INDIALAW

The Hon’ble Supreme Court
Clarifies the Scope of Section 14
of the Hindu Succession Act, 1956

e ]
The Hon’ble Supreme Court Clarifies the

Scope of Section 14 of the Hindu
Succession Act, 1956

AUTHOR Akshata Parkar

PUBLISHED 22 November 2024



https://www.indialaw.in

Introduction

The Division Bench of the Hon’ble Supreme Court (“Court”), in the case of Kallakuri Pattabhiramaswamy (Dead) Through
LRs. vs. Kallakuri Kamaraju & Ors.1, delivered a landmark judgment interpreting Section 14 of the Hindu Succession Act, 1956
(“HSA"). This ruling examined whether a life interest granted to a Hindu woman under a Partition Deed could be converted into
absolute ownership under Section 14(1) or remained restricted under Section 14(2) of the HSA.
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Background and Factual Matrix

The dispute concerns a 3.55-acre property that was allotted to Veerabhadramma, the second wife of Kallakuri Swamy, under a
Partition Deed dated 24th August, 1933 (hereinafter referred to as the “1933 Deed”). The deed granted her only a limited life
interest in the property, expressly providing that upon her death, the property would devolve equally among Swamy’s children
from both his marriages.

After Veerabhadramma'’s death in 1973, the Appellants (her sons) contended that her limited estate had enlarged into absolute
ownership by virtue of Section 14(1) of the Hindu Succession Act, 1956. On this basis, they claimed that she had the authority to
execute a will transferring the property exclusively to them.

In contrast, the Respondents, who were Swamy'’s sons from his first marriage, challenged this claim. They argued that the terms
of the 1933 Deed clearly restricted Veerabhadramma’s rights to mere lifetime enjoyment, thereby attracting Section 14(2) of the
Hindu Succession Act. They further maintained that the grant was not in recognition of any pre-existing or antecedent right, such
as maintenance.

The Trial Court accepted the Respondents’ arguments and held that the property must be distributed equally among all heirs in
accordance with the 1933 Deed. This decision was subsequently affirmed by the High Court of Andhra Pradesh in its judgment
dated 26th March, 2009, which upheld the view that the property constituted a restricted estate falling within the scope of Section
14(2) of the Act.

Court’'s Observations

The Court closely examined the relationship between Sections 14(1) and 14(2)2 of the Hindu Succession Act, 1956, drawing
guidance from judicial precedents such as V. Tulsamma v. V. Sesha Reddy3. It reiterated that Section 14(1) operates to
enlarge a Hindu woman'’s limited interest into absolute ownership when the property is possessed in recognition of a pre-existing
right, such as the right to maintenance. In contrast, Section 14(2) applies where property is conferred through an instrument that
expressly restricts the nature of the estate.

Applying this distinction, the Court observed that the Partition Deed of 1933 clearly limited Veerabhadramma'’s rights to a life
interest, while specifying that the property would pass equally to Swamy’s heirs after her death. Such an explicit restriction
placed the grant outside the scope of Section 14(1).

The Court further noted that Veerabhadramma’s interest did not arise from any antecedent right, including a right to
maintenance, but was instead a fresh and independent right created solely by the terms of the 1933 Deed. Consequently,
Section 14(2) was held to be applicable, preventing the enlargement of her limited estate into absolute ownership under Section
14(1).

In light of this reasoning, the Court affirmed the conclusions reached by both the Trial Court and the High Court of Andhra
Pradesh. It held that Veerabhadramma possessed only a life interest in the 3.55-acre property, which, upon her death, must
devolve equally among Swamy’s heirs in accordance with the terms of the 1933 Deed.
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Author’s Opinion

This judgment highlights the decisive role played by the wording and underlying intent of legal instruments in resolving
succession disputes. It offers an important interpretation of the Hindu Succession Act, while also underscoring the need for
careful and precise drafting of legal documents to prevent ambiguity and future litigation.

1. Kallakuri Pattabhiramaswamy (Dead) Through LRs. vs. Kallakuri Kamaraju & Ors., Civil Appeal No. 5389 of 2012. Decided on 21st November, 2024.
??

2. Section 14 Property of a female Hindu to be her absolute property.

(1)Any property possessed by a female Hindu, whether acquired before or after the commencement of this Act, shall be held by her as full owner
thereof and not as a limited owner. Explanation.?In this sub-section, “property” includes both movable and immovable property acquired by a female
Hindu by inheritance or devise, or at a partition, or in lieu of maintenance or arrears of maintenance, or by gift from any person, whether a relative or
not, before, at or after her marriage, or by her own skill or exertion, or by purchase or by prescription, or in any other manner whatsoever, and also any
such property held by her as stridhana immediately before the commencement of this Act.

(2) Nothing contained in sub-section (1) shall apply to any property acquired by way of gift or under a will or any other instrument or under a decree or
order of a civil court or under an award where the terms of the gift, will or other instrument or the decree, order or award prescribe a restricted estate in
such property.
?2?

3. V. Tulsamma vs. V. Sesha Reddy, (1977) 3 SCC 99 ??
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