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Introduction
English criminal law includes the essential defense of reduced responsibility, which acknowledges that people with aberrant mental functioning may not be totally liable for their conduct. Prior to the passing of the Coroners and Justice Act of 2009, the legislation regarding reduced responsibility was based on the Murder Act of 1957 (Mitchell, 2016). The Murder Act (1957) was panned for being too prescriptive and difficult to circumvent. The defense of reduced responsibility underwent substantial revisions in 2009 as a result of the Coroners and Justice Act, which attempted to both expand its applicability and clarify its parameters. This essay will analyze whether or not the defense of reduced responsibility has been strengthened by the reforms made by the Coroners and Justice Act (2009).
Main Body
In English law, there is a partial defense to murder based on the theory of diminished culpability. An impairment in mental functioning at the time of the killing that seriously impeded the defendant's capacity to appreciate the nature of their action, to make a reasoned decision, or to exercise self-control may be used to reduce murder to manslaughter (Wu, 2020). The Murder Act of 1957 was the first piece of legislation to recognize this defense and make it plain that it was within the purview of the jury to decide whether or not the defence applied and that the defendant had the burden of evidence to demonstrate it on the balance of probability.
The Murder Act of 1957 has rigorous criteria for proving the reduced responsibility defense. A diagnosable mental ailment, such as schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, or depression, had to be shown as the root cause of the defendant's erratic behavior in court (Aronson, 2022). The anomaly has to severely impede the person's capacity for insight into the motivations behind their actions, sound judgment, and discipline. The onus was placed on the defendant to prove that the anomaly directly contributed to the fatality. Although a viable defense option, the reduced responsibility argument has been criticized for being too limited and not taking into account the more nuanced understandings of mental illness that have emerged since its inception. The major complaint was that it focused too much on the causal relationship between the defendant's mental illness and the murder and not enough on the type and depth of the defendant's mental disease (Reed et al., 2021). There was also a contention that the defense was inconsistently applied by the courts and that it failed to account for the reality that certain mental diseases, such as personality disorders, may not be accepted as medical ailments.
The government adopted the Coroners and Justice Act 2009 in response to these concerns, with the intention of updating the legislation regarding reduced responsibility. The Act's Section 52 made a number of substantial amendments to the defense in order to widen its applicability and make it more accessible to defendants with mental conditions (Sng, 2016). The phrase "recognized medical condition" was largely replaced with the more general "abnormality of mental functioning" as one of the Act's fundamental revisions. This modification was made to account for the fact that while personality disorders may not be officially classified as mental diseases, they may have a profound effect on a defendant's ability to think clearly in court.
In addition, a two-prong defence-establishing test was included, which is a major modification. In order to go to the second stage, the defendant must first prove that they were unable to exercise self-control, reasonable judgment, or grasp the nature of their behavior due to a mental disorder (Jenkins, 2018). In the second phase, the defendant must prove that they were unable to foresee the consequences of their actions because of their mental dysfunction. In addition, the Act established that defendants whose victims died as a consequence of mental illness, drug misuse, or both might raise the defense of diminished culpability.
The Coroners and Justice Act of 2009 introduced a number of changes to the diminished responsibility defense in an effort to increase its availability to defendants suffering from mental illness (Tagliavini, 2017). Many in the legal and mental health communities applauded the Act, seeing it as an important step toward acknowledging the nuances of mental illness and how it might affect a defendant's capacity to make sound decisions and show restraint. The Murder Act (1957) was criticized for its strict and limited scope. The law did not take into account the defendant's history of abuse, trauma, or drug abuse, nor did it take into account the unique circumstances of the situation in which the crime was committed. There was no provision in the legislation for the effect of extra-medical elements on the defendant's mental state and its connection to the crime (Wasik, 2019).
Changes to the reduced responsibility defense were made by the Coroners and Justice Act of 2009. The Murder Act (1957) was superseded by a more inclusive and adaptable statute, which was enacted as Section 52 of the Act (Mitchell, 2016). A defendant might claim reduced responsibility under the new rule if they could not appreciate the seriousness of their actions, make sound decisions, or control their impulses due to an abnormality of mental functioning. This impairment could have resulted from any source. To help courts decide if a defendant's aberrant mental functioning seriously hindered their capacity to regulate their behavior, the Act also provided a list of criteria that may be taken into consideration. The age of the accused, the defendant's history of abuse or trauma, the defendant's present or prior drug usage, and any other pertinent features or circumstances were all taken into account (Wu, 2020). With this new rule in place, the court might look at the defendant's mental health and its connection to the crime from a more holistic perspective.
The new rule has a number of benefits, one of which is that it has widened the pool of people who may use the reduced responsibility defense, such as those with mental health issues or those who have had significant life changes (Aronson, 2022). For defendants who did not have a precise medical diagnosis or whose illness was not recognized as a sickness of the mind, the expanded definition of abnormality of mental functioning and the inclusion of non-medical variables has permitted them to claim that their mental state was damaged. The new rule is helpful because it permits a more nuanced and situational analysis of the defendant's mental state and its relevance to the crime. The court may now consider the defendant's background, including any abuse, trauma, or drug abuse, when determining the defendant's mental condition (Reed et al., 2021). By doing so, we may have a clearer and more detailed picture of the defendant's mental state, which can assist in preventing unfair outcomes.
Although the Coroners and Justice Act has brought about many positive developments, it has also brought about some less-than-desirable consequences (2009). The application of the defense of reduced responsibility may become murky and inconsistent as a result of the new rule, which is cause for worry (Powell, 2015). The new rule is more open to debate and interpretation, which might lead to contradictory rulings in various situations and before different courts. The efficiency of the defense may be diminished if defendants, attorneys, and judges are all thrown into a state of bewilderment and doubt.
Another worry is that more people would try to use the diminished responsibility defense to get out of jail or have their sentences reduced as a result of the reforms (Richards et al., 2021). A larger spectrum of defendants may attempt to depend on the defense, even when the defendant's mental condition does not severely hinder their capacity to control their behavior, due to the broader definition of abnormality of mental functioning and the inclusion of non-medical reasons. There is a risk that this will lower the value of the defense and cause the public to lose faith in the judicial system. The Coroners and Justice Act of 2009 made significant improvements, but the legislation on reduced responsibility still needs further modification. The problem of automation and the link between it and less accountability is one possible area for change. The term "automatism" is used to describe a defendant's involuntary behavior during a seizure or dissociative episode (Reed et al., 2021). There is a lack of clarity in the law on the connection between the defense of automatism and the defense of reduced responsibility.
Conclusion
Significant modifications to the defense of diminished responsibility in the United Kingdom were made by the Coroners and Justice Act of 2009. The new law extended the definition of decreased responsibility, widened its applicability, and included a partial defense of loss of control. Although most people are pleased with the modifications, there are many who believe the legislation does not go far enough in considering the defendants' mental health. The potential for ambiguity and inconsistent application of the new regulations has also been raised as a source of worry. The Coroners and Justice Act of 2009 unquestionably represented a watershed moment in the evolution of the UK's legislation on reduced responsibility. But, as with any legislative reform, there is always an opportunity for further development, and it is probable that the subject of mental health and the criminal justice system will continue to be a major topic of debate and discussion in the years to come.
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