
INTERPRETATION OF STATUTES – EXAM QUICK NOTES 

(All Topics Covered) 

 

SHORT NOTES (5 Marks Each – One-Line Format) 

Topic Key Points 

Internal Aids Tools inside statute: Preamble, long title, 

short title, headings, marginal notes, 

definitions, punctuation, schedules, 

illustrations, provisos 

External Aids Materials outside statute: Parliamentary 

debates (Hansard), Law Commission 

reports, dictionaries, historical context, 

international treaties, textbooks 

Interpretation of Statutes Process of finding true meaning of words 

used in a statute; judicial function; gives 

effect to legislative intent 

Construction of Statutes Broader process of drawing legal 

conclusions from interpreted words; 

applies meaning to specific cases 



Interpretation vs Construction Interpretation = finding literal meaning; 

Construction = applying that meaning to 

real situations; Construction is broader 

Restrictive Construction Interpreting statute narrowly; used for 

penal statutes, taxing statutes; benefit 

goes to accused/taxpayer 

Beneficial Construction Interpreting welfare laws broadly; used for 

labour laws, social security; benefit goes to 

weaker sections 

Harmonious Construction When two provisions conflict, read together 

so both survive; neither rendered 

meaningless 

Ejusdem Generis General words following specific words 

take meaning from specific words; "dogs, 

cats, other animals" = domestic pets 

Noscitur a Sociis "Word known by its company"; meaning 

gathered from associated words 

Doctrine of Pith & Substance Look at true nature of law; incidental 

encroachment on another list ignored; for 

federal disputes 



Colourable Legislation Doing indirectly what cannot be done 

directly; legislative competence disguised; 

not fraud but lack of power 

Repugnancy (Art. 254) Central law prevails over State law on 

Concurrent List when they conflict 

Presumption against violation of 

international law 

Courts interpret statutes consistently with 

international law/treaties 

Absolute Duty Must be performed without any excuse 

(e.g., paying taxes once conditions met) 

Qualified Duty Subject to conditions/exceptions (e.g., 

police duty to arrest qualified by reasonable 

suspicion) 

Presumptions in Interpretation Against retrospectivity, against ousting 

jurisdiction, against absurdity, against 

violating fundamental rights 

Preamble Introductory part stating objects and 

reasons; key internal aid; part of 

Constitution (Kesavananda) 

Long Title Describes purpose and scope of Act in 

detail; "An Act to consolidate and amend..." 



Short Title Official name of Act for reference; "The 

Indian Penal Code, 1860" 

Taxing Statute Imposes taxes; interpreted strictly in favour 

of taxpayer; ambiguity = no tax 

Codifying Statute Collects and restates entire existing law on 

a subject into a single code; replaces prior 

law 

Welfare Legislation For benefit of weaker sections; receives 

beneficial/liberal interpretation 

In Bonam Partem "In good part"; remedial/beneficial statutes 

interpreted liberally and humanely 

Generalia Specialibus Non Derogant Special law prevails over general law when 

they conflict 

Reddendo Singula Singulis "Referring each to each"; match each 

antecedent to its appropriate consequent 

Salus Populi Est Suprema Lex "Welfare of people is supreme law"; 

interpret to serve public interest 

Bentham's Utilitarian Theory "Greatest happiness of greatest number"; 

laws should maximize pleasure, minimize 

pain 



Stare Decisis "Stand by things decided"; lower courts 

bound by higher court precedents; Art. 141 

Prospective Operation Statute applies to future acts, not past; 

unless expressly made retrospective 

 

LONG ANSWERS (15-20 Marks Each) 

UNIT 1: BASIC CONCEPTS & DEFINITIONS 

Q1. Define Interpretation of Statutes – Nature & Scope 

Definition: Interpretation is the process of determining the true meaning of words used 
in a statute. It gives effect to legislative intent. 

Nature of Interpretation: 

Aspect Explanation 

Judicial function Only courts interpret; police/lawyers argue 

Not law-making Courts find meaning, don't create new laws 

Rule-based Follows fixed rules (literal, golden, mischief) 

Objective Finds legislative intent, not judge's opinion 

Scope: 

●​ Narrow scope: When words clear → simple literal interpretation 
●​ Wide scope: When ambiguous/vague/absurd → broader methods 



●​ Covers all statutes: Criminal, civil, tax, constitutional 

Simple example: Law says "no vehicles in park" – interpretation decides whether bicycle 
is a vehicle. 

 

Q2. Define Statute – Various Kinds 

Definition: Statute = written law passed by Parliament or State Legislature; also called 
Act. 

Kinds of Statutes: 

Kind Meaning Example 

Codifying Collects all existing law into 

single code 

Indian Contract Act, 1872 

Consolidating Brings together many laws 

without changing 

CrPC, 1973 

Declaratory Removes doubts about existing 

law 

Amendment clarifying previous 

law 

Remedial Gives remedy to injustice 

victims 

Consumer Protection Act, 2019 

Penal Punishes wrongdoers Indian Penal Code, 1860 

Taxing Imposes taxes Income Tax Act, 1961 

Welfare Benefits weaker sections Maternity Benefit Act, 1961 

 



Q3. Definition of Interpretation vs Construction 

Basis Interpretation Construction 

Meaning Finding literal meaning Drawing legal conclusions 

When used Words are clear Words unclear or need 

application 

Scope Narrow Broad 

Result Meaning of words How to apply law 

Example "Vehicle" = any conveyance Bicycle not "vehicle" in 

pedestrian park 

 

Q4. Importance of Interpretation 

Importance Explanation Example 

Clarity Makes unclear words clear "Valuable security" includes 

digital signatures 

Justice Prevents absurd results Law punishing "theft of fruit" 

not for hungry child 

Consistency Same law applies same way Two judges interpret similarly 



Filling gaps Old laws for new situations IPC 1860 applied to cyber 

crimes 

Legislative intent Gives effect to Parliament's 

purpose 

"Public places" includes buses, 

trains 

 

UNIT 2: RULES OF INTERPRETATION 

Q5. General Principles of Interpretation 

Principle Meaning 

Literal meaning first Give words ordinary dictionary meaning 

Read as a whole Don't read one section in isolation 

Against absurdity Don't interpret to give absurd results 

Against retrospectivity Laws apply to future, not past 

Against ousting jurisdiction Courts assume they can hear cases 

Express mention, implied exclusion Mentioned things exclude others 

 

Q6. Primary Rules of Interpretation 

Rule Meaning When Used 



Literal Rule Ordinary, natural meaning Always first 

Golden Rule Modify to avoid absurdity Literal gives absurd result 

Mischief Rule Find problem law was made to 

solve 

When unclear 

Flowchart: 

text 

Start with Literal Rule → Clear? → YES → Apply literal meaning 
                           ↓ NO 
              Golden Rule (modify to avoid absurdity) 
                           ↓ 
                      Still unclear? 
                           ↓ 

              Mischief Rule (find purpose of law) 

Example with "No vehicles in park": 

●​ Literal: Bicycle = vehicle → not allowed 
●​ Golden: Ambulance allowed (absurd to block) 
●​ Mischief: Law made to stop noisy/polluting vehicles → bicycle allowed 

 

Q7. Literal Rule of Interpretation 

Meaning: Give words ordinary, natural, dictionary meaning. If clear, judge cannot 
change. 

Famous Case: Whitely v. Chappell (1868) – Law said "person entitled to vote." Accused 
impersonated dead person. Literal rule: dead person not "entitled" → no offence. 

Advantages Disadvantages 



Certainty Absurd results 

Respects Parliament Rigid 

Prevents judicial bias Ignores purpose 

 

Q8. Golden Rule of Interpretation 

Meaning: If literal meaning leads to absurd/unjust result, modify slightly to avoid 
absurdity. 

Two types: 

Type Meaning Example 

Narrow Word has two meanings → 

choose sensible one 

"Knock" = hit or criticize 

Wide Modify even single meaning to 

avoid absurdity 

Ambulance allowed in park 

Famous Case: R v. Allen (1872) – Law said "married person marries another" = bigamy. 
Literally impossible. Golden Rule: "marries" means "goes through ceremony." 

 

Q9. Mischief Rule of Interpretation 

Meaning: Ask what "mischief" (problem) the law was made to solve. Interpret to 
suppress mischief and advance remedy. 

Four steps (Heydon's Case, 1584): 

1.​ What was common law before the Act? 
2.​ What mischief did common law not solve? 



3.​ What remedy did Parliament provide? 
4.​ Interpret to suppress mischief and advance remedy. 

Famous Case: Smith v. Hughes (1960) – Law banned "solicit in street." Prostitutes on 
balcony tapping windows. Mischief Rule: guilty (mischief = soliciting visible from 
street). 

Advantages Disadvantages 

Gives effect to purpose Unpredictable 

Flexible Judges may go too far 

Just results Historical research needed 

 

UNIT 3: SPECIAL TYPES OF INTERPRETATION 

Q10. Interpretation of Penal Statutes 

Principles: 

Principle Meaning 

Strict construction Don't expand meaning 

Benefit of doubt Accused gets benefit 

No analogy Don't compare with similar offences 

Prospective only No punishment for past acts 

Mens rea required Guilty mind necessary unless clear exception 



Famous Case: Tolaram Relumal v. State of Bombay (1954) – If two views possible, 
choose favourable to citizen. 

 

Q11. Interpretation of Taxing Statutes 

Principles: 

Principle Meaning 

Strict construction Words given natural meaning 

No equitable interpretation Court can't say "we think you should pay" 

Clear charging section needed Tax provision must be absolutely clear 

Substance over form Look at real transaction, not paperwork 

Famous Case: CIT v. Sodra Devi (1957) – If person not clearly within words of taxing 
statute, cannot be taxed. 

 

Q12. Beneficial vs Restrictive Construction 

Aspect Beneficial Restrictive 

Purpose Help weaker sections Limit harsh laws 

Interpretation Broad, liberal Narrow, strict 

Used for Welfare laws Penal, tax laws 



Benefit goes to Worker, consumer, poor Accused, taxpayer 

Famous Case (Beneficial): Bangalore Water Supply v. A. Rajappa (1978) – "Industry" 
includes hospitals, universities. 

 

UNIT 4: AIDS OF INTERPRETATION 

Q13. Internal Aids of Interpretation 

Internal Aid Meaning Example 

Long Title Purpose of Act "An Act to consolidate and 

amend..." 

Short Title Name of Act "Indian Penal Code, 1860" 

Preamble Objects and reasons Constitution Preamble 

Headings Chapter/section titles "Chapter III: Fundamental 

Rights" 

Marginal Notes Notes beside sections "S.300 – Murder" 

Definitions Dictionary in Act "Section 2: 'vehicle' means..." 

Punctuation Commas, full stops Changes meaning 

Schedules Attached forms Schedule I of IPC 



Provisos Exceptions starting "Provided 

that" 

Limits main provision 

Illustrations Examples after section Section 300 IPC illustrations 

 

Q14. External Aids of Interpretation 

External Aid Use 

Parliamentary Debates (Hansard) Understand legislative intent 

Law Commission Reports See why law was recommended 

Dictionaries Find ordinary meaning 

Historical Context Understand situation when law made 

International Treaties Interpret consistently with obligations 

Textbooks/Commentaries Expert opinions 

Previous Statutes See evolution of law 

Condition for use: Only when internal aids fail; only for ambiguity; not to contradict 
statute. 

Famous Case: State of West Bengal v. Union of India (1963) – Used Constituent 
Assembly debates for Art. 131. 

 

UNIT 5: CONSTITUTIONAL INTERPRETATION 



Q15. Principles of Constitutional Interpretation 

Principle Meaning Case 

Pith and Substance Look at true nature, not form State of Bombay v. Balsara 

Colourable Legislation What cannot be done directly 

cannot be done indirectly 

K.C. Gajapati v. State of 

Orissa 

Repugnancy (Art. 254) Central law prevails over 

State on Concurrent List 

M.P. Sinha v. Karnataka 

Eclipse Pre-constitutional law 

violating FR becomes 

eclipsed 

Bhikaji v. State of M.P. 

Severability Only invalid part struck 

down, not whole 

R.M.D.C. v. Union of India 

Waiver Fundamental rights cannot 

be given up 

Basheshar Nath v. CIT 

Basic Structure Parliament cannot amend 

basic structure 

Kesavananda Bharati (1973) 

 

Q16. Rules of Interpretation of Constitutional Documents (Indian Courts) 

Rule Meaning Case 



Harmonious construction All provisions read together Venkataramana Devaru v. 

State of Mysore 

Literal where clear Follow clear language A.K. Gopalan v. State of 

Madras 

Purposive interpretation Achieve purpose of 

Constitution 

Maneka Gandhi v. Union of 

India 

Liberal construction of FR Fundamental rights given 

broad meaning 

R.C. Cooper v. Union of India 

Prospective overruling New interpretation for 

future only 

Golaknath v. State of Punjab 

 

UNIT 6: DOCTRINES & LEGAL PRINCIPLES 

Q17. Doctrine of Presumptions in Interpretation 

Presumption Meaning Example 

Against retrospectivity Law applies to future only New fine not for old 

violations 

Against ousting court's 

jurisdiction 

Courts can hear unless 

clearly barred 

"No appeal" strictly 

interpreted 



Against violation of FR Law respects fundamental 

rights 

Read in rights-friendly way 

Against violation of 

international law 

Consistent with treaties UN conventions applied 

Against absurdity No law intends absurd 

result 

Ambulance allowed in park 

Words used consistently Same word same meaning 

throughout 

"Person" means same 

everywhere 

Against taking property 

without compensation 

Art. 300A respected Fair compensation required 

 

Q18. Presumptions as Source of Statutory Interpretation 

Situation Presumption Used Result 

Law silent on past acts Against retrospectivity Future only 

Law silent on court review Against ousting jurisdiction Court can review 

Law silent on mens rea Mens rea required Guilty mind needed 

Law unclear Against violating rights Rights-friendly reading 

Famous Case: State of Punjab v. Kailash Nath (1989) – Strong presumption against 
retrospectivity. 

 



Q19. Principles of Legislation 

Principle Meaning 

Utility (Bentham) Greatest happiness of greatest number 

Certainty Law should be clear and predictable 

Proportionality Punishment fits the crime 

Non-retroactivity No punishment for past acts 

Public welfare Law serves society 

Minimal interference As little interference in personal freedom as 

possible 

 

UNIT 7: JUDICIAL CONCEPTS 

Q20. Judicial Activism vs Judicial Restraint 

Aspect Judicial Activism Judicial Restraint 

Role Active, interventionist Passive, self-limiting 

Relation to Parliament Sometimes overrides Respects parliamentary 

supremacy 

Creates new rights Yes No 



Example Vishaka guidelines (1997) No interference in tax policy 

Judicial Activism examples in India: 

●​ Vishaka v. State of Rajasthan (1997) – Created sexual harassment guidelines 
●​ M.C. Mehta v. Union of India (1986) – Closed polluting industries near Ganga 
●​ Vineet Narain v. Union of India (1998) – Supervised CBI investigation 

 

Q21. Supreme Court's Power to Overrule Its Own Decisions 

When overruling allowed: 

Ground Explanation 

Earlier decision clearly wrong Legal error 

Changed social conditions Old law doesn't fit new reality 

Conflict between judgments Two benches gave conflicting decisions 

New constitutional amendments Law changed 

International developments Global standards evolved 

Famous overrulings: 

Old Decision Overruled by Change 

A.K. Gopalan (narrow Art. 21) Maneka Gandhi (1978) Art. 21 given broad meaning 



Golaknath (Parliament can't 

amend FR) 

Kesavananda (1973) Can amend but not basic 

structure 

Prospective Overruling: New decision applies only to future cases (Golaknath v. State of 
Punjab). 

 

UNIT 8: CRIMINAL & LIABILITY CONCEPTS 

Q22. Mens Rea in Statutory Offences 

Meaning: "Guilty mind" – intention, knowledge, recklessness, or negligence. 

Forms of Mens Rea: 

Form Meaning 

Intention Wanted bad result 

Knowledge Knew what doing 

Recklessness Took risk without caring 

Negligence Failed to take reasonable care 

Strict Liability (No mens rea required): 

Situation Example 

Public nuisance Polluting river 



Food safety Selling expired food 

Traffic violations Speeding 

Statutory rape Sex with minor (even if thought adult) 

Famous Case: State of Maharashtra v. M.H. George (1965) – Brought gold without 
permit, didn't know law → still convicted (strict liability). 

 

UNIT 9: THEORETICAL CONCEPTS 

Q23. Bentham's Utilitarian Theory (Detailed) 

Who: Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) – English philosopher, founder of Utilitarianism. 

Basic Idea: "Greatest happiness of the greatest number" – laws should maximize 
pleasure, minimize pain. 

Hedonic Calculus (7 factors to measure pleasure/pain): 

Factor Question 

Intensity How strong? 

Duration How long? 

Certainty How sure? 

Propinquity How soon? 

Fecundity Will it lead to more pleasure? 



Purity Will it be followed by pain? 

Extent How many people affected? 

Application to Law: 

Area Bentham's View 

Purpose of law Maximize happiness, minimize suffering 

Punishment Enough to deter, not more 

Criminal law Only acts harming society 

Interpretation Produce maximum social benefit 

Examples in Indian law: 

●​ Motor Vehicles Act – small inconvenience, saves many lives 
●​ COVID lockdown – temporary pain, saves millions 
●​ Pollution control – industry cost, public gets clean air 

Criticism: 

Criticism Explanation 

Ignores individual rights Can justify harming minority 

Hard to measure happiness How calculate pleasure/pain? 

Assumes all pleasures equal Bentham said "pushpin = poetry" 



Ignores motive Only looks at result 

 

QUICK REVISION TABLE – IMPORTANT MAXIMS & 

DOCTRINES 

Maxim/Doctrine Meaning Use 

Ejusdem Generis General words follow 

specific 

"Other animals" = domestic 

pets 

Noscitur a sociis Word known by company Meaning from associated 

words 

Reddendo singula singulis Refer each to each Match antecedents to 

consequents 

Generalia specialibus non 

derogant 

Special prevails over 

general 

Special law over general 

law 

Salus populi est suprema 

lex 

Welfare of people supreme 

law 

Public interest 

In bonam partem In good part Liberal interpretation of 

beneficial laws 

Stare decisis Stand by things decided Precedent binding 



Contemporanea expositio Interpret as when written Old words given historical 

meaning 

Ut res magis valeat quam 

pereat 

Law should not be 

meaningless 

Avoid useless 

interpretation 

 

IMPORTANT CASE LAWS (Quick Reference) 

Case Principle 

Whitely v. Chappell Literal rule (dead person not "entitled") 

R v. Allen Golden rule ("marries" = ceremony) 

Smith v. Hughes Mischief rule (balcony tapping = soliciting) 

Heydon's Case Four steps of mischief rule 

Kesavananda Bharati Basic structure; Preamble part of 

Constitution 

Maneka Gandhi Purposive interpretation of Art. 21 

Tolaram Relumal Penal statutes: benefit to accused 

CIT v. Sodra Devi Taxing statutes: benefit to taxpayer 

State of West Bengal v. Union of India External aids (Constituent Assembly 

debates) 



Venkataramana Devaru Harmonious construction 

State of Bombay v. Balsara Pith and substance 

K.C. Gajapati v. State of Orissa Colourable legislation 

Bandhua Mukti Morcha Bonded labour (interpretation of Art. 21 & 

23) 

 

CONSTITUTION ARTICLES RELEVANT TO INTERPRETATION 

Article Provision Role in Interpretation 

13 Laws inconsistent with FR void Severability, eclipse 

141 Supreme Court law binding on 

all courts 

Stare decisis 

245 Extent of laws made by 

Parliament 

Territorial jurisdiction 

246 Subject matter of Centre and 

State 

Pith and substance 

254 Repugnancy between Central 

and State laws 

Repugnancy doctrine 



300A Right to property Presumption against taking 

without compensation 

367 Interpretation of Constitution General clauses apply 

 

IMPORTANT SECTIONS – GENERAL CLAUSES ACT, 1897 

Section Provision 

3 Definitions (person, year, month, etc.) 

6 Effect of repeal 

8 Right to have statutory powers exercisable from time to 

time 

13 Gender and number rules 

14 Powers conferred on any authority to be exercisable 

from time to time 

 

QUICK MEMORY TRICKS 

Internal Aids (9 items): P-L-H-S-M-D-P-S-I 

●​ Preamble, Long title, Headings, Short title, Marginal notes, Definitions, 
Punctuation, Schedules, Illustrations 

External Aids (8 items): P-L-D-H-T-T-C-G 



●​ Parliamentary debates, Law Commission reports, Dictionaries, Historical context, 
Treaties, Textbooks, Circulars, Government reports 

Presumptions (7 items): R-J-R-A-I-P-C 

●​ Retrospectivity (against), Jurisdiction (against ousting), Rights (against violating 
FR), Absurdity (against), International law (against violation), Property (against 
taking without compensation), Consistency (words used consistently) 
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