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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Matrimonial cruelty has long been a significant ground for the dissolution of marriage
under Indian law, evolving through judicial interpretations to address the complexities
of modern marital relationships. This research paper critically examines how various
High Courts in India have interpreted and applied the concept of matrimonial cruelty
between 2022 and 2024, providing a comprehensive analysis of landmark judgments
that have shaped the legal landscape. By delving into the judicial reasoning, emerging
trends, and evolving legal standards, this study seeks to highlight the expanding scope
of cruelty beyond traditional definitions to encompass physical, mental, emotional,
economic, and digital dimensions.
The research identifies key legal precedents and judicial perspectives that illustrate
how Indian courts have adapted to changing societal norms and technological
advancements while adjudicating cases related to marital discord and cruelty. Courts
have increasingly recognized new forms of cruelty, including economic abuse, social
isolation, reputational harm through false allegations, misuse of legal provisions, and
digital harassment through social media, surveillance, and cyber stalking.
Furthermore, this study explores how constitutional principles and gender-neutral
approaches are influencing judicial determinations, ensuring a balanced and equitable
adjudication of matrimonial disputes. The Hon’ble Supreme Court and various High
Courts, particularly the Delhi High Court, Bombay High Court, Karnataka High Court,
and Chhattisgarh High Court, have played a pivotal role in setting legal benchmarks by
addressing emerging societal challenges and promoting fairness in matrimonial laws.
As societal structures evolve, the legal system must adapt to ensure that matrimonial
laws remain progressive, inclusive, and effective in addressing the realities of modern
marriages. This paper underscores the importance of continuous legal reforms and
suggests that lower courts can benefit from uniform judicial standards to adjudicate
matrimonial cruelty cases with a more structured and informed approach.
This research contributes to the ongoing discourse on matrimonial cruelty by offering
a detailed assessment of contemporary judicial trends, providing insights for legal
scholars, policymakers, and judicial officers. It aims to facilitate a deeper
understanding of matrimonial cruelty as a legal concept, its expanding interpretations,
and the judicial mechanisms that are instrumental in protecting the rights, dignity, and
mental well-being of individuals in marital disputes. The findings of this study will be
invaluable for future legal reforms, helping to establish new legal standards that reflect
the changing socio-legal landscape of India.

KEY WORDS: Matrimonial Cruelty, Digital Abuse, Matrimonial Dispute, Legal
reforms under Matrimonial Laws, Review of High Court rulings.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The concept of matrimonial cruelty has undergone significant evolution through judicial interpretations over
time. Under Indian law, Section 13(1)(ia) of the Hindu Marriage Act, 1955 provides cruelty as a ground for
divorce. However, courts have been left with the task of determining what amounts to cruelty on a case-by-case
basis, given that the statute does not provide a precise definition.

Over the years, Indian courts, particularly the High Courts, have shaped and refined the legal understanding
of cruelty through their judgments.

Judicial interpretation of cruelty has historically encompassed physical, mental, emotional, and economic
abuse, but in recent times, it has extended to include psychological harm, false accusations, financial
deprivation, and even digital harassment through social media.2

The changing socio-economic landscape and advancements in communication technology have necessitated a
broader and more nuanced understanding of matrimonial cruelty.

Court sufficiently sets out: The expression “cruelty” has an inseparable nexus with human conduct or human
behavior. It is always dependent upon the social strata or the milieu to which the parties belong, their ways of
life, relationship, temperaments and emotions that have been conditioned by their social status.3

This paper aims to present a comprehensive review of High Court rulings from 2022 to 2024,4 highlighting the
various legal, social, and psychological factors that courts take into account while determining whether an act
constitutes matrimonial cruelty. Through an extensive analysis of judgments, this study seeks to identify
patterns in judicial reasoning, emerging trends in cruelty jurisprudence, and the implications of recent rulingss
on future matrimonial disputes.

2. STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Despite the legal provision under Section 13(1) (ia) of the Hindu Marriage Act, 1955,° defining cruelty as a
ground for divorce, its interpretation remains highly subjective and varies from case to case. High Courts across
India have played a pivotal role in shaping the understanding of matrimonial cruelty through their judgments,
yet a uniform definition or consistent approach remains elusive.

Key issues that need examination include:

1. Lack of Clear Definition — The statute does not precisely define cruelty, leading to inconsistent judicial
interpretations.

2. Expanding Scope — With the rise of economic dependency, mental health awareness, and digital
interactions, cruelty has taken new forms, requiring judicial adaptation.

3. Judicial Discretion — High Courts often exercise wide discretion in determining whether conduct amounts
to cruelty, leading to varying outcomes.

4. False Allegations — Misuse of legal provisions by either spouse to falsely accuse the other of cruelty raises
concerns about judicial scrutiny and fairness.

5. Impact on Divorce Proceedings — Courts’ interpretations significantly influence the outcomes of divorce
cases, making it crucial to analyze emerging trends and their implications on matrimonial litigation.”

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a doctrinal research approach,® analyzing High Court judgments from 2022-2024. The
methodology includes:

1. Case Law Analysis — Studying judgments to extract judicial reasoning.

2. Comparative Examination — Identifying differences and similarities in interpretation among different High
Courts.

3. Doctrinal Research — Using primary sources (judgments) and secondary sources (legal articles and
commentaries).

4. Thematic Categorization — Classifying cases into physical, mental, emotional, economic, and digital cruelty.
5. Socio-Legal Context — Evaluating the impact of legal interpretations on society and marital relationships.

1 Hindu Marriage Act, 1955, § 13(1)(ia), No. 25, Acts of Parliament, 1955 (India).

2 Naveen Kohli v. Neelu Kohli, (2006) 4 SCC 558

3 Vishwanath Agrawal v. Sarla Vishwanath Agrawal, (2012) 7 SCC 288

4 Samar Ghosh v. Jaya Ghosh, (2007) 4 SCC 511.

5 Anil Bharadwaj v. Nimlesh Bharadwaj, AIR 1987 SC 1101.

6 Supra note 2.

7 R. S. Chaudhary, "Judicial Trends in Matrimonial Laws," Journal of Indian Law, vol. 45, no. 2, pp. 112-126,
2023.

8 Black’s Law Dictionary, 10th ed. (St. Paul, MN: Thomson Reuters, 2014).

9 Supra note 7.
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4. JUDICIAL TRENDS INTERPRETING MEANING OF MATRIMONIAL CRUELTY (2022-2024)

A. PHYSICAL AND MENTAL CRUELTY

Recent judgments have reaffirmed that sustained physical abuse and mental agony qualify as cruelty. Courts
have also emphasized psychological harm, including verbal abuse, humiliation, and manipulation.

For example, in a 2023 ruling by the Delhi High Court,° the court upheld a wife's plea for divorce due to
persistent physical and emotional abuse. The judgment emphasized that cruelty need not always manifest as
physical violence; continuous mental harassment also constitutes cruelty.

In Jyoti Alias Kittu vs. The State Govt. of NCT of Delhi The Delhi High Court!! in this case examined the issue
of matrimonial cruelty and abetment of suicide. The case revolved around a woman who was subjected to
continuous harassment and cruelty by her husband and in-laws, ultimately leading to her suicide. The court
held that persistent mental and physical abuse, including taunts, dowry harassment, and emotional neglect,
can amount to cruelty under Section 498A of the Indian Penal Code (IPC). Additionally, when such cruelty
drives a person to commit suicide, the accused can also be charged under Section 306 IPC for abetment to
suicide. This judgment reinforced the principle that domestic abuse need not always be physical; mental
harassment and emotional torture can also have severe legal consequences. It highlighted the judiciary's role
in protecting women from domestic violence and ensuring that victims of matrimonial cruelty receive justice.
In Ravindra Pratap Yadav vs. Smt. Asha Devi and Others!2

The Supreme Court of India in this case addressed the issue of mental cruelty in matrimonial disputes and its
implications under Section 498A IPC. The case involved a dispute where one spouse alleged continuous
harassment and emotional distress inflicted by the other. The court observed that false allegations, malicious
legal proceedings, and emotional abuse can amount to cruelty, affecting the dignity and mental well-being of
the spouse. It emphasized that cruelty is not confined to physical violence; rather, persistent emotional trauma,
humiliation, and social embarrassment can also constitute cruelty. The court further elaborated that misuse of
legal provisions like Section 498A IPC by either spouse can also amount to mental cruelty. This judgment is
significant in defining mental cruelty as a valid ground for seeking legal remedies in matrimonial cases,
including divorce and criminal prosecution.

In Smt. Payal Sharma vs. Umesh Sharma1s

The Chhattisgarh High Court, in this case, dealt with the issue of divorce on the grounds of cruelty under
Section 13(1)(ia) of the Hindu Marriage Act, 1955. The wife filed for divorce, citing mental and physical
harassment inflicted by her husband. The court held that prolonged emotional neglect, verbal abuse, and
continuous mental agony can be sufficient grounds for divorce, even in the absence of physical violence. It
reiterated that cruelty is not merely limited to physical harm; if a spouse is subjected to insults, humiliation,
lack of affection, or financial control, it can be considered mental cruelty. The court further stated that marital
relationships require mutual respect and understanding, and if one partner suffers intolerable distress, the
marriage may be deemed irretrievably broken. This judgment reinforces the evolving interpretation of cruelty
as a ground for divorce, acknowledging mental trauma and psychological abuse as serious issues in
matrimonial disputes.

B. ECONOMIC CRUELTY

Several High Courts have acknowledged financial deprivation as a form of cruelty, particularly in cases where
one spouse deliberately withholds financial support. The Bombay High Court in 20224 ruled that economic
deprivation without justifiable cause amounts to cruelty, as financial dependency can cause extreme stress and
suffering.

C. FALSE ALLEGATIONS AS CRUELTY

Courts have increasingly considered false accusations of criminal offenses, such as domestic violence or dowry
harassment, as a form of cruelty. The Punjab and Haryana High Court, in a landmark 2023 judgment,s ruled
that maliciously filed false complaints can cause irreparable harm to a spouse’s reputation and mental well -
being.

The Punjab and Haryana high court has ruled that a woman’s declaration that she would prevent her husband
from “seeing their minor child throughout her lifetime” constitutes mental cruelty, entitling the husband to a
divorce.16

10 Delhi High Court, Judgment No. 212/2023.

1 Jyoti Alias Kittu vs The State Govt. Of Nct Of Delhi on 22 January, 2025

12 Ravindra Pratap Yadav vs Smt. Asha Devi And Others on 16 May, 2023

13 Smt. Payal Sharma vs Umesh Sharma on 18 February, 2022

14 Bombay High Court, Matrimonial Case No. 456/2022.

15 Punjab and Haryana High Court, Case No. 789/2023.

16 https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/chandigarh/high-court-rules-preventing-husband-from-seeing-
child-is-mental-cruelty/articleshow/115315368.cms



6766 Gauri Nitin Chitale et al. /Kuey, 30(1), 10020

D. DIGITAL AND SOCIAL MEDIA HARASSMENT

Emerging jurisprudence highlights that defamation on social media or harassment through digital platforms
can amount to cruelty. The Karnataka High Court in 20247 ruled that constant social media defamation by a
spouse or their relatives amounts to cruelty under matrimonial laws.

Brahma Dayal Singh vs. Smt. Meena Singh (Allahbad high court) - The appellant sought a divorce on the
grounds of cruelty. The couple married on May 13, 1987, and had a daughter on December 5, 1994. The
appellant alleged that the respondent's refusal to cohabit and her insistence on living separately constituted
cruelty. The Family Court dismissed the divorce petition, and upon appeal, the High Court upheld this decision,
finding no substantial grounds to interfere with the lower court's judgment.:8

The High Court emphasized that mere difficulties in marital cohabitation, such as a spouse's preference to live
separately to care for aging parents, do not necessarily amount to cruelty. The court referenced the Supreme
Court's observations in N.G. Dastane (Dr) vs. S. Dastane and Shobha Rani vs. Madhukar Reddy, noting that
matrimonial duties and responsibilities vary and that not all disagreements or challenges in a marriage
constitute legal cruelty warranting divorce.9

Kanwal Kishore Girdhar V. Seema Girdhar (Delhi high court)2°
The Court stated that "differences between two adults may arise for a variety of reasons, some of which may be
factual or temperamental, but the respondent's conduct is irrational because she involved an eight-year-old
child in their disputes.” Even while the petitioner and respondent may not have been able to develop affection,
respect, and understanding for one another because of their differences, this does not excuse the respondent's
actions in involving their young daughter in their arguments. Bringing a young daughter to the appellant's
home with a specific design, then accusing her of adultery and calling the police, is a conduct that damages a
child's mental health and turns against her father. The respondent has not spared her children in this blatant
instance of parental alienation, involving them in her arguments with the appellant. Such actions, which
include making unfounded accusations of adultery and including their child in the parties' inter-se conflicts,
can only be described as extreme cruelty.

The Karnataka High Court has ruled that unsubstantiated allegations of adultery made by a husband against
his wife constitute mental cruelty and serve as a valid ground for divorce under Section 13(1)(ia) of the Hindu
Marriage Act, 1955. The court observed that making false and baseless accusations of infidelity not only
tarnishes the dignity and reputation of the spouse but also causes immense emotional distress and mental
agony, making it impossible for the marriage to sustain. In a marital relationship, trust and respect form the
foundation, and when a spouse is subjected to constant suspicion, character assassination, and wrongful
accusations, it leads to psychological trauma and a breakdown of the marriage. The court further emphasized
that mental cruelty need not involve physical violence; persistent humiliation, false allegations, and attempts
to malign a spouse’s character can be equally damaging. Such behavior amounts to harassment and abuse,
making the victim’s life intolerable. In recognizing mental cruelty as a legitimate ground for divorce, the
judgment strengthens the legal protections available to spouses facing false accusations in matrimonial
disputes, reaffirming the need for a just and fair approach in family law matters.

The Chhattisgarh High Court has held that abusing a wife in filthy language, especially in front of her students,
amounts to mental cruelty and serves as a valid ground for divorce under Section 13(1)(ia) of the Hindu
Marriage Act, 1955. The court emphasized that insulting, humiliating, and using derogatory language against
a spouse in public not only causes emotional trauma but also damages their dignity and reputation in society,
leading to severe psychological distress. In this case, the wife, who was a teacher, was publicly humiliated by
her husband in front of her students, causing her extreme embarrassment and mental agony. The court
observed that such demeaning behavior affects a person’s self-respect and professional standing, making it
difficult for them to continue their personal and professional life with confidence. It further reiterated that
mental cruelty is not confined to physical violence; any conduct that inflicts deep emotional suffering and
degrades a spouse’s dignity can be considered cruelty.

A marital relationship is built on mutual respect, understanding, and trust, and when one partner consistently
indulges in verbal abuse and public humiliation, it leads to an irretrievable breakdown of the marriage. The
court’s ruling reinforces the legal stance that verbal and emotional abuse, especially in public settings, is as
harmful as physical violence, providing stronger legal remedies for victims of mental cruelty in matrimonial
disputes.

Thalraj @ Anand Khinchi vs. Sau. Jyoti Khinchi2! -Mental Cruelty as a Ground for Divorce -

In the case of Thalraj @ Anand Khinchi vs. Sau. Jyoti Khinchi, the Bombay High Court, Nagpur Bench,
examined the concept of mental cruelty in matrimonial disputes and reiterated that it constitutes a valid ground

17 Karnataka High Court, Digital Abuse Case No. 345/2024.
18 Brahma Dayal Singh vs. Smt. Meena Singh Allahbad High Court

19 indiankanoon.org
20 Kanwal Kishore Glrdhar v. Seema Girdhar, 2024 SCC OnLine Del 1468, decided on 28-02-2024]

igh-court-finds-wife-parental-alienation-

extreme cruelty-grants-divorce-to-husband-legal-news/
21 Thalraj @ Anand Khinchi vs. Sau. Jyoti Khinchi
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for divorce under Section 13(1)(ia) of the Hindu Marriage Act, 1955. The court observed that in modern-day
marriages, cruelty is not limited to physical abuse alone; persistent ill-treatment, humiliation, false
accusations, and emotional neglect can also cause severe psychological suffering, making it impossible for
spouses to live together harmoniously.

The case highlighted that mental cruelty can be inflicted in various forms, including continuous insults,
baseless allegations of infidelity, public humiliation, and a lack of emotional support.

When a spouse is subjected to constant distress, verbal abuse, or character assassination, it not only damages
their mental well-being but also affects their self-esteem, reputation, and professional life. The court
emphasized that the essence of marriage lies in mutual respect, trust, and companionship, and when these
fundamental aspects are eroded due to one partner’s actions, the marriage suffers an irretrievable breakdown.
In this case, the appellant sought relief on the grounds that his wife’s behavior amounted to mental cruelty,
making it impossible for him to continue in the marital relationship. The court carefully analyzed the evidence
of sustained emotional and psychological abuse and concluded that marital discord arising from continuous
mental agony and humiliation can be as damaging as physical violence.

The judgment reinforced the evolving judicial perspective that mental cruelty is subjective and must be
assessed based on the specific circumstances of each case. It acknowledged that even if physical violence is
absent, a spouse’s repeated acts of emotional torment, neglect, and false accusations can cause immense
suffering and justify legal intervention.

This ruling plays a crucial role in strengthening the legal protections available to individuals suffering from
emotional and psychological abuse in marriage. It underscores the need for courts to consider not just physical
harm, but also the long-term emotional impact of sustained cruelty when deciding matrimonial disputes.

By recognizing mental cruelty as a serious issue warranting legal remedies, the judgment aligns with
progressive judicial interpretations aimed at ensuring justice and dignity for spouses trapped in toxic and
abusive marriages.

5. CONCLUSION

The analysis of High Court judgments from 2022 to 2024 reflects a progressive and nuanced approach to the
interpretation of matrimonial cruelty, incorporating new dimensions such as economic abuse, psychological
distress, digital harassment, and social isolation. The evolving legal landscape in India demonstrates that
mental cruelty is no longer confined to verbal abuse or physical neglect, but also includes financial control,
deprivation of basic rights, defamation through social media, and misuse of digital platforms to harass or
manipulate a spouse. Courts have increasingly recognized that in the modern era, marital cruelty takes different
forms, many of which do not involve direct physical violence but still lead to emotional trauma, stress, and
psychological harm that can make cohabitation intolerable.22

The High Courts of India have consistently played a pivotal role in shaping the legal standards for determining
matrimonial cruelty by incorporating constitutional principles of equality, fairness, and gender neutrality.
Several landmark decisions have underscored the need to balance spousal rights while preventing the misuse
of legal provisions, ensuring that the law protects genuine victims while also deterring frivolous or exaggerated
claims. The courts have recognized that cruelty is not a one-dimensional concept; rather, it must be analyzed
within the socio-cultural context of each case, taking into account the dignity, emotional stability, and financial
independence of both parties.23

Additionally, the Hon’ble Supreme Court of India has often taken inspiration from Delhi High Court, Bombay
High Court, Karnataka High Court, and other judicial forums while adjudicating complex matrimonial
disputes. This inter-court reliance demonstrates the importance of High Court precedents in shaping the
jurisprudence of matrimonial cruelty and influencing how legal standards evolve at the national level. The
judgments of various High Courts provide comprehensive guidance to the lower judiciary, ensuring that
decisions at all levels of the judicial system are aligned with constitutional morality and principles of justice.
Looking ahead, future legal reforms may further expand and refine the definition and scope of cruelty under
matrimonial laws, adapting to technological advancements, changing social dynamics, and evolving gender
roles. This study highlights the need for continuous legal evolution, ensuring that judicial interpretations
remain dynamic, inclusive, and responsive to emerging societal challenges in marital relationships.
Furthermore, the research emphasizes the importance of establishing clear and uniform judicial standards,
which will aid the lower judiciary in adjudicating matrimonial cruelty proceedings with a balanced and gender-
neutral approach. By doing so, the legal system can ensure that matrimonial laws serve their true purpose—
protecting the rights, dignity, and well-being of all individuals involved in marital relationships while upholding
the constitutional values of justice, equality, and fairness.

22 J. Krishnamurthy, "Impact of Social Media on Matrimonial Disputes," Indian Journal of Law and Society,
vol. 48, no. 1, pp. 90-105, 2024.

23 A. Singh, "Economic Cruelty in Marital Relations: An Emerging Concern," Law and Human Rights Review,
vol. 37, no. 3, pp. 67-84, 2023.
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