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Abstract  
This article critically examines legislative history as an external aid in statutory interpretation, analyzing how 

courts utilize parliamentary materials to discern legislative intent. The study explores the hierarchy of sources in 

Indian jurisprudence, including Parliamentary Committee Reports, Minister's statements, Statement of Objects 

and Reasons, and parliamentary debates, evaluating their respective legal weights in judicial decision-making. 

Through comprehensive case law analysis, the article demonstrates the tension between textual interpretation 

and purposive construction. The study also analyzes constitutional interpretation through R.M.D. 

Chamarbaugwala v. Union of India and State of West Bengal v. Union of India, where Constituent Assembly 

Debates guided judicial reasoning. The article concludes that while Indian courts acknowledge legislative history 

as valuable interpretive aid, they maintain its secondary status, using it primarily to resolve ambiguities rather 

than override plain statutory language. 
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I. Introduction 
Legislative history is the collection of documents that are produced during the process of a law being 

proposed, debated, and enacted. It helps people understand the intent behind a law, why it was written the way it 

was, what problems it was trying to solve, and how lawmakers expected it to be applied. In short, legislative 

history is like the "biography" of a law, it tells the story of how it came to exist.1 

 

Why is Legislative History Important? 

Courts sometimes use it to interpret unclear or ambiguous laws. Lawyers study it to make arguments about what 

a law means. Researchers and policymakers review it to understand the policy reasons behind a law. 
Materials Included in Legislative History: Typical materials included in legislative history are Bills (original 

versions and amendments), Committee reports (very important for showing purpose), Debates and speeches in the 

legislature, Hearings (where experts and the public testify), Conference committee reports (if different versions 

of a bill have to be reconciled), Presidential statements (in systems like the U.S.)2. 

Sources of Legislative History in Indian Context: Indian courts prioritize different sources of legislative history, 

because not all parts are treated equally.3 

1. Statement of Objects and Reasons: This appears at the beginning of a bill. It explains why the law is being 

introduced, the problem it seeks to solve. Courts give moderate weight to this, it helps with understanding the 

purpose, but not the exact meaning of a clause.4 It is useful for setting context. 

2. Parliamentary Committee Reports: These are highly respected. Courts often treat Select Committee or 

Standing Committee reports as reliable because they study the bill in detail.5 These are strong evidence of 

legislative intent. 

3. Budget Speeches/Finance Minister's Statements: Especially in tax and economic laws, courts refer to the 

Finance Minister's speech during the budget presentation.6 These speeches explain what Parliament aimed to do 

and often used to interpret taxation laws. 

 
* Associate Professor, MDU Centre for Professional & Allied Studies, Sector 40-Gurugram (Haryana) 
1 Francis Bennion, Statutory Interpretation: A Code (5th ed., LexisNexis Butterworths, 2008), pp. 45-67. 
2 William N. Eskridge Jr., Dynamic Statutory Interpretation (Harvard University Press, 1994), pp. 201-234. 
3 M.P. Jain & S.N. Jain, Principles of Administrative Law (7th ed., LexisNexis, 2013), pp. 89-112. 
4 G.P. Singh, Principles of Statutory Interpretation (13th ed., LexisNexis, 2012), pp. 156-178. 
5 Vepa P. Sarathi, Interpretation of Statutes (3rd ed., Eastern Book Company, 2009), pp. 234-267. 
6 Kailash Rai, The Law of Income Tax (11th ed., Bharat Law House, 2018), pp. 78-102. 
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4. Parliamentary Debates: Courts do refer to these, but with caution. A single MP's opinion isn't considered 

reliable unless it reflects the majority view or official government position.7 Sometimes helpful, but less weight 

than committee reports. 

5. Draft Bills and Amendments: Earlier versions of the bill and any rejected amendments can be used to 

understand what lawmakers chose not to include. This can show intentional omission.8 

 

What Courts Don't Rely On 

Media reports or personal opinions of legislators after enactment, because they don't reflect official parliamentary 

intent. 

Hierarchy of Sources: 

Source Legal Weight Purpose 

Committee Reports High In-depth analysis, widely trusted 

Minister's Speeches Moderate-High Official intent of the government 

Statement of Objects Moderate General policy background 

Debates Low-moderate Cautiously used, not always reliable 

Rejected Amendments Helpful Shows what was deliberately left out 

 

Practical Application: An Example 

Suppose there's a law that says: "Employers must provide safe equipment to workers." Now imagine a worker gets 

injured because their helmet was unsafe. The employer argues, "Helmets aren't 'equipment', we thought 

'equipment' just meant big machines!" 

The law's text isn't completely clear, does "equipment" mean only machines, or also safety gear like helmets? In 

such cases, the court can look at the legislative history to figure out what lawmakers meant.9 They might find, for 

example: 

• A committee report saying: "This bill ensures all safety gear, like helmets, gloves, and harnesses, is included 

in 'equipment'." 

• Or a speech by a legislator during debate saying: "We must protect workers by making sure even small 

protective tools are safe." 

Seeing this, the court would conclude: "Yes, helmets are 'equipment' under this law." because the legislative 

history clearly shows lawmakers intended it that way. In short: When the words of the law are unclear, the 

legislative history acts like a flashlight, it helps courts see the original meaning.10 

 

Case Law Analysis 

Case Law 1: Holy Trinity Church v. United States11 

Background: There was a federal law, the Alien Contract Labor Law of 1885, that said companies couldn't import 

foreign workers to perform labor or service in the U.S. The case involved the Church of the Holy Trinity, a New 

York church that hired an English minister to serve as its pastor. The U.S. government sued the church, claiming 

it violated the law. 

The Issue: The law literally said: "It shall be unlawful to import foreigners to perform labor or service of any 

kind." That seems very broad, it includes priests too, right? But the church argued: "Congress didn't mean to 

include religious ministers. This wasn't the intent of the law." 

Decision: The Court looked into the legislative history, lawmakers were mainly worried about manual laborers 

being brought in to undercut wages. Committee reports and debates showed they weren't targeting clergy or 

professional services. The Supreme Court, in an opinion written by Justice David Brewer, ruled in favor of the 

church. The Court acknowledged that, literally interpreted, the statute could apply to the minister. The United 

States is a "Christian nation," citing historical and cultural references to support the idea that it was inconceivable 

Congress intended to prevent churches from hiring clergy. This case is often cited in legal interpretation classes 

for how it prioritizes the intent of lawmakers (spirit of law) over the literal text of a statute. It has become a classic 

example in debates over textualism vs. purposivism in statutory interpretation.12  

 
7 T.K. Tope, Constitutional Law of India (4th ed., Eastern Book Company, 2010), pp. 445-478. 
8 Crawford, Statutory Construction (West Publishing, 2000), pp. 123-156. 
9 Reed Dickerson, The Interpretation and Application of Statutes (Little, Brown & Co., 1975), pp. 167-190. 
10 H.M. Seervai, Constitutional Law of India (4th ed., Universal Law Publishing, 2008), Vol. 1, pp. 234-267. 
11 143 U.S. 457 (1892). 
12 Antonin Scalia & Bryan A. Garner, Reading Law: The Interpretation of Legal Texts (West Academic 

Publishing, 2012), pp. 345-378. 
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Case Law 2: K.P. Varghese v. Income Tax Officer, Ernakulam13 

Background: The Income Tax Act said that if a person sold property for less than its "fair market value", the 

difference could be taxed as income. But the exact words of the law were confusing and very broad. The 

government argued: "We can tax anyone selling property below market value, even if it's a genuine, honest sale." 

Mr. K.P. Varghese sold his house honestly at a lower price, no black money, no fraud, but the tax officer still tried 

to tax him on the difference. 

Issue: Whether, under Section 52(2) of the Income Tax Act, 1961 (as it then stood), the ITO could substitute 

FMV instead of actual consideration without proof that the assessee received extra money (understatement or 

concealment). The literal text seemed very harsh and broad. The issue: Was the law meant to tax honest sales too? 

Or only fraudulent under-the-table sales meant to avoid taxes? 

Decision: The Court looked into legislative history. They reviewed Budget speeches, committee reports, and the 

purpose behind the law. They found that Parliament was targeting only dishonest or fraudulent transactions, not 

genuine sales. The Finance Minister had also explained this during debates. This case is a classic example of 

precedence of purpose over text.14 "The law must be interpreted in line with its object and purpose. Only dishonest, 

under-valued sales to avoid tax should be taxed, not honest transactions." So, K.P. Varghese won, and honest 

taxpayers were protected. 

Key Holdings: Mere fact that the declared price is less than FMV is not enough. Burden of proof is on the Income 

Tax Department to show actual understatement. Section 52(2) cannot be used arbitrarily to substitute the FMV 

for declared sale consideration without evidence. Honest transactions should not be penalized merely because 

FMV is higher than the declared sale price 

In India, courts often use legislative history (like speeches, reports, budget discussions) to make sure laws are 

interpreted fairly and according to the spirit of Parliament, not just the dry words.15 The Supreme Court used the 

speech of the Finance Minister during the introduction of the bill in Parliament to understand the purpose of 

Section 52(2) of the Income Tax Act. 

 

Case Law 3: R.M.D. Chamarbaugwala v. Union of India16 

Background: The Supreme Court of India dealt with the issue of whether certain competitions involving skill 

and chance constituted "trade and commerce" under Article 19(1)(g) and whether such activities were protected 

by the Constitution. 

Key Point: The Court referred to the Constituent Assembly Debates to interpret the meaning and scope of "trade 

and commerce" in the context of Article 301 and Article 19(1)(g) of the Constitution. It observed that the framers 

did not intend for activities that are essentially gambling or lacking substantial skill to be protected under the 

constitutional right to carry on trade or business.17 

Decision: Competitions where success depends substantially on skill fall under the ambit of "trade and commerce" 

and are protected under Article 19(1)(g). On the other hand, competitions that are essentially gambling in nature 

(i.e., games of chance) are not protected under this right. The Court used Constituent Assembly Debates as an aid 

to constitutional interpretation to discern the intent behind the terms "trade and commerce" and to distinguish 

legitimate business activities from those considered undesirable or harmful to public welfare.18 

 

Case Law 4: Bangalore Water Supply and Sewerage Board v. A. Rajappa19 

Background: The Supreme Court delivered a landmark judgment interpreting the definition of "industry" under 

Section 2(j) of the Industrial Disputes Act, 1947. 

Key Points of the Judgment: 

1. Broad Definition of "Industry": The Court adopted a wide and inclusive interpretation of the term "industry", 

encompassing nearly all organized activities where employers and employees collaborate to produce goods or 

services, irrespective of profit motive. 

2. Triple Test Laid Down: Justice Krishna Iyer set out a "triple test" to determine what constitutes an industry 

are Systematic activity, Cooperation between employer and employee, and Production/distribution of goods or 

services to satisfy human wants or wishes (not spiritual or religious in nature). 

 
13 (1981) 4 SCC 173. 
14 V.N. Shukla, Constitution of India (13th ed., Eastern Book Company, 2017), pp. 567-589. 
15 Durga Das Basu, Commentary on the Constitution of India (8th ed., LexisNexis, 2011), Vol. 2, pp. 1234-1267. 
16 (1957) SCR 930. 
17 Granville Austin, The Indian Constitution: Cornerstone of a Nation (Oxford University Press, 1966), pp. 189-

212. 
18 Subhash C. Kashyap, Our Constitution: An Introduction to India's Constitution and Constitutional Law (5th 

ed., National Book Trust, 2011), pp. 234-256. 
19 (1978) 2 SCC 213. 
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3. Inclusion of Welfare Services: The judgment included educational institutions, hospitals, and charitable 

organizations under the scope of "industry", provided they satisfied the triple test. 

4. Exclusions: The Court clarified that purely religious or spiritual institutions, sovereign functions of the State 

(like defense or police), and domestic service were not industries. 

5. Historical & Legislative Context: The Court examined the historical background of the Industrial Disputes 

Act, earlier case laws, and legislative intent, especially the inadequacies in the definition of "industry" before this 

judgment. The analysis was aimed at avoiding narrow interpretations that excluded many sectors.20 

Industrial Relations Code, 2020 – Statutory Definition 

Section 2(p) of the Industrial Relations Code, 2020. Key changes are as follows: 

Excludes: Institutions engaged in charitable, social or philanthropic service (unless they employ 10 or more 

persons and are not purely religious or spiritual), Sovereign functions of the government, including armed forces, 

police, and prisons and Domestic service. 

Includes: Any business, trade, manufacture or service (with employees) and Explicit inclusion of activities for 

profit or not for profit (if they meet certain criteria) 

It aimed to narrow the coverage compared to Bangalore Water Supply, especially for charitable organizations and 

educational and medical institutions (unless large-scale and organized). The objective was to reduce compliance 

burden on small non-commercial entities and to codify exclusions that were judicially debated earlier.21 

 

Comparative Analysis: Bangalore Water Supply vs. Industrial Relations Code 2020 

Aspect Bangalore Water Supply (1978) Industrial Relations Code, 2020 

Source Judicial interpretation Statutory definition 

Scope Very broad Moderately narrowed 

Profit Motive Not necessary Not necessary, but subject to conditions 

Charitable Institutions Included if triple test met 
Excluded (unless employing 10+ and not purely 

spiritual) 

Sovereign Functions Excluded Explicitly excluded 

Domestic Service Excluded Excluded 

Impact Brought many sectors under "industry" Reduced scope for certain sectors 

 

Case Law 5: RBI v. Peerless General Finance and Investment Co. Ltd.22 

Facts: Peerless General Finance was running Recurring Deposit Schemes where small investors deposited 

amounts periodically and received lump sums after a fixed period. The Reserve Bank of India (RBI), under its 

regulatory powers, issued Directions in 1977 to regulate Non-Banking Financial Companies (NBFCs), including 

how they should run such deposit schemes. Peerless challenged the RBI's directions, arguing that they went 

beyond the scope of the RBI Act, 1934 and the Companies Act, 1956, and that their scheme was being unfairly 

restricted 

Issue: How should courts interpret statutes, through plain language or legislative history and Was the RBI 

authorized to issue such binding directions under the RBI Act, and could it regulate the deposit schemes of 

companies like Peerless? 

Decision: The RBI's directions were upheld. The Court held that RBI was acting within its powers as a regulator 

of the financial system to protect public interest. On interpretation, the Court made a significant observation: 

"Interpretation must depend on the text and the context. They are the bases of interpretation. One may well say if 

the text is the texture, context is what gives the color. Neither can be ignored... Legislative history and other aids 

are secondary. They are meant to clear ambiguities, not create them."23 

Key Principles: The plain and natural meaning of the language used in a statute must prevail. While external aids 

like legislative history and policy background may be considered to understand the context, they cannot override 

the clear and unambiguous language of the law. Legislative history and other external aids are permissible but 

secondary tools of interpretation. Judges should not insert or delete words in the statute to suit presumed legislative 

intent. Courts should start with the textual reading of the statute. Only if ambiguity remains may they resort to 

external aids like parliamentary debates, reports, or preambles.24 

 
20 P.L. Malik, Industrial Law (3rd ed., Eastern Book Company, 2009), Vol. 1, pp. 456-489. 
21 Ministry of Labour and Employment, Industrial Relations Code, 2020: A Commentary (Government of India 

Press, 2020), pp. 67-89. 
22 (1987) 1 SCC 424. 
23 Justice G.P. Singh, Principles of Statutory Interpretation (13th ed., LexisNexis, 2012), pp. 78-102. 
24 Maxwell, On the Interpretation of Statutes (12th ed., Sweet & Maxwell, 1969), pp. 234-267. 
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Case Law 6: Union of India v. H.S. Dhillon25 

Facts: The case challenged the Constitutionality of the Wealth Tax Act, 1957 as it applied to agricultural land. 

H.S. Dhillon, a landowner, argued that Parliament did not have the power to impose wealth tax on agricultural 

land, as taxation of agricultural income and property falls under the State List (Entry 49) of the Seventh Schedule. 

The Union of India argued that since Entry 49 of the State List only dealt with land revenue and taxes on 

agricultural land, and since wealth tax was not explicitly covered under the State or Concurrent List, Parliament 

had the residuary power under Article 248 and Entry 97 of the Union List. 

Key Point: The Supreme Court referred to the Constituent Assembly Debates and legislative history to interpret 

the scope of taxation powers under Article 248 and Entry 97 of the Union List. 

Decision: The Supreme Court upheld the validity of the Wealth Tax Act as it applied to agricultural land. The 

Court ruled that Parliament has the power to impose taxes not mentioned in the State or Concurrent Lists by virtue 

of Article 248 and Entry 97 of the Union List. The Court also emphasized that residuary powers include taxation 

powers, and taxes not enumerated elsewhere fall within Parliament's domain. It held that Parliament has exclusive 

power to make laws with respect to any matter not enumerated in the State List or the Concurrent List, under 

Article 248 read with Entry 97 of the Union List. To interpret the scope of these residuary taxation powers, the 

Court referred to the Constituent Assembly Debates and the legislative history, affirming that residuary powers 

include the power to levy taxes not mentioned in either the State or Concurrent Lists.26 

 

Case Law 7: State of West Bengal v. Union of India27 

Key Point: In this landmark case, the Supreme Court of India examined the nature of the Indian Constitution's 

federal structure and the extent of legislative powers between the Union and the States. A significant aspect of the 

Court's reasoning involved referencing the Constituent Assembly Debates to interpret the intentions behind the 

distribution of legislative powers under the Constitution. The State of West Bengal challenged the constitutional 

validity of the Coal Bearing Areas (Acquisition and Development) Act, 1957, arguing that it infringed on the 

state's rights and violated the federal principles embedded in the Constitution. 

Issue: Whether the Union of India had the authority to enact laws affecting state-owned property without the 

consent of the concerned state, and whether this contravened the federal nature of the Indian Constitution. 

Court's Use of Constituent Assembly Debates: The Supreme Court referred extensively to Constituent 

Assembly Debates to analyze the intent of the framers regarding the division of powers. The Court noted that 

while the Indian Constitution does have federal features, it is not a classical federation like the United States but 

rather a quasi-federal structure with a strong center. The Assembly debates indicated a deliberate decision to 

ensure central dominance in legislative matters in certain circumstances.28 

Judgment: The Supreme Court upheld the Act, affirming the supremacy of the Union legislature in matters 

involving national interest and central legislation, even if it affected state property. This case is a cornerstone in 

understanding India's quasi-federal character. It underscores the judiciary's willingness to use Constituent 

Assembly Debates as a tool of constitutional interpretation. It reinforced the notion that the Union has overriding 

legislative powers under specific circumstances, particularly in matters of national interest. 

 

Case Law 8: Mysore State Electricity Board v. Bangalore Woollen, Cotton and Silk Mills Ltd.29 

Facts: Bangalore Woollen, Cotton and Silk Mills Ltd. was a consumer of electricity supplied by the Mysore State 

Electricity Board (MSEB). A dispute arose regarding the rate of electricity charges and the authority of the 

Electricity Board to revise tariffs and enforce them retrospectively. The Mills challenged the Board's power to 

revise rates unilaterally without regard to pre-existing contracts. 

Issues: Whether the Electricity Board had the statutory authority under the Electricity (Supply) Act, 1948 to revise 

tariffs unilaterally, whether such revised tariffs could override existing contractual obligations and what role 

legislative history plays in interpreting the scope and duties of the Electricity Board under the Act? 

Arguments: The Board contended that it had the right under Section 49 of the Electricity (Supply) Act to fix 

uniform tariffs and that such statutory power could override private contracts. The Mills argued that the Board 

was bound by existing agreements and could not unilaterally impose higher charges. 

Judgment: The Hon’ble Bench consisted of Justice Gajendragadkar, Justice Wanchoo, and Justice Gupta. The 

Supreme Court held in favor of the Electricity Board. The Court emphasized that Section 49 of the Electricity 

(Supply) Act, 1948, granted the Board broad powers to supply electricity on such terms and conditions as it 

 
25 (1972) 2 SCC 779. 
26 A.G. Noorani, Constitutional Questions in India: The President, Parliament and the States (Oxford University 

Press, 2000), pp. 234-256. 
27 (1963) AIR SC 1241. 
28 D.D. Basu, Introduction to the Constitution of India (22nd ed., LexisNexis, 2015), pp. 456-489. 
29 AIR 1963 SC 1128. 
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thought fit, including the power to revise tariffs. The Court interpreted the provision in light of the legislative 

history and the overall scheme of the Act, noting that the purpose of the legislation was to ensure efficient and 

economic development of electricity supply, not to bind the Board indefinitely to prior contracts.30 

Key Legal Principle: Legislative history can be used as an interpretative aid in understanding the intention of 

Parliament, especially when interpreting a statute that lays out the rights and duties of public utilities like the 

Electricity Board. The statutory powers of the Board under the Electricity (Supply) Act, 1948 prevail over 

individual contractual arrangements when necessary to fulfill the broader public interest and statutory objectives.31 

 

II. Conclusion 
Legislative history is the "story behind the law", courts use it carefully to ensure justice and reflect true 

Parliamentary intent. Indian courts do allow legislative history as an external aid but only when the language of 

the statute is ambiguous. Courts maintain that such history cannot override the clear words of a statute.32 

 
30 Avtar Singh, Introduction to Legal Method (2nd ed., Wadhwa & Co., 2006), pp. 123-145. 
31 P.M. Bakshi, The Constitution of India (12th ed., Universal Law Publishing, 2018), pp. 567-589. 
32 Justice V.R. Krishna Iyer, Social Justice: Sunset or Dawn? (Eastern Book Company, 1987), pp. 89-112. 


