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ABSTRACT

This study examines the lexical structure of first instance criminal court rulings
in Iran to determine how far their language departs from general use and usage
and what institutional and discursive effects this departure produces. A
specialized corpus of approximately eighty-five thousand words drawn from
written criminal judgments was compiled, preprocessed, and compared with a
reference corpus of contemporary Persian containing over thirty-eight million
words. Lexical distinctiveness was measured through keyness analysis using the
Log Likelihood statistic, which yielded one thousand most overrepresented
items. After removing stop words and analytically irrelevant forms, the
remaining items were examined through frequency analysis and qualitative
concordance analysis. The results showed that positively keyed items clustered
around four main domains: criminal acts and attributes, judicial procedures,
institutional roles and actors, and punishment related concepts. These items are
rare in general Persian but statistically prominent in judicial texts. Concordance
analysis also indicates that they typically occur in nominalized, impersonal, and
citation based structures that frame judicial actions as autonomous, agentless
processes. Interpreted through ESP and Critical Discourse Analysis, the findings
suggest that such lexical and syntactic patterning reinforces epistemic boundaries
between legal experts and lay readers, supports institutional authority, and limits
interpretive agency.
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Introduction

Legal language is not a neutral vehicle for communicating institutional decisions. In judicial
discourse, lexical choices, syntactic patterns, and formulaic expressions participate in the
production of authority, the organization of procedural knowledge, and the distribution of
interpretive access among different groups of readers. This issue becomes particularly important
in criminal judgments, where the wording of the text may directly affect an individual’s legal
status, rights, obligations, and access to remedies. Previous research has shown that legal
discourse is often characterized by technical terminology, nominalization, the impersonal style,
long syntactic structures, and genre-specific formulae, all of which may deviate legal texts from
ordinary language and the interpretive resources of lay readers (Gibbons, 2003; Solan &
Tiersma, 2005; Tiersma, 1999;). From the perspective of genre analysis and language for
specific purposes, court judgments can be regarded as specialized institutional texts produced
within a professional discourse community and shaped by recurrent communicative purposes,
textual moves, and lexical-grammatical conventions (Bhatia, 1993; Swales, 2004). At the same
time, Critical Discourse Analysis views such texts as sites where institutional power is
linguistically represented, legitimized, and reproduced (Fairclough, 1995, 2001; van Dijk, 2001,
2006; Wodak & Meyer, 2016). Against this background, the present study examined the
specialized vocabulary of Iranian criminal court judgments through a keyword-based corpus
approach. Its central aim was to identify the lexical items that distinguish the language of
criminal judgments from general Persian and to interpret their semantic, syntactic, and discourse
functions. The study also addresses the question of comprehensibility by asking to what extent
the salient vocabulary of criminal judgments is accessible to non-specialist readers. In doing so,
it connects corpus-based legal linguistics with broader concerns in judicial transparency, plain
legal language, and linguistic justice (Han et al., 2024; Williams, 2022).

MethodologyThe study adopts a corpus-based quantitative interpretive design. The target corpus
consisted of 163 first-instance Iranian criminal court judgments collected from official judicial
sources. After cleaning and preprocessing, the corpus contained 85,887 tokens and 5,736 word
types. Preprocessing included the removal of non-textual elements, normalization of Persian
characters, standardization of spacing, deletion of non-Persian characters, and rule-based
tokenization. The target corpus was compared with a large general Persian reference corpus
containing 38,312,521 tokens and 426,854 word types. The use of a large reference corpus made it
possible to identify lexical items that are not merely frequent in the target corpus, but statistically
over-represented in comparison with general Persian usage, a procedure widely recommended in
corpus-based keyword studies (Brezina, 2018; Scott & Tribble, 2006; Rayson, 2008). Keyness
was calculated through the Log-Likelihood test, which is commonly used for comparing corpora
of the unequal size and for identifying statistically significant differences in lexical distribution
(Rayson & Garside, 2000; Scott & Tribble, 2006). The initial output consisted of the top 1,000
keywords with the highest Log-Likelihood values. These items were then refined in two stages.
First, high-frequency function words, pronouns, light verbs, clitics, and other items with little
analytical value were removed. Second, the remaining lexical items were evaluated according to
five criteria: legal specificity, procedural relevance, institutional role, terminological function, and
recurrent co-occurrence with legal, decision-oriented, or citational structures. Concordance and
KWIC analyses were carried out with AntConc (Anthony, 2023) in order to examine the actual
syntactic and discourse environments in which selected keywords occurred. This allowed the
study to move from statistical salience to contextual interpretation, a methodological step
emphasized in corpus-assisted discourse studies (Baker, 2006; McEnery & Hardie, 2012).
FindingsThe analysis revealed a clear lexical distance between the corpus of criminal
judgments and general Persian. The most salient positive keywords were not random high-
frequency items; rather, they belonged to the core semantic and institutional domains of
criminal justice. Words such as moteham ‘accused’, gatl ‘murder’, maqtool ‘deceased/victim’,
ganun ‘law’, maddeh ‘article’, keyfari ‘criminal’, etteham ‘charge’, diyeh ‘blood money’, shaki
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‘complainant’, ertekab ‘commission’, habs ‘imprisonment’, baze ‘offence’, dadrasi
‘proceedings’, and eqrar ‘confession’ occurred with a markedly greater frequency in the
criminal judgment corpus than in the general reference corpus. Table 1 presents a sample of the
most salient positive keywords.

Frequency in Frequency in o) Main discourse
Keyword q y q y Likelihood .
target corpus reference corpus value function
moteham ‘accused’ 965 16 3055.162 Legal identification of
the defendant
qatl ‘murder’ 469 15 1433.560 Naming talf; criminal
‘ maqtoql . 203 1 962.073 Instltutlona} naming of
deceased/victim the victim
= Taer? Statutory reference
ganun ‘law 402 86 919.664 and legal authority
maddeh “article’ 300 18 867.731 Intertextual reference
to legal provisions
keyfari “criminal’ 230 6 712.137 Marking the legal-
procedural domain
etteham ‘charge’ 201 11 587.114 Framing accusation as
legal status
diyeh bl(zod 197 10 579 779 Naming penal/legal
money consequence
‘ ertekab ’ 139 ) 442491 Trgnsformmg action
commission into legal event
‘ dadra§1 ’ 128 3 368.541 Representing judicial
proceedings procedure

The keywords clustered into five main semantic-functional domains: criminal acts and penal
attributes, judicial procedure, legal institutions and participant roles, punishment and statutory
references, and forensic-medical evidence. Each domain contributed to a different part of the
judgment. Words related to criminal acts, such as ‘murder’, ‘theft’, ‘threat’, and ‘offence’,
appeared mainly in the description of the event and the formulation of the charge. Procedural
words, such as ‘appeal’, ‘retrial request’, ‘prosecution’, and ‘investigation’ organized the
institutional movement of the case. Institutional nouns, including ‘court’, ‘prosecutor’s office’,
‘branch’, ‘prosecutor’, ‘investigator’, ‘accused’, and ‘complainant’ defined the roles through
which human participants entered the legal text. Terms related to punishment and statutory
reference, such as ‘article’, ‘note’, ‘imprisonment’, ‘blood money’, ‘discretionary punishment’,
and ‘pursuant to’ provided the textual basis for legitimacy and legal justification. Finally,
forensic-medical terms such as ‘injury’, ‘bruise’, ‘fracture’, ‘bleeding’, and ‘autopsy’
contributed to the evidentiary construction of the material element of crime. KWIC analysis
showed that the most salient keywords frequently occurred in recurrent legal formulae and
nominalized structures. For instance, etteham ‘charge’ appeared in patterns such as ‘the
attributed charge’, ‘the alleged charge’, and ‘the charge is established’. Ta‘qib ‘prosecution’
occurred in formulae such as ‘criminal prosecution is discontinued’ and ‘the discontinuance of
prosecution is declared’. Baze ‘offence’ appeared in expressions such as ‘the attributed offence’,
‘the committed offence’, and ‘the occurrence of the offence’. These patterns suggest that key
legal words do not function as isolated lexical items. Rather, they operate within formulaic
lexical-syntactic frames that transform human actions into legally classified events and
judicially evaluated states. This finding is consistent with studies of legal phraseology and
lexical bundles in judicial discourse, which show that court judgments rely heavily on recurrent
multiword units to construct legal reasoning and institutional coherence (Breeze, 2013, 2021;
Gozdz-Roszkowski, 2021).The analysis of comprehensibility further showed that the
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specialized vocabulary of criminal judgments is unevenly accessible to non-specialist readers.
Some terms, such as ‘murder’, ‘theft’, ‘complaint’, ‘court’, and ‘judgment’ are relatively
familiar because they circulate in news discourse and everyday legal experience. A second
group, including ‘indictment’, ‘investigator’, ‘appeal’, ‘retrial request’, and ‘prosecution’ is
partially transparent but requires procedural knowledge for accurate interpretation. A third
group is markedly difficult and includes terms such as mowqufi ‘discontinuance’, lowth, arsh,
ashadd ‘the most severe’, ta‘ziri ‘discretionary punishment’, mazboot ‘seized/recorded’, vefq
‘pursuant to’, mavaqa‘ ‘what occurred’, and este’zan ‘request for authorization’. These words
are either absent from everyday Persian or carry legal meanings that cannot be inferred from
ordinary usage. This finding supports the argument that the difficulty of legal texts is not
reducible to sentence length or surface complexity; it also arises from terminological density,
procedural presuppositions, and the reader’s unequal access to legal knowledge (Han et al.,
2024).

Discussion and ConclusionThe findings indicate that Iranian criminal court judgments are
shaped by a specialized lexical order that both serves the precision of legal reasoning and
reinforces the institutional distance between judicial discourse and ordinary language. In terms
of language for specific purposes, the judgments display the main features of a professional
legal genre: a stable textual architecture, specialized terminology, recurrent phraseology, and
predictable patterns of reference and decision-making (Bhatia, 1993; Swales, 2004). Their
vocabulary does not merely name legal objects; it also organizes the movement of the text from
event description to legal classification, evidentiary evaluation, statutory justification, and final
decision.From a critical discourse perspective, however, the same lexical and syntactic order has
broader implications. Nominalizations such as ‘establishment’, ‘commission’, ‘issuance’,
‘declaration’, ‘prosecution’, and ‘discontinuance’ often background human agency and present
judicial action as an institutional process rather than an individual decision. Impersonal and
passive-like structures such as ‘it is declared’, ‘it is established’, ‘it is ordered’, and ‘the
defendant is sentenced’ further strengthen this effect. As Fairclough (1995, 2001) argues, such
grammatical choices can shift attention away from social actors toward abstract institutional
processes. In the present corpus, this shift contributes to the representation of the judgment as
objective, procedural, and self-authorizing.The study also shows that legal actors are frequently
reduced to institutional labels: ‘accused’, ‘complainant’, ‘convict’, ‘deceased’, ‘the
aforementioned person’, and similar expressions. This mode of reference gives the text legal
precision, but it also distances the reader from the lived identity of the individuals involved. In
van Dijk’s (2001, 2006) terms, such discourse practices are part of the linguistic management of
knowledge and authority. They regulate who can interpret the text, on what terms, and with
what degree of independence. For legally trained readers, the specialized vocabulary of criminal
judgments functions as a precise professional code. For ordinary readers, it may create
interpretive dependency and restrict the independent understanding of rights, obligations, and
possible legal remedies.The principal conclusion of the study is therefore twofold. On the one
hand, the lexical specialization of Iranian criminal judgments is a necessary component of legal
exactness, procedural continuity, and institutional validity. On the other hand, when this
specialization is not accompanied by explanatory mechanisms, it may limit public access to
legal meaning. Public availability of judgments does not by itself guarantee communicative
access; a text may be accessible as a document while remaining difficult to understand as a legal
act. This distinction is crucial for debates on judicial transparency and linguistic justice.The
study contributes to Persian legal linguistics by offering an empirical account of the vocabulary
of criminal judgments through keyness analysis, semantic classification, KWIC-based
interpretation, and an assessment of lexical comprehensibility. Its findings point to several
practical directions: the development of Persian legal readability models, the compilation of
explanatory glossaries for recurrent criminal-law terms, the preparation of simplified or
annotated versions of judgments for non-specialist readers, and experimental studies measuring
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how ordinary citizens actually understand judicial texts. Such measures need not weaken legal
precision; rather, they can enhance institutional accountability, public trust, and meaningful
access to justice.

Keywords
Critical Discourse Analysis, Judicial Discourse, Keyness, Legal Corpus, Specialized Legal
Language, Text Comprehensibility.
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