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LEGOL AND THE ELECTRONIC HOME LAWYER

LEGOL, a linguistic system being developed at the London School of Economics, points the way to
provision of a home legal information facility. Almost every British home now possesses a one-way
electronic device known as a TV set. Soon almost every British home will also possess a two-way
electronic device of a similar kind (some aready do). This will be not just a receiver of signals, but a
transmitter too. It will enable the householder to engage in did ogue with entities outside. Thetelephone
does that, but its user needs someone else at the other end. This device will be linked only to computer
programs and computer-stored information. It will answer the householder's requests for information,
whether of ageneral kind or related to him personally, by aresponsein oral form (using voice simulation
techniques), or in transient written form (words on a TV -type screen), or in permanent written form (by
means of a built-in printer).

The present facilities

We are aready some way towards this position. A small proportion of householders possess Prestel sets
using a British Telecom service linked to the telephone network. They can bring up on their screens
information prepared by specialist companies. Inthe case of legal information thismostly consists of brief
summaries of recent Acts and cases, and does not claim to be self-sufficient even for lawyers. More
ambitious are services like Lexis and Eurolex, which offer full-text retrieval. Useful as these are, they
provide no more information than already exists in printed form (even if much of it may be difficult and
time-consuming to find without this aid). In no way do any of these facilities displace the need for lega
expertiseon the part of theuser. To understand how LEGOL and similar projectsmight in theend achieve
this displacement, we need first to consider briefly the nature of the expertise, and why at present it is
needed.

Law consists of alarge number of verbal formulations. Some of these are commands made by, or under
the authority of, Parliament. Some are specific expositionsddivered by judgesin relation to casesin court.

Some are general expositions by text writers. All share one attribute. The person who wishes to
understand and apply them needs specia knowledge and skill to enable him to do so correctly. Heneeds
an expertiseto know which are the relevant texts, and how to find them. He needs an expertiseto evaluate
the texts, so that he can assess the authority and weight to be attached to each. He needs an expertise to
interpret them, and to reconcile them when they areinconsistent. Finally he needs an expertiseto copewith
problems that too-frequently arise when in the end the texts do not supply a clear-cut answer.

LEGOL confrontsall thesetasks. If itsultimate aimis achieved, many of them will become superfluous.
Others the citizen will be able to perform by himself, without need of an expertise.

The LEGOL project

Theresearch project known as LEGOL beganin 1974. Itsoriginslie outsidethelaw, intheinvestigation
of problems of computer application in the field of administration. It draws upon various disciplines
relating to logic, language and computing. Ronald Stamper, in charge of the project sinceitsinception, isa
systemsanalyst. The close connection of statute law with many types of administrative system quickly led
hisresearch team to direct attention to that topic. The project then becameinter- disciplinary. Problems of
terminology arose.

In Britain, if not elsewhere, law has traditionally been regarded (at least by lawyers) as a branch of the
liberal arts. Lawyersdislikejargon when it isnot their own. Particularly do they dislike the new-fangled




jargon of the social sciences. Add the complications of computer language (with which LEGOL is
necessarily involved) and you have a prospect from which many lawyerswill want to avert their gaze. That
is why this article, addressed to lawyers, seeks to explain the LEGOL project (so far as it concerns the
drafting of legislation) while avoiding its jargon.

Theaim of thisarea of the project isto help the legidative draftsman ensure that hisdraft iscomplete, free
fromerror, and logically consistent. Only then can it be capable of application by computer technology in
adynamic (that isinteractive) way. The problem liesnot so much in theforminwhich a particular item of
legidlation isexpressed asin the content of theideasit seeksto convey. A schemeintended for computer
operation must be precise in its thinking. Once the computer goes beyond the mere function of
reproducing what is contained in law libraries already (which is all the present retrieval systems do) we
must replace woolly legislative notions with exact concepts. Only then can the amazing speed of the
computer (its only virtue) cometo our aid in a positive way.

Next, having designed aprecise legidative scheme, it is necessary to ensurethat thelega environmentitis
to operate within isequally precise. A component placed in an engine cannot work more effectively than
thewhole engine. Herewe encounter afamiliar difficulty of law reform. Thereisnoway of reforming the
whole legal system at one time. The worn-out engine of a car can be taken out and replaced in one
operation by a new engine. With the legal system we may put in a new sparking plug, or even a new
carburettor. What we cannot do is equip the system with awholly new engine overnight. At present the
LEGOL researchers are forced to ignore this problem. Solutions to it may in time suggest themselves.
Meanwhile LEGOL must consider alegislative proposal asif it could operatein isolation from everything
elsein the legal system.

Testing a legidative proposal

R. M. Crooks, a Ministry of Agriculture systems analyst on secondment to the LEGOL team, has just
completed a project report for the M.Sc. degree under the title "LEGOL as an aid for the drafting of
legidation". It is the firgt time the team have turned their attention to the creation, as opposed to the
operation, of statutelaw. The Crooksreport istherefore of considerableimportance (though Mr Crooksis
thefirst to admit that it is only a beginning).

Thereport isbased on an imaginary proposal for the drafting of aProtected TenanciesBill (which assumes
the existing law to give no more protection to tenants than is provided by contract). The 'drafting
instructions' are briefly expressed, in simple terms. The Bill is to apply to tenants under contractual
tenancies of unfurnished dwellingsin England and Wd es, wherethe annual rent does not exceed #500 and
the rateable value does not exceed #200. Its operation isto be twofold:-

(2) If the tenant is married and living with his or her spouse, then on the tenant's death the tenancy isto
passto the spouse (unless by written notice to the landlord the spouse disclaims within seven days).

(2) The same isto apply if the tenant deserts the spouse (except that the deserted spouse only becomes
bound on paying rent).

The report shows how the LEGOL technique (as so far developed) can reduce this proposal into aform
which can be tested and refined by a computer program. If rea legidation on atopic like this could be
produced in asimilar way, the means would exist by which acitizen with the equipment described above
could obtain immediate answers to his or her enquiries. (For example awoman recently widowed might
want to find out whether the landlord could evict her.)

At this point it becomes necessary to explain what the LEGOL techniqueis. It involves the use of a



specidly-invented language. A British Act of Parliament is expressed in legal English (ordinary English
interspersed with technical terms having a special meaning in law). The LEGOL technique begins by
expressing the subject matter of the legislative proposal in aprecisdy-structured form. This aimsto test
the legidlative proposal for logical consistency, for ambiguity and imprecision, and for likely effectsin
operation. It seeksto exposethe uncertainty that arisesfrom theinformality of ordinary language. All this
isdone by translating the proposal into the LEGOL language, correcting the deficienciesthereby exposed,
and then trandlating it back again. The LEGOL languageis continually being devel oped by theteam, and
still hasalong way to go beforeit is sophisticated enough to provide an equivalent for every dementina
legidative proposal. Postulating that the real world (upon which legislation must operate) consists of
‘entities, the LEGOL language embodies corresponding 'entities. Its contribution is to define them and
their interrelationships with greater logical rigour than natural language achieves.

Asultimately developed, LEGOL should equip the legidlative draftsman with atool with which totest and
refine his drafting instructions. Thiswill enable him to seek amplification of the instructions whereit is
shown tobeneeded. At alater stage he can usethetool to carry out similar tests on hisdraft. Thetool will
supplement the expertise, the common sense and the imagination the draftsman aready bringsto histask.
Thisis how it works.

LEGOL as a tool for the draftsman

LEGOL tdlsthe draftsman to begin by identifying therelevant entities. The easiest to deal with arethose
with aphysical existencein the real world. In the case of the Protected Tenancies Bill they are persons
(when not bodies corporate) and buildings. Other entities are abstract, whether lega (‘tenancy’, 'spouse) or
other (‘tenant's death', 'living with'). The criteria for identifying them must be established in accordance
with the LEGOL technique.

Next come detailed instructions for defining the factors which are to be used for dividing entities of a
certain kind (e.g. 'buildings) between those that are significant for the purposes of the Bill (‘dwellings) and
those that are not. Many factors are specified - place, time and number having a particular importance.

All the factors are designed to ensure that there will be no doubt about whether at a particular time a
particular entity isor isnot withinthe Bill. This processthrows up many doubtswhich the draftsman will

need to resolve by consulting thoseinstructing him. (For exampleis'spouse' toinclude apolygamouswife,

or adivorced husband whose decree absolute has not yet come through?) The Crooks report identifiesno
less than 23 entities concealed in the exiguous 'instructions' for the Protected Tenancies Bill.

The LEGOL technique next turns the draftsman's attention to the relationships between the entities. For
this purpose the entities are divided into things, conditions and states. The technique aims to secure
precision in the way theseinteract, so far astheinteraction is operative within the meaning of the Bill. For
thispurposeit provides achecklist of necessary attributes for each thing, condition or state. If any attribute
ismissing or defective, then doubt as to the meaning of the Bill will result. Findly, by use of aLEGOL
interpreter converting the now refined concept into computer language, checks can be made and examples
worked out. Thesewill confirm the thoroughness and accuracy with which the LEGOL technique has been
applied, and aso illustrate the working of the legislative scheme in hypothetical real-life situations.

It will be seen that if thewording of aBill issuch that it can be computer-tested in thisway, it necessarily
followsthat the resulting Act will also bein aform suitablefor interactive treatment. Instead of trying out
dummy situations in order to test and display how the proposed legislation would work in practice, this
time the actual real-life situations can be fed into the computer. The widow faced with eviction, and
possessing the household equipment referred to at the beginning of thisarticle, will be ableto feed in her
own problem without expert help. Simply by answering the successive questions appearing on the screen
of her video terminal (thus giving the computer the facts of her own case) she will be provided with her
answer.

An electronic counsdllor?



From the point of view of the citizen, if not perhaps of the legal profession, the prospect opened up by
LEGOL isexciting. Thecitizen isrequired to obey thelaw. Ignorance of it, however excusable, is not
excused. Moreover ignorance of what has become dl-pervasive statutelaw can be aconsiderable handicap
in a person's business and private activities. To be able to interrogate a desk-top electronic counsellor
about one's income tax, or one's duty in respect of atraffic accident, or one'sright of recourse against a
recalcitrant travel agency, will be of distinct advantage. Thereisalong way to go beforethe entirebody of
law can be made available in this way, but a start has been made.

No doubt there will alwaysbe areaswhere ajudicia or administrative discretion must be exercised before
the definitive answer can be known. Here al the computer can do is provide the householder with
information on how, in thelight of relevant factors, the functionary entrusted with the discretionislikely to
decide. Information so made available might indeed influencethe decisionitsdf. After al thefunctionary
will have adesk- top terminal too!

Aswell asassisting theindividua citizen in thisway, linguistic techniques like LEGOL may be expected
toenhancethegeneral quality of law. Logical consistency and certainty of operation are not conspicuous
features of our present legal system, yet they are highly desirable. Use, for example, of 'entities tested and
refined in expression by the LEGOL technique need not be confined to the Act for which they were
devised. Anentity of general application (as many are) becomes avail able to be used over and over again
as required in subsequent legislation. In time the availability of what might be called prefabricated
legidative units will shorten and simplify the drafting process, as well as furthering consistency of
treatment in the law generaly.

[Published in GUARDIAN GAZETTE 25 November 1981 17 December.]



