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Lesson from Traditional Chinese “Legal Words and Dictions”
MA Xiaohong

Abstract: “Legal words and dictions” are rich and colorful in traditional China. Unlike the increasingly
professional terminology of modern legal languages, they are the combination of terminology, colloquialism, and
refined language. The expression of traditional Chinese criminal law strived to be accurate, and terminology was
well-developed, which is difficult to master without special learning, as it is related to the lives of the people and
issued by the imperial government. Village regulations and agreements, domestic discipline and clan rules made
based on the spirit of rite were the bases for deciding small civil cases and were related to people’s everyday own
interests. Their expressions were as easy to understand as possible, so they basically appeared in the form of
colloquial expressions. However, jurisprudential interpretations were based on Confucian classics, closely
combined with rituals, and expressed in refined words and language. What we should learn from today is that the
legislations in traditional China are closely integrated with society and strive for the understanding and
compliance of all social strata. It goes without saying that colloquial language and refined language closely
combined with ritual and religion have wide popularity. Even though the criminal law is expressed in terms, the
ancients also popularized it as much as possible in various ways, such as “explaining and reading”, so that the
public could accept it. It means there is no estrangement between legal language and the public, and legal words
and language diversified according to different audiences and functions and strived to be easily accepted by the
society. The traditional Chinese society had formed a high degree of consensus on law, the value of law was highly
unified, and the authority of law was thus formed.
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