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Abstract 
Intentional torts occupy a central position within tort law. They are distinguished from negligence and strict 
liability by the element of intent, requiring proof that the defendant either desired to bring about the harmful 
consequence or acted with knowledge that such harm was substantially certain to result [1]. As Keeton et al. 
emphasize, intentional torts scrutinize conscious decision-making, reflecting legal and moral condemnation 
of willful harm. This review explores the conceptual foundations, key torts, defenses, and remedies within 
intentional tort law, drawing on English and American authorities. It also addresses doctrinal controversies, 
particularly around the proof of intent and the scope of defenses, situating intentional torts in their broader 
societal and normative context.
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Introduction
Intentional torts represent a fundamental category within the 
broader field of tort law, distinguished by the specific intent of 
the actor to bring about particular effects, which are generally 
harmful to the victim. Unlike negligence, where the actor's fail-
ure to behave with the level of care that someone of ordinary 
prudence would have exercised under the same circumstances 
is scrutinized, intentional torts focus on the conscious decisions 
of individuals to engage in conduct knowing that harm is likely 
to result [2]. This introduction aims to outline the foundational 
aspects of intentional torts, exploring their definitions, elements, 
and the implications they hold in personal and societal contexts. 
The domain of intentional torts is a dynamic and crucial area of 
law enforcement. It not only addresses civil liability and com-
pensation but also encapsulates significant ethical and moral di-
mensions, reflecting how law adapts to evolving societal values 
and technological advancements. As we proceed, this review 
will delve deeper into each category and defense related to in-
tentional torts, providing a comprehensive overview essential 
for legal practitioners, scholars, and students alike.

Purpose of the Review
The purpose of this scholarly review is to provide an exhaustive 
analysis of intentional torts, which are foundational to under-
standing both the structure and function of civil liability in com-
mon law jurisdictions. Intentional torts, as opposed to negligent 
or strict liability torts, involve actions taken with the intent to 
cause harm or with knowledge that harm is substantially certain 
to follow [1]. This review aims to demystify the legal principles 
underpinning intentional torts, their application in various legal 
scenarios, and the broader implications these torts have on civil 
law and societal norms.

Intentional torts cover a range of wrongful acts, including but 
not limited to assault, battery, false imprisonment, intentional 
infliction of emotional distress, trespass, and conversion. Each 
of these torts requires a specific intent to commit the act which 
ultimately leads to harm. This review synthesizes seminal and 
contemporary case law, statutory frameworks, and scholarly 
commentary to paint a comprehensive picture of the current state 
of the law [2]. By doing so, it serves as a valuable resource for 
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legal practitioners who need to navigate the complexities of in-
tentional tort litigation, scholars conducting research in tort law, 
and students seeking a deeper understanding of legal doctrines.

This review addresses the challenges inherent in proving inten-
tionality and liability in tort cases. Establishing the defendant's 
intent is often the linchpin of a successful intentional tort claim, 
yet it can be one of the most difficult elements to prove. The 
mental state of a defendant at the time of the tortious act does 
not always leave behind clear evidence, making the plaintiff's 
burden of proof particularly challenging [3].

The review explores the various defenses available in intention-
al tort cases, such as consent, self-defense, defense of others, 
and defense of property. These defenses play a crucial role in 
mitigating or negating liability and highlight the legal system's 
attempt to balance the protection of individual rights with the 
necessity of allowing individuals to protect themselves and their 
property [4]. The review underscores the significance of inten-
tional torts in the broader context of protecting individual rights 
and ensuring justice in instances of deliberate harm. By provid-
ing a detailed analysis of the legal landscape surrounding inten-
tional torts, this review contributes to the ongoing discourse on 
how best to address these critical issues within the framework 
of civil law.

Definition and Legal Elements
Intentional torts are acts committed with the intent to perform 
the action that causes harm. Legal systems require that for an 
act to qualify as an intentional tort, the actor must have acted to 
cause harm or with knowledge that harm was substantially cer-
tain to occur [1]. This category encompasses a variety of torts, 
including, but not limited to, assault, battery, false imprison-
ment, trespass to land, trespass to chattels, and intentional inflic-
tion of emotional distress. Intentional torts are civil wrongs that 
arise from deliberate actions intended to cause harm or injury 
to another person or their property. Unlike negligence, which 
involves unintentional harm, intentional torts require proof of 
the defendant's intent to commit the act, even if the specific harm 
caused was not intended [5]. Intentional torts are rooted in the 
principle that individuals should be held accountable for their 
deliberate actions that infringe upon the rights of others [2].

Intent
The legal elements of intentional torts generally include an act 
by a defendant, an intention to cause the effects of the act, and 
causation leading to actual damage to the plaintiff. For example, 
battery involves the intentional infliction of harmful or offensive 
contact with the plaintiff's person [1]. Each intentional tort has 
specific criteria that must be met, and the nuances of these re-
quirements can vary significantly between jurisdictions. Intent is 
a crucial element in the realm of intentional torts, distinguishing 
between mere negligence and willful wrongdoing. Specific in-
tent and general intent provide a framework for understanding 
the actor's mental state and the consequences of their actions. 
Garratt v. Dailey and Vosburg v. Putney serve as foundation-
al examples in establishing the principles of intent, influencing 
both American and English tort law. Intent is a fundamental ele-
ment that establishes the basis for liability. Understanding intent 
is crucial because it differentiates intentional torts from negli-
gent or unintentional torts. Intent refers to the mental state of the 

defendant at the time of the tortious act. To establish liability for 
an intentional tort, the plaintiff must demonstrate that the defen-
dant acted with the requisite intent to bring about a specific con-
sequence or that the defendant knew with substantial certainty 
that their actions would lead to that consequence.

English tort law does not have a statutory definition of intent. 
Instead, courts have shaped the concept through the common 
law tradition, assessing liability by reference to what the defen-
dant did and the likely or natural consequences of that conduct. 
Courts often infer intent when the defendant's conduct demon-
strates a deliberate choice to act, even if the precise harm was 
not desired. Collins v Wilcock [1984] 1 WLR 1172: The Court 
of Appeal confirmed that even the slightest unlawful touching, if 
intentional, constitutes battery. The intent was inferred from the 
defendant's voluntary act of physical contact [6]. If a defendant 
engages in conduct that naturally and probably results in harm, 
intent may be inferred, even if the defendant did not expressly 
admit to wishing for that outcome. Williams v Humphrey [1975] 
QB 122: Pushing someone into a pool sufficed for battery; lia-
bility did not require intent to cause the precise injuries suffered, 
only intent to cause the contact. Intent may be transferred where 
a defendant intends harm to one person but injures another. Liv-
ingstone v Ministry of Defence [1984] NI 356: Soldiers firing 
at rioters but hitting a bystander were held liable—the intent to 
strike rioters was transferred to the innocent claimant[7].

Types of Intent
I. Specific Intent:
Specific intent occurs when the actor desires to bring about a 
harmful or offensive contact or result. The defendant's purpose is 
to achieve a particular outcome. If Fatmata intentionally punch-
es Jeneba with the desire to cause harm, she possesses specific 
intent.

II. General Intent:
General intent exists when the actor knows with substantial 
certainty that their conduct will result in the prohibited conse-
quence, even if that was not the actor's primary aim. If Fatmata 
throws a rock into a crowd, understanding that it could hit Jen-
eba, she possesses general intent, regardless of their desire to 
cause harm to Jeneba. Garratt v. Dailey. In this Washington case, 
a child (Dailey) pulled a chair out from under a woman (Garratt) 
as she was about to sit down, resulting in her falling and sustain-
ing injuries. The court held that intent could be established if 
the child knew with substantial certainty that the woman would 
fall when he pulled the chair. The ruling emphasized that even 
a child could possess intent if they understand the likely conse-
quences of their actions. This case illustrates how intent can be 
inferred from a person's actions and knowledge of the probable 
outcome, regardless of their age.

Causation in Torts
Causation is a critical element in tort law, establishing the neces-
sary link between the defendant's conduct and the claimant's inju-
ry. Without causation, liability cannot be imposed, regardless of 
wrongful conduct. English law traditionally analyses causation 
in two stages: factual causation and legal (proximate) causation. 
Claimants must prove both factual and legal causation (Barnett; 
Wagon Mound). Causation remains crucial but is often easier to 
prove. Where a defendant deliberately inflicts harm (e.g., bat-
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tery), factual causation is clear. Legal causation may still limit 
liability if the damage is too remote. Causation ensures fairness 
in tort law by limiting liability to harms sufficiently connected to 
the defendant's conduct. Courts use the “but-for” test for factual 
links and the foreseeability/remoteness test to define the scope 
of responsibility. The development from Re Polemis to Wagon 
Mound illustrates the movement from a rule of directness to one 
of reasonable foreseeability.

A. Actual Cause (Cause in Fact)
Actual cause refers to the factual link between the defendant's 
actions and the claimant's harm. The "But-for" Test: The test 
asks whether the harm would have occurred "but for" the de-
fendant's conduct. If not, the defendant's conduct is a factual 
cause of the harm. Barnett v Chelsea and Kensington Hospital 
Management Committee [1969] 1 QB 428: Doctors negligently 
failed to treat a patient, but evidence showed the patient would 
have died regardless. Held: no causation, as death would have 
occurred even without the negligence.

Cork v Kirby Maclean Ltd [1952] 2 All ER 402: A workman 
fell and died after defective equipment gave way. The court con-
firmed the “but-for” test as central to factual causation.

B. Proximate Cause (Legal Cause)
Proximate cause concerns whether the damage is sufficiently 
connected to the defendant's act to justify liability. It asks wheth-
er the harm was a foreseeable consequence or too remote. Re 
Polemis and Furness, Withy & Co Ltd [1921] 3 KB 560 (CA): 
Defendants were liable for all direct consequences of negligent 
conduct, even if unforeseeable [8]. A falling plank caused a spark, 
leading to a fire, and liability was imposed because the fire was 
a “direct consequence. The Wagon Mound (No 1)* [1961] AC 
388 (PC): Overruled Re Polemis on remoteness. Held: Defen-
dants are only liable for damage that is a reasonably foreseeable 
consequence of their actions. Spilled oil causing fire was not 
foreseeable, so no liability. Causation in tort law requires claim-
ants to prove both factual causation (“but for” the defendant's 
act) and legal causation (foreseeable, non-remote consequenc-
es). English cases such as Barnett, Cork, Re Polemis, and Wagon 
Mound show the evolution of the doctrine, balancing fairness to 
claimants with limiting liability for unforeseeable consequences.

Torts Against Persons
Assault
Assault is one of the principal torts against the person in English 
law, designed to protect an individual's right to bodily securi-
ty and mental tranquility. It is distinct from a battery in that it 
does not require actual physical contact but instead focuses on 
the creation of a reasonable apprehension of imminent unlawful 
force in the claimant's mind. Assault is therefore as much about 
psychological harm as physical threat. An assault occurs when 
the defendant intentionally causes the claimant to apprehend the 
immediate infliction of unlawful force upon them. The essen-
tial idea is that the claimant reasonably believes that they are 
about to be subjected to unlawful violence. In Collins v Wilcock 
[1984] 1 WLR 1172, Goff LJ explained that assault is "an act 
which causes another person to apprehend the infliction of im-
mediate, unlawful force on his person [6]."

Elements of Assault

A. An Act by the Defendant
The defendant must commit a voluntary act that creates the 
apprehension of force. Words, gestures, or a combination can 
constitute an act. Stephens v Myers (1830) 4 C & P 349: The 
defendant advanced with a clenched fist towards the chairman 
of a meeting but was stopped before contact. Held: an assault, as 
the act created apprehension of immediate violence.

B. Intent
The defendant must intend to cause the apprehension of force, 
or at least know with substantial certainty that apprehension will 
result. Recklessness may suffice in some contexts. R v Venna 
[1976] QB 421: Though a criminal case, it is often cited in tort; 
intent includes both direct purpose and reckless disregard of 
likely consequences.

C. Apprehension by the Claimant
The claimant must actually apprehend (anticipate) unlawful 
force. The apprehension must be reasonable—the law uses an 
objective standard. Thomas v NUM [1986] Ch 20: Striking 
miners shouted threats at working miners being bussed into the 
pit. Held: no assault because the claimants were inside buses 
protected by police; no reasonable apprehension of immediate 
violence [9].

D. Immediacy of the Threat
The apprehension must be of immediate or imminent force, not 
some distant or conditional threat. Tuberville v Savage (1669) 
1 Mod 3: The defendant placed his hand on his sword and said, 
"If it were not assize time, I would not take such language from 
you.” Held: not an assault, because the words negated the imme-
diacy of the threat [10].

E. Unlawful Force
The force threatened must be unlawful. Threats of lawful con-
duct (e.g., a police officer warning of a lawful arrest) cannot 
constitute assault. Traditionally, assault required a gesture, but 
modern law recognises that words alone, or even silence, may 
suffice. R v Ireland [1998] AC 147: The House of Lords held 
that making silent telephone calls could amount to an assault, 
as it caused apprehension of immediate violence. This principle 
has been applied in civil cases to extend protection to claimants 
facing psychological threats without physical gestures.

Battery
Battery protects individuals against unauthorised and unlawful 
physical contact. Unlike assault, which safeguards against the 
fear of contact, battery is concerned with the contact itself. Im-
portantly, the law does not require actual injury; even minimal 
or offensive contact can suffice if it was intentional and without 
lawful justification. Battery in English law is defined as the in-
tentional and direct application of unlawful force to another per-
son. In Collins v Wilcock [1984] 1 WLR 1172, Goff LJ stated: 
The fundamental principle, plain and incontestable, is that every 
person's body is inviolate. He confirmed that the “merest touch” 
may constitute a battery if it is unlawful [6].

Elements of Battery
A.  An Act by the Defendant
The act must involve direct application of force to the claimant's 
body. This force may be slight. Cole v Turner (1704) 6 Mod 
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149: Holt CJ defined battery as “the least touching of another 
in anger.

B. Intentional Contact
The defendant must intend the act of contact, though not neces-
sarily the harm caused. Williams v Humphrey [1975] QB 122: 
The defendant pushed the claimant into a swimming pool. Held: 
the intent to push was sufficient, even if there was no intent to 
cause injury. Vosburg v Putney 80 Wis. 523 (1891) (US case, 
persuasive): A schoolboy's minor kick was battery, even though 
he did not intend serious harm [11].

C. Directness of the Contact
The contact must flow directly from the defendant's act. Reyn-
olds v Clarke (1725) 93 ER 747: Distinguished between direct 
and indirect injury; throwing a log onto a highway was direct, 
but creating a hazard leading to injury might sound in negligence 
instead.

D. Unlawful or Without Consent
Everyday social contacts (e.g., tapping someone on the shoul-
der) are generally impliedly consented to and not actionable. 
But where there is no consent, or contact exceeds the scope of 
consent, battery arises. Collins v Wilcock [1984] 1 WLR 1172: 
Police officer grabbed a woman's arm to stop her without lawful 
arrest [6]. Held: unlawful touching amounted to battery. Wilson 
v Pringle [1987] QB 237: The Court of Appeal clarified that hos-
tility is required; “everyday jostlings" are not battery, but inten-
tional hostile contact is. F v West Berkshire Health Authority 
[1990] 2 AC 1 (HL): Medical treatment without valid consent 
may amount to battery, even if intended for the patient's benefit 
[12]. Battery remains a vital tort in English law, reaffirming the 
protection of bodily integrity. It covers all unauthorised physical 
contact, however slight, provided it is intentional and hostile. 
The doctrine ensures individuals are free from unwanted inter-
ference while balancing social realities through consent and im-
plied licence.

False Imprisonment
False imprisonment occurs when a person is intentionally and 
unlawfully restrained within a bounded area without lawful jus-
tification. Unlike assault and battery, which focus on threats and 
contact, false imprisonment safeguards the liberty of individuals 
against unlawful confinement. False imprisonment is the unlaw-
ful imposition of total restraint on a person's freedom of move-
ment for any time, however short, without lawful justification. 
Collins v Wilcock [1984] 1 WLR 1172: Goff LJ described false 
imprisonment as the complete deprivation of liberty without 
lawful cause. Bird v Jones (1845) 7 QB 742: Parke B explained 
that restraint must be total, not partial; preventing movement in 
one direction while leaving others open is insufficient [6].

Elements of False Imprisonment
A. Total Restraint
The restraint must be total blocking a single path is insufficient 
if other reasonable avenues of escape exist. Bird v Jones (1845): 
The claimant was prevented from crossing a bridge but could 
go back. Held: not false imprisonment, as restraint was partial, 
not total. Iqbal v Prison Officers' Association [2009] EWCA Civ 
1312: Prison officers' strike led to a claimant being confined to 
his cell. Held: liability required intentional restraint; negligence 

or omission was insufficient [13].

B. Intention
The defendant must intend to restrain the claimant, though mal-
ice is not required. Iqbal v Prison Officers' Association (2009): 
Confirmed that intention is essential—mere inadvertence or neg-
ligence does not suffice [13].

C. Lack of Lawful Justification
Confinement is not tortious if justified by law (e.g., lawful arrest). 
R v Governor of Brockhill Prison, ex p Evans (No 2) [2001] 2 
AC 19: Prisoner was detained longer than lawful sentence due 
to an error in calculating release date. Held: false imprisonment, 
as detention beyond lawful authority is unlawful regardless of 
good faith.

D. Knowledge of the Claimant
Traditionally, knowledge of confinement was unnecessary; re-
straint itself sufficed. Murray v Ministry of Defence [1988] 1 
WLR 692: Lord Griffiths held that a person may be falsely im-
prisoned without being aware of it at the time. Awareness af-
fects damages, not liability. False imprisonment plays a vital 
role in safeguarding individual liberty, ensuring that restraint 
on movement is carefully justified by law. It requires proof of 
total restraint, intention, and lack of lawful authority. Case law 
from Bird v Jones to Lumba illustrates the balance courts strike 
between state authority and the inviolable right to freedom of 
movement.

Torts Against Property
Trespass to Land
Trespass to land is an intentional tort defined as the unautho-
rized entry onto or remaining on another person's property with-
out permission or legal justification. This tort aims to safeguard 
the property owner's right to control access to their land and to 
prevent any unauthorized interference with their property [1]. It 
recognizes the significance of personal property rights in main-
taining the integrity and privacy of one's land. A person walks 
onto another person's property without permission to retrieve a 
ball that has landed there. The individual intentionally entered 
the property with the purpose of retrieving the ball. The property 
owner did not grant permission for this entry. The property own-
er has lawful possession of the land

Elements of Trespass to Land
To establish a claim for trespass to land, the plaintiff must 
demonstrate the following elements [1]:
•	 Intentional Act by then Defendant: The defendant must have 

intentionally entered or remained on the plaintiff's land. No-
tably, intent in this context does not necessitate malice; it 
merely requires that the defendant intended to be present on 
the property. For example, in Dougherty v. Stepp, 18 N.C. 
371 (1835), the court clarified that the intent to enter, even 
without harmful intent, suffices for a trespass claim.

•	 Unauthorized Entry or Presence: The entry or presence on 
the land must occur without the owner's consent or legal 
justification. This includes any physical intrusion, such as 
walking onto the property, as well as indirect intrusions, like 
throwing an object onto the land. The case Rogers v. Board 
of Road Commissioners, 319 Mich. 661, 30 N.W.2d 358 
(1948), illustrated how even causing an object to enter the 
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property can constitute trespass [14].
•	 Possession or Ownership by the Plaintiff: The plaintiff must 

have legal possession or ownership of the land at the time 
of the trespass. This criterion encompasses not only land-
owners but also tenants or others who possess the property 
lawfully [1]. Dougherty v. Stepp, 18 N.C. 371 (1835). In 
this case, the defendant entered the plaintiff's land without 
permission to survey it. The defendant's actions were inten-
tional and unauthorized. The court ruled that the defendant's 
unauthorized entry constituted trespass to land, even in the 
absence of any physical damage to the property. This case 
established a crucial legal principle: actual harm or dam-
age is not a prerequisite for a successful claim of trespass 
to land; the mere fact of unauthorized entry is sufficient to 
support a claim [15].

Trespass to Chattels
Trespass to chattels is an intentional tort that occurs when an 
individual intentionally interferes with another person's person-
al property. This interference can take various forms, including 
damaging, dispossessing, or using the property without permis-
sion. Unlike trespass to land, which concerns real property, tres-
pass to chattels specifically addresses the wrongful interference 
with movable personal property. A person intentionally damag-
es another individual's car by scratching the paint with a key. 
The individual intentionally scratched the car, demonstrating a 
clear intention to interfere with the owner's property. The act of 
scratching the car constitutes damage to the personal property, 
affecting its value and usability. The car's owner has legal pos-
session of the vehicle, fulfilling this element of the claim. The 
owner may incur repair costs or experience a loss in the car's 
market value due to the damage. One of the leading cases in un-
derstanding trespass to chattels is Intel Corp. v. Hamidi, 30 Cal. 
4th 1342 (2003). In this case, the California Supreme Court held 
that a former employee's unauthorized access to the company's 
email system constituted trespass to chattels, as it interfered with 
Intel's use of its computer system. The court concluded that the 
interference was significant enough to warrant a claim, empha-
sizing the protection of property rights in the digital age.

Elements of Trespass to Chattels
Intentional Act by the Defendant: The defendant must have act-
ed intentionally, meaning that they intended to interfere with the 
plaintiff's personal property. This intent does not require malice; 
it is sufficient that the defendant intended the act that resulted 
in the interference. For example, if a person intentionally takes 
another's belongings without permission, this constitutes inten-
tional interference. Interference with Personal Property: The 
interference must involve a tangible item of personal property, 
often referred to as a "chattel." This includes items such as vehi-
cles, furniture, or equipment. 

The interference can manifest in several ways, including dam-
aging the property, using it without consent, or depriving the 
owner of its use. Possession by the Plaintiff: The plaintiff must 
have legal possession or ownership of the chattel at the time of 
the interference. This requirement ensures that only those with 
a rightful claim to the property can bring a trespass to chattels 
action.

Actual Damages or Harm: The plaintiff must demonstrate that 

they suffered actual damages as a result of the defendant's inter-
ference. This can include physical damage to the property, loss 
of use, or other compensable harm. In some cases, even minor 
harm may suffice for a claim if it demonstrates the wrongful in-
terference.

Remedies
•	 Compensatory Damages: Plaintiffs can recover monetary 

damages for the loss incurred due to the interference. This 
may cover repair costs, loss of use, or reduced value of the 
property [1].

•	 Nominal Damages: If the plaintiff cannot demonstrate ac-
tual damages but proves that an interference occurred, they 
may be awarded nominal damages as a recognition of their 
rights being violated.

•	 Injunctive Relief: In some cases, plaintiffs may seek injunc-
tive relief to prevent further interference with their property 
[1].

Defenses
•	 Consent: If the property owner granted permission for the 

interference, this may negate the claim of trespass. For ex-
ample, if a friend borrows a car with the owner's consent, 
any subsequent use would not constitute trespass.

•	 Necessity: In emergency situations, a defendant may ar-
gue that their interference was necessary to prevent greater 
harm. For instance, if a person uses another's property to 
escape a dangerous situation, this could be a valid defense.

•	 Legal Authority: If the defendant had the legal authority 
to interfere with the property, such as law enforcement exe-
cuting a search warrant, this may serve as a defense against 
a trespass to chattels claim (Restatement (Second) of Torts, 
§ 168).

Conversion
Conversion is an intentional tort that occurs when an individual 
intentionally exercises control over another person's property, 
depriving the owner of its use or possession. This tort serves 
to protect the property owner's right to control their property 
and seeks to remedy wrongful interference with these rights 
(Restatement (Second) of Torts, § 222A). The central tenet of 
conversion is that a person's rights to their property are violated 
when another person exerts unauthorized control over it. Con-
sider a situation where a person steals another person's bicycle 
and subsequently sells it to a third party. The individual inten-
tionally took and sold the bicycle, demonstrating a deliberate act 
to control the property. The act of selling the bicycle signifies 
that the person exercised control over it, thereby interfering with 
the owner's rights. The original owner was deprived of their bi-
cycle, losing access to it entirely.

Elements
•	 Intentional Act by the Defendant: The defendant must 

have intentionally exercised control over the plaintiff's 
property. Importantly, intent in this context does not require 
the presence of malice; it merely necessitates that the de-
fendant intended to act in a manner that interferes with the 
owner's property rights. The case of Poggi v. Scott, 167 Cal. 
372, 139 P. 815 (1914), illustrates this principle, wherein the 
court emphasized that the intent to control is sufficient for a 
conversion claim.
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•	 Exercise of Control: The defendant must have exercised 
dominion or control over the property, which can include 
actions such as using, selling, or destroying it. The degree 
of control must be significant enough to interfere with the 
owner's rights, indicating a serious invasion of the owner's 
property.

•	 Deprivation of Use or Possession: The defendant's actions 
must have deprived the owner of the use or possession of 
their property. This deprivation can either be temporary or 
permanent, and it must result from the defendant's intention-
al act of control (Restatement (Second) of Torts, § 222A).

Case Law: Poggi v. Scott, 167 Cal. 372, 139 P. 815 (1914). In 
this pivotal case, the defendant, who was a landlord, seized and 
sold the plaintiff's personal property to recover unpaid rent. The 
plaintiff argued that this action constituted conversion. The court 
ruled in favor of the plaintiff, determining that the defendant's 
actions constituted conversion because he intentionally exer-
cised control over the plaintiff's property, thereby depriving the 
plaintiff of its use. Poggi v. Scott highlights that unauthorized 
control over another's property, even when done for a seeming-
ly legitimate purpose (such as recovering unpaid rent), can still 
constitute conversion. This case set a precedent regarding the 
scope of conversion in property law (Poggi v. Scott, 167 Cal. 
372, 139 P. 815 (1914)).

Remedies
•	 Compensatory Damages: Plaintiffs may seek monetary 

compensation equivalent to the value of the property or the 
loss of use resulting from the conversion (Restatement (Sec-
ond) of Torts, § 222A). This compensation aims to restore 
the plaintiff to their position as if the conversion had not 
occurred.

•	 Punitive Damages: In cases where the defendant's conduct 
is deemed egregious or particularly reckless, the court may 
award punitive damages to punish the defendant and de-
ter similar conduct in the future (Restatement (Second) of 
Torts, § 908).

•	 Replevin: The plaintiff may seek a court order for replevin, 
which is a legal remedy that allows the recovery of the spe-
cific property wrongfully taken or withheld (Restatement 
(Second) of Torts, § 222A). This remedy is particularly rel-
evant when the property in question is unique or has special 
value to the owner.

Defenses to Conversion
•	 Consent: If the property owner consented to the defendant's 

use or control of the property, this may negate the claim of 
conversion (Restatement (Second) of Torts, § 222A). For 
example, if the owner allows a friend to borrow their car, the 
friend's use would not constitute conversion.

•	 Legal Authority: The defendant may claim that they act-
ed under legal authority, such as executing a court order or 
performing law enforcement duties (Restatement (Second) 
of Torts, § 222A). This defense is applicable when the de-
fendant's actions are justified by law.

•	 Mistake: A defendant may argue that they acted under a 
reasonable mistake regarding their right to the property. For 
instance, if someone mistakenly believes they have a right 
to possess an item, this could serve as a defense against a 
conversion claim (Restatement (Second) of Torts, § 222A).

Torts Against Reputation
1. Defamation
Defamation is an intentional tort that occurs when a person makes 
a false statement that causes harm to another person’s reputation. 
The tort of defamation can take two distinct forms: libel, which 
refers to written defamation, and slander, which pertains to spo-
ken defamation (Restatement (Second) of Torts, § 558). The pri-
mary purpose of defamation law is to protect individuals from 
false statements that could damage their reputation and standing 
in the community. A person writes a blog post falsely accusing 
a local business owner of fraud. The blog post contains false 
accusations regarding the business owner’s conduct. The post 
is published online and is accessible to third parties, fulfilling 
the publication requirement. As a result of the false claims, the 
business owner suffers reputational damage, leading to a loss of 
customers and income. The blogger acted negligently by failing 
to verify the accuracy of the claims before publication.

2. Elements of Defamation
To establish a claim for defamation, the plaintiff must prove the 
following elements (Restatement (Second) of Torts, § 558):
•	 False Statement: The statement in question must be false. 

Truth serves as an absolute defense against defamation 
claims. In the landmark case New York Times Co. v. Sulli-
van, 376 U.S. 254 (1964), the Supreme Court emphasized 
that statements made about public officials must be true to 
avoid liability.

•	 Publication: The false statement must be communicated 
to a third party. This publication can occur through various 
means, including orally, in writing, or through other forms 
of media (Restatement (Second) of Torts, § 577). The criti-
cal aspect here is that the statement must be made known to 
someone other than the person defamed.

•	 Harm to Reputation: The statement must cause harm to 
the plaintiff’s reputation, which can manifest as damage to 
their personal, professional, or social standing (Restatement 
(Second) of Torts, § 559). This harm may result in lost op-
portunities, emotional distress, and other negative conse-
quences.

•	 Fault: The defendant must have acted with fault regarding 
the statement. The standard of fault varies depending on the 
plaintiff’s status:

•	 Public Figures/Officials: For public figures or officials, 
the plaintiff must prove actual malice, which is defined as 
knowledge of the statement's falsity or reckless disregard 
for the truth (New York Times Co. v. Sullivan, 376 U.S. 254 
(1964)).

•	 Private Individuals: For private individuals, the plaintiff 
typically needs to prove that the defendant acted negligently 
in making the statement [16].

3.  Types of Defamation
Defamation is categorized into two main types:
•	 Libel: Libel refers to written or published defamation, 

which includes statements made in newspapers, books, on-
line posts, or any other written form (Restatement (Second) 
of Torts, §568). Example: Publishing a false article that ac-
cuses an individual of criminal activity can constitute libel.

•	 Slander: Slander pertains to spoken defamation, involving 
false statements made in conversations, speeches, or public 
addresses (Restatement (Second) of Torts, § 568). Example: 
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Falsely accusing someone of theft during a public speech 
can be classified as slander.

New York Times Co. v. Sullivan, 376 U.S. 254 (1964): In this 
seminal case, the New York Times published an advertisement 
that contained false statements about a public official, L.B. Sul-
livan. Sullivan claimed that these statements defamed him and 
sought damages. The Supreme Court ruled that for public of-
ficials to succeed in a defamation claim, they must prove ac-
tual malice. The Court held that the First Amendment protects 
freedom of speech, especially regarding public discourse about 
public officials. This case established a critical legal standard 
for defamation claims involving public figures, reinforcing the 
necessity of proving actual malice in such instances [17].

Remedies
•	 Compensatory Damages: The plaintiff may seek monetary 

compensation for harm to reputation, emotional distress, 
and financial losses caused by the defamatory statement 
(Restatement (Second) of Torts, § 621).

•	 Punitive Damages: In cases where the defendant's con-
duct is particularly egregious, the court may award punitive 
damages to punish the defendant and deter similar future 
conduct (Restatement (Second) of Torts, § 908).

•	 Injunctions: Courts may issue injunctions to prevent fur-
ther publication of the defamatory statement, which serves 
to protect the plaintiff’s rights (Restatement (Second) of 
Torts, § 623A).

7.  Defenses to Defamation
•	 Truth: If the statement is true, it serves as an absolute de-

fense against defamation claims (Restatement (Second) of 
Torts, § 581A). Truth protects freedom of speech and en-
sures that individuals can discuss matters of public concern 
without fear of liability.

•	 Privilege: Statements made under absolute privilege (such 
as in judicial proceedings) or qualified privilege (such as 
statements made in good faith for a legitimate purpose) can 
serve as defenses (Restatement (Second) of Torts, § 583).

•	 Opinion: If the statement is an opinion rather than a factual 
assertion, it may be protected under the First Amendment. 
The Supreme Court case Milkovich v. Lorain Journal Co., 
497 U.S. 1 (1990), clarified that expressions of opinion that 
imply false, defamatory facts are not protected.

Invasion of Privacy
Invasion of privacy is an intentional tort that occurs when an 
individual intrudes into another person’s private affairs without 
their consent. This tort protects individuals' rights to privacy and 
their freedom from unwarranted interference in their personal 
lives. According to the Restatement (Second) of Torts, § 652A, 
invasion of privacy encompasses several distinct types of intru-
sions that violate an individual's privacy rights. A private inves-
tigator secretly records a person’s conversations in their home 
without their knowledge. The investigator intentionally intruded 
into the person’s private space without consent. The person had 
a reasonable expectation of privacy in their home. The secret 
recording would be deemed highly offensive to a reasonable per-
son.

Elements of Invasion of Privacy
To successfully establish a claim for invasion of privacy, the 

plaintiff must prove the following elements as outlined in the 
Restatement (Second) of Torts, § 652A:
A. Intrusion
The defendant must have intentionally intruded upon the plain-
tiff’s private affairs. This intrusion can manifest in various forms, 
including:
•	 Physical Intrusion: Such as entering someone’s home with-

out permission.
•	 Non-Physical Intrusion: Such as unauthorized surveillance 

or eavesdropping.

B. Reasonable Expectation of Privacy
The plaintiff must have had a reasonable expectation of privacy 
in the circumstances surrounding the intrusion. This expectation 
can vary based on context.

A person has a heightened expectation of privacy in their home 
or personal communications. Case Law: In Katz v. United States, 
389 U.S. 347 (1967), the Supreme Court held that individuals 
have a reasonable expectation of privacy in a phone booth, es-
tablishing a significant precedent for privacy rights [18].

C. Highly Offensive to a Reasonable Person
The intrusion must be considered highly offensive to a reason-
able person. This element ensures that only serious violations of 
privacy are actionable.

2. Types of Invasions of Privacy
A. Intrusion upon Seclusion
This type of invasion occurs when someone intentionally in-
trudes into another person’s private affairs in a manner that 
would be highly offensive to a reasonable person. Installing hid-
den cameras in someone’s home without their consent is a clear 
instance of intrusion upon seclusion.

B. Public Disclosure of Private Facts
This occurs when someone publicly discloses private informa-
tion about another person that is not of legitimate public concern 
and would be highly offensive to a reasonable person. Publishing 
someone's medical records without their consent is a violation of 
privacy rights. Case Law: Katz v. United States, 389 U.S. 347 
(1967): The government used electronic surveillance to record 
a suspect’s phone conversation in a public phone booth without 
a warrant [18]. The Supreme Court ruled that the suspect had a 
reasonable expectation of privacy in the phone booth, and the 
surveillance constituted an unlawful intrusion. This landmark 
decision established the principle that privacy rights extend to 
situations where individuals have a reasonable expectation of 
privacy, reinforcing the protections against unwarranted govern-
mental intrusion.

Remedies
A. Compensatory Damages
Monetary compensation for emotional distress, humiliation, and 
other harms caused by the invasion.

B. Punitive Damages
Additional damages aimed at punishing the defendant for egre-
gious conduct and deterring similar behavior in the future.

C. Injunctions
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Court orders that may be sought to stop further intrusions or dis-
closures of private information.

Defenses to Invasion of Privacy
Several defenses may be raised in response to an invasion of 
privacy claim, including:
A. Consent
If the plaintiff consented to the intrusion or disclosure, this can 
serve as a defense.

B. Public Interest
The intrusion or disclosure was in the public interest, such as 
exposing illegal activity.

C. Newsworthiness
The information disclosed was newsworthy and of legitimate 
public concern, which can negate claims of invasion.

Defenses to Intentional Torts
Consent
Consent is a foundational defense in tort law, particularly in cas-
es involving intentional torts. It serves as a legal justification 
for actions that would otherwise be considered tortious. Under-
standing the nuances of consent is essential for both plaintiffs 
and defendants in tort cases (Restatement (Second) of Torts, § 
892A). Consent refers to the voluntary agreement by the plain-
tiff to the defendant’s actions, which may otherwise constitute 
an intentional tort. When a plaintiff consents to a defendant’s 
conduct, they relinquish their right to claim that the conduct was 
tortious. This defense underscores the principle of personal au-
tonomy, allowing individuals to make choices regarding their 
own bodies and affairs (Restatement (Second) of Torts, § 892A).

3. Types of Consent
a. Express Consent:
This occurs when a plaintiff explicitly agrees to the defendant’s 
conduct, often through verbal or written communication.
•	 Example: Signing a waiver before participating in a contact 

sport can be seen as express consent to the inherent risks 
involved (Restatement (Second) of Torts, § 892A).

•	 b. Implied Consent: Implied consent arises from a person’s 
behavior or the circumstances surrounding an event.

•	 Example: If a person voluntarily enters a boxing ring, 
they imply consent to the physical contact associated with 
the sport (Hoffman v. Board of Education, 14 N.Y.2d 68 
(1964)).

•	 c. Informed Consent: Particularly relevant in medical con-
texts, informed consent requires that a patient is fully aware 
of and understands the risks and implications of a procedure 
before agreeing to it.

•	 Example: Failure to obtain informed consent can lead to 
claims of battery if the patient did not fully understand what 
they consented to [19].

4. Elements of Consent
To successfully establish consent as a defense, the following el-
ements must typically be demonstrated (Restatement (Second) 
of Torts, § 892A):
1. Voluntary Agreement:
•	 The plaintiff must have voluntarily agreed to the defen-

dant’s actions without coercion, fraud, or duress. Consent 

obtained through misrepresentation or threats may not be 
considered valid.

2. Understanding of the Nature of the Act:
•	 The plaintiff must have a clear understanding of the nature 

and consequences of the act to which they are consenting. 
This understanding is particularly crucial in cases involving 
medical procedures [19].

3. Capacity to Consent:
•	 The plaintiff must possess the legal capacity to consent. 

This means that minors, individuals with mental incapac-
ities, or those under the influence of drugs or alcohol may 
not be able to provide valid consent (Restatement (Second) 
of Torts, § 892A).

Case Law Illustrating Consent
1. Mohr v. Williams, 104 N.W. 12 (Minn. 1905):
•	 Facts: A surgeon performed surgery on a patient’s ear with-

out obtaining consent for that specific procedure. The pa-
tient had only consented to surgery on the other ear.

•	 Holding: The court held that the surgeon committed battery 
because he exceeded the scope of the consent granted by 
the patient.

•	 Significance: This case illustrates that consent must be in-
formed and specific to the actions taken [19].

2. R v. Brown, [1994] 1 A.C. 212 (House of Lords):
•	 Facts: This case involved a group of men who engaged in 

consensual sadomasochistic activities. They were prosecut-
ed for assault despite the fact that all parties consented to 
the acts.

•	 Holding: The House of Lords ruled that consent is not a 
defense to charges of assault when the acts are deemed to 
be harmful.

•	 Significance: This case highlights the limitations of consent 
as a defense, particularly when public policy considerations 
are involved (R v. Brown, [1994] 1 A.C. 212).

Limitations of Consent
While consent can serve as a robust defense in intentional tort 
cases, it is not absolute. Several limitations apply (Restatement 
(Second) of Torts, § 892A):
1. Public Policy:
•	 Consent cannot be used as a defense for actions that are 

illegal or against public policy. For instance, one cannot 
consent to being harmed in a way that violates the law (R v. 
Brown, [1994] 1 A.C. 212).

2. Scope of Consent:
•	 Consent is limited to the actions explicitly agreed upon. Ex-

ceeding the boundaries of consent can lead to liability for 
battery [19].

Informed Consent
•	 In contexts such as medical procedures, failure to provide 

adequate information can invalidate consent, making it pos-
sible for the plaintiff to pursue damages [19]. Consent is a 
vital defense in the realm of intentional torts, allowing in-
dividuals to exercise their autonomy over their personal af-
fairs. However, the nuances surrounding consent, including 
its types, elements, and limitations, illustrate the complexity 
of its application in tort law. Understanding these principles 
is essential for navigating potential legal disputes involving 
intentional torts (Restatement (Second) of Torts, § 892A).
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Self-Defense
Self-defense is a complete defense to an intentional tort, wherein 
the defendant demonstrates that their actions, which may other-
wise constitute a tort (such as battery or assault), were necessary 
and proportionate to protect themselves from an imminent threat 
of harm. This legal principle is grounded in the belief that “a 
man is entitled to protect himself against unlawful force” [20]. 
Essentially, self-defense acknowledges the right of individuals 
to defend themselves when facing immediate danger from un-
lawful aggression. Self-defense provides a robust legal defense 
in English tort law, but it is tightly constrained by the require-
ments of imminence, necessity, and proportionality. The prin-
ciple of self-defense allows individuals to protect themselves 
from unlawful force while simultaneously safeguarding claim-
ants against disproportionate or excessive responses. As such, 
self-defense remains a crucial aspect of tort law, reflecting the 
need for balance between personal safety and social responsi-
bility.

Elements of Self-Defense
To successfully establish a self-defense claim, the defendant 
must prove the following key elements:
1.	 Imminent Threat
The defendant must demonstrate that they had a reasonable be-
lief that they were in imminent danger of unlawful force. This 
belief does not need to reflect an actual threat; rather, it must be 
both honest and reasonable in the circumstances.
•	 Case Example: In Cockcroft v. Smith (1705) 2 Salk 642, 

the court ruled that a minor assault, such as a finger being 
pointed near the eye, could not justify a response that was 
disproportionately violent, like biting off the aggressor's fin-
ger. This case underscores the necessity for the threat to be 
genuine and imminent [21].

2.    Proportionate Force
The force applied in self-defense must be proportionate to the 
threat faced. If the response is deemed excessive, the defense 
of self-defense will fail, even if the initial belief of danger was 
justified.
•	 Case Example: In Lane v. Holloway [1968] 1 QB 379, the 

court held that a trivial provocation (a punch from an elder-
ly man) could not justify a disproportionately violent coun-
terattack. This case emphasizes that the response must not 
exceed what is reasonably necessary to counter the threat 
[22].

3.     Necessity of Force
The force used must be necessary under the circumstances pres-
ent at the time. If the defendant had the option to retreat safely 
or could have employed lesser force without facing harm, the 
defense may not hold. English law does not impose a strict duty 
to retreat, but the possibility of retreat may be considered when 
judging the reasonableness of the defendant's actions. For in-
stance, if an individual could escape a situation without resorting 
to violence, this could weaken their claim of self-defense.

4.     Honest and Reasonable Belief
Although the defendant's belief in the need for self-defense need 
not be accurate, it must be honest and one that a reasonable per-
son would hold in similar circumstances.
•	 Case Example: In Ashley v. Chief Constable of Sussex Po-

lice [2008] UKHL 25, the House of Lords ruled that the 
test for self-defense is both subjective (the defendant’s hon-

est belief) and objective (the reasonableness of that belief). 
This dual standard ensures that the defendant’s perspective 
is considered while also assessing whether that belief aligns 
with what would be reasonable in the given situation.

Scope of Self-Defense
•	 Against Persons: Self-defense commonly applies to claims 

of battery, assault, and false imprisonment. Individuals have 
the right to protect themselves from unlawful aggression.

•	 Against Property: The defense extends to the protection of 
property; however, the force used must still be reasonable 
and proportionate. For instance, deadly force is rarely jus-
tified solely for property protection. In Revill v. Newbery 
[1996] QB 567, the court addressed the limitations of using 
force in property defense, reinforcing that violence should 
not be employed merely to protect possessions [23].

Burden of Proof
Initially, the burden of proof lies with the defendant to pres-
ent evidence supporting their claim of self-defense. Once this 
evidence is introduced, the burden shifts to the claimant, who 
must disprove the defense on the balance of probabilities [24]. 
This shift ensures that the courts carefully evaluate claims to 
prevent misuse of the self-defense argument. In conclusion, the 
self-defense doctrine serves to balance the rights of individuals 
to bodily security against societal expectations that people act 
reasonably, even under threat. Courts emphasize the necessity 
and proportionality of force in self-defense claims, ensuring that 
the defense is not exploited to justify excessive violence. By 
requiring these elements, the legal framework seeks to protect 
both the defendant's right to defend themselves and the integrity 
of potential claimants from unjustified aggression.

Necessity in Tort Law
Necessity serves as a defense in tort law, allowing a defendant 
to justify actions that would otherwise constitute an intentional 
tort (such as trespass or conversion) when those actions are nec-
essary to prevent a greater harm. English law recognizes that in 
emergency situations, unlawful conduct may be justified if it is 
essential to protect life, property, or the public interest. The prin-
ciple underlying necessity is encapsulated in the phrase, “that 
which otherwise would be unlawful is made lawful by necessi-
ty” [25]. This doctrine emphasizes the importance of context in 
assessing the legality of actions taken in urgent situations.

Elements of Necessity
To successfully invoke the defense of necessity, the defendant 
must establish the following elements:
1. Existence of an Imminent Threat or Danger
The defendant must demonstrate that there was an imminent 
danger necessitating immediate action. This threat can encom-
pass various scenarios, including:
•	 Threats to life or health (e.g., medical emergencies).
•	 Threats to property (e.g., fire or flooding).
•	 Threats to public safety (e.g., preventing a crime or address-

ing a hazardous situation).

2. Proportionality of Response
The response to the imminent threat must be proportionate to the 
harm being avoided. The law allows that a small harm may be 
permissible if it serves to avert a much greater harm. This princi-
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ple ensures that the actions taken are not excessive compared to 
the potential danger faced.

3. Good Faith and Reasonable Belief
The defendant must honestly and reasonably believe that their 
actions were necessary to avert the danger. The actual correct-
ness of the judgment made by the defendant is less significant 
than the reasonableness of their belief. Courts will assess wheth-
er the belief held by the defendant aligns with what a reasonable 
person would conclude under similar circumstances.

Private Necessity
•	 Cope v. Sharpe (No. 2) [1912] 1 KB 496: In this case, the 

defendant entered the claimant’s land without permission to 
prevent a fire from spreading to nearby properties. The court 
ruled that the entry was justified by necessity [26].

•	 Principle: Trespass to land may be excused if the action is 
taken to prevent serious harm to property.

•	 Esso Petroleum Co. Ltd v. Southport Corporation [1956] 
AC 218: In this case, the captain of a tanker discharged oil 
into the estuary during a storm to save his ship and crew. 
The House of Lords held that this action was an act of ne-
cessity [27].

•	 Principle: Damage caused to protect human life or property 
may be excused under necessity.

Public Necessity
•	 Southwark LBC v. Williams [1971] Ch 734: In this case, 

homeless families occupied council houses, claiming neces-
sity for their actions. The court rejected the defense, ruling 
that if private necessity were accepted too broadly, it would 
undermine property rights.

•	 Principle: The necessity defense must be tightly limited; 
otherwise, it risks being used as “a license to trespass.”

•	 Rigby v. Chief Constable of Northamptonshire [1985] 1 
WLR 1242: Police fired CS gas into a shop to flush out a 
dangerous criminal, resulting in fire damage. The court rec-
ognized that the police action was necessary to protect the 
public but held them liable for negligence due to their fail-
ure to provide adequate fire-fighting equipment.

•	 Principle: While necessity may excuse intentional torts, 
defendants must act reasonably and take necessary precau-
tions.

Limits of the Defense
The necessity defense has specific limitations:
•	 Proportionality: Necessity does not justify disproportion-

ate or excessive harm [25]. The actions taken must corre-
spond closely to the threat faced.

•	 Cautious Application: Courts are careful in applying the 
necessity defense, particularly when fundamental rights 
(such as property rights) are at stake. The defense is more 
likely to succeed in scenarios where the harm avoided per-
tains to life or public interest, rather than mere convenience 
or economic hardship.

•	 Public vs. Private Interests: Courts often weigh private 
rights against broader public interests, accepting necessity 
more readily in emergencies involving life and safety than 
in cases related to poverty or economic hardship.

Academic Commentary
•	 Fleming (2011): Describes necessity as a “narrow and ex-

ceptional defense,” highlighting the potential for abuse 
where wrongful acts might be justified under the guise of 
necessity [28].

•	 Horsey & Rackley (2021): Discuss the balancing act courts 
must perform between private rights and public interest, 
noting that necessity is more readily accepted in emergen-
cies involving life and safety than in situations involving 
economic distress or personal hardship [29].

Necessity provides a narrow but significant defense in intentional 
torts. It acknowledges that in certain emergencies, private rights 
must yield to prevent greater harm. However, English courts 
have applied the doctrine of necessity strictly, ensuring it does 
not undermine the protection of fundamental rights, particularly 
property rights [30-35]. This careful application reflects the prin-
ciple that while individuals may act to protect themselves and 
others in urgent circumstances, such actions must remain within 
reasonable and proportional boundaries [36-40]. 
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