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S
panish language use in the legal profession is on the rise.1 As
a result, law firms, courts, and law libraries must equip legal
practitioners with the proper resources to incorporate Span-

ish in the practice of law. A Spanish dictionary is an important re-
search tool, whether an attorney is counseling Spanish-speaking
clients in Colorado or drafting commercial agreements in Latin
America.Law Review articles over the last decade have document-
ed the growing reliance on dictionaries by the courts; however, this
scholarship has focused primarily on English-language dictionar-
ies.2

With dozens of foreign-language dictionaries to choose from
and limited guidance provided by the academic literature, one
might be tempted to use free online translation services, such as
Babel Fish3 or Google Translate.4 However, these websites should
not be relied on to accurately translate legal terminology. A recent
investigation into Babel Fish’s ability to translate legal phrases from
Spanish to English reported very few successful translations.5 Un-
til reliable and affordable translation software appears, attorneys
and judges will continue to rely on print and online dictionaries for
their legal work in Spanish.

This article presents the results of a study by the author involv-
ing analysis of citations to Spanish dictionaries in U.S. Supreme
Court and U.S. federal court opinions. Here, the term “Spanish
dictionary” is used to refer to both exclusively Spanish-language
dictionaries and bilingual Spanish-English dictionaries. With
dozens of legal and general usage dictionaries on the market, the
study’s objective was to discover those dictionaries that U.S. courts
relied on most often to translate and define Spanish terms. As a
means of comparison with U.S. practice, the study also examined
the citation practices of courts in three Latin American jurisdic-
tions: Argentina, Costa Rica, and Mexico—countries that attract
many U.S. visitors and significant foreign investment.

The results of the study are meant to serve as a guide for attor-
neys and law librarians when purchasing Spanish dictionaries.The
article provides relevant contextual information to critically ana-
lyze a court’s reliance on a specific dictionary. Although the article
addresses the specific uses for which U.S. courts rely on Spanish
dictionaries, the purpose of the article is descriptive; no attempt is
made to defend or criticize the practice of relying primarily on dic-
tionaries to define statutory or contractual terms.6

Methodology
The study included analysis of the citations to Spanish diction-

aries in opinions from the following judicial bodies: the U.S. Su-
preme Court (1795–2006);7 the U.S. federal district courts and cir-
cuit courts of appeals (1900–2006);8 the Supreme Court of Ar-
gentina (1995–2006);9 the Supreme Court of Costa Rica
(2000–06);10 and the Supreme Court and collegiate appellate
courts of Mexico (1995–2005).11 The majority of the results focus
on data collected from U.S court opinions. The Appendix to this
article lists all of the dictionaries cited by U.S. federal district courts
and circuit courts of appeals since 1900, along with the number of
citations, dates of citations, and specific jurisdictions that cited
them.

The results include statistics on how U.S. courts have used
Spanish dictionaries; for example, whether the dictionary was used
to translate contracts or define foreign legal terms. Because of the
small population of cases analyzed in the foreign jurisdictions,
those results are simply a snapshot and are meant to provide only a
rough comparison with the results from the American courts.

The study focused on four types of Spanish dictionaries: Span-
ish-language legal dictionaries, Spanish-language general usage
dictionaries, bilingual legal dictionaries, and bilingual general us-
age dictionaries. Except for business or financial dictionaries, spe-
cialized dictionaries unrelated to law, such as medical or scientific
dictionaries, were disregarded. In tabulating the results, separate
editions of the same dictionary were treated as one single text.
Colorado state courts were excluded from the study because of the
lack of any citations to Spanish dictionaries.12
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U.S. Courts
From 1795 through the end of 2006, the U.S. Supreme Court

cited three legal Spanish-language dictionaries13 and one general
usage Spanish-language dictionary14 on thirteen occasions. The
Supreme Court first referred to a Spanish-language dictionary in
183815 and most recently in 1929.16 Because no recent Supreme
Court cases have relied on Spanish dictionaries, these citations are
of interest primarily for historical purposes.

Among the district courts and circuit courts of appeals, the study
revealed eighty citations to thirty-two Spanish dictionaries in sixty-
two court opinions (see Appendix). Of the thirty-two dictionaries
cited, eight were legal dictionaries and twenty-four were general
usage.The courts quoted nineteen bilingual dictionaries and thir-
teen Spanish-language dictionaries. No opinions referenced any
topical legal Spanish dictionary, such as those devoted to law en-
forcement, criminal law, or immigration. Print dictionaries consti-
tuted the majority of citations; however, two court opinions used
online dictionaries.17 Because 65 percent of the dictionaries were
cited only once, a firm consensus on the best dictionaries remains
elusive. (For information about the five most frequently cited dic-
tionaries, see the sidebar below.)

Two Tenth Circuit decisions, both involving criminal prosecu-
tions, have cited bilingual general usage dictionaries. U.S. v. Bustil-
los-Muñoz18 used the Larousse Concise Spanish-English, English-
Spanish Dictionary19 to translate a term from a Spanish version of a
Miranda warning. The court in U.S. v. Chavez-Ceja20 relied on
Cassell’s Spanish-English, English-Spanish Dictionary21 to translate a
police officer’s request to search a defendant’s vehicle.

No bilingual legal dictionaries appeared among the top ten cited
works; notably absent were Dahl’s Law Dictionary: Spanish-Eng-
lish, English-Spanish22 and Butterworths Spanish/English Legal Dic-
tionary,23 both of which are highly praised by practitioners and li-
brarians.24 The courts’ reluctance to cite bilingual legal dictionar-
ies echoes recent European scholarship lamenting the lack of
bilingual law dictionaries that use sound lexicographic and com-
parative law principles, especially Spanish-English dictionaries.25

A recent survey of bilingual legal dictionaries by European scholars

failed to identify any Spanish-English bilingual dictionaries as rig-
orous comparative academic works.26

The district courts accounted for thirty-four of the opinions; six
separate circuit courts of appeals (First,Third, Fifth, Ninth,Tenth,
and Customs & Patents Appeals) accounted for twenty-eight
opinions. District courts from the following ten jurisdictions ref-
erenced Spanish dictionaries: Puerto Rico, New York, Illinois, Ne-
braska, New Mexico, Kansas, Florida, Oregon, Texas, and Virgin
Islands. Half of the opinions originated in the District Courts of
Puerto Rico and the First Circuit Court of Appeals. Considering
the size of the Latino population in California, the results revealed
surprisingly few California District Court and Ninth Circuit cases.

Chronological analysis of the data revealed a recent significant
increase in the number of citations to Spanish dictionaries,with al-
most 60 percent of all citations occurring from 1990 to 2006.The
first six decades of the last century produced only fifteen citations.
The 1970s and 1980s generated nineteen citations, in comparison
to forty-six citations from 1990 to 2006. Moreover, the number of
citations in the first six years of this current decade (twenty-four)
already has surpassed the total from the 1990s (twenty-two).

Dictionary Function 
Table 1 identifies seven broad categories of dictionary usage by

U.S. district and circuit courts of appeals. Spanish-to-English
translations of witness testimony and documents entered into evi-
dence constituted nearly half of all citations. For example, courts
have relied on general usage dictionaries to verify the adequacy of
Miranda warnings given in Spanish to criminal suspects.27 Almost
one-third of Spanish dictionary usage related to translations of
statutes, court rules, jury instructions, and international agree-
ments.28 The third most frequent use of dictionaries involved
translating contract terms from Spanish to English, or vice versa.29

Dictionary Selection
Legal scholars have criticized the courts for failing to adequate-

ly justify their selection of English-language dictionaries.30 Simi-
larly, only opinions from two courts addressed the rationale for
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Acquisition Information for the Most Frequently Cited Dictionaries by U.S. Courts

Title Author/Editor Publisher Price ISBN
Cassell’s Spanish-English,
English-Spanish Dictionary

Anthony Gooch Macmillan/Wiley Publishing, 1978 $22 9780025229105

Diccionario de la Lengua
Española, 22nd ed.

Real Academia Española Editorial Espasa Calpe, 2001 Available online:
http://www.rae.es

8423968146

New Revised Velázquez
Spanish & English Dictionary
(out of print)

Mariano Velázquez 
de la Cadena

New Century Publishers, 1985 varies O832902659

Oxford Spanish Dictionary:
Spanish-English, 
English-Spanish, 3rd ed.

Beatriz Galimberti Jarman Oxford University Press, 2003 $49.95 9780198604754

Webster’s New World Inter-
national Spanish Dictionary,1
2nd ed. 

Roger Steiner Wiley Publishing, 2004 $49.95 9780764576430

1. This reference previously was published as Simon & Schuster’s International Dictionary English-Spanish, Spanish-English.
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choosing a particular dictionary. The Ninth Circuit, in Gherebi v.
Bush, labeled the Diccionario de la Lengua Española31 as “the au-
thoritative dictionary of the Spanish language.”32 A decision from
the Federal District Court for Puerto Rico described the Dic-
cionario Enciclopédico Unión Tipográfica Editorial Hispano Ameri-
cana33 as “well known and quite complete”and the Diccionario de la
Lengua Española as “conservative, but reliable.”34

Courts often relied on general usage bilingual dictionaries,
rather than legal ones, to translate and define legal terminology
from one language to another. For instance, a U.S. district court in
Illinois employed a bilingual general usage dictionary, Cassell ’s
Spanish-English, English-Spanish Dictionary, instead of a bilingual
legal dictionary, to translate a word from an Argentine letter roga-
tory.35

Foreign Courts: Argentina, 
Costa Rica, and Mexico

The analysis of Argentine, Costa Rican, and Mexican court
opinions revealed 448 citations to thirty-one separate dictionaries.
Table 2 lists the ten most often cited dictionaries from 1995–
2006.36 More than 60 percent of all citations were to the Dic-
cionario de la Lengua Española, published by the Real Academia Es-
pañola (Spanish Royal Academy), the leading authority in Spanish
lexicography.37

In contrast, the Diccionario de la Lengua Española, first published
in 1726, constituted only 11 percent of the citations in U.S. federal
courts.The twenty-second edition of the Diccionario de la Lengua
Española, released in 2001, also is available online at http://
www.rae.es. Although the Spanish Royal Academy’s dictionary
was dominant, the three foreign jurisdictions used fifteen other
general usage dictionaries. The Latin American courts cited only
one bilingual legal dictionary38 and two bilingual general diction-
aries.39 Interestingly, the only two dictionaries cited by all three ju-
risdictions were from Spain: the Diccionario de la Lengua Española
and the Diccionario Razonado de Legislación y Jurisprudencia,40 by
Joaquín Escriche, an influential nineteenth century work.

The foreign judiciaries cited frequently to Spanish-language le-
gal dictionaries, in contrast to U.S. courts, which primarily refer-

enced bilingual general dictionaries. Only one of the top ten cited
works in U.S. courts was a legal dictionary, the Diccionario de Dere-
cho Usual,41 whereas legal dictionaries constituted 60 percent of the
most cited texts in the three Latin American courts.U.S. courts re-
lied on Spanish dictionaries primarily for translating evidentiary
testimony and documents,whereas foreign courts used dictionaries
principally to define terms in codes and statutes.42

Because of their shared civil law tradition, each Latin American
court quoted dictionaries published in various jurisdictions,not just
their own. The Supreme Court of Costa Rica cited publications
from Argentina, Colombia, Spain, and Mexico. Likewise, the Su-
preme Court of Argentina relied on French, Spanish, and Ameri-
can dictionaries.The Mexican courts only cited the Diccionario Ju-
rídico Mexicano43 twice, despite its popularity with legal scholars.44

Conclusion
Although U.S. courts indicated a clear preference in the past for

Cassell’s Spanish-English, English-Spanish Dictionary; the New Re-
vised Velázquez Spanish & English Dictionary45; and the Diccionario
de la Lengua Española, one should not automatically assume that
these works will remain the most cited indefinitely. Because of a
lack of clearly articulated rationales for relying on specific Spanish
dictionaries, federal and state courts may cite to an even greater
number of dictionaries in the future. Attorneys and judges should
concern themselves with demonstrating the appropriateness of us-
ing specific dictionaries in particular circumstances. The hope is
that this article will assist with purchasing decisions and perhaps
generate more informed discussions about the role of Spanish dic-
tionaries in the legal system.
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Table 1
Function of Spanish Dictionaries

in U.S. Federal Courts, 1900–2006

Function                                                                               Citations    Percent

Translate testimony or documents 
in evidence 37 46%

Translate statutes, regulations, and 
treaties 24 30%

Translate contract terms 9 11%

Define nonlegal word or phrase 4 5%

Define civil law term 3 4%

Serve as pronunciation aid 2 3%

Translate letters rogatory* 1 1%

Total 80 100%

* A letter rogatory is a formal request from a court to a foreign court
for some type of judicial assistance.

Table 2
Ten Most Cited Dictionaries in the Courts 

of Argentina, Costa Rica, and Mexico, 1995–2006 

Title                                                                           Citations      Jurisdictions

Diccionario de la Lengua Española 272 Argentina
(Real Academia Española) Costa Rica

Mexico

Diccionario de Ciencias Jurídicas y 88 Argentina
Sociales (Manuel Ossorio) Costa Rica

Diccionario Enciclopédico de Derecho 11 Argentina
Usual Guillermo Cabanellas) Costa Rica

Diccionario Jurídico Elemental 10 Argentina
(Guillermo Cabanellas) Mexico

Diccionario Razonado de Legislación y 6 Argentina
Jurisprudencia ( J. Escriche) Costa Rica

Mexico

Diccionario de Derecho Procesal Civil 6 Costa Rica
(Eduardo Pallares) Mexico

Diccionario Enciclopédico de la 6 Costa Rica
Editorial Océano

Diccionario de Sinónimos y Antónimos 5 Costa Rica
Editorial Océano

Diccionario Enciclopédico Larousse 5 Costa Rica
Mexico

Diccionario de Derecho 4 Mexico
(Rafael de Pina Vara)
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Appendix 

Citations to Spanish Dictionaries in U.S. District Courts and Circuit Courts of Appeals, 1900-2006

Cassell’s Spanish-English,
English-Spanish Dictionary

13 1971–2002 1st Cir., 5th Cir., 9th Cir.,
10th Cir., C.C.P.A. N.D.Ill.,
S.D.Fla., S.D.N.Y.

Bilingual general usage
dictionary

Dictionary Cites Dates Cited Citing Jurisdictions Type of Dictionary

New Revised Velázquez Spanish & 
English Dictionary

12 1960–2005 1st Cir., N.D.Ill., D.N.M.,
D.P.R.

Bilingual general usage
dictionary

Diccionario de la Lengua Española (Real
Academia Española), available online at
http://www.rae.es

11 1931–2003 1st Cir., 9th Cir., D.P.R. Spanish-language general
usage dictionary

Oxford Spanish Dictionary:
Spanish-English, English-Spanish

4 2003–06 1st Cir., D.Neb., Bankr.D.Or.,
D.N.M.

Bilingual general usage
dictionary

Simon & Schuster’s International 
Dictionary English-Spanish,
Spanish-English

4 1996–2006 S.D.N.Y., D.P.R. Bilingual general usage
dictionary

Collins Spanish-English, English-Spanish
Dictionary

3 1987–2006 1st Cir., 3rd Cir., S.D.N.Y. Bilingual general usage
dictionary

Diccionario de Derecho Usual
(Guillermo Cabanellas)

3 1979–95 S.D.N.Y., D.P.R. Spanish-language legal
dictionary

Vox Diccionario Manual Ilustrado de la
Lengua Española, available online at
http://www.diccionarios.com 

3 1969–2003 9th Cir., D.P.R. Spanish-language general
usage dictionary

American Heritage Spanish Dictionary:
Spanish-English, English-Spanish, available
online at http://education.yahoo.com/
reference/dict_en_es

2 2003, 2006 9th Cir., D.Neb. Bilingual general usage
dictionary

Appleton’s New Spanish-English & 
English-Spanish Dictionary (Arturo Cuyás)

2 1917, 1976 1st Cir., D.P.R. Bilingual general usage
dictionary

Diccionario Jurídico según la Jurisprudencia
del Tribunal Supremo de Puerto Rico
(Lebrón)

2 1979, 1985 D.P.R. Spanish-language legal
dictionary

Activa Technical & Business Spanish-
English Online Dictionary

1 2001 W.D.N.Y. Bilingual general usage
dictionary

Concise American Heritage Larousse Spanish
Dictionary

1 1995 9th Cir. Bilingual general usage
dictionary

Dahl’s Law Dictionary Spanish-English,
English-Spanish: An Annotated Legal
Dictionary

1 2000 1st Cir. Bilingual legal dictionary

Diccionario de Derecho (Ribó Durán) 1 1990 D.P.R. Spanish-language legal
dictionary

Appendix continued on next page.
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Diccionario de Derecho Privado
(Ignacio de Casso y Romero)

1 1979 D.P.R. Spanish-language legal
dictionary

Diccionario de Legislación y Jurisprudencia
( Joaquín Escriche)

1 1942 3rd Cir. Spanish-language legal
dictionary

Diccionario de Términos Jurídicos (Ignacio
Rivera Garcia)

1 1979 D.P.R. Spanish-language legal
dictionary

Diccionario de Voces Indígenas de Puerto Rico 1 1997 S.D.N.Y. Spanish-language specialized
dictionary

Diccionario del Uso del Español
(María Moliner)

1 2005 1st Cir. Spanish-language general
usage dictionary

Diccionario Enciclopédico Unión Tipográfica
Editorial Hispano Americana

1 1969 D.P.R. Spanish-language general
usage dictionary

Diccionario Ideológico de la Lengua Española
( Julio Cásares)

1 1977 D.P.R. Spanish-language general
usage dictionary

Dictionary of Legal Terms: Spanish-English,
English-Spanish (Louis A. Robb)

1 1982 1st Cir. Bilingual legal dictionary

Larousse Concise Spanish-English, English-
Spanish Dictionary

1 2000 10th Cir. Bilingual general usage
dictionary

Larousse Gran Diccionario: Inglés-Español,
Español-Inglés
(P.White and T. Alvarez García)

1 2003 9th Cir. Bilingual general usage
dictionary

Larousse Pocket Dictionary:
Spanish-English, English-Spanish

1 2003 D.Kan. Bilingual general usage
dictionary

Pequeño Diccionario Inglés-Español, Es-
pañol-Inglés (Garnier Hermanos)

1 1955 C.C.P.A. Bilingual general usage
dictionary

Standard Spanish-English, English-Spanish
Dictionary (Emilio M. Martínez Amador)

1 1969 D.P.R. Bilingual general usage
dictionary

University of Chicago Spanish-English,
English-Spanish Dictionary
(Carlos Castillo)

1 2006 D.Neb. Bilingual general usage
dictionary

Vox Compact Spanish-English Dictionary
(National Textbook Company)

1 1992 5th Cir. Bilingual general usage
dictionary

Vox Diccionario Manual de Sinónimos 
y Antónimos

1 2005 1st Cir. Spanish-language general
usage dictionary

Williams Spanish-English Dictionary
(Edwin Bucher Williams)

1 1976 1st Cir. Bilingual general usage
dictionary

Total 80 — — —

Appendix (continued)

Dictionary Cites Dates Cited Citing Jurisdictions Type of Dictionary
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