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In a significant ruling that highlights the importance of reproductive rights and workplace equality, the Supreme Court of India has

delivered a landmark judgment in the case of K. Umadevi versus the Government of Tamil Nadu. The case, which reached the

apex court as Civil Appeal No. 2526 of 2025, highlights the legal and constitutional issues surrounding maternity benefits for

women who have more than two surviving children, particularly in the context of remarriage. This article delves into the details of

the case, the legal arguments presented, and the far-reaching implications of the Supreme Court’s decision.
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Background of the Case

K. Umadevi, the appellant, married A. Suresh in 2006 and had two children from this marriage, born in 2007 and 2011. After her

marriage ended in 2017, custody of the children was awarded to the father. Umadevi entered government service in December

2012 as an English teacher in a government higher secondary school in Dharmapuri District, Tamil Nadu. In 2018, she remarried

M. Rajkumar. Due to her pregnancy from this second marriage, she applied for maternity leave from August 17, 2021, to May 13,

2022. However, her request was rejected by the District Chief Educational Officer of Dharmapuri, citing Rule 101(a) of the Tamil

Nadu Fundamental Rules, which states that maternity leave is available only to women government employees with fewer than

two surviving children.

High Court Proceedings and Division Bench Decision

Umadevi challenged this decision by filing a writ petition in the High Court of Judicature at Madras. A Single Judge of the High

Court, in a judgment dated March 25, 2022, held that Umadevi was entitled to maternity leave. The judge reasoned that since the

custody of the children from her first marriage was with the father, they should not be counted against her eligibility for maternity

leave. The judge also referred to the Maternity Benefit Act, 1961, and various international conventions and treaties that

emphasize the importance of maternity benefits.

However, the Government of Tamil Nadu and its officers appealed this decision in the High Court. The Division Bench, in a

judgment dated September 14, 2022, reversed the Single Judge’s decision. The bench held that Umadevi was not entitled to

maternity leave as she had more than two surviving children. The bench emphasized that maternity leave is not a fundamental

right but a statutory benefit or a service condition. They also cited the decision in Deepika Singh Vs. Central Administrative

Tribunal, arguing that it supported the state’s position.

Rival Contentions and Legal Arguments

The appellant’s counsel argued that the Division Bench erred in reversing the Single Judge’s decision. They contended that the

children from her first marriage should not disqualify her from maternity leave for her first child from the second marriage. They

also argued that the right to maternity leave is a facet of a woman’s reproductive rights, which are protected under Article 21 of

the Constitution.

On the other hand, the respondents argued that the policy of granting maternity leave is subject to fiscal responsibility and

human resource management. They maintained that extending maternity benefits beyond two children would set a precedent

that could overwhelm the state’s finances and impact administrative efficacy. They also cited the policy of promoting small family

norms as part of population control measures.

Supreme Court Analysis and Decision

The Supreme Court studied the constitutional and statutory framework, international developments, and relevant case law. The

court held that the right to maternity leave is a facet of reproductive rights, which are protected under Article 21. The court also

emphasized the importance of international conventions in shaping domestic law. The court disagreed with the Division Bench’s
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decision and held that Umadevi was entitled to maternity leave under Rule 101(a).

The court set aside the Division Bench’s judgment and ordered that Umadevi be granted maternity leave. The court directed that

the maternity benefits be released to her within two months. The appeal was allowed, and no costs were ordered.

Conclusion

The Supreme Court’s judgment in K. Umadevi versus the Government of Tamil Nadu is a significant step forward in recognizing

and protecting the reproductive rights of women. It underscores the importance of balancing population control policies with the

rights of individual women. This case highlights the need for a more inclusive and compassionate approach to maternity benefits,

ensuring that women are not penalized for circumstances beyond their control. The judgment serves as a reminder that the law

must evolve to meet the changing needs of society and protect the dignity and rights of all individuals.
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