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TRIALS

Muskan Khatun”®
INTRODUCTION

The K.M. Nanavati v. State of Maharashtra case stands as one of the most significant and
transformative judgments in Indian legal history. The case has gained renewed popular
recognition through the Bollywood film "Rustom™ and garnered substantial scholarly attention
in legal academia. Beyond its sensational media coverage and public intrigue, this case
represents a watershed moment in Indian criminal law, fundamentally addressing critical issues
including the scope of provocation as a defence to murder, the judiciary's authority to review
jury verdicts, and the adequacy of the jury system itself for adjudicating complex criminal

matters in a mediated society.
FACTS OF THE CASE

Kawas Manekshaw Nanavati, a Persian, was a second-in-command officer in the Indian Navy.
He was posted in Mysore but settled in Bombay and lived with his family. Sylvia hailed from

England, was his dearest wife.*

In a normal day, Nanavati buys a naval ship for their official work from Prem Ahuja, a
businessman. After that, Nanavati travelled to his naval base in Mysore, where he remained for
an extended period due to professional commitments, performing in his prolonged absence
from home. Most of the time, he used to live in various parts of Bombay due to his work. In
that time, Sylvia came into a relationship with Prem Ahuja, and they became too close to each

other, and their relationship became too strong.

"BA LLB, THIRD YEAR, DEPARTMENT OF LAW, UNIVERSITY OF CALCUTTA.
1 K.M. Nanavati v State of Maharashtra AIR 1961 SC 605
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After a long time, Nanavati came to his home and wanted to get close to his wife, but she
refused with unnatural behaviour. And later, when he tried again to close, she behaved the
same. Likewise, once a day, Nanavati asked Sylvia about her unnatural behaviour. Then she

expressed everything to his husband about the relationship with Prem Ahuja.

One day, he dropped his wife and children in the Metro Cinema hall and promised them he to
take them to and then he returned to the naval base, where he took his revolver with six bullets
and said in the office that he travelled to Ahmednagar alone by night, so he demanded it for his
safety. But he went to the office of Prem Ahuja, and he was not present, so he went to his flat.
The servant of Ahuja opened the door. He entered the room of Prem Ahuja and asked Ahuja
about the relationship between them, and said to marry Sylvia and adopt his children. But Ahuja
refused to accept them, and Nanavati was out of his control and shot Ahuja with three bullets,
and Ahuja died.

After that, Nanavati surrendered himself at the police station. At first, the case was tried before
the jury and with a majority of 8:1, Nanavati was proved to be innocent and could not be
charged u/s 302 of the Indian Penal Code, 19602. Because it was said that it was not a murder
u/s 302 as it was held by grave and sudden provocation. In the jury, one judge was dissatisfied
with this decision, so the case was sent to the Bombay High Court u/s 307 of the Code of
Criminal Procedure. The High Court did not agree with the Session Court and punished him
with life imprisonment as he was guilty u/s 302 of the IPC. The accused filed a Special Leave

Petition before the Supreme Court.
ISSUES RAISED

e Whether Nanavati did not come u/s 302 of the IPC, as he did so by grave and Sudden

Provocation.

e Whether the High Court lacks jurisdiction to try the judgment of the Session Court u/s

307 2of the Code of Criminal Procedure.
ARGUMENTS FROM BOTH SIDES

PETITIONER ARGUMENT

2 https://legalservice.India
% Indian Penal Code, 1860, s. 307
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The Counsel on behalf of Nanavati said that Nanavati, a commander in the Indian Navy, was
not at the most time he was not in the home for his work. During this time when he was not at
home, his wife Sylvia and Prem Ahuja got close to each other, and a relationship arose between

them.

When Nanavati heard about that from his wife, he wanted to kill himself, but he went to his
workplace and took his gun with six bullets from his office, and said that he travelled to
Ahmednagar alone, so he needed that for safety purposes. When he went to the office of Ahuja,
he was not present in that place, so he went to his flat and entered his room and asked Ahuja to
marry his wife and accept their children.*.

But Ahuja refused to marry her, and Nanavati became angry. He tried to convince Ahuja to get
married to Sylvia, but he denied it. Then Nanavati shot Ahuja under grave and sudden
provocation, and he died in his room. He did not want to kill him, but he did so because of
sudden provocation. Then he went to the police station and surrendered himself. If Nanavati
had any intention to kill him, then he would not have surrendered himself at the police station.
It declares that he had no intention to kill him, so the case was not falling u/s 302 of the IPC,
1860. And also sudden provocation is one of the exceptions of Section 302, IPC, so this does

not amount to murder, the Nanavati should not be charged under Section 302, IPC.
RESPONDENT ARGUMENT

The Counsel of the victim argued that after knowing about their relationship, he went to his
workplace and took his gun with six bullets and said that he travelled alone to Ahmednagar,
which is the reason why he needed it for his safety purposes. He did not reveal his real intention;

he told a lie. If he had no intention to kill him, then he did not tell a lie in his office.

He went to his house, and Ahuja’s servant opened the door. When he entered his room, Ahuja
had just taken a shower, and he had a towel around his body. They talked to each other, and
suddenly they shouted, and Nanavati shot Ahuja and killed him. There was no grave and sudden
provocation; he intentionally killed Ahuja, and the whole incident happened in front of Ahuja’s
servant. He was the witness in this case. And if it was an accident, he would inform his sister,
but he didn’t. Even when he confronted the police officer, he saw that his name was incorrect

in the police record, and Nanavati corrected his name. So it is proved that he has a sound mind

4 https://lawbhoomi.com
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to think properly, and it could not be said that it was an accident. There was no proof to prove
that it was an accident. So, he was guilty of murder u/s 302 of the IPC, 1860.

JUDGEMENT
JURY TRIAL

The first trial of the case was held in the Session Court, and with a majority of 8:1, it was stated
that Nanavati was not guilty of murder under Section 302 of the IPC. A judge was not satisfied
with the judgment, so the case was transferred to the High Court.®

HIGH COURT JUDGMENT

The High Court held that neither his wife’s confession provoked him nor Ahuja’s statement
was a case under the exception of Section 300 of the IPC. When he went to his office after
finding out their relationship with Sylvia, he took his gun with six bullets, with a false
statement. He said he travelled to Ahmednagar alone, so he needed that. But he went to Ahuja’s
flat and killed him. And also it happened in front of the servant of Ahuja. The Justice of the
High Court, after hearing all these arguments and evidence, held that he was guilty of murder
u/s 302 of the IPC and sentenced him to life imprisonment. And also said that the Jury trial
misled the victim. The accused applied to the governor for the dismissal of his sentence. And

the governor released him.
The case was sent to the Supreme Court through a Special Leave Petition.
SUPREME COURT JUDGMENT

The Supreme Court investigated the case in depth and found that Nanavati was guilty u/s 302,
IPC, because when he planned everything, it could not be said that the murder was not pre-
planned. It was a totally pre-planned murder, and there was no sudden provocation. Between
Nanavati and Ahuja, there was a simple conversation, but Nanavati became angry in the middle
of the conversation and shot him, and he died. Then the Supreme Court, after hearing all the
documents, evidence, and witnesses, proved him guilty and sentenced him to life imprisonment

same as the High Court’s decision. And the court held that the governor’s relinquishment of

5> www.legalservice.India
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Nanavati was against the law, as he committed murder. He was found guilty, and the court
finally imprisoned him.

ANALYSIS OF THE JUDGMENT
The Judgement of the case involved the following principles. These are as follows -

Abolition of the Jury System: The case was often recognised for the abolition of the Jury
system in India. The decision of a Jury Trial was influenced by the media, and it is against
public sentiment, and the vulnerability of the jury trial undermines the judicial system.

Murder vs Manslaughter: This case provides a clear distinction between murder and culpable
homicide. Section 300 deals with murder, and Section 304 deals with culpable homicide. This

case was an example of how emotional provocation was used to murder a person.

Presidential Pardon: The case was also said to be about the pardoning power of the President
under Article 72 and the governor’s discretionary power under Article 161 of the Constitution.

And Nanavati was released from the conviction by the governor.

The Supreme Court's judgment firmly establishes that the test for provocation is objective, not
subjective. This represents a significant jurisprudential commitment to the rule of law and
equality before the law. The Court rejected the argument that because Nanavati was a man of
honour and pride and that his wife's infidelity represented a grave insult to his personal
reputation, he should be entitled to the benefit of Exception 1. Instead, the Court applied the

standard of a "reasonable person of ordinary prudence” similarly situated.
CONCLUSION

This case was an important landmark judgement, not only because it gained more fame, but
also because it helped to answer some legal issues. In this case, it was proved that the law is
equal for all people. In the matter of this case, it is said that every person is equal before the
law and every person is punishable under the law for committing any offence. And it also
explored distinctions between various types of homicide and their limitations. The decision of
the Supreme Court also overruled the decision of the Jury Trial, which was not fair. This is an
example that is to be dealt with by the competent judges of the Supreme Court. And from this

case, it was clarified by the Supreme Court that an accused is proven to be guilty on the basis
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of evidence, witnesses, and no one can hide from the law on the basis of their status. This is an
important case that served as a guiding principle for future generations.
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