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Non Compos Mentis
In the labyrinthine corridors of Indian criminal
law, the doctrine of "Non Compos Mentis," a
term steeped in antiquity and Latin origin
meaning "not of sound mind," stands as a
sentinel guarding the principles of justice and
morality. This doctrine underscores a
fundamental belief: only those who
understand the nature of their wrongdoing
can justly be held accountable for their
actions. Section 84 of the Indian Penal Code
(IPC) encapsulates this principle, providing
that no act constitutes an offence if the doer,
at the time of its commission, was so
deprived of their mental faculties as to be
incapable of knowing the nature of the act or
discerning its rightness or wrongness relative
to the law.

Legal Scaffold
The application of Section 84 is not merely a
legal formality but a complex process that
involves meticulous psychiatric evaluation by
medical professionals. These assessments
are crucial in determining whether an
accused was in a state of mental
derangement at the time of committing the
crime—essentially, whether they were Non
Compos Mentis. The court's reliance on such

evaluations underscores the high standard of
proof required, which often hinges on the
interplay between medical testimonies and
the specific circumstances surrounding the
case.

Historical Echoes
Rooted deeply in English common law, the
principles underlying Non Compos Mentis
were incorporated into the IPC during its
formulation in 1860. This historical grounding
provides a comparative lens through which
this doctrine is viewed alongside similar legal
provisions worldwide, highlighting a universal
acknowledgment of the influence of mental
unsoundness on criminal responsibility.

The Challenge of Subjectivity
However, the application of Section 84 is
fraught with challenges. The determination of
unsoundness of mind is inherently subjective
and varies significantly across different legal
and medical interpretations. This subjectivity
often leads to complex legal debates and
varied judicial decisions, sparking calls for
modernising the IPC’s stance on mental
health to align with contemporary psychiatric
and psychological advancements.
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A Landmark Judgment
The case of Rupesh Manger (Thapa) vs.
State of Sikkim illustrates these
complexities. Initially acquitted by the Trial
Court due to findings of mental unsoundness,
Manger’s conviction by the Sikkim High Court
was later overturned by the Supreme Court,
which emphasised the necessity of
distinguishing between legal and medical
insanity. The apex court asserted that for an
insanity defence to succeed, the accused
must demonstrate legal insanity—a state of
mental dysfunction so severe that it
obliterates understanding and moral
judgement—at the time of the act.

Shakespearean Insight
In the play, Hamlet, after inadvertently killing
Polonius, claims temporary madness,
effectively dissociating himself from the act
as if it were committed by another entity. His
plea highlights a profound psychological
turmoil and a desperate search for moral
absolution, mirroring the legal battles fought
in modern courtrooms where the lines
between the individual, the act, and the
mental state are dissected and debated.
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