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The study of CI in Japan began in the late 1980s, and its first researchers
were law professors and attorneys who advocated human rights. They dis-
cussed the  plight of  non-Japanese-speaking defendants in  legal  settings.
Subsequently, interpreters and theorists of interpretation discussed ethics,
cultural issues, training and so on. Recently, however, a new wave of stud-
ies has emerged, with a greater focus on linguistic approaches such as dis-
course analysis, corpus studies etc. This paper will first briefly review the
earlier CI research in general and then focus on legal interpreting, which is
the most advanced and noteworthy area of CI studies in Japan. 

0. Introduction

In Japan, the concept of community interpreting (CI) was completely un-
known until about two decades ago. Japanese society had long been charac-
terized by homogeneity and uniformity until the time of the so-called bub-
ble economy, an economic boom that occurred in the period between the
latter half of the 1980s and the early 1990s. This boom attracted a large
number of  immigrant workers from all  over the world,  particularly from
Asia and South America and as, unfortunately enough, the number of crimi-
nal cases involving such foreign workers became significant, the Japanese
judiciary began to realize the need for legal interpreting and translating. For
the first time, the existence of other areas of interpreting besides conference
interpreting was acknowledged, whereas until then, research into interpreta-
tion in Japan had been restricted to the area of conference interpreting. 

Research into this new interpreting context, that of legal interpreting,
can be roughly divided into four different phases, representing the periods
between 1990 and 1995, 1995 and 2000, 2000 and 2005 and from 2005 on-
ward. Each of these phases is characterized by a different societal back-
ground and a different type of approach to the issue. This paper will de-
scribe the background, contents and characteristics, contributions and short-
comings of each research phase. First, however, it will briefly survey other
areas of CI focusing on health care interpreting more in particular. 

It is hoped that this overview will offer some insight into the typical
patterns of CI research and its evolution in a non-immigrant country like
Japan.
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1. CI Studies in general

Until the 1980s, there were practically no publications at all on interpreting
in Japan. The early contributors to this esoteric field of study were confer-
ence interpreters, and they mainly focused on issues related to conference
interpreting and its historical, societal or cultural background (e.g. Nishiya-
ma 1988; Kondo 1988). Studies on CI began to gain prominence only from
around 1990. Until then, most of the research projects related to the non-
Japanese speaking people  in  Japan were focused on the conditions they
faced  in  their  new environment.  Researchers  in  this  area  were  mainly
economists,  sociologists and jurists,  and they discussed above all  human
rights issues related to the immigrant population, such as access to social
services, health care, education and so forth. For  example, a well-known
scholar in this field, Tezuka (1989), focused on this issue from the legal and
economic point of view. If these early researchers discussed the issue of
communication, they did so only briefly.

From around 1990, several local governments began to conduct sur-
veys in order to identify the linguistic needs of foreigners residing in their
jurisdiction. The focus of these surveys was on social service sectors, but no
significant research was conducted into the issue of language mediation or
interpretation. More recently, because of growing concern about education
for children who do not speak Japanese, the issue of the importance of and
need for school interpreters has begun to draw attention but, on the whole,
since Japan had for so long been a non-immigrant country, the service needs
of non-nationals had been regarded as ‘exceptional’. 

Another interesting observation is that in Japan, sign language inter-
pretation had seldom been discussed in the  context of CI until  the  early
nineties. As a matter of fact, spoken language and sign language interpreta-
tion had been treated as completely separate areas and there had been no at-
tempt to combine these two types of interpreting. The book  Hearing-im-
paired and Criminal Procedures (Matsumoto et al. 1992) was the first pub-
lication that dealt with sign-language interpreting in the framework of CI. It
was based on case studies, and it also referred to a couple of cases of mis-
communication in medical settings. 

Health  care  interpreting  is  an  emerging  area  of  study  too.  From
around 2000, NPOs, such as MIC Kanagawa1, have launched various kinds
of projects related to the dispatch and training of health care interpreters.
This trend has led to an increased awareness among health care providers
about the quality of interpreting in medical settings. In this particular area,
there have been three different types of approaches. 

First  there  is  the  statistical  approach.  Surveys  of  communication
needs have been conducted by doctors, nurses and social workers at several
medical institutions that  are visited  by  a  large number of  non-Japanese-
speaking patients. Although there have been no significant publications to
date, on various occasions, such as during conferences and seminars, some
data have been presented. These throw some light on the numbers and na-
tionalities of the patients, their ailments at the time of visiting the institu-
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tion, whether or not they had health insurance, the number of times that
they experienced communication problems, the manner in which staff in
that particular institution handled language-related issues and so forth. 

One noteworthy statistical study was undertaken by researchers of
KDDI (a telephone company) Research Institute, Inc. This study was fairly
unique, because one of the themes it dealt with is a method of utilizing ma-
chine translation systems for medical treatment. Their report was submitted
to the International Communication Foundation (KDDI Research Institute,
Inc. 2005). 

The  second  approach  is  an  educational  one.  In  2003,  MEDINT
(Medical Interpreters Association)  in the  Hyogo Prefecture, for  instance,
launched programmes to train both interpreters and health care providers.
They hold regular study sessions on various themes, such as the symptoms
of and medication for various diseases. Some other organizations have initi-
ated similar programmes. The study of ethical issues has been an integral
part of such training modules. For example, a symposium on the ethics of
health care interpreting was held in Osaka on 6 November 2005, hosted by
MITF(Medical Interpreting Task Force), a group comprising the representa-
tives  of  five  organizations  related  to  health  care  interpreting,  such  as
MEDINT, and the Mainichi Newspaper Company. At this symposium, the
Code of Ethics of the US National Council for Health Care Interpreters was
introduced;  the  translated  version  of  the  Code  has  also  been  published
(MITF 2006). 

The final research methodology is that of undertaking overseas stud-
ies. The primary interest of the researchers active in this field has been to
determine how systems of health care interpreting should operate and how
interpreters should  be  trained.  Traditional  immigrant-recipient  countries,
such as the US, Australia and Canada have been the main focus of such
studies  and  there  have  already  been  some  publications  by  health  care
providers on these issues, for example, the article by Ishizaki (2004) on the
(U.S.) Washington State system. 

Training courses,  such as  Bridging the Gap2 offered by the  Cross
Cultural Health Care Program in the US, have also served as a good re-
source for studying training methods. Another important event in terms of
overseas studies was the national conference on health care interpreting that
was held in Yokohama on 28 January 2006. This conference addressed three
themes in three sessions. The first session discussed the present status of
and challenges to the system of health care interpreting with practising doc-
tors as resource persons. The second discussed desirable training systems
for interpreters. The resource persons here were programme organizers and
interpreting trainers. In the third session, the representatives of public orga-
nizations discussed the institutionalization of health care interpreting. For
this conference, the host organization, MIC Kanagawa, carried out exten-
sive research into overseas systems and presented such systems in advanced
case-studies  (MIC  Kanagawa  2006).  Perhaps  most  importantly  of  all,
through this conference a nation-wide network of health care interpreters
and their users was established. This event has therefore been of great sig-
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nificance for the field of CI, particularly that of medical interpreting be-
cause it has enabled a smoother flow of information. Moreover, such a net-
work of people from various backgrounds will no doubt contribute signifi-
cantly to the future advancement of research in this area.

2. Legal Interpreting: the first phase 1990–1995

2.1. Background

It was during the period of Japan’s  bubble economy that the presence of
non-Japanese people suddenly began to become ‘conspicuous’ to the  au-
thorities. It was unusual for the Japanese to encounter non-Japanese-speak-
ing people in various places such as schools, government offices, hospitals
and courtrooms. 

Among all the settings in which non-Japanese people were involved,
it was in the criminal courts that language problems had the most serious
implications. In these settings, the language problems would be visibly and
directly linked to possible  miscarriages of  justice. Therefore, the  area of
court interpreting, or legal interpreting, first and foremost drew the attention
of human-rights-oriented scholars. 

2.2. Topics and characteristics of the studies

Although a number of studies concerning foreigners before 1990 did men-
tion communication issues, there was no mention of interpreting and trans-
lation. But from around 1990 on, interpretation and translation came to be
discussed as distinct issues in the  judiciary. Scholars of law mainly dis-
cussed  legislation  related  to  the  issue  of  legal  interpreting  (e.g.  Asada
1994); practising lawyers,  on the other  hand, discussed the  issue mainly
from the human rights point of view. For example, the Osaka Bar Associa-
tion published a report (Osaka Bar Association 1991) in which they com-
pared international and domestic laws, and discussed the right to due pro-
cess and equal protection under the law. Some introduced the situation re-
garding  legal  interpreting  in  other  countries  to  Japan.  In  1988,  the  US
Congress passed legislation amending the Court Interpreters Act3,  which
served as a good source for research in Japan as well. Ebashi (1990), for ex-
ample, surveyed the precedents in common-law nations in which legal in-
terpreting was an issue and discussed the right to a fair trial in this context.
The law enforcement agencies also presented their views on the same issue
(e.g. Shimane 1992).
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2.3 Contributions and shortcomings

It has been pointed out that studies of legal interpreting began with the ini-
tiatives  by  both  practising  lawyers  and  scholars  of  law.  Through  their
works, the idea that foreigners in Japan were facing problems of non-com-
munication or miscommunication, which implied a violation of their right
to a fair trial, became widely recognized.

In this phase, however, there was as yet no substantial contribution
from practising interpreters or linguists. The principal researchers were peo-
ple who did not possess any knowledge of interpreting or translation. For
example,  Okabe (1991) published a  highly informative article  about the
federal system of court interpreting in the US. However, the contents of his
article clearly suggest that he had no insight in how consecutive interpreta-
tion works, and misunderstood its meaning. This example typifies this first
research phase.

3. Legal Interpreting: the second phase 1995–2000

3.1. Background

As the number of  foreign nationals in Japan continued to increase,  also
crimes committed by them, particularly felonies, became more widespread
and, consequently, legal interpreting became an urgent issue to be tackled.
Against this background, collaboration between lawyers and practising in-
terpreters was initiated. One of the typical examples is the collaboration be-
tween the lawyers of the Osaka Bar Association and the interpreters work-
ing in the courts falling under the jurisdiction of  the Osaka High Court.
Many of the interpreters who participated in this collaboration were mem-
bers of the Japan Judicial Interpreters Association (JJIA), which was estab-
lished in 1992. JJIA is the largest nation-wide group of legal interpreters
and aims to both acquire and share information about important issues relat-
ed to their work. They often conduct mock trials or mock interrogations, us-
ing scenarios that have been prepared by lawyers, and they exchange opin-
ions and ideas on certain issues that have surfaced during such mock situa-
tions. 

Another noteworthy phenomenon is that this period corresponds with
the time when the number of universities and colleges where interpretation
programmes were introduced, increased dramatically. University training in
interpretation and translation had already begun in the 1960s; however, it
was limited to a few universities with ‘special interests’ only. The new de-
velopments of the mid-1990s attracted a considerable number of new poten-
tial professional interpreters to academia. 
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3.2. Topics and characteristics of the Studies

Through the collaborative efforts of lawyers and interpreters, studies in le-
gal interpreting took a giant stride during this phase. At the time when most
of the research was undertaken by those related to the field or discipline of
law, the range of issues covered was fairly limited. In this period, however,
many practising interpreters entered the field, and the themes discussed be-
came more diversified. 

The members of JJIA were the primary contributors to the field, con-
tributing articles to JJIA’s own journal as well as other academic publica-
tions.  Mizuno (1995) discussed the possibilities of certifying legal inter-
preters in Japan. Tsuda (1997) illustrated the overall problems faced by for-
eigners in Japan’s criminal justice system. Particular cases involving non-
Japanese defendants were discussed, most often cases involving lesser-used
languages such as Thai. The so-called Dogo Case4 was one of the most fa-
mous of such cases involving the issue of interpreting (Kimura 1998). By
using these cases, researchers attempted to show how poor interpreting af-
fected the defendants’ rights to a fair trial and to equal protection under the
law. Discussions were also held on cross-cultural issues, on ethics and so
forth. In 1998, Osamu Watanabe, a leading scholar in criminology, and Hi-
romi Nagao, a practising legal interpreter and the president of JJIA, com-
piled a book entitled  Foreigners and Criminal Proceedings (Watanabe &
Nagao 1998).  This  book consists of  articles written by both  interpreters
working in various languages and practising lawyers. They introduced spe-
cific problems that they themselves had faced during criminal proceedings.

In the meantime, there had been sporadic publications of articles on
CI, particularly legal interpreting, contributed to Japanese journals by over-
seas researchers. For example, Pinkerton (1996) introduced the Australian
system of legal interpreting and compared it with the Japanese system.

3.3. Contributions and shortcomings

Collaborative  research generated  an enhanced  mutual  understanding  be-
tween lawyers and interpreters,  as it  proved to be advantageous to inter-
preters to understand the legal system and terminology, and to lawyers to
recognize the difficulties that interpreters faced.

During this period, there were substantial publications on legal inter-
preting, including the above mentioned book and journals, and the problems
surrounding legal interpreting came to light in a concrete form. Interpreters
who had been at a loss in coping with their difficult tasks now had concrete
resources;  moreover,  legal  entities,  including  the  Ministry  of  Justice  of
Japan, became aware of the problems inherent in the area of legal interpre-
tation. 

In this phase, however, there were still no in-depth studies into the
mechanism or skills of interpreting. Most of the studies were concentrated
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on case studies that allowed for the collaboration of legal experts and inter-
preters.

4. Legal Interpreting: the third phase 2000–2005

4.1. Background

The most important development in this phase was the launch of overseas
studies by the Ministry of Justice. Beginning in the year 2000, the Ministry
dispatched researchers to the countries in which legal interpreting systems
were considered to be well developed. This meant the United States (fiscal
year 2000), Germany, France and Sweden (2001), Australia (2002), Britain
and Spain (2003) and Taiwan, Singapore and Hong Kong (2004). The re-
searchers, who were mainly from academia, visited key institutions includ-
ing courthouses in each country and conducted interviews with judges, at-
torneys, interpreters, researchers and educators in this field. They gathered
information about the laws that governed legal interpretation, the manner in
which legal interpreters were certified and received their assignments and
so on; the data collected was compiled in reports submitted to the Ministry
by each research group. 

Another incident that turned the Japanese researchers’ attention to-
ward  overseas  cases  was  the  Melbourne  Case, in  which  five  Japanese
tourists in Australia had been convicted of drug smuggling. Due to poor in-
terpretation during the police interview and court trial, their claim of inno-
cence was not communicated in a sufficiently effective manner to the inves-
tigators and the jurors. They then sought remedy by filing an ‘Individual
Communications’ claim with the United Nations Human Rights Commis-
sion. A group of Osaka-based attorneys compiled additional legal and factu-
al arguments in support of the Communications (Yamashita 2001). They
transcribed the taped police interview and commissioned experts to analyze
the quality of the interpretation. 

Meanwhile,  the  International Conference on Interpreting in Legal,
Health, and Social Service Settings, commonly referred to as The Critical
Link,  as  well as  other  international  meetings  on  similar  themes became
known among Japanese researchers, and the number of Japanese partici-
pants in such meetings gradually increased. At The Critical Link 3 Confer-
ence, for example, Nagao (2001) surveyed the status of legal interpreting in
Japan. 

Another noteworthy development was the establishment of advanced
interpretation and translation courses for graduate students by some presti-
gious universities. Among them, the Osaka University of Foreign Studies
launched a Master’s course in 2004 to train interpreters and translators for
the judicial and medical fields as well as for community services. This was
the first instance of CI studies being incorporated in the official curriculum
of a graduate school. 
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4.2. Topics and Characteristics of the Studies

The intense collaboration between lawyers and interpreters which had been
launched in the previous phase, bore fruit in the form of a book entitled Le-
gal Interpreting (Watanabe et al. 2004). This book comprises three chapters,
viz. ‘Outline of Criminal Procedures’, ‘Legal and Technical Terminology’
and ‘Code of Ethics for Judiciary Interpreters’. The contents of these chap-
ters are based on the materials used for the joint workshops and seminars
for lawyers and interpreters. This book in a way crystallizes the joint collab-
orative research undertaken by lawyers and linguists, including interpreters.

As mentioned earlier, researchers who were sent abroad by the Min-
istry of Justice, including the authors of  Legal Interpreting, published pa-
pers and articles and made presentations at academic conferences in order
to introduce what they had learnt about the systems abroad (e.g. Mizuno
2004). Consequently, studies on overseas systems of legal interpreting made
considerable progress. A major part of the research into overseas situations
in this phase was now undertaken by interpreters or by theorists of interpre-
tation. As a result, the focus of study shifted from laws and judicial systems
to more specific matters directly related to interpreting – for example, how
legal interpreters were certified, trained and appointed, what their working
conditions were, what constituted ethically important issues and so forth. 

4.3. Contributions and shortcomings

As pointed out above, one of the most noteworthy contributions to the field
in this period was the publication of the book Legal Interpreting by Watan-
abe et al. (2004). In this book, all the stages of criminal procedures are dis-
cussed and various situations in which interpreters might face difficulties
are illustrated. The book also discusses linguistic issues, taking examples
from legal terminology and focusing on words and phrases that pose partic-
ular translation difficulties. In addition, dialogues or exchanges that are dif-
ficult for interpreters to translate, such as an incoherent witness testimony
or typical, culturally bound Japanese ways of phrasing, are scrutinized , and
suggestions  for  accurate  interpretation  are  made. The authors  chose the
terms, phrases or expressions that were included on the basis of a survey of
the problems practising interpreters had encountered while performing their
tasks. The linguistic approach taken in the book has meanwhile provided a
basis for further studies in discourse analysis, one of the trends we will see
emerging in the next phase.

In contrast to these  developments  in  the  study  of  criminal proce-
dures, however, few or practically no contributions were made to the area of
civil proceedings. Japan is not really a litigious society and the number of
non-Japanese people who might actually go to the lengths of filing a lawsuit
is still small. As a result, interpretation in civil cases has not really become
an urgent issue as yet. 
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The large number of  Japanese researchers participating in confer-
ences or conducting research overseas increased the direct contact with re-
searchers in other countries, and served as one of the stimulants in recog-
nizing the importance of CI as a distinctive discipline. Collectively these
trends contributed to positioning CI as a new area of academic study. This
was reflected in the launch of a CI Special Interest Group (CI SIG) within
the Japan Association for Interpretation Studies (JAIS) in 2003, a nation-
wide academic association whose primary focus until then had been confer-
ence interpretation. Against this background, legal interpreting began to be
discussed in the context of CI for the first time. Simultaneously, the number
of graduate students who chose to study this field increased dramatically,
and their articles began to appear in academic journals, one example being
Nishimatsu (2003).

Still, even though some linguistic aspects of legal interpreting were
addressed during this period, no solid study was conducted as yet from the
viewpoint of forensic linguistics. 

5. Legal Interpreting: the fourth phase, from 2005 onward

5.1. Background

By this time, 2005, the field of legal interpreting had matured both in terms
of overseas studies and the analysis of how these systems operate. The real-
ly new development in terms of CI study was the launch and implementa-
tion of an academic association known as the Japan Association for Public
Service Interpreting and Translation (JAPSIT) in 2005. JAPSIT specializes
in CI, in contrast to JAIS, which has a SIG for CI as one of the study fields
under the umbrella of  interpretation studies. Legal interpreting is now one
of the three pillars of JAPSIT. 

In  the  period  from 2005  onward, there  has  been  a  kind  of  shift
among researchers in terms of the approach to their field. Particularly in the
domain of legal interpreting, researchers’ attention has now turned towards
more linguistic approaches, such as discourse analysis and corpus studies.
This is partly because of the scheduled introduction of the so-called citizen
judge system in 2009, which is similar to the jury system. The manner in
which speeches in court may influence verdicts by citizen judges has now
become an issue of concern among lawyers. It seems obvious,  therefore,
that the pragmatics of court speeches and their interpretation has come to
attract the attention of researchers.

5.2. Topics and characteristics of the Studies 

Because the quality of scholarship has been improved in the field of inter-
pretation  studies  on the  whole,  more scholarly  academic approaches are
now being attempted. 
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Linguistic  approaches are  the  most noteworthy development,  with
the issue of equivalence as one of the popular themes. Mizuno (2006), for
example, analysed the linguistic structures of judges’ sentencing decisions
and discussed the strategies of producing semantically equivalent transla-
tions without undermining legal equivalence. 

Another phenomenon is that, as a preparatory step towards the im-
pending introduction of the citizen judge system, corpus studies are drawing
the attention of an increasing number of researchers as an efficient method
of obtaining statistical data regarding frequently used expressions in trials.
The CI SIG of the JAIS has initiated a study project on this theme, and had
the first academic meeting on corpus studies in July 2006. There is no doubt
such efforts will produce interesting results in the forthcoming years.

5.3. Contributions and shortcomings

Since the research has become more linguistic and academic, researchers
now have to face the challenge of accessing real spoken data. This may be
problematic because, first of all, interrogations by the Japanese police and
prosecutors are not audio-taped, nor are trials in Japan televised. Trials are
audio-taped, however, when interpreters are used but it is impossible to ob-
tain permission to listen to the tapes, except in special cases where it is ab-
solutely necessary for attorneys to analyze the tapes for legal reasons, and
in the process of carrying out their duties. If a researcher wishes to obtain
the data of court speeches or interpretations, he or she has to be physically
present in the court and try to write everything down in shorthand. But cor-
pus studies, of course, require a large number of data and the main chal-
lenge faced by researchers today is to find a way of coping with this diffi-
culty.

6. Conclusion

Community Interpreting studies in Japan really took off in the area of legal
interpreting first and it was only after a delay of nearly ten years that the
area of  health  care  interpreting  also  began  to  draw attention.  However,
progress in the area of health care interpreting appears to be faster than that
in the  legal area, because researchers have been following the path laid
down by their colleagues working in the area of legal interpreting.

The leading contributors in both fields have been practitioners, such
as lawyers and health care providers and, of course, interpreters, but a re-
cent trend also sees specialists in linguistics and communication studies be-
ginning to contribute, a development that will certainly lead to more com-
prehensive research, encompassing all the areas of CI. 

It is  beyond doubt that Japan has become a multi-cultural society.
The CI studies of the past two decades have highlighted the importance of
language mediation and communication, including interpreting, in this new
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and evolving society, and have contributed to providing a basis for creating
an  effective  system to  cope  with  this  new and  challenging  social  phe-
nomenon.
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