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Comparing the Use of Legal Terms in Two Corpora

Benjamin K. T’sou and Oi Yee Kwong
City University of Hong Kong

For more than a century, English was the only official language for Hong
Kong’s legal system. Only very recently has Chinese been granted equal status.
While legal concepts can often be unambiguously expressed in English, their
expression in Chinese has not yet reached the same level of precision. This
discrepancy raises interesting questions in Chinese lexical semantics and new
challenges in the practice of law in Hong Kong. In this study, we compare the use
of a set of semantically related and easily confused Chinese legal terms in two
corpora, one of legal domain and the other of general domain, to see how
polysemous these words are and if the legal senses of these words in the former
are preserved in the latter. Our analysis has shown that Chinese legal words are
quite polysemous compared to their English counterparts, and are used with
considerable fuzziness in general texts. We also discuss the sense distinction of
these legal words with respect to their English translation differences as well as
dictionary definitions. In the future we will explore the automatic construction of
some WordNet-like lexical resource for legal terminology and extend our analysis
to cover legal-word uses in Chinese communities outside Hong Kong.

Key words: Chinese lexical semantics, legal terminology, corpus analysis, WordNet-
like lexical resource, sense distinction

1. Introduction

For more than 150 years, the legal system in Hong Kong operated solely in English.
This situation changed only very recently, following the implementation of legal
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bilingualism in the *90s. Hong Kong is the first community to follow the Common Law
system and allow the use of both English and Chinese in court proceedings. This has
profound implications on language use, especially in the synchronization of the
balanced and proper use of both languages to the same effect in the legal domain. Since
English has a long and established tradition in Common Law, many legal concepts have
been quite precisely lexicalized. This is far from being true for their Chinese equivalents,
which is evidenced from the lack of one-to-one correspondence of legal terms between
English and Chinese.

The peculiar patterns of cross-lingual lexicalization of legal concepts between
English and Chinese make it a very important topic in lexical semantics. The polysemy
therein must be well understood and accurately resolved for the legal language to take
on its expected precision, so as to guarantee the proper enforcement of justice. Given
the long tradition of having been used in legal proceedings under the Common Law
system, English has evolved to quite a mature stage, such that it is precise to the extent
that the legal senses of terms are relatively unambiguous, at least to most legal
practitioners. In English, for instance, a “contract” (7<) and an “agreement” (}7%%)
are sufficiently distinguished, despite their semantic relatedness (as both refer to some
obligatory relations between two parties). However, when legal terms are expressed in,
or more often translated into, Chinese, this preciseness is somehow weakened, which is
problematic in the legal scenario because court proceedings should not be unnecessarily
complicated as a consequence of imprecise language use.

Meanwhile, the problem gets worse when legal terms are used in more general, and
less law-abiding texts, e.g., in news reports. According to Ahmad (2001), for example, the
terminology difference is apparent between a domain-specific corpus and a general one.
We observed that even the same legal terms might be used in different senses in
different corpora. Thus closely related legal concepts might already be easily confusable
in the legal domain, and may be further confused in general usage. In the case of
English, code switching or overt code mixing by means of Latin, French, or Latinate
words provides a means to mark the social setting and thus to define the register (e.g.,
alibi, modus operandi). This means is usually not available in the case of Chinese,
which must rely on its own classical and literary tradition, and which involves no
comparable code switching similar to that of English. In Hong Kong, the use of English
terms within parentheses in official or legal documentation provides a special, perhaps
transitional, context reflecting the traditional dominance of English in the official
domain. This comparison invites the suggestion that the situation with English could be
less problematical than that with Chinese.

The situation regarding the use of Chinese in the legal domain hence calls for at
least two things to be done in Chinese lexical semantics: (1) to distinguish the senses of
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Chinese legal terms, especially for semantically related concepts, perhaps via some
WordNet-like constructions (Miller et al. 1990), and (2) to study the usage of
semantically related legal terms in both legal texts and more general ones and see how
the precise legal senses in the former are preserved in the latter. The current study
makes a preliminary attempt in both regards.

In Section 2, we will first briefly describe the polysemy problem of legal terms
between English and Chinese; and then in Section 3, we will outline the approach taken
in this study for classifying the senses of Chinese legal terms. Section 4 reports the
results of our corpus analysis, with respect to the senses found for a set of closely
related Chinese legal terms in a legal-domain corpus, and how they compare to those
found for the same terms used in a general-domain corpus. The results are further
discussed in Section 5, with the sense distinction illustrated via English translation
differences. Future work is suggested alongside a conclusion in Section 6.

2. Polysemy of legal terms

The multiple-rendition phenomenon mentioned at the beginning of this paper
suggests that upon translation from English to Chinese, on the one hand, many different
English legal terms are found to be expressed by the same Chinese legal term (e.g., “%%
¥ has been identified as the translation equivalent for “decision”, “verdict”, and
“award” in a bilingual corpus of court judgments). In these cases, some of the subtleties,
including the positive/negative connotations as well as the extensions of the various
English words, may not be distinctly reflected and accurately captured in the Chinese
terms. On the other hand, the same English legal term may give many different Chinese
counterparts (e.g., “decision” has been rendered as “F%t, “WE”, “FHk”, and “Z|
).

If we take English as the reference point and assume the various English terms all
have a distinct legal sense (disregarding their non-domain-specific senses, e.g., “award”
can refer to “a prize in a competition”), the multiple Chinese renditions for each English
term would suggest that as far as the legal senses are concerned, the Chinese words are
much more polysemous than their English counterparts. It is one of our objectives in
this paper to lay out the semantic relation between a set of semantically related and
easily confused legal terms; and understanding the polysemy patterns would be a
prerequisite for doing so.

The morphemic structure of the above Chinese words may also help identify the
specific meanings the words convey. For example, “#5 " (“33” 4 “3”) may as a result
be different from “F5 3k (“F3” 4+ “HK”) in the sense that the former has more to do with
a “conclusion” (T{L_’FET?) whereas the latter is more about a “decision” (3 ).
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Nevertheless, these words may be used on different occasions in the Chinese context by
convention, so it would be more reliable to look directly at the contexts of use, which
might sufficiently dictate how the words are used and what senses they carry. We have
therefore taken a corpus-based approach in this work to study the polysemy of Chinese
legal terms.

3. Sense distinction for Chinese legal terms

Word sense distinction constitutes a notorious problem in lexicography, lexical
semantics, as well as word sense disambiguation. “How to define a certain sense” and
“how fine-grained the senses should be” have been some of the debating issues. In this
section, we explain the approaches we have adopted for this study regarding these
issues.

On the definition side, we follow the philosophy of the Collins COBUILD English
Dictionary (Sinclair 1987) which defines words by illustrating their uses via corpus
linguistics, using authentic examples from naturally occurring texts to “explain” word
uses, and such “explanations” often include pragmatic meanings like the positive/negative
connotation in the use of a word. We based the definitions solely on what the corpus
suggests because existing lexical resources and reference materials are not sufficiently
detailed for the purpose. There are many comprehensive English dictionaries of law
(e.g., Garner 1999), but standard references for legal Chinese in Hong Kong have not
matured to the same level. Most of them exist in the form of a glossary, with only very
crude definitions, if any (e.g., Department of Justice 1998; Department of Justice 1999;
Li & Poon 2000). So we have to rely on authentic usage to help distinguish the
subtleties among the word senses. Nevertheless, we refer to existing resources
considerably when making our own judgement.

For sense granularity, as pointed out by Wilks (1998), the results of sense
discrimination tests often only show whether the judges are sense “lumpers” or
“splitters”. Hence the final sense set might not be very reliable if we only take human
intuition into account. Rather, in addition to human intuition and perception of the
linguistic contexts, we also consider more objective criteria. On the one hand, we
judged by verb argument structures and subcategorization patterns where appropriate.
On the other hand, Resnik and Yarowsky (1999) suggested, for the evaluation of word
sense disambiguation systems, that senses be distinguished and defined on the basis of
multi-lingual data, that is, a word is considered to have two different senses if the same
word is translated into two different words of different meanings in a second language
(or still others). Hence we also look for translation difference in our bilingual
legal-domain corpus when judging the sense distinction of the Chinese legal terms.
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4. Corpora analysis
4.1 The analysis task

In this study, we start by selecting a set of semantically closely related and often
confusable legal terms to work with. The set consists of “%%" (hold, convicted), “#%
K (determine, verdict), “Z{[}£.” (judgment, conviction), “#3'#&™ (find, finding), and “#%
A" (Magistracy)®. Sentential contexts for these words were extracted from the
following corpora:

(1) Corpus of bilingual Hong Kong court judgments
The sample corpus contains English and Chinese court judgments from legal
proceedings in Hong Kong, with a total of about 1M Chinese characters for
the Chinese half.

(2) LIVAC corpus (texts collected from Hong Kong in 1997-98)
This is the synchronous corpus® developed by the Language Information
Sciences Research Centre of the City University of Hong Kong. The corpus
contains mostly newspaper articles collected synchronously and regularly
from six Chinese speech communities. For the current study, we only make
use of about 1.8M Chinese characters from the Hong Kong section for a
one-year duration out of a total of 100M characters.

It may be noted that in this study the corpus size is much bigger for the general corpus
than the domain-specific one. Given that we are looking at legal terms, we need a
bigger general corpus to extract a comparable amount of examples from the two corpora.
We randomly selected 30 samples® for each word in our set from each corpus, analyzed
the contexts embedding the words, and tried to define the senses assumed by the words
in these examples. This is essentially a sense-tagging task, except that we derive and
define the senses simultaneously as we tag them for each word occurrence in the
corpora.

As far as sense distinction is concerned, apart from the meanings suggested by
contexts, the following additional criteria were taken into consideration during the
analysis:

! The English terms are the more common translations of the corresponding Chinese terms as
observed from the bilingual corpus of Hong Kong court judgments. They are included here for
reference purposes only, not necessarily as the absolute or correct translation suggestions per se.

2 http://www.rcl.cityu.edu.hk/livac (gg[@é,% 1998)

% Except for “£5 2", which did not have enough samples.
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1)

@)

3)

(4)

Part of speech

The selected words were first classified by the part of speech they took on in
the sample sentences. Verb uses were distinguished from noun uses.
Translation equivalence

With the court judgment corpus, we also compared the English version of the
sample sentences as translation difference could be an indicator of sense
difference. For example, the first two verb senses for “%% - shown below
(Section 4.2) correspond to “convict” and “hold” respectively, which suggests
a difference in their meanings.

Argument structure and subcategorization pattern

Sense 2 and sense 4 for “#¥3t” in Section 4.2 might be conceptually similar,
but in fact they differ not only in the meaning (sense 2 refers to the action of
providing the conclusion, while sense 4 refers to the action of judging on
some issue), but also possibly in their subcategorization.

Focus

The core aspect of the meaning is another indicator for us to split senses as
this could have different implications in court cases and could thus lead to
different interpretations and outcomes. For instance, although the two noun
senses in Section 4.2 for “3%<" apparently have similar English counterparts,
they refer to different kinds of conclusions. One is targeted at the issues of
dispute in a case, while the other pinpoints the final outcome of the case itself.
Obviously the former sets the premises leading to the conclusion covered by
the latter, and they should be treated as different senses, although the
difference might only be subtle.

The analysis for each word is reported below, and their comparison is discussed in

Section 5. In the following tables, the “POS” column refers to the part of speech for the
word in the particular contexts of the corresponding senses. “Legal (%)” shows the
relative distribution of the senses in the judgment corpus, whereas “Gen (%)” shows the
distribution in the LIVAC corpus. The definitions in Chinese and English are phrased by
the authors, and are based on the authors’ understanding of the linguistic contexts. The
(L) or (G) at the end of each example indicates the source of the example, i.e., from the
legal-domain corpus or the general corpus, respectively. The English translations, where
available, are also included for reference.
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Sense

POS

Definition and Examples

Legal
(%)

Gen
(%)

S s A (R ',tjﬁ (the court decides on the outcome
of a case)
1:‘” 1997 = 12 k] 19 [ I > BIFf, B L [% gt R R

(L)
On 19 December 1997 the jury convicted the applicant on all three
counts.

TS ] R TR RALE ST - (G)

43.33

43.33

PRSP Fﬁz’i&#ﬁ'&“ ',tj‘z’ﬁ (the court resolves an issue in a
case)

FUH B Y AL ORI ) AR - (L)
She [the judge] held that they had not been satlsfgctorlly answered.

A B BT LT L RS 7T FFJI

36.67

20.00

BRI (the court gives an order)

e P% ol "5% P97 [ AR _ER e P,%Eﬁfl’?
PO - e - T HR P O PR
e (L

The Court awards costs in the appellant’s favor, incurred in this
Court and in the Court of Appeal, unless written representations
are made within 14 days of the handing down of this judgment.

I CH R - (G)

3.33

26.67

iii'ﬁ‘a“#awqwgﬁ k- LS

(to judge on some issue to resolve dispute)

L ey - <<§L¢e>>~';ﬁfﬁfﬁe s B NS R E R
f# - IHEEEF ff’?ﬁ TR (7] A e e i ] S R
WRLEE (BRI ) WIH*%%E%A@E‘“—%J& T %'TF” S -
(©)

0.00

6.67

EEEIE] ﬁ‘?ﬁﬁ’?ﬂ fut \_Tu (the resolution of an issue of dispute)

ﬁiéﬁii P P,%ﬁ et e Ry T SRR > TR
S BRI AR R L (L)

| therefore consder that the judge and the Court of Appeal were

right in holding that the first requisition had not been satisfactorily

answered.

10.00

0.00

B A EpR th. (the decision on the outcome of a case)

F(rn&lg?% U EORENEINE RS S *FEFIJ ) & [MEJJE IHq‘ }_T%,l
(B gt Jﬁ@xﬂ*ﬁ”ﬁﬂ > (L)

| therefore think that the Deputy Judge was right and would restore
her order, subject to certain amendments which have been made
necessary by the passage of time.

6.67

3.33
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4.3 #Kkik

Sense

POS

Definition and Examples

Legal
(%)

Gen
(%)

1

R RGE e R (BT
(the court makes a decision based on evidence and law)

N TR s ENA A
S i f?fg.llllﬂflﬁi%gij Jﬂljpgﬁ%ﬁffgi 2 R nu;rﬁ?i
STRHGORR R T 2 e e (L)

The points raised by counsel for the Plaintiff are not novel: as will
become apparent, similar arguments have in fact been deployed,
unsuccessfully, in earlier cases including two recent decisions.

T PR I o RS0 [ R - (O)

16.67

6.67

PR R SRR 4

(the court decides on the outcome, sentence, and orders of a case)
SR YU ) PSR RIEDER ¢ I BRI g
PGS BUFIE Ly~ F o o N I 2 I A - (G)

0.00

3.33

PR O Il sk 5
(the court’s decision on the outcome OFa case)

T EE e DI PUEHERR P MR RUR AV - (L)

here was ample evidence for the jury to arrive at the verdict of
manslaughter.

BB S5 By TR SR R R B
TR 1 HCERL I BRI - (6)

30.00

6.67

RERE 2R E S el [HEETD
(the court’s (arbitration tribunal’s) decision on monetary compensation)

TR H PR S SR A Al
T “BIES T - (L)

In regard to the refusal of enforcement of Convention awards on
public policy grounds, there are references in the cases and texts to
what has been called “international public policy”.

23.33

0.00

PRSI A N PO T AR AT 5

(the court’s decision on a case, and relevant orders)

il Mayson v. Clouet ([1924]AC980) — %'t 155} Howe v.
Smith ([1884]27Ch.D.89) — R fUFH kA Hifl = (L)

In Mayson v. Clouet [1924] AC 980 the Privy Council approved
the decision in Howe v. Smith (1884) 27 Ch.D.89 where ...

MR LA+ A R S B R A
1 G OB - (©)

16.67

53.33
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%T@Tﬁ%#ﬁ’?* ElfJﬁﬁﬁ?ﬁ% (the resolution of an issue) 13.33 | 20.00
T T Tu?\ﬁ?ﬁ?@ﬁ ) 3 L%EEI Hﬁf”“ﬁ IHFE j%qag A7)
PR ?"ﬁ?*iflétkgi FLVR (R TRk | # sk
‘Fyﬁj\_lj (L)
But whether there be a hearing or not, the scheme contemplates
that the determination of admissibility would be made some time
before the date fixed for hearing the charge. This facilitates the
efficient conduct of the trial.
Lgr{]‘ it ELQ@ﬁ[F[I ’ fﬁ SR f‘UﬂJ ) El”TJ\JT%T%'?U FAT
@TU [HEIL - (G)
0.00 10.00

P VT~ BRIVE 4 (religious orders, etc.)
[?ﬁ’ Eﬁlf[" t?ﬁ%ﬂqfﬁeﬁ“'ix& JIJ[HI”’T%F—{ T 2

f
23 S| [fl'*"}ﬁf I3, *?PJETF{ g"f'ﬁm lﬁﬁifﬂﬁ\
©)
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4.4 3|k
Sense | POS Definition and Examples Legal | Gen
(%) | (%)
1 V| R A RS Y 13.33 | 20.00
(the court decides on the outcome of a case)
AR - (L)
This appeal is allowed.
ff ﬁrﬁﬁﬂﬁ%ﬁfﬁd PR T 2 A AR -
2 v | R [V AT T”EAF (the court resolves an issue in a case) 3.33 6.67
TR M& 1993 ¥ 17]28 El 19— ﬁ, e TR
et (g~ ST RS (T RIRERT) BT 179 FEH
L)
Wﬁether the Court of Appeal ruled that prior to the letter of 28
January 1993, the trustee himself (separately from the bankrupt)
had the right to petition under s179 of the Companies Ordinance.
= PEIREER P R Gl N T 2RISR
FE - (G)
3 v R ﬁﬁ A ("] (the court gives an order or a sentence) 0.00 6.67
B B e Bl 2R T © (G)
4 n RS - SRR E?Jfﬁ%?ﬂﬁ 56.67 | 66.67
(the decisions made by the court, and related orders)
fﬁﬁfﬁj P SV T T ﬁ%’%{fj Fif,’i*’ﬁ? e 2RSS A TR
(=5 - (L)
But the reasons must go beyond the minimum which would justify
setting aside a domestic judgment or award.
¢ T IR e R B T F’T[ﬂt gL S| E‘*ﬁfilﬁéﬂf
ﬁJ [ili “ff’? PRI R 1~ iféi M2 %“EW/ ik
G
1
5 n t@ﬁwﬁ?% (conviction, the judgment of being guilty) 26.67 | 0.00
1) L TR ERAY ) o PR 5T TRk R
[ P BEIRE A e (L)
The foregoing being the position in regard to the conviction on the
2nd count, the question of a “knock on” effect on the conviction on
the 1st count falls away.
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Sense | POS

Definition and Examples

Legal
(%)

Gen
(%)

1% iﬁ%’%’%ﬁ?& LEHE E A (the court infers and confirms a fact)

1998 & 5 F] 17 [ e SRk {08 BT ¢ 0T RiE f

[ (L)
gn 17th May 1998, Nguyen, J. found negligence on the part of
both the appellant and the 2nd defendant.

46.67

0.00

= ’i‘éﬂa{%ﬁ:ﬁﬂ Y5l (the court decides on the outcome of a
case)

1995 & 11 k| 20 [1 » BE55RER
ﬁ‘rE | BT F%‘@R[ﬂ
gy 27(1) %> ﬁaﬁ JF’
?‘* 5 ﬁ’}*ﬂ&aﬁﬁ&p&i Hastif
T it (L)
On 20 November 1995, the Commissioner of Police informed the
appellant that his appeal against the finding of guilt in relation to
Charge B had been dismissed and that a report of the case would
be forwarded to the Governor in accordance with Regulation 27(1)
of the Police (Discipline) Regulations which provide for this
course where it appears to the Commissioner that dismissal or
compulsory retirement is merited.

S
TR O G 1)
AR [

W |
Y Jgﬂj’l*’ﬂ P R A

15 5 PUSHEEEB M

3.33

0.00

PSR OHE R (the court’s finding of a fact)

@ﬁi@ IEERN L F*F%Hmiﬁﬁ RPN - i)
[ LB - ()

None of these provisions remotely point to a conclusion that the

apprentices are employees of the Club and the Court of Appeal did

not so find.

46.67

0.00

53 @&bfrﬁa‘*?g\l 3kt (the court’s decision on a case)

1995 = 7 * ' %l De Oliveira i) fpudr: ’éfr%
S EgEA ﬁtk m A (LB gk * (L)

On 17 July 1995, Superintendent De Oliveira announced his

finding acquitting the appellant of Charge A but convicting him of
Charge B.

3.33

0.00

* In this particular context, the superintendent (%ij) was the chair of a special tribunal for
disciplinary proceedings within the police force.
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46 #¥
Sense | POS Definition and Examples Legal | Gen
(%) | (%)
1 v jfpi;f e K (a court level) 100.00 | 37.50
HIUGH = A ph B 2R e iR 7 1996 & 7 F] 9 [ TR &
Tk (L)

The applicant was tried at the Eastern Magistracy and was
convicted on 9 July 1996.

2 v BRSPS S Ml E] (the court sentences the convict) 0.00 12.50

iR B AR ,ﬂﬁr P PRSI PR
T‘l”ﬂ}?;sf ORI ,%’ .j:FSq % glﬂ*’ﬁj [ ,1«:1/, R

- ’F?WFH’" A bl - G

3 N RS AN Pl (the court’s decision on a case) 0.00 37.50
e.g., FFEES EEPIEE- T‘?ﬁﬁ’&g%* G)

4 n el (iID SRED) USRS (the umpire in a match) 0.00 12.50

e.g., =Ml A HE S F I 2 B TIFT GianEs
o ELIE R FRREEE T RN § SR R
B2 [P FVBER - £ - (G)

5. Discussion
5.1 Senses and morphemic patterns

In Section 2, we suggested that the morphemic patterns of the legal terms may be
indicative of their subtle sense differences. This could have been a result of the
differences in word formation for English and Chinese. While many legal concepts are
uniquely lexicalized in English, in Chinese they might be expressed by near-synonyms
which share a similar or identical base morpheme (e.g., “#%”) to distinguish the subtle
differences among those concepts. This is evident from the corpora analysis as shown
by the most frequent sense of each word. For instance, “#% =", with its morpheme “%
is mostly used when “a conclusion is made for something”. On the other hand, “%&H\”,

s “¥” would suggest, has more to do with “decisions”. Meanwhile, “Z{J3”
emphasizes “#7”, which involves “judgment leading to conviction and orders”. Finally,
for “F3'%”, the morpheme “%1” refers to “logical inference on factual matters”, and
hence the primary sense of the word. Table 1 shows further illustrative examples.
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Table 1: Morphemic Patterns as Sense Indicators

#

rTL i % Loy ik | ﬁ Mgy PRI
HE 4 # 8 [

(The second defendant was acquitted while the applicant was

found guilty of the alternative offence of manslaughter. He was

£ | Conclusion sentenced to 4 years and 8 months imprisonment.)

ﬁlif”ii&fﬂi‘i%”ﬁ, W PR R B o gk
iyt o

(On the basis that Peter SIU was telling the truth, he [the judge]

convicted the applicant of all three charges.)

#

R EE o ST PR (M M RS U -

(There was ample evidence for the jury to arrive at the verdict of

manslaughter.)

G- @p STTIQEPHIA 1 * [

e | Decision FE%EFI o {f1E) TAHI%SF 1B iJF:?}H'ﬁ% i ifjés‘%’iiﬁﬁ‘é[;
JgﬁL .f’ > (Asto Pm) rule 79(2) provides that where a person

Pias applied for leave to the Privy Council but the application has

not been determined, the applicant may apply to the Court for

directions.)

fﬁii’ifﬂf” 1996 &+ 12 F|# Fj%’ Fj%i » TS 1997 F 4 |
29 FITELAHL - B 1“"1 LU

(The appeal was heard by the Courf of Appeal in December 1996
and judgment was given on 29 April 1997 dismissing the appeal
and confirming the convictions on the four charges.)

ARINN ﬁi’;f%izf paibEa b NI A ﬁ%ﬂ*i/‘r [3ETE =20
TYRY 23K - (The purchaser being dissatisfied appealed to this
Court, seeking a restoration of Findlay J’s judgment.)

| Judgment

#

UK ﬁ?ﬁ'ﬁfﬂﬁﬂf )~ i S ﬁ‘ﬁ A FME
[ REBE TR A 2 i T -

(The Judge found Peter SIU’s evidence that ... , hard to believe
and that this obviously damaged Peter SIU’s credibility. But he
found that it did not follow that other parts of Peter SIU’s evidence
were untrue.)

R g TR LR S (AN BT 32 A (s ) 27
45 {55 fRi=l 9H2 J\ B~ (4% - (The Court of Appeal found
that there was no breach of these provisions, except for Article 32
of the Rules and Article 45 of the Law.)

% | Inference
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5.2 Degree of polysemy

From the analysis, we see that although each word in the set has one or two major
senses, there is still considerable polysemy for each word. On the one hand, all of them
demonstrate categorial ambiguity, such that they can be used as a verb or a noun, and,
what is not shown in the tables above, where there is corresponding English translation,
the parts of speech of the translation equivalents are not always identical. On the other
hand, the intra-POS polysemy is noteworthy. Some of the sense distinction is legitimate,
while others may be a consequence of misuse, as suggested by their low individual
relative frequency. It is apparent that “%%x" is more often used as a verb, whereas “%}
H” and “Z{” more often as a noun; and more interestingly, “#5%r” has about equal
chance of being a noun or a verb.

5.3 Semantic relatedness

We chose the set of legal words in this study because they are semantically close
and related, and they can be easily confused, especially when used by laymen. From the
analysis, we can in fact probe how they relate to one another and to what extent they are
confused in general usage.

In terms of semantic relatedness, we can identify sets of near synonyms among the
observed senses. Manually we have arranged the different senses into some WordNet-
like structure as shown in Figures 1 and 2 respectively. Words enclosed in curly
barckets { } are near-synonyms, and the number after each word refers to the sense of
the word as we described in Section 4.2 to 4.6. Where there is more than one word in a
set, we boldfaced the one with highest relative frequency with respect to the
legal-domain corpus. The arrows mark the hierarchical structure, pointing to a hyponym
in the noun hierarchy and a troponym in the verb hierarchy.

A fragment of the noun hierarchy from WordNet 1.7.1 corresponding to similar
legal concepts is shown in Figure 3. The nodes in the hierarchy are sets of near-synonyms
(synsets) in WordNet. Compared with Figure 2, we see that the hierarchy of Chinese
legal words derived from our corpus analysis does not differ much from the way their
English counterparts are organized and related in WordNet.
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Figure 1: A Verb Hierarchy

{#HHuLy

to make a decision

B, AL PR} [P, A2y B B, s By )

to decide on the outcome to resolve an issue to give an order or sentence to infer a fact
of a case l
{HH/4}

to judge on some issue

Figure 2: A Noun Hierarchy

{55, Hpay

the court’s decision and orders

{#HH6, HHUs, A3, HE/4}  {FE/5, FHUE} {H%173} {H1uay
the court’s decision, esp. verdict  the court’s resolution  the court’s finding  arbitration tribunal’s
of an issue of a fact decision on monetary

compensation

{15}

conviction, as in “{L_’Q'ti»ﬂjﬁi”
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Figure 3: A Fragment of the WordNet (1.7.1) Noun Hierarchy

{judgment, judgement, judicial
decision}

{final judgment, final {opinion, ruling} {finding} {arbitration,
decision} arbitrament,
arbitrement}

{conviction, judgment of {verdict, finding of fact}

conviction, condemnation,
sentence}

The relative frequency of usage of individual words in a particular sense may
suggest the usage conventions and even the possibility of misuse. For instance, the
following points of interest are observed:

o “I2” is only used to refer to a court level in judgments, as in “F$ {3k k"
(Magistracy), but more variably used in news reports, whereas those other senses,
although represented by “#5 37, “$591”, etc., in legal texts, are not as frequent. We
suspect that the same concept may possibly be represented by “Z{|” or “Z{|%” (to
sentence), which were not included in our analysis.

o “I'%1, on the other hand, was not found at all in the LIVAC corpus. As the term
has most to do with findings of facts in a case, but news articles are often more
interested in reporting the final outcome of a case, it is therefore hardly used
outside legal texts.

o “FH and “ZR”, in the {F5R/5, 2{11/4} sense, are most frequent among our
LIVAC sentence samples, which suggests that general texts tend to use the less
specific senses of these words.

* In LIVAC, we also observed some non-legal senses of the words, e.g., “¥527” as
the umpire, and “357% as religious orders. Expectedly these senses rarely occur in
the legal-domain corpus.
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e Finally, the relative distribution of senses for each word is not at all similar
between the two corpora, showing that the proper use of the words is not as strictly
observed outside the legal arena, and their legal implications not as seriously
considered.

5.4 Translation difference and polysemy

The sense distinctions and semantic relations discussed above have been derived
entirely from the contexts of use in the actual corpus, with some consideration of
translation difference where available. The plausibility of the manually derived
semantic hierarchies in Figures 1 and 2 thus depends on (1) the extent to which we have
been able to accurately capture the meaning of the legal terms as found in their actual
contexts of use, and (2) the extent to which the translators (by whom the Chinese
version of the judgments were produced) have been able to accurately capture the
meaning of the legal terms used in the original English version of the judgments. To see
how these two factors might have affected our analysis, we look up Black’s Law
Dictionary for definitions of the noun senses found for the Chinese terms in our
samples:

Decision: A judicial determination after consideration of the facts and the law; esp., a
ruling, order, or judgment pronounced by a court when considering or disposing of a
case.

Judgment: A court’s final determination of the rights and obligations of the parties in a
case. The term judgment includes a decree and any order from which an appeal lies.

Verdict: 1. A jury’s finding or decision on the factual issues of a case. 2. Loosely, in a
nonjury trial, a judge’s resolution of the issues of a case.

Finding (of fact): A determination by a judge, jury, or administrative agency of a fact
supported by the evidence in the record, usu. presented at the trial or hearing.

Conviction: The judgment (as by a jury verdict) that a person is guilty of a crime.

Holding: 1. A court’s determination of a matter of law pivotal to its decision; a principle
drawn from such a decision. 2. A ruling on evidence or other questions presented at trial.

Determination: A final decision by a court or administrative agency.

Award: A final judgment or decision, esp. one by an arbitrator or by a jury assessing
damages.
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As we can see, “decision” and “determination” are more or less synonymous as
they are cyclically used to define each other, referring to the final decision of the court
in the broadest sense. “Judgment” is defined as a kind of determination concerning the
rights and obligations of the parties in a case. On the other hand, “verdict”, “finding”,
“holding”, and “award” are each a specific kind of the court’s “judgment”, such that
“verdict” has to do with factual issues, “finding” with facts supported by evidence,
“holding” with matters of law, and “award” with damages assessment. Moreover,
“conviction” is some judgment on guiltiness, expressed via a verdict, which would be
even more specific. Hence, while we might be skeptical to whether we should lump all
the uses of “Fyk™, for example, in Figure 2, which sometimes might not be
distinguished enough from the contexts, into one single sense of “the court’s decision”,
evidence from translation difference helps justify their splitting as terms like “F5¥1” are
in fact used in very polysemous ways.

6. Future work and conclusion

The analysis in this study, as a preliminary step, has enabled us to arrive at a
clearer sense distinction of some easily confusable, and semantically related Chinese
legal words in the legal domain per se as well as in general usage. A lexical resource for
legal terminology detailed at the sense level, when scaled up, will be useful in many
areas, including:

 natural language processing

« translation, both legal and general

 lexicography

« reference for terminology standardization in the Hong Kong legal system

As mentioned in Section 1, our objectives are (1) to distinguish the senses of
Chinese legal terms, especially for semantically related concepts via some WordNet-like
constructions, and (2) to study the usage of these terms in more general texts and see
how the precise legal senses are preserved. Our next step is to scale up the analysis. For
the first objective, we will explore ways to automate the process of rendering the senses
according to their semantic relatedness and to construct a bilingual WordNet for legal
terms, perhaps with reference to the definitions of the corresponding English legal terms
in law dictionaries and the contextual similarities of the Chinese terms. For the second
objective, we shall widen the scope of our analysis. On the one hand, we will study
other sets of closely related words, e.g., {BIF#, #if], E[p, etc.} (strike out, dismiss,
etc.), {f,ﬁ Fﬁ[[ﬁj, B3, 559, etc.} (contract, agreement, covenant, etc.). On the
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other hand, we will also look at how such words are used in the newspapers of Chinese
communities other than Hong Kong, e.g., Beijing, Taiwan, Singapore, etc., to explore
any local differences in the expression of legal concepts in Chinese because of
differences in the social structures or legal systems.

We have thus taken a first step in comparing the use of a set of semantically related
legal terms in Chinese, in a legal-domain corpus of court judgments and a general
corpus of news articles. We found that Chinese legal terms were considerably
polysemous and their uses not as clear-cut as their English counterparts. Some might in
fact be due to misuse or innovation, as suggested by their extremely low relative
frequency. This might be a reflection of the longer history of English being used in the
Common Law system, whereas the use of Chinese in this domain has been only recently
established, which is not mature and standardized enough. Our next step is to scale up
the analysis with other sets of closely related words, covering Chinese communities
outside Hong Kong, and to automate the classification of the senses to form some
WordNet-like lexical resource. In conclusion, the issues discussed thus far are centered
at a point where at least three sub-fields of linguistics, including jurilinguistics, corpus
linguistics, and lexical semantics, converge. It is also our hope that the modest
beginning we have made in this paper could serve to stimulate more research of both
theoretical and practical interests.
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