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Difficulties in Chinese-Japanese Translation of Legal Terms
from the Perspective of the Homographs
in Japanese and Chinese

Liao Haitao

Summary

Chinese characters, originating from the Yellow River area of China more than three thousand
years ago, are still in use today. It may be said that the survival of Chinese characters over many
years is closely related to formation of the “cultures of Chinese characters” or the cultures established
with Chinese characters or writing.

It appears that Chinese characters were originally introduced into Japan simultaneously with
Buddhism. Historically, the Japanese have been open to borrowing terms from other languages.
Beyond the borrowing and adapting of Chinese characters into Japanese, Japanese also created
phonetic character sets loosely based on Chinese characters. The resulting Hiragana and Katakana
system is used to phonetically represent Japanese words.

Importantly in modern times, as the Japanese studied Western science technology and legal system
to import Western culture, political institution and judicial system, the Japanese created new coined
and translated words corresponding to those concepts were created. Later, same shape synonyms
of some Japan's coined and translated words were used also in Chinese language. The loanwords
from Japanese have the same shapes as Chinese characters and the terms of the words are adopted
in Chinese language. Many same shape synonyms are used in Chinese and Japanese as identical
character. However, a Japan's same shaped word does not always have the same meaning in Chinese.

This paper focuses on Chinese and Japanese legal terms of the same shape and discusses
differences in legal terms between Chinese and Japanese. I hope this study could help avoid troubles
in Chinese-Japanese or Japanese-Chinese translation of legal documents amid growing economic ties
between China and Japan.
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