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MARITAL BREAKDOWN AND FEMALE-
PERPETRATED HOMICIDE: LEGAL AND SOCIETAL
REFLECTIONS

-Ashok Kumar Ratan'!

ABSTRACT

The idea of women as violators of violent crimes in marriage upsets traditional conceptions of
marital roles and domestic abuse. Though homicide in a matrimonial context is empirically more
likely to be carried out by men, more and more cases in India bring to the fore situations where
wives, motivated by a rich interplay of abuse, emotional trauma, or psychological triggers, have
murdered their husbands. This article critically analyzes the reasons that lead women to commit
such violent acts, with specific reference to Indian legal jurisprudence, social dynamics, and
psychological factors.

Employing judicial precedents, NCRB statistics’, and legal principles, the paper examines whether
the current criminal justice system provides for the context of such killings. The analysis also
highlights the necessity of judicial sensitivity, mental health incorporation, and rethinking gender
roles in matrimonial law. By doing so, it hopes to initiate an informed, gender-neutral discussion
on marital violence and suggest pragmatic legal reforms.

INTRODUCTION

Marriage in Indian society is sanctified as a sacrosanct institution. Yet, not all marriages become
havens of emotional security and mutual respect. The criminal justice system has been witnessing
in the last few years a shocking new trend in domestic crimes: instances where wives have
murdered their husbands. These cases defy classical gender roles and pose piercing questions
regarding what drives a woman classically envisioned as the caregiver to murder within the
marriage.

This article does not try to sensationalize such crimes but tries to explore the legal, psychological,
and sociological reasons behind them. Using the methodology of case law analysis, examination
of statutes, and data-based research, it analyzes whether the laws currently in place adequately
address such acts and how courts interpret them.

'3rd Year B.A.LL.B (Hons.), Assam University
2 https://www.data.gov.in/ministrydepartment/National%20Crime%20Records%20Bureau%20(NCRB)
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LEGAL FRAMEWORK: HOMICIDE AND GENDER
NEUTRALITY

Homicide in India is regulated under Section 302 of the Indian Penal Code, 1860 *(now
reorganized under Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita, 2023*). The legislation is gender-neutral, i.e., the crime
of killing is punishable irrespective of the gender of the offender.

But in most cases of wives murdering husbands, the defence would plead:

Section 100 IPC’ — Right of private defence,

Section 84 IPC °— Insanity defence (mental illness, trauma),

Exception 1 to Section 300 IPC "— Grave and sudden provocation.

Judicial interpretation in such a situation mandates sensitive understanding of abuse cycles,
domestic violence, and psychological breakdown.

CAUSES OF FEMALE PERPETRATED HOMICIDE IN
MARRIAGE

i Retaliation for Long-Term Domestic Abuse

Women might respond with violence following decades of physical, emotional, and sexual abuse.
The retaliatory murder, albeit legally constructible as murder, typically stems from a failure of self-
control after extended trauma.

ii.  Mental Health Disorders
Mental states like Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), postpartum depression, or battered
woman syndrome can severely cloud a woman's judgment. Indian courts have at times accepted
such mental states under the insanity defence.

iii.  Property and Financial Disputes

Certain murders are precipitated by inheritance disputes, financial scams, or dowry-related stress,
turning the scenario around for common domestic abuse cases.

iv.  Infidelity and Emotional Instability

3 Sec 302 IPC 1860

4 Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita, 2023
3> Section 100 IPC 1860

6 Section 84 IPC 1860

7 Section 300 IPC 1860
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Love triangles, suspicion of cheating, and affairs on either side have also been reported as

precipitants in some instances.

JUDICIAL STRATEGY AND CASE LAW

1.

State v. Sangeeta Kumari (Delhi HC, 2019)The accused had endured years of domestic
violence prior to assaulting her husband to death. The Court, while convicting her,
identified factors in mitigation — lack of premeditation, evidence of continuous violence,
and trauma. The crime was reduced to culpable homicide not amounting to murder under
Section 304 IPC.

R v. Kiranjit Ahluwalia (UK, 1992)°A British case of an Indian woman of origin who killed
her abusive husband. The Court acknowledged the effects of battered woman syndrome
and reduced the conviction for murder to one of manslaughter on grounds of diminished
responsibility.

State of Madhya Pradesh v. Udham & Anr., AIR 2019 SC 1139°The Supreme Court
emphasized the identification of the mental state and intent of the accused, especially
where there is long-standing domestic conflict. The Court also stressed the need for
contextual interpretation of matrimonial offenses.

State v. Meena Sharma (Rajasthan HC, 2023)"’In the recent case, the lady accused had
stabbed her husband several times after suffering years of domestic violence and threat to
life. The High Court took into consideration the psychological trauma caused and reduced
her sentence under Exception 1 of Section 300 IPC, acknowledging grave and sudden
provocation

Supriya Singh v. State of Maharashtra (Bom HC, 2024)The Bombay High Court, in a
postpartum depression case leading to the fatal act of the wife by the wife issued directions
for psychiatric treatment while incarcerated and remitted the sentence keeping in view the
mental illness under Section 84 IPC.

SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE: BREAKING THE GENDER
NARRATIVE

The classical stereotype of women as victims in domestic violence matters is giving way. More and

more spousal homicide cases involving women suggest a need for more emphasis. More times

than not, such acts are not planned but reactions to years of physical, emotional, or psychological

mistreatment.

Socially, this speaks to the embedded influence of patriarchal norms, marital power imbalance, and

restricted access to support networks. The woman who experiences extended abuse might achieve

a psychological breaking point where she resorted to drastic measures when all institutional

resources have let her down.

8 https://www .lawteacher.net/cases/r-v-ahluwalia.php
9 https://indiankanoon.org/doc/4007903/
10 https://www.casemine.com/judgement/in/5ffd95219fca1917ab0e6968
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This is not an excuse for violence, but it does call for a consideration beyond the act and into the
contextual and mental health aspects. Such recognition can challenge strict gender dualisms and
foster greater balance, compassion, in law and society

These rulings evidence a cautious shift in the style of judicial thinking toward the embrace of
psychological and situational complexity in cases of female-on-spousal homicide.

LEGAL REFORMS AND SUGGESTIONS

1. Gender-Neutral Domestic Violence Legislation

The Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005, is gender-biased in favor of
women. A balanced model must be explored to encompass male victims and female abusers.

2. Judicial Training in Trauma and Abuse Psychology
Judges and prosecutors need to be trained in the cycles of abuse and their psychological impact.
3. Forced Counselling for Marriage

For marriages identified with recurring abuse, court-mandated counselling and psychological
evaluation must be enforced.

4. Psychological Support During Trials

Access to psychiatric assessment and therapy should be institutionalized when mental illness is
suspected.

CONCLUSION

Female-perpetrated homicide in marriage is neither common nor negligible. It is rather situated in
matrices of trauma, silence, and complicated interpersonal relations. The law needs to react to such
offenses with an understanding and sensitivity driven not by gendered ideologies, but by the ideals
of justice, mental health sensitization, and human dignity.
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