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Introduction
This assignment contains two criminal-law case analyses: Owens v. State, concerning strict liability
and mistake of age under Maryland’s former statutory-rape law, and West v. State, concerning
circumstantial evidence and the corpus delicti of murder in Nevada. The original response identifies
the central doctrines but confuses some facts and uses imprecise language about intent. In Owens,
the victim stated that she was sixteen, while official records showed she was thirteen. The Maryland
Court of Appeals held that reasonable mistake of age was not a constitutional defense to the statutory
elements then in force. In West, the court held that criminal agency could be established without a
medically certain cause of death (Owens v. State, 1999; West v. State, 2003).

Owens: Agreed Facts
On April 11, 1997, a police officer on nighttime patrol found Timothy R. Owens and Ariel Correta
Johnson in the rear seat of a parked car while they were dressing. Johnson told the officer she was
sixteen. A call to her residence revealed a birth date of October 16, 1983, making her thirteen. Owens
was eighteen. The parties agreed that Johnson had also told Owens she was sixteen and that
evidence showed they had engaged in vaginal intercourse. Owens was charged under former
Maryland Article 27, section 463(a)(3), which applied when the other person was under fourteen and
the accused was at least four years older. The case was decided on an agreed statement rather than
disputed trial testimony.

The Elements of the Offense
The statute required proof of three facts: vaginal intercourse, a complainant under fourteen, and an
accused at least four years older. It did not expressly require proof that the accused knew the
complainant’s age. In the earlier case Garnett v. State, Maryland’s highest court had reviewed
legislative history and concluded that lawmakers intended strict liability regarding age. This did not
mean that every aspect of the crime lacked a voluntary act. The prosecution still had to prove the
intercourse and the age relationship. Strict liability was limited to one material circumstance: whether
the defendant knew or reasonably misunderstood the complainant’s age. That distinction is necessary
because “no mens rea” can otherwise sound broader than the holding.
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Mistake of Age and Mitigation
Owens sought to present evidence that he reasonably believed Johnson was sixteen. Under Garnett,
that evidence did not negate guilt because knowledge of age was not an element. The trial judge
nevertheless considered the mistake at sentencing. Owens received eighteen months, with all but
twelve days suspended, followed by probation, registration, and DNA testing under the law then
applicable. This treatment illustrates the difference between a defense and mitigation. A defense
defeats liability when an element is absent or a legal justification applies. Mitigation accepts the
conviction but argues that blameworthiness or punishment should be reduced. The court held that
Maryland could place the age mistake in the second category without violating due process (Garnett
v. State, 1993).

The Due-Process Challenge
Owens argued that serious criminal punishment ordinarily requires a culpable mental state and that
excluding a reasonable mistake-of-age defense violated federal and Maryland due process. The Court
of Appeals acknowledged the strong tradition favoring mens rea when courts interpret ambiguous
criminal statutes. It distinguished statutory interpretation from constitutional command. United States
Supreme Court cases had not created a general rule that every criminal element must include
knowledge. Legislatures possess latitude to define certain offenses so that a person acts at peril
regarding a protected circumstance. The Maryland court therefore asked not whether strict liability
was wise policy, but whether the Constitution prohibited lawmakers from using it in this particular
statutory-rape provision. The majority concluded that it did not.

Why the Court Upheld Strict Liability
The majority emphasized the protective purpose of the age rule and the intentional nature of the
underlying sexual conduct. Unlike a wholly passive failure to register, the prohibited act involved
conduct that lawmakers could regulate strongly to protect children below a defined age. The court
also relied on the large majority of jurisdictions that had rejected a constitutional requirement for
reasonable mistake of age. It noted that judicial preference for mens rea does not authorize a court to
rewrite clear legislative policy. The holding was limited. The court did not decide whether imposing
the maximum twenty-year sentence on these facts might raise a separate constitutional question. It
affirmed the conviction and treated the mistaken belief as relevant to sentence rather than liability.

Criticism and the Dissents
Strict liability in a serious offense remains controversial because conviction can carry imprisonment,
registration, stigma, and lifelong consequences even when the defendant exercised some care. Critics
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argue that criminal punishment should track moral culpability and that a narrowly defined reasonable-
mistake defense can protect innocent error without abandoning child protection. Supporters respond
that such a defense can shift scrutiny onto children, create difficult credibility contests, and weaken a
clear protective boundary. The divided court reflects this tension. A case analysis should separate
legal result from policy endorsement. Owens established what due process permitted under Maryland
law at that time; it did not prove that strict liability is the only ethical or effective legislative design.

West: Discovery of Christine Smith
In West v. State, the manager of a Las Vegas storage facility noticed a strong odor coming from unit
317 on February 5, 2001. Police obtained a warrant and discovered the decomposed body of Christine
Smith sealed inside a garbage can with extensive wrapping. A plastic bag covered her nose and
mouth. Dental records confirmed identity. Smith had last been seen years earlier, and the unit was
connected with her daughter, Brookey Lee West. West admitted placing the body in the container but
claimed Smith had died naturally. Because decomposition prevented a medically certain cause of
death, the prosecution relied heavily on the condition of the body, concealment, financial evidence,
false explanations, and other circumstances (West v. State, 2003).

Corpus Delicti in a Murder Case
Corpus delicti means the body of the crime, not necessarily the physical body of the victim. Nevada
required the state to prove that a person died and that death occurred through the criminal agency of
another. The rule prevents a conviction based solely on an uncorroborated confession to a crime that
may never have occurred. It does not require the medical examiner to name one precise physiological
mechanism in every case. Fire, decomposition, concealment, or dismemberment may make that
impossible. Courts therefore consider all evidence bearing on criminal agency. Once the state
independently establishes the corpus delicti, a defendant’s admissions and the remaining evidence
can be considered in determining identity and guilt.

Circumstantial Evidence of Criminal Agency
The Nevada Supreme Court held that the evidence allowed a rational jury to infer homicide. Smith’s
body had been sealed with unusual effort; a plastic bag was positioned over the face; the remains
were concealed in a unit associated with West; and West gave misleading accounts of her mother’s
whereabouts. Evidence also concerned access to Smith’s money after her disappearance. None of
these facts alone necessarily proved murder. Together, they formed a pattern inconsistent with an
ordinary natural death followed by innocent conduct. Circumstantial evidence does not become
legally inferior because it requires inference. The question is whether the combined circumstances
support guilt beyond a reasonable doubt while excluding reasonable alternatives, not whether an
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eyewitness observed the fatal act.

Cause of Death versus Manner of Death
The original response treats the inability to determine the exact cause as if it nearly defeated the
case. The law distinguishes cause of death from the broader inference of criminal agency. A
pathologist may be unable to decide whether suffocation, asphyxiation, or another mechanism
produced death because decomposition destroyed tissues. The surrounding facts can still show that
death was not accidental or natural. In West, the bag, wrapping, concealment, timing, and conduct
after disappearance supplied that context. This principle must be applied cautiously because
suspicious concealment can occur after a natural death. The court’s conclusion depended on the
entire evidentiary record, not on a general rule that hiding a body automatically proves murder.

Sufficiency Review
On appeal, a court does not retry witnesses or substitute its preferred interpretation for a jury’s
reasonable verdict. It views the evidence in the light most favorable to the prosecution and asks
whether any rational factfinder could find the essential elements beyond a reasonable doubt. West
compared her case with earlier Nevada cases where evidence of criminal agency was insufficient. The
court distinguished those decisions and relied on precedent allowing homicide to be proved through
circumstances even when decomposition prevents identification of a specific cause. This standard
protects the jury’s role while retaining a constitutional floor. Speculation cannot support conviction,
but the prosecution need not remove every imaginable innocent theory when the evidence
reasonably supports guilt (Jackson v. Virginia, 1979).

Ethical Use of Case Facts
Both cases involve sensitive facts and should be written without sensationalism. In Owens, the legal
issue is not whether a thirteen-year-old’s statement should be blamed for the prosecution; the statute
assigned the age risk to the older participant. In West, graphic details should appear only when they
explain the inference of criminal agency or an appellate issue. Case analysis must distinguish
allegations, agreed facts, jury findings, and appellate holdings. It should also use the law in effect at
the time rather than assume that every statutory number or registration rule remains unchanged.
Precision protects the people involved and prevents a classroom summary from becoming a
misleading statement of current legal advice.
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Comparing the Two Cases
Owens and West address different paths to criminal liability. Owens asks which mental state the
legislature made relevant to an offense whose physical facts were agreed. West asks whether the
prosecution proved through circumstances that a crime occurred and that the defendant committed
it. The first limits a mistake defense; the second permits inference from a chain of evidence. Both
demonstrate that criminal law is not governed by one universal demand for direct proof of every fact.
Statutes define elements, constitutional rules set limits, and evidentiary standards determine how
facts may be established. Sound analysis begins with those separate questions before making moral
judgments about the outcome.

Conclusion
In Owens v. State, Maryland’s highest court upheld a statutory-rape provision that imposed strict
liability as to the complainant’s age. Johnson’s statement that she was sixteen could mitigate
sentence but did not defeat the elements of intercourse, age under fourteen, and a four-year age
difference. In West v. State, the Nevada Supreme Court affirmed a murder conviction even though
decomposition prevented a precise medical cause of death. The sealed body, bag, concealment,
financial evidence, and post-disappearance conduct supported criminal agency through circumstantial
evidence. Together, the cases show why legal analysis must identify the exact element, defense,
burden, and standard of review rather than treating intent or direct evidence as universal
requirements (Owens v. State, 1999).
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