
Chapter 17 

Legal terminology 

Selon que vous serez puissant ou misérable,  
Les jugements de cour vous rendront blanc ou noir. 

La Fontaine (1621-95) 

 

 

One could be forgiven for asking the question ‘Why is there a chapter on French legal 
terminology?’ Briefly put, corruption among French politicians is as much a cultural constant 
as Victor Hugo, Corneille or Charles de Gaulle. The reader of the French press who has no 
knowledge of French legal terminology will often be lost. The number of politicians, of all 
parties and all levels of responsibility who have appeared or are to appear in court is quite 
astounding, particularly for a protestant, northern European reader. One needs to know the 
names of the various offences:  abus de biens sociaux, évasion fiscale, blanchiment, recel 
d’abus de biens sociaux, financement illicite, corruption active, corruption passive, prise 
illégale d’intérêt, concussion, détournement de fonds publics etc. One needs to know the 
varying degrees of gravity of the various offences : contravention, délit, crime and the 
jurisdiction in front of which the accused person will appear, correctionnel, la Cour de justice 
de la République, the sentences handed down, deux mois de prison ferme, 3 ans avec sursis, 
mise à l’épreuve, aménagement de la peine, bracelet électronique, or the various examples  
where the case is dismissed non-lieu, affaire classée sans suite and a host of other general 
terms : casier judiciaire, mis en examen, témoin assisté, garde à vue, levée des écrous, mandat 
de perquisition, commission rogatoire, interpellation préventive. All of these terms appear in 
the French press on a daily basis. Thus, one needs to know the verses of Victor Hugo and the 
Fables of La Fontaine but one also needs to know the vocabulary related to those politicians 
who have provided proof of their indignity to serve the nation.Three aspects of this question 
need to be underlined 

a. The dishonesty of certain people in the highest echelons of the civil service is quite 
shocking. Claude Guéant, minister of the interior, helped himself to 5,000 euros every 
month from a fund theoretically intended to cover the costs of police surveillance.  

b. The leniency of the judicial system towards them compared to the treatment of the man 
in the street. e.g. Christine Lagarde ‘dispensée de peine’.  

c. The fact that, more often than not, a criminal record is no obstacle to prestigious career 
evolution for such people. Alain Juppé, ex- prime minister, sentenced for prise illégale 



d’intérêt (a form of corruption) has recently been appointed to one of the most 
prestigious bodies of the Fifth Republique as a member of the Conseil constitutionnel. 
One can be convicted of corruption but still make a come-back in politics.  The bill 
that was proposed to parliament making anyone convicted of corruption ineligible for 
election was rejected by the Assembly, with the help of the socialists. 

d. Lastly, given the very substantial differences between the English and French legal 
systems, it has sometimes proved impossible to give a precise, one to one translation 
of certain terms. In such cases an explanation has been proposed.  

 

abus de biens sociaux nm. 

misuse of company assets 

  

abus de confiance nm. 

breach of trust 

abus de faiblesse nm. 

Exploitation of a mentally or physically vulnerable victim, taking unfair advantage of the 
psychological vulnerability of a person in order to get them to take a decision which may be 
against their own interest 

acquittement nm. 

acquittal. 

 

agression à l’arme blanche 

assault with a bladed article 

 

aménagement des peines nm. 

A form of reduced sentencing that may involve the use of an electronic tag, or a form of semi 
liberty where the prisoner is free during the day but must report back to prison at night.  

 

 

amende nf. 

fine. 



 

assassinat nm 

homicide with premeditation. 

 

assigner à résidence vtr. 

to place under house arrest. 

 

assises nfpl 

Crown Court. 

 

association de malfaiteurs. 

criminal conspiracy. 

. 

atteinte au secret des correspondances nf 

interference with private mail 

 

attouchements sur mineur nm. 

sexual assault on a child under 13 

 

avocat /e nmf. 

lawyer, barrister 

. 

avocat général nm. 

Crown Prosecutor. 

 

avoirs criminels nmpl. 

criminal assets 



 

ayant droit nm. 

entitled party. 

 

barreau nm. 

the Bar. 

 

bâtonnier nm. 

Chairman of the Bar Council  

 

blanchiment d’argent nm. 

money laundering 

 

blanchiment de fraude fiscale nm. 

money laundering of the profits of tax evasion. 

 

CAPA certificat d'aptitude à la profession d'avocat.    

People who can prove that they have a certain experience in local or central government or 
related areas can ask for an exemption and not be obliged to take the theoretical exam.  This is 
a waiver frequently used in favour of politicians who wish to become lawyers without passing 
the examination that is required of all lawyers. 

 

casier judiciaire nm. 

a criminal record. 

 

Chambre, 17e nf. 

La 17e chambre is the court specialized in cases involving the press at the county court of 
Paris. Its frame of reference is the law of 29 July 1881. Its role is to find the golden mean 
between freedom of expression on the one hand, and respect for persons on the other.  (libel, 
personal privacy etc.) 



 

Chancellerie nf.  

The central administration of the Ministry of Justice 

 

charge, à  loc.adv. 

This is said of elements that tend to prove the guilt of the accused person, the opposite being ‘à 
décharge’. The examining magistrate (juge d’instruction) is supposed to examine the case from both 
points of view. ‘à charge’ and ‘à décharge’.  

 

circonstances aggravantes loc. adj. 

aggravating factors. 

 

circonstances atténuantes loc. adj. 

mitigating factors 

 

citation à comparaître nf 

summons to appear 

 

classé sans suite  

case dismissed. This expression, along with ‘non lieu’, in the wake of numerous scandals 
involving politicians, has become a synonym of ‘whitewash’. 

 

collusion nf. 

collusion, complicity. 

 

commissariat nm. 

police station. 

 

commission rogatoire nf. 



This is a means by which one judge gives permission to another judge to act in his or her 
name when the affair is outside the strict limits of the first judge’s jurisdiction. 

 

comparution immédiate nf. 

immediate court appearance. Fast track method of judging people who have been arrested 
after being caught in the act. 

 

concussion nf. 

This refers specifically to the corruption of a civil servant. 

 

conflit d’intérêts nm. 

conflict of interests 

 

Conseil supérieur de la magistrature nm.  

The CSM first made its appearance in France in 1883. Under the terms of article 64 of the 
Constitution of the Fifth Republic, the role of the CSM is to guarantee the independence of the 
French judiciary and to act as a disciplinary body vis-à-vis the magistrates. It is chaired by the 
President of the Republic and vice chaired by the minister of justice (Le garde des Sceaux). It 
is asked for its opinion whenever senior appointments in the legal system are made but its 
opinion may or may not be followed. The separation of powers between the executive and the 
judiciary is impossible to achieve in this situation. 

. 

corruption active/passive nf. 

‘Corruption active’ is ‘bribing’, whereas ‘corruption passive’ is accepting bribes.  

 

Cour d’appel nf. 

the court of appeal  

 

La Cour de cassation 



The Supreme Court of appeal.  It is the highest level of jurisdiction in the French legal system. 
It is not a third level court and does not retry a court case. It merely verifies that the law has 
been abided by in the conduct of the proceedings at the lower levels of jurisdiction. If this has 
not been the case, the court ‘casse’ i.e. annuls the decision of the lower appeal court and 
imposes a retrial of the case at another appeal court known as the cour d’appel de renvoi. 
There is only one Cour de cassation in France and it is located within the Palais de Justice, 
quai de l’Horloge in the 1er arrondissement of Paris. 

 

Cour de justice de la République nf.  

This is an exceptional jurisdiction competent to judge the illicit actions of members of the 
government in the performance of their official duties. 

crime nm. 

This is the most serious category of wrongdoing, frequently a murder.  NB A false friend for 
anglicists e.g. burglary, in the French meaning of the term, is not a ‘crime’. 

 

de gré à gré loc. adv. 

by common agreement.  

 

débouté, être 

to have one’s case dismissed by the court 

 

décharge, à loc. adv.  

 See above‘à charge’. 

 

délit nm. 

this is a wrongdoing which, in gravity, is between a ‘contravention’and a ‘crime’  

 

délit de fuite nm. 

hit and run offence, or more broadly, leaving the scene of a crime. 

  

délit d’entrave nm. 



In French labour law it is defined as any form of obstruction in the constitution of a works 
council, or the nomination of any of its members.  

   

dénonciation calomnieuse nf. 

false accusation  

 

déposer/porter plainte 

to lodge a formal complaint with the police.  

.  

détention préventive/provisoire (en) nf. 

to be remanded in custody 

 

détournement de fonds publics nm. 

embezzlement or misappropriation  of public funds 

 

devoir de réserve nm. 

In the French civil service, le devoir de réserve implies not only the obligation to preserve 
secrecy but also not to take advantage of one’s position to express or propagate one’s personal 
opinions. 

 

diffamation nf. 

slander (oral) libel (written) 

 

droit d’asile nm. 

right of asylum 

 

droit du sang nm. 

 (jus sanguinis, in Latin) the right to bestow on the child, the nationality of its parents.  



 

 

droit du sol nm. 

(jus soli in Latin) the right to bestow on a child the nationality of the country where he or she 
is born, irrespective of the parents’ nationality.  

 

droits de succession nmpl. 

inheritance tax. 

 

écrou, la levée d’ nf. 

release from prison. Lit. the official entry in the prison register that sb. has been released 

 

écrouer vtr. 

 to imprison. 

 

enquête préliminaire nf. 

In French law, the preliminary investigation or enquiry is carried out by the criminal 
investigation department to determine if pursuing a case is well founded. This corresponds to 
the British Crown Prosecution Service.  

 

entrave à la circulation nf. 

obstruction of the free flow of traffic on the public highway.  

 

escroquerie en bande organisée nf. 

fraud in an organized gang 

 

exécuteur testamentaire nm.  

the executor of a will 

 



faux en écriture publique nm. 

false or forged entry in public documents 

 

faux et usage de faux nm. 

fraud and use of bogus documents 

 

favoritisme nm. 

favouritism. This is particularly favouritism on the part of a public servant, frequently in the 
context of the attribution of a public tender. 

 

fin de non-recevoir nf. 

A refusal to investigate a case because of the inadmissibility in law of the request e.g. because 
of the statute of limitation. 

 

flagrant délit nm. (pris en) 

to be caught in the act, to be caught red-handed 

 

garde à vue nf. 

to be remanded in (police) custody for questioning. 

 

garde des Sceaux nm. 

Literally the Keeper of the Seals but meaning the Minister of Justice. 

 

gendarmerie nf. 

The gendarmes are not police proper but members of an armed force with the role of ensuring 
security, generally in rural areas.  The police are in charge of security in urban areas. The 
former depend on the Minister of Defence, the latter on the Minister of the Interior.   

 



greffier nm. 

the clerk of the court, the legal advisor  

 

Haute Cour. La  

This Court was originally set up to deal with cases of high treason on the part of the President. In 2002, 
the term ‘treason’ was changed to ‘manquement’ (negligence, breach, default) à ses devoirs 
manifestement incompatible avec l'exercice de son mandat’. Under the Fifth Republic, the Court is 
composed of 12 sénateurs and 12 députés. For acts committed during their term of office, ministers are 
judged by the Cour de justice de la République. See above ‘Cour de justice’ 

 

huis clos nm. 

in closed court (in camera) 

 

huissier de justice nm. 

a bailiff 

 

immunité parlementaire nf. 

parliamentary immunity 

 

incitation à la haine raciale nf. 

incitement to racial hatred 

 

inéligible adj. 

ineligible. 

 

information judiciaire nf. 

a judicial inquiry 

 



injure et diffamation nf. 

libel (written), slander (oral) 

 

instruction nf. 

All of the procedures carried out by a juge d’instruction, (the Crown Prosecution Service in the 
English system) in order that a crime or offence may be brought to trial.  

 

juge d’instruction nm. 

It is the examining magistrate, and not the police, who decides whether there are grounds for bringing 
sb. to trial. In English law, this function is fulfilled by the Crown Prosecution Service. The separation 
of powers, dear to Montesquieu, is not guaranteed under the Constitution of the Fifth Republic. None of 
the scandals involving eminent politicians over the last few years would ever have come to light had the 
investigations been carried out by the public prosecutor’s office. The European Court of Justice has 
underlined the fact that the French Procureur is in fact a political nominee and cannot be considered as 
a true member of the French judicial system. The public outcry and the opposition of the judiciary to the 
proposed abolition of the ‘juge d’instruction’ has delayed its introduction. It might simply be dropped. 
See Chapter 12 ‘homme’. 

 

 

liquidation judiciaire nf. 

compulsory liquidation 

 

Loi du 29 juillet 1881. La  

This is the law which contains the articles related to freedom of the press that was inspired by article 11 
of the Declaration of the Rights of Man 26 August 1789. It is also the text that gives a legal framework 
for restrictions in this field i.e. cases of libel. The public posting of bills is limited by this law. The words 
Défense d'afficher loi du 29 juillet 1801 (‘Bill-stickers will be prosecuted’) can be seen, written in black 
letters two feet high, over a length of 10 metres, on otherwise pristine Parisian walls! Every newspaper, 
magazine and even a corporate publication includes the name of the Directeur de la publication because 
he or she is ultimately liable in the event of legal action being taken against the newspaper or magazine 
in question. 

Loi 1901. La  

This is the law governing the activities of non-profit making associations. Nothing was provided for in 
the texts of the French Revolution and the situation of associations was uncertain throughout the 



nineteenth century. This law gave a legal foundation upon which associations could be built. There are 
over 1 million such associations in France.  

 

Loi 1905. La  

This is the law separating churches and state. It effectively put an end to the Napoleonic 
Concordat and was the final chapter in the confrontation between catholic, royalist France and 
the secular and anti-clerical republicans. Religious instruction in schools ceased. Article 2 of 
the law stipulates ‘La République ne reconnaît, ne salarie ni ne subventionne aucun culte’.  

 

Loi Évin. La  

Named after the socialist député who drew up this law in 1991 forbidding indirect or direct advertising 
of alcoholic beverages and tobacco. It is frequently under attack from the tobacco and wine lobbies. 

 

Loi Carrez. La   

La loi Carrez, 18 December 1996 enhances the protection of people buying a flat in a condo by obliging 
the seller to state the precise surface area of the flat in question. Certain parts of the flat e.g. the space 
under the stairs would be excluded form the calculation of the overall area.  This area is calculated by a 
qualified geometrician. Gilles Carrez, was the député who proposed this law that now bears his name.   

 

loi organique nf. 

This  is a law that sets out the organization of public authorities. In the hierarchy, it is below the 
Constitution but above all other laws. 

 

main courante nf. 

Incident Recording System. 

This is the official complaint book at the police station, for recording minor complaints as 
opposed to serious offences.   

mandat d’amener nm. 

summons to appear (by physical force if necessary) 

 

mandat de dépôt nm. 



a committal order 

 

marché public nm. 

public tender. 

 

mettre en examen vtr. 

to officially charge or indict a person 

 

mise en demeure nf. 

formal demand 

 

non-lieu nm. 

case dismissed 

 

nul et non avenu loc. adj. 

nul and void. 

 

nullité (frappé de) nf. 

rendered void 

 

Parquet nm. 

This is the public prosecutor’s department in charge of defending the general interest and the 
application of the law.   

 

partie civile, se porter v.pr 

to be associated in a court action with the public prosecutor 

 



peine plancher nf. 

a minimum sentence 

 

plainte contre X nf. 

complaint against a person or persons unknown 

 

prescription nf. 

statute of limitation 

 

prise illégale d’intérêt nf. 

The fact that sb. with public authority, or a public service mission, or an elected official, 
should take, receive or conserve directly or indirectly an interest in an operation of which he 
or she is in charge.   

 

prison ferme, une  peine de nf. 

an immediate custodial sentence, with no remission.  

 

Procureur nm. 

the public prosecutor 

proxénétisme (en bande organisée) nm. 

procuring, living off immoral earnings (in an organized gang) 

 

prud’hommes nmpl. 

industrial tribunal 

 

 



publicité trompeuse nf. 

fraudulent/deceptive/misleading advertising 

 

pv (procès verbal) nm. 

an on-the-spot-fine. This can be simply the parking or speeding fine a policeman gives a 
motorist. In a non-legal context it is the official account of a meeting i.e. the minutes 

 

recel nm. 

receiving or handling e.g. stolen goods 

 

récidiviste nm. 

a repeat offender 

 

relax nf. 

acquittal (in a court other than the assize court) 

 

société écran nf. 

a front, a dummy company 

 

sursis nm. 

a suspension of sentence 

 

témoin assisté nm. 

a status half way between that of an officially indicted person and a simple witness 

 

 



tribunal correctionnel nm. 

magistrates’ court dealing with criminal matters  

tribunal de grande instance nm. 

County Court 
 
tribunal de police nm. 

police court 

tribunal d’instance nm. 

magistrate’s court dealing with civil matters 

 
 
vol à l’étalage nm. 
shoplifting 
 

X témoigner sous vtr dir. 

to bear witness anonymously  

 

 

 

 


	c. The fact that, more often than not, a criminal record is no obstacle to prestigious career evolution for such people. Alain Juppé, ex- prime minister, sentenced for prise illégale d’intérêt (a form of corruption) has recently been appointed to one ...

