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Translating the History of
Early Modern Osaka’s Hinin

John Patrick PORTER

This essay was originally presented as part of a July 2011 symposium on translation
and Japanese history. Focusing on the example of Osaka’s hinin, it introduces a num-
ber of the general problems facing translators working specifically in the early modern
Japan field. In addition, it outlines some basic methods for resolving those problems.
The essay begins by briefly describing the techniques employed by previous genera-
tions of translators. After pointing out the limitations of each of those techniques, it
then suggests some simple methodological steps that scholars can take to raise the
accuracy of their translations and avoid mischaracterizing the concepts with which
they are engaging. The essay then shifts to a discussion of the author’s experience
translating Tsukada Takashi’s work on early modern Osaka’s hinin. Through an exa-
mination of two key concepts dealt with in Professor Tsukada’s research, hinin and
kenrika, it offers a critique of conventional English translations of both concepts. It
then concludes by suggesting some concrete methods for how conventional translations
can be improved. Specifically, it asserts that scholars need to consider not only the
original form of the concept that they are attempting to translate, but also the manner

in which that form changed over time.

Keyword : translation, early modern Japanese history, beggar, early modern status

society
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