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An Inquiry into the Development of
Expert Systems in Legal Reasoning
Trevor K. Sheeley

Department of Computer Science, University of Northern lowa

Computer programs have been applied to law for a number of applications,
ranging from unrefined information retrieval to sophisticated legal reasoning. Thé latter
is achieved by applying artificial intelligence. There are many appealing reasons for the
choice of legal reasoning as an arena for artificial intelligence. First, the domain of law
has a tendency to analyze its own reasoning process (Rissland 1988). This provides a
good basis for expert systems scientists, whose first task in any domain is to discover
how the experts think. Second, law is an interesting domain for artificial intelligence
because legal events occupy a unique niche between phenomena that can be explained by
deduction, and the happenings of less formal realms, such as common sense, which
suggest few discernable patterns. Hence, coming to a better understanding of how to
model the legal domain will provide a significant step toward finding patterns in
phenomena heretofore evasive of human understanding (Ashley 1990). While the field
of artificial intelligence benefits in these and other ways from studying law, legal
professionals are the recipients of the obvious benefits provided by intelligent assistants.
One day, human legal experts and their artificial assistants will work side by side to
interpret legal situations.

The first goal of this paper is to review some of the steps necessary in developing
a system that reasons effectively in some domain of law. The paper will begin by
addressing the issues of domain selection, domain analysis and knowledge acquisition,

knowledge representation, and selection of an inference method. After presenting a brief
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