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Abstract: Today, Ban Kōkei 伴蒿蹊 (1733–1806) is mostly known as the author of a col lec tion of 

biog ra phies, which became one of the best-sell ing books of Japan’s late eigh teenth cen tury. However, 

he also devoted much of his career to devel op ing the expres sive poten tial of Jap a nese prose writ ing. 

This arti cle locates Kōkei’s pro mo tion of lan guage reform within the con text of con tem po ra ne ous 

devel op ments in trans la tion from clas si cal into ver nac u lar Jap a nese and explains the role of trans-

la tion in Kōkei’s attempts to develop Jap a nese prose writ ing nearly one hun dred years before the 

bet ter-known national lan guage advo cacy of the “Unification of the Spoken and Written Languages” 

(Genbun itchi 言文一致) move ment of the Meiji period (1868–1912). Considered along side canon i cal 

fig ures like Motoori Norinaga and Ogyū Sorai, Kōkei’s lesser-known work is evi dence of a nascent 

“national” lan guage con scious ness among Jap a nese intel lec tu als prior to the Meiji period.
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Introduction
The scholar Ban Kōkei 伴蒿蹊 (1733–1806) is best known today for his published 
col lec tion of biog ra phies of eccen trics, Eccentrics of Our Times (Kinsei kijinden 近
世畸人伝, 1790), which was one of the best-sell ing books of Japan’s late eigh teenth 
cen tury (Kameya 2009). Less known, how ever, is that Kōkei was also an ardent 
pro po nent of writ ing new and richly expres sive forms of Jap a nese-style prose, for 
which he coined the expres sion “the prose of our land” (kunitsubumi 国つ文) (or 
“prose in the style of our land” kuniburi no fumi 国ぶりの文) rather than employing 
the con ven tional Sino-Jap a nese term, wabun 和文. This pro ject occu pied sev-
eral decades of his schol arly life, involved numer ous stu dents and dis ci ples, and 
resulted in the founding of a Jap a nese prose soci ety. Although largely for got ten as 
any thing other than the author of Eccentrics, Kōkei was a highly regarded scholar 
in his adop tive home town of Kyoto dur ing his day, and his prose pro ject con sti-
tuted a major part of his schol arly endeav ors—a sig nif  cant but often overlooked 
chap ter in the his tory of the Jap a nese lan guage.

At a time when most prose writ ing in Japan used either the medium of Lit-
erary Sinitic or hybrid ized mix tures of Chi nese and Jap a nese ele ments, Kōkei was 
one of a grow ing num ber of writ ers who used Jap a nese with much of the Chi nese 
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vocab u lary expunged (Kazama 1998; Burns 2003). One way in which Kōkei dif fers 
from other writ ers of Jap a nese prose, how ever, was in his pro posed method for the 
cre a tion of such a style. Much like the well-known Euro pean exam ple of Cicero, 
who devel oped his rhe tor i cal Latin-lan guage skills cen tu ries ear lier by trans lat ing 
from clas si cal Greek (Copeland 1991: 1–8), the main meth od ol ogy advo cated by 
Kōkei for the cul ti va tion of skill ful prose was trans la tion, or as he called it in a term 
unique to him self, “utsushibumi” (うつしぶみ, “trans ferred text”). The source lan-
guages from which Kōkei advo cated prac tic ing utsushibumi were drawn from the 
spec trum of writ ten lan guages used in Japan in his day and involved intralingual 
trans la tion from clas si cal and writ ten forms of Jap a nese, as well as trans la tion from 
Literary Sinitic.1

The intel lec tual cli mate in which Kōkei pro duced his writ ings on Jap a nese 
prose was one in which increas ing atten tion was paid to the ques tion of lan guage 
(Sakai 1992; Burns 2003), and the sig nif  cance of his work is bet ter under stood by 
being placed in this con text. Much like early mod ern Europe, where Peter Burke 
(2004: 15–42) has noted a “dis cov ery of lan guage” (which oth ers have described 
as “lan guage fas ci na tion” [Haar 2019: 13–16]), the rapid changes that occurred in 
the Tokugawa period—urban i za tion, increas ing lit er acy rates, and the advent of 
a com mer cial print indus try (Kornicki 1998)—ren dered lan guage vis i ble in ways 
that had never before been expe ri enced in Japan and involved a much wider cross 
sec tion of soci ety; this in turn was cause for greater debate, study, and abstrac tion 
(Clements 2015: 16–46). Indeed, Naoki Sakai has argued that the Jap a nese lan-
guage was “born” in the eigh teenth cen tury as a result of the dis cur sive prac tices of 
schol ars like Ogyū Sorai (1666–1728), who is discussed below.2 As new clas ses of 
read ers emerged and engaged with the Chi nese and Jap a nese clas sics, con sumed 
pop u lar print works, and had their lan guage cap tured on the page in print, anx-
i eties grew about the cor rect use of lan guage and whether canon i cal texts should 
be trans lated into the ver nac u lar or made oth er wise acces si ble (Clements 2014). 
Grammarians for the frst time began to look at the Jap a nese lan guage as a whole 
(e.g., Takeoka 1961). In addi tion, there was an influx of ver nac u lar Chi nese nov els 
of the Ming and Qing dynas ties, as well as hun dreds of books in the Dutch lan-
guage (Ōba 1967; Kornicki 1998). Both ver nac u lar Chi nese and Dutch also became 
objects of study and debate (Ishizaki 1940; Asō 1946; Clements 2015).

It was within this intel lec tual cli mate that Kōkei turned his atten tion to the 
ques tion of how to cre ate expres sive and use ful Jap a nese prose for the pres ent, some-
thing he felt did not at that time exist, despite the achieve ments of Japan’s lin guis tic 
past. This arti cle exam ines Kōkei’s ideas of trans la tion and the cre a tion of Jap a nese 
prose through a close read ing of his published works on the sub ject. I will also 
put Kōkei’s efforts at lan guage reform in the con text of eigh teenth-cen tury devel-
op ments in intralingual trans la tion from clas si cal into ver nac u lar Jap a nese and 
explain the role of trans la tion in his attempts to develop Jap a nese prose lan guage 
nearly one hun dred years before the bet ter-known national lan guage advo cacy of 
the “Unifcation of the Spoken and Written Languages” (Genbun itchi 言文一致)  
move ment of the Meiji period (1868–1912). My aim is to reintroduce Kōkei and 
these neglected aspects of his schol ar ship, and in so doing, to add  fur ther details 
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to our under stand ing of Jap a nese lan guage con scious ness prior to the lin guis tic 
nation al ism of the Meiji period.

About Ban Kōkei
Ban Kōkei is not cur rently con sid ered a major fg ure in the intel lec tual his tory of 
Tokugawa Japan. However, he was a tal ented poly math who enjoyed an excel lent 
rep u ta tion in his day for his Jap a nese poetry and was also respected for his knowl-
edge of Literary Sinitic (Mori 1988: 55–59). Although many Edo-period schol ars 
were active in two or more felds of endeavor, Kōkei’s own approach to schol ar ship 
had a strongly indi vid ual flavor—unsur pris ing for the man who com posed a best-
sell ing book about eccen trics—as seen in his unique advo cacy of trans la tion to 
cre ate Jap a nese prose. This orig i nal ity no doubt owed much to the cir cum stances 
of his birth and the fnan cial free dom those cir cum stances afforded for pur su ing 
his inter ests unfet tered by the need to please a patron or pay ing stu dents.

Born into a wealthy mer chant fam ily based in Hachiman in the prov ince of 
Ōmi, Kōkei was adopted as the heir of the fam ily’s main branch and succeeded to 
that role at age eigh teen. Although he was suc cess ful in busi ness, eigh teen years 
later, in 1768, he took the ton sure, handed over the man age ment of the fam ily busi-
ness to an adopted son, and spent the remain der of his thirties in Kyoto establishing 
his rep u ta tion as a poet of waka (和歌, “Jap a nese [as opposed to Sinitic] poetry”) 
(Beerens 2006: 52–53). A con tem po rary, the writer Tachibana Nankei 橘南谿 
(1753–1805), con sid ered Kōkei to be one of the “four kings of waka poetry in the 
cap i tal [i.e., Kyoto]” (Kazama 1992: 50n2), and Kōkei was included in the salon of 
Prince Shinnin 妙法院宮真仁法親王 (1768–1805), which “consisted of the crème 
de la crème of late eigh teenth-cen tury art, poetry and schol ar ship” (Beerens 2012: 
35), indi cat ing just how highly Kōkei was regarded as a literatus dur ing his life time. 
In the An’ei period (1772–81) he began to lec ture about Jap a nese prose (wabun 和文) 
and founded a soci ety for the study of Jap a nese prose, the Society of Letters (Fumi 
no Tsudoi 文の会), in 1772 (Kazama 1992; 1998: 91–113). In 1774, when he was 
forty-three, Kōkei com pleted his frst work on the sub ject, The Prose of Our Land from 
Age to Age (Kunitsubumi yoyo no ato 国文世々の跡), which was published in print 
in 1777, and he followed this with Translation for the Enlightenment of Little Children 
(Utsushibumi warawa no satoshi 訳文童喩) in 1794, both of which have been repro-
duced in mod ern printed form (Kazama 1993). Kōkei con tin ued his prose pro ject 
until his death in 1806, and the Society of Letters con tin ued to meet until then.

However, Kōkei was not long outlived by his adopted son and intel lec tual 
heir, Ban Sukenori 伴資規 (?–1810), and in the years that followed, his adopted 
home town of Kyoto was increas ingly eclipsed by Edo as Japan’s pre mier cen ter of 
intel lec tual activ ity and pres tige. Kōkei’s prose pro ject thus lost momen tum after 
his death and, with the excep tion of the mod ern scholar Kazama Seishi (1992, 
1993, 1998), has not been of inter est to mod ern his to ri ans.

Kōkei and Tokugawa-Period Language Study
Kōkei’s work has a strongly indi vid ual flavor, but his pre oc cu pa tion with Jap a-
nese prose may none the less be clearly under stood in the con text of his day. As  
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Jap a nese debates about lan guage use grew in the sev en teenth and eigh teenth 
cen tu ries, there was a cor re spond ing inter est in trans la tion among schol ars 
asso ci ated with the Kokugaku nativ ist tra di tion and those who stud ied Chi nese. 
The ear li est Tokugawa-period schol ars to focus closely on lan guage were sinol-
o gists. Itō Jinsai 伊藤仁斎 (1627–1705) and Sorai were par tic u larly impor tant in 
this respect. Both these lead ing intel lec tu als advo cated trans la tion as a teach ing 
method in their acad e mies and, as will be discussed below, the leg acy of their 
influ ence descends to Ban Kōkei via the gram mar ian Fujitani Nariakira 富士谷成
章 (1738–79).3

Much like Kōkei with Jap a nese prose more than a cen tury later, Jinsai 
advo cated the prac tice of trans la tion in an attempt to improve the Sinitic writ-
ing abil i ties of the stu dents in his acad emy. He was par tic u larly concerned with 
what he called pro vin cial (or “national”) hab its (kokushū 国習) of writ ing that 
Jap a nese schol ars fell into when com pos ing Sinitic. In order to rem edy these 
kokushū—a term that could also be writ ten with char ac ters mean ing “the stench 
of Jap a nese”—Jinsai had his fol low ers trans late from Sinitic by frst mak ing a 
tran scrip tion of the Jap a nese read ing based on glosses (kundoku 訓読), and then 
trans lat ing that tran scrip tion back into Sinitic. The back-trans lated ver sion was 
then com pared with the Sinitic orig i nal and any errors were corrected (Li 2002; 
Clements 2015: 38).

Jinsai’s work influ enced that of Sorai, who like wise focused on under stand-
ing the true mean ing of Chi nese texts. Thanks to the work of post war schol ars 
like Maruyama Masao (1952), Sorai is now the best-known exam ple of a Tokugawa 
scholar who advo cated trans la tion. Sorai famously made the rad i cal claim that 
Sinitic, which had been such a part of Jap a nese schol ar ship for cen tu ries that it was 
no lon ger regarded as for eign, was in fact Chi nese and ought to be read as such. 
The habit ual read ings (now known as kundoku, mean ing “read ing by gloss” or 
“ver nac u lar read ing”) that Jap a nese schol ars allo cated to sinographs were archaic, 
he argued, and obscured the true mean ing of the char ac ters. For pupils who were 
not yet at the level of being  able to read Sinitic as Chi nese, Sorai advo cated instead 
that Sinitic be explained using a nat u ral, ver nac u lar Jap a nese trans la tion (Past-
reich 2001). As will be discussed below, Kōkei adopted an approach very sim i lar 
to Sorai’s rec om men da tion to trans late sinographs “using one’s mind” to “grasp 
the mean ing,” choos ing Jap a nese equiv a lents rather than rely ing on the tra di tional 
Sino-Jap a nese read ings.

In addi tion, Kōkei’s inter est in trans la tion as a meth od ol ogy has ech oes of the 
work of the Kokugaku (国学, “National Studies”) schol ars. Prior to Kōkei’s pub li ca-
tions on the topic, the phi lol o gist Kamo no Mabuchi 賀茂真淵 (1697–1769) urged 
his stu dents to recover the spirit of ancient Jap a nese by writ ing poems and prose in 
the style of the eighth-cen tury Collection of a Myriad of Leaves (Man’yōshū). Among 
Mabuchi’s dis ci ples, Motoori Norinaga 本居宣長 (1730–1801) went even fur ther 
than his teacher, attempting to recon struct the ancient lan guage of Japan’s past and 
to free ancient Jap a nese texts like Record of Ancient Matters (Kojiki 古事記, 712) 
from what he saw as the taint of Chi nese influ ence. The Record of Ancient Matters 
was writ ten using sinographs, but Norinaga argued that the text bur ied beneath 
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these char ac ters was in fact a form of ancient Jap a nese, and he spent years of his 
schol arly life resurrecting that “orig i nal,” effec tively pro duc ing what one mod ern 
scholar has called a “free trans la tion” into Jap a nese prose, Commentaries on the 
Kojiki (Kojikiden 古事記伝) (Burns 2003: 68–101, 79, quot ing Nishimiya 1970). 
Although Kōkei does not cite Norinaga directly as an influ ence, Kōkei’s free trans-
la tions from Sinitic texts into Jap a nese prose, which involved fnd ing indig e nous 
equiv a lents for Chi nese com pounds, echo Norinaga’s ear lier efforts.

There are like wise sim i lar i ties between Kōkei’s advo cacy of trans la tion from 
clas si cal Jap a nese into the ver nac u lar, which appeared in his Translation for the 
Enlightenment in 1794, and Norinaga’s use of intralingual trans la tion from clas-
si cal Jap a nese into the con tem po rary ver nac u lar. In 1793 Norinaga pro duced the 
frst ver nac u lar Jap a nese trans la tion of The Collection of Poems Ancient and Modern, 
titled A Telescope for the Collection of Poems Ancient and Modern (Kokinshū tōkagami 
古今集遠鏡), which was published in print in 1797 (Harper 1996).

Kōkei’s and Norinaga’s work on trans la tion from clas si cal Jap a nese into the 
ver nac u lar came at the end of the eigh teenth cen tury, when there were already sev-
eral ver nac u lar trans la tions of the Jap a nese clas sics cir cu lat ing in man u script and 
in print. Beginning in the sev en teenth cen tury, wood block-printed texts, digests, 
and com men tar ies of Heian court clas sics such as The Tale of Genji and Tales of 
Ise became avail  able for pur chase in the com mer cial print indus try. For the frst 
time, knowl edge of these works became a mark of cul ture beyond aris to cratic and 
high-rank ing war rior cir cles as the texts were digested, parodied, illus trated, and 
adapted for the com mer cial press (Ii 2001; Shirane 2008; Yamamoto and Mostow 
2009). A prod uct of this phe nom e non was ver nac u lar trans la tion, the frst large-
scale attempt at which was published in 1678 with Tales of Ise in Plain Language (Ise 
monogatari hirakotoba 伊勢物語ひら言葉). This was followed by sev eral ver nac u lar 
Genji trans la tions. Then, from the mid-eigh teenth cen tury, a shift may be observed 
in which ver nac u lar trans la tion began to be used by schol ars as a tool for bet ter 
under stand ing the Jap a nese clas sics and the clas si cal lan guage (Clements 2015), 
an approach that was con sol i dated by Norinaga in A Telescope for the Collection 
of Poems Ancient and Modern (Clements 2014). Norinaga argued that ver nac u lar 
trans la tion was a bet ter method for under stand ing the clas si cal lan guage of Japan’s 
past than tra di tional com men tar ies, a “tele scope” that brought the texts of the past 
closer. After Norinaga’s trans la tion, schol arly ver nac u lar trans la tors of the clas sics 
no lon ger expressed anx i ety about the act of ren der ing a clas si cal text in “vul gar” 
lan guage (Clements 2015: 47–93).

Kōkei’s frst work that included the sub ject of trans la tion, The Prose of Our 
Nation, was published in 1774, predating by nearly two decades Norinaga’s trans-
la tion of The Collection of Poems Ancient and Modern (man u script, 1793), with its 
exhor ta tion to trans late waka poetry from clas si cal into the ver nac u lar. Kōkei’s 
prose soci ety was founded even ear lier, in 1772. However, Kōkei’s later work 
Translation for the Enlightenment was published in print the year after Norinaga’s 
trans la tion of Collection of Poems was fn ished and began cir cu lat ing in man u script 
form, so he may have been inspired by Norinaga’s exhor ta tion to use ver nac u lar 
trans la tion as a means of bet ter under stand ing the lan guage of Japan’s past.
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Although Kōkei’s work ech oes and was pos si bly moti vated in part by Nori-
naga, fur ther evi dence sug gests that the idea may in fact have come to Kōkei as a 
result of the ear lier work of a gram mar ian, Fujitani Nariakira, whose pioneering 
attempt to sys tem a tize a gram mar of the Jap a nese lan guage and to delin eate the 
changes in the Jap a nese poetic lan guage over time are the frst such attempts in 
Jap a nese his tory (Clements 2019). As discussed in more detail below, in 1774 in 
The Prose of Our Nation Kōkei periodized Jap a nese prose into dif fer ent his tor i cal 
eras, not ing the change in prose styles over time. In this, he seems to have been 
inspired by Nariakira’s pioneering work, which had already been published in 
print in Commentary on Hairpin Words (Kazashi shō かざし抄, 1767) and was later 
revised in Commentary on String Words (Ayui shō あゆい抄) of 1778 (these texts 
are reprinted in Takeoka 1961). Like Kōkei’s inter est in prose, Nariakira’s inter est 
in Jap a nese gram mar grew out of his study of Jap a nese poetry. As a prominent 
Kyoto-based waka poet, Kōkei would have been famil iar with the ground break ing 
work of Nariakira, who was also based in Kyōto (Clements 2019).

Like Kōkei, and later, Norinaga, Nariakira advo cated using ver nac u lar trans-
la tion of clas si cal Jap a nese as a way of study ing clas si cal Jap a nese itself (Takeoka 
1962: 1042–97). It is in this use of ver nac u lar trans la tion as a means of study ing a 
clas si cal lan guage that Kōkei’s links to Jinsai and Sorai come full cir cle. As Tokieda 
Motoki (1932: 128, 151–52) has shown, Nariakira’s inspi ra tion vis-à-vis ver nac u-
lar trans la tion as a way of study ing lan guage came from his brother the sinol o gist 
Minagawa Kien 皆川淇園 (1734–1807), who in turn drew on the tra di tions of 
Jinsai and Sorai. It was thus through Nariakira that Kōkei drew fur ther on the 
sino log i cal tra di tion of Jinsai and Sorai.

The only mod ern scholar to work on Kōkei in depth, Kazama Seishi, has 
argued con vinc ingly that Kōkei’s inter est in Jap a nese prose chimes with devel op-
ments by con tem po rary writ ers of fc tion, such as Ueda Akinari 上田秋成 (1734–
1809), who sought to develop their Jap a nese lan guage expres sion in order to bet ter 
their fc tion com po si tions (Kazama 1998). Indeed, Akinari, who also engaged 
with Kokugaku schol ar ship (Burns 2003: 102–30), briefly par tic i pated in Kōkei’s 
prose soci ety, and the two phe nom ena—devel op ments in fc tion, and non fc tion 
prose—are undoubt edly part of the lin guis tic change, study, and exper i men ta tion 
that took place in the Tokugawa period. However, it is also impor tant to note that 
Kōkei was writ ing mainly about non fc tion prose com po si tion, and his intel lec tual 
lin e age descends, via Nariakira, from the schol ars Jinsai and Sorai. This schol arly 
intel lec tual pro ject forms an impor tant part of under stand ing Kōkei’s work in its 
con tem po rary con text.

The Prose of Our Land from Age to Age (Kunitsubumi yo yo no ato  
国文世々 の跡国文世々 の跡, 1774)
Before embarking on an anal y sis of Kōkei’s use of trans la tion it is nec es sary to 
under stand the wider pro ject within which he advo cated that prac tice. This 
wider pro ject was his main aim: the study, improve ment, and pro mo tion of 
good-qual ity prose writ ing in Jap a nese. The Prose of Our Land from Age to Age 
was the frst of Kōkei’s published pieces on the Jap a nese lan guage; it is a three-
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vol ume work in which he sets out his man i festo on Jap a nese prose and pro vi des 
a descrip tion of dif fer ent styles (which he calls sugata or tai 体) of Jap a nese prose 
through out his tory. Kōkei begins by lamenting the fact that peo ple con cen trate 
only on improv ing their Jap a nese poetry or Sinitic prose writ ing, and he says that 
peo ple of the cur rent age do not write well in Jap a nese. He dismisses the pos si ble 
crit i cism that Jap a nese prose, which is writ ten using the pho no graphic cur sive 
script (kana 仮名), was only suit able for women, argu ing that the per ceived gen-
tle ness of kana writ ing is what leads some to con sider it fem i nine, incor rectly in 
his opin ion.

It is clear from the intro duc tory remarks to The Prose of Our Land that Kōkei’s 
inter est in Jap a nese prose grew out of his exper tise as a waka poet. The intro duc tion 
is framed as a typ i cal ques tion-and-answer dia logue (mondō 問答) used in pre mod-
ern East Asian edu ca tional texts, and in answer to the frst ques tion, “Why do so few 
peo ple write prose in the style of our land?,” Kōkei replies: “Well, the frst thing is 
that peo ple who com pose waka poetry con cen trate only on poems and say they do 
not have much time for any thing else. . . .  Moreover, they only ever com pose poems 
on set top ics (dai 題) and so there are hardly any oppor tu ni ties to write a head note 
(kotogaki 言書). Thus, I sus pect they do not think that prose is some thing use ful” 
(Kōkei [1774] 1993: 7). Kotogaki/kotobagaki head notes are short prose expla na tions, 
a few lines long, that pro vided con text or the back ground story to a waka poem, 
which due to its thirty-one-syl la ble form was often too brief for its greater sig nif -
cance to be under stood at face value. Kōkei’s point about set top ics is that when a 
poem was com posed in response to a set topic rather than the poet’s per sonal cir-
cum stances, there was usu ally no need for an explan a tory head note. In Kōkei’s view, 
peo ple there fore con cen trated too much on writ ing poetry and either did not need 
head notes or, when they did require one, were not concerned with writ ing it well.

However, in Kōkei’s opin ion, good Jap a nese prose writ ing would in fact 
enhance the poetic expe ri ence: “How will they under stand the mean ing of the 
poems later with out a [prose] head note? Moreover, although in the moment 
there is noth ing bet ter than a poem for cap tur ing the heart’s over flow, head notes 
should also be  able to cap ture poi gnant feel ings” ([1774] 1993: 7). In The Prose of 
Our Land the anon y mous ques tioner wishes to know which of three his tor i cal 
styles of Jap a nese iden ti fed by Kōkei should serve as a model: “In this book you 
divide [Jap a nese prose] into three styles (sugata 体): ancient (ōmukashi 大むかし), 
medi e val (nakamukashi 中むかし), and recent (chikakiyo 近き世). Which is best to 
fol low?” ([1774] 1993: 15). Kōkei’s answer is that, just as there are dif fer ent poetic 
styles, which peo ple fol low according to their inter ests and abil i ties, so too there 
ought to be dif fer ent styles of prose writ ing: “All three types are attrac tive and so 
it is dif f cult to point to one of them. They are like the heart and the appear ance 
of a per son, and so one ought to fol low one’s tastes, just as, for exam ple, one can 
study either the ele gant (yasashiki sugata 艶体) or force ful (onitorihishigu sugata 
鬼拉体) poetic styles depending on where one’s tal ents lie” ([1774] 1993: 15).4 He 
does, how ever, go on to rec om mend that begin ners should at least study the style 
of medi e val (i.e., nakamukashi) Jap a nese, since mas tery of this offers access to both 
the more ancient form and the more recent form.
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The ulti mate prin ci ple of com po si tion that Kōkei urged his stu dents to fol-
low was that of clar ity. “Prose is for under stand ing things and so clar ity of logic 
(kotowari 理) is of the utmost impor tance. It should not be like peering at a mix 
of col ors through a reed blind or lis ten ing to a voice car ried by the wind. Words 
are at their best when the thread [of argu ment] is clear, and even if you only hear 
them in pass ing you should be  able to dis cern what they are about” ([1774] 1993: 
14). In fact, apart from these com ments, Kōkei’s works on the sub ject spell out very 
lit tle. Rather, he relied on a prac tice-based approach, founding a prose soci ety and 
exhorting his fol low ers to exer cise their com po si tion skills by trans lat ing, a prac-
tice he called utsushibumi.

The frst published record of Kōkei pro pos ing the use of trans la tion to 
hone one’s prose-writ ing skills appears in the afore men tioned Prose of Our Land. 
Although the main focus of this work is to argue for the impor tance of devel op ing 
and maintaining the abil ity to write in Jap a nese, as well as pro vid ing an over view 
of the dif fer ent his tor i cal prose writ ing styles in Japan, Kōkei also includes a fnal 
sec tion titled 訳文之条, “A Section on Translation.” It is not clear exactly how these 
four char ac ters should be pro nounced since Kōkei leaves them unglossed and then 
uses both the Sinitic loan word yakusuru 訳する and the Jap a nese word utushi うつし  
to describe his meth od ol ogy in the main body of the text. In his later work Trans-
lation for the Enlightenment of Little Children (1794), discussed below, Kōkei glosses 
the Sinitic com pound 訳文 as utsushibumi, a read ing unique to him self and one 
that uses Jap a nese rather than Sino-Jap a nese mor phol ogy (which would see the 
com pound read as yakubun). This is con sis tent with Kōkei’s attempt to improve 
the expres sive power of the Jap a nese lan guage with out the need to rely on Sino-
Jap a nese words.

Traditionally, 訳文, read in Sino-Jap a nese as yakubun, refers to trans la tion 
of a fairly close kind rather than to para phrase or adap ta tion (Clements 2021). 
However, it is clear from the exam ples in The Prose of Our Land, where the idea frst 
appears in Kōkei’s writ ings, and later in his Translation for the Enlightenment that 
what Kōkei has in mind encompasses some thing broader. Kōkei envis ages utsu-
shibumi as includ ing trans la tions that cap ture the sense of the phrase concerned, 
rather than tra di tional Sino-Jap a nese read ings of indi vid ual sinographs; in some 
cases, he even means some thing much more closely approaching para phrase.

Here we encoun ter an impor tant inter sec tion between Kōkei’s work and the 
sino log i cal tra di tion in Japan. Kundoku (訓読, “glossed/ver nac u lar read ings”) 
were the tra di tional Sino-Jap a nese pro nun ci a tions asso ci ated with clas si cal Chi-
nese words when clas si cal Chi nese or Sinitic was read men tally or aloud in Japan. 
In addi tion to affxing Sino-Jap a nese glosses, kundoku involved orally or men tally 
rearranging the syn tax of the orig i nal to cor re spond more closely with the norms 
of Jap a nese (Wakabayashi 2005; Clements 2015: 104–19). In the frst half of the 
eigh teenth cen tury, the sinol o gist Ogyū Sorai famously advo cated read ing Chi-
nese using con tem po rary Qing-period pro nun ci a tion and the orig i nal word order 
(Pastreich 2001). As noted above, in cases where a Chi nese read ing was not pos-
si ble, such as where the reader did not speak Chi nese, Sorai pro moted trans la tion 
into more eas ily under stand able forms of Jap a nese.
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Following an approach sim i lar to Sorai’s and explaining that the tra di tional 
kundoku read ings of sinographs can obscure the mean ing, in The Prose of Our 
Land Kōkei gives the fol low ing exam ples of utsushibumi trans la tions of Sinitic 
com pounds that go beyond tra di tional kundoku read ings, requir ing one to “use 
one’s mind” (kokoro o mochii 心を用ゐ) and “grasp the mean ing” (jigi o kokoroe 字
義を心得):

 1. Sinitic term in source text: 暦運. Kōkei’s suggested trans la tion: yo 世.
 2. Sinitic term in source text: 分布. Kōkei’s suggested trans la tion: makihodokosu 

まきほどこす.
 3. Sinitic term in source text: 姿則. Kōkei’s suggested trans la tion: utsukushiku 

うつくしく ([1774] 1993: 49).

Examples 1 and 2 are from the early Jap a nese quasi-his tor i cal text Chron i cles of 
Japan (Nihon shoki 日本書紀, 720), and 3 is from the Tang dynasty work of prose 
fc tion The Grotto of Immortals (Youxian ku 游仙窟, ca. sev enth cen tury). Both were 
writ ten in forms of Literary Sinitic and, if read according to the con ven tions of 
Jap a nese kundoku, their vocab u lary would be pro nounced as Sino-Jap a nese com-
pounds: exam ple 1 would be read as rekiun, 2 as bunpu, and 3 as shisoku. Kōkei 
is suggesting the sub sti tu tion of Jap a nese equiv a lents instead, which con vey the 
same or very sim i lar mean ings as the Sinitic com pound but are not derived from 
Chi nese loan words or mor phol ogy. Kundoku Sino-Jap a nese read ings are argu  ably 
already a form of trans la tion but, like Sorai before him, Kōkei here is advo cat ing 
for trans la tion into nat u ral-sound ing, native Jap a nese.

He takes this fur ther in the remaining exam ples from the “Section on Trans-
lation” in The Prose of Our Land, broad en ing the def  ni tion of trans la tion by quot ing 
cases in which a poem or phrase from a Chi nese work is para phrased in Jap a nese-
lan guage works such as The Tosa Diary (Tosa nikki 土佐日記, ca. 935) and The Tale 
of Genji (Genji monogatari 源氏物語, ca. 1008). For exam ple, the fol low ing poem 
by the Tang dynasty poet Jia Dao 賈島 (779–843) is para phrased in The Tosa Diary:

Tang dynasty source as quoted by Kōkei: 棹穿波底月、船圧水中天 (Kazama 1993: 50)

English trans la tion: Oars pierce the moon beneath the waves; the boat bears down upon 

heav ens in the water.

Translation/para phrase from The Tosa Diary as quoted by Kōkei: sao wa ugatsu nami 

no ue no tsuki o, fune wa osou umi no uchi no sora o さをはうがつ波の上の月を、舟はおそ

ふうみのうちの空を (Kōkei [1774] 1993: 50)

English trans la tion: Oars pierce the moon on the waves; the boat bears down upon the 

sky in the water.

In the Tosa trans la tion, the poem is rewrit ten in Jap a nese but with slight mod i f-
ca tions. In the Chi nese orig i nal the moon is “beneath the waves” (bo di 波底) but 
in the Jap a nese, the moon is “over the waves” (nami no ue 波の上), for exam ple. In 
other words, this is not a strict trans la tion but a rewording involv ing both trans la-
tion and changes for sty lis tic rea sons.
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Kōkei con tin ues to use this type of trans la tion and goes on to cite as exam-
ples of utsushibumi the famous Jap a nese kana and Sinitic mana (真名) pref aces of 
The Collection of Poems Ancient and Modern (Kokin wakashū 古今和歌集, ca. 905) 
(Kazama 1993: 50–53). The kana pref ace (writ ten in Jap a nese in cur sive, pho no-
graphic kana char ac ters with very few sinographs) and the mana pref ace (writ ten 
in Literary Sinitic using sinographs or mana char ac ters) con tain broadly the same 
con tent, although they are not exact cop ies. The two pref aces can be described as 
“trans la tions” only in the broadest sense. From these exam ples, it may be seen that 
Kōkei’s idea of what he called utsushibumi was about trans lat ing—para phras ing  
would per haps be a bet ter word—in such a way as to pro duce a nat u ral, well- 
expressed ver sion of the source text, pri or i tiz ing skill in expres sion over strictly 
accu rate trans fer of con tent. He devel oped this idea fur ther in his next work, Trans-
lation for the Enlightenment of Little Children, expanding his dis cus sion of trans la-
tion to include intralingual as well as interlingual prac tices.

Translation for the Enlightenment of Little Children (Utsushibumi warawa 
no satoshi 訳文童喩, 1794)
As discussed above, the main exam ples that Kōkei gives in The Prose of Our Land of 
how to cul ti vate a skill ful Jap a nese prose style are of trans la tion or para phrase from 
Sinitic into Jap a nese. His next work to deal with the sub ject, Translation for the 
Enlightenment of Little Children, con tains con sid er ably more detail and is devoted 
to rea sons for prac tic ing trans la tion and exam ples of trans la tion. In addi tion to 
trans la tion from Sinitic, Kōkei also included two other categories: trans la tion from 
ga forms of Jap a nese into zoku forms, and trans la tion from zoku forms into ga.

Ga 雅 and zoku 俗 (deriv ing from the Chi nese terms ya and su) are aes thetic 
categories that came to embody a wide range of mean ings in Jap a nese lit er a ture 
and art. Broadly speak ing, in the con cep tu al i za tion of aes thetic categories in this 
period ga refers to that which is clas si cal, ele gant, and refned, while zoku refers 
to the vul gar, com mon place, unre fned, and non clas si cal. These terms, and the 
lit er ary reg is ters they represented, came to be debated in ear nest dur ing the 
Tokugawa period, in par tic u lar as they applied to poetic com po si tion (Thomas 
1994). They were also the terms most com monly used to delin eate the dif fer ences 
between the prose style of Heian court works such as The Tale of Genji and Tales of 
Ise ver sus the Tokugawa-era prose into which intralingual trans la tors trans posed 
these works for both the pop u lar pub lish ing indus try and the con sump tion of 
schol ars (Clements 2015: 47–93; 2014). In Kōkei’s case, he used the terms ga and 
zoku in the sense under stood by the intralingual trans la tors of Genji and Ise as a 
con trast between clas si cal and ver nac u lar styles, as shown by the fol low ing sen-
tences from Translation for the Enlightenment of Little Children: “Nowadays there 
are ga and zoku [types of prose]. Ga are the words of the past. Zoku refers to the 
words that are in cur rent use today. This is what you begin to speak twenty days 
after your birth—things like call ing your mother and your father papa (toto) and 
mama (kaka) . . .  and is sim ply the result of com mon use” (Kōkei [1794] 1993:  
64–65). The exam ples he gives of ga texts include Genji; the texts which are 
zoku include con tem po rary Tokugawa period works such as Record of Kiso Road 
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(Kisoji no ki 木曾路之記, 1709), a travel account by the literatus Kaibara Ekiken 
貝原益軒 (1630–1714).

After explaining the need for utsushibumi trans la tion, Kōkei spends the rest 
of the work giv ing exam ples to illus trate what this means. I will focus here on the 
two types of trans la tion that he adds to his tech ni cal arse nal in addi tion to trans la-
tion from Sinitic, which was discussed above: intralingual trans la tion from clas si-
cal Jap a nese into ver nac u lar Jap a nese and from ver nac u lar Jap a nese into clas si cal 
Jap a nese. The fol low ing exam ple of trans la tion from the “Hahakigi” chap ter of 
Genji illus trates Kōkei’s approach:

Classical source quoted by Kōkei: onoko no ōyake ni tsukaumatsuri, hakabakashiki yo no 

katame narubeki mo, makoto no utsuwanaru beki o toridasan ni wa katakaru beshi kashi をの

このおほやけにつかうまつり、はかばかしき世のかためなるべきも、真のうつはも

のとなるべきをとり出さんにはかたかるべしかし。(Kōkei [1974] 1993: 66)

English trans la tion: It is prob a bly just as dif fi cult to find a truly capa ble man to uphold 

the realm in His Majesty’s ser vice. (Tyler 2001: 24)

Kōkei’s exam ple of trans la tion: otoko no chōtei ni tsukaetatematsuraruru mo Kanpaku Daijin 

nado tote, onseimu o azukaritamau makoto no kiryō aru hito o toridasan ni wa mare narubeshi 

男の朝廷に仕へ奉らるゝも、関白大臣などゝて、御政務をあづかり給ふ真の器量あ

る人をとり出さんには、稀なるべし。(Kōkei [1794] 1993: 67)

English trans la tion: It is prob a bly rare, too, to find a truly skill ful man to serve at court as 

a regent or min is ter tak ing care of affairs of state.

This sam ple exemplifes Kōkei’s idea of utsushibumi as trans la tion that cap-
tures the spirit of the orig i nal but is not strictly word-for-word. The trans la tor has 
used more sinographs and has clar i fed what “uphold ing the realm . . .  in His 
Majesty’s ser vice” (ōyake ni tsukaumatsuri) means in more spe cifc terms: “serve 
at court as a regent or a min is ter” (chōtei ni tsukaetatematsuraruru mo kanpaku 
daijin nado tote). The clas si cal expres sions utsuwa mono (“truly capa ble man”) 
and katakaru (“dif f cult”) have been changed to the more pro saic kiryō aru hito 
(“skill ful per son”) and marenaru (“rare”). Kōkei’s idea of trans la tion is sim i lar to 
the idea of intralingual trans la tion pro posed by Roman Jakobson and adopted by 
the mod ern trans la tion stud ies dis ci pline, which has broad ened the cen tu ries-old 
idea of trans la tion and encompasses trans la tion beyond a word-for-word trans-
la tion prac tice to some thing closely approaching adap ta tion (Bassnett 2002). 
Kōkei’s trans la tion prac tice was not strictly word-for-word but rather an exer cise 
in expres sive power, in flexing one’s com po si tional mus cles to learn how to com-
mu ni cate ideas clearly, not only in Sinitic or in poetry but in Jap a nese prose as 
the occa sion demanded.

The fnal exam ple I will use here dem on strates what Kōkei advo cated when 
trans lat ing from ver nac u lar Jap a nese into clas si cal Jap a nese, and why.

Vernacular source: Asama no dake wa, kiwamete takashi to iedomo, fumoto no chi takaki 

yue, hanahada takaku miezu. Sanjō ni tsune ni keburi tatsu koto, koshiki no ikinoboru ga got-

oku, mata kumo no gotoshi. 浅間の嶽(だけ)は、きわめて高しといへども、麓の地高き
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ゆゑ、甚高くみえず。山上につねに烟たつ事、こしきのいきの上るがごとく、また

くものごとし。(Kōkei [1794] 1993: 73)

English trans la tion: The slopes of Mount Asama are very high but since the foot hills are 

high they don’t look par tic u larly high. The moun tain top is per pet u ally smoky, like vapor 

ris ing from a rice steamer, or like clouds.

Kōkei’s trans la tion: Asama no take wa itodo takakeredo, fumoto mo onozukara ni noborimotekureba 

nan, me odoroku bakari wa miezu. Mine ni wa towa ni keburi tachi noborite, iikashigu o miru ga  

gotoku. Mata kumono no iru ni mo nitari. 浅間のだけはいとヾ高けれど、ふもともおのづ

からにのぼりもてくればなん、めおどろくばかりはみえず。峰にはとはにけぶり立の

ぼりて、いひかしぐをみるがごとく、又雲のゐるにも似たり。(Kōkei [1794] 1993: 74)

English trans la tion: The slopes of Mount Asama are extremely high. However, since the 

foot hills rise up to meet them, they do not astound the eye. On the peak it is eter nally 

smoky, as if one were looking at some thing steaming or at clouds.

The dif fer ences between the two quo ta tions are clear: in the frst text, the 
lan guage uses a narrower range of vocab u lary (note the rep e ti tion of takashi “high”) 
and refers to pro saic, every day items such as a rice steamer. The clas si cal trans la-
tion, on the other hand, has more flow, uses lon ger words and fewer sinographs, 
and avoids a direct ref er ence to the rice steamer in favor of the verb iishigu (to 
cook some thing by steaming). The ver nac u lar source text here is Kaibara Ekiken’s 
Record of Kiso Road (Kisoji no ki 木曾路之記, 1709). Kōkei writes that “[Kisoji no ki] 
is good as a guide to the road but in the main it sounds very ordi nary (zoku) and 
the lan guage is not well put together. If one was to insert one’s poetry com po si tions 
into it they would not match at all ” ([1794] 1993: 74). Again, we see the con cern 
with poetry, some thing which Kōkei cites, in The Prose of Our Land, as a rea son 
for improv ing one’s prose-writ ing style to pro vide a ft ting head note for a poem. 
In Translation for the Enlightenment he goes fur ther, includ ing travel accounts and 
cit ing an acquain tance who complained: “When I read the travel accounts of our 
contemporaries who have made a name for them selves writ ing poetry (waka), one 
fnds that their prose is always ver nac u lar (tadagoto), and one won ders whether 
they are really by those peo ple at all . Writing clas si cal (masagoto) poetry and ver-
nac u lar (tadagoto) prose is like wear ing a bro cade sash with a worn-out kimono” 
([1794] 1993: 72). Travel accounts usu ally included prose descrip tions inter spersed 
with poems sup pos edly com posed by the author dur ing the course of their trav els 
as the scen ery and their expe ri ences pro vided inspi ra tion. It is clear from Kōkei’s 
repeated ref er ences to poetry that he sees his prose pro ject as a com ple ment to 
poetry and that his work as a prose advo cate was inte gral to his work as a poet.

Replacing or Supplementing Chi nese?
As noted above, Kōkei had intel lec tual links to the work of well-known Kokugaku 
schol ars such as Motoori Norinaga, but was he a prac ti tioner of Kokugaku him-
self? And how did he view his pro ject in rela tion to the author ity of the Chi nese 
tra di tion? The answer to these ques tions is com pli cated by the fact that, as recent 
stud ies have shown, “Kokugaku,” which is some times trans lated as “nativ ism,” 
has car ried with it a vari ety of mean ings within the Tokugawa period and in 
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 mod ern schol ar ship (Burns 2003; McNally 2005). Mark Teeuwen (2006: 227) 
makes the point that Kokugaku and “nativ ism” are not nec es sar ily one and the 
same; he def nes nativ ism as “the ambi tion to revive or per pet u ate aspects of indig-
e nous cul ture in response to a per ceived threat from other cul tures” while not ing 
that not all  Kokugaku adhered to this notion (for an over view of schol ar ship, see 
Flueckiger 2008: 212). In this sense, Kōkei’s work does have nativ ist over tones. As 
the fol low ing extract from The Prose of Our Land dem on strates, he regarded Jap-
a nese prose writ ing as a neglected feld that was not con sid ered as impor tant as 
Chi nese learn ing and was there fore under threat:

In the pres ent age peo ple who have stud ied for many years read only Chi nese prose 

works (morokoshi no fumi もろこしの文). They have exhaus tive knowl edge extending 

from the ways of the sage kings to the world of the pres ent Qing dynasty, and they know 

the sound of the for eign words of that coun try well, but when it comes to our own 

impe rial realm they dis pense with details, and there are many who do not even know 

the names of our august emper ors and their reigns. They think the only prose is Chi nese 

prose and do not know about the exis tence of the national style. And of course they do 

not attempt to write it. (Kōkei [1774] 1993: 7)

Moreover, as noted above, in attempting to fnd Jap a nese equiv a lents for Sinitic 
com pounds Kōkei was fol low ing the lead of schol ars from the Kokugaku lin e age 
descending from Kamo no Mabuchi, the most famous of whom is Motoori Nori-
naga.

Nevertheless, the over all pic ture that emerges from Kōkei’s writ ings and 
schol arly prac tice does not reveal the ideo log i cal ten dency to priv i lege Jap a-
nese lan guage and lit er a ture over Chi nese that was char ac ter is tic of so much of 
Kokugaku; to label Kōkei a nativ ist would be to reduce his work to one dimen sion 
only. After tak ing aim at Sinocentric schol ars in the extract quoted above, Kōkei 
then crit i cizes Jap a nese waka poets for their neglect of Jap a nese prose writ ing 
(Kazama 1993: 7–8). In the pref ace to the col lected writ ings of his school, Writ ings 
from the Quiet Fields (Kanden bunshō 閑田文章, 1803), Kōkei is quoted as say ing: 
“When the head note to a poem is writ ten in every day lan guage (tadagoto) but the 
poem itself is not bad, this is all  the more unsightly, like a woman with a beau ti ful 
face and grey hair” (Sukenori [1803] 1993: 103). His inter est in improv ing Jap a-
nese prose thus came from his role as a waka poet and his desire to per fect that 
art form, rather than from a desire to weed out Chi nese influ ences from Jap a nese 
schol ar ship. In addi tion, it is impor tant to remem ber that dur ing the time he was 
pro mot ing Jap a nese prose, Kōkei con tin ued to be an active prac ti tioner of Sinitic 
him self and was well regarded for this in his day (Mori 1988: 55–59).

Kōkei’s clearest state ment on the ques tion of Jap a nese ver sus Chi nese learn-
ing came when asked by a (pos si bly fc tional) stu dent in the pref ace to The Prose of 
Our Nation whether peo ple with “Jap a nese spirit” (yamatogokoro やまと心) should 
not bother with Chi nese writ ings. In response, Kōkei made it clear that in advo cat-
ing for Jap a nese prose he was not deny ing the neces sity or desir abil ity of Chi nese 
learn ing in Japan. To neglect Chi nese learn ing in favor of Jap a nese, he argues,
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would be like lov ing your hands and hat ing your feet. Why should it be so? It was all  

very well in times past when knowl edge of other countries had not reached us, but after 

knowl edge of other countries arrived you had to learn it. If there would be some ben e fit 

to the way of our realm then sage kings would order the wise men of Paekche to instruct 

the peo ple serv ing them. From con trol ling the body to the minut est details of admin is-

ter ing all  under heaven they did not fail to make use of this knowl edge. And peo ple now 

regard this as good and all  affairs are in accor dance with this. Why should one not study 

it? There are peo ple who pro mote the way of the kami; some times they treat [Chi nese 

ways] as bad and they may say that one should not fol low the teach ings of the sage kings. 

However, I will not go into detail here about these aca demic prin ci ples. . . .  If you under-

stand the prose writ ings of peo ple of that coun try [i.e., China], when you com pose prose 

then [your writ ing] will have all  the more ele gance about it, and its rules (nori 法) will be 

all  the more cor rect. (Kōkei [1774] 1993: 12–13)

Thus, according to Kōkei, Chi nese learn ing was vital, and more over, Chi nese 
prose writ ing was an impor tant model to improve the qual ity of writ ten Jap a nese 
as well.

Kōkei’s pro ject was thus to use trans la tion and raise Jap a nese prose writ ing 
to the level of waka poetry together with Sinitic poetry and prose, so that Jap a nese 
prose would have at least a sta tus and use ful ness equal to these pres ti gious tra di-
tions, and so that con tem po rary waka poets could pro duce well-writ ten head notes 
to accom pany their poetry. He did so by means of trans la tion, broadly con ceived, 
between Sinitic, ver nac u lar, and clas si cal Jap a nese.

Kōkei and Kokugo
There is an obvi ous mod ern point of com par i son with Kōkei’s prose pro ject: the 
cre a tion of kokugo (国語, “national language”) dur ing Japan’s Meiji period, includ-
ing the “Unifcation of the Spoken and Written Languages” (Genbun itchi) move-
ment. As is clear from his remarks in The Prose of Our Land and Translation for the 
Enlightenment, what Kōkei has in mind by kunitsubumi (“the prose of our land”) 
is prose of a local kind, or what would now be called “Jap a nese.” However, as was 
com mon in his day, Kōkei does not use the term Japan (Nihon 日本), pre fer ring 
the char ac ter 国, glossed kuni. At this time, before the devel op ment of a mod ern 
nation-state, this could mean “coun try,” “prov ince,” or “land,” and it should be 
under stood in the frst instance as a means of distinguishing Kōkei’s local, Jap-
a nese prose from Chi nese writ ing from China, or Sinitic writ ing com posed in 
Japan, rather than as a statewide tool of national edu ca tion like Meiji-era kokugo.

Moreover, there is no evi dence that Kōkei had rec og niz ably nation al ist ideas 
in mind for the prose style he was try ing to cre ate. He was not attempting to cre-
ate one uni fed prose style. Rather, as suggested by the vari ety of Jap a nese styles 
contained in Writ ings from the Quiet Fields and by his exhor ta tion in The Prose 
of Our Land that peo ple should choose a prose style based on either the ancient, 
medi e val, or con tem po rary forms of Jap a nese, according to their taste, he wished 
to bet ter the poten tial for writ ten expres sion in Jap a nese in a vari ety of for mats 
and with a vari ety of gram mat i cal and lex i cal options. This plu ral ity stands in 
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con trast with the aims of kokugo nation al ists in the Meiji period, who sought to 
pro vide the nation-state of Japan with a uni fy ing national lan guage in which all  
cit i zens could be edu cated and which would serve as the com mon lan guage of 
com mu ni ca tion (I 1996; Lee 2013). It is also note wor thy that Kōkei was a pri vate, 
inde pen dent scholar, work ing with other indi vid u als toward the improve ment of 
their per sonal writ ing styles. In this he was dif fer ent from the Meiji pro po nents of 
lan guage reform, who were largely oli garchs and gov ern ment schol ars seek ing to 
develop a com mon writ ten lan guage for the new, nation wide edu ca tion sys tem of 
the Jap a nese nation-state in its mod ern, bureau cratic form.

Although Kōkei was not a nation al ist in the mod ern, Meiji sense of the word, 
it is still worth not ing the emer gence of lan guage con scious ness prior to Meiji, of 
which Kōkei was a prime exam ple. It was dur ing the Tokugawa period that he, and 
oth ers like him, for the frst time cata logued, stud ied, and mapped the his tory and 
struc ture of the Jap a nese lan guage or sought to develop it. As Susan Burns (2003) 
has argued, through the pro cess of tex tual exe ge sis in the eigh teenth cen tury, 
Kokugaku prac ti tion ers like Norinaga had already begun to con sti tute “Japan” as 
the pri mary mode of com mu nity, transcending other sources of iden tity, engen-
der ing the begin nings of an imag ined com mu nity through lan guage. Kōkei’s 
“prose of our land” is further evi dence of a nascent “national” lan guage con scious-
ness among Jap a nese intel lec tu als prior to the Meiji period.

Rebekah Clements is an ICREA pro fes sor at the Autonomous University of Barcelona. Her research 
focuses on lan guage and soci ety in Tokugawa Japan (1600–1868), includ ing pub li ca tions such as 
A Cultural History of Translation in Early Modern Japan (2015), “Brush Talk as the ‘Lingua Franca’ of 
East Asian Diplomacy in Jap a nese-Korean Encounters, c. 1600–1868” (Historical Journal, 2019); 
Genji monogatari no kinsei: Zokugoyaku, hon’an, eiribon de yomu koten (coedited with Niimi Akihiko, 
2019); and “In Search of Translation: Why Was Hon’yaku Not the Term of Choice in Premodern 
Japan?,” which appeared in The Routledge Handbook of Translation History (2021).

This arti cle was orig i nally con ceived as a pre sen ta tion for the work shop “Intralingual Translation, 
Diglossia, and the Rise of Vernaculars in East Asian Classical and Premodern Cultures” at the École 
Pratique des Hautes Études, Paris, Jan u ary 19–20, 2017. I would like to thank the con fer ence par-
tic i pants and the orga niz ers, Rainier Lanselle and Barbara Bisetto, for their feed back. My thanks 
also go to Gaye Rowley and Thomas Harper for their insight ful com ments on my English trans la-
tions of Kōkei’s dis tinc tive prose, and to the SJEAS review ers for their advice on the man u script.

NOTES

 1 This arti cle uses the term Sinitic as an alter na tive to clas si cal or lit er ary Chi nese to 
describe the Chi nese writ ing sys tem as it was used in early mod ern East Asia more broadly than 
just in China. In par tic u lar, I will use it to refer to Chi nese-style writ ings pro duced in Japan. 
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For a dis cus sion, see Mair 1994 and Kornicki 2010. The trans la tion of Sinitic into Jap a nese is 
a prac tice which may per haps itself be con ceived of as a form of intralingual trans la tion, given 
the domes tic sta tus of Sinitic in Edo-period Japan and the pos si bil ity that Sinitic texts writ ten in 
Japan actu ally inscribe Jap a nese rather than Chi nese. On the ques tion of whether Sinitic writ ten 
in Japan may be con ceived of as a form of Jap a nese, see Lurie 2011.
 2 While Sakai’s read ings of Tokugawa sinol ogy have been sub se quently questioned 
(Ooms 1996), he was the frst to note the sig nif  cance of the eigh teenth cen tury in the his tory of 
Jap a nese lan guage con scious ness.
 3 Sorai’s and Jinsai’s focus on lan guage and the inter pre ta tion of terms was inspired by 
the work of late Song-dynasty lex i cog ra phers Chen Beixi 陳北溪 (1159–1223) and Lu Xiangshan 
陸象山 (1139–93), in par tic u lar Beixi’s The Meanings of Neo-Con fu cian Terms (Xingli ziyi 性理字

義, ca. 1226) (Tucker 1993).
 4 The yasashiki sugata (usu ally read in Sino-Jap a nese as entai) was a poetic style estab-
lished in China’s Six Dynasties period. “Onitorihishigu sugata” (usu ally read in Sino-Jap a nese as 
“kirōtai”) was one of the styles of Jap a nese poetry delin eated by the Jap a nese scholar aris to crat 
Fujiwara no Teika 藤原定家 (1162–1241).
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