MCNAUGHTEN RULE
(MCNAUGHTON RULE M

Authored by
Mohammed looti

November 26, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

Mohammed looti (2025). MCNAUGHTEN RULE (MCNAUGHTON RULE M. Encyclopedia of
psychology. Retrieved from https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=20022

Encyclopedia of psychology encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com



https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=20022
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=20022
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=20022
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com

MCNAUGHTEN RULE (MCNAUGHTON RULE M

Historical Genesis and Context

The M'Naghten Rule, often referred to interchangeably as the M'Naughton Rule or the
M'Naghten standard, represents the foundational legal test for determining criminal non-
responsibility due to insanity within the common law tradition, profoundly influencing jurisdictions
globally, including the United States. Its formal establishment dates back to 1843 in England,
arising directly from the notorious trial of Daniel M'Naghten, a wood-turner suffering from severe
paranoid delusions who mistakenly assassinated Prime Minister Robert Peel's secretary, Edward
Drummond. This high-profile, politically charged case, which resulted in a finding of not guilty by
reason of insanity, triggered widespread public outrage and intense judicial scrutiny regarding the
adequacy of existing legal standards for mental incapacity, compelling the House of Lords to
demand a definitive, codified clarification from the presiding judges on the law relating to the
defense of insanity.

Before this landmark judicial intervention, the legal landscape regarding insanity was nebulous and
often reliant on antiquated, ill-defined metrics, such as the rudimentary "wild beast test," which
required an extreme level of cognitive failure suggesting the defendant possessed no more
comprehension than an animal. The M'Naghten incident served as a critical inflection point
because M'Naghten genuinely believed he was the target of relentless Tory persecution,
highlighting the problem of delusional yet functionally aware offenders. Although M'Naghten was
acquitted, the subsequent public debate demanded a more objective and consistent standard for
assessing whether a mental disease or defect could genuinely negate the necessary mens rea, or
guilty mind, required for a criminal conviction, thus paving the way for a formalized cognitive test
centered on rational understanding.

The resulting authoritative pronouncements from the English judges, delivered in response to the
hypothetical questions posed by the House of Lords, crystallized the core principles of the
M'Naghten Rule. This standard, established not through parliamentary legislation but through
judicial answers, immediately attained widespread acceptance and legal authority. Crucially, the
formulation focused the legal inquiry exclusively on the defendant's rational capacity and
understanding at the precise moment the criminal act was executed. This represented a pivotal
shift, moving the focus away from general mental instability or subsequent recovery, and narrowing
it instead to a specific, demonstrable cognitive failure directly linked to the commission of the
offense, a temporal and cognitive requirement that remains the rule's most defining and restrictive
feature.

Core Tenets of the M'Naghten Rule

The M'Naghten Rule is fundamentally designed as a cognitive test, serving to ascertain whether
a defendant was so severely impaired by a mental disease or defect that they were incapable of
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forming the necessary criminal intent. The rule mandates that for the defense of insanity to be
successfully established, the defense must clearly prove that, at the time the act was committed,
the accused was laboring under such a defect of reason, resulting from a recognized 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 he was doing what was wrong. This authoritative phrasing establishes a demanding,
two-part test, both components of which require: first, the existence of a disease of the mind
causing a defect of reason, and second, the resulting total inability to comprehend either the
physical reality of the actions or their moral and legal wrongfulness, placing the entire burden of
proof on rational comprehension.

The first prong of the test, relating to the nature and quality of the act, requires a profound and
comprehensive cognitive breakdown wherein the defendant fails to grasp the factual and physical
consequences of their behavior. A classic hypothetical example involves a defendant who, due to
extreme delusion, believes they are chopping wood when they are, in fact, striking another person
with an axe; such a defendant lacks knowledge of the nature and quality of the act. This
requirement demands that the mental defect must have entirely obscured the empirical reality of
the situation, often necessitating evidence of severe psychotic episodes or delusions that
dramatically distort sensory input or reality testing, making this an extremely stringent requirement
that is rarely met in modern jurisprudence, especially where the committed act is premeditated or
complex.

The second, and often more contentious, prong centers on the defendant's knowledge of
wrongfulness, which means understanding that the act was contrary to either legal prohibition or
moral standards. The interpretation of "wrong" is a critical point of jurisdictional divergence within
the United States: some courts strictly interpret "wrong" as legally wrong, meaning the defendant
knew the act was prohibited by statute. In contrast, other jurisdictions interpret it more broadly as
morally wrong, meaning the defendant knew the act violated society's general moral standards,
even if they believed they were personally justified. This definitional difference is paramount, as a
defendant might know an act is illegal but, due to a severe delusional command, genuinely believe
they are morally obligated or commanded by divine intervention to execute it, leading to
dramatically different determinations of legal sanity based solely on the chosen interpretation of the
term.

Cognitive Focus: Time of the Offense

A central, defining, and non-negotiable feature of the M'Naghten Rule is its rigorous temporal
constraint: the defendant's incapacitating cognitive state must be evaluated exclusively based on
their mental condition at the precise time of committing the act for which they are charged. The
rule mandates that the legal inquiry must disregard the defendant's cognitive state during the
subsequent period leading up to or during the trial for the crime. This strict adherence to the
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moment of the offense is vital because criminal law dictates that culpability is inextricably linked to
the presence of mens rea at the instant the crime is perpetrated. If a severe mental defect caused
a complete, though perhaps temporary, loss of rational capacity, thus preventing the defendant
from knowing the nature or wrongfulness of their actions, the law acknowledges that the requisite
criminal intent was absent, irrespective of any recovery or deterioration that occurs subsequently.

This critical temporal distinction serves to cleanly separate the M'Naghten inquiry, which focuses
on insanity at the time of the offense (a defense against criminal responsibility), from the
determination of competency to stand trial (a procedural requirement ensuring the defendant
understands the proceedings and can assist counsel). The M'Naghten standard is inherently
retrospective, aiming to negate the historical element of intent necessary for conviction, while the
competency evaluation is forward-looking and immediate, safeguarding the constitutional fairness
of the trial process itself. Therefore, the rule strictly mandates that the court must consciously
ignore any changes in the defendant's mental status that occur after the offense--whether they
have been stabilized by medication, spontaneously recovered, or experienced further decline--
when determining their criminal responsibility for the past act.

The procedural justification for this stringent temporal focus lies in the fundamental principles of
due process and the requirement to prove guilt beyond a reasonable doubt. By confining the
assessment solely to the moment of the offense, the rule ensures that the defense is tested
against the highest possible standard of cognitive failure necessary to negate criminal intent. When
a defendant is successfully found not guilty by reason of insanity under M'Naghten, the legal
conclusion is that they were entirely incapable of possessing a guilty mind and thus lacked the
capacity to commit the crime. This finding typically leads not to punitive incarceration but to
mandatory commitment to a secure psychiatric facility for treatment, reflecting the court's
acknowledgment that the individual requires therapeutic intervention rather than traditional
punishment for a non-culpable act.

Legal Standard and Burden of Proof

In jurisdictions that strictly apply the M'Naghten Rule, the legal standard necessitates
demonstrating a complete defect of reason caused by a mental disease, and critically, the burden
of proof is consistently shifted onto the defendant, marking a significant exception to the general
rule that the prosecution bears the burden of proving all elements of the crime. Historically,
common law presumed all defendants were sane, requiring the defense to affirmatively rebut this
presumption once the prosecution established the commission of the act. While the specific legal
standard for this rebuttal varies--most U.S. states require the defense to prove insanity by a
preponderance of the evidence, meaning it is more likely than not that the defendant was
insane--a few highly conservative jurisdictions demand proof by the much higher standard of clear
and convincing evidence. Regardless of the exact evidentiary threshold, the responsibility
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overwhelmingly rests with the defense team to present compelling, fact-specific evidence showing
that the defendant satisfied the extremely high cognitive bar established by M'Naghten.

The successful application of this standard is overwhelmingly dependent upon rigorous expert
psychological and psychiatric testimony. Since the rule focuses entirely on internal cognitive
processes--the defendant's understanding and rational capacity--the jury must rely heavily on the
findings of forensic mental health professionals. These experts must meticulously evaluate the
defendant's medical history, current psychiatric status, and then attempt the difficult reconstruction
of their probable mental state at the exact time the offense occurred. Expert testimony must
specifically address the link between a recognized mental disease and the resulting defect of
reason, demonstrating how this defect was severe enough to preclude the defendant from knowing
the true nature and quality of the act or its inherent wrongfulness, making the credibility and
precision of the expert evidence often the decisive factor in the defense's success.

The M'Naghten standard is exceptionally challenging to meet because it demands a total and
absolute failure of cognitive capacity, not merely impaired judgment, poor impulse control, or
diminished mental function. The rule fundamentally fails to accommodate defendants who
understood the wrongfulness of their actions but were simultaneously unable to inhibit the behavior
due to a severe volitional impairment, often termed irresistible impulse. Consequently, if a
defendant is fully aware that committing murder is legally and morally wrong but commits the act
because a mental iliness renders them incapable of stopping the behavior, M'Naghten dictates that
they are still legally sane and criminally responsible. This narrow focus on intellectual awareness,
to the exclusion of volitional control, is the primary source of ongoing criticism from modern clinical
perspectives.

Critigues and Limitations of the Rule

Despite its long-standing status as a legal benchmark, the M'Naghten Rule is subject to vigorous
and consistent criticism from legal academics, forensic psychologists, and mental health advocates
who argue that the standard is scientifically obsolete and fundamentally incompatible with
contemporary psychiatric understanding of mental illness. The rule's exclusive reliance on the
cognitive dimension--the simple dichotomy of "knowing or not knowing"--fails to account for the
crucial volitional component of human behavior, which involves the capacity to control one's
actions. Many debilitating mental illnesses, including certain severe forms of mood disorders and
psychotic disorders, can leave an individual intellectually aware of the wrongfulness of their
conduct while simultaneously destroying their ability to resist compulsive or compelled actions.
This concept of irresistible impulse is explicitly excluded by the pure M'Naghten framework,
leading to the conviction of individuals who, though aware, lack control.

A further significant limitation arises from the rule's archaic definition of "disease of the mind,"
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which struggles to encompass the full range of clinically recognized psychiatric disorders today,
particularly conditions involving profound emotional dysregulation, severe anxiety disorders, or
personality disorders that do not involve the classic, reality-distorting delusions central to the 1843
formulation. Critics contend that forcing complex, multifaceted mental pathologies into the rigid,
binary framework of "did they know the difference between right and wrong?" results in a gross
oversimplification of psychiatric reality. This simplification can lead to the unjust criminalization of
individuals who are profoundly mentally impaired but maintain a minimal, residual level of
intellectual awareness regarding the legal implications of their acts, thereby undermining the
humanitarian purpose intended by the provision of an insanity defense.

Moreover, the rigid, abstract nature of the M'Naghten Rule frequently precipitates legal disputes
centered on linguistic interpretation, particularly concerning the essential distinction between "legal
wrong" and "moral wrong." Because judges and jurors often find it exceptionally challenging to
apply this abstract cognitive standard to the nuanced complexities of criminal behavior, the rule is
frequently criticized for generating confusion and placing undue emphasis on philosophical
semantics rather than clinical evidence. This difficulty is exacerbated by the inherent challenge
faced by experts who must retroactively determine the degree to which a defendant, potentially
under the influence of severe psychosis, truly appreciated the wrongfulness of their act, especially
in cases driven by elaborate delusional systems where the defendant perceives their criminal
actions as necessary, righteous, or commanded, often resulting in inconsistent and unpredictable
jury outcomes.

Jurisdictional Variations and Adoption

The M'Naghten Rule was rapidly and widely adopted throughout the American legal system
following its articulation, often serving as the baseline standard for the insanity defense. However,
its application has never been entirely monolithic, with numerous states either modifying the rule or
replacing it entirely with more contemporary legal tests. The most common modification involves
efforts to incorporate the missing volitional element. Consequently, many jurisdictions adopted the
hybrid M'Naghten plus Irresistible Impulse test, which permits an insanity defense not only if the
cognitive standard is met but also if the defendant, despite knowing the act was wrong, was
nevertheless unable to refrain from committing it due to a severe mental disease, significantly
broadening the scope beyond mere intellectual awareness to include failures of behavioral control.

The dominance of M'Naghten was substantially challenged during the mid-20th century, notably by
the development of the Model Penal Code (MPC) test, established by the American Law Institute
(ALI). The MPC test offered a significantly more modern and flexible alternative, providing that a
person is not criminally responsible if, at the time of the conduct and as a result of mental disease
or defect, he lacks substantial capacity either to appreciate the criminality (wrongfulness) of his
conduct or to conform his conduct to the requirements of the law. This standard, requiring only a
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"substantial capacity" deficit rather than M'Naghten's strict "total impairment,” and explicitly
integrating the volitional prong ("conform his conduct"), represented a major scientific and legal
departure from the constraints of the 19th-century standard.

Nevertheless, a dramatic political reversal occurred in the wake of the 1982 attempted
assassination of President Ronald Reagan by John Hinckley Jr., who was acquitted under the
more lenient ALI test then used in federal courts. This political backlash generated intense public
pressure, leading to significant legislative reform that severely restricted the insanity defense
across the nation. Many jurisdictions either shifted the burden of proof even more heavily onto the
defendant, attempted to abolish the defense outright, or, most commonly, retreated specifically
back to the strict, purely cognitive M'Naghten standard, frequently discarding the irresistible
impulse component. Thus, despite its antiquity, the M'Naghten Rule's high threshold and political
appeal ensure its continued status as the dominant, or at least the definitional foundation, for the
insanity defense across many legal systems today.

Modern Relevance and Alternatives

Despite the existence of more contemporary and clinically accurate alternatives, the M'Naghten
Rule maintains profound modern relevance, primarily because of its straightforward, albeit binary,
nature and the extraordinarily high barrier it imposes for legal exoneration. For judicial systems
prioritizing public safety and prosecutorial certainty, the M'Naghten standard is often favored
precisely because it is exceptionally difficult to satisfy, ensuring that only defendants suffering from
the most extreme and reality-shattering cognitive defects are eligible for acquittal by reason of
insanity. Its enduring influence means that modern forensic mental health evaluations, even in
jurisdictions employing modified rules, must still inherently address the foundational M'Naghten
question: did the defendant possess sufficient cognitive capacity to know the difference between
right and wrong?

The ongoing push to integrate advancements in neuroscience and psychological understanding
continues to challenge the M'Naghten standard's limitations. Legal concepts such as diminished
capacity--which permits evidence of mental impairment to negate the specific criminal intent
(mens rea) required for a particular crime, without meeting the full legal threshold for insanity--offer
a necessary middle ground. Diminished capacity focuses on the defendant's ability to form the
necessary mental state for the crime, whereas M'Naghten addresses the defendant's global
capacity to understand wrongfulness. This distinction illustrates the legal system's complex efforts
to accommodate various degrees of mental impairment without resorting solely to the binary
outcome of "guilty" or "not guilty by reason of insanity."

In conclusion, the M'Naghten Rule functions as a critical historical and contemporary marker in
criminal jurisprudence. It reinforces the fundamental legal principle that criminal responsibility
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mandates a rational, culpable mind capable of understanding its actions. While often criticized for
its rigidity and failure to evolve with psychiatric science, it remains the standard that sets the
absolute minimal requirement for legal sanity in much of the world. A thorough understanding of
the M'Naghten standard is essential for appreciating the narrow constraints placed upon the
insanity defense and recognizing the persistent tension between the legal system's need for clear,
objective rules and the clinical reality of complex, nuanced mental illnesses. The strict requirement
that the cognitive state must align precisely with the time of the act remains the unshakeable
cornerstone, ensuring that the integrity of the criminal responsibility doctrine is upheld by insisting
that the lack of a guilty mind must synchronize exactly with the commission of the guilty act.

Summary of M'Naghten Criteria

To provide a concise overview of the necessary elements for a successful defense under the
M'Naghten Rule, the accused must satisfy a very stringent set of requirements related exclusively
to their mental state at the moment the criminal act took place. These criteria collectively establish
a significantly high standard for cognitive impairment, distinguishing between those who are merely
mentally disturbed and those who are legally insane and therefore unable to form the requisite
criminal intent.

Defect of Reason: The defendant must be suffering from a demonstrable defect of reason directly
resulting from a recognized disease of the mind.

Temporal Alignment: This incapacitating defect must have been present and fully operative
precisely at the time of the offense, completely independent of the defendant's mental condition
during the subsequent trial proceedings.

Cognitive Failure (Prong 1): The resulting cognitive defect must have rendered the defendant
incapable of knowing the nature and quality of the act they were performing (e.g., being
completely unaware they were committing a harmful physical action).

Cognitive Failure (Prong 2): As an alternative, if the defendant did know the nature and quality of
the act, they must have been incapable of knowing that the action was wrong (whether legally or
morally wrong, depending on the specific jurisdictional interpretation).

This structural requirement confirms the rule's strict focus on rational capacity, demanding
evidence of a comprehensive and total cognitive failure regarding either the factual reality or the
wrongfulness of the action for the insanity defense to be sustained, thereby severely limiting the
defense's application in favor of legal clarity and public accountability.
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