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Legal Knowledge Representation = Legal Interpretation
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Legal Knowledge Representation = Legal Interpretation

● Conflict of interest among lawyers.

● Ambiguity and vagueness of legal texts.

● Coherence of the legal system.

● Explicit exceptions and monotonicity.

● Changes of the law and its interpretation in space and time.

● Asymmetry between the law and legal practice.

● Disagreement about legal interpretation.

● Principles, implicit exceptions, and defeasibility of legal rules.
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Local regulation
Walk on the grass. Penalty: a fine.

∀x. walk(x, grass) → should_pay_fine(x)

x = ?
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Local regulation
Walk on the grass. Penalty: a fine.

∀x. walk(x, grass) → should_pay_fine(x)

x = 

Obviously, an exception. But why?

To be truthful to the purpose of the rule, we have to make a distinction:

Ordinary walk

Therapeutic walk (gardners, officers working, etc.)
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Local regulation
Walk on the grass. Penalty: a fine.

∀x. walk(x, grass) → should_pay_fine(x)

walk = {???}

External rules of liability (Civil Code)Broader sense of “walk”
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Local regulation
Walk on the grass. Penalty: a fine.

∀x. walk(x, grass) → should_pay_fine(x)

walk = {???}  - 

Disagreement about legal interpretations among lawyers
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Asymmetry between the law and legal practice
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Local regulation
Walk on the grass. Penalty: a fine.

∀x. walk(x, grass) → should_pay_fine(x)

should_pay_fine (x) ?

More important principles defeat the rule!



22Theories of Legal Interpretation
What does the legal interpretation seek?

● Intrinsic meaning of the legal text?

● The intentions of the authorities that promulgated the legal text?

● The most suitable interpretation according to the Constitution?

● The spirit or the purpose of law?

● Pluralism: Different kinds of sources, methods, and modes of reasoning (textual analysis, purposive 

reasoning, consideration of historical sources, precedent-based reasoning, forward-looking assessment of 

consequences, and appeals to moral values such as fairness, democracy, and rule of law).

● Pragmatism: The basic idea is to resolve cases in the way that produces the best results, “the best 

decision having in mind present and future needs, and so does not regard the maintenance of consistency 

with past decisions as an end in itself, but only as a means for bringing about the best results in the 

present case” (Richard Posner ).
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30Hans Kelsen on Legal Interpretation

Legal Knowledge = Frame of valid legal norms

M1

M2

M3

M4

M5

Deciding for one meaning within the frame is an act of will, not cognition.
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32Takeaways

● Legal knowledge engineering requires legal interpretation.

● Legal interpretation is partial and biased.

● Formalizing legal knowledge is not merely describing the law.

● It is making the law by saying what the law should be.
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