Case Note: Donoghue v Stevenson [1932] AC 562

Case citation:
Donoghue v Stevenson [1932] AC 562
Court: House of Lords
Date of Judgment: 26 May 1932
Facts of the case:
Mrs. Donoghue was given a bottle of ginger beer by a friend at a café in Paisley, Scotland. The bottle, manufactured by Mr. Stevenson, was opaque and sealed. After consuming some of the drink, she discovered the decomposed remains of a snail in the bottle. She claimed to have suffered from shock and severe gastroenteritis as a result. Since she had no contractual relationship with the manufacturer, she sued Mr. Stevenson in tort for negligence.
Legal Issues
The central legal issue was whether a manufacturer owed a duty of care to the ultimate consumer of their product, even in the absence of a contractual relationship. The case questioned the scope of liability in negligence and whether a duty of care could exist independently of contract.
Decision
The House of Lords held in favor of Mrs. Donoghue. The majority ruled that Mr. Stevenson owed a duty of care to Mrs. Donoghue and had breached that duty by allowing a contaminated product to reach the consumer. This established the principle that a manufacturer owes a duty of care to the end user of their product.
Legal Principles
The case established the modern law of negligence and introduced the 'neighbour principle' articulated by Lord Atkin. According to this principle, one must take reasonable care to avoid acts or omissions which can reasonably be foreseen as likely to injure one's 'neighbour'—defined as persons who are closely and directly affected by one's actions
Significance
Donoghue v Stevenson is a foundational case in tort law and is widely regarded as the starting point for the modern law of negligence. It expanded the scope of duty of care beyond contractual relationships and laid the groundwork for future developments in personal injury and product liability law
Critical Analysis
The decision in Donoghue v Stevenson was groundbreaking in recognizing a general duty of care in negligence. It has been praised for promoting consumer protection and fairness. However, critics argue that it opened the door to potentially limitless liability. Nonetheless, the case remains a cornerstone of common law and is essential for understanding the development of tort law.
Conclusion
Donoghue v Stevenson [1932] AC 562 is a landmark case that established the duty of care in negligence. It is essential reading for law students and continues to influence legal thinking and judicial decisions in tort law across common law jurisdictions

