Lingua inglese giuridica 

Alison Riley: Vocabulary in the Law


Vocabulary in the law

Observations: did you discover that all the 20 words given have a specific legal meaning? 

In fact, many words with specific legal meanings are already familiar to us, because they are part of our general English vocabulary. 

Law terms also found in everyday language may have:


legal meaning(s) related to, but more specialised than, their meaning(s) in general English; or
legal meaning(s) completely different from their meaning(s) in general English.
This means that in a legal context, we should always be ‘suspicious’ about the meaning and use of vocabulary: is an ‘ordinary’ word which we find in a text really a law term, with specific legal meaning? If so, how can we best discover its meaning, and understand and learn the term precisely from the legal point of view?  

Study the legal meaning of the 20 terms given below, and decide whether this meaning is related to or completely different from the general English meanings you already know. 

Advocate – the term advocate describes an expert in advocacy: i.e. an expert in presenting and arguing cases in court proceedings on behalf of one of the parties. In Scottish terminology, lawyers are called advocates.  In the English legal system the type of lawyer specialised in advocacy is called a barrister.

Case – in law, a case is a trial, or other legal enquiry; it is also a set of legal circumstances.

Claim – a party that makes a civil claim presents a legal request to a court to determine a matter

Contract – a contract is an agreement between two or more parties that creates legal rights and duties for each of them.

Convention – a convention is another name for a treaty, or pact: it is a written agreement between states or other international subjects that creates legal obligations between them e.g. the European Convention on Human Rights.

Criminal (adj.) relating to crime, e.g. criminal law: the branch of the law relating to crime; (noun) a criminal (or offender) is a person who has committed a crime (or offence).

Crown – the Crown is the monarch or monarchy, in the capacity of head of state or as an institution representing the state.

Force – in international law, force may be defined as ‘aggressive policy involving coercion through acts or threats of action by economic, military or political means against the political independence or territorial integrity of a state’ Dictionary of International and Comparative Law, Jmaes R.Fox.

Freedom of movement – the EC Treaty establishes four freedoms of movement which are basic to the functioning of the common market and are guaranteed by Community law: freedom of movement of goods, persons, capital and services.  

Judge – a judge is a public official with authority to hear and decide disputes brought before a court for decision.

Jury – a jury is a body of (12) persons who decide the facts of a case (usually criminal) and give a decision that the person accused of the crime is guilty or not guilty.

Justice – as a concept, justice is the moral ideal of being right, just; in relation to a claim, etc. it is the quality of being reasonable, justifiable or right; a justice is a judge in a court of law, esp. in American English.

Land – the most important form of property: it is the part of the earth’s surface which it is possible to own, and includes the air above it, soil below it, trees, buildings etc. on it. 

Offer – a contract is formed when an offer made by one party to enter a legally binding agreement is accepted by the other.

Party – each of the sides involved in a legal dispute is a party to the case; each of the sides that concludes a contract is a party to the contract, also called a contracting party; in international law, a High Contracting Party is a state that has concluded an agreement by treaty.

Promisee – one of two parties to a promise which forms the basis of a contract: the promisee is the party who receives and accepts the promise made by the other party.

Source – a source of law is the origin of a valid legal rule within a particular legal system e.g. legislation is a primary source of English law.

Suit – a law suit is sometimes used as another name for legal action in a civil case (it was originally only used for cases involving a particular area of English law called Equity, but is now used less specifically).

Trust – a trust is a particular type of property arrangement created by Equity in common law legal systems: under a trust, property is transferred from A (the settlor) to B (the legal owner and trustee) for the benefit of C (the beneficiary). The trust makes it possible for weak beneficiaries, such as minors, to have their property rights protected.

Will – a will is a written document (sometimes called ‘last will and testament’) where a person states their wishes for the disposal of their property after their death.

Conclusions and follow-up activity: As students of legal English, you need to become attentive to words and phrases and create a vocabulary system where you store specific terms, noting their meaning(s) and use in a legal context systematiclly. 

Think about how you can best organise your system for English legal vocabulary, to develop during the Legal English course. What books or materials do you need?  What system have you used before for foreign language vocabulary or for legal terminology in your own language? How does your system need modifying or integrating for English legal vocabulary? Bring your ideas to the next lesson for discussion.

A word about dictionaries: To help you reflect about appropriate instruments for your legal vocabulary system, use any dictionaries you currently have available, and see if you succeed in finding the specific legal meanings of the 20 terms above. 

This may include one or more of the following types of reference work: 

a bilingual dictionary (e.g. English-Italian translations); 

a monolingual learners’ dictionary (written for foreign students of the language, with definitions and examples in English); 

a monolingual English dictionary (all in English, intended for native speakers of the language); 

an English law dictionary (English explanations of law terms);

a bilingual law dictionary (e.g. English-Italian translations/explanations).

What advantages or limitations have you noted? 
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