applied fairly and accurately

 

 

In conclusion, the insanity and automatism defences are important but outdated. 
They ensure fair trials and just outcomes but face challenges like outdated 
terminology and inconsistencies with modern psychiatry. Updating these defences 
will help ensure they are applied fairly and accurately. 
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