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Tort law is an important component of civil law in India. It covers the cases that relate to damages caused by an individual or group to another, but which do not come under the ambit of criminal law. Examples include defamation, nuisance and trespassing. Typically, damages are awarded by the court to compensate for the loss suffered. 

Tort law governs the everyday harms and wrongs that affect individuals in society — from personal injury and property damage to defamation, negligence, and civil accountability. Despite its centrality to legal redress and civil rights, tort law remains an often underappreciated area within Indian legal education and public understanding.

This book is a fresh and accessible introduction to the world of torts in India. It is designed for students, legal professionals, and general readers who seek a clear and practical overview of how tort law operates — both in theory and in the lived realities of Indian society.

Each chapter explores a key branch of tort law, enriched with Indian case law, relatable examples, and procedural insights. Whether discussing nuisance, trespass, or vicarious liability, the book shows how tort law is not merely academic but deeply connected to real-life grievances and remedies.

In a time when technological changes, urban challenges, and growing awareness of rights are reshaping legal interactions, tort law is increasingly important. From online defamation to environmental harm, from negligent services to the misuse of state power, this field continues to evolve.

This book aims to provide a strong foundation in tort principles while encouraging readers to think critically about justice, responsibility, and the evolving nature of civil wrongs in India.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1: Introduction to Torts
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In this chapter we discuss what is tort and what are the types of tort. 

1.1 Necessity of Tort Law

In criminal law, when someone commits a wrong, we call it a crime. Similarly, in civil law, when a person commits a wrong, we call it a tort. Typically the wronged person files a case in a civil court to claim monetary or other damages from the wrong doer.  

The term "tort" is a French equivalent of the English word "wrong" and of the Roman law term "delict". The word is derived from the Latin word "tortum" which means an act which is twisted or crooked or wrong or unlawful. 

For a healthy society it is necessary to have rule of law and be free from anti-social elements and an individual should have freedom to exercise their rights without being restricted by others. Also, if there is a transgression of any right, there must be a way to compensate or to restore the right. This is essentially what is implied by the latin maxim "ubi jus, ibi remedium", meaning wherever there is a right, there is a remedy.

Indian legal treatment in case of torts is derived from the English law. However, there are also some differences. 

Generally, there is no specific law for torts in India. The law is mostly defined on the basis of case law i.e., by citing verdicts in previous cases in Indian courts. 

Examples of situations where tort law can be applied include the following: 

	Consumer complaints, where the promised goods in good quality were not delivered.

	Torts by government employees acting under orders, for which the state can be held liable. 

	Constitutional torts, where the state is held liable for the actions of its employees, especially when a person's constitutional rights are violated. Many of the constitutional tort petitions involving the state or government employees fall under Public Interest Litigations or PILs. PILs are intended to enable the raising of certain issues of social importance that affect a number of people in society, especially in cases where the rights of one or more underprivileged groups are being denied. The first PIL was filed in 1979. These can be filed in the high courts and supreme court under articles 32 and 226 of the Constitution of India. 

	Personal injuries caused by an accident leading to permanent disability and/or loss of earnings and medical expenses, etc. 


In all such cases, the damages to be awarded (once the tort is proved) are calculated based on estimation of the amount of loss to the plaintiff.  

1.2 Definitions of Tort

In order to find out the factors which are necessary to constitute a tort, let us look at definitions of the term "tort" given by eminent jurists: 

	Winfield: Tort is a liability that arises from the breach of a duty primarily fixed by law; the duty is towards persons generally and its breach is redressable by an action for unliquidated damages. 

	Fraser: Tort is an infringement of a right in rem of a private individual giving a right of compensation at the suit of the injured party.

	Salmond: Tort is a civil wrong for which the remedy is action in common law for unliquidated damages and which is not exclusively a breach of contract or breach of Trust or other equitable obligations. 

	Clark and Lindsell: A tort may be described as a wrong independent of contract for which the appropriate remedy is a common law action

	Sir Frederick Pollock: Every tort is an act or omission, not being mainly the breach of a duty arising out of a personal relation or undertaken by contract, which is related to harm, including interference with an absolute right, whether or not measurable actual damage is suffered by a determinate person.

	Sir John Salmond further observed that every legal right implies a corresponding duty, and every breach of such duty is potentially tortious in nature. 


1.3 Essential Characteristics of a Tort 

The essential characteristics of a tort are as follows: 

	Wrongful act or omission: An action by a person will be wrongful when it violates some legal right of another person. Tort liability arises when a wrongful act is a cause of violation of a legal right or a breach of duty.

	Legal damage: Legal damage is an important element of tort. However, a legal damage cannot be said to be identical with actual damage, meaning that actual damage may or may not have occurred to the plaintiff. It is not pecuniary in nature. 

	Legal remedy: another element of a tort is that it must provide for legal remedy. The breach of tort must be redressable by an action for unliquidated damages. Apart from unliquidated damages, injunction (where the court orders a person to cease an action) and restitution (restoring the past state of affairs, such as rejoining employment in case someone is fired from a job) are some of the other possible remedies. 


1.4 Types of Tort

Tort liability exists for three major categories of conduct: intentional wrongs, negligence, and activities for which strict liability is imposed. 

Intentional wrong: This occurs when a person acts with intent to injure a person, their property or both. For example, if A is angry at B, so they intentionally smash the windshield of B's car.

Intentional torts may also be crimes. Usually in these cases, the defendant can be pursued by the state as well as sued by the plaintiff. However, punishing a criminal does not usually make up for further harm to the victim. 

A civil tort action is used to recover monetary damages.

Negligence: The most common type of tort is negligence. Negligence is an unintentional tort. It occurs when a person's failure to use reasonable care causes harm. For example, if a drunk driver accidentally hits a pedestrian, the driver is negligent, even though the driver did not intend to actually hurt the pedestrian.

Strict Liability: Strict liability is different from both negligence and intentional wrong. It applies when the defendant is engaged in an activity so dangerous that there is a serious risk or harm, even if they act with utmost care. In a strict liability, there is no need to prove that the defendant was either negligent or intended to cause harm in order to recover damages. For example, demolishing buildings is so dangerous that contractors are automatically responsible if a passerby is injured.

Three groups of people face strict liability: 

	Owners of dangerous animals

	People who engage in highly dangerous activities

	Manufacturers and sellers of defective consumer products


However, it is important to note that not all injuries to a person or their property can lead to a recovery under tort law. In some instances, harmful behavior may not be a tort. In others, the person causing the harm may have legal "defense" to a tort action. Also, the defendant may be liable, but may simply be too poor to pay for the harm, and therefore no recovery is possible. 

1.5 Civil and Criminal Law in India

Tort law is a form of civil law. Civil law deals with disputes between individuals. In a civil court case, the party that was harmed may sue the party that caused the harm. This differs from criminal law, in which the state brings charges against the accused. Criminal law deals with actions that are defined as crimes against the public, even if there is an individual victim. 

However, the same actions by a party may be liable for both a civil and criminal court case. The way these are treated under Indian law is however slightly different. 

The civil courts in India use "balance of probabilities" as the standard of proof. This standard requires that more than 50% of the weight of the evidence be in favor of the winning party. The civil standard is easier to meet than the criminal standard, which requires that the guilt be proven beyond "reasonable doubt".

This is appropriate because the penalties for those found liable in a civil action are less severe than the penalties for those found guilty in a crime. A person does not go to jail for committing a tort, but instead pays damages to the injured or harmed party.

1.6 Taking One's Case to Court

In some situations, the same action can be both a tort as well as a crime. This may lead to two separate actions against the defendant. For example, M may be sued for driving while intoxicated and killing a policeman. M may also be charged with the crime of negligent homicide and manslaughter for his actions. The criminal case will be brought by the state, which must prove that M was guilty beyond a reasonable doubt. This is called the "standard of proof". The victim's family may also sue M in a civil court. In the civil case, the victim's family will attempt to recover damages for the wrongful death. 

The OJ Simpson murder case in 1994 in the United States is a perfect example that showed the difference between a civil and criminal case. In this case, Simpson was found not guilty of murdering his wife and her friend in the criminal case, but found guilty in the civil case and had to pay damages to the family of the killed. 

1.7 Important Maxims in the Law of Torts

Two important maxims in the law of torts are as follows: 

	Injuria sine damnum (injury without damage): It means that if there has been a violation of a legal right, the same is actionable and damages payable, irrespective of whether there is actual harm to the plaintiff. The affected party can bring a civil proceeding in a court of law raising a tort liability, because every violation of a legal right has to be redressed. This is also exemplified in the principle ubi jus, ibi remedium or where there is a right there is a remedy.

	Damnum sine injuria (damage without injury): This covers the acts which though harmful are not wrongful and give no right of action to them who suffers from their effects. In such a case, where the person's legal rights are not violated even though they may have suffered losses due to some actions of another person, no remedy is applicable and no damages are payable to such a person. For example, if a person opens a shop selling toys next to another shop selling similar toys, it is a loss to the original shop since some of their customers may be lost to the new toys shop, but their legal rights are not violated.  


1.8 Characteristics of the Law of Torts

The main characteristics of the law of torts are as follows: 

	A tort is a private wrong, which infringes the legal right of an individual or specific group of individuals. 

	The person who commits a tort is called a "tortfeasor" or wrongdoer. 

	The place of trial is a civil court

	Tort litigation is compoundable i.e., the plaint can withdraw and settle the suit filed by them. 

	Tort is a species of civil injury or wrong. 

	Tort is other than a breach of contract. For breaches of contract, contract law is applicable and not tort law.

	The remedy in tort is unliquidated damage (where the amount of damage is determined by the court) or other equitable relief granted to the injured party. 


1.9 Wrongful Acts Recognized in the Law of Torts

The following wrongful acts are recognized in the law of torts: 

	Negligence

	Nuisance

	Defamation

	Trespass (including trespass to the person as well as to property)

	Malicious prosecution


1.10 Types of legal remedies for torts

The law provides for different kinds of legal remedies if a tort is proved to have happened. Such remedies are given to the persons who have suffered a damage or loss because of the tort, and include the following: 

	Damages: The court may grant the affected party an amount of money because of the damage caused by the tort. This amount could be corresponding to their loss because of the tort or can be a nominal amount even if no actual damages are proved. 

	Injunction: The court may grant a temporary or permanent injunction to stop the guilty party from doing or continuing some action that constituted the tort, and thus grant relief to the affected party. 

	Restitution of property: In case the affected party has lost some property because of the tort, the court can grant the restitution of the lost property. This can include both moveable and immoveable property. 


In addition, if the tort contains some criminal elements that are covered under the Indian Penal Code or IPC, then the corresponding criminal charges and punishments shall also be applied. As mentioned, the same action can lead to both a civil and criminal liability, and can lead to two separate court cases for each. 

1.11 Importance of Tort Law in Everyday Life

Tort law affects us more than we realize in our daily lives. From slipping on a wet floor at a shop, to suffering due to a neighbour’s construction noise, to reputational harm from a false social media post—torts are all around us. Understanding tort law empowers individuals to seek compensation and discourages negligent or harmful behaviour in society.

Many common disputes that seem personal or



	Custodial violence → Right to life (Article 21)

	Environmental pollution → Right to health and clean environment

	State negligence in accidents → Constitutional torts jurisprudence





	Lack of codification: Tort law in India is largely based on common law and court judgments, making it less accessible.

	Delay and cost of civil litigation: Victims often find the civil court process slow, expensive, and intimidating.

	Awareness gap: Many citizens are unaware of their rights or confuse torts with crimes.

	Alternative remedies preferred: People often prefer filing police complaints or pursuing consumer forums for quicker relief.





	Constitutional torts: Compensation for state abuse or custodial violence.

	Environmental torts: Courts have awarded damages for pollution, deforestation, and industrial disasters.

	Medical negligence: Increasing awareness and litigation in healthcare malpractice.

	Mass torts and class actions: In large-scale disasters (e.g., Bhopal Gas Tragedy), tort principles are applied collectively.
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