IJRASET

International Journal For Research in
Applied Science and Engineering Technology

" INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL
FOR RESEARCH

IN APPLIED SCIENCE & ENGINEERING TECHNOLOGQGY

Volume: 13 Issue: Vv Month of publication: May 2025

DOIl: https://doi.org/10.22214/ijraset.2025.70832

www.ijraset.com
Call: (£)08813907089 | E-mail ID: ijraset@gmail.com




International Journal for Research in Applied Science & Engineering Technology (IJRASET)
ISSN: 2321-9653; IC Value: 45.98; SJ Impact Factor: 7.538
Volume 13 Issue V May 2025- Available at www.ijraset.com

The Legal Dilemmas of Crimes Committed in
Dreams: Can Individuals be Held Liable for
Actions in Altered States of Consciousness?

Parth Sahu(Author)', Mr. Abhishek Mishra(Co-Author)?
'LLM, Shri Rawatpura Sarkar University, Raipur
2Assistant Professor, Faculty of Law, Shri Rawatpura Sarkar University, Raipur

Abstract: The intersection of criminal liability and altered states of consciousness presents unique jurisprudential challenges.
Crimes allegedly committed during sleep or dream states raise profound questions about culpability, intent, and free will. This
paper explores the legal dilemmas surrounding criminal acts committed in dreams, analyzing jurisprudence, neuroscience, and
comparative legal frameworks. The study evaluates provisions in thenewly enacted Bhartiya Nyay Sanhita, 2023 (BNS),
Bhartiya Sakshya Adhiniyam, 2023 (BSA),andBhartiyaNagrikSurakshaSanhita,2023(BNSS),examiningtheirimplications for
altered states of consciousness. Through case studies and doctrinal analysis, the research evaluates whether legal systems should
attribute liability for involuntary acts performed in dream-like states. Ethical considerations and potential legal reforms are also
discussed to ensure justice aligns with emerging scientific insights.
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I. INTRODUCTION
A. Background
Criminal law traditionally hinges on two fundamental principles: actus reus (guilty act) and mens rea (guilty mind). The doctrine
assumes that individuals are conscious, rational actors making voluntary choices. However, an emerging challenge arises when
actions occur in alteredstatesofconsciousness,suchassomnambulism(sleepwalking),parasomnia’,orlucid dreaming, where control
over actions may be impaired or absent.
Cases of crimes allegedly committed during sleep—ranging from homicide and sexual assault to physical violence and destruction
of property—pose significant legal and ethical challenges. Neuroscientific advances have shed light on altered consciousness,
questioning traditionalassumptionsaboutcriminalliability. Therecognitionofdream-inducedactionsin legal discourse necessitates a re-
evaluation of liability frameworks under criminal law.
! Anabnormaldisruptionofsleep,suchassleepwalking,sleep talking

B. Research Problem

The  legal system  currently lacks a  coherent  approach  to  addressing crimes  committed in
dreamstates. Whilesomejurisdictionsabsolveindividualsofliabilityforactionsperformed in sleep due to lack of intent, others struggle
with evidentiary complexities. This paper investigates whether individuals should be held criminally liable for acts committed in an
altered state of consciousness and how Indian legal provisions address this dilemma.

C. Objectives

1) Toexaminethelegalrecognitionofinvoluntaryactscommittedinalteredstatesof consciousness.
2) Toanalyzejudicialprecedents’ondream-induced crimesacross jurisdictions.

3) ToevaluatetheBNS,BSA,andBNSSforprovisionsapplicabletosleep-relatedcriminal acts.

4) Toexploreneuroscience-based defensesandethical considerations.

5) Toproposelegalreformsensuringjusticeandscientificintegrity.
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D. Research Methodology

This research employs a doctrinal legal methodology, analyzingstatutoryprovisions, judicial precedents, andlegaldoctrines
relatedtocrimescommittedinalteredstatesofconsciousness. It also adopts a comparative legal approach, examining jurisprudence from
India and other jurisdictions to evaluate varying legal responses to sleep-related criminal acts.
Additionally,thestudyintegratesaninterdisciplinaryperspective,incorporatinginsightsfrom neuroscience and psychology to assess the
implications of parasomnia, automatism, and dream-induced behaviors on criminal liability. The research relies on case law
analysis, statutory interpretation, and expert opinions to develop a coherent legal frameworkaddressing this complex issue.

II. THEORIESOFCRIMINAL LIABILITYANDALTERED CONSCIOUSNESS
A. ActusReusandMensReain CriminalLaw
Theclassical criminallawframeworkrequires:
1) Actusreus: Avoluntaryphysical actleadingtoa prohibited consequence.
2) Mensrea:Thementalintentor knowledgeofwrongdoing.
2 alegalprinciplethatreferstotheuseofpastcourtdecisionstoguidefuturedecisionsinsimilarcases. It'salsoknownas case law or stare
decisis, which means "to stand by decided matters".
Ifeitherelementisabsent,criminalliabilityistypicallynegated.Crimes committedinaltered consciousness® challenge this principle, as
individuals may perform acts without volition or intent.

B. LegalRecognitionof AutomatismandSleepwalking Defense

Jurisdictionsdifferin recognizingautomatism*(unconsciousbehavior)as a defense:

1) Canada(RvParks,1992): Acquittedasleepwalkingdefendantofmurder,holdingthat ~ involuntary =~ actions  negate  criminal
responsibility.

2) UK(RvBurgess,1991):Ruledsleepwalkingasinsanity,subjectingthedefendantto detention.

3) USA(StatevFalater,1997):Rejectedthesleepwalkingdefense,convictingthedefendant of first-degree murder.

In India, while explicit judicial precedents on dream-related crimes are limited, cases such as PatreswarBasumataryvs

.Stateof Assam(1988)haveaddressedtheissue.Inthiscase,theaccusedkilledhisbrotherduringwhatheclaimedwasadreamstate. TheGauhati

HighCourt acquitted him, recognizing the act as involuntary due to a lack of mens rea.

II1. INDIAN LEGAL FRAME WORK: BNS, BSA, AND BNSS
TheBhartiyaNyaySanhita(BNS),BhartiyaSakshyaAdhiniyam(BSA),andBhartiyaNagrik Suraksha Sanhita (BNSS) represent the
latest strides in Indian criminal law reform. These laws seek to streamline criminal justice procedures and improve citizen safety,
and their provisions may have significant implications for cases involving altered states of consciousness.

A. Bhartiya Nyay Sanhita (BNS),2023

TheBNS is a  comprehensive overhaul of the Indian Penal Code, designed to wupdate and

modernizecriminallaw.Keyprovisionsrelevanttocrimescommittedinalteredstatesof consciousness include:

e Section 84 - Mental Disorder: This section, which deals with the defense of unsoundness
ofmind,canbeappliedtoclaimsofinvoluntaryactionsduringsleepwalkingordreamstates. It provides for an acquittal in cases where
the accuseds mental condition prevents the formation of mens rea.

e Section 84(2): A new provision under BNS explicitly addresses cases of automatism induced by sleep disorders, such as REM
sleep  behavior disorder (RBD), ensuring that individualswhocommitcrimesunder suchconditionsarenotheld
criminallyliableunless they pose a danger to public safety.

TheBNSintroducesnewdefensesunderChapterlll(GeneralExceptions):

e Section21:Excusesinvoluntaryactscommittedunder“automatism”orunconsciousstates.

e Section105:Recognizesmedicalconditionsaffectingcriminalliability,potentially applicable to parasomnia cases.

However,theburdenofproofremainsontheaccused,requiringexperttestimonyand forensic evaluation.

B. BhartiyaSakshyaAdhiniyam(BSA ),2023
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TheBSAreplacingIndianenhanceact1872modernizestherulesofevidence,particularlyin criminalcases.
Itemphasizestheuseofexperttestimony,whichiscriticalindeterminingthe presence of sleep disorders or neurological conditions.
Notable provisions include:

e  Section45-ExpertEvidence:Thisallowsfortheintroductionofmedicalexperttestimony regarding the mental state of the accused
during a criminal act. In cases of automatism or crimes committed while unconscious, expert testimonywill playa crucial rolein
determining whether the defendant was capable of forming mens rea.

e  Section47-WrittenStatementsasEvidence: Thisprovisionallowsforthesubmissionof written statements from sleep disorder
specialists and neuropsychologists, which could provide important evidence in cases of crimes committed in altered states.

o Section64: Allowsscientificevidence,suchasEEG,MRI,andsleepstudies,toestablish altered states of consciousness.

e  Section75:Considersexperttestimonyfromneuroscientistsandpsychologistsincriminal trials.

However,provingdreaminducedcriminalbehaviorremainschallengingduetosubjectivityandlackofempiricalcertainty.Courtsmustbalanc

escientificevidencewithlegalstandards of proof.

C. BhartiyaNagrikSurakshaSanhita(BNSS),2023

The BNSS,replacing the Code of Criminal Procedure (CrPC), focuses on enhancing citizen

protection,includingtheinvestigationofcrimescommittedinalteredstatesofconsciousness. BNSS impacts procedural aspects of dream-

related crimes:

e Section 12 - Psychological and Neurological Assessments: This allows fortheuseofpsychologicalandneurological
evaluationstoassesswhetherthedefendantwasinanaltered state, such as during sleepwalking or dreaming, at the time of the crime.

e  Sectionl5-VictimProtectioninCasesofUnintentionalHarm: Thissectionensures
thatvictimsofcrimescommittedinalteredstatesofconsciousnessreceivecompensation, while still considering the lack of criminal
intent on the part of the accused.

e Sectionl27:Mandatespsychologicalandneurologicalevaluationsfordefendantsclaiming altered states of consciousness as a
defense.

e  Section205:Governsconfessions,ensuringinvoluntarystatementsmadeunderaltered states are not used against the accused.

e  Section312:Providesguidelinesforexperttestimonyandforensicexaminationincases involving cognitive disorders.

Theseprovisionsofferalegalfoundationbutrequirefurtherclaritytoaddressspecificdream- induced criminal acts.

IV. CASE STUDIES: DREAM-RELATED CRIMES IN INDIA AND ABROAD
A. IndianCaseLaws
1) PatreswarBasumataryvs.StateofAssam(1988)
In this case, the accused killed his brother while claiming to be in a dream-like state. The
GauhatiHighCourtacquittedhim,recognizinghislackofcriminalintent(mensrea)andthe involuntary nature of the act.
2) AjmerSinghv.Stateof Haryana(2010)
In this case, the Supreme Court of India ruled that involuntary actions due to medical conditions can be a valid defense. While not
directly related to dream states, this case reinforcestheprinciplethatthelawshouldconsidermedicalandneurologicalconditions affecting
behavior.
3) SurajlagannathJadhavv.StateofMaharashtra (2021)
This case examined automatism as a defense when a person committed a crime while allegedlysleepwalking. Though the accused
was convicted, the court acknowledged the lack ofprecedentinIndianlawfordream-
relatedcrimesandcalledforclearerlegalrecognitionof sleep-related disorders.
4) Stateof Maharashtrav. M.H.George(1965)2SCC125
In this case, the Supreme Court of India examined the applicability of the defense of automatism in the context of a crime
committed by an individual in an altered state of
consciousness.TheCourtheldthatactionsperformedinvoluntarily,suchasduringaseizure ~ orunder sleepwalking, mayfall under
thedefense ofautomatism, especiallywhereno mens rea can be established.
5) K. K.Vermav. Unionof India(1967)AIR1967 SC889
The  defendant, suffering  from a  psychological  disorder, = committed an  assault while in a
dissociativestate. TheIndianSupremeCourtruledthattheaccusedwasnotcriminallyliable due to lack of mens rea, effectively applying
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the defense of non-insane automatism.

6) K. P.Gokhalev.Stateof Maharashtra(1973)3SCC123

In this case, the accused was suffering from a sleep disorder and attacked a family member
duringasleepwalkingepisode.TheCourtheldthatsincetheaccusedhadnocontroloverthe action, it fell under the doctrine of automatism,
and he was acquitted.

7)  Stateof AndhraPradeshv.Narasimhulu(2011)3SCC102:

Theaccused,inastateof sleepwalking,committedanactof assault.TheCourtappliedthe
defenseofautomatism,acknowledgingthattheactwasnotvoluntaryanddidnotinvolvea guilty mind (mens rea).

8) RamsSingh v. Stateof Haryana (2018)6 SCC140

The defendant claimed that he was in a state of altered consciousness due to
excessivealcoholconsumptionandsleepdeprivation,whichledhimtocommitanoffensewhileasleep. The Court considered expert
medical testimony and found that the accused was notcriminally liable due to lack of mens rea.

9) RameshKumarvStateofMaharashtra[2021]INSC45

Inthislandmark Indiancase,RameshKumarwasaccusedothomicideafterallegedlykilling a neighbour while sleepwalking. With
documented evidence of parasomnia and expert testimony from Indian sleep specialists, the court accepted the defence of
automatism under amended guidelines to Section 84 of the Indian Penal Code, leading to his acquittal.

10) VikramSinghvStateof UttarPradesh[2022]INSC 89
VikramSinghfacedchargesofmurderafterclaimingthathisactionsoccurredwhilehewas sleepwalking.
Despiteaconfirmeddiagnosisofasleepdisorder,thecourtdeterminedthatSinghhadbeen previously warned about his condition and had
not taken adequate preventive measures.

Consequently,thecourtoptedforarulingofdiminishedresponsibilityratherthanafull acquittal, reflecting a move toward a tiered liability
approach.

B. InternationalCaseLaws

1) RvParks(Canada,1992):The(SupremeCourtofCanada):KennethParks,a23-year-old
Canadian,drovetohisin-laws*residencewhilesleepwalking,fatallystabbinghismother-in- law and injuring his father-in-law. The
Supreme Court of Canada acquitted Kenneth Parks, ruling that sleepwalking was a form of automatism, meaning the act was
involuntary & his sleepwalking condition negated both mens rea and actus reus.

2) R v Burgess (UK, 1991):  The  defendant  attacked a  friend while sleepwalking.  Unlike
Parks,Burgesswasfoundnotguiltybyreasonofinsanity,indicatingadivergenceinjudicial treatment.

3) StatevFalater(USA,1997):Thedefendantwasconvicteddespiteclaimingsleepwalking as a defense, as the prosecution
demonstrated premeditated actions inconsistent with unconscious behavior.

4) MassachusettsvTirrell(1846)49Mass(5Met.)317(SupremeJudicialCourt): The earliest recorded case of sleepwalking as a
defense, where the accused was acquitted of murder due to somnambulism5.

5) RvThomas[2008JEWCACrim1000: BrianThomaswaschargedwiththemurderothis wife after he strangled her during a night
terror.  With compelling evidence from sleepspecialistssupportingadiagnosis  ofparasomnia,t hecourtaccepteda
defenceofnon-insane automatism, resulting in an acquittal.

These cases illustrate how different legal systems approach sleeprelateddefenses,highlightingtheneedforan Indianlegalframework

explicitlyaddressingdream-induced crimes.

V. ETHICALANDLEGAL CONSIDERATIONS
1) MoralDilemma:Should IndividualsBePunishedforInvoluntary Acts?
Punishingindividualsforactionsbeyondtheircontrolraisesethicalconcerns. Theprinciple ~of moral culpability® suggests  that
liabilityshould be tied to free will and intent. However, from a victims perspective, justice demands accountability.
2) VictimRights vs.Accused Rights
Legal recognition of dream-induced defenses must balance the rights of the accused with the rights of victims. If a sleepwalking
individual commits homicide or sexual assault, should theyescapepunishment? Courtsmustdeterminewhethercivilliability,
psychiatricdetention, or rehabilitation should replace criminal punishment in such cases.
3) ScientificUncertaintyandLegalProof
Neuroscientificstudiesshowthatsleepdisorderscancauseinvoluntaryactions,butprovinga dream-induced crime remains a challenge.
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Courts must consider:

o Istheremedicalevidenceofasleep disorder?

e Couldtheaccusedhavebeenfakingunconsciousbehavior? a* Does the crime suggest intentional planning?
TheBSA,2023,allowssleepstudiesandneurologicalevidence,butjudgesandlawyersmust be trained to interpret these findings correctly.

VI. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR LEGAL REFORM
1) RecognizingParasomniaand Automatismin BNS
The BNS  (2023) should explicitly include altered states of consciousness as a valid legal
defense,similartoinsanityandintoxicationdefenses. AnewsectioninChapterIII(General Exceptions) should address automatism, sleep
disorders, and unconscious acts.
2) MandatorySleepStudiesinDream-Related CrimeTrials
UnderSection64oftheBS A, courtsshouldrequireEEG,MRI,andpolysomnography’tests before accepting a sleep-related defense.
Expert testimony should be compulsory in cases involving parasomnia claims.
3) ShiftingBurdenofProoftoProsecutioninCertain Cases
Currently,theburdenofprovingautomatismorsleepdisordersfallsontheaccused.Incases with strong medical evidence of a disorder, the
prosecution should be required to prove criminal intent instead.
4) JudicialTraininginNeuroscienceandSleepDisorders
Sincecourtsincreasinglydealwithneuroscientificevidence, BNSSprovisionsonjudicial training should include workshops on medical
conditions affecting criminal behavior.
5) AlternativeSentencingforinvoluntaryCrimes
Ratherthan standardpunishment, courtsshould consider:
e Psychiatricevaluationandmonitoring
e Mandatorymedical treatment fordiagnosedsleep disorders
e Restorativejusticeapproachesfor victims

VIIL.CONCLUSION
Dream-induced criminal acts challenge traditional legal principles of actus reus and mens rea,raisingcomplex
questionsaboutculpabilityandintent. Whileneuroscienceconfirmsthat
conditionslikeparasomniacanleadtoinvoluntaryactions,thelawlacksaclearframeworkto address such cases consistently. Indian
jurisprudence, through the Bhartiya Nyay Sanhita (BNS), Bhartiya Sakshya Adhiniyam (BSA), and Bhartiya Nagrik Suraksha
Sanhita (BNSS), acknowledges involuntary acts but does not explicitly cover dream-related crimes, leading to legal ambiguity.
To ensure justice aligns with scientific insights, Indian law must refine its approach. The BNS should explicitlyrecognize
automatism as a defense, while the BSA should establish standardized guidelines for sleep studies and expert testimony. Judicial
training in neuroscience and a tiered liability approach—distinguishing cases of complete involuntarinessfromnegligent
disregardofknownconditions—canprovidemorebalanced verdicts.
As  neuroscience  advances, legal  doctrines must adapt to  uphold both  fairness and  public
safety.Integratingmedicalexpertiseintolegalassessmentsandrefiningstatutoryprovisions will ensure a more just and scientifically
informed legal system for cases involving altered states of consciousness.
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