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ELEMENTS OF CRIMES3

Learning Objectives

  1. Understand actus reus and mens rea and the 
requirement of concurrence.

  2. Appreciate the difference between voluntary 
and involuntary acts.

  3. Understand status offenses.

  4. Know the circumstances in which an individual 
may be held liable for a failure to act.

  5. Know the definition of possession and the dif-
ferent types of possession.

  6. Appreciate the difference between specific 
intent, general intent, and constructive intent.

  7. Know the difference between purposely, know-
ingly, recklessly, and negligently—the criminal 
intents established by the Model Penal Code.

  8. Know the definition of a strict liability offense.

  9. Understand transferred intent.

10. Know the significance of the concept of causal-
ity and the definition of cause in fact, proximate 
cause, intervening cause, coincidental inter-
vening cause, and responsive intervening 
cause.

Did the defendant negligently cause 
the death of the two-year-old victim?

The defendant did not allow the two-year-old victim to con-
sume liquids after 8 p.m. in order to prevent him from 
wetting the bed. The defendant also prevented the victim 
from consuming liquids at other times in order to encour-
age him to consume solid food. . . . [T]he defendant gave 
the victim little or nothing to drink from the morning of 
February 22, 2009, to the morning of February 26, 2009.

Moreover, at some point during the victim’s stay, the 
defendant attempted to discourage him from drinking out 
of cups belonging to other people. In order to accomplish 
this, the defendant placed a small amount of hot sauce in 
a cup and left it on the kitchen table. The victim consumed 
hot sauce from a cup on at least one occasion.

In the days immediately preceding his death, the victim 
began to exhibit numerous symptoms of dehydration. He 
had dry, cracked lips, a sunken face and a diminished appe-
tite. He also had lost a significant amount of weight. On the 
morning of February 26, 2009, the defendant discovered 
that the victim was not breathing. Shortly thereafter, the 
defendant contacted emergency personnel by telephone.  
. . . The deputy chief medical examiner later confirmed that 
the child had died due to insufficient fluid intake. . . . The 
defendant possesses an IQ of 61. This score places her 
within the bottom one half of 1 percent of the population. 
(State v. Patterson, 27 A.3D 374 [Conn. App. 2011])

In this chapter, learn the difference between the crim-
inal intents of purposely, knowingly, negligently, and 
recklessly.

INTRODUCTION

A crime comprises an actus reus, or a criminal act or 
omission (failure to act), and a mens rea, or a crim-
inal intent. Conviction of a criminal charge requires 

evidence establishing beyond a reasonable doubt that 
the accused possessed the required mental state and 
performed a voluntary act that caused the social harm 


