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reading law the interpretation of legal texts antonin scalia is a fundamental work that
reshaped the understanding of statutory interpretation in American jurisprudence. This book,
authored by the late Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia and co-written with Bryan A. Garner,
presents a comprehensive approach to interpreting legal texts grounded in originalism and
textualism. It challenges more flexible or subjective methods of interpretation by emphasizing the
importance of adhering to the text’s ordinary meaning as understood at the time of enactment. The
principles outlined in this work have influenced not only judicial decision-making but also legal
scholarship and practice. This article explores the core concepts, interpretative tools, and the broader
impact of Scalia’s methodology in reading law. The discussion will cover the background of the book,
its key doctrines, interpretative canons, and critiques, providing a detailed overview of its significance
in legal interpretation.
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Background and Context of Reading Law
The book Reading Law: The Interpretation of Legal Texts was published in 2012 and represents a
collaborative effort between Justice Antonin Scalia and legal scholar Bryan A. Garner. The text serves
as an authoritative guide on how judges, lawyers, and scholars should approach the interpretation of
statutes, constitutions, and other legal documents. Scalia’s judicial philosophy—rooted in textualism
and originalism—forms the foundation for the arguments presented. This context is crucial because it
contrasts with more purposive or pragmatic approaches that often incorporate legislative history or
policy outcomes.

Justice Antonin Scalia’s Judicial Philosophy
Justice Scalia was a prominent advocate for textualism, a method that insists on interpreting legal
texts based solely on their ordinary meaning at the time they were enacted. His philosophy rejected
the use of legislative intent or extrinsic materials when interpreting statutes. Instead, Scalia
emphasized that the law must be read as written, ensuring predictability and restraint in judicial
decision-making. This approach was designed to maintain the separation of powers by limiting judicial
discretion.



The Role of Bryan A. Garner
Bryan A. Garner, an esteemed legal lexicographer and editor of Black’s Law Dictionary, brought
linguistic precision and clarity to the book. His expertise in legal writing and interpretation
complements Scalia’s judicial insights, making Reading Law a practical manual as well as a theoretical
treatise. Together, their collaboration bridges the gap between judicial theory and applied legal
interpretation.

Core Principles of Scalia’s Interpretative Approach
At the heart of Reading Law is a set of guiding principles that define how legal texts should be
interpreted. Scalia and Garner argue that interpretation starts with the text itself, focusing on the
ordinary meaning of the words, the context within the statute, and the structure of the legal
framework. These principles are designed to promote consistency and objectivity in legal
interpretation.

Textualism and Ordinary Meaning
One of the fundamental tenets is that words in a legal text must be given their ordinary meaning
unless the context indicates otherwise. This principle requires interpreters to consider how a
reasonable person at the time of enactment would understand the language used. This guards
against injecting personal biases or policy preferences into the interpretation process.

Context and Structure
Scalia emphasized that words should not be read in isolation. The context within the statute and the
broader statutory scheme matter significantly. Understanding how different provisions relate to one
another and the overall statutory purpose helps clarify ambiguous terms without resorting to
legislative history. The internal coherence of the legal text is paramount.

Key Canons of Construction in Reading Law
Reading Law outlines a variety of interpretive canons—rules or maxims that guide judicial reading of
texts. These canons have long been part of legal tradition but are systematically explained and
endorsed by Scalia and Garner to support textualist interpretation. While some canons provide default
rules for ambiguity, others address specific linguistic and legal issues.

Examples of Important Canons

Expressio unius est exclusio alterius: The expression of one thing implies the exclusion of
others.

Noscitur a sociis: A word is known by the company it keeps, meaning words are interpreted in



relation to surrounding words.

Ejúsdem generis: General words following specific ones are limited to the same kind or class.

Rule Against Surplusage: Every word and phrase should be given effect, avoiding
interpretations that render parts of the text meaningless.

Presumption Against Implied Repeals: Later statutes do not repeal earlier statutes unless
explicitly stated.

Hierarchy and Application of Canons
Scalia and Garner also discuss how canons should be prioritized and applied. Canons are not rigid
rules but tools that work in harmony with textual analysis. They serve as aids when the text is
ambiguous or unclear but do not override the plain meaning of the text. This nuanced approach
respects the primacy of the written law while providing interpretive guidance.

Practical Application and Judicial Impact
The interpretive methodology advocated in Reading Law has had a profound impact on judicial
reasoning, particularly within the U.S. Supreme Court and other federal courts. The book provides a
clear framework for judges to resolve statutory ambiguities and constitutional questions by focusing
on legal texts rather than external materials.

Influence on Supreme Court Decisions
Justice Scalia’s tenure on the Supreme Court was marked by frequent citations to the principles later
codified in Reading Law. His opinions often underscored the importance of textualism and rejected
reliance on legislative history. The book’s principles have been adopted by other justices and legal
professionals seeking a disciplined approach to statutory interpretation.

Guidance for Legal Practitioners
Beyond the judiciary, Reading Law serves as a valuable resource for attorneys and legal scholars. It
clarifies how to draft, analyze, and argue based on legal texts. Its systematic presentation of canons
and interpretive strategies equips practitioners with tools to advocate effectively and anticipate
judicial reasoning.

Criticisms and Contemporary Relevance
While widely influential, the interpretive approach in Reading Law has also faced criticism. Some legal
scholars argue that strict textualism can lead to rigid or unjust outcomes by ignoring legislative intent
and broader policy considerations. Others contend that textualism underestimates the complexity of



language and statutory purpose.

Critiques of Textualism
Critics claim that focusing exclusively on the ordinary meaning of words neglects the dynamic and
evolving nature of language and law. They argue that legislative history and purpose provide
essential context that can prevent misinterpretation. Additionally, some suggest that textualism can
limit judicial flexibility needed in complex or unforeseen legal scenarios.

Enduring Significance in Legal Interpretation
Despite critiques, the principles articulated in Reading Law remain central to contemporary debates
about statutory and constitutional interpretation. The book’s emphasis on textual clarity,
predictability, and judicial restraint continues to resonate in legal circles. It challenges interpreters to
ground their analyses firmly in the written law, fostering consistency and respect for democratic
processes.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of Antonin Scalia's book 'Reading Law:
The Interpretation of Legal Texts'?
The book focuses on principles and methodologies for interpreting legal texts, emphasizing textualism
and originalism as key interpretive approaches.

How does Antonin Scalia define textualism in 'Reading Law'?
Scalia defines textualism as interpreting legal texts based on the ordinary meaning of the words at
the time of enactment, without considering legislative history or intent beyond the text itself.

What role does 'Reading Law' assign to legislative history in
interpreting statutes?
Scalia argues that legislative history should generally be disregarded in favor of the text's plain
meaning, as relying on legislative history can lead to subjective interpretations.

How does 'Reading Law' influence modern legal
interpretation?
The book has significantly influenced judges and legal scholars by providing a clear framework for
textualist interpretation, reinforcing a disciplined approach to reading statutes and constitutions.



What are the eight canons of interpretation discussed in
'Reading Law'?
The eight canons include textual canons like noscitur a sociis (meaning from associated words),
ejusdem generis (general words follow specific words), and substantive canons addressing context
and purpose, all aimed at clarifying legal text meaning.

Does 'Reading Law' support the use of originalism in
constitutional interpretation?
Yes, Scalia advocates for originalism, interpreting the Constitution based on the original public
meaning of its text at the time it was adopted.

How does Scalia's approach in 'Reading Law' differ from
purposivism?
Unlike purposivism, which emphasizes legislative intent and purpose, Scalia's textualism focuses
strictly on the text's ordinary meaning, limiting judges' discretion in interpretation.

What criticism does 'Reading Law' address regarding
textualism?
The book addresses criticisms that textualism can be rigid or ignore legislative purpose, arguing that
adhering to text prevents judicial overreach and maintains legal predictability.

Is 'Reading Law' considered a practical guide for judges?
Yes, 'Reading Law' serves as a practical manual for judges and legal practitioners by outlining clear
rules and principles for consistent and principled interpretation of legal texts.

Additional Resources
1. Reading Law: The Interpretation of Legal Texts by Antonin Scalia and Bryan A. Garner
This book provides a comprehensive guide to the principles and methodologies of statutory
interpretation as articulated by Justice Antonin Scalia. It emphasizes textualism, focusing on the
ordinary meaning of legal texts at the time of their enactment. The authors argue for a consistent and
principled approach to reading laws, rejecting judicial activism and emphasizing respect for legislative
intent.

2. Statutory Interpretation: General Principles and Recent Trends by Richard A. Posner
Posner explores the evolving landscape of statutory interpretation, discussing both traditional and
modern approaches. The book critiques textualism and purposivism, offering insights into how judges
balance competing interpretive methods. It is an essential read for understanding the practical
challenges judges face when interpreting legal texts.

3. Textualism and the Dead Hand: The Role of History in Interpretation by William N. Eskridge Jr.
This work examines the tension between historical context and textualist interpretation. Eskridge



discusses how historical understanding can inform or complicate the reading of legal texts,
questioning the limits of strictly textualist approaches. The book is a thoughtful analysis of how past
legislative intent interacts with contemporary judicial interpretation.

4. Interpreting Statutes: A Comparative Study by Peter Leyland
Leyland offers a comparative perspective on statutory interpretation across different legal systems.
The book highlights various interpretative techniques, including textualism, purposivism, and the use
of legislative history. It is valuable for understanding how legal interpretation varies internationally
and the implications for domestic jurisprudence.

5. The Rule of Law and the Role of Interpretation by Ronald Dworkin
Dworkin challenges purely textual approaches to legal interpretation, advocating for a moral reading
of legal texts. He argues that judges should interpret laws in light of principles of justice and fairness,
not just the literal text. This philosophical perspective contrasts with Scalia's textualism, providing a
broader context for debates on legal interpretation.

6. Legislative Intent and the Interpretation of Statutes by Kenneth A. Shepsle
Shepsle delves into the concept of legislative intent and its significance in statutory interpretation.
The book discusses the difficulties in ascertaining intent and critiques reliance on legislative history. It
provides a political science perspective on how laws should be read and understood by courts.

7. Purposivism and Its Critics edited by Stephen Gardbaum
This collection of essays debates purposivism, an interpretive approach that focuses on the purpose
behind legislation. Contributors explore the strengths and weaknesses of purposivism compared to
textualism, with some defending its use in constitutional and statutory interpretation. The volume is a
rich resource for understanding the interpretive schools of thought.

8. The Language of Statutes: Laws and Their Interpretation by Lawrence M. Solan
Solan investigates the linguistic aspects of legal texts, emphasizing how language shapes
interpretation. The book analyzes ambiguity, syntax, and semantics in statutes and how these factors
affect judicial reading. It bridges legal theory and linguistics, offering insights into the complexities of
reading laws.

9. Constitutional Interpretation: Textual Meaning, Original Understanding, and Judicial Review by Keith
E. Whittington
Whittington examines different methods of constitutional interpretation, including textualism,
originalism, and living constitutionalism. The book discusses the implications of these approaches for
judicial review and the rule of law. It provides a detailed overview of interpretive debates relevant to
understanding Scalia’s judicial philosophy.
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