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Aim of this paper: Assess possible differences in judicial styles between

France

the Netherlands

Belgium – Wallonia (French-speaking) and Flanders (Dutch-speaking)

Our objective is to develop a methodology to research possible
determinants of tradition and external influence in legal culture.

This is relevant in order to

understand stylized differences between two legal cultures (French and
Dutch)

possible transplant/external influence effects (within Belgium given
the coexistence of both French and Dutch legal cultures for almost
200 years).
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Motivation

Legal families and associations with development, GDP growth, more
effective financial markets, and other sociodemographic variables (La Porta
et al, 2008).

Outside L&E: the importance of culture and language in shaping the law
(Nelken, 1997).

There is disagreement wrt legal culture: concept widely used in law and
society, and to some extent in L&E.
Little empirical evidence about how it actually works, namely persistence
of local elements and influence of external elements
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Legal Culture

A fundamental concept in explaining differences in the role of law and
legal institutions across societies (Gibson & Caldeira, 1996).

A vague, unspecific black box with a large scope of possible meanings
(Silbey, 2010; Mautner, 2011; Nelken, 2014).

Different authors refer to legal culture in varying confusing, occasionally
contradictory, ways.

Still, legal culture can be broadly defined as a generic confluence of ideas,
values, attitudes toward law and legal institutions (Nelken, 2004).
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Map of Belgium
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Belgian Legal Cultures

We suggest the following court taxonomy:

French courts reflect “pure” French legal culture

Dutch courts reflect “pure” Dutch legal culture

Belgian-French speaking courts can be perceived as reflecting French
legal culture with some Dutch influence by virtue of being part of
Belgium

Belgian-Dutch/Flemish speaking courts can be perceived as reflecting
Dutch legal culture with some French influence by virtue of being part
of Belgium
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Data and Empirical Strategy

We create a novel dataset composed of court verdicts on construction
cases that have been decided by:

1 French courts

2 Dutch courts

3 Belgian-French speaking courts (Wallon region)

4 Belgian-Dutch (Flemish) speaking courts (Flanders region).

Methods of computational textual analysis were used to create variables
on the stylistic features of court opinions, such as:

length of the verdict, lexical diversity, references to legislation, linguistic
complexity, writing style and legal language tone and emotions cognitive
activities and perceptual dimensions.
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Empirics

1 France vs Netherlands:
JudicialStyle/Formalism = α + β1Dutch + γX + ε

2 Belgium: JudicialStyle/Formalism = α + β1Flemish + γX + ε

3 All: JudicialStyle/Formalism =
α + β1Dutch + β2French + β3Belgium ∗ Flemish + γX + ε
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Verdict Length and Lexical Diversity
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Case Law and Complexity
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Writing Style and Legal Language
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Tone and Emotion
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Conclusions and ways to proceed

Significant differences between French and Dutch courts.

Less salient differences between Flemish and Wallon courts.

How to proceed?
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