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Foreword

This book is designed principally to cater for the needs of students who are
taking their first steps in the translation of legal English. Our aim has been to
provide readers with practical guidelines; the emphasis is on the identification
and solution of problems that actually arise in this area of specialized transla-
tion. With this in mind, we have grouped the contents into four main blocks,
each of which is further subdivided into two chapters. Blocks one and two pro-
vide a basic introduction to the linguistic and legal backgrounds; blocks three
and four suggest methodological approaches to this type of translation.

Block one (Chapters 1 and 2) deals with legal English as a linguistic system
and contains pointers to the leading features of that system. The main points
discussed are the ‘Plain English Campaign’, the stylistics of legal language, the
classification of legal vocabulary and the analysis of lexical vagueness and syn-
tactic ambiguity, with the needs of the translator uppermost throughout.

The second block (Chapters 3 and 4) is essentially an outline of the specific
features of the Anglo-American legal system. It also contains a brief account of
the differences between that system and the continental or ‘civil law’ systems
prevalent in most European countries. Among the matters dealt with are the
sources of law (common law, equity, statute law and case law), the court struc-
ture and the rules of procedure in civil, criminal and administrative cases.

Chapters 5 and 6, which comprise the third block, are devoted to questions
of translation method. Here the concept of text genre is first introduced and
explained, then applied to an exploration of written and oral genres, specialist
legal and professional genres such as judgements, contracts, wills or the exami-
nation of witnesses, academic genres like articles on the law published in
specialist journals, and popular genres with an indirect bearing on the law, such
as thrillers and courtroom dramas.

Finally, block four, made up of Chapters 7 and 8, completes the methodo-
logical picture with analysis of the linguistic and stylistic resources available
to the translator of legal texts. The issues covered in this section include the
need for awareness of semantic fields and collocations, ways of dealing with
problems of syntax (e.g. thematization, complex noun phrases in English, the
use of double conjunctions in legal phraseology), and the practical applica-
tion to legal translation of familiar techniques such as transposition, modulation
and expansion.

We would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge the generous help
with technical matters provided by Dr Frank Southworth of the School of Law
at the University of the West of England, Bristol. On countless occasions dur-
ing the writing of this book we have benefited from Dr Southworth’s invaluable
advice on matters of terminology and have drawn on his lengthy experience as



a barrister and part-time judge to refine on our comments on English law. Any
errors of legal definition or procedure that may have crept into the text are, of
course, entirely the responsibility of the authors and not of our adviser.

Enrique Alcaraz Vard
Brian Hughes

Alicante, Spain, 2002
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1. Some Pointers to the Linguistics of Legal
English |

1. Introduction: Legal English and the rise of
English for professional purposes

A few decades ago, any non-native speaker of English who progressed beyond
training in basic ‘communicative English’ would probably have been offered a
course on advanced grammar, vocabulary building and an introduction to some
at least of the classic authors of English and American literature. In the univer-
sities, the concentration on historical and cultural aspects of English would be
even greater, and most specialists would complete their degrees without having
taken much, or perhaps any, notice of the major role of English as the interna-
tional language of trade, marketing, tourism, legislation and policy-making. There
was even a certain consensus in academic circles that such matters were be-
neath the notice of teachers of English in institutions of higher learning, or that
they could be learned later if at all.

It would be easy to criticize this attitude as snobbish, impractical or mis-
guided, but to do so would be to overlook the radical change that has occurred
in very recent times in the role of universities. When the lines of demarcation
between the academy and the market were relatively clear, and the prospects of
long-term unemployment were, at least for graduates, comparatively rare, it was
natural enough that the people responsible for planning the syllabus of univer-
sity courses should place the stress on the study of English, or any other subject,
for its own sake. Indeed, many teachers express concern at what looks like the
increasing Philistinism of the market-driven ‘global village’ so dear to entre-
preneurs and university managers alike. To them, it seems more important than
ever that universities should continue to offer degree courses in modern lan-
guages that place the systematic study of the works of the great authors and of
the history of language at the core of the curriculum. All business and no cul-
tural awareness makes Jack a bore as well as a dull boy.

Nevertheless, there is ample scope for developing courses catering for either
emphasis, as the recent phenomenal expansion of Applied Languages degrees
has shown. It is time to move on from the debate over Shakespeare or shipping
documents, Tennyson or technology, Chaucer or the cheese industry, Langland
or legal English. The modern world emphatically needs both. The enhanced
status of English as the dominant world language has led to an increased de-
mand for the training of competent specialists able to mediate between it and
other languages in a wide variety of fields. It is in this context that the promi-
nence recently given in the universities to Translation Studies is best understood.
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Over the past two decades, courses in Applied Languages have become
increasingly popular in universities. Here in Europe, as the impact of the insti-
tutions of the European Union makes itself increasingly felt, universities offer
an ever-growing number of degree courses combining the study of modern lan-
guages with modules on business studies, economic history, politics and
European law. At the same time, universities everywhere have been developing
international relations both as a subject area and as a focus for student exchange
and recruitment. This has meant an increasing tendency to offer places both to
overseas students specializing in combined courses of this type and to those
whose area of specialization requires a Modern Languages component.

Naturally enough, given the prominence of English as the world language of
contemporary communication and trade, there has been a phenomenal increase
in the teaching of ‘the other Englishes’, i.e. ‘English for special (or specific)
purposes’ (ESP), or ‘English for professional purposes’, as some prefer to call
it. Inevitably, this tendency toward greater specialization in the teaching of Eng-
lish, together with the widespread adoption of modularization in the institutions
of higher education, has had an enormous impact on Translation Studies, which
has blossomed over the same period. General and literary translation remain
key areas of these studies, but among students and teachers there is a perception
that professional openings for translators are increasingly conditioned by mar-
ket trends. International organizations and institutions, government departments
and agencies, multinational corporations, import-export firms, the media, the
film and tourist industries, information technology and the vast web of activi-
ties of every kind spun by the Internet all provide opportunities for translators.
However, more often than not candidates for jobs in the field are expected to
have received training in one or more specialist areas (commercial transla-
tion, medical translation, scientific and technical translation, legal translation,
and so on).

The legal profession has played an undeniably significant role in the ad-
vances made in international cooperation and business. When money moves,
lawyers move with it. But that is not all. The drafting and continual modifica-
tion of international treaties such as those that underlie the European Union
provide legal work with obvious multilingual implications. And contemporary
protocols governing international cooperation in the clampdown against organ-
ized terrorism, drug-smuggling and the impunity of dictators depend to a very
large extent on coordinating the efforts of administrative bodies, courts, police
forces and lawyers, all of whom depend inevitably on the assistance of compe-
tent translators. At this early stage of the new millennium, legal translation is
thus a basic requirement in both the public and private sectors of the interna-
tional community. Further, this international community accords an important
place to the English-speaking countries and their systems of law.



