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The legal background

● International commercial contracts
○ Mainly written in English
○ Relatively standardised language
○ Extensive and detailed

● International arbitration
○ Preferred method for solving commercial disputes
○ Out-of-court, private mechanism
○ Enjoys a certain autonomy from national courts 
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The issue

● According to a strong legal theory (“delocalisation”):

○ International contracts are self-sufficient
○ International arbitration interprets contracts in an 

autonomous and uniform way

● Delocalisation inspires how arbitration is taught
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Need to verify empirically

1. Does the standardisation of contract language 
produce one single meaning?

2. Does the autonomy of arbitration create a uniform 
way of understanding contract language?
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Frame Semantics:
some basic ideas
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Fillmore 1985

Charles J. 

Fillmore

1929-2014
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Fillmore 1985

● U-semantics (Semantics of Understanding)
○ "... providing a general account of the relation between linguistic texts, the context in which they 

are instanced, and the process and products of their interpretation"

■ <> T-semantics (truth-theoretical semantics)

○ Interpretative frames: "the particular organization of knowledge which stands as a prerequisite to 

understand the meaning of the associated words"

■ Classic examples: mother, brother, daughter -> can't understand meaning without concepts of 

«family relations»

■ "Frame semantics sees the set of interpretative frames provided by a language as offering 

alternative 'ways of seeing things' …" 
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Interpretative frames

● An interpreter invokes a frame
○ When trying to interpret a segment of text

○ Linking the content of the text to independently known semantic patterns

○ "We never open the presents until the morning" → Christmas

○ «He killed his wife and shot himself" → femicide

● A text evokes a frame
○ Starting from a specific linguistic form or pattern

○ Conventional association between form and meaning

○ «Conventional» = agreed upon 

within a specific language and culture

frame

text
interp
reter

invokeevoke

interpret
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Interpreter processing a text will implicitly ask:

● Why does the language have the category which the form represents?
○ Needs access to "abstract frame": background information

○ Why does English have a word for "mother"? 

⇒must be some concept that plays a role in the culture

○ Frames also depend on the background culture ⇒ including the legal one

● Why did the speaker select this form in this context?
○ Depends on interpretation construction of the whole text: which frames are already active in the text 

world, how can the new frame be integrated?

○ Similar to Gricean implicatures: infer intended meaning of speaker by comparing different possible 

forms that they could have chosen

■ BUT: this happens at the conventional meaning level, not on the pragmatic level

Frames and inference
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Frames and perspectives

● Physical/geographical perspective

We reached the 
coast after 10 days 
of walking

After the storm we 
were relieved to 
find a safe shore

coast → "Land Travel" frame

shore → "Sea Travel" frame

Frames & interpretation:
⇐ Interpretation requires 

concepts (geography, travel) to 

make sense of the word

⇒Word evokes a scene imagined 

by the reader

Think of inference: why would speaker 
choose one or the other? ⇒ reveals 

something about the scene that they 
had in mind
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Frames and perspectives

● Social perspective

Looking for 
something to buy 
for my new house

Sitting on my porch 
all day trying to sell 
my old stuff

buy→ "Commerce-Buy" frame 

sell → "Commerce-Sell" frame

Frames & interpretation:
⇐ Interpretation requires 

concepts (transaction, 

participants) to make sense of the 

word

⇒Word evokes scene imagined 

by the reader, takes perspective of 

a specific participant
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Frames and legal perspective

● Why does a language/culture have a particular frame?
○ What does this say about what concepts "exist" in the culture?

○ Ex. frame of the «PRINCIPLE OF GOOD FAITH»

● How can we relate this to salient legal issues?
○ Ex. «termination of a contract»

● Can legal language be interpreted independently from every-day speech? 

(Mortara Garavelli 2001 answers «no!»)
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Frame for 
terminate

Need for ad hoc additions in 

the legal domain 

(Venturi et al. 2009)

13



Frame for pay, 
payment
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Frame for agree, 
agreement
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Relations among frames in FrameNet
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Standardised contract language and plurality of meanings
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“If the borrower fails to perform an 
obligation, the bank can terminate this 

loan agreement.”

What if the breach is immaterial?

Common law:
If contract clearly permits it, 

bank can terminate

Civil law:
Even though contract clearly permits it, 

bank cannot terminate 
if against good faith
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• Arbitrators are not necessarily bound to apply a 
certain national law accurately

– Award is valid and enforceable even though it did not 
apply the law accurately

• Does this create a uniform legal frame for 
international contracts?

Autonomy of arbitration and plurality of interpretation
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• Self-sufficient contract

– Contract speaks for itself, no need to look for a frame

• Applicable law

– Contract is to be read in the frame of the applicable law

• Transnational law

– Contract is to be read in the frame of a uniform, 
transnational law

Three possible approaches
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Two possible mentalities
(six possible ways to two possible solutions)

Self-sufficient contract
Result inspired by civil law

Transnational law

Result inspired by civil law

Depends on the applicable law

Self-sufficient contract
Result inspired by common law

Transnational law

Result inspired by common 
law

Common law:
If contract clearly permits it, 

bank can terminate

Civil law:
Even though contract clearly permits it, 

bank cannot terminate 
if against good faith
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The pilot study
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1 – Consent form

2 – Personal information 
(anonymised later)

– name
– age
– place of birth
– gender
– mother tongue(s) & other 

languages
– law background
– country of residence
– number of cases as an 

arbitrator
– number of cases as counsel

3 – Cases
A. termination
B. entire agreement
C. payment of a fee

4 – Feedback

5 – ‘Thank you’

Distributed via Jisc Online 
Surveys, using participants’ 
emails

The survey
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Loan cannot be 
terminated against

good faith even
though it says so

Loan cannot be 
terminated because

trasnantional law
requires good faith

interpretation of
contracts

Solution depends on 
the applicable law

Loan can be 
terminated because

it says so

Loan can be 
terminated because

trasnantional law
requires literal

reading of contracts

The survey
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Cases as counsel

50 or more <50

Participants (32-1)

Gender

Man Woman

0 2 4 6 8 10

<40

40-44

45-49

50-54

55-59

60-64

65-69

>70

Age

Law background

common law civil law dual

Cases as 
arbitrator

50 or more <50

First language representation 

English

Portuguese

Finnish

Spanish

Swedish

Russian

Greek

Italian

French

Hikuyu

Dutch

Hindi

German



Responses

Termination Entire Agreement Payment of a fee

Depends on geverning law

No - transnational law

Yes - transnational law

No - contract language

Yes - contract language

Depends on governing law

No - transnational law

Yes - transnational law

No - contract law

Yes - contract language

Depends on governing law

No - transnational law

Yes - transnational law

No - contract language

Yes - contract language



Responses grouped according to

– Legal Approach (transnational law, self-sufficient contract, 
depends governing law)

– Legal Mentality (Civil Law, Common Law, no mentality -
depends on governing law)

Analysis
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Responses grouped according to

– Legal Approach (transnational law, self-sufficient contract, 
depends governing law)

– Legal Mentality (Civil Law, Common Law, no mentality -
depends on governing law)

Effect of respondants’ law background on their Approach & 
Mentality 

Analysis
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Responses grouped according to

– Legal Approach (transnational law, self-sufficient contract, 
depends governing law)

– Legal Mentality (Civil Law, Common Law, no mentality -
depends on governing law)

Effect of respondants’ law background on their Approach & 
Mentality 

Analysis

Do participants respond based on their law background? 
Do participants respond uniformly to our mock international 

arbitration cases?
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Legal 
approach
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Contingency tables: Approach

Approach 

Law 
background 

Depends on 
Applicable Law 

Self suff
contract 

Transnational 
Law 

Total 

civil 14 11 11 36 

common 21 11 4 36 

dual 14 2 5 21 

Total 49 24 20 93 
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Contingency tables: Approach

Approach 

Law 
background 

Depends on 
Applicable Law 

Self suff
contract 

Transnational 
Law 

Total 

civil 14 11 11 36 

common 21 11 4 36 

dual 14 2 5 21 

Total 49 24 20 93 

Chi-Squared Tests 

Value df p 

Χ² 8.316 4 0.08

Cramer’s V: 0.2
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Contingency tables: Approach

Approach 

Law 
background 

Depends on 
Applicable Law 

Self suff
contract 

Transnational 
Law 

Total 

civil 14 11 11 36 

common 21 11 4 36 

dual 14 2 5 21 

Total 49 24 20 93 

Chi-Squared Tests 

Value df p 

Χ² 8.316 4 0.08

Cramer’s V: 0.2

Lack of data???
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Legal 
Mentality
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Legal 
Mentality
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Contingency tables: Mentality

Contingency Tables 

Mentality 

Law 
background 

Civil Law Common Law no Total 

civil 14 8 14 36 

common 2 13 21 36 

dual 4 3 14 21 

Total 20 24 49 93 
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Contingency tables: Mentality

Contingency Tables 

Mentality 

Law 
background 

Civil Law Common Law no Total 

civil 14 8 14 36 

comm
on 

2 13 21 36 

dual 4 3 14 21 

Total 20 24 49 93 

Chi-Squared Tests 

Value df p 

Χ² 14.414 4 0.006** 

Cramer’s V: 0.3 93 
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Approach + Mentality
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Approach + Mentality

Approach 

Law background Mentality Depends on 
Applicable Law Self suff contract Transnational 

Law Total 

civil Civil Law 0 4 10 14 

Common Law 0 7 1 8 

no 14 0 0 14 
Total 14 11 11 36 

commo
n Civil Law 0 1 1 2 

Common Law 0 10 3 13 

no 21 0 0 21 
Total 21 11 4 36 

dual Civil Law 0 0 4 4 

Common Law 0 2 1 3 

no 14 0 0 14 
Total 14 2 5 21 

Total Civil Law 0 5 15 20 

Common Law 0 19 5 24 

no 49 0 0 49 
Total 49 24 20 93 
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Approach + Mentality

Approach 

Law background Mentality Depends on 
Applicable Law Self suff contract Transnational 

Law Total 

civil Civil Law 0 4 10 14 

Common Law 0 7 1 8 

no 14 0 0 14 
Total 14 11 11 36 

commo
n Civil Law 0 1 1 2 

Common Law 0 10 3 13 

no 21 0 0 21 
Total 21 11 4 36 

dual Civil Law 0 0 4 4 

Common Law 0 2 1 3 

no 14 0 0 14 
Total 14 2 5 21 

Total Civil Law 0 5 15 20 

Common Law 0 19 5 24 

no 49 0 0 49 
Total 49 24 20 93 

Chi-Squared Tests 

Law 
background 

Value df p 

civil Χ² 47.57 4 < .001*** 

common Χ² 37.54 4 < .001*** 

dual Χ² 32.2 4 < .001*** 

Total Χ² 120.3 4 < .001*** 

Cramer’s V:  0.8
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Preliminary conclusions

• Responses not uniform

• Marginally significant and low association between 
respondants’ law background and the legal approach 
that they use
→ lack of data?

• Low significant association between respondants’ 
law background and legal mentality they apply
→ countertendencies in the data

• Strong significant association across variables
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Preliminary conclusions

• There is no uniform legal frame for interpreting
international commercial contracts

– Each of the five possible answers has received some support

• International commercial arbitration is not delocalised

– According to the majority of answers, contracts depend on the 
applicable law

• The language of international contracts is vague and 
ambiguous (cf. no uniform responses)

– Underspecified meanings must be filled by the interpreter

– The inferential processes at need to interpret the language of 
international commercial contracts depend upon culture-
specific frames

43



...and now?

● More participants (statistical power)

● Survey to be designed based on feedback 
received and results of the pilot

● More variables to be taken into consideration
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Thank you...
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