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RÉSUMÉ

Le polar est un genre qui comporte souvent des dimensions socioculturelles importantes. 
Lorsque les polars sont traduits dans le cadre de la littérature mondiale, les nouveaux 
lecteurs peuvent élargir leur connaissance de différentes cultures et sociétés tout en se 
divertissant grâce à l’intrigue et aux personnages. Cependant, il peut être difficile pour 
le traducteur de rendre correctement les aspects socioculturels. Compte tenu des diffé-
rences linguistiques et culturelles entre les publics, la hiérarchie en vigueur dans la société 
et dans les organisations japonaises peut, par exemple, être particulièrement épineuse 
lorsqu’il s’agit de décrire en anglais les interactions entre les personnages. Cet article 
explore les stratégies de traduction concernant les rapports hiérarchiques en se fondant 
sur le roman Dai san no jikō (The Third Deadline) de Hideo Yokoyama comme étude de 
cas. Nous proposons une méthodologie qui aiderait les traducteurs à adopter une 
approche avertie de la traduction de la notion de hiérarchie, afin d’offrir aux lecteurs une 
compréhension nuancée de son fonctionnement dans la société japonaise. Nous mon-
trons que la traduction de polars peut permettre aux lecteurs de franchir les obstacles 
provenant de différences linguistiques et culturelles afin d’accéder à une nouvelle com-
préhension de sociétés différentes.

ABSTRACT

Crime fiction is a genre that commonly incorporates important sociocultural dimensions. 
When crime fiction works are translated within the framework of world literature, new 
audiences are able to expand their knowledge of different cultures and societies, as well 
as be entertained by the plots and characters. It can thus be a challenge, for translators, 
to ensure that sociocultural aspects are effectively conveyed. For example, the translation 
into English of Japanese social and organisational hierarchy depicted in character interac-
tions is particularly complex, given the differing linguistic and cultural backgrounds of 
readers. This paper explores strategies for translating hierarchy using Hideo Yokoyama’s 
Dai san no jikō (The Third Deadline) as a case study. We propose a methodology to assist 
translators in adopting a conscious approach to translating hierarchy, which will provide 
readers with a more nuanced understanding of how hierarchy functions in Japanese 
society. We demonstrate that the translation of crime fiction can help readers overcome 
barriers resulting from linguistic and cultural differences to gain a new understanding of 
different societies.

RESUMEN

La novela policiaca pertenece a un género literario caracterizado por la incorporación de 
importantes dimensiones socioculturales. Cuando se traducen las novelas policiacas en 
el ámbito de la literatura mundial, nuevos públicos pueden ampliar su conocimiento de 
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diversas culturas y sociedades, además de ser entretenidos por las tramas y personajes 
de estas novelas. Dicho esto, expresar los aspectos socioculturales de manera eficaz 
puede ser un desafío para el traductor. Por ejemplo, la traducción inglesa de la jerarquía 
social y organizativa japonesa, representada en las interacciones de los personajes, es 
particularmente complicada debido a la diferencia lingüística y cultural de los lectores. 
Esto articulo examina estrategias para traducir la jerarquía, utilizando Dai san no jikō (El 
tercer vencimiento) de Hideo Yokoyama como estudio de caso. Proponemos una meto-
dología para asistir a los traductores a adoptar una estrategia consciente para la traduc-
ción de la jerarquía, la que proveerá a los lectores una comprensión más matizada de la 
función de la jerarquía en la sociedad japonesa. Mostramos que la traducción de novelas 
policiacas puede permitir que los lectores superen las barreras creadas por las diferencias 
lingüísticas y culturales, y ofrecerles una nueva comprensión de diversas sociedades.

MOTS-CLÉS/KEYWORDS/PALABRAS CLAVE 

traduction littéraire du japonais en anglais, stratégies de traduction, Hideo Yokoyama, 
échanges hiérarchiques, registres de langage, polar
Japanese-English literary translation, translation strategies, Hideo Yokoyama, hierarchical 
interactions, speech styles, crime fiction
traducción literaria japonés-inglés, estrategias de traducción, Hideo Yokoyama, interac-
ciones jerárquicas, estilos de habla, novelas policiacas

1. Introduction

Even though Japanese society is stereotypically perceived to be hierarchical, its norms 
are not always as restrictive as some may think (Nakane 1967/2009; Sugimoto 
1997/2014), and factors such as an individual’s background, situation and personality 
affect how they may or may not conform to hierarchical expectations. Many aspects 
of social hierarchy are not unique to Japan; however, outsiders’ impressions of Japan 
tend to rely on images that are prevalent in the media, film and other cultural prod-
ucts, which can further enforce stereotypes (Befu 2009; Chun 2006). Literary trans-
lation is one channel through which Japanese culture is consumed and imagined. It 
has been pointed out that the complexities and manifestations of hierarchy are often 
ignored or flattened in translation, with strategies failing to recreate similar nuances 
in languages such as English (Harker 1999: 39). While acknowledging the challenges 
of transferring the subtleties of Japanese hierarchy for an anglophone readership, 
attempting to do so will go some way to dispel stereotypes and promote a better 
understanding of Japanese society.

This paper is a case study, which analyses two Japanese short stories in the col-
lection, 第三の時効 (Dai san no jikō/The Third Deadline1) (2006), written by the crime 
fiction author Hideo Yokoyama, and demonstrates how hierarchical character inter-
actions can be translated into English. The topic of translating hierarchy has not 
previously been explored in research on Japanese to English literary translation, nor 
in studies of crime fiction translation. This is our second study on this topic, the first 
being an analysis of Six Four2 (2017), a published translation of one of Hideo 
Yokoyama’s crime novels. In this first study, we investigated how the depictions of 
hierarchy had been transferred from Japanese into English by the translator, assess-
ing the effectiveness of these translation strategies in reproducing the source text’s 
(ST) nuances (Sundin and Tobias 2021). Through comparative analysis, we identified 
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that even though target text (TT) readers were likely to reach similar interpretations 
of the general hierarchical and character dynamics as ST readers when these were 
explicitly visible through the narration or the character monologues and dialogues, 
in certain cases where hierarchical nuances were more implicit and required back-
ground sociolinguistic knowledge, it was necessary to consider how to compensate 
for gaps in the TT readers’ understanding. Some of the strategies we identified in the 
translation, as well as those we recommended, include the following (Sundin and 
Tobias 2021: 12):

a) making the hierarchical nuances prominent in the dialogue and narration so that 
TT readers can discern hierarchical features from the character interactions as well 
as from the context and background of their relationships; 

b) adding expressions or punctuation to the dialogue to emphasise a colloquial or 
formal register; 

c) explicitations of the characters’ thoughts and reactions; 
d) adding to the narration surrounding the character interactions to ensure a similar 

understanding; and 
e) taking care not to omit ST sections that contribute to the understanding of hierar-

chy in the character relationships. 

This paper aims to build on our previous study by applying our translation 
methodology, devised from this analysis, to our own translation of Yokoyama’s works 
and thereby reflect on the theory and practice of translating hierarchy.

We define hierarchy within a literary text as the way in which character relation-
ships are structured based on a vertical system, conveyed through various sociolin-
guistic features such as speech styles and body language, as well as the characters’ 
behaviours. In Japanese, the formal speech style is used by a lower-ranking person 
or between strangers and acquaintances as a sign of politeness. It is further divided 
into three categories (sonkeigo/honorific, kenjōgo/humbling, teineigo/polite) 
(Asada 2001: 15; Uno 1985: 182). The informal style is used between equals, close 
acquaintances, friends, family and by someone of a higher status to someone of a 
lower status, with occasional gender, age and regional variables. Regarding body 
language, bowing is commonly used to show respect (Sugimoto 1997/2014: 143), but 
in some contexts is simply a formalised practice performed out of politeness or adher-
ence to social expectations (Araki 1990: 58-9; Bachnik 1998: 107). Hierarchical status 
may also be demonstrated by how people physically position themselves in relation 
to others, as well as by replacing verbal responses to superiors with body language 
indicating hesitation or reluctance (Fumoto 2010: 14-17; Jinnouchi 2006: 115, 122). 
However, hierarchical conventions are not followed uniformly, with individual choice 
and the complexity of the relationship also playing significant roles.

Despite this, views on Japanese social hierarchy tend to be based on stereotypes, 
such as the notion that Japanese society is especially collectivist and group-oriented 
compared to the West, and that it emphasises the importance of a vertical chain of 
relationships (Nakane 1967/2009). Another is that a person’s identity is based on 
status and is highly dependent on the relationship he or she shares with others and 
is not developed independently (Lebra 1976), and that Japanese people are inherently 
mild-mannered and peace-loving because they place great importance on group har-
mony in order to avoid conflict (Ouchi 1981; Hamaguchi 1982). Through practice-
based research, we attempt to explore an approach to literary translation that does 
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not rely on cultural stereotypes, but rather provides a more nuanced portrayal of the 
role of hierarchy in Japanese organisations. In particular, we pose the question: how 
can the translation of hierarchical nuances, demonstrated in the character interac-
tions, provide a deeper understanding of Japanese society for the target readership?

Our motivations for choosing crime fiction are twofold. Firstly, it is one of the 
most widely written and read literary genres around the world and it has been stud-
ied under the framework of world literature, which Damrosch (2003: 4) defines, in 
the age of globalisation, as “all literary works that circulate beyond their culture of 
origin, either in translation or in their original language.” The foreign settings, vic-
tims and criminals provide readers with intricate details about another country, 
demonstrating social and cultural norms, and how they can be transgressed through 
fictional crimes (King 2014: 14; Seago 2014: 11). Secondly, crime fiction also com-
monly depicts an overtly hierarchical environment such as the police force, thereby 
providing a wide range of examples for analysis in this case study.

This paper first provides background to Hideo Yokoyama and his works, and 
then discusses the theoretical implications of translation as an interpretive process 
of recreating effects. This is followed by an analysis of two short stories in The Third 
Deadline, which examines the hierarchical nuances in the text and explores proce-
dures for rendering these nuances in English, applying the methodology that we 
developed in our previous study.

2. Hideo Yokoyama and his works

To date, Yokoyama has written nine novels and fifty-two short stories published in 
nine collections in Japanese, earning him several literary awards. However, while 
four of his works have entered the anglophone literary sphere through translation, 
he is not yet as well known as other Japanese crime writers, such as Natsuo Kirino, 
Miyuki Miyabe and Keigo Higashino. Yokoyama’s works are of particular interest to 
our study due to the realistic nature of his plots and characters (Ikegami 2006: 415; 
Kitagami 2001: 244) and because Yokoyama himself has stated in interviews that he 
has a strong interest in the effects that institutions have on individuals3,4 
(Yokoyama 2017).

[…] I gained renewed interest in the relationship between institutions and individuals, 
and I wanted to write a novel with that as the theme […] No matter what industry you 
are in, there will be conventions and restrictions, and furthermore, Japan itself can be 
described as an overarching institution, so nobody can escape it.4 (Yokoyama; our 
translation)

His stories, therefore, focus more on the relationships between the characters than 
on the police investigations. As such, the hierarchical nuances in these character 
interactions are particularly important thematically and provide useful data for our 
case study.

2.1. 第三の時効第三の時効 [Dai san no jikō]/ The Third Deadline

The Third Deadline contains six short stories. Each story is set in the same fictional 
police department (“F Prefectural P.D.”), but deals with different cases which are 
narrated through the perspectives of different protagonists in this department. The 
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Japanese and English titles of the short stories we have translated are the title story 
第三の時効 (The Third Deadline) and 囚人のジレンマ (The Prisoner’s Dilemma5). In 
line with Yokoyama’s interests, one of the central themes in the stories explores how 
human relationships are formed within an organisational context. That is, the works 
shed light on how people define their identities based on their positions within an 
organisation, how these identities dictate the type of relationships that people form 
and how some may struggle to conform to the identities that have been shaped by 
hierarchical expectations. These factors then influence a person’s sense of belonging, 
not just in an organisational context, but also on a deeper, psychological level. 

The first short story focuses on Mori, a detective (刑事/keiji) who sits in the 
middle of the organisational hierarchy. His feelings of duty, which drive him to cap-
ture a murderer-on-the-run, conflict with his sympathy towards the victim’s family, 
who will suffer further if the police succeed. His struggles are amplified by the enmity 
he feels towards his superior officer, Kusumi (刑事/keiji and 班長/hanchō [squad 
leader]), who makes his personal and professional life difficult. The second story 
centres on Tabata, a detective (刑事/keiji and 課長/kachō [division chief]) who sits 
near the top of the organisational hierarchy, yet faces difficulties in keeping his sub-
ordinates in line because of the disillusionment he feels towards the department and 
his lack of personal authority. At the same time, he must deal with outsiders (report-
ers) who try to manipulate him.

These stories portray hierarchical relationships from the perspectives of pro-
tagonists who belong to different levels, demonstrating how a person of a particular 
status may (or may not) behave differently depending on the status of their inter-
locutor. It is evident that the complexity of Japanese hierarchical nuances has been 
realistically portrayed in this fictional narrative. Understanding the ways in which 
these nuances manifest in interpersonal interactions (whether verbally or non-ver-
bally) is essential to understanding Japanese social norms. Additionally, we see 
several hierarchical features that are similar to those found in European and 
American police forces, such as the rank system (or the chain of command, which 
includes positions such as Superintendent and Inspector) and the seniority system 
in which officers who have been in the police force longer than others gain prestige 
within the organisation (King 2005: 100; Leishman 1993: 33). However, the hierarchi-
cal structure of the Japanese police organisation also follows the same system as a 
typical company in Japan. That is, the bu-ka-kakari-han [department, division, sec-
tion, squad] system is employed in the structuring and organisation of staff, which 
demonstrates that even within a specialised organisation, such as the police force, 
the general hierarchical conventions that are expected in any institution within 
Japanese society still apply. As such, relationships that are formed within the police 
organisation, and the hierarchical nuances demonstrated in the interpersonal inter-
actions of its members, would be easy for those who are familiar with the system to 
identify, but may be perceived differently by non-Japanese readers. Even though there 
are some interactions which are easy to interpret due to the hierarchical nature of 
the police force in many societies, there are a number which require in-depth analy-
sis before translating them in order to transfer the nuances found in the ST. Through 
this translation, we aim to provide TT readers with insight into how people of dif-
fering status are expected to behave around others, and how such social norms may 
be followed or violated with varying effects and consequences, thus providing further 
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awareness about the complexity of Japanese hierarchy. Ensuring the translation of 
hierarchical nuances in the interactions also makes the dialogues more realistic, 
adding depth to the characters. The hierarchical dimension thus complements other 
important features, such as the pace and flow of the narrative, and provides ST and 
TT readers with the opportunity to experience similar effects through the texts.

3. Translation as a process of recreating effects

In her work on translating style, Jean Boase-Beier (2011: 108) refers to literary effects 
as cognitive effects on the reader, such as the immediate feelings they experience and 
attribute to a character in the text, mental effects that arise from the search for mean-
ing, and sometimes changes to knowledge or behaviour. A translator must perform 
a close reading of the ST to form an interpretation of the effects and decide which to 
prioritise, paying attention to intratextual, intertextual and extratextual factors that 
influence interpretation. As discussed in our previous study on Yokoyama’s translated 
novel (Sundin and Tobias  2021), we identified that intratextual factors relating to 
hierarchical interactions include the characters’ speech styles and body language, as 
well as descriptions of character relationships and situations in which they interact. 
Extratextual factors affecting reader (and translator) interpretation include the read-
ers’ cultural backgrounds and the contexts of reception (for example, the readers’ 
familiarity with other works by the same author, their exposure to reviews of the 
work, etc.). Therefore, as already mentioned, ST readers are likely to form different 
interpretations of hierarchical interactions within a Japanese organisation compared 
to TT readers with less knowledge about Japanese social norms. Depending on the 
nature of the ST, it may not be significant to the overall effects if some of the hierar-
chical aspects are lost in translation. However, as in this case study, if hierarchical 
features contribute to the interpretation of the work’s themes as well as to charac-
terisation, a translator may wish to place a high priority on recreating these effects 
(Sundin and Tobias 2021).

Since interpretation is always subjective, the translator’s agency is crucial and 
Venuti (2019: 8, 9) argues that there is no “invariant” that can be transferred from 
source to target; translation is inherently a process of manipulation that varies form, 
meaning and effect. A translator’s interpretation of a text and their particular 
“skopos” (Vermeer 1989/2004) that motivates their translation approach will be 
influenced by their background or “habitus6” (Bourdieu 1980/1990: 55), their under-
standing of both source and target sociocultural contexts, their familiarity with the 
textual genre and their literary competence (Culler 1975/1997: 63). Indeed, these 
factors have certainly played a role in our own reading process. For example, our 
experiences living and working in Japan have enabled us to observe the hierarchical 
dynamics that operate within Japanese organisations. Furthermore, our research into 
Yokoyama and his works and our close textual analysis of the ST led us to form the 
interpretation that the theme of organisational hierarchy and its effect on interper-
sonal relationships is central to the stories. Our skopos is therefore to increase under-
standing among TT readers of this aspect of Yokoyama’s works by adopting a 
translation approach that puts emphasis on transferring hierarchical nuances in all 
their complexity. This kind of approach, which prioritises literary effects instead of 
strict adherence to content or form, also encourages creative translation decisions, 
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since it is not acceptable to simply omit the hierarchical nuances. Despite the trans-
lation challenges when there are significant cultural and linguistic differences 
between source and target audiences, it has been argued that “the exercise of one’s 
own creativity turns out to be directly proportional to the constraints to which one 
is subject; in other words, the more one is constrained, the more one is creative” 
(Loffredo and Perteghella 2006: 9). For example, since the Japanese system of hon-
orifics does not have a direct equivalent in English, conveying the hierarchical 
nuances of honorifics requires innovative solutions, which we discuss below.

3.1. Translation considerations

In our previous study of Yokoyama’s translated novel Six Four (Sundin and 
Tobias 2021), we analysed the translation strategies to determine the likely effects 
these would produce for the TA, particularly in relation to the hierarchical interac-
tions. We concluded that in order to convey to TT readers that hierarchical nuances 
and relationships can be determined from the way the characters speak and act, 
together with the context and background of the relationship, it may be effective to 
make these features more prominent in the translation. Such strategies include exag-
gerating the speech styles themselves to a degree that does not detract from the flow 
and naturalness of the interaction; supplementing the dialogue through explicitations 
of the characters’ tone or feelings towards their interlocutor; adding to the narration, 
either surrounding the character interactions or in other parts of the narrative where 
appropriate to ensure a similar understanding; and in some cases, altering the dia-
logue completely to transfer the nuance of the character’s utterance (Sundin and 
Tobias  2021: 12). To assist translation decisions about when and how to use such 
strategies, we developed a methodology for translating hierarchy, summarised below, 
which encourages careful consideration of the range of possible interpretations of 
hierarchical interactions instead of relying on intuitive decision-making, thus 
enabling a translation that better conveys the ST effects.

3.1.1. Methodology for translating hierarchical character interactions

There are two stages of analysis involved in this methodology (Sundin and Tobias 2021: 
13). The first stage focuses on the ST, in which the translator analyses how the com-
bination and interplay of factors such as the character relationship, situation/context, 
speech style and body language might be interpreted and understood by the ST 
audience as cultural insiders, drawing conclusions about the possible effects of the 
interaction on the ST readers:

a) For character relationships, the translator considers whether the degree of familiar-
ity shown explicitly/implicitly, the characters’ backgrounds and the nature of their 
relationship (close, collegial, polite, professional, distant, antagonistic, etc.) can 
affect the hierarchical dynamics represented in the narrative.

b) The translator also considers the relevance of the situation/context of the character 
interaction, such as whether it is a workplace or private setting, and the purpose of 
the interaction (conveying an order or request, having a friendly chat, etc.).

c) The translator considers the formality of the speech styles, interpreting the motive 
behind the linguistic choices.

d) Speech style is further interpreted in light of any described body language that 
would help convey the character’s attitude.
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The second stage before formulating the translation strategies is to carefully consider 
the impact of the above four factors on potential TT readers (with their different level 
of Japanese sociocultural knowledge), if the translation directly transferred the lexi-
cal meaning with no additional methods for conveying hierarchical nuances:

a) Would the character relationship be easy to determine through the narration and 
dialogue, or may TT readers misinterpret any features of the relationship based on 
their own cultural backgrounds?

b) Would the context/situation allow TT readers to draw similar inferences about 
behavioural expectations, or might they make incorrect assumptions?

c) Would the nuances of the formal/informal Japanese speech styles be conveyed by 
simply employing different TL registers?

d) Would the body language described in the narrative be interpreted similarly in the 
target culture?

If the resulting interpretations of these four factors are likely to be different between 
the two groups of readers, the translator needs to creatively devise translation strat-
egies to minimise the difference.

In the following section, we analyse how the hierarchical nuances in the char-
acter interactions in The Third Deadline can be interpreted by ST readers and then 
apply the above methodology in the discussion of our translation approach and 
strategies, illustrating with some representative examples.

4. Translating hierarchy in The Third Deadline

4.1. Setting the scene

Various references to hierarchy at the organisational level are made throughout the 
works, particularly relating to the different departments and sections within the 
police force. It is immediately apparent to ST readers that the police use the standard 
organisational hierarchy, the bu-ka-kakari-han system, common among most 
Japanese companies and government departments (with bu [department] at the top 
and han [squad] at the bottom). The position title of the head of each unit is marked 
as such with the suffix -chō and is also used as a term of address (for example, buchō 
is the overall head of department). The ST readers’ understanding of this structure 
enables them to make assumptions about how the characters will interact in accor-
dance with the conventions of this system and also to recognise when the characters 
diverge from organisational expectations.

Table 1
Organisational structure of “F Prefectural Police”

Unit Names Leader Titles
刑事部 (keiji-bu)
Criminal Investigations Department

部長
Buchō [Department Chief]

刑事課 (keiji-ka)
Criminal Investigations Division

課長
Kachō [Division Chief]

強行犯係 (kyōkohan-kakari)
Major Crimes Section

係長
Kakarichō [Section Chief]

1班、2班、3班 (ippan, nihan, sanpan)
Squad 1, Squad 2, Squad 3

班長
Hanchō [Squad Leader]

主任
Shunin [(Deputy Leader]
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The titles in the right column of Table 1 immediately indicate to Japanese read-
ers where the characters sit within the organisational hierarchy; they are used in 
every vertically structured Japanese organisation. In the stories, the subordinate 
characters follow the real-life conventions by referring to their superiors by their 
titles, while the superiors address their subordinates by their names. Since these titles 
and conventions would be unfamiliar to most TT readers, we decided that the addi-
tion of a pedagogical aid in the form of the above table would be necessary to explic-
itly show the structure. As ST readers initially determine whether a certain character 
is acting in accordance with their status, based on their understanding of this struc-
ture, the addition of peritextual material potentially gives TT readers the means to 
arrive at a similar understanding. This table would be included at the front of the 
book to be consulted by the reader as necessary. By providing the titles in the table, 
we were then able to use the transliterated Japanese titles such as “Kachō” and 
“Hanchō” in the character dialogues, reflecting how people in Japanese organisational 
settings actually refer to one another. Conversely, we used their English translations 
such as “the director of the Criminal Investigations Section” and “squad leader” in 
the narration to provide additional means for target readers to understand the char-
acters’ hierarchal positions. These methods enable the importance of Japanese organ-
isational systems to be conveyed. While the disadvantages of providing additional 
information or notes in a literary translation have been discussed extensively, the 
advantages have also been pointed out (see Baker  1993; Landers  2001; Sanchez-
Ortiz 2015). This strategy gives the TT readers the choice to either ignore the infor-
mation if they deem it intrusive to their reading experience, or to consult it if 
necessary.

4.2. Character interactions

The hierarchical nuances in the character interactions help readers build detailed 
pictures of the characters and interpret the themes of the novel. Some character 
relationships are presented in a straightforward manner that would allow TT readers 
to reach a similar interpretation as ST readers through a relatively direct translation7. 
Other relationships are more complex, requiring ST readers to consider multiple 
factors (such as speech styles, background, context, body language as outlined in the 
methodology) and then to interpret them based on their sociocultural understanding. 
As discussed above, such interpretations would be difficult for TT readers without 
additional context or explanation. Below are examples of character interactions that 
posed translation problems, and the solutions that we applied based on the analysis 
of multiple factors in the ST and TT.

4.2.1. Translation problem: conveying informal and formal speech styles

Even if not particularly complex, a hierarchical relationship is often clearly indicated 
in the ST by the contrast between formal and informal speech styles in the character 
dialogue. In this case, it may be necessary to provide TT readers with supplementary 
features because of the comparative lack of speech style variations in English.

The two examples below show Mori, the protagonist of The Third Deadline, 
speaking and behaving in starkly different ways with two different characters, dem-
onstrating that even though both relationships are uncomplicated, the ways in which 
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he communicates are quite different. In the first example, Mori is shown to have a 
collegial relationship with Miyajima, an equal-ranking police officer with whom he 
can interact freely without any hierarchical constraints dictating his speech or behav-
iour. In this scene, they are chatting during a break in the investigation, and while 
no background is provided on the characters’ relationship, ST readers would imme-
diately assume they are equals through the casual speech style they employ, particu-
larly the stereotypical masculine expressions. This is further strengthened by the 
situation in which the interaction takes place: the men are now somewhat off-duty 
and getting ready to rest for the night in the break room, and therefore are at ease 
with each other. Their body language, with Miyajima speaking to Mori while lying 
down, and Mori in the process of doing the same, indicate familiarity and some 
closeness. In all the examples that follow, relatively literal glosses are provided in 
square brackets underneath the ST. Our translation is then provided below.

1) 「よう、森」
[“Hey, Mori”]
隣でくぐもった声がした 。一足早く布団に入っていた「ゆき絵 担当」の 宮島だ。 
近くのスーパーでレジを打つ ゆき絵の周囲に連日目を光らせている。
[Mori heard a muffled voice next to him. It was Miyajima, the “officer in charge” of 
Yukie, who’d settled into his futon one step ahead of him. He had been keeping an 
eye on Yukie for the past several days while she worked as a cashier at a supermarket 
nearby.]
「何だ？」
[“What is it?”]
森はタオルケットを自分の腹にかけながら問い返した 。
[Mori asked, pulling a light blanket over his stomach.]
「電話がねえってことは、竹内の野郎、時効延長を知ってるってことか」
[“There was no call, so maybe that bastard Takeuchi knows about the extended 
deadline?”]
「 まだわからねえよ。来るとすりゃあ日が昇ってからだろう」
[“I don’t know yet. If he is going to call, it would be during the day.”]
「 お前はどっちだと思うよ？ 奴は気づいてるか、気づいてねえか」
[“Which do you think? Does he know or not?”]
数秒考え、森は答えた。
[Mori thought for a few seconds and answered.] 
「 五分五分だな」
[“Fifty-fifty.”]

“Hey Mori.”
Mori heard a muffled voice next to him. It was Miyajima who’d settled into his 
futon one step ahead of him. He was the “officer in charge” of Yukie, and had been 
keeping an eye on her for the past several days while she worked as a cashier at a 
supermarket nearby.
“What?” Mori asked, pulling a light blanket over himself.
“Takeuchi didn’t call tonight, so d’you think the bastard knows about the extended 
deadline?”
“Who knows? If he is going to call, he’d probably do it during the day.”
“But what d’you think? Does he know or not?”
“Probably fifty-fifty,” Mori answered after thinking about it for a few seconds.

(Yokoyama 2006: 91, our translation8)
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The interaction between these two characters can be effectively conveyed by 
selecting linguistic features that transfer the casual tone of the conversation. For 
Miyajima’s utterances (underlined), the use of “Hey” to address Mori, as well as the 
contractions (“d’you,” etc.) allow TT readers to recognise that the two officers are 
conversing using a casual register. Mori’s responses (double underlined) also replicate 
the tone by selecting shorter, more blunt expressions (for example, “What?” rather 
than “What is it?” or even “Yes?”; “Who knows?” rather than “I don’t know.”). 
Through this attention to register in the dialogue translation, as well as the context 
provided through the narration, TT readers would likely make a similar interpreta-
tion that the two characters occupy an equal status in the police hierarchically. This 
understanding is likely to shape their expectations of all further interactions between 
the characters, as well as help readers form an image of the protagonist (Mori) for 
the remainder of the story, since they can see how he sounds and behaves when he 
is being himself.

The second example which follows the above interaction shows Mori with 
another police officer, Uegusa, Deputy Leader of Squad 2 of the Major Crimes Section. 
Their relationship is presented as purely professional because readers are informed 
through the narration that, though Mori belongs to Squad 1, he had been dispatched 
to assist Squad 2 with their investigation. Both characters are on duty and are dis-
cussing the state of the investigation, and as a result, ST readers would expect Mori 
to speak formally and Uegusa to speak informally, which happens to be the case. As 
nothing in the dialogue and narration suggests there to be negative feelings between 
the two, there is no break in hierarchical conventions.

「続行、ってことですね」
[“So we are continuing?”]
森が聞くと、二班の植草主任が電話に視線を投げた。
[When Mori asked, Uegusa, the Deputy Leader of Squad 2 threw a glance at the phone.]
「そういうこった。チンとも鳴らねぇからな」
[“Yes. It hasn’t made a sound.”]
「楠見班長からの指示は？」
[“Any instructions from Kusumi?”]
「 そっちも音無しだ」
[“No sound from him either.”]
指揮官不在の異常状態が 続いているということだ。応援組の森にしても少なからず
腹が立つ。
[So this abnormal situation of being without an officer in charge was continuing. Even 
though Mori was just a backup, he felt more than slightly irritated.]
「一体、今どこにいるんです？」
[“Where exactly is he?”]
「知るか。公安野郎の行き先なんぞ考えたってわからねえよ」
[“I don’t know. It’s no use even thinking of where that public security bastard might 
be.”]
植草は嫌悪も露わに吐き捨てた。
[Uegusa spat out with obvious disgust.]

“Are we to continue with the operation?”
At Mori’s question, Uegusa, the deputy chief of Squad 2, shot a look at the phone. 
“Yeah, we are. Hasn’t made a single peep.”
“Have we received any instructions from Kusumi-Hanchō?”
“Nothing from that quarter either.”
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So they were going to continue working without the officer in charge. This was no 
way for an operation to be handled. It made Mori feel more than slightly irritated, 
despite being just a backup for the squad.
“May I ask where exactly he is?”
“Hell if I know. Haven’t got a clue where that PS bastard is,” Uegusa spat out with 
a look of disgust.

(Yokoyama 2006: 98, our translation8)

The translation needs to ensure that the difference in the speech styles used by 
the characters in the ST is rendered in the TT such that their status difference is clear. 
As speech styles in English are not as varied or elaborate as they are in Japanese, it 
was necessary to consider how the formality of Mori and the casualness of Uegusa, 
which are shown through word choices and formal/informal verb endings in the ST, 
could be reproduced in the TT through different linguistic features. We therefore 
decided to add politeness markers to Mori’s speech such as “May I ask” and avoid 
contractions (single underlined). Conversely, we deliberately used contractions and 
colloquial expressions for Uegusa (double underlined) to emphasise the informal 
register, even if these features are not necessarily found in the ST. This is especially 
the case with the expression “Hell if I know,” which we believe transfers the tone 
more effectively than a lexically equivalent translation, such as “I don’t know.” As 
this interaction follows the above dialogue between Mori and Miyajima, TT readers 
are able to further build their image of Mori as a character. His markedly different 
speech styles clearly illustrate the shift in Mori’s position vis-à-vis his interlocutor, 
from equal-ranking officer in the first example to subordinate in this example, and 
show that he follows the hierarchical conventions and expectations in these cases.

4.2.2. Translation problem: conveying sudden changes in speech style that 
indicate changes in attitude

However, there are also cases where a character suddenly changes their speech style 
mid-conversation. In Japanese, a switch between formal and informal speech styles 
can linguistically demonstrate a change in the character’s attitude towards their 
interlocutor. However, if the ranges and degrees of speech styles are not as marked 
in the target language, it is difficult to make the shift clearly noticeable. This is prob-
lematic because it may affect the overall impression of the interaction for the TT 
readers. The next example shows the final part of the first direct interaction between 
Mori and his superior Kusumi in The Third Deadline. Mori’s speech style changes 
significantly after Kusumi insults Mori’s partner. Here we see Mori abandon all 
pretence of conforming to hierarchical conventions that he was following up to that 
point and adopt an informal, confrontational tone with aggressive word choices 
which strongly reflect his anger.

森は拳を握り締めた。
[Mori clenched his fist.]
「もういっぺん言ってみろ」
[“Say that again.”]
「懲りてないのか、お前は？」
[“Haven’t you had enough?”]
「何がだ？」
[“What?”]
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「十年前だ。公安委員の女だった婦警に求婚してどんな思いを味わった？」
[“Ten years ago. What did you go through when you proposed to that policewoman 
who was sleeping with the Public Security Commissioner?”]
「あ・・・」
[“I…”]
「女っていうのはそういう生き物だ。自分の得になりそうなものは最後の最後まで引
き付けておくんだ。体でもなんでも使ってな」
[“That’s the kind of creature a woman is. Women will do anything to keep someone 
who might be useful to them hanging on until the very end. Even if it means sleeping 
with them or whatever.”
「黙れ、公安野郎！」
[“Shut up, public security bastard!”]

He clenched his fist. 
“Say that again,” he challenged Kusumi.
“You haven’t learned your lesson yet, have you?”
“What lesson?” he snapped back.
“Ten years ago. What did you go through when you proposed to that policewoman? 
The one who was sleeping with the Public Security Commissioner.”
“I…”
“That’s what women do. They would do anything to keep someone who might be 
useful to them hanging on until the very end. Even if it means sleeping with them.”
“Shut your fucking mouth!”

(Yokoyama 2006: 109, our translation8)

A direct translation in this case does not transfer the same level of anger that is 
expressed by the character, nor the startling effect of the sudden and aggressive 
change in the speech style observed in the ST. We therefore added verbs that 
explained the tone of Mori’s utterances (underlined ) to ensure that TT readers can 
realise the substantial shift in Mori’s speech style and attitude to demonstrate that 
he is not simply responding in a manner that would be expected of a subordinate 
officer. To further emphasise this point, the final exclamation by Mori has been 
completely altered (double underlined ), as a close to literal translation of “public 
security bastard9” does not have the same impact in English as it does in Japanese. 
We believe that the use of a strong expletive captures the intensity of Mori’s emotion 
that is evident in the ST and dispels any stereotype the TT reader may hold to the 
effect that Japanese subordinates would maintain politeness, even in difficult situa-
tions. What this change demonstrates is that while hierarchical conventions are 
followed to a certain extent, individuals can and do diverge from what is expected 
when they are pushed, or when they feel it is the appropriate response. The fact that 
Mori does not face consequences for his outburst shows that nonconformity is not 
always punished.

4.2.3. Translation problem: conveying blurred hierarchy

While some hierarchical relationships may be easy to recognise, others are compli-
cated by factors such as shared history and the degree of familiarity in the relation-
ship. These factors affect ST readers’ expectations and interpretations of character 
interactions, which may not conform to standard hierarchical norms. TT readers, 
however, may have trouble understanding how these factors can play a part in defin-
ing relationships within a Japanese organisational context, especially if some of these 
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factors (such as age and seniority) influence the readers to make interpretations based 
on stereotypes. One such example can be demonstrated through Tabata, the director 
of the Criminal Investigations Division and protagonist of The Prisoner’s Dilemma, 
and the relationship he shares with Bannai, who is a detective in Squad  3 of the 
Division. Their first interaction occurs when Tabata visits the squad to hear updates 
on their case. Details on the background of their relationship have already been 
provided, and ST readers are aware that Bannai is older and has been in the police 
force for much longer than Tabata, previously serving as his mentor. However, at this 
point in the story, he is Tabata’s subordinate. When they start to converse, both 
characters address each other formally, though not rigidly so. They both display some 
softness, especially in Bannai’s speech which conjures an image of a kindly old man 
who is also somewhat reserved. Tabata’s formal speech style suggests there is some 
deference in his tone, despite being the superior officer. From these factors, ST read-
ers might interpret the motive for their choices of speech style not only as following 
hierarchical conventions – Tabata for his former mentor and senior (in experience 
and age), and Bannai for his former mentee who excelled within the police organisa-
tion – but also as an expression of respect they both feel for each other, even if their 
status difference goes against the stereotypical understanding of age-based hierarchy 
in Japan.

胸に微かな痛みを感じつつ、田畑はテーブルに身を乗り出した。 
[Feeling a slight pain in his heart, Tabata leaned over the table.]
「伴内さん、何が引っ掛かるんです？」
[“What are you worried about, Bannai?”]
「いやあ」
[“Well”]
伴内は照れたように笑ってごりごりと頭を掻いた。
[Bannai smiled shyly and scratched his head.]
「今日、参考人で調べた家田っていう男なんですけどね、結構いいような気がするん
ですわ」
[“The witness Ieda we talked to today – I feel there’s something about him.”]
「本ボシ臭いってことですか」
[“Do you think he could be the perpetrator?”]
「うーん。そう言われると困ってしまうんですがね」
[“Hmmm… if you put it like that, I’m not sure.”]
「マル害との関係が何か出たんですか」
[“Did you find any connections between him and the victim?”]
「いンや、そいつはさっぱり。ま、ただのカンですわ」
[“No, not at all. It’s just my gut instinct.”]

a) But he owed Bannai so much – he did feel gratitude for everything Bannai had 
taught him over the years. Feeling a hint of guilt for thinking of Bannai as a weak-
ness, Tabata leaned over the table. 
“What are you worried about, Bannai-san?”
“Well,” Bannai smiled shyly and scratched his head. “The witness we talked to today 
– the guy called Ieda – there’s something about him that bothers me.”
“Do you think he could be the perp?”
“Hmmm… I’m not so sure if I’d say it that way.”
“Were you able to find any connections between him and the vic?”
“No, actually. Not at all. Just my gut instinct.”

(Yokoyama 2006: 187-188, our translation8)
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The nuances conveyed by the use of the formal (polite) speech style by both 
characters in the ST are difficult to reproduce in translation. While it is possible to 
employ linguistic features that express formality in English, the target audience lacks 
the sociocultural awareness necessary to interpret the implicit motives behind the 
characters’ linguistic choices. We therefore decided to more explicitly represent the 
respect both characters have for each other through two procedures. The first adds 
a supplementary sentence in the narration (underlined) before the interaction takes 
place to indicate the respect Tabata feels towards Bannai that would influence the 
readers’ interpretation of all subsequent interactions. The second involves borrowing 
through transliteration to maintain the suffix (-san) in Bannai’s name. While some 
TT readers may not be familiar with the use of these suffixes, it offers them a view 
of how such small linguistic features can be used to indicate hierarchical difference 
as well as familiarity, which is the case with these characters.

The following example from the end of the interaction above shows how their 
long and complex relationship shapes their interactions. When Tabata has a moment 
of weakness and feels the need to depend on Bannai, just as he had most likely done 
in the past, he ends up holding back, using their status difference as an excuse. Bannai 
addresses Tabata by his title as if he understood what Tabata was thinking, but with 
Tabata’s invitation to call him by his old nickname, the tone suddenly changes. 
Bannai drops the formal speech style and begins to speak to Tabata in his natural, 
casual manner, while Tabata continues to speak in the formal speech style. The image 
that this interaction evokes is that the two characters have returned to the state of 
their earlier relationship when Bannai was Tabata’s mentor.

人の気配を感じて振り向くと、伴内の心配そうな顔があった。相談したい。ふとそう
思ったが、昔とは立場が違う。 
[He sensed someone behind him and turned around to find Bannai, with a concerned 
expression on his face. I want to ask for advice. For a moment, Tabata thought this, but 
their positions were different from back then.]
田畑は無言で頭を下げ、伴内の脇をすり抜けた。
[Tabata silently bowed his head and walked past Bannai.]
「課長さん」
[“Chief.”]
田畑は足を止めた。
[Tabata stopped.]
「よしてください。バタヤンでいいです」
[“Stop, you can call me Batayan.”]
「なんか、大変そうだなあ」
[“It looks difficult.”]
伴内に言われ、田畑は自嘲気味に笑った。
[Hearing this from Bannai, Tabata gave a self-deprecating smile.]
「階級章の星の数なんか増やすもんじゃないですね。バンさんの言うように調べ室
のホシを見てただ熱くなってりゃよかった」
[“There’s nothing nice about adding stars to your rank. I should’ve just stayed in the 
interrogation rooms, getting heated while grilling the suspects, like you said.”]
「それなんだわ」
[“That’s it.”]
伴内は真顔で頷いた。
[Bannai nodded seriously.]
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「なんで家田に引っ掛かったかって考えてるうち、それじゃないかと思えてきたんだ
わ。理由もないのに、無性に熱くなった。家田って男を見ているうちに胸がムカムカし
てきたんだ。こいつを許しちゃならねえってさあ」
[“I was thinking why Ieda bothered me, and I think that’s it. I felt hot for no reason. 
When I looked at Ieda, I felt angrier and angrier. As if I couldn’t let him get away.”]

a) He sensed someone behind him and turned around to find Bannai, who looked at 
him with concern. For a moment, Tabata wanted to ask for his advice. But their posi-
tions were different now.
Tabata silently bowed and walked past Bannai.
“Kachō.”
Tabata stopped. “Please, you know you can still call me Batayan.”
“Seems like a tough job you’ve got there, huh?” Bannai said, suddenly sounding like 
he used to when he was still Tabata’s mentor. 
Tabata gave him a self-deprecating smile. “There’s nothing nice about adding stars to 
your rank. I should’ve just stayed in the interrogation rooms chasing and grilling the 
suspects like you said, Ban-san.”
“That’s just it, you know?” Bannai nodded, his face serious. “I was thinkin’ about why 
Ieda smelled so fishy to me, and I’m starting to think that might be it. I dunno why but 
I just got this feeling. The more I looked at Ieda, the angrier he made me feel. You know, 
like I couldn’t let him get away.”

(Yokoyama 2006: 193-194, our translation8)

The change in speech style in the TT would be noticeable with Bannai’s sudden 
shift to colloquial expressions and word choices, but the resulting impression that 
this shift produces may not be as evident. By adding the underlined sentence, we can 
make it clear how Bannai sounds with the transition, that he is no longer reserved 
and now sounds like a typical detective. In addition, by maintaining the suffix in 
“Ban-san” used by Tabata, it can also show that his speech style has not changed, and 
they are communicating once again like mentor/mentee. We believe that these strat-
egies make the reversal of speech styles (and the reversal of the imagined positions 
of the characters) more noticeable to TT readers, allowing them to gain a similar 
understanding of the psychological and emotional dynamics at play. Tabata and 
Bannai’s relationship shows how hierarchical conventions are not rigid and can be 
applied flexibly depending on the relationship and personal choice of those involved.

5. Conclusion

The above analysis indicates that the hierarchical nuances evident in the ST are 
demonstrated in a variety of ways, which allows ST readers to build images of the 
characters and their relationships, based on their sociocultural understanding of 
Japanese organisations. While some of these relationships were relatively easy to 
transfer to the TT through a straightforward translation process, especially when 
information about these features was expressed explicitly through the narration or 
the character monologues and dialogues, some nuances were more challenging to 
render. When the image of the characters and their relationships depended heavily 
on the readers’ assumed sociolinguistic knowledge of Japanese speech styles or cul-
tural knowledge of hierarchical norms, additional steps were required to bridge the 
gap between the two readerships. These included making the hierarchical relationship 
more prominent in the dialogues, such as by emphasising the differences between 
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colloquial and formal speech styles, and making the characters’ registers more 
explicit (through lexical choices, use of punctuation, etc.). Other strategies included 
additions to the narration surrounding the dialogues to indicate the character’s tone 
or even thought processes. When hierarchical nuances were demonstrated more 
indirectly, it was sometimes necessary to add supplementary contextual detail in the 
narration to explicitly provide information about the characters’ relationship that 
would be implicitly understood by ST readers.

Like many of Yokoyama’s works of crime fiction, The Third Deadline has a strong 
thematic focus on the relationship between organisations and individuals, which 
provided a useful case study to examine how translators may deal with the challenges 
posed by representations of hierarchy within a text. While recognising that the range 
of possible interpretations of literary effects will vary, the examples analysed dem-
onstrate the importance of a translation approach that attempts to recreate the 
hierarchical effects of the ST and compensate for the significant differences in the 
sociocultural background of the readerships.

Through our analysis and practice-based research, we have developed a broad 
methodology to assist literary translators in text analysis and formulation of transla-
tion strategies where it is deemed important to recreate hierarchical nuances in the 
translation. Given that problems relating to the translation of hierarchical interac-
tions are likely to vary depending on the text, this methodology can act as a starting 
point which may be modified as appropriate.

Hierarchical norms are not exclusive to Japan and exist to some extent in every 
society, although the particular conventions and manifestations may differ. 
Consequently, further research would be useful to determine whether the foregoing 
methodology may be beneficial for translators between other languages and cultures 
with different hierarchical systems.

NOTES

1. This title was originally translated from Japanese into English by Sundin (2019) as part of her PhD 
thesis.
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5. This title was also originally translated from Japanese into English by Sundin (2019) as part of her 
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6. Defined as a socially constituted system of dispositions that orient “thoughts, perceptions, expres-
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7. For this project, we define direct translation as translation that transfers the lexical and semantic 
meanings of the ST into the TT, but does not: 1) employ additional measures for conveying implicit 
hierarchical nuances that may be lost due to sociocultural differences between the two readerships, 
and 2) consider stereotypes that TT readers might have of Japanese organisational hierarchy which 
could influence their interpretations of the text. It is not the same as the “direct (or literal) trans-
lation” that Vinay and Darbelnet (1958/1995) describe, which refers to the lexical and syntactic 
equivalence between the ST and TT.

8. Yokoyama, Hideo (2006): 第三の時効 [The Third Deadline]. Tokyo: Shūeisha bunko.
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9. Kusumi is called a 公安野郎 [public security bastard] by his subordinates behind his back because 
he was originally transferred from the Public Security Commission. Instead of joining the team 
as a lower ranking officer, which is common for newcomers, he was immediately promoted to 
Squad Leader ahead of its existing members.
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