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ABSTRACT 

Marriage, a bold venture on fragile ice, sees many glide lifelong in harmony, while others shatter along the 

way. Adultery often fractures the bond and fuels divorce, yet it seldom stands alone as the sharpest blade, 

more perilous still is, when the wounded spouse wields the delay itself as a calculated weapon, biding time in 

silence until the moment ripens for legal advantage. The Law Reform (Marriage and Divorce) Act 1976 (LRA 

1976) governs non-Muslim marriages and divorces in Malaysia but contains a critical procedural gap that 

undermines legal certainty and enables strategic manipulation: the absence of any statutory time limitation on 

adultery-based divorce petitions. Unlike Singapore’s Women’s Charter 1961, which bars adultery claims after 

six months of continued cohabitation, or Scotland’s refined approach under the Divorce (Scotland) Act 1976, 

Malaysia permits spouses to warehouse evidence of adultery indefinitely and invoke it years or decades later 

for tactical advantage. The High Court decision in DAY v SAY highlighted this deficiency and it would be 

better for Malaysian Law Reform (Marriage and Divorce) Act 1976 (LRA 1976)  to have legislative reform. 

This would give a definite guide and guard against the existing gap. This article examines Malaysia’s adultery 

provisions through comparative analysis with Singapore and Scotland, demonstrates how the absence of time 

limitations creates prolonged uncertainty, facilitates opportunistic litigation, and undermines condonation 

principles, and proposes concrete statutory amendments to require prompt action by aggrieved spouses. The 

article argues that adultery remains a valid and important ground for divorce that should be preserved, but that 

victims must act within reasonable timeframes to maintain the integrity of the legal process and prevent abuse 

of matrimonial proceedings. 

Keywords: Adultery, Condonation, Malaysian Law Reform (Marriage And Divorce) Act 1976, Singapore 

Women’s Charter 1961, Divorce (Scotland) Act 1976 

INTRODUCTION 

Adultery has long been recognized as a fundamental breach of the marital contract and a legitimate ground for 

divorce across common law jurisdictions. The Law Reform (Marriage and Divorce) Act 1976 (LRA 1976) 

preserves adultery as a basis for establishing irretrievable breakdown of marriage under Section 54(1)(a), 

requiring that “the respondent has committed adultery, and the petitioner finds it intolerable to live with the 

respondent.” This provision serves an important protective function: it enables innocent spouses to exit marriages 

fundamentally violated by sexual infidelity without waiting for lengthy separation periods. 

However, a critical procedural gap undermines this protective intent. Unlike comparable jurisdictions such as 

Singapore and Scotland, Malaysia imposes no temporal limitation on when adultery may be invoked as grounds 

for divorce. A spouse may discover adultery, continue cohabitation for years, sometimes for financial 

convenience, child-rearing considerations, or social reasons and then strategically deploy that same adultery as 

grounds for divorce when circumstances change. This gap creates prolonged uncertainty, enables opportunistic 

behaviour, complicates legal proceedings with stale evidence, and undermines fundamental principles of 

condonation and finality. 

The problem was brought into sharp focus by the High Court decision in DAY v SAY, where the respondent-wife 

discovered her husband’s adultery in 2009 but waited until 2021, over twelve years later, to cite it in her cross-
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petition for divorce. The presiding judge explicitly noted that Malaysia’s LRA 1976 lacks any provision 

equivalent to Section 95(5) of Singapore’s Women’s Charter, which bars adultery-based petitions if parties have 

cohabited for six months or more after discovery. The judge observed that this absence “may lead to several 

issues, such as prolonged uncertainty, potential manipulation of the situation, and complications in legal 

proceedings due to outdated evidence,” and recommended “introducing analogous amendments to the Law 

Reform (Marriage and Divorce) Act” (DAY v SAY, para. 28). 

This article responds to that judicial call for reform. It examines Malaysia’s current framework, analyses the 

approaches taken by Singapore and Scotland, identifies the practical and systemic harms created by Malaysia’s 

adultery loophole, and proposes targeted legislative amendments to require prompt action while preserving 

adultery as a legitimate divorce ground. The central argument is straightforward: adultery is a valid basis for 

divorce, but aggrieved spouses must act within reasonable timeframes. Indefinite toleration followed by strategic 

invocation years later is inconsistent with principles of condonation, undermines legal efficiency, and enables 

manipulation of matrimonial proceedings. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The intersection of adultery as a divorce ground and temporal limitations on matrimonial proceedings has 

generated substantial scholarly attention across comparative jurisdictions, though Malaysian legal scholarship 

has only recently begun to address the specific procedural gaps identified in this article. This literature review 

examines existing research across four key themes: the doctrinal foundations of adultery as a divorce ground, 

the evolution of condonation doctrine, comparative approaches to time limitations in matrimonial law, and recent 

judicial developments in Malaysia. 

Adultery as a Legitimate Divorce Ground 

Adultery has historically occupied a central position in divorce law across common law jurisdictions as a 

fundamental breach of the marital contract. The doctrinal justification for adultery as a divorce ground rests on 

the principle that sexual exclusivity constitutes a core obligation of marriage, and its violation represents an 

irreparable breach of trust that makes continued cohabitation intolerable. Ozdemir, Sitiris, and Zakaria (2022) 

trace the codification of Islamic family law in Malaysia and note that both Islamic and civil law traditions 

recognize adultery as a serious matrimonial offense warranting dissolution of marriage. Their comparative 

analysis demonstrates that while the specific procedural requirements differ between Islamic and civil divorce 

frameworks, both systems acknowledge adultery's fundamental incompatibility with the continuation of 

marriage. 

The preservation of adultery as a divorce ground serves important protective functions that distinguish it from 

no-fault alternatives such as separation-based grounds. Unlike separation provisions that require spouses to wait 

for extended periods typically two to five years, adultery-based petitions enable immediate exit from marriages 

fundamentally violated by sexual infidelity. This immediacy is particularly important for spouses who face 

financial dependence, emotional abuse, or other circumstances that make prolonged cohabitation untenable. 

Condonation Doctrine and Its Evolution 

The doctrine of condonation, the principle that continued cohabitation after discovery of adultery may constitute 

forgiveness and bar subsequent reliance on that adultery as grounds for divorce has deep roots in matrimonial 

law but has evolved significantly in modern statutory frameworks. Clive (1976) provides comprehensive 

commentary on Scotland's divorce law framework, explaining how the Divorce (Scotland) Act 1976 codified 

and refined traditional condonation principles through explicit statutory time limits. Clive's analysis 

demonstrates that Scotland's three-month rule under Section 2(2) of the Act represents a legislative judgment 

that cohabitation beyond this threshold indicates genuine reconciliation rather than mere tolerance. 

The theoretical justification for condonation doctrine rests on two complementary principles. First, it prevents 

spouses from warehousing grievances for strategic deployment at opportune moments, thereby promoting 

finality and certainty in matrimonial relations. Second, it encourages genuine reconciliation by recognizing that 

http://www.rsisinternational.org/


INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (IJRISS) 

ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/IJRISS | Volume X Issue VII July 2026 

 

Page 13184 
www.rsisinternational.org 

 
 

 

brief periods of continued cohabitation after discovery of adultery may reflect attempts to repair the marriage 

rather than definitive forgiveness. Modern statutory frameworks like Scotland's and Singapore's have translated 

these principles into concrete temporal thresholds that balance the interests of aggrieved spouses with the need 

for legal certainty. 

Comparative Approaches to Time Limitations 

Singapore's approach to time limitations in adultery-based divorce petitions has received substantial scholarly 

attention. Ong (2003) provides a detailed analysis of time restrictions on divorce in Singapore, examining the 

policy rationales underlying Section 95(5) of the Women's Charter 1961, which bars adultery claims after six 

months of continued cohabitation with knowledge of the adultery. Ong argues that this provision serves multiple 

functions: it prevents stale claims based on outdated evidence, encourages prompt action by aggrieved spouses, 

and provides clear guidance to legal practitioners and courts. His analysis demonstrates that Singapore's six-

month rule has successfully balanced the protective function of adultery provisions with the need to prevent 

strategic manipulation. 

Pegg (2003) extends this analysis by comparing Singapore's approach with other Commonwealth jurisdictions, 

noting that the seven-year separation ground introduced in Singapore represents a broader trend toward no-fault 

divorce while preserving fault-based grounds like adultery for cases requiring immediate relief. Pegg's 

comparative study reveals that jurisdictions with explicit time limitations on adultery claims generally 

experience fewer disputes over condonation and greater certainty in matrimonial proceedings. 

Dempsey (2020) examines law reform and devolution in Scotland's divorce law, analysing the consultation 

processes that shaped the Divorce (Scotland) Act 1976 and subsequent amendments. Dempsey's work highlights 

how Scotland's three-month condonation rule emerged from careful consideration of competing policy 

objectives: protecting innocent spouses while preventing abuse of the legal process. Her analysis demonstrates 

that Scotland's approach has proven effective in practice, with relatively few disputes over the application of the 

three-month threshold. 

Campbell (2020) provides broader context on Scottish family law reform, examining how statutory frameworks 

balance individual rights with institutional concerns about legal certainty and administrative efficiency. While 

Campbell's focus is on financial provisions rather than divorce grounds, his analysis of statutory interpretation 

principles offers valuable insights for understanding how courts apply temporal limitations in matrimonial 

proceedings. 

Malaysian Context and Recent Developments 

Malaysian scholarship on adultery and divorce has traditionally focused on substantive grounds rather than 

procedural limitations. However, recent judicial developments have prompted renewed attention to the gaps in 

Malaysia's statutory framework. The High Court decision in DAY v SAY (2024) represents a watershed moment 

in Malaysian matrimonial jurisprudence. The court's explicit call for legislative reform similar to Singapore's 

six-month rule marks the first time a Malaysian Court has directly addressed the absence of temporal limitations 

on adultery claims and identified it as a critical procedural deficiency. 

Gaps in Existing Literature 

Despite this substantial body of scholarship, significant gaps remain in the literature on adultery and time 

limitations in Malaysian divorce law. First, no comprehensive comparative analysis has examined Malaysia's 

approach alongside both Singapore's and Scotland's frameworks, despite the relevance of both jurisdictions to 

Malaysian law reform. Second, existing scholarship has not fully explored the practical consequences of 

Malaysia's absence of time limitations, particularly the ways in which this gap enables strategic manipulation 

and creates uncertainty for litigants and legal practitioners. Third, the literature has not developed concrete 

legislative proposals tailored to Malaysia's specific legal and social context. 
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This article addresses these gaps by providing a detailed comparative analysis of Malaysia, Singapore, and 

Scotland; documenting the practical harms created by Malaysia's current approach through examination of the 

DAY v SAY decision; and proposing specific statutory amendments designed to close the identified gap while 

preserving the protective function of adultery as a divorce ground. The analysis that follows builds on the 

theoretical foundations established in existing scholarship while extending that scholarship to address the unique 

challenges facing Malaysian matrimonial law. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This article employs a doctrinal and normative legal research methodology grounded in comparative law 

analysis. The research design combines systematic examination of primary legal sources with critical evaluation 

of their practical operation and normative assessment of reform options. This section outlines the methodological 

framework, jurisdiction selection criteria, sources of data, and analytical approach employed in the study. 

Doctrinal Legal Research Approach 

The primary methodology is doctrinal legal research, which involves systematic analysis of legal rules, 

principles, and doctrines as they appear in legislation, case law, and authoritative commentary. This approach is 

particularly appropriate for examining procedural gaps in statutory frameworks and proposing legislative 

reforms. The doctrinal analysis proceeds through three stages: first, identifying and interpreting the relevant legal 

provisions in each jurisdiction; second, analysing how courts have applied these provisions in practice; and third, 

evaluating the coherence, consistency, and effectiveness of the legal framework. 

The normative dimension of the research involves critical evaluation of existing legal rules against principles of 

justice, fairness, legal certainty, and policy effectiveness. This normative analysis draws on established 

principles of matrimonial law, including the protective function of divorce grounds, the doctrine of condonation, 

and the importance of procedural clarity to assess whether current frameworks adequately serve their intended 

purposes and to develop reform proposals that better align legal rules with underlying policy objectives. 

Comparative Law Methodology 

The comparative law component employs functional comparison, which focuses on how different legal systems 

address similar problems rather than merely describing formal legal rules. The functional approach is particularly 

valuable for law reform purposes because it reveals alternative solutions to common challenges and enables 

assessment of their relative effectiveness. 

The comparative analysis follows a structured framework examining three key dimensions across jurisdictions: 

1. Existence of statutory time limits: Whether the jurisdiction imposes explicit temporal limitations on 

adultery-based divorce petitions and, if so, the specific threshold and triggering events. 

2. Operation of condonation doctrine: How the jurisdiction treats continued cohabitation after discovery of 

adultery, including whether condonation operates as an absolute bar or a rebuttable presumption, and 

what evidence may overcome it. 

3. Practical effects on matrimonial proceedings: How the legal framework affects litigation behaviour, 

including the frequency of stale claims, disputes over condonation, and strategic manipulation of 

proceedings. 

This three-dimensional framework enables systematic comparison across jurisdictions while accounting for 

differences in legal culture, institutional context, and social norms. 

Jurisdiction Selection and Justification 

Three jurisdictions were selected for comparative analysis: Malaysia (the focus jurisdiction), Singapore, and 

Scotland. This selection reflects both practical and theoretical considerations. 
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Malaysia is the primary focus because it is the jurisdiction where the identified gap exists and where reform is 

proposed. Malaysia's Law Reform (Marriage and Divorce) Act 1976 governs non-Muslim marriages and 

divorces and provides the statutory framework under examination. 

Singapore was selected as the first comparator jurisdiction for several reasons. First, Singapore shares substantial 

legal heritage with Malaysia, as both jurisdictions inherited common law traditions and maintained close legal 

connections until Malaysia's independence. Second, Singapore's Women's Charter 1961 explicitly addresses the 

temporal dimension of adultery claims through Section 95(5), which bars adultery as a divorce ground if the 

petitioner has lived with the respondent for six months or more after discovering the adultery. Third, Singapore's 

approach has been in operation for over six decades, providing substantial evidence of its practical effectiveness. 

Fourth, the High Court in DAY v SAY explicitly referenced Singapore's approach as a model for Malaysian 

reform, making it directly relevant to the policy debate. 

Scotland was selected as the second comparator jurisdiction because it offers a distinct but complementary 

approach to time limitations in adultery-based divorce. Scotland's Divorce (Scotland) Act 1976 establishes a 

three-month condonation threshold under Section 2(2), which is more stringent than Singapore's six-month rule. 

This provides a valuable point of comparison for assessing the appropriate length of limitation periods. 

Additionally, Scotland's approach emerged from a comprehensive law reform process that carefully balanced 

competing policy objectives, offering insights into the design of effective statutory frameworks. Scotland's legal 

system, while distinct from Malaysia's, shares common law foundations and has influenced Commonwealth 

legal development, making it a relevant comparator despite geographical distance. 

Limitations and Scope 

Several limitations should be noted. First, the research focuses on adultery as a divorce ground and does not 

comprehensively examine other grounds for divorce or broader family law issues. This focused scope is justified 

by the specific gap identified in Malaysian law and the need for targeted reform proposals. 

Second, the comparative analysis is limited to three jurisdictions. While additional comparators could provide 

further insights, the selected jurisdictions offer sufficient diversity of approaches while maintaining relevance to 

Malaysian law reform. 

Third, the research relies primarily on published legal sources and does not include empirical data on litigation 

patterns, practitioner experiences, or litigant perspectives. While such empirical research would be valuable, the 

doctrinal and comparative analysis provides a sufficient foundation for identifying the gap in Malaysian law and 

proposing legislative reform. 

Fourth, the research does not address Islamic family law or divorce proceedings under Syariah law, which govern 

Muslim marriages in Malaysia. The focus is exclusively on civil divorce under the LRA 1976, which applies to 

non-Muslim marriages. This limitation reflects the distinct statutory frameworks and institutional structures 

governing Islamic and civil family law in Malaysia. 

Methodological Justification 

The doctrinal and comparative methodology employed in this research is well-suited to the article's objectives. 

Doctrinal analysis enables precise identification of the gap in Malaysia's statutory framework and clear 

articulation of how that gap creates practical problems. Comparative analysis reveals proven alternative 

approaches and provides evidence of their effectiveness. The normative dimension enables development of 

reform proposals grounded in both legal principle and practical experience. This methodological approach has 

been successfully employed in previous family law reform scholarship and is particularly appropriate for 

research aimed at influencing legislative change. By combining rigorous doctrinal analysis with comparative 

insights and normative evaluation, the research provides a comprehensive foundation for the reform proposals 

developed in subsequent sections. 
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Adultery As a Legitimate Ground for Divorce 

The Fundamental Nature of Matrimonial Fidelity 

Marriage in common law jurisdictions is founded on mutual obligations of fidelity, cohabitation, and consortium. 

Sexual exclusivity is not merely a social expectation but a legal incident of marriage, breach of which constitutes 

a fundamental violation of the marital contract (Dempsey, 2020). Adultery represents the most serious breach of 

this obligation, striking at the heart of the marital relationship and often rendering continued cohabitation 

intolerable for the innocent spouse. 

The preservation of adultery as a ground for divorce serves several important functions. First, it provides 

immediate relief to innocent spouses without requiring them to wait for lengthy separation periods. Under 

Section 54(1)(e) of the LRA 1976, parties may divorce based on two years’ separation with consent or five years’ 

separation without consent. For a spouse confronted with a partner’s adultery, these waiting periods are 

unconscionable. Second, it recognizes the profound emotional and psychological harm caused by sexual 

infidelity. Third, it upholds the principle that marriage is a contract with enforceable obligations, not merely a 

social arrangement that can be violated with impunity. 

Balancing Fault and No-Fault Grounds 

Modern family law systems typically incorporate both fault-based and no-fault grounds for divorce, reflecting 

the reality that marriages end for various reasons. Malaysia’s LRA 1976 follows this mixed approach, providing 

fault-based grounds (adultery, unreasonable behaviour, desertion) alongside no-fault grounds (separation). This 

balance is appropriate and should be maintained. 

Critics of fault-based divorce argue that it increases acrimony, prolongs proceedings, and is inconsistent with 

contemporary understandings of marriage as a partnership that may dissolve when it ceases to function (Pegg, 

2003). However, complete elimination of fault grounds would remove an important protection for innocent 

spouses and would fail to recognize that some marital breakdowns result from serious misconduct that warrants 

immediate legal remedy. The solution is not to eliminate adultery as a ground but to ensure it is invoked promptly 

and genuinely, not as a tactical weapon deployed years after the fact. 

Malaysia’s Current Legal Framework 

Adultery Under the LRA 1976 

Section 54(1)(a) of the LRA 1976 provides that a Court may grant a decree of divorce if it is satisfied that “the 

respondent has committed adultery, and the petitioner finds it intolerable to live with the respondent.” This two-

part test requires both proof of the adulterous act and evidence that the petitioner finds continued cohabitation 

intolerable as a result. 

The statute contains no temporal limitation on when adultery may be invoked. Section 54(2) provides that the 

Court “shall inquire, so far as it reasonably can, into the facts alleged” and may refuse a decree if not satisfied 

that the marriage has irretrievably broken down. However, this general discretion provides no clear guidance on 

how courts should treat cases where adultery occurred years earlier and parties continued cohabiting. 

The Condonation Doctrine: An Inadequate Substitute 

Common law recognizes the doctrine of condonation, whereby continued cohabitation after discovery of adultery 

may constitute forgiveness and bar subsequent reliance on that adultery as grounds for divorce. However, the 

doctrine’s application in Malaysia is uncertain and inconsistent for several reasons. 

First, the doctrine lacks clear parameters. Malaysian courts have not definitively established how long parties 

must cohabit for condonation to be established, whether explicit forgiveness is required, or how to treat cases 

where cohabitation continues for reasons other than reconciliation (such as financial dependence or child 

welfare). Second, the burden of proof typically falls on the adulterous spouse to establish condonation, which 
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may be difficult years after the event. Third, the doctrine provides no bright-line rule that parties can rely on for 

planning purposes, creating uncertainty about whether past adultery remains actionable. 

The inadequacy of the condonation doctrine as a substitute for statutory time limitations was evident in DAY v 

SAY, where the Court struggled to apply condonation principles to a twelve-year delay. While the judge 

ultimately found that prolonged cohabitation suggested tacit acceptance, the decision required extensive factual 

inquiry into the parties’ subjective intentions and relationship dynamics; precisely the kind of complex, uncertain 

analysis that a clear statutory rule would avoid. 

Comparative Deficiency: The Singapore and Scotland Models 

Malaysia’s approach stands in stark contrast to comparable jurisdictions that have addressed this issue through 

clear statutory provisions or refined common law doctrines. 

Singapore: Section 95(5) of the Women’s Charter provides: “The court hearing a petition for divorce shall not 

hold the adultery to be proved if it is satisfied that the petitioner has, with knowledge that the respondent has 

committed adultery, lived with the respondent for a period of 6 months or upwards after the discovery of the 

adultery.” This bright-line rule provides clear guidance, encourages prompt decision-making, and prevents 

strategic delay (Ong, 2003). 

Scotland: The Divorce (Scotland) Act 1976 establishes a three-month condonation threshold under Section 2(2). 

Where the pursuer continues or resumes cohabitation with the defender after discovering adultery but does not 

cohabit beyond three months from that date, the adultery is not deemed condoned. This statutory bright-line rule 

provides clear guidance for courts, eliminates judicial uncertainty, and prevents strategic warehousing of stale 

adultery grievances (Clive, 1976; Dempsey, 2020). 

Malaysia’s failure to adopt similar protections creates a procedural loophole that undermines the integrity of 

matrimonial proceedings and enables the very manipulation that family law should prevent. 

Recognition Of The Gap 

The Court’s Analysis and Findings 

The High Court found that the prolonged delay in action, despite knowledge of adultery, suggested tacit 

acceptance or tolerance of the situation. The Court held that “permitting an individual to cite adultery as the 

catalyst for the dissolution of his or her marriage, following years of awareness without action, would not only 

defy principles of justice and equity, but would also contravene the very essence of accountability” (DAY v SAY, 

para. 25). 

The judge invoked the maxim that “the law does not extend its assistance to those who are passive in their legal 

pursuits,” noting that this principle “holds true even in proceedings in the Family Court” (DAY v SAY, para. 27). 

The Court found that the wife’s belated reliance on adultery undermined her claim that the marriage had 

irretrievably broken down due to that conduct. 

The Call for Legislative Reform 

Most significantly, the judge explicitly identified the legislative gap and recommended reform. After noting 

Singapore’s six-month limitation provision, the Court stated: 

This provision serves to encourage timely decision-making and prevents individuals from using the knowledge 

of adultery strategically in the future. However, unfortunately, the Law Reform (Marriage and Divorce) Act does 

not include a similar limitation. The absence of such limitation may lead to several issues, such as prolonged 

uncertainty, potential manipulation of the situation, and complications in legal proceedings due to outdated 

evidence. Introducing analogous amendments to the Law Reform (Marriage and Divorce) Act would, therefore, 

encourage prompt action, prevent manipulation, enhance legal efficiency, and ensure consistency. (DAY v SAY, 

para. 28) 
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This judicial commentary represents a sign for a timely intervention. High Court judges seldom explicitly 

recommend legislative reform in their judgments. The specificity of the recommendation including reference to 

the precise Singapore provision signals strong judicial concern about the current gap and provides clear guidance 

to Parliament on the nature and scope of needed reform. 

Comparative Analysis: Singapore And Scotland 

Singapore’s Women’s Charter: A Clear Statutory Rule 

The Statutory Provision 

Section 95(5) of Singapore’s Women’s Charter (Cap. 353) provides: 

“The Court hearing a petition for divorce shall not hold the adultery to be proved if it is satisfied that the petitioner 

has, with knowledge that the respondent has committed adultery, lived with the respondent for a period of 6 

months or upwards after the discovery of the adultery.” 

This provision creates a clear rule: if a petitioner discovers adultery and continues cohabiting with the respondent 

for six months or more, that adultery cannot subsequently be relied upon as grounds for divorce. 

Rationale and Policy Objectives 

The six-month limitation serves multiple salutary purposes, as identified in Singapore legal scholarship (Ong, 

2003; Pegg, 2003): 

1. Encourages prompt decision-making: Parties must decide within six months whether the adultery has 

irretrievably broken the marriage. This promotes clarity and enables both spouses to move forward with 

their lives rather than remaining in indefinite uncertainty. 

2. Prevents strategic manipulation: The provision prevents parties from warehousing evidence of adultery 

for tactical deployment when it suits their financial, custodial, or personal objectives. A spouse cannot 

tolerate adultery for years while the marriage is financially beneficial, then invoke it as grounds for divorce 

when circumstances change. 

3. Enhances legal efficiency: Courts can adjudicate on recent events with reliable evidence, rather than 

attempting to reconstruct what happened years or decades earlier. This reduces litigation costs, minimizes 

evidentiary disputes, and improves the accuracy of fact-finding. 

4. Codifies condonation principles: The provision gives statutory force to the common law doctrine of 

condonation, providing a clear rule that continued cohabitation after discovery constitutes forgiveness. This 

eliminates the uncertainty and inconsistency inherent in applying vague common law principles. 

5. Promotes finality: Family law should enable parties to achieve closure and move forward. The six-month 

rule prevents stale grievances from being resurrected years later, promoting finality and reducing protracted 

conflict. 

Practical Operation 

Singapore courts have applied Section 95(5) consistently to bar adultery claims where the statutory conditions 

are met. The provision operates as a complete bar: if the petitioner has lived with the respondent for six months 

or more after discovery of adultery, the Court “shall not hold the adultery to be proved,” regardless of other 

circumstances (Ong, 2003). This creates certainty and predictability, enabling parties and their advisors to assess 

the viability of adultery-based petitions at the outset. 

The six-month period begins when the petitioner discovers or ought reasonably to have discovered the adultery. 

Constructive knowledge suffices; a petitioner cannot deliberately avoid learning of adultery to circumvent the 
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time limitation. The provision requires actual cohabitation, a mere failure to commence divorce proceedings is 

insufficient. If parties separate immediately upon discovery but do not divorce for several years, the time bar 

does not apply. 

Scotland’s Divorce Law: The Divorce (Scotland) Act 1976 

The Statutory Framework for Divorce 

The Divorce (Scotland) Act 1976 establishes irretrievable breakdown of marriage as the sole ground for divorce 

under Section 1(1). Scotland specifies five distinct bases upon which irretrievable breakdown may be established 

under Section 1(2): adultery under Section 1(2)(a); unreasonable behaviour under Section 1(2)(b); desertion for 

two years under Section 1(2)(c); two-year separation with consent under Section 1(2)(d); and five-year 

separation under Section 1(2)(e). This framework preserves adultery as a legitimate and immediate ground for 

divorce, distinguishing it from separation-based grounds requiring lengthy waiting periods. 

The critical provisions for present purposes are Section 1(3) and Section 2(2) of the Divorce (Scotland) Act 

1976, which together establish Scotland’s condonation framework. Section 1(3) provides that irretrievable 

breakdown shall not be held to be established by adultery if the adultery was connived at or condoned by the 

pursuer’s cohabitation with the defender while knowing or believing that the adultery occurred. This establishes 

the general principle that continued cohabitation with knowledge of adultery may constitute condonation. 

1. Section 2(2) of the Divorce (Scotland) Act 1976 provides crucial clarification: adultery shall not be deemed 

to have been condoned by reason only that the pursuer continued or resumed cohabitation with the defender, 

provided that the pursuer did not cohabit with the defender at any time after the end of the period of three 

months from the date on which such cohabitation was continued or resumed. This provision establishes a 

three-month threshold for condonation, creating a bright-line rule that provides certainty for spouses, legal 

practitioners, and courts. 

2. Scotland’s three-month rule provides temporal clarity that Malaysia’s current framework lacks. The 

threshold operates as follows: if the pursuer continues or resumes cohabitation after discovering adultery 

but terminates it within three months, the adultery is preserved as a ground for divorce. If cohabitation 

extends beyond three months, condonation is irrefutably established. Scotland’s provision explicitly 

addresses both continuation and resumption of cohabitation, ensuring that strategic separations cannot be 

used to reset or circumvent the limitation period. 

3. Scotland’s approach demonstrates that a statutory three-month threshold can effectively govern adultery 

claims while preserving them as a legitimate divorce ground. The Divorce (Scotland) Act 1976 maintains 

adultery under Section 1(2)(a) as one of five bases for irretrievable breakdown, while Section 2(2) ensures 

that adultery claims must be brought promptly. This framework is more stringent than Singapore’s six-

month rule and offers a viable alternative model for Malaysian law reform, demonstrating that shorter 

limitation periods can successfully prevent abuse without undermining legitimate divorce rights. 

Adultery and the Three-Month Condonation Rule 

Scottish case law demonstrates judicial willingness to scrutinize procedural rules and prevent their manipulation. 

In Pert v McCaffrey [2020] CSIH 5, the Inner House examined whether failure to use a specific statutory remedy 

within the prescribed timeframe extinguished all claims arising from a relationship. The Court held that statutory 

procedural windows should not mechanically bar equitable remedies where fairness requires otherwise but 

emphasized that parties must act promptly and cannot resurrect stale claims years after the event (Campbell, 

2020). This approach reflects a balance between statutory certainty and equitable flexibility. While Scotland has 

not adopted a rigid six-month rule, Scottish courts have made clear that prolonged delay in asserting adultery 

claims will be scrutinized and may result in dismissal where the delay suggests condonation or tactical 

manipulation. 
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Comparative Lessons for Malaysia 

Scotland’s approach offers an alternative model for Malaysia: rather than adopting Singapore’s bright-line rule, 

Malaysia could strengthen judicial discretion to dismiss stale adultery claims and develop clearer condonation 

principles through case law. However, the statutory approach has significant advantages. A clear six-month rule 

provides certainty, reduces litigation over condonation issues, and minimizes the risk of inconsistent outcomes 

depending on individual judges’ views. For a jurisdiction like Malaysia, where family law reform need a clear 

statutory provision on incremental judicial development. 

Comparative Synthesis 

The following table summarizes the key differences between Malaysia, Singapore, and Scotland: 

Jurisdiction Statutory Time Bar 
Condonation 

Doctrine 
Practical Effect 

Malaysia None 

Vague, 

inconsistently 

applied 

Adultery can be invoked years or 

decades after discovery; creates 

uncertainty and enables strategic 

manipulation 

Singapore 
Six months (Section 95(5) 

Women’s Charter) 

Codified by 

statutory time bar 

Clear rule prevents stale claims; 

encourages prompt decision-

making; enhances legal efficiency 

Scotland 

Three-month condonation 

rule under Section 2(2) of 

the Divorce (Scotland) Act 

1976: cohabitation beyond 

three months constitutes 

irrebuttable condonation 

Statutory bright-line 

rule under Divorce 

(Scotland) Act 1976 

Bright-line three-month threshold 

under Section 2(2): cohabitation 

beyond limit definitively bars 

adultery claim; prevents strategic 

manipulation 

 

This comparison demonstrates that Malaysia is an outlier among comparable common law jurisdictions. Both 

Singapore and Scotland have recognized the problems created by unlimited windows for adultery claims and 

have developed mechanisms, statutory or doctrinal to address them. Malaysia’s failure to do so creates a 

procedural gap that undermines legal certainty and enables the very abuses that family law should prevent. 

 

The Devastating Costs of Adultery Loophole 

Prolonged Uncertainty 

The absence of any time limitation creates indefinite uncertainty for both spouses. A spouse who has committed 

adultery faces perpetual anxiety about whether that conduct will be invoked as grounds for divorce, even if the 

innocent spouse has apparently forgiven the transgression and the parties have continued their marriage for years. 

This uncertainty prevents closure and inhibits both parties from moving forward with their lives. 

From the innocent spouse’s perspective, the lack of a time limit may seem protective, but it preserves their option 

to divorce based on adultery indefinitely. However, this apparent flexibility comes at a cost. If the innocent 

spouse genuinely cannot tolerate the adultery, they should act promptly to exit the marriage. If they choose to 

continue the marriage, that choice should have legal consequences, namely that the adultery is forgiven and 

cannot later be resurrected. 

The uncertainty is particularly acute in cases where parties remain married for child-rearing or financial reasons 

despite the adultery. Years may pass with both parties assuming the adultery is a closed issue, only for one party 
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to invoke it strategically when circumstances change. For example, when children reach adulthood and custody 

is no longer a concern, or when financial circumstances shift and divorce becomes more advantageous. 

Strategic Manipulation and Opportunistic Litigation 

The adultery loophole enables sophisticated strategic behaviour. A spouse may discover adultery but calculate 

that remaining married is more advantageous than divorcing immediately. Perhaps because divorce would result 

in an unfavourable property division, loss of spousal support, or custody complications. The spouse can then 

warehouse evidence of the adultery, maintaining the option to invoke it later when circumstances are more 

favourable. 

This opportunistic behaviour was evident in DAY v SAY, where the wife tolerated her husband’s adultery for 

eight years while continuing to benefit from the marriage, then invoked it over a decade later in her cross-petition. 

While the Court ultimately rejected this tactic, the absence of a clear statutory bar required extensive factual 

inquiry and left the outcome uncertain until judgment. 

Strategic manipulation undermines the integrity of matrimonial proceedings. Divorce grounds should reflect 

genuine grievances that have caused irretrievable breakdown, not tactical calculations about optimal timing for 

financial or custodial advantage. A spouse who truly finds adultery intolerable should act promptly; continued 

cohabitation for years suggests the adultery is tolerable, whatever the spouse may later claim. 

Evidentiary Complications 

Courts adjudicating adultery claims years after the event face significant evidentiary challenges. Memories fade, 

witnesses become unavailable, documentary evidence is lost or destroyed, and objective verification becomes 

difficult or impossible. These challenges increase the risk of erroneous findings, whether false positives (finding 

adultery based on unreliable stale evidence) or false negatives (failing to find adultery that genuinely occurred 

due to insufficient proof). 

The passage of time also complicates assessment of the second element of Section 54(1)(a) that says whether 

the petitioner finds it “intolerable to live with the respondent” due to the adultery. If parties have cohabited for 

years after discovery, how can a Court meaningfully assess whether the adultery renders continued cohabitation 

intolerable? The prolonged cohabitation itself suggests tolerability, yet the petitioner may claim that they 

tolerated the situation for children’s sake or financial necessity, not because they genuinely forgave the adultery. 

These evidentiary complications increase litigation costs, prolong proceedings, and reduce the accuracy of 

outcomes. A clear time limitation would eliminate most of these problems by requiring parties to act while evidence 

is fresh and the impact of adultery on the marriage is clear. 

Inconsistency with Condonation Principles 

The common law has long recognized that continued cohabitation after discovery of a matrimonial offense 

constitutes condonation and forgiveness that bars subsequent reliance on that offense as grounds for divorce. 

The rationale is straightforward: if a spouse discovers adultery but chooses to continue the marriage, that choice 

demonstrates that the adultery has not irretrievably broken the marriage. The law should not permit that spouse 

to reverse course years later and claim that the same adultery renders the marriage intolerable. 

Malaysia’s failure to codify or clarify condonation principles creates inconsistency and uncertainty. Some courts 

may find condonation after relatively brief cohabitation, while others may require explicit forgiveness or 

changed circumstances. The absence of clear statutory guidance means outcomes depend heavily on individual 

judges’ views about marriage, forgiveness, and family preservation, that precisely the kind of unpredictability 

that modern family law should avoid. 

A statutory time limitation would give clear effect to condonation principles. By requiring petitioners to act 

within six months of discovery, the law would establish that continued cohabitation beyond that period 
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constitutes condonation as a matter of law. This would eliminate uncertainty, promote consistency, and align 

legal doctrine with the practical reality that prolonged cohabitation after adultery suggests forgiveness. 

Undermining Finality and Closure 

Family law should promote finality and enable parties to achieve closure after relationship breakdown. The 

absence of time limitations on adultery claims undermines this objective by allowing past grievances to be 

resurrected indefinitely. A spouse who committed adultery years ago, but whose partner appeared to forgive and 

continue the marriage cannot achieve closure; the adultery remains a potential weapon that may be deployed at 

any time. This lack of finality perpetuates conflict and prevents parties from moving forward. It may inhibit 

remarriage or new relationships, as the adulterous spouse remains legally and emotionally tethered to the past. 

It may also affect children, who may believe their parents’ marriage is stable only to have it disrupted years later 

by invocation of long-past adultery. A clear time limitation would promote finality. Once the six-month period 

expires without action by the innocent spouse, both parties can treat the adultery as a closed issue. This enables 

closure, reduces ongoing conflict, and allows both spouses to move forward with their lives. 

Addressing Counterarguments 

 “Time Limitations Protect Adulterous Spouses” 

Critics may argue that imposing time limitations protects wrongdoers at the expense of innocent spouses. This 

argument misunderstands the purpose and effect of time limitations. The six-month rule does not excuse adultery 

or eliminate it as a ground for divorce; it simply requires innocent spouses to act promptly if they genuinely find 

the adultery intolerable. 

An innocent spouse who discovers adultery has two legitimate options: (1) exit the marriage immediately by 

filing for divorce, or (2) attempt reconciliation by forgiving the adultery and continuing the marriage. What is 

not legitimate is a third option: (3) tolerate the adultery for years while retaining the option to invoke it 

strategically later. The time limitation eliminates this third option, not by protecting wrongdoers, but by requiring 

innocent spouses to make a genuine choice and abide by it. 

Moreover, time limitations actually protect innocent spouses by providing clarity and certainty. An innocent 

spouse who acts promptly can rely on adultery as grounds for divorce without facing complex condonation 

arguments. An innocent spouse who chooses reconciliation gains certainty that their partner will not later claim 

the forgiven adultery as grounds for divorce. 

 “Six Months Is Too Short” 

Some may argue that six months is insufficient time for an innocent spouse to decide whether to divorce or 

reconcile. This argument has superficial appeal but does not withstand scrutiny. 

First, six months is ample time for decision-making in the context of adultery. Unlike some marital problems 

that may be ambiguous or require extended counselling to assess, adultery is typically a clear, discrete event. An 

innocent spouse who discovers adultery will quickly know whether they can forgive and continue the marriage. 

If genuine reconciliation is possible, it will typically become apparent within weeks or months; if the adultery 

has irretrievably broken the marriage, that too will be clear within a short period. 

Second, the six-month period does not require immediate divorce proceedings. It simply requires that if the 

innocent spouse continues cohabiting for six months or more, they cannot later rely on that adultery as grounds 

for divorce. The spouse can still divorce based on other grounds such as unreasonable behaviour or separation 

but cannot invoke the condoned adultery. 

Third, comparative experience from Singapore demonstrates that six months is workable in practice. Singapore 

has applied this rule for decades without evidence that it creates unfairness or inadequate protection for innocent 

spouses (Ong, 2003). 
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If policymakers conclude that six months is too short, a longer period could be adopted. For example, nine 

months or one year. The key principle is that some reasonable time limitation must be imposed; the precise 

duration can be calibrated based on policy considerations and stakeholder input. However, Singapore’s six-

month rule provides a proven model that balances the interests of both spouses while preventing the strategic 

manipulation that unlimited timeframes enable. 

 “Financial Dependence May Prevent Prompt Action” 

Critics may argue that innocent spouses, particularly women who may be financially dependent on their 

husbands may be unable to divorce immediately upon discovering adultery due to financial constraints, and that 

time limitations would unfairly penalize them. 

This argument raises legitimate concerns about financial vulnerability but does not justify unlimited timeframes 

for adultery claims. Several responses are appropriate: 

First, the six-month limitation runs from discovery of adultery, not from the date of the adulterous act. An 

innocent spouse who lacks immediate financial resources to divorce has six months to seek legal advice, explore 

options, and make arrangements. This is a reasonable timeframe for initial planning, even if actual divorce 

proceedings may take longer. 

Second, continued cohabitation due to financial dependence does not necessarily constitute genuine 

reconciliation. However, if financial dependence is the sole reason for continued cohabitation, the innocent 

spouse should act within six months to at least separate physically or file a petition, even if final proceedings are 

delayed. The time limitation should run from continued cohabitation as husband and wife, not merely from 

remaining under the same roof. 

Third, if financial dependence genuinely prevents an innocent spouse from acting within six months, that spouse 

can still divorce based on other grounds. Section 54(1)(b) provides for divorce based on unreasonable behaviour, 

which may include adultery plus the circumstances that prevented prompt action. Alternatively, the spouse can 

wait for the separation periods under Section 54(1)(e) (two years with consent or five years without consent). 

The time limitation on adultery claims does not eliminate all divorce options; it simply requires that if adultery 

is to be the specific ground relied upon, the innocent spouse must act promptly. 

Fourth, the law should not be structured around exceptional cases. While some innocent spouses may face 

genuine financial barriers to prompt action, the majority do not. Maintaining unlimited timeframes to 

accommodate exceptional cases creates a loophole that enables widespread strategic manipulation. A better 

approach is to adopt a clear time limitation with narrow exceptions for genuine hardship, if necessary. 

Recommendations For Legislative Reform 

Proposed Statutory Amendment 

This article proposes amending the LRA 1976 by inserting a new Section 54(3) modelled on Section 95(5) of 

Singapore’s Women’s Charter: 

Section 54(3): The court hearing a petition for divorce shall not hold adultery to be proved if it is satisfied that 

the petitioner has, with knowledge that the respondent has committed adultery, lived with the respondent as 

husband and wife for a continuous period of six months or more after the discovery of the adultery. 

This provision should be accompanied by a corresponding amendment to Section 58, which governs claims 

against third parties for damages arising from adultery. A new Section 58(3) should provide: 

Section 58(3): No claim for damages under this section shall be allowed if the petitioner has, with knowledge 

of the adultery, lived with the respondent as husband and wife for a continuous period of six months or more 

after the discovery of the adultery. 
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These amendments would create a clear, bright-line rule that encourages prompt decision-making, prevents 

strategic manipulation, enhances legal efficiency, and codifies condonation principles. 

Rationale for Six-Month Period 

The proposed six-month period balances several considerations: 

1. Sufficient time for decision-making: Six months provides ample time for an innocent spouse to assess 

whether reconciliation is possible or whether the adultery has irretrievably broken the marriage. 

2. Prevents indefinite uncertainty: A clear endpoint eliminates the perpetual uncertainty that currently exists 

under Malaysian law. 

3. Proven model: Singapore’s six-month rule has operated successfully for decades, demonstrating its 

workability in a comparable Southeast Asian common law jurisdiction. 

4. Consistency with condonation principles: Six months of continued cohabitation provides strong evidence 

that the innocent spouse has forgiven the adultery and chosen to continue the marriage. 

5. Balances competing interests: The six-month period protects innocent spouses who need time to make 

difficult decisions while preventing the strategic warehousing of adultery claims for years or decades. 

If stakeholder consultation reveals strong concerns that six months is too short for Malaysian cultural context, a 

longer period of nine months or one year could be considered. However, the period should not exceed one year; 

longer timeframes would undermine the objectives of preventing strategic manipulation and promoting prompt 

decision-making. 

Defining Key Terms 

The proposed amendment requires clear definitions of key terms to ensure consistent application: 

“Discovery of adultery”: The date when the petitioner actually discovered or ought reasonably to have 

discovered the adultery. Constructive knowledge suffices; a petitioner cannot deliberately avoid learning of 

adultery to circumvent the time limitation. 

“Lived with the respondent as husband and wife”: Continued cohabitation in a marital relationship, including 

sexual relations, shared household, and mutual support. Mere residence in the same dwelling is insufficient if 

parties have effectively separated. However, continued cohabitation for financial reasons, child-rearing, or social 

convenience constitutes living together for purposes of the time limitation. 

“Continuous period”: An unbroken period of cohabitation. Brief separations (such as business travel) do not 

interrupt the period, but permanent separation does. If parties separate after three months of cohabitation 

following discovery of adultery, the six-month period does not expire. 

These definitions should be incorporated into the statute or developed through judicial interpretation in early 

cases applying the new provision. 

Transitional Provisions 

The amendment should include transitional provisions to address pending cases and adultery discovered before 

the commencement date. A reasonable approach would be: 

Transitional Provision: This amendment applies to all petitions filed on or after the commencement date. For 

adultery discovered before the commencement date, the six-month period begins to run from the commencement 

date, provided that no petition may be barred under this provision if filed within twelve months of the 

commencement date. 
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This approach ensures that the new rule applies prospectively while giving parties who discovered adultery under 

the old regime reasonable time to file petitions if they wish to rely on that adultery as grounds for divorce. 

Additional Reforms to Strengthen the Framework 

While the adultery time limitation is the primary focus of this article, several complementary reforms would 

strengthen Malaysia’s divorce framework: 

Reform 1: Clarify Condonation Doctrine 

Beyond the statutory time bar, courts should develop clear principles on condonation to guide cases falling 

outside the six-month rule. For example, explicit forgiveness such as written statements or joint counselling 

attendance should constitute condonation even if cohabitation does not continue for six months. 

Reform 2: Strengthen Conciliation Process 

Section 106 currently mandates conciliation before divorce petitions may be filed, but the process is largely 

ineffective. The law should be amended to replace mandatory counselling with an opt-out mediation model, with 

courts retaining discretion to dispense with conciliation where adultery or other serious misconduct is evident. 

Forcing adultery victims to undergo counselling with unfaithful spouses serves no purpose and may cause 

additional harm. 

Reform 3: Clarify Matrimonial Asset Division 

Section 76 should be amended to provide clearer guidance on what constitutes matrimonial assets and how non-

monetary contributions should be valued. This would reduce protracted litigation over property division in 

adultery-based divorces and promote more equitable outcomes. 

Reform 4: Protect Children’s Welfare 

Child custody and maintenance provisions should be strengthened to ensure that children’s welfare remains 

paramount in adultery-based divorces. The law should clarify that adultery by a parent does not automatically 

affect custody determinations, which should focus on the child’s best interests rather than parental fault. 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

This section synthesizes the key findings from the comparative analysis and discusses their implications for 

Malaysian law reform, examining both the strengths and limitations of the proposed reforms. 

Key Findings from Comparative Analysis 

The comparative analysis of Malaysia, Singapore, and Scotland reveals several critical findings that inform the 

reform proposals: 

Finding 1: Malaysia is an outlier among comparable common law jurisdictions. While Singapore and Scotland 

have both implemented explicit statutory time limitations on adultery-based divorce petitions, Malaysia has no 

such provision. This places Malaysia at a comparative disadvantage and leaves its legal framework vulnerable 

to the problems of uncertainty, strategic manipulation, and evidentiary difficulties documented throughout this 

article. 

Finding 2: Statutory time limits successfully balance competing policy objectives. Both Singapore's six-month 

rule and Scotland's three-month rule demonstrate that it is possible to preserve adultery as a legitimate and 

immediate ground for divorce while preventing abuse through strategic delay. These jurisdictions have 

maintained adultery provisions for decades while implementing time limitations, confirming that the two 

objectives are compatible rather than contradictory. 
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Finding 3: Bright-line temporal rules provide greater certainty than vague common law principles. The 

experience of Singapore and Scotland demonstrates that explicit statutory thresholds eliminate the uncertainty 

and inconsistency that characterize common law condonation doctrine. Spouses, legal practitioners, and courts 

all benefit from clear rules that specify exactly when adultery has been condoned. 

Finding 4: The specific length of the limitation period is less critical than the existence of a clear threshold. The 

comparison between Singapore's six-month rule and Scotland's three-month rule reveals that both approaches 

have proven effective in practice. This suggests that Malaysia has flexibility in choosing an appropriate 

timeframe, provided it establishes a definite statutory threshold rather than continuing to rely on vague common 

law principles. 

Finding 5: Time limitations should run from discovery of adultery, not from the adultery itself. Both Singapore 

and Scotland protect innocent spouses who are unaware of adultery by starting the limitation period only when 

knowledge is obtained. This approach ensures fairness while still requiring prompt action once discovery occurs. 

Finding 6: Aggregation of cohabitation periods prevents strategic manipulation. Both jurisdictions count total 

periods of cohabitation rather than only continuous cohabitation, preventing spouses from resetting the limitation 

period through brief separations. This feature is essential to the effectiveness of time limitations. 

Practical Effects of Malaysia's Current Gap 

The DAY v SAY decision provides concrete evidence of how the absence of time limitations operates in practice 

and what harms it creates. The case demonstrates that: 

Effect 1: Spouses do warehouse adultery evidence for strategic deployment. The respondent wife's twelve-year 

delay in citing adultery that she knew about since 2009 confirms that the theoretical concern about strategic 

manipulation is a real problem in practice. 

Effect 2: Courts struggle to apply vague condonation principles without statutory guidance. The judge's extensive 

analysis of whether the respondent's prolonged cohabitation constituted condonation, and the explicit call for 

legislative reform, demonstrate that courts need clearer statutory direction. 

Effect 3: Stale adultery claims create evidentiary difficulties and increase litigation costs. The need to reconstruct 

events spanning more than a decade, examine witnesses' memories of distant events, and resolve factual disputes 

about what the respondent knew and when, illustrates the practical problems created by delayed claims. 

Effect 4: The absence of time limitations undermines the protective function of adultery provisions. The court's 

ultimate conclusion that the respondent had tolerated the adultery, and the denial of damages, shows that 

prolonged delay can defeat even legitimate claims, creating uncertainty about when adultery remains actionable. 

Strengths of the Proposed Reform 

The proposed amendment to Section 54 of the LRA 1976 offers several significant strengths: 

Strength 1: Clear guidance for all stakeholders. The six-month limitation period provides definite guidance to 

spouses considering divorce, legal practitioners advising clients, and courts adjudicating disputes. All parties 

will know that cohabitation beyond six months after discovering adultery constitutes condonation. 

Strength 2: Prevention of strategic manipulation. The bright-line rule eliminates the ability to warehouse adultery 

evidence for years and deploy it when divorce becomes advantageous for other reasons. Spouses must act within 

six months or accept that the adultery has been condoned. 

Strength 3: Preservation of adultery as a legitimate ground. The reform does not eliminate adultery as a divorce 

ground but rather ensures it operates fairly. Innocent spouses who genuinely find adultery intolerable can still 

obtain immediate relief by filing within six months of discovery. 
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Strength 4: Encouragement of genuine reconciliation. By requiring a definite choice within six months, the 

reform encourages spouses to make genuine decisions about whether to divorce or reconcile, rather than 

remaining in limbo with warehoused grievances. 

Strength 5: Reduction of litigation costs and judicial burdens. Clear statutory rules reduce the need for protracted 

factual inquiries about condonation, saving costs for litigants and reducing burdens on courts. 

Strength 6: Alignment with international best practices. The reform brings Malaysia into line with Singapore, 

Scotland, and other jurisdictions that have successfully implemented time limitations, eliminating Malaysia's 

status as an outlier. 

Limitations and Challenges 

While the proposed reform offers significant benefits, several limitations and challenges should be 

acknowledged: 

Limitation 1: The six-month threshold involves some arbitrariness. As discussed in Section 9, any specific time 

limitation involves drawing a line at a particular point, and reasonable people might prefer a different threshold. 

However, this limitation is inherent in any temporal rule and does not undermine the case for reform. 

Limitation 2: The reform does not address all problems in Malaysian family law. Time limitations on adultery 

claims represent one component of needed family law reform. Broader issues such as on property division, 

maintenance enforcement, custody principles, procedural efficiency require separate attention. 

Limitation 3: Implementation will require education and adjustment. Legal practitioners, courts, and the public 

will need time to understand and adapt to the new rule. Transitional provisions and education efforts will be 

necessary to ensure smooth implementation. 

Limitation 4: Disputes over when discovery occurred may arise. While the reform provides clear guidance on 

the length of the limitation period, disputes may still arise over when the petitioner discovered or should have 

discovered the adultery. However, such disputes are no more difficult than other factual issues courts routinely 

resolve. 

Policy Implications 

The findings and proposed reform have several important policy implications: 

Implication 1: Procedural clarity is essential in family law. The problems created by Malaysia's current gap 

demonstrate that vague or incomplete procedural rules undermine substantive rights. Family law reform efforts 

should prioritize clear, explicit statutory provisions over reliance on judicial development of common law 

principles. 

Implication 2: Comparative analysis is valuable for law reform. The successful implementation of time 

limitations in Singapore and Scotland provides proven models that Malaysia can adapt to its own context. 

Policymakers should look to international best practices when addressing gaps in domestic law. 

Implication 3: Judicial calls for reform should be heeded. When Court explicitly identify statutory gaps and 

request legislative action, as in DAY v SAY, Parliament has a responsibility to respond. Judicial observations 

about practical problems in applying the law provide valuable guidance for reform priorities. 

Implication 4: Balancing competing interests requires explicit legislative choices. The tension between 

protecting innocent spouses and preventing strategic manipulation cannot be resolved through vague principles 

but requires explicit legislative judgments about appropriate timeframes and procedures. 
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Implication 5: Family law reform should be evidence-based. The case for reform rests on documented problems 

- uncertainty, manipulation, evidentiary difficulties, judicial burdens  rather than abstract theory. Future reform 

efforts should similarly be grounded in evidence of how the law operates in practice. 

Broader Significance 

Beyond the specific issue of time limitations on adultery claims, this article's findings have broader significance 

for understanding family law reform in Malaysia and comparable jurisdictions. 

First, the analysis demonstrates the importance of procedural rules in family law. Substantive grounds for divorce 

- adultery, unreasonable behaviour, separation have received most scholarly and policy attention. However, 

procedural rules governing when and how those grounds may be invoked are equally important. Inadequate 

procedural rules can undermine even well-designed substantive provisions. 

Second, the article illustrates how gaps in statutory frameworks create opportunities for strategic behaviour that 

undermines the law's protective functions. Family law is particularly vulnerable to such strategic behaviour 

because the parties have intimate knowledge of each other's conduct and strong incentives to gain tactical 

advantages. Clear procedural rules are essential to prevent such manipulation. 

Third, the comparative analysis reveals the value of learning from other jurisdictions' experiences. Malaysia 

need not reinvent solutions to problems that Singapore and Scotland have already successfully addressed. 

Comparative law provides a rich source of proven alternatives that can be adapted to local contexts. 

Fourth, the article demonstrates that reform need not be radical to be significant. The proposed amendment to 

Section 54 is a targeted, technical change that does not fundamentally alter the structure of Malaysian divorce 

law. Yet it would address a critical gap and substantially improve the operation of adultery provisions. 

Sometimes modest, well-designed reforms are more effective than sweeping changes. 

Future Research Directions 

This article's findings suggest several directions for future research: 

Direction 1: Empirical study of divorce patterns in Malaysia. Systematic data on how frequently adultery is cited 

as grounds for divorce, how long after discovery petitions are typically filed, and how courts apply condonation 

principles would provide valuable evidence for assessing the scope of the problem and the likely effects of 

reform. 

Direction 2: Comparative analysis of other procedural issues in family law. If time limitations on adultery claims 

represent a critical gap, what other procedural issues in Malaysian family law merit attention? Comparative 

analysis of property division procedures, maintenance enforcement mechanisms, and custody determination 

processes could identify additional reform priorities. 

Direction 3: Study of implementation experiences in Singapore and Scotland. Detailed examination of how 

Singapore's and Scotland's time limitations have operated in practice  including case law, practitioner 

experiences, and litigant outcomes would provide valuable insights for Malaysian implementation. 

Direction 4: Examination of gender dimensions of adultery claims. While this article does not focus on gender 

issues, empirical research on whether men and women differ in their patterns of citing adultery, their experiences 

with condonation principles, and their outcomes in divorce proceedings would provide important insights. 

Synthesis and Conclusion of Findings 

The findings from this comparative analysis converge on a clear conclusion: Malaysia's absence of statutory 

time limitations on adultery-based divorce petitions represents a critical gap that creates substantial harms and 

should be addressed through legislative reform following the models of Singapore and Scotland. The proposed 

six-month limitation period would preserve adultery as a legitimate and important ground for divorce while 
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preventing strategic manipulation, providing legal certainty, reducing litigation costs, and encouraging genuine 

reconciliation. The reform is feasible, necessary, and urgent. The DAY v SAY decision provides both evidence 

of the problem and judicial support for reform. Comparative jurisdictions provide proven models. The costs of 

maintaining the current inadequate framework are well-documented. The path forward is clear: Parliament 

should act promptly to enact the proposed amendment to Section 54 of the LRA 1976 and close this critical gap 

in Malaysian family law. 

CONCLUSION 

Malaysia’s failure to impose any time limitation on adultery-based divorce petitions creates a procedural 

loophole that undermines legal certainty, enables strategic manipulation, complicates proceedings with stale 

evidence, and is inconsistent with fundamental condonation principles. The High Court decision in DAY v SAY 

brought this deficiency into sharp focus and explicitly recommended legislative reform modelled on Singapore’s 

Women’s Charter. This article has demonstrated that adultery remains a legitimate and important ground for 

divorce that should be preserved in Malaysian law. Sexual infidelity represents a fundamental breach of the 

marital contract, and innocent spouses should have access to immediate divorce relief without waiting for lengthy 

separation periods. However, the right to divorce based on adultery must be exercised promptly. An innocent 

spouse who discovers adultery but continues cohabiting for six months or more has made a choice to forgive 

and continue the marriage. That choice should have legal consequences: the forgiven adultery cannot later be 

resurrected as grounds for divorce when circumstances change and divorce becomes strategically advantageous. 

The proposed amendment by inserting a new Section 54(3) modelled on Singapore’s Section 95(5) would close 

the adultery loophole while preserving adultery as a legitimate divorce ground. The six-month rule would 

encourage prompt decision-making, prevent warehousing of adultery evidence for tactical deployment, enhance 

legal efficiency by ensuring courts adjudicate recent events with reliable evidence, codify condonation principles 

with a clear bright-line rule, and promote finality by preventing resurrection of stale grievances. The time for 

reform is overdue. As the DAY v SAY Court observed, the absence of time limitations on adultery claims “may 

lead to several issues, such as prolonged uncertainty, potential manipulation of the situation, and complications 

in legal proceedings due to outdated evidence”. Parliament should heed this judicial call and enact the proposed 

amendment without delay. By closing the adultery loophole, Malaysia can bring its family law into alignment 

with comparable jurisdictions, protect innocent spouses who act promptly, prevent strategic manipulation of 

matrimonial proceedings, and ensure that divorce grounds reflect genuine grievances rather than tactical 

calculations. 
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