
Indian Penal Code: Key Doctrines & Judicial
Precedents

1. Mens Rea — The Guilty Mind

Most offences under the Indian Penal Code require both a wrongful act (actus reus) and a culpable mental state (mens
rea). The Code expresses this through words such as 'intentionally', 'knowingly', 'voluntarily', 'fraudulently', and
'dishonestly', each carrying a distinct meaning defined in Sections 24–39.

2. General Exceptions (Chapter IV, Sections 76–106)

Mistake of fact (Sections 76, 79) — acts done under a bona fide mistaken belief that one is bound or justified by
law.
Necessity (Section 81) — acts done to prevent greater harm, without criminal intent.
Infancy (Sections 82, 83) — children below 7 years are wholly exempt; children between 7 and 12 are exempt if
found to lack maturity of understanding.
Unsoundness of mind (Section 84) — the M'Naghten-style test: incapacity to know the nature of the act, or that it
was wrong or contrary to law.
Intoxication (Sections 85, 86) — a defence only where intoxication was without the person's knowledge or against
their will.
Private defence (Sections 96–106) — the right of every person to defend their own body and property, and that of
others, within the limits fixed by the Code.

3. Landmark Cases (for quick revision)

K.M. Nanavati v. State of Maharashtra (1962) — classic case on the defence of grave and sudden provocation;
clarified that the accused must show a total loss of self-control, and that a time gap allowing 'cooling off' defeats the
defence.

Bachan Singh v. State of Punjab (1980) — upheld the constitutional validity of the death penalty for murder, but
confined it to the 'rarest of rare' cases.

State of Maharashtra v. M.H. George (1965) — discussed the presumption of mens rea in statutory offences and
when it may be excluded by the statute's language and purpose.

Virsa Singh v. State of Punjab (1958) — laid down the test for 'intention to cause bodily injury sufficient in the
ordinary course of nature to cause death' under Section 300, thirdly.

Independent Thought v. Union of India (2017) — read down the marital rape exception under Section 375 as it
applied to minor wives, harmonising it with child protection law.
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4. Classification of Offences — Quick Reference

Offences against the human body: Chapter XVI (hurt, wrongful restraint, kidnapping, assault, sexual offences,
homicide).
Offences against property: Chapter XVII (theft, extortion, robbery, dacoity, criminal breach of trust, cheating).
Offences against public tranquillity: Chapter VIII (unlawful assembly, rioting, affray).
Offences relating to documents and property marks: Chapter XVIII (forgery, counterfeiting).

5. Exam-Focused Summary

Distinguish murder (Section 300) from culpable homicide not amounting to murder (Section 299) using the four
clauses/exceptions.
Be able to list the General Exceptions under Chapter IV with one illustrative fact pattern each.
Know at least one landmark case for private defence, provocation, and insanity respectively.
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