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The Doctrine of Purposive Interpretation: Strengthening
Market Regulation under the Competition Act, 2002
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Abstract- The doctrine of purposive interpretation has
become one of the most important principles of modern
statutory interpretation, especially in economic and
regulatory legislations. In a rapidly developing economy,
laws regulating markets and business activities must be
interpreted in a manner that fulfills their objectives rather
than being restricted to literal meanings. The Competition
Act, 2002 was enacted with the primary purpose of
Ppreventing anti-competitive practices, promoting fair
competition, protecting consumer interests, and ensuring
freedom of trade in Indian markets.” Since competition law
deals with complex economic realities, courts and
regulatory authorities frequently adopt purposive
interpretation to achieve the broader objectives of the
legislation. This paper critically examines the doctrine of
purposive interpretation and its role in strengthening
market regulation under the Competition Act, 2002. It
analyses judicial approaches, landmark decisions, and the
role of the Competition Commission of India in applying
purposive interpretation while addressing issues such as
abuse of dominant position, cartelization, anti-competitive
agreements, and mergers. The paper further evaluates how
purposive interpretation contributes to consumer welfare,
economic efficiency, and market stability while also
discussing challenges and criticisms associated with
Jjudicial discretion in economic laws.

L. INTRODUCTION

Statutory interpretation is an essential function of the
judiciary. Courts are often required to interpret laws to
resolve ambiguities and ensure proper implementation
of legislative intent. Traditionally, courts relied
heavily on literal interpretation, where words were
interpreted according to their ordinary meaning.
However, with the growth of welfare legislation and
economic regulation, literal interpretation often
proved insufficient to achieve the purpose behind the
law.? As a result, purposive interpretation emerged as
a modern approach that focuses on the object and
intention of the legislation.

The doctrine of purposive interpretation allows judges

to look beyond the plain meaning of statutory words
and interpret laws in a manner that advances
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the purpose for which the legislation was enacted. This
approach has become particularly significant in
competition law because economic activities and
market structures continuously evolve. Business
practices in digital markets, e-commerce platforms,
multinational corporations, and technological sectors
create situations that lawmakers may not have
specifically anticipated at the time of drafting
legislation. Therefore, rigid literal interpretation may
weaken the effectiveness of competition law.

The Competition Act, 2002 replaced the Monopolies
and Restrictive Trade Practices Act, 1969 with the
objective of promoting healthy competition in Indian
markets.> The Act established the Competition
Commission of India (CCI) to regulate anti-
competitive conduct and ensure consumer welfare.*
Courts and tribunals interpreting the Act have
frequently adopted purposive interpretation to ensure
that the objectives of the legislation are effectively
achieved.

1L RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this research paper are:

1. To examine the doctrine of purposive
interpretation in statutory interpretation.

2. To analyse the role of purposive interpretation
under the Competition Act, 2002.

3. To study important judicial decisions applying
purposive interpretation in competition law.

4. To evaluate the effectiveness of purposive
interpretation in strengthening market regulation.

5. To analyse the relationship between purposive
interpretation and consumer welfare.

6. To examine the challenges associated with
purposive interpretation in economic legislation.

1. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This research paper is doctrinal in nature and is
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primarily based on secondary  sources.
Various
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statutes, judicial decisions, books, legal journals,
articles, government reports, and online legal
databases have been referred to while preparing this
study. Analytical and descriptive methods have been
adopted to critically examine the role of purposive
interpretation under the Competition Act, 2002.

Iv. MEANING AND EVOLUTION OF
PURPOSIVE INTERPRETATION

Purposive interpretation refers to the method of
interpreting statutes by considering the legislative
purpose behind the enactment rather than merely
focusing on the literal meaning of words.® The doctrine
seeks to ensure that the interpretation adopted by
courts fulfills the broader social, economic, and legal
objectives of the legislation.

The doctrine developed primarily because literal
interpretation often led to unjust or impractical
outcomes. Courts realised that rigid interpretation
could sometimes defeat the purpose for which the law
was enacted. Therefore, judges began considering
legislative intent, policy objectives, and social context
while interpreting statutes.

In modern legal systems, purposive interpretation has
become especially important in welfare and economic
legislations. Laws regulating labour, taxation,
environmental protection, and competition require
flexible interpretation because they deal with changing
social and economic realities.

OVERVIEW OF THE COMPETITION ACT,
2002

The Competition Act, 2002 was enacted to promote
and sustain competition in Indian markets. It replaced
the MRTP Act, 1969, which was considered
inadequate in addressing modern economic
challenges.

The objectives of the Competition Act include:
e Preventing practices having adverse effects on
competition.

e Promoting and sustaining competition in
markets.
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e Protecting consumer interests.
e Ensuring freedom of trade carried out by
participants in markets.

The Act prohibits anti-competitive agreements, abuse
of dominant position, and combinations causing
appreciable adverse effect on competition.

VL NEED FOR PURPOSIVE
INTERPRETATION IN COMPETITION
LAW

Competition law deals with economic concepts that
are broad and dynamic. Terms such as “dominant
position,” “market power,” “consumer welfare,” and
“appreciable adverse effect on competition” cannot
always be interpreted literally because their meanings
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depend on market conditions and economic realities.’

A literal approach may allow corporations to exploit
loopholes and avoid liability despite engaging in anti-
competitive conduct. Therefore, purposive
interpretation becomes necessary to ensure that the
law effectively regulates markets.

Purposive interpretation allows courts and regulators
to address modern challenges such as:

e Digital market dominance

e Algorithmic pricing

e Platform monopolies

e Data control by technology companies
o Cross-border anti-competitive practices

VIL JUDICIAL APPROACH TOWARDS
PURPOSIVE INTERPRETATION

7.1 Competition Commission of India v. Steel
Authority of India Ltd.

In this case, the Supreme Court emphasised the
importance of interpreting the Competition Act in a
manner that promotes fair competition and achieves
the objectives of economic regulation.® The Court
recognised the special role of the Competition
Commission in protecting market competition.

7.2 Excel Crop Care Ltd. v. Competition
Commission of India
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This landmark case involved cartelisation and anti-
competitive agreements. The Supreme Court adopted
a purposive interpretation while determining penalties
under the Competition Act.’

The Court held that penalties should serve the purpose
of deterrence and market discipline. A narrow
interpretation of penalty provisions would weaken the
effectiveness of competition law.

7.3 Belaire Owners’ Association v. DLF Limited

In this important case, the Competition Commission of
India held that DLF abused its dominant position in
the real estate market The Commission adopted a
purposive approach while analysing dominance and
consumer exploitation.

The decision expanded the understanding of market
power and highlighted the importance of protecting
consumers from unfair business practices.

VIIL PURPOSIVE INTERPRETATION AND

CONSUMER WELFARE

Consumer welfare is one of the central objectives of
competition law. Through purposive interpretation,
courts and regulatory authorities ensure that market
competition ultimately benefits consumers.

Purposive interpretation helps:

e Prevent unfair pricing

e Promote product quality

e Encourage innovation

o Ensure market efficiency
e Protect consumer choice

Without purposive interpretation, large corporations
could exploit technical loopholes and undermine
competition, ultimately harming consumers.

IX. PURPOSIVE INTERPRETATION IN
DIGITAL MARKETS

The rise of digital platforms has created new
challenges for competition law. Technology
companies often dominate markets through data
control, network effects, and platform economies.
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Traditional literal interpretation may not adequately
address:

e Algorithmic pricing

e Data monopolies

e Platform dominance

o Predatory digital strategies

Purposive  interpretation  enables  competition
authorities to regulate these emerging practices
effectively while preserving market fairness.

X. CHALLENGES AND CRITICISM

Despite its advantages, purposive interpretation is not
free from criticism.

10.1 Judicial Overreach

Critics argue that purposive interpretation may allow
judges to exceed legislative boundaries and effectively
create new law.

10.2 Legal Uncertainty

Broad interpretation may reduce predictability for
businesses and investors, creating uncertainty in
commercial transactions.

10.3 Balancing Economic Freedom

Courts must ensure that purposive interpretation does
not discourage legitimate business growth and
innovation.

XI. SUGGESTIONS

1. Greater clarity should be provided in competition
law provisions.

2. Judicial training in economic analysis should be
strengthened.

3. Competition authorities should adopt balanced
approaches between regulation and business
freedom.

4. Consumer-centric interpretation should continue to
guide competition law enforcement.

5. Collaboration between legal experts and
economists should be encouraged.
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XII. CONCLUSION

The doctrine of purposive interpretation plays a vital
role in strengthening market regulation under the
Competition Act, 2002. By focusing on legislative
objectives and economic realities, courts and
regulatory authorities ensure that competition law
remains effective in a rapidly changing market
environment.

Purposive interpretation enables flexible and dynamic
application of competition law while protecting
consumer interests and promoting fair competition.
Landmark judicial decisions demonstrate that
purposive interpretation has significantly contributed
to effective market regulation in India.

In the era of globalization and digital economies,
purposive interpretation has become indispensable for
addressing anti-competitive  practices.
Although concerns regarding judicial discretion and

modern

legal uncertainty remain, the benefits of purposive
interpretation in achieving economic justice and
market efficiency outweigh its limitations. Therefore,
purposive interpretation continues to serve as a
powerful tool in ensuring the successful
implementation of competition law in India.
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