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Abstract

This thesis discusses the use of tense variation in Japanese, and if there are any methods of
translating this into English. Tense variation means the alternation between the two tenses,
past and non-past, in Japanese narratives. This alternation can happen even when all the
events take place in the past and in chronological order. To find out how tense variation can
be translated, the short story Yabu no naka and two of its translations have been analysed.

In the analysis, it was found that there is a connection between the progressive -te i-
form in final predicative position and using the non-past tense for past events. The data was
then analysed to see if there was a connection between the progressive form in English and
translation of tense variation (in the form of the non-past tense being used for past events).
However, there was no clear evidence for such a connection.

For the most part, it was hard to identify if the gathered data had anything to do with
tense variation. Thus, no clear way of translating tense variation has been found. This could
mean that translating tense variation is only a small concern among the difficulties a translator

must face.



Conventions

Nihon-shiki will be used as the romanisation system. Unlike the Hepburn system, long vowels
are indicated with circumflex accent (e.g., kyoto). The examples with romanisation taken from
other sources have been altered to match this system. When writing Japanese words or names
in English, if a conventional English spelling already exists, that will be used (i.e., Botchan

instead of Bottyan). In the thesis, romanisation will be marked with italics.

The Leipzig system (Comrie, Haspelmath & Bickel, 2008) will be used for glossing.
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1. Introduction

This thesis aims to explain how tense variation is used in Japanese narratives and to see if
there are any common ways to translate it. The goal is to further increase the understanding of
how tense variation affects the narrative, and to see if the same affect can be created in
English. The presumption was that a clear connection between tense variation and the
translations would be found by doing the research, although this proved to be wrong.

Previous studies have discussed how tense variation is used in Japanese. However,
studies showing how to translate this are not as common. Therefore, this thesis aims to
explore this field further by analysing how two translators have handled the translation of
tense variation in the short story Yabu no naka (Akutagawa, 2011Db).

Some of the reasons for tense variation identified by previous studies include
separating the perspective of the character from the narrator (Trowell, 2021) and making
something appear objective or subjective (Hasegawa, 1998). Which tense is used also
correlates with the subject of the sentence (Iwasaki, 1987).

Tense variation in Japanese is different from the historical present tense in English,
and cannot be directly translated to English for the same effect. The main difference is that
the historical present tense tends to be used throughout a certain part of the narrative, while in
Japanese, the tense can continuously switch throughout the entire narrative (Trowell, 2021).

When translating, the translator can take different approaches, which affects how the
translation ends up. Based on this, the need to translate the nuances of tense variation
compared to other concerns will differ. Two translations have been analysed to try to find a

way tense variation has been translated in either one or both translations.



2. Background: tense variation

This section aims to summarise and discuss existing analyses and explanations of tense

variation: the switching back and forth between -ta (past tense) and -ru (non-past tense) that
can be seen in Japanese narratives describing past events. While the morphemes -fa and -ru
surface on verbs, a similar past vs. non-past tense distinction is also found on adjectives and

with the copula.

2.1. The complication of tense variation

In Japanese, even when the order of events in a narrative is chronological, tense can switch so
an event described in past tense takes place after an event described in non-past tense
(Trowell, 2021). As an example of tense variation, Hasegawa (1998, p. 3) provides the

following example:

(D! hirota-san  ha hige no sita kara  ha wo
Hirota-san =~ TOP  moustache @~ GEN below  from teeth ACC
dasite warat-TA. Wariai kireina ha omot-te i-RU.
take out  laugh-PST.  comparatively  pretty teeth think-PROG-NPST
‘Mr. Hirota SMILED, showing his teeth below his moustache. He HAS good-looking
teeth.’

Here, Hasegawa explains, using -7u sounds more natural, even though the judgement about
Hirota’s teeth takes place in the past. To non-native speakers, this phenomenon can seem
unnatural when thinking of a direct translation to English. Thus, simply treating the -fa and -
ru forms in Japanese as past and non-past tense, as seen in English, would be inappropriate.
For a monoclausal sentence in isolation, with the verb in final predicative position, the
common treatment of -fa and -ru as past and non-past tense would generally, from a temporal

perspective, be accurate. For instance, the verb tabeta in the following example:

(2) ringo wo tabe-ta
apple ACC eat-PAST
‘(1] ate an apple’

! The translation has been altered, and the glossing added.



However, this need not be the case if the sentence is not in isolation, as in a narrative. Nor

does it hold true for a verb in the attributive position, as seen in (3).

(3) kusat-ta niku wo tabe-nai de kudasai
rot-PST meat ACC eat-NEG TE please

‘Please do not eat rotten meat’

Trowell asserts that when it comes to tense variation, one needs to differentiate between these
verb types, because of how tense works in Japanese.

Some linguists argue that Japanese only has relative tense (Trowell, 2021). As such,
tense is relative to a point in time provided by the context, rather than speech time. Unlike
Japanese, English finite verb forms generally have absolute time reference (Comrie, 1985),

which is relative to the present moment for the narrator.

(4) hasit-ta ato sawa WO abi-ru
run-PST after shower ACC bathe-NPST

‘After I’ve run, I will take a shower’

For instance, in (4), even though the subject has yet to run, running is written with past tense
in Japanese. This is because by the time the main verb, to shower, takes place, this action will
be completed and in the past.

Relative tense explains why the tense of verbs in attributive position changes, as they
relate to the time of their parent clause (in the same sentence). If the verb lacks such a
reference time, the time defaults to the present moment (Trowell, 2021). However, relative
tense does not account for tense variation of verbs in final predicative position, which do not
have such a reference time; when the event takes place in the past, the verbs should all be
written with -ta compared to the present moment, which is not necessarily the case.

Comrie (1985, p. 36) expands on the definition of relative tense, adding that “relative
tense [...] refers to a tense which does not include as part of its meaning the present moment
as deictic centre.” Since -fa and -ru do not necessarily relate to the present moment, they

could be seen as relative tense markers, so long as they can be seen as tense.



2.2. The controversy regarding tense in Japanese

To explain tense variation, it would be useful to discuss tense and its general usage in
Japanese. Comrie (1985, p. 9) define tense as “grammaticalised expression of location in
time.”

Japanese is sometimes considered to have two tenses: the past tense and the non-past
tense (Hasegawa, 1998). As was previously mentioned, for isolated monoclausal sentences,
the -fa form is used to describe an event in the past, and -ru to describe a present or future
event. That being said, sentences are seldom monoclausal and isolated. Furthermore, both the
-ta and the -ru form can refer to an event taking place in the past, present, or future, while -ru
also can refer to an atemporal event (for instance, a habitual behaviour).

There are several exceptions to the tense analysis, not limited to tense variation in
narratives. For example, some grammatical structures require a certain tense, regardless of
which tense is interpreted for the clause (Hasegawa, 1998); the conditionals tabe-RU-to (‘eat-
NPST-COND’) and tabe-TA-ra (‘eat-PST-COND”), both of which could be translated as
“when [I] eat/ate” (with different nuances), could not be replaced by tabe-TA-to or tabe-RU-
ra.

Since treating -ta and -ru as tense has many exceptions, another common way to treat
these forms is as aspect (which, usually, deals with whether the event of the verb has been
completed or not). Miller (1975) claims that -za is perfective aspect (completed events), while
-ru is imperfective aspect (continuous or habitual events). Thus, the reason -fa is used for past
events would be that completed events generally have already happened.

This perspective comes with its own complications. Japanese has the -ze i- form, as in
tabe-te i-ru (‘eat-PROG-NPST’). The -te i- form is widely recognised as an imperfective
construction (Hasegawa, 1998). However, -te i- appears alongside either -ta or -ru, and “if a
given language has both perfective and imperfective aspects, they must contrast and should be
mutually exclusive” (Hasegawa, 1998, pp. 6-7). Therefore, -fa and -ru cannot mark aspect the
way it is usually conceived.

Additionally, sentences using -ta can refer to continuing existence. The example

provided by Hasegawa (p. 8) is:

(5) kino tomatta ryokan ni ha niwa  ni okina matunoki ga at-TA
yesterday stay inn at TOP garden at big pine tree  NOM  exist-PST
‘The inn I stayed at yesterday HAD a big pine tree in the garden’



The tree most likely continues to exist in the garden. If -ta had marked perfective aspect, the
tree would presumably no longer be there. Thus -za is unlikely to be a marker of perfective
aspect.

Hasegawa proceeds to discuss four additional analyses of the -ta and -ru forms, with
the most widely accepted one being the dual-function analysis, which claims that -fa and -ru
can act as both tense and aspect. She concludes that -ta and -ru encode the speaker’s
judgment and intention, rather than the order of events.

In other words, “tense” in Japanese is different from tense in English, which is widely
agreed to have tense. This could help explain why tense variation in Japanese differs from

what can be observed in English.

2.3. The historical present tense in English and Japanese

English has a similar phenomenon to tense variation in Japanese, namely the historical
present tense (Trowell, 2021). For instance, the historical present is used in “David
Coppertfield” (Dickens, 2004, chapter 9), where it changes from the past tense to the historical

present tense:

If the funeral had been yesterday, I could not recollect it better.

The very air of the best parlour, when I went in at the door, the bright condition of
the fire, the shining of the wine in the decanters, the patterns of the glasses and plates,
the faint sweet smell of cake, the odour of Miss Murdstone’s dress, and our black
clothes. Mr. Chillip is in the room, and comes to speak to me.

‘And how is Master David?’ he says, kindly.

I cannot tell him very well. I give him my hand, which he holds in his.

Unlike Japanese, the historical present tense in English is usually contained to a single event
or scene, and is mainly used for first person narratives, while the phenomenon observed in
Japanese mainly deals with third person narratives (Trowell, 2021).

The historical present can be used to provide vividness (creating a clearer “mental
picture” in the readers mind), and tense-switching in Japanese has been explained as doing the
same (Nara, 2011). However, having examined the novel Botchan (by Natsume Soseki), Nara

found that “[s]entences describing the dramatic peak were in fact set in the past tense in an



overwhelming number of cases [94.3%].” This would go against the hypothesis that the non-
past tense is used to increase vividness, considering that, in the narrative overall, non-past
tense was used 64.1% of the time. However, as will be discussed further in section 2.5., this
contrasts to other sources that find increasing vividness to be a property of tense variation.
Thus, increasing vividness might be a possible, but not essential, way of using tense variation.

Nara also explains that some linguists have found that sentences beginning and ending a
paragraph are more likely to be told using past tense. These passages indicate that the story
moves in time or location. When the story remains at the same place, the non-past tense is
more likely to be used. With that said, examining Botchan, Nara found that the distribution of
tense at the beginning and end of an “episode” (sentences belonging to a certain part of the
story) did not differ from those in the middle of an “episode”. Rather than being about

vividness, Nara believes that grounding best accounts for tense variation.

2.4. Transitivity and grounding

Transitivity usually concerns the number of objects a verb can take. However, Hopper &
Thompson (1980) propose a different framework of looking at transitivity, which is what this
section discusses (and how this thesis uses the word “transitivity”). Transitivity, as proposed
by Hopper & Thompson, is an area of linguistics not just concerned with the existence of an
object; it concerns the transfer of an action from one participant to another. This can be done
to different degrees, meaning that a clause can be more or less transitive. Hopper and
Thompson suggest that transitivity is based on ten factors: participants (if the clause has an
object or not), kinesis (if it is an action or state verb), aspect (if the transfer is completed or
not), punctuality (if the action is momentary or on-going), volitionality (if the action is
intentional or not), affirmation (if something is or is not the case), mode (if it is fact or not),
agency (what caused the event), affectedness of the object (how affected the object is), and
individualisation of the object (how specific the object is). They found that transitivity is
strongly correlated to foreground and background (grounding).

Foreground provides structure and the central information which directly moves the
narrative forward, while background provides additional information which assists the
foreground information (Hopper & Thompson, 1980). Foreground clauses tend to be ordered
chronologically, while background information is freer to change sequence. High transitivity

seems to correlate to foreground, and low transitivity with background.
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In Botchan, Nara (2011) found that clauses with low transitivity were frequently in the
non-past tense, and those with high transitivity in past tense. Among the different tenses,
foreground information was written with past tense far more often (77.2%) and
backgrounding with non-past tense far more often (87.5%). This suggests that grounding
plays a significant role in tense choice.

Iwasaki (1987) noted that tense choice is connected to kinesis and affirmation; past
tense is more likely to be used with non-stative predicates (which have higher transitivity),
while non-past tense is more likely to be used with stative and negative predicates (which
have lower transitivity).

Additionally, speech and thought are usually written in non-past, and can sound
unnatural in the past tense (Nara, 2011). Nara also brings up that the importance of an event
to the story at large seems to affect tense choice. This could be connected to foreground,
meaning past tense could be more likely to be used for important events. With this said, Nara
doubts tense variation is something the narrator does consciously; rather, it comes naturally so

they can express their intention.

2.5. The narrator’s role

Nara (2011) claims that neither the tense nor the aspect analysis can explain tense variation.
Another explanation comes from considering the role of the narrator. Past tense can be used
as the objective, detached, viewpoint of the narrator, and the non-past tense as the subjective
viewpoint of a character (Hasegawa, 1998; Trowell, 2021). Thus, tense variation can be
considered more of a narratological tool than a linguistic feature. The narrator can switch to -
ru to change the focus to a character, or to increase vividness, since it “signals a direct
expression of perception” (Trowell, 2021, p. 453).

For instance, if the second sentence in (1) is written with -fa instead, it would sound as
if there was no percipient, but only the voice of the narrator (Hasegawa, 1998). Thus, -ta
could be seen as more matter-of-fact. This sentence is about perception, which requires
someone who perceives, which is why it can sound unnatural when written with -za.

Nara (2011) found that the novel Kokoro (by Natsume Soseki) is mostly written using
past tense and that, unlike Botchan (by the same author), it “does not dwell on particular
episodes” and “is told in a matter of fact way” (p. 293). This supports the claim that past tense

1s used for facts.
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In a flashback in the novella Meido Meguri (by Maki Kashimada), Trowell found that
-ru was used. When the narrative returned (from the flashback), the tense shifted back to -za.
He speculated that “Natsuko [the protagonist] is reliving her memory of the past, experiencing
it perhaps with greater vividness than she is experiencing her actual present moment [...]" (p.
461). Here the pluperfect tense (e.g., I had eaten) or the historical present tense would likely
be used in English.

In narratives such as this, where the narrator is free to switch between the narrator’s
perspective and the characters’ perspectives, Trowell (2021) hypothesises that the dividing of
the deictic centre differs between Japanese and English. In other words, the person deixis
(e.g., me and you), spatial deixis (e.g., here and there), and temporal deixis (e.g., now and
yesterday) are assigned to either the narrator or the character, with the main difference being
verbal temporal deixis; in English, it is typically assigned to the narrator, while in Japanese it
can be assigned to either the narrator or character depending on which tense is used. Since a
complete sentence is required to have a verb (or adjective or copula), it is possible to
consistently assign a certain sentence to either the character or the narrator in Japanese. In a
translation, expressions such as “she thought” can be used to express the character’s
perspective.

Nara (2011) discussed other factors for tense variation, including the “distance
between the fictional space and the narrator of the story” (p. 279). There was a tendency for
verbs and adjectives describing states, verbs of saying, and keigo (‘honorific language’) verbs
to use non-past tense. Furthermore, the shorter the time span of a sentence, the higher the
probability of past tense being used.

These sources deal mainly with written narratives, which excludes the discussion of

spoken discourse.

2.6. Spoken and first-person narratives

Kojima (2006) shows that tense variation is not limited to third person narratives or the
written language; they collected data from (spoken) interviews where the interviewees
described events from their past. The interviewees used tense variation, showing that it also
exists in spoken first person narratives, and is not a tool limited to authors.

Kojima found that the distribution of the tense forms between first- and third-person
subjects differs; for sentences with a first-person subject, past tense was used 94% of the time,

while for third person subjects the distribution was nearly equal. This shows that while tense
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variation does occur in first person narratives, its usage is largely restricted to sentences with
a third-person subject.

Nara (2011) used Botchan as a case study, which is told in first person singular and
makes use of tense variation, proving that written first-person narratives also make use of
tense variation. From the data compiled through researching Botchan, Nara found that 64.1%
of tense marking was in non-past tense, and 35.9% in past tense, excluding quotations. These
results might be affected by the sentences’ subjects (as in, a lot of sentences might have had
third-person subjects), though Nara made no such distinction.

In the interviews, the sentences that used the non-past tense, even though they had a
first-person subject, could be divided into two groups: metaphorical expressions and
expressions that indicate social identity (Kojima, 2006). Kojima finds the main reason for
tense variation to be whether the narrator sees the event from a first-person or third-person
perspective. When an event is uncontrollable, it is usually seen from an outside perspective.

Iwasaki (1987), who also examined spoken Japanese, agrees that non-past is used
primarily for third-person subjects and past tense for first-person subjects. They also claim
that the use of tense variation is possible first after a time in the past has been specified, as in
“[w]hen I was a student” (p. 81).

To explain why the subject affects tense variation, Iwasaki noted that “the area

299

concerning a person’s ‘internal state’” (p. 82) strongly ties with the subject and its influence
on the predicate. When it comes to “emotion, sensation and cognition” (p. 82) the subject
affects the predicate, since one can only know what oneself feels. For instance, the word
tanosi (‘fun’) could be used for oneself, while it would have to be changed when used for
someone else; in such a case, tanosi-gatteiru (‘to behave as if one is having fun’) or fanosi-so
da (‘to appear to have fun’) could be used. The “internal state” also affects the use of omou
(‘to think’), which, when used for someone else, becomes omot-te i-ru (‘think-PROG-NPST’).
These are so called “internal state predicates”.

Since a narrator of a written story has access to the internal states of the characters,
this is most important for spoken discourse, rather than written stories. This could also
explain why -7a is used for the narrator, since they have access to all the information, while -
ru is used for the character, since they do not.

Iwasaki hypothesises that past tense is used for information the narrator has “direct”

access to, which they also call primary perspective, and non-past tense for information that is

accessed “indirectly”, which they call secondary perspective (p. 83). It might be argued that
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the narrator in a written story sees the outside perspective as the primary perspective and the
characters internal state as secondary perspective.

The reason information accessibility affects tense choice, Iwasaki believes, is that
when past tense is used temporally, it marks an event which is known to have happened
(realis), while non-past is used for an event which has yet to happen (irrealis). This would

then carry over to the non-temporal use of -ta and -ru.

2.7. Summary

In short, some deciding factors for tense choice include:

e The time of the event compared to the parent clause

e Transitivity and grounding

e If'the perspective is that of the character or narrator

e If the sentence has a first- or third-person subject
These factors might all (except the time compared to the parent clause) be linked to the
subjective / objective distinction; a high transitivity sentence with a third-person subject
describing foreground information from the perspective of the narrator could be more

objective and vice versa.
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3. Background: translation

Tense variation is only one of the challenges a translator must overcome; many variables
affect how the translation ends up. Knowing what these are could help distinguishing what is
affected by tense variation from what is not.

The intention of the translator and what strategies they use will affect how the
translation ends up. To make the results more generalisable, two different translations of the

chosen work have been analysed.

3.1. Translating perspective

Trowell (2021) focuses on how perspective affects tense, and mentions how this could be
translated. One way to do this indirectly is by adding dialogue tags (e.g., “Natsuko thought™).

However, tense variation is not the only reason to add dialogue tags. Another reason
that the subject is often added in the translation from Japanese to English is role language, as
proposed by Kinsui (2003). Role language is characterised by language use that tells the
reader what stereotypes the characters fall into. This enables the writer to inform the reader
which character is talking or thinking without using dialogue tags. While this is possible to
some extent in English as well, it is not as diverse or common as it is in Japanese. This means
English is unable to translate role language in a conventional way.

Therefore, if a dialogue tag is found in the translation it is not necessarily because of

tense variation.

3.2. Translating culture

Maruyama (2017) explains how it is not just a language that is translated in a translation, but
also a culture. Furthermore, the translation likely poses more of a challenge culturally than
grammatically. The concepts of the source culture (in the source text) must be adapted to the
target culture (in the target language).

Venuti (1995) formulates two methods of translation: domestication and
foreignisation, meaning either to bring the translation closer to the target-language culture or
trying to retain as much of the original culture as possible, respectively. Which of these
approaches the translator leans toward could affect how important they think it is to convey

the nuances of tense variation when translating.
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When it comes to translation, Burke (2007) explains that “[f]rom the receiver’s point
of view it is a form of gain, enriching the host culture as a result of skilful adaptation. From
the donor’s point of view, on the other hand, translation is a form of loss, leading to
misunderstanding and doing violence to the original”. In other words, some things will
inevitably get lost in translation. Because tense variation does not exist in English, it can be
assumed that at least some of its effect will be lost, which could give the translation a

different feeling than the original.
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4. The study

With the intention of analysing how tense has been translated when it cannot be explained by
grammatical conventions, an analysis of the translation of tense variation from Japanese to
English in the short story Yabu no naka (Akutagawa, 1922/2011) and two of its translations
(Akutagawa, 1952; Akutagawa, 2006) has been conducted.

The analysis has been of the translation to English of the use of non-past tense for past
events and past tense for non-past events found in the Japanese text. Because the story is told
like an interview taking place now, describing past events (we get the perspective of
characters being interviewed in the narrative present, while describing events in the narrative
past), both instances should be possible.

The previous research would suggest that even when the tense used corresponds to the
indicated time, it can be more of a narratological tool than a temporal necessity. However, in
these cases, it is not clear how to differentiate between if the tense serves a temporal or
narratological function. Thus, instances where the tense correlates to the time of the event
have not been analysed.

Because tense in English does not have the same properties as tense in Japanese, if the
translator is to convey the meaning of tense variation in the translation, a different method

would have to be used.

4.1. Methodology

Instances of “non-grammatical tense use” were collected during close reading of Yabu no
naka (Akutagawa, 2011b). The tense use was treated as non-grammatical if it did not match
the time of the event described, compared to the narrative present. However, verbs in
attributive position have not been analysed, since they do not have the narrative present as
deictic centre. Neither have grammatical constructions that require a certain tense (-tara, -ruto,
-tamama, -ru ga hayai ka), since they are unaffected by their time in the narrative. For the
same reason, quotes have also been excluded. To avoid ambiguity, when it has been unclear
whether a usage is non-grammatical or not, it has been excluded from the analysis.

The sentences containing the non-grammatical tense have been extracted for further
analysis. These sentences have been compared side by side with the corresponding
sentence(s) from the English translations, when a corresponding sentence has been found.

First, the Japanese sentences collected were analysed for the syntactic traits that

appeared most often. Only traits that are not a grammatical necessity and that have been seen
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as possibly correlating to tense variation, based on my own judgement, have been analysed.
Based on these traits, the sentences have been categorised and analysed for commonalities
with the corresponding translated sentences. When relevant for comparison, data from the
entire narrative has been gathered. Based on this, a discussion on how the results could be

connected to tense variation has been conducted.

How the translators’ approaches could affect the translation of tense variation has also

been analysed, based on the differences between the translations in the results.

Research questions:
e How have the translators dealt with translating tense variation?
o What correlations can be observed between the sentences containing non-
grammatical tense and the corresponding sentences in the translations?
* What common syntactic traits can be found among the sentences
collected from the Japanese text?
e Within these categories, are there any commonalities with the
corresponding translated sentences?
= Are there any general patterns among the translated sentences that
could be correlated to tense variation?
= How could this correlate to tense variation?
e How do the results differ between the translations and how could this be related to

tense variation?
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4.2. Results and discussion

From here on, “non-grammatical tense” will be abbreviated as NGT. The collected sentences
can be found in the appendix. The traits that have been analysed were chosen only after
having examined the results, by means of careful observation of any similarities that stuck out.
No systematic way to scan for similarities was used. Thus, among the collected data, there
could be important information about how tense variation is translated that has been

overlooked.

4.2.1. General data

NGTs Sentences containing Total number of
NGT complete sentences
Number of 63 57 (21.3%? of all 268 (100%)
instances complete sentences)

Table 1: Identified instances of NGT

Non-past tense (-ru) Past tense (-ta) Total

Number of NGTs 63 (100%) 0 (0%) 63 (100%)

Table 2: Distribution of tense among the NGT

In Yabu no naka, 63 instances of NGT have been identified across 57 sentences, all of which
use non-past for past events. There are a total of 268 complete sentences, which means 21.3%
of the total number of complete sentences contain NGT. Considering that the previous
research mainly deals with non-past being used for past events, it would seem tense variation
is not commonly used for present events. Thus, it is not surprising that there are no instances
of past tense being used for non-past events. Furthermore, most of the narrative describes past
events. Still, it poses the question of why this is the case. It could be that when describing
present and future events it is harder to be matter-of-fact, because the action or event is still
ongoing. Thus, the past tense would not get a good opportunity to be used for present events.

Alternatively, it might be possible that when the tense matches the time of the event, it

2 The numbers are rounded to one decimal.
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becomes more objective and matter-of-fact, while using the “wrong” tense makes it more

subjective.

4.2.2. The -te i- form

-teiru as NGT Instances of NGT in total
Number of instances 16 (25.4%) 63 (100%)
Table 3: -te i- as NGT
-teiru -teita -te i-
Number of instances 27 (71.1%) 11 (28.9%) 38 (100%)

throughout the narrative

Table 4: The -te i- form in the entire narrative

Among the collected sentences, almost a quarter of the NGTs contain the -fe i- form, the
progressive form in Japanese. Since all NGTs are in non-past tense, this suggests that the -ze
i- form correlates to using -ru to describe past events.

In the entire narrative, the morpheme -feiru appears 27 times and -feita 11 times. -teita
only appears before nouns and the particle no (which functions as a nominaliser). -feiru also
appears before nouns and the particle no. However, -feiru also appears at the end of sentences
(in final predicative position), in quotes, and before the particles bakari, yori, and dake. This

suggests that -7u is more likely to appear with -fe i- than -ta is.

-teiru in final -teiru as NGT Instances of -teiru
predicative position in total
Number of 19 (70.4%) 16 (59.3%) 27 (100%)
instances

Table 5: The -teiru form

The narrative mostly describes events in the narrative past, which from a temporal perspective
should be written with -fa when in final predicative position. However, only -ru is used with -
te i- when it is used in final predicative position. Considering that the tense in final

predicative position is what is affected by tense variation, there seems to be a correlation
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between using the -te i- form and -ru for past events. Furthermore, 84.2% (16/19) of the times
-teiru appears in final predicative position, it counts as an NGT. The three instances it does
not, it is twice about events taking place in the narrative present and once about a character
explaining a hypothetical situation.

The -te i- form might be correlated with using -7u because they both give the sentence
lower transitivity (regarding punctuality and aspect). All instances of tense variation collected
are for non-past tense being used for past events, which previous research would suggest
makes it more subjective. There is likely a correlation between low transitivity and
subjectivity, considering that transitivity is affected by modality (how factual something is).
In a way, a sentence with an affirmative, punctual event described with perfective aspect
(which give the sentence higher transitivity) is more specific and factual than the opposite.

“He walked” could sound more matter-of-fact and straightforward than “he was
walking”. “Walked” is more specific because it points to a single point in time, whereas
“walking” points to a span of time. This strengthens the idea of there being a connection
between low transitivity and non-past tense being used for past events. If that is the case, it
might carry over to the translation. Because the progressive form is correlated with NGT in
Japanese, there might be a correlation between the progressive form in English and the
translations, even when the -ze i- form is not used in the Japanese text. However, based on the

data collected on the “-ing” form, this does not seem likely.

4.2.3. The “-ing” form

Since the progressive form seems correlated to tense variation in the Japanese text, it could be

that the same correlation exists in the English translations as well.

Translations | Instances of Instances of the | Instances of Instances | Total
the progressive | present participle | the gerund of “~ingly” | times the
form as a as an adjective “-ing”
predicate form is

used

Rubin 64 2 3 0 69

Kojima 60 10 7 2 79
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Table 6: The “-ing” form throughout the narrative*

Rubin Kojima Number of instances
of NGT containing -
teiru

Number of 6 (37.5%) 9 (56.3%) 16 (100%)
instances

Table 7: How often, among the instances of NGT containing -teiru, the corresponding word

in the corresponding sentence in the translation also contains the “-ing” form

There are 16 sentences containing NGT and the -ze i- form, all of which are verbs. Looking at
the corresponding verbs in the translations, 9 (56.3%) contain the “-ing” form in Kojiima’s
translation, and 6 (37.5%) of them in Rubin’s translation. At least for Kojima, there seems to
be a connection here. However, this might only have to do with translating the progressive
form, and not have anything to do with tense. It could simply be that Kojima is more
concerned with keeping to the formatting of the original. Furthering this claim is that Kojima
tends to have one sentence in English for each sentence in Japanese (with some exceptions),
while Rubin regularly puts together multiple sentences into one. The translators are likely
more concerned with the impression of the translation that the grammatical structures
matching one to one, which explains the differences.

Additionally, the connection between the “-ing” form and the NGT in general is not

clear. Thus, the “-ing” form is unlikely to be a good translation method when the -fe i- form is

not used.
Times the “-ing” form | Times the “-ing” Number of
appears in Rubin’s form appears in sentences in the
translation Kojima’s translation | Japanese text
Among the NGT 15 21 57
sentences (15/57 =26.3%) (21/57 = 36.8%)
In the entire narrative 69 79 268
(69/268 =25.7%) (79/268 =29.5%)

Table 8: Comparison

4 Chapter titles and parentheses containing short descriptions of the scene have been excluded from these results.
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In both translations, the rate at which the “-ing” form appears, compared to the number of
sentences in the Japanese text, is somewhat higher among the sentences containing NGT.
However, the difference in Rubin’s translation is negligible, and difference in Kojima’s
translation is not big enough to say anything conclusive.

It would be worth to keep in mind that there are some important differences between
the progressive form in Japanese and English. First off, in English, stative verbs cannot be
used in the progressive form (i.e., it would be grammatically incorrect to say “be containing”).
Japanese does not have this restriction; hukun-de i-ru (‘contain-PROG-NPST’) would be
grammatically correct. Furthermore, momentary verbs can have different meaning in the
progressive form in the two languages. For instance, the verb sin-de i-ru ('die-PROG-NPST”)
does not mean “to be dying” but “to be dead”. Therefore, the stative verbs cannot have been
translated to the progressive form in English, which might mean that there is still a larger
likelihood of dynamic verbs to be translated to the progressive form. Both stative verbs and
dynamic verbs appear as NGT.

Many of the NGTs contain the verbs degozaru, desu, gozaru, or aru ('to be/exist’).
There are stative verbs. However, these verbs never appear in the progressive form and are

usually translated as either “was” or “were”.

4.2.4. Nominalisation

The ending nodesu appears 7 times among the collected sentences, after the NGT (12.3% of
the sentences). Four of these times it appears together with -feiru (which makes 25% of the
sentences containing -teiru). The particle no is a nominaliser. Thus, it can function similarly
to a noun, which could explain why the verb before no is not in past tense. However,
generally, noda is simply added to a complete sentence where the final verb marks tense.
Moreover, in all these instances, the copula in the non-past tense, desu, comes after no. Since
noda indicates the judgement of the narrator in the present moment (for the narrator), it is
usually in non-past tense, but can appear in past tense as well.

The remaining three times that nodesu appears (all in chapter 5) is with the verb iu (‘to
say’). In the translation of these sentences, the verb is replaced with other verbs of saying,
primarily “said”, or with the quote appearing without any dialogue tag. Other than the
knowledge that verbs of saying often appear with the non-past tense, no clear reason has been

identified for this. The only thing that stands out among the translations, that cannot be
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accounted for by a direct translation, is changes to the word order. However, no clear way to
connect this to tense variation has been observed.

If the nominalising particle no is connected to the NGTs, there might be more
instances where the verb has been turned into a noun in English as well, as with the gerund.

However, the gerund only appears once among the collected sentences.

4.2.5. Additional analysis

On one occasion, there is no verb in either of the translations: “What perfect silence!” and
“What profound silence!”. However, the tense in the Japanese text is connected to a noun,
sizuka-sa da (‘quiet-NMLZ COP”).

Sometimes, the word containing the NGT is not in the translation at all. This is the
case with the sentence “Especially her burning eyes at that moment.”, which contains the verb
miru (‘to see’) in the Japanese text.

In chapter 2 and 3, the time adverbials kino (‘yesterday’) and yiibe (‘last night’), come
right before the NGT. Three times in the collected sentences, after the topic of the sentence
has been a verb in past tense along with no ha (e.g., mie-ta no ha, ‘visible-PST NMLZ TOP’),
the tense ending the sentence is written with non-past tense. These instances could inform the
reader that the event is in the past, thus lowering need to use past tense in the verb ending the
sentence. However, there are sentences containing -fa no ha with the final verb ending with -

ta as well.
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5. Conclusion

Compared to English, the use of tense in Japanese can seem inconsistent; both tense markers
can be used for past narratives, continuously switching at a pace that would be unnatural in
English. One reason for this might be that tense is not as strictly defined as such in Japanese;
some linguists claim that -ta and -ru mark aspect, others claim it to be neither tense nor aspect,
while some claim it is both.

If Japanese is to be seen as having only relative tense, this alone would divide the use
of tense between Japanese and English. However, this difference is further exaggerated by
other factors: the way the narrator wishes to present the information, who the subject is, the
transitivity of the verb, among others. Additionally, the use of tense variation in Japanese is
unlike the use of the historical present tense in English, which might seem similar at a first
glance. These differences add up to a use of tense in Japanese that has the possibility of
confusing the unfamiliar.

In a way, what a lot of the previous research comes down to is the objective /
subjective distinction; the subjective viewpoint of a character versus the objective viewpoint
of the narrator; to make something look matter-of-fact or not; whether an event has been
experienced personally or not. This is not a property tense has in English, and thus it cannot
be directly translated from Japanese to English.

In the analysis of the short story Yabu no naka and two of its translations, it was found
that there is a connection between the progressive -fe i- form in final predicative position
together with -7u for past events. It was then hypothesised that because sentences with lower
transitivity are more likely to be written with -7u, a similar pattern might exist in the
translations. Hence, the “-ing” form in English, which is partly used for the progressive form,
has been analysed to see if it was more likely to appear when the -7u form has been used for
past events. However, no such connection could be clearly observed.

For the most part, it was hard to identify how the gathered data correlated to tense
variation; partly because of the limited amount of data, and partly because it was difficult to
determine what in the translations was relevant to tense variation. Thus, no clear way of
translating tense variation has been found. This could mean that for the most part translating
tense variation is only a small concern among the difficulties a translator needs to face.

Because of how the analysis has been conducted and its results, the results only have
the potential to show how tense variation has been translated when the non-past tense is used,

and not tense variation has a whole. Further research within this field could aim to analyse all
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sentences in a longer narrative, especially if there is a way to determine if a tense is used
temporally or narratologically. One could also ask translators about their strategies to translate
tense variation, and how highly they prioritise getting its meaning across. Alternatively, one
could conduct a survey with Japanese natives, asking them how they would translate a
passage containing tense variation to English. Since the objective / subjective distinction
seems to play a big role in tense variation in Japanese, one could also investigate what makes
something objective / subjective in English and if this is connected to the translation of tense

variation.
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Appendix

The following tables contain the sentences with non-grammatical tense (marked with bold),

along with their translated counterparts, divided by chapter and sorted by version:

1. BIEEM T 5 AR OWEE
Japanese English (Jay Rubin) English (Takashi Kojima)

fifLA—J] & 1XH 4t > | He had only one stab wound, | A single sword-stroke had
O, fiy L ozexfgcs | butit was right in the middle | pierced the breast. The fallen
XNEFNE . O E of his chest; the bamboo bamboo-blades around it

e ... | leaves around the body were ere stained with blood
by OV OEER, Y yWEE W v Y

B L) TR NE

soaked with dark red blood. | blossoms.

R

Wz, i s 9 eaLTid | No, the bleeding had No, the blood was no longer
By ERi, stopped. running.

Bo bW T/E->7- X9 | The wound looked dry, [...] | The wound had dried up, I
TS VET, believe.

2. RRIEEM I DT D KL O YRk

Japanese English (Jay Rubin) English (Takashi Kojima)
HOEED BT, T I’m sure I passed the man [none]

ICHERB o TEY £9, yesterday, Your Honor.

B2 T=DIX-7"#HERS I couldn’t see her face, just All I saw was the color of her
LW, Ko iEny 2 her robe. I think it had a kind | clothes, a lilac-colored suit.
X EF of dark-red outer layer with a

blue-green lining.

3. BIEEEIC N D e OWEE
Japanese English (Jay Rubin) English (Takashi Kojima)

2 IER O EtE TS It was last night at the first It was in the early hours of
SWET, watch. last night.
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4. BOOEEMICI DT DIROWEE

Japanese

English (Jay Rubin)

English (Takashi Kojima)

EFROENORFTIT I
i‘ﬂ—o

WZ, BLWEMYTIX
WETND, EBIEREZ
FAEITTIWERA,

5. IO AR

Japanese

He was a samurai serving in

the Wakasa provincial office.

No, Sir, he was a very kind
man. [ can’t believe anyone
would have hated him

enough to do this.

English (Jay Rubin)

He was a samurai in the town
of Kokufu in the province of
Wakasa.

He was of a gentle
disposition, so I am sure he
did nothing to provoke the

anger of others.

English (Takashi Kojima)

L LI LIILER
s

INHEFTHY £8
Ao,
BIFAIZBNTOE T,
b5, BFOH D
FiXHY EHA,

B ZIFTE BT I,
FFoTWVWBHERHIDT
R
FiIblzLIZZE 5> znbih
He. b OEEENREN
THZ DT~ —ERdm
(CHEATITEET,

Z DO DBR 51272
HE, AIARBENIEAT
1,\5\ []

But I didn’t kill the woman.

It was easy.

The man was so hungry for
the stuff by then, he couldn’t

refuse, [...]

[...], but the woman said

she’d wait there on the horse.

When he heard that, the man
charged toward some

scrawny cedars visible up

ahead.

The bamboo thinned out, and
the trees were standing there

1n a row.

I killed him, but not her.

It was quite easy.

The man had no objection—

he was blinded by greed.

The woman said she would

wait on horseback.

When I told him this, he
pushed his laborious way
toward the slender cedar

visible through the grove.

After a while the bamboo
thinned out, and we came to
where a number of cedars

grew in a row.
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o KT ZMNTNDTE
T, DFMEEICH T
EOTER, REZHT
NTIITZED £H A,

UL Ve AR A AV .5}
(b, MTOBEELHERD
AU, 1ZICEENES
DEHA,
EZANBEZSRTHRD
L. BlIEORIELGR
Tb‘é\ []

L2 b U giiic ks o
ZETIE. HRT-FE
MRDIFEDD, EH 5D
—ANFEEATS L, ZAD
FBIZHbE 5 01%, 3E
DLV HEOHNERID
<9

W, EORNELLIZL
A, BEFEoTZHBITON
Wz —Z ) bR E
i &= 9 DTY,

L LENIZS TS
M. HOLDOFEE R
25 TY,
BRICZEDO—BRE D, R

I could see he was a strong
man—he carried a sword—
but I took him by surprise,
and he couldn’t do a thing.

I stuffed his mouth full of
bamboo leaves to keep him
quiet. That’s all there was to

it.

As soon as she saw the man
tied to the tree, though, she
whipped a dagger out of her
breast.

And then I heard what she
was shouting between sobs.
She could hardly catch her
breath: “Either you die or my
husband dies. It has to be one
of you. It’s worse than death
for me to have two men see
my shame. I want to stay
with the one left alive,
whether it’s you or him.”

[same as above]

But that’s because you didn’t

see the look on her face—

—and especially, you never

saw the way her eyes were

Because he was a trained,
sword-bearing warrior, he
was quite strong, but he was
taken by surprise, so there
was no help for him.

Of course it was easy to stop
him from calling out by
gagging his mouth with

fallen bamboo leaves.

The instant she caught sight
of her husband, she drew a

small sword.

In broken fragments of
words, she asked that either
her husband or I die. She said
it was more trying than death
to have her shame known to

two men.

She gasped out that she
wanted to be the wife of

whichever survived.

But that’s because you didn’t

see her face.

Especially her burning eyes

at that moment.
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AR SIRAN | R KA ALY )
<Y,

ZEZLTW, —bTe L
DEFIIZH > T= DL, =
ZZHorH —HETT

B

L LEEFETICLT

b, HERE L FIE L
<Y EFA,

THE, —LEHTT,
HOIITEZIZH DR
TIEH D FHANY

D3, MTOEFED LTI,
ZH LW RS TWY
EHA,

FLHEAZBEETRT

., WA= 50
Wl WIRBEDE 23 %
72T,

Z I EE L DHN,
HNIC 2R o TVE

R

burning at that moment.

[...], I'd make her my wife—
that was the only thought in
my head.

Still, I didn’t want to kill him

in a cowardly way.

But she was gone!

I looked for her among the
cedars, but the bamboo

leaves on the ground showed

no sign she’d ever been there.

I cocked my ear for any
sound of her, but all I could
hear was the man’s death

rattle.

The woman’s horse was still

there, just chewing on grass.

6. IHAKIFITHRND LDl

Japanese

English (Jay Rubin)

I wanted to make her my
wife . . . this single desire

filled my mind.

But I didn’t like to resort to

unfair means to kill him.

But to my great astonishment

she was gone.

[none]

I listened, but heard only a
groaning sound from the

throat of the dying man.

There I found her horse still

grazing quietly.

English (Takashi Kojima)

B, WS BHHEMxZELT
b, IRHC o R E
X, “EOLOLERD
ABETTT.

He squirmed and twisted in
the ropes that covered his
body, but the knots ate all the
deeper into his flesh.

But no matter how hard he
struggled in agony, the rope
cut into him all the more

tightly.
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H X9 EZDEETT,

L LZ ZIZPnw Tz
DiE, B TH2RITHIR
ALATHRY, [+]

15 Rl = el AL YibY i

12, RPELNTNBTE
T

N, ROROEGIT, b L
bEoEEEVERA,

RNLV BT VEA DR
Iz, MLADOEZRET
W50 TY,
ZTNTHRITIBDLLED
(2, DI LZR2H T
BDIEPY 2DTY,

N, HOBWNIEDLNT
DTL XD, KNI Tim
SRS AL, BRI
R4 ERA,

L2 LV INTIIZ T,
DPIELORES EIZEDBT
W50 TY,

D N IXTEDVEFED
—EWZDFEoTVET
meH, FIS UL E
A,
ZTOEIDIED LI

And that was when it

happened: [...]

What I saw shining there was

neither anger nor sorrow.

The only one there in the
grove was my husband, still

tied to the cedar tree.

His eyes were exactly as they

had been before, [...]

[...], with that same cold

look of contempt and hatred.

[...], but my husband simply
went on staring at me in

disgust.

The bandit must have taken
it—I couldn’t find it
anywhere—and my
husband’s bow and arrows
were gone as well.

But then I had the good luck
to find the dagger at my feet.

Of course his mouth was

stuffed with bamboo leaves,

so he couldn’t make a sound,

[...]

Across his ashen face shone a

Just at that moment [ saw an
indescribable light in my
husband’s eyes.

The flash in his eyes was

neither anger nor sorrow. . .

I saw only my husband still
bound to the root of the

cedar.

[...]; but the expression in his
eyes was just the same as
before.

Beneath the cold contempt in

his eyes, there was hatred.

Still he went on gazing at me

with loathing and contempt.

It must have been taken by
the robber. Neither his sword
nor his bow and arrows were

to be seen in the grove.

But fortunately my small

sword was lying at my feet.

Since his mouth was stuffed
with leaves, of course his
voice could not be heard at

all.

A streak of sinking sunlight
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X, Micxg>7=Ete 650
=Zph, HHN T UH
HTWADTY,

streak of light from the
setting sun, filtered through

the bamboo and cedar.

7. Mz ® &2 72 5 5E O W)EE

streamed through the clump
of cedars and bamboos, and

shone on his pale face.

Japanese English (Jay Rubin) English (Takashi Kojima)
Biux e o i3l 72 I could say nothing, of Of course I couldn’t speak.
AN course, |[...]

KHLEORIELN T
=R

L2y LZEIMAR L O
WS R, Lol
BA~H 2o TS,

. BANTENLDLENR
~E L THIDICER A D T
W5,
FIIZ M B D, B
ANDREIZiHE> T 5D,
ENZ U EEERIE
E - R ¥ S S AR
RHEZ LR,

WO, RTEHEDNDRLLS
nT B,
BHORNIITZENE L
7oy INTID—D52 TYD
=R
farDEWEE A s 1~
ZHETFTRD,

[...], and I was bound to the

cedar tree.

[...], but she just went on
cringing there on the fallen
bamboo leaves, staring at
her knees.

[...], but the bandit kept his
smooth talk going from one

point to the next.

She clung to his arm and

screamed again, “Kill him!”

The bandit stared at her,
saying neither that he would
kill me nor that he would
not.

No—I could hear someone

weeping.

Lying there before me was
the dagger that my wife had
dropped.

Some kind of bloody mass

rose to my mouth, [...]

My whole body was tied fast

to the root of a cedar.

But my wife, sitting
dejectedly on the bamboo
leaves, was looking hard at
her lap.

In the meantime the robber
went on with his clever talk,

from one subject to another.

“Kill him,” she cried,

clinging to his arms.

Looking hard at her, he

answered neither yes nor no.

No, I heard someone crying.

In front of me there was
shining the small sword

which my wife had dropped.

A bloody lump rose to my
mouth, [...]
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[...], but I felt no pain at all.

What perfect silence!

In the skies above that grove
on the hidden side of the
mountain, not a single bird
came to sing.

The lonely glow of the sun
lingered among the high
branches of cedar and
bamboo.

The sun—but gradually,
even that began to fade, [...]

[...], and with it the cedars

and bamboo.

I lay there wrapped in a deep

silence.

Then stealthy footsteps came

up to me.

[...], but the darkness had

closed in all around me.

Again a rush of blood filled

my mouth, [...]

[...], but I didn’t feel any

pain.

What profound silence!

Not a single bird-note was
heard in the sky over this
grave in the hollow of the
mountains.

Only a lonely light lingered

on the cedars and mountain.

By and by the light gradually

grew fainter, [...]

[...], till the cedars and

bamboo were lost to view.

Lying there, I was enveloped

in deep silence.

Then someone crept up to

me.

But darkness had already

been gathering round me.

At the same time once more

blood flowed into my mouth.
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