Indian Journal of Integrated Research in Law Volume V Issue VI | ISSN: 2583-0538

A STUDY ON THE CONCEPT OF INTERPRETATION AND
THE LITERAL RULE OF INTERPRETATION

Rajalaxmi Badu, Birla Global University, Bhubaneswar

A.M. Aparnna, Birla Global University, Bhubaneswar

ABSTRACT

The interpretation of statutes constitutes one of the essential roles of the
judiciary. This process guarantees that the legislature's intent is fulfilled
through the accurate application of statutory provisions. Among the various
interpretative rules, the literal rule stands out as the oldest and most
significant. It stresses the importance of adhering to the ordinary and
grammatical meanings of statutory terms, thereby avoiding any form of
judicial legislation. This paper explores the theoretical underpinnings, aims,
and constraints of the literal rule, its connection to other interpretative
principles, and the development of judicial reasoning in India and other
common law jurisdictions. By analyzing case law, the paper assesses how
courts reconcile the literal interpretation of the text with the purpose and
spirit of the legislation, striving to offer a comprehensive understanding of
literal interpretation in contemporary statutory construction.
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study follows a doctrinal research methodology based primarily on secondary sources
such as judicial precedents, authoritative texts, commentaries, academic articles, and statutory
materials. Doctrinal analysis helps examine the evolution of interpretative rules and their
contemporary relevance. The paper critically analyses leading case laws from India and other
common law jurisdictions to understand the judicial approach to literal interpretation and its
limitations. The methodology also includes a comparative evaluation of interpretative trends
across jurisdictions to provide a deeper understanding of the shift from literalism to

purposivism.

RESEARCH GAP

While several scholarly works discuss statutory interpretation and its various rules, limited
research focuses on the systematic relationship between the literal rule and modern purposive
approaches within the Indian judicial framework. Existing literature often explains
interpretative rules individually but seldom contextualizes the practical challenges faced by
courts when applying literal interpretation in an evolving socio-legal environment. This paper
attempts to fill this gap by examining how the literal rule functions in contemporary

jurisprudence and how courts balance textual clarity with legislative purpose.

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

The goals of this research are to investigate the concept and importance of statutory
interpretation and to comprehend why it is essential for courts to interpret legislative language
to fulfill the genuine intent of the law. Additionally, the study aims to explore the evolution,
significance, and implementation of the literal rule of interpretation, which mandates that
statutory terms be understood in their straightforward and common meaning. Furthermore, it
seeks to review significant judicial rulings from India and other common law jurisdictions
where the literal rule has been utilized, thereby demonstrating how courts depend on textual
meaning in practice. Another primary aim is to assess the limitations of the literal rule,
including instances where strict adherence to literal wording may result in absurdity or
injustice, necessitating a departure from this rule by the courts. Lastly, the research intends to
investigate the contemporary shift towards purposive interpretation and evaluate how this

methodology affects or alters the application of the literal rule in modern judicial reasoning.
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RESEARCH QUESTION

The research inquiries seek to comprehend the necessity of statutory interpretation and the
functioning of the literal rule within judicial reasoning. They investigate the significance,
evolution, and implementation of the literal rule, as well as pivotal cases that illustrate its
application by the courts. Additionally, the inquiries delve into the constraints of adhering
solely to literal meaning and pinpoint circumstances where such an interpretation could result
in inequitable outcomes. Ultimately, the study examines the contemporary transition towards
purposive interpretation and the impact this methodology has on altering or shaping the

conventional literal rule.
INTRODUCTION

The introduction of the research paper highlights the essential role of statutory interpretation’
in the operation of any legal system. Laws passed by the legislature are designed to govern a
broad spectrum of human activities; however, lawmakers can't foresee every circumstance or
future development when drafting a statute. As a result, statutory language is frequently broad,
general, and at times ambiguous, necessitating judicial interpretation. Courts are thus assigned
the critical responsibility of interpreting statutory provisions to ascertain their true meaning
and ensure they are enforced in line with the legislature's intent. This judicial role is not merely
mechanical; it requires a thorough and principled examination of the statutory text, its context,
the purpose behind its creation, and its practical consequences. Within this larger context, the
literal rule of interpretation? has traditionally been viewed as the most fundamental and widely
applied rule. Under this rule, judges are required to interpret and apply statutory terms in their
plain, ordinary, and grammatical sense, without adding to or subtracting from the language
employed by the legislature. This methodology is grounded in the principle of legislative
supremacy’, which asserts that the genuine intention of the legislature is conveyed through the
words it selects, and the judiciary must honor those words precisely as they are written. The
literal rule fosters certainty, objectivity, and predictability within the legal framework, allowing
both individuals and courts to depend on the explicit meaning of statutory language.
Additionally, it limits judicial law-making by stopping judges from replacing their personal

convictions or policy preferences with the intentions of the legislature. Nevertheless, the

!https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/statutory interpretation
2 https://www lexisnexis.co.uk/legal/glossary/literal-rule
3 https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/legislative_supremacy
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introduction also acknowledges that the literal rule, while significant, is not always adequate
to ensure justice or to accurately reflect the true intent of the legislature. Language is inherently
constrained and cannot always encapsulate the intricacies of real-life scenarios. Consequently,
a strictly literal interpretation may occasionally result in outcomes that are unreasonable,
unjust, or contrary to the overarching purpose of the statute. Thus, courts have recognized that
strict adherence to literal meaning can create loopholes, permit the exploitation of
technicalities, or undermine the very objective of the law. Considering these constraints,
contemporary courts are increasingly augmenting the literal rule with various interpretative
methods* such as the golden rule, the mischief rule, purposive interpretation, and contextual
interpretation, which enable judges to transcend the rigid literal meaning and consider the
broader purpose, context, and spirit of the law. This transition signifies the judiciary’s
developing comprehension that statutory interpretation must not only honor the text but also
guarantee fairness, foster justice, and uphold the legislative intent in its authentic form.
Therefore, the introduction delineates the central theme of the paper: although the literal rule
continues to serve as a crucial starting point in interpretation, modern legal systems
acknowledge the necessity for a balanced and adaptable approach that reconciles literal
meaning with purposive reasoning to ensure the effective and meaningful application of the

law in a dynamic and swiftly evolving society.
CONCEPT OF INTERPRETATION

The notion of interpretation holds a pivotal role in the operation of any legal system, as it allows
courts to ascertain and elucidate the genuine meaning of the terms and phrases employed by
the legislature within a statute. Interpretation is crucial because no law, no matter how
meticulously crafted, can foresee every conceivable scenario, dispute, or societal change that
may emerge in the future. Legislatures® frequently utilize broad or general terminology, which
can result in uncertainty, ambiguity, or confusion when the statute is applied to cases. In such
instances, judges are required to interpret the statute to comprehend the lawmakers®' intentions
and the way the law should function. Interpretation guarantees that statutes are enforced
logically, consistently, and in a way that promotes justice. The process of interpretation’ entails

analyzing the text of the statute, its structure, context, purpose, and the conditions under which

4 https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/law-interpretivist/

5 https://mlsu.ac.in/econtents/2244 10S%20Unit%201.pdf

® https://www .socialthikana.in/law/interpretation-of-statute-the-intention-of-legislation
7 https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/process
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it was enacted. It necessitates judges to determine whether the statutory language is clear or
ambiguous, whether the terms possess a technical, legal, or common meaning, and how various
provisions within the statute interrelate. This process also incorporates the use of internal aids®
(such as preambles, explanations, headings, and illustrations) and external aids® (such as
dictionaries, legislative history, committee reports, prior case law, and international
conventions). Through this interpretative endeavor, courts ensure that the legislature's intent is
faithfully executed, while also adjusting the law to meet contemporary requirements and
evolving social realities. The need for interpretation stems from the inherent limitations of
language itself. Words can possess various meanings, may be subject to diverse interpretations,
or may become obsolete due to societal or technological advancements. In the absence of
interpretation, the enforcement of law could turn mechanical, potentially resulting in outcomes
that are oppressive, unjust, or contrary to the legislative intent. Therefore, interpretation enables
the judiciary to connect the written law with the practical realities it aims to address. It also
safeguards against the misuse or manipulation of statutory language, ensuring that ambiguous
provisions are not exploited to produce unintended results. In conclusion, the principle of
interpretation is essential for upholding the rule of law, fostering fairness, and ensuring the
legal system operates effectively. It empowers courts to honor legislative intent, resolve
discrepancies between various provisions, address gaps where the law is silent, and adjust legal
norms to reflect evolving social, economic, and moral conditions. Consequently, interpretation
transcends a mere linguistic task; it is a vital judicial function that ensures the law remains

relevant, meaningful, and capable of delivering justice in an ever-changing society.
LITERAL RULE OF INTERPRETATION

The literal rule of interpretation is commonly viewed as the most traditional, foundational, and
authoritative approach employed by courts to interpret statutory provisions. Rooted deeply in
English common law, it embodies the belief that the most dependable indicator of legislative
intent is the language that the legislature has chosen to utilize. According to this rule, judges
are required to interpret and apply the words of a statute strictly in accordance with their plain,
natural, and grammatical meaning, as they would be understood by an ordinary, reasonable

individual. The court is not allowed to extend beyond the language used, nor can it introduce

8 https://www.drishtijudiciary.com/to-the-point/interpretation-of-statutes-ios-ttp/aids-to-nterpretation-internal -
aids
® https:/ijrpr.com/uploads/VSISSUE4/IJRPR25880.pdf

Page: 295



Indian Journal of Integrated Research in Law Volume V Issue VI | ISSN: 2583-0538

its own concepts of justice, policy, convenience, or fairness. The literal rule!” is based on the
principle that “the legislature means what it says,” and thus, the judiciary's duty is merely to
give effect to the expressed words, not to conjecture about what the legislature might have
intended but failed to articulate. The literal rule is vital in preserving the constitutional
equilibrium between the legislature and the judiciary. By strictly following the wording of the
statute, courts refrain from engaging in judicial law-making, thereby maintaining the doctrine
of separation of powers. This fosters certainty, predictability, and stability within the legal
system, as individuals and legal practitioners can depend on the plain meaning of the text. It
also ensures democratic legitimacy by acknowledging that elected legislators and judges are
accountable for creating and shaping the law. For this reason, the literal rule is particularly
dominant in the interpretation of penal statutes, taxation laws, and provisions that impose
obligations or duties, where strict and clear interpretation is deemed essential. Nevertheless,
the literal rule is not without its drawbacks. One of the most acknowledged criticisms is that a
strict commitment to the ordinary meaning of words can occasionally result in unreasonable,
unjust, or even ludicrous outcomes that the legislature could not have intended. This occurs
because language is inherently limited and fails to encapsulate the full complexity of real-life
scenarios. Courts that apply the literal rule may find themselves compelled to endorse results
that undermine the broader purpose or fundamental spirit of the statute. A notable instance is
Whitely v. Chappell!! (1868), in which an individual impersonating a deceased voter was
acquitted because a deceased person is not literally “entitled to vote.” Although this result was
absurd, the court felt obligated to adhere to the literal interpretation of the words. Despite these
challenges, the literal rule continues to serve as a foundational approach for statutory
interpretation. Even when courts ultimately decide to employ an alternative rule such as the
golden rule, mischief rule, or purposive approach, they typically commence with the
straightforward meaning of the text. In contemporary times, courts acknowledge that literal
meaning must be interpreted within its appropriate context and must align with the overarching
intention of the law. Consequently, while the literal rule constitutes the core of traditional
interpretation, it is now utilized in conjunction with other aids and principles to ensure that
interpretation achieves both legal certainty and substantive justice. Its lasting significance
illustrates the delicate balance that courts must uphold between honoring statutory language

and ensuring that the law operates effectively within a dynamic and evolving society.

19 https://www.manupatra.com/roundup/338/Articles/Literally%20interpreting%20the%20Law.pdf
' Whitely v. Chappell, (1868) LR 4 QB 147.
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JUDICIAL PRECEDENTS APPLYING THE LITERAL RULE

Judicial precedents offer the most clear and authoritative insight into the operation of the literal
rule of interpretation as applied in actual court rulings, illustrating both the advantages and
disadvantages of adhering strictly to the straightforward meaning of statutory language. A
seminal Indian case that exemplifies this rule is Kanai Lal Sur v. Paramnidhi'? (1957), in which
the Supreme Court highlighted that the court's primary responsibility is to interpret statutory
terms exactly as they are articulated. The Court stressed that when the statute's language is
unequivocal, the court is obliged to adhere to the grammatical and natural interpretation of the
words, regardless of whether the outcome may seem harsh or inconvenient. Another significant
precedent is State of Jharkhand v. Govind Singh (2005)'3, where the Supreme Court reaffirmed
that a court should never insert words into a statute or alter its language when the text is explicit.
The Court asserted that judicial creativity cannot supersede legislative authority, thereby
clarifying that literal interpretation is the standard approach in statutory interpretation. In a
similar vein, in Tata Consultancy Services v. State of Andhra Pradesh (2004)'4, the Supreme
Court interpreted the term "goods" in its straightforward and common sense, concluding that
software qualifies as goods due to its capacity for abstraction, consumption, and delivery. This
case exemplifies how literal interpretation can effectively address modern legal challenges
related to technology. Several English rulings further illustrate the application of the literal
rule. The most notable case is Whitely v. Chappell (1868), in which the defendant was charged
with impersonating "any person entitled to vote" but was acquitted because the individual he
impersonated was deceased, and a deceased person is not literally considered "entitled to vote."
The result was absurd and contrary to the intent of the law, yet the court felt obligated to adhere
to the literal interpretation of the language. This case is often referenced as an illustration of
the drawbacks of strict literalism. Another significant case, Fisher v. Bell (1961)!°, involved a
shopkeeper who displayed a flick knife in his shop window with a price tag. While the display
of such a weapon appeared to constitute an "offer for sale," the court determined that, under
contract law, this was merely an invitation to treat, not an actual offer. By interpreting the term
"offer" literally, the court acquitted the defendant, once more highlighting how rigid adherence

to technical definitions can clash with legislative intent. Similarly, in R v. Harris (1836)'¢, a

12 Kanai Lal Sur v. Paramnidhi Sadhu Khan, AIR 1957 SC 907.

13 State of Jharkhand v. Govind Singh, (2005) 10 SCC 437.

14 Tata Consultancy Services v. State of Andhra Pradesh, (2005) 1 SCC 308.
15 Fisher v. Bell, [1961] 1 QB 394.

16 R v. Harris, (1836) 7 C. & P. 446.
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man who bit off another person's nose could not be convicted under a statute that required
"stabbing, cutting, or wounding," as biting did not literally fit those definitions, despite causing
significant injury. Collectively, these precedents illustrate that although the literal rule
guarantees certainty, predictability, and adherence to legislative language, it simultaneously
exposes the judiciary to the possibility of generating outcomes that contradict the law's intended
purpose. These cases exemplify the necessity for courts to utilize additional interpretative
methods such as the golden rule, mischief rule, and purposive interpretation. Nonetheless, they
also indicate that the literal rule continues to be a crucial foundation in judicial reasoning,
symbolizing the judiciary’s dedication to honoring the terminology selected by the legislature.
The uniform application of this rule across various jurisdictions highlights its lasting
significance in preserving legal stability, even as courts increasingly strive to reconcile textual

interpretation with broader legislative aims in contemporary legal analysis.

LIMITATIONS OF LITERAL RULE

The literal rule, while fundamental in statutory interpretation, is plagued by numerous profound
and practical limitations that hinder its efficacy in contemporary legal systems. A major
criticism is that language is inherently flawed, restricted, and frequently unable to fully convey
the legislative intent. Words can possess multiple interpretations, may be ambiguous, or may
become obsolete over time. When courts adhere strictly to the ordinary grammatical meaning
of terms, they risk generating results that starkly contradict the objectives for which the law
was established. This mechanical methodology often neglects the intricacies of real-world
scenarios and the dynamic nature of society. Consequently, strict literal interpretation can result
in unjust, unreasonable, or absurd outcomes that compromise the fairness and integrity of the
legal system. Notable cases such as Whitely v. Chappell illustrate how defendants can evade
liability merely because the literal text of the statute does not perfectly correspond with the
intended meaning, underscoring how inflexible literalism can create loopholes that obstruct
legislative aims. Another significant limitation is that the literal rule constrains judicial
flexibility, hindering courts from taking into account the wider context, object, and purpose of
the statute. Contemporary legislation, especially in fields such as technology, digital markets,
environmental law, and human rights, often necessitates a forward-thinking and adaptable
interpretation. Nevertheless, the literal rule restricts judges to the confines of language that may
not have been crafted with future advancements in consideration. This inflexibility diminishes

the law’s capacity to stay pertinent and effective in tackling modern challenges. Furthermore,
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strict literalism may result in interpretations that are at odds with other provisions of the same
statute, leading to discord within the legal framework. Given that the literal rule does not permit
courts to alter or reconcile conflicting provisions, it may cause inconsistencies and practical
challenges in enforcement. The literal rule also presupposes that the legislature consistently
articulates its intentions clearly and accurately, which is frequently not the case. Legislative
drafting is shaped by political negotiations, linguistic constraints, and administrative
limitations, resulting in statutes that often contain ambiguities, omissions, or unintended gaps.
A strictly literal interpretation prevents the judiciary from addressing these gaps or rectifying
drafting mistakes, leaving the law either incomplete or misaligned with its intended purpose.
This limitation becomes especially concerning in welfare legislation, constitutional
interpretation, and statutes focused on social justice, where a rigid commitment to literal
meaning may compromise fundamental rights or broader societal goals. Moreover, the literal
rule may encounter difficulties in cases where a statutory term possesses both a technical and
a general meaning. If context is disregarded, courts might erroneously apply a common
meaning to a term that was meant to convey a specialized or industry-specific interpretation.
This further illustrates how strict adherence to literalism can distort the genuine intent of the
legislature. In conclusion, these constraints indicate that although the literal rule is a crucial
initial reference, it cannot function effectively in isolation. Courts frequently need to resort to
additional rules such as the golden rule, mischief rule, purposive interpretation, and contextual
interpretation to prevent injustice, align with legislative intent, and ensure that the law remains

dynamic, coherent, and responsive to societal needs.

CONCLUSION

The examination of statutory interpretation alongside the literal rule underscores the vital
function that interpretation serves in ensuring the effective operation of laws within a complex
and ever-changing society. The literal rule, recognized as the oldest and most traditional
approach, remains the fundamental basis for judicial interpretation. By prioritizing the plain
and ordinary meanings of statutory language, it fosters certainty, upholds legislative
supremacy, and maintains the separation of powers by preventing courts from partaking in
judicial law-making. Nevertheless, the rigidity of the literal rule also highlights its
shortcomings. Language is frequently imperfect, ambiguous, or unable to encompass every
scenario, which means that a strictly literal interpretation can occasionally lead to

unreasonable, unjust, or absurd results that contradict the genuine intent of the legislature.
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Judicial precedents illustrate numerous cases where strict adherence to literalism has either
created loopholes or failed to fulfill the intended purpose of the statute. As society progresses
and legislation increasingly tackles intricate social, economic, technological, and constitutional
matters, the interpretation must adapt accordingly. This requirement has prompted modern
courts to embrace supplementary methods such as the golden rule, mischief rule, and
particularly purposive interpretation. The purposive approach enables courts to transcend the
literal meaning and take into account the broader legislative intent, the mischief the statute aims
to address, and the social contexts in which the law functions. By reconciling the literal rule
with purposive and contextual interpretation, courts guarantee that statutes are applied not only
accurately but also justly, reasonably, and in accordance with constitutional principles.
Therefore, the current judicial trend embodies a balanced approach where the literal rule serves
as the initial point, yet not the goal, in the interpretative process. In conclusion, effective
statutory interpretation necessitates a thoughtful combination of textual fidelity and purposive
reasoning to uphold justice, protect legislative intent, and ensure that the law remains dynamic,

pertinent, and capable of meeting the evolving needs of society.
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