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Abstract: This text explores the essential role of English in the legal field,
emphasizing its function as both a language of communication and a critical tool for
legal clarity, precision, and consistency. English facilitates effective legal drafting,
serves as the primary language in international legal contexts such as treaties and
arbitration, and is vital for legal education and scholarly work. As a global lingua
franca, English enables cooperation across legal systems and supports comparative
legal studies. Mastery of English empowers legal professionals to operate effectively
in complex legal environments and contributes to the administration of justice on a
global scale.
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Introduction
To begin with, in the contemporary practice of international law, English has
established itself as the dominant lingua franca, shaping discourse, negotiations, and
legal interpretations on a global scale. This phenomenon is not mere happenstance;
rather, it is the culmination of historical, socio-political, and economic factors that

have propelled the English language to the forefront of international legal
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frameworks.

The rise of English as the lingua franca in international law can be traced back to
the British Empire's expansive influence during the 19th and early 20th centuries. As
the empire encompassed numerous territories across diverse continents, English
naturally became the language of administration, trade, and diplomatic relations.
This legacy persisted even after the dissolution of the empire, with the United States
emerging as a leading global power post-World War II. The establishment of key
international institutions, such as the United Nations, further cemented English’s
status, as many of their founding documents were drafted in English and continue to
be so. In the realm of international law, English has emerged as the predominant
lingua franca, serving as the primary language for legal discourse, documentation,
and communication among practitioners worldwide. This dominance can be
attributed to historical, political, and economic factors that have shaped the global
legal landscape. The implications of this linguistic supremacy are profound,
affecting not only the practice of international law but also access to justice and the
uniformity of legal principles across jurisdictions. In today's interconnected world,
English is not only the medium of communication among legal professionals but
also a vehicle through which international treaties, conventions, and legal
scholarship are disseminated. The United Nations, World Trade Organization
(WTO), and various international courts, including the International Court of Justice
(ICJ), predominantly operate in English, thus necessitating a fluency in the language
for those engaged in international legal practice. For instance, the WTO’s dispute
resolution mechanism primarily documents proceedings in English, making it
crucial for legal practitioners and scholars alike to possess a comprehensive
understanding of the language (WTO Dispute Settlement Understanding). The
ascension of English as the leading language of law is rooted in the expansion of the
British Empire in the 19th century, which laid the groundwork for the widespread
adoption of English among diverse cultures and legal systems. Following World War

II, the United States emerged as a superpower, further entrenching the language's
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status in international organizations such as the United Nations (UN) and the

International Monetary Fund (IMF). For instance, the UN Charter, drafted in 1945,
delineates English as one of the six official languages, facilitating its use in
negotiations and official documents (United Nations, 1945).

Moreover, academic journals and legal publications, often dominated by English-
language content, serve as cornerstone resources for legal scholars and practitioners.
Publications like the "American Journal of International Law" and the "International
& Comparative Law Quarterly" provide indispensable discourse on international
legal principles, theories, and case law almost exclusively in English. This
predominance inevitably influences legal education globally; many law schools in
non-English speaking countries offer courses in English to prepare their graduates for
an international legal career. A significant aspect of English's role in international law
is its use in critical legal documentation, which includes treaties, conventions, and
judicial decisions. The Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties (1969) highlights
this trend, identifying English as a key language in the formulation of binding
agreements among states (United Nations, 1969). Furthermore, many international
arbitration tribunals conduct proceedings in English, reinforcing its status as the
preferred language for resolving cross-border legal disputes. The International
Chamber of Commerce (ICC) specifically notes that the majority of its arbitration
cases are conducted in English, making it essential for legal practitioners to be
proficient in the language to effectively serve their clients (International Chamber of
Commerce, 2021).

The economic dominance of English-speaking countries further amplifies the
language’s significance in international law. The United States and the United
Kingdom maintain major roles in global economic governance, trade agreements,
and investment treaties. As a result, understanding English becomes almost
obligatory for engaging in transactions, negotiations, and compliance with
international legal standards. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World

Bank, both of which play pivotal roles in international economic law, publish key
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materials and guidelines predominantly in English, signaling its importance in

economic jurisprudence (IMF Publications). Furthermore, the soft power exercised
by English-speaking nations, promoting their values and legal principles around the
world, reinforces the prominence of the language in international law. Cultural and
educational exchanges, driven by English language fluency, pave the way for greater
collaboration in legal frameworks, celling the language as the go-to for multilateral
discussions and treaties.

Despite the numerous advantages of English as the lingua franca of international
law, challenges do exist. Non-native speakers often face barriers in legal discourse,
leading to potential misunderstandings and nuances lost in translation. It has sparked
discussions among legal scholars about the necessity of bilingual legal frameworks
that can accommodate diverse linguistic backgrounds. For instance, the European
Union, with its commitment to multilingualism, has sought to balance the
prominence of English with the languages of its member states in legal matters (EU
Language Policy). Moreover, the over-reliance on English can alienate legal systems
that operate under different languages and legal traditions. Consequently, it is
crucial for international law practitioners and scholars to foster an environment
where linguistic diversity and inclusivity are prioritized alongside English.

While the prevalence of English in international law offers benefits such as
increased communication and consistency, it also raises concerns regarding access
to justice for non-English speakers. The legal profession requires a command of
English for effective participation in international legal forums, potentially
excluding qualified individuals from developing countries or non-English-speaking
backgrounds. This disparity is evident in the composition of legal professionals at
international institutions, where English-speaking individuals often dominate. A
report from the World Bank emphasizes the need for multilingual capabilities within
international law to ensure fair representation and access to legal resources (World
Bank, 2020). Moreover, legal education has increasingly tailored its curricula to

prioritize English fluency. Numerous prestigious law schools around the world, such
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as Harvard Law School and the University of Oxford, offer programs taught

primarily in English. This trend can inadvertently marginalize students who are more
proficient in other languages, thereby affecting the diversity of perspectives in the
field of international law (Harvard Law School, n.d.; University of Oxford, n.d.).

The dominance of English in international legal discourse must be analyzed not
only as a practical outcome of geopolitical developments but as a manifestation of
deeper systemic structures that shape the production of legal knowledge, authority,
and legitimacy. In this sense, English functions not simply as a lingua franca, but as
a vector of epistemic power within a globalized legal epistemology. The reliance on
English centralizes specific normative assumptions—particularly those rooted in the
Anglo-American common law tradition—and facilitates their naturalization as
"neutral" or "universal" legal principles. This phenomenon aligns with what scholars
such as B.S. Chimni and Makau Mutua describe as the “imperialism of categories,”
where legal terminology and methodologies developed in specific historical and
cultural contexts are uncritically projected onto diverse legal systems through the
homogenizing filter of English.

This linguistic hegemony has a profound impact on the translatability of legal
meaning. Legal language is embedded in its own semantic fields and cultural
assumptions; legal terms such as “equity,” “due process,” or “sovereignty” do not
always carry fixed equivalents across systems. When these concepts are expressed
in English, they are often interpreted within the conceptual framework of English-
speaking legal traditions, leading to a kind of semantic colonization. As Pierre
Legrand argues, legal meaning cannot be entirely transplanted across linguistic and
cultural boundaries without loss or distortion—what he calls "incommensurability."
Thus, the widespread use of English may inadvertently impose a cognitive and
doctrinal uniformity that undermines legal pluralism and suppresses vernacular
forms of legal reasoning.Furthermore, English-language legal discourse often
establishes the criteria for what is considered authoritative legal knowledge. The

disproportionate concentration of prestigious academic journals, textbooks, and
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doctrinal commentary in English not only privileges English-speaking scholars but

also affects whose voices are heard and whose ideas are legitimized in global legal
debates. This structural bias creates a feedback loop: non-English-speaking scholars
must conform to the idioms and methodological preferences of the Anglophone
academy to gain recognition, thereby perpetuating the dominance of those idioms
and methodologies. This phenomenon echoes Spivak's critique of "epistemic
violence"—the marginalization of non-Western intellectual traditions under the
guise of universalism.

In the institutional sphere, the predominance of English is reflected in the daily
operations of international organizations and dispute resolution bodies. For instance,
although the United Nations recognizes six official languages, English and French
dominate working-level communication, with English increasingly eclipsing even
French. At the World Trade Organization, most disputes are adjudicated in English,
and the Appellate Body’s decisions are drafted and disseminated in English first,
setting the interpretive tone for future disputes. International arbitral tribunals, such
as those under the ICSID or ICC rules, frequently stipulate English as the default
language of proceedings, with deviation requiring explicit agreement by all
parties—an asymmetry that often favors economically and institutionally dominant
actors.

Crucially, this linguistic bias intersects with global inequalities in access to legal
resources, education, and technology. Mastery of English is often contingent upon
elite educational opportunities that remain inaccessible to large portions of the global
population, particularly in the Global South. As such, the dominance of English
functions as a gatekeeping mechanism, entrenching a technocratic elite whose
members are not necessarily more legally competent, but more linguistically
equipped to navigate international systems. This contributes to what legal
anthropologists have termed “linguistic capital’—a form of symbolic power that
determines who can speak, who can be heard, and who can participate in norm-

creation on equal footing.
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Efforts to address these imbalances must go beyond mere translation or token

multilingualism. True linguistic inclusion requires a reimagining of the institutional
logics that equate English proficiency with legal capacity. It also calls for the
diversification of legal curricula, citation practices, and publishing platforms to
accommodate legal thought produced in other languages. Multilingual jurisprudence
should not be viewed as a procedural inconvenience but as a normative commitment
to legal pluralism, epistemic justice, and democratic participation. Only by
confronting the epistemological and structural dimensions of English-language
dominance can the international legal community move toward a genuinely
inclusive and representative global legal order.

In addition to institutional and procedural consequences, the predominance of
English in international law reshapes the very way legal professionals think, argue,
and conceptualize norms on the global stage. Legal reasoning, like any form of
structured thought, is mediated through language, which functions not only as a tool
for expression but as a framework for cognition. When English becomes the
exclusive or dominant language of legal training, scholarship, and adjudication, it
inevitably imposes specific patterns of thought—grounded in the syntax, semantics,
and rhetorical structures of the English language. This can lead to what cognitive
linguists describe as "linguistic determinism" in legal reasoning, where non-native
speakers begin to internalize foreign legal constructs, often unconsciously, at the
expense of their native legal epistemologies.

This cognitive adaptation is particularly visible in legal education. Non- English-
speaking students pursuing advanced degrees in international law are typically
required not only to write in English, but to adopt the argumentative style, citation
logic, and structural norms prevalent in Anglophone legal academia. Over time, this
leads to a process of intellectual alignment with English-language
jurisprudence, where local legal traditions are not merely translated, but
reinterpreted—or even subordinated—to fit within Anglophone frameworks. This

epistemological pressure risks undermining the internal coherence and authenticity
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of legal cultures that function outside the common law tradition.

Moreover, the very selection of legal problems and theoretical paradigms within
English-dominant international law often reflects Western geopolitical priorities and
liberal-legalist assumptions. Issues such as human rights, investment protection, or
maritime navigation are elaborated extensively, while topics central to non-Western
legal concerns—such as indigenous law, collective memory, legal pluralism, or
postcolonial restitution—receive comparatively less attention. This asymmetry is
both a cause and a consequence of the Anglophone publishing monopoly, which
filters and amplifies legal knowledge according to culturally embedded editorial and
institutional standards.

From a structural standpoint, the English-language dominance creates a form of
juridical dependency, where non-English-speaking states and institutions must
constantly engage in legal "translation"—not only linguistic, but also conceptual—
to have their claims taken seriously in international fora. This results in an uneven
playing field, where rhetorical fluency in English often becomes more decisive than
legal merit in shaping outcomes. Even in multilingual tribunals, the internal
deliberation and drafting of judgments are frequently conducted in English, subtly
framing the interpretive lens through which international norms are applied.

Thus, while English serves as a unifying medium in international law, its
dominance can lead to cognitive homogenization, structural exclusion, and
epistemic asymmetry. Addressing these concerns requires more than institutional
multilingualism; it demands a paradigm shift in how international law values,
integrates, and protects legal diversity at the level of thought, language, and tradition.

To sum up, English's role as the lingua franca of international law is indisputable
and deeply rooted in historical, economic, and geopolitical contexts. While it serves
as a powerful tool for facilitating global legal discourse and enhancing cooperation,
the legal community must remain cognizant of the challenges associated with
linguistic dominance. A balanced approach that values both the utility of English

and the richness of other languages is essential to ensure that international law is

942



Trends in the Use of Foreign Languages for Professional Priority May 17, 2025
accessible and equitable for all. Moreover, English's role as the lingua franca of

international law is undeniable, shaped by historical developments and reinforced by
contemporary practices. While this trend promotes efficiency and facilitates
international collaboration, it also presents challenges related to access to justice and
inclusivity within the legal profession. As the world becomes more interconnected,
the legal community must strive to ensure that the benefits of a common language
do not come at the expense of diversity and equity in the field of international
law. Promoting multilingualism and creating opportunities for non-English
speakers will be essential steps toward a more equitable global legal system.
References:
1. World Trade Organization, "Understanding the WTO Dispute Settlement
System."
(https://www.wto.org/english/tratop _e/dispu_e/disp_settlement cbt_e/c2s

Ipl_e.htm)

2. United Nations, "The UN Charter."
(https://treaties.un.org/doc/publication/ctc/uncharter.pdf)

3. International Monetary Fund, "IMF Publications."
https://www.imf.org/en/Data

4. European Union, "Languages - EuropeanUnion."

(https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/languages en)

5. United Nations. (1945). Charter of the United Nations.

(https://www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/un-charter-full-text/)

6. United Nations. (1969). Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties.
(https://treaties.un.org/doc/publication/UNTS/Volume%201155/v1155.pdf)
7. International Chamber of Commerce. (2021). ICC Arbitration.

(https://iccwbo.org/dispute-resolution-services/arbitration/)
8. World Bank. (2020). Multilingualism in the Global Economy: Addressing

Inequality. (https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-

release/2020/09/30/multilingualism-in-the-global-economy)

943


https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/dispu_e/disp_settlement_cbt_e/c2s1p1_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/dispu_e/disp_settlement_cbt_e/c2s1p1_e.htm
https://treaties.un.org/doc/publication/ctc/uncharter.pdf
http://www.imf.org/en/Data
https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/languages_en
https://www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/un-charter-full-text/
https://treaties.un.org/doc/publication/UNTS/Volume%201155/v1155.pdf
https://iccwbo.org/dispute-resolution-services/arbitration/
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2020/09/30/multilingualism-in-the-global-economy
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2020/09/30/multilingualism-in-the-global-economy

	Abstract: This text explores the essential role of
	Keywords: Legal English, legal drafting, internati
	References:

