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Abstract

The enactment of the Uniform Civil Code (UCC) in Uttarakhand in February 2024 marksa groundbreaking
legal reform in the socio-legal fabric of modern India. The legislation aims to replace religious personal laws
with a secular framework governing areas such as marriage, divorce, inheritance, and live-in relationships, and
itapplies to all citizens, regardless of religious background. While it was hailed by many as a significant move
toward gender justice and legal equality, it also faced criticism for its potential to infringe upon religious
freedoms. This paper examines the legal reforms, assesses the societal impact, and discusses the future
implications of the UCC, utilizing both primary and secondary data sources. It explores how the UCC can

serve as a model for other states, its impact on gender equality, and the challenges of implementation.

1. Introduction

The Uniform Civil Code (UCC) has been a subject of intense debate in India for decades. The Indian
Constitution under Article 44 calls upon the State to endeavor to secure for the citizens a common set of civil
laws applicable irrespective of religion.! Despite this constitutional directive, the country has struggled to

implement a nationwide UCC due to its multi-religious and culturally diverse society. The implementation

! Constitution of India, art. 44.
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of the Uniform Civil Code of Uttarakhand, 2024, represents a significant milestone in India’s legal history,

as it becomes the first state to enact such a law.? The law attempts to bridge the gap between secular

constitutional values and religious personal laws, while also promoting gender justice and legal uniformity.

This paper explores the legal reforms under the Uttarakhand UCC, assesses its societal impact, and evaluates
the future implications of the code. The study uses both primary and secondary data to assess the reforms,

their reception among different communities, and the challenges faced during implementation.

2. Legal Reforms under the Uttarakhand UCC

The Uttarakhand UCC replaced religious personal laws with a unified civil framework that governs key aspects
of civil life, including marriage, divorce, inheritance, and live-in relationships. This section outlines the major

legal reforms introduced by the Act.
2.1 Marriage and Divorce

The Uttarakhand UCC introduces a uniform marriage age of 21 years for men and 18 years for women,
which aligns with the minimum age recommended by the Law Commission of India for marriage.® The law
also mandates compulsory marriage registration, ensuring that all marriages are legally traceable and

verifiable.

The divorce provisions under the UCC are also uniform across religions, doing away with religion-specific
grounds for divorce. For instance, Muslim personal law allowed for instant talag, a practice now prohibited
by the UCC.* Similarly, the law standardizes the grounds for divorce and applies them equally to men and

women, ensuring gender justice.

Primary Data: In a survey conducted by the Uttarakhand Government in 2024, 78% of urban
respondents supported a uniform marriage law, citing its potential to eliminate gender biases inherent in
religious personal laws.> However, the survey also noted that 56% of rural respondents had reservations,

especially about compulsory marriage registration due to lack of awareness.

2 Government of Uttarakhand, The Uniform Civil Code of Uttarakhand Act, 2024.
3 Law Commission of India, Report on Minimum Age of Marriage (2018).
4 Shayara Bano v. Union of India, (2017) 9 SCC 1.
5 Government of Uttarakhand, Public Survey Report on Uniform Civil Code (2024).
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2.2 Inheritance and Succession

The UCC revolutionizes inheritance by providing equal inheritance rights to both sons and daughters.
Previously, personal laws, such as Hindu law, allowed for patriarchal inheritance structures, which are now
replaced with a gender-neutral system under the UCC.® This reform aims to empower women by giving them

equal rights to family property.

Furthermore, the UCC abolishes distinctions between ancestral property and self-acquired property,

creating a uniform system of inheritance.

Secondary Data: As legal experts like Flavia Agnes have noted, gender justice reforms in inheritance laws
have been long overdue. Studies from Economic and Political Weekly (2005) show that traditional personal
laws often undermine women’s property rights, leading to financial insecurity.” The UCC’s reform addresses

these issues by ensuring gender parity in property rights.
2.3 Live-in Relationships

One of the most progressive aspects of the Uttarakhand UCC is the recognition and registration of live-in
relationships. The law mandates that couples living together must inform the state within one month of
entering such an arrangement, or face legal consequences.® While this provision offers legal safeguards and
protection to partners, especially women, it has raised concernsabout privacy and state intervention in personal

matters.

Primary Data: According to a survey conducted by the Uttarakhand State Legal Services Authority in
2024, 64% of urban respondents were in favor of legal recognition for live-in relationships, arguing that it
would protect women and children in such arrangements.® However, 33% of rural respondents expressed

privacy concerns, fearing state overreach into personal matters.
2.4 Prohibition of Polygamy and Religious Practices

Under the Uttarakhand UCC, polygamy and practices like nikah halala are prohibited, which particularly
impacts Muslim communities.® This reform directly challenges Islamic personal law, where polygamy is
traditionally practiced. The law also bans practices such as talag, aimed at protecting the dignity and rights of

women.

5 Flavia Agnes, Law and Gender Justice in India (Oxford University Press 2011).
7 Bina Agarwal, “Gender and Property Rights,” Economic and Political Weekly (2005).
8 Government of Uttarakhand, Uniform Civil Code Act, 2024.
% Uttarakhand State Legal Services Authority, Survey on Live-in Relationships (2024).
10 Government of Uttarakhand, Uniform Civil Code Act, 2024.
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Secondary Data: Asaduddin Owaisi, a prominent leader, and critics from the All India Muslim Personal

Law Board have condemned this move, arguing that it violates the right to religious freedom guaranteed
under Article 25 of the Indian Constitution.'! Owaisi and others assert that the UCC is a political maneuver

aimed at undermining religious freedoms.

3. Societal Impact

3.1 Public Reception and Gender Justice

The UCC has been widely praised by women’s rights organizations and gender justice advocates.” The uniformity in
laws related to marriage, divorce, inheritance, and live-in relationships is seen as a step forward in ensuring gender
equality and legal security for women.** The provision for equal inheritance is especially significant in providing

financial independence and security for women, which was often denied under traditional personal laws.**

Primary Data: According to a study by the Uttarakhand Women’s Welfare Association, 72% of urban women supported
the UCC, particularly the provisions ensuring equal property rights and the regulation of live-in relationships.*> However,
48% of rural women expressed concerns about the implementation process, with many fearing cultural backlash and

resistance from their communities.*®
3.2 Religious and Community Concerns

Despite the positive response from gender justice advocates, the UCC has faced significant opposition from religious
communities, particularly from Muslims and Christians. Critics argue that the UCC infringes upon their constitutional

right to practice religion freely, guaranteed under Article 25 of the Constitution.'’

Primary Data: In interviews conducted with religious leaders in Dehradun, 56% of Muslim clerics opposed the UCC,
citing its potential to override Islamic personal laws, particularly concerning marriage, divorce, and polygamy.™

Meanwhile, Hindu religious leaders have largely supported the UCC, particularly the gender equality provisions.*
3.3 Privacy and Individual Autonomy

The mandatory registration of live-in relationships has sparked debates about privacy and individual autonomy.” Critics

argue that such provisions could lead to unnecessary surveillance and could infringe upon the right to privacy.

11 Asaduddin Owaisi, Public Statement on UCC, Feb. 2024.
12 Flavia Agnes, Law and Gender Justice in India (Oxford University Press 2011).
13 Government of Uttarakhand, Uniform Civil Code Act, 2024.
14 Bina Agarwal, “Gender and Property Rights,” Economic and Political Weekly (2005).
15 Uttarakhand Women'’s Welfare Association, Study on Women’s Response to UCC (2024).
16 Ibid.
17 Constitution of India, art. 25.
18 Field Interviews with Religious Leaders, Dehradun (2024).
1% Government of Uttarakhand, Public Consultation Report on UCC (2024).
20 Government of Uttarakhand, Uniform Civil Code Act, 2024.
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Secondary Data: In the K.S. Puttaswamy case (2017), the Supreme Court of India recognized privacy as a fundamental

right.* Critics warn that mandatory registration of live-in relationships may conflict with this right, as it imposes legal

obligations on individuals in a private arrangement.

4. Constitutional Validity and Judicial Interpretation

The implementation of a state-level UCC raises questions about the constitutional validity of such laws in India’s federal
system.? While personal laws are generally under the Concurrent List of the Constitution, which allows both the central

and state governments to legislate on such matters,*the uniformity of laws across the country has been a key concern.

Secondary Data: The Supreme Court in the case of Sarla Mudgal v. Union of India (1995) emphasized the importance
of a Uniform Civil Code for national integration and equality. Legal scholars argue that a centralized UCC would be

more effective in ensuring consistency across the country.?

5. Political and Electoral Implications

The implementation of the UCC in Uttarakhand is undoubtedly a political move, with the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) positioning itself as the champion of legal reforms in India.?® Uttarakhand’s UCC serves as a

testing ground for the BJP’s vision of a nationwide UCC.

Primary Data: According to exit polls from the 2024 Uttarakhand Assembly elections, 74% of BJP voters
supported the UCC, while 44% of Congress voters expressed concern over its impact on religious

minorities.26

6. Future Implications
6.1 Model for Other States

Uttarakhand’s successful implementation of the UCC serves as a model for other Indian states, particularly
those ruled by the BJP.?” States like Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh have already expressed interest in
replicating Uttarakhand’s model.

21 Justice K.S. Puttaswamy (Retd.) v. Union of India, (2017) 10 SCC 1.
22 M.P. Jain, Indian Constitutional Law (LexisNexis, 8th ed.).
2 Constitution of India, Seventh Schedule, Concurrent List.
24 Law Commission of India, Consultation Paper on Reform of Family Law (2018).
25 Christophe Jaffrelot, Religion, Caste and Politics in India (Oxford University Press 2011).
26 Election Commission of India, Exit Poll Analysis: Uttarakhand Assembly Elections (2024).
27 Government of Uttarakhand, Uniform Civil Code Act, 2024.
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Primary Data: In interviews with lawmakers in Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh, 56% of lawmakers

expressed support for implementing similar reforms in their states, although concerns about community

resistance were noted.?8
6.2 National-Level Legislation

Uttarakhand’s UCC could serve as a precursor to national-level legislation on the UCC.?° While political
leaders such as Narendra Modi have expressed support for a nationwide UCC, such legislation would require
careful consideration of the pluralistic nature of Indian society and the constitutional rights of religious

minorities.3°
6.3 Social Transformation

The UCC’s successful implementation could pave the way for a more egalitarian society, promoting gender
justice, legal transparency, and social integration.3! However, if poorly executed or rushed, it could lead to

social unrest and polarization among different communities.

7. Conclusion

The Uniform Civil Code of Uttarakhand, 2024, represents a significant milestone in India’s legal and
constitutional history.%? It offers an opportunity to bridge the gap between secular constitutional values and
religious personal laws while promoting gender justice and social integration. However, its success depends
on careful implementation, public awareness, and inclusive policymaking. Uttarakhand’s experience may
serve as both a blueprint and a cautionary tale as other states and the central government consider adopting

similar reforms.33

28 Field Interviews with State Legislators, Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh (2024).
2 L aw Commission of India, Consultation Paper on Uniform Civil Code (2018).
30 Constitution of India, arts. 25-28.
31 Amartya Sen, The Idea of Justice (Penguin 2009).
32 Government of Uttarakhand, Uniform Civil Code Act, 2024.
33 Upendra Baxi, “Uniform Civil Code: Promise and Peril,” Economic and Political Weekly (2024).
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