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Abstract

Given its belief in the transformative power
of the Word of God, the Baha’i Faith places
great importance on the translation of its
sacred writings into as many languages as
possible. Translations into languages other
than English need to be approved by the
National Spiritual Assembly of the country
in which they are published, but are often
initiated by individuals, meaning that in-
stitutions and individuals have distinct and
complementary roles in the translation pro-
cess. Most of these translations are from
English versions—usually those produced
by Shoghi Effendi—of the original Baha’i
writings in Arabic, Persian, and Turkish.
As linguists who have been involved in
translating and reviewing translations of
the writings, the authors have encountered
a number of challenges in their translation
work, including questions about spelling,
terminology, and the politeness strategies
employed in the original work, as well as
idiosyncrasies of English usage. We illus-

1 Collaboration for this paper was
made possible by a visiting professorship
at Kansai University in Osaka, Japan. The
authors would like to thank the university,
and in particular Professor Fred Anderson,
for this opportunity.
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trate these issues and possible approaches
to dealing with them using the case of a
short passage from Baha’u’llah’s Writings
translated into Japanese and Tok Pisin. It is
hoped that this article will lead to exchang-
es among translators and reviewers and
possibly to the development of a database
of exegesis literature on the Writings and
other aides to translators.

Résumé

Convaincue du pouvoir transformateur de
la parole de Dieu, la foi bahd’ie accorde
une grande importance a la traduction de
ses écrits sacrés dans le plus grand nombre
de langues possible. Les traductions dans
des langues autres que ’anglais doivent
étre approuvées par I’assemblée spirituelle
nationale du pays dans lequel elles sont
publiées, mais elles résultent souvent
d’initiatives individuelles. Les institutions
et les individus jouent donc des rodles
complémentaires dans le processus de
traduction. La plupart des traductions sont
réalisées a partir de versions anglaises—
généralement celles de Shoghi Effendi—
des écrits bahd’is originaux en arabe, en
persan et en turc. En tant que linguistes
ayant participé a la traduction et a la
révision de traductions de ces écrits, les
auteurs ont rencontré un certain nombre
de difficultés dans leur travail, notamment
des questions relatives a I’orthographe, a la
terminologie et aux formules de politesse
utilisées dans 1’ceuvre originale, ainsi qu’a
des particularités de 1’'usage anglais. Nous
illustrons ces problémes et de possibles
solutions a 1’aide d’un court passage des
écrits de Baha’u’llah traduit en japonais
et en tok pisin. Nous espérons que le
présent article donnera lieu a des échanges
entre traducteurs et réviseurs, et peut-étre
a la création d’une base de données de
littérature exégétique relative aux Ecrits
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ainsi qu’a d’autres ressources a 1’intention
des traducteurs.

Resumen

Dada su creencia en el poder transformador
de la Palabra de Dios, la Fe Baha’i pone
gran importancia en la traduccion de sus
escrituras sagradas en tantos idiomas como
sea posible. Traducciones a los idiomas que
no sean inglés necesitan ser aprobadas por
la Asamblea Espiritual Nacional del pais
donde son publicadas, pero frecuentemente
son iniciadas por individuos, lo cual
significa que las instituciones e individuos
tienen papeles distintos y complementarios
durante el proceso de traduccion. La
mayoria de estas traducciones son de las
versiones en Inglés—usualmente aquellas
producidas por Shoghi Effendi—de los
Escritos originales baha’is en persa, arabe
y turco. Como lingiiistas que han estado
involucrados en la traduccién y revision
de las traducciones de los escritos, los
autores han encontrado un numero de
retos en su trabajo de traduccion, que
incluyen preguntas acerca de autografia,
terminologia, y las estrategias de cortesia
utilizadas en el trabajo original, asimismo,
las idiosincrasias del uso de Inglés.
Ilustramos  estos y posibles
abordajes de como tratarlos utilizando el
caso de un corto pasaje de los escritos de
Baha’v’llah traducido al Japonés y tok
pisin. Se espera que este articulo conduzca
a intercambios entre traductores y quienes
revisan las traducciones y posiblemente
al desarrollo de una base de datos de
literatura de exégesis sobre los Escritos y
otras formas de ayudar a los traductores.

asuntos

INTRODUCTION

This paper represents the fruits of a
jointresearch project, funded by Kansai

University in Osaka, Japan. It is aimed
at exploring the challenges of translat-
ing the Baha’i writings into languages
other than English, especially those
used in societies that are not Western
or Middle Eastern and in which fa-
miliarity with the teachings and Holy
Writings of Islam and Christianity is
not a given. The authors began by com-
piling a review of the literature outlin-
ing general problems encountered in
this specific kind of translation work,
as well as summarizing our own expe-
riences in translating the writings into
Japanese and Tok Pisin.

Then, to illustrate general and lan-
guage-specific issues that arise in such
work, we selected a short passage
from Baha’v’llah’s Lawh-i-ibn-i-Dhi’b
(Epistle to the Son of the Wolf) that
has not yet been translated into either
Japanese or Tok Pisin and translated it
into these two languages. The passage
(shown in Appendix A) was chosen for
two reasons. First, it presented a vari-
ety of translating challenges, including
terms that were difficult to translate or
could be interpreted in multiple ways,
as well as the names of people and
places that might pose problems in
transliteration or translation. Second,
as linguists we were drawn to the fact
that it touched on the burden of dealing
with the many languages in the world
and Baha’u’llah’s teaching on the need
for a universal language. The transla-
tions, shown in Appendix B (Japanese)
and Appendix C (Tok Pisin), were
made for use in public and private de-
votions, so both an appropriate style
and accurate content were important
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in these translations, and a conscious
effort was made to avoid footnotes.

In this paper, when we talk about
the “Baha’i writings,” we are refer-
ring to the canon of sacred texts that
include the Writings of Baha’u’llah,
the Bab and ‘Abdu’l-Baha, all writ-
ten in Arabic, Persian, or, in the case
of a small number of ‘Abdu’l-Baha’s
writings, in Ottoman Turkish. These
texts are the only recognized scripture
of the Baha’i Faith, and therefore play
an important part in private and com-
munal prayer and worship. By 2010
the Research Department of the Baha’i
International Archives in Haifa had
identified approximately 20,000 works
written or dictated by Baha’u’llah,
30,000 by ‘Abdu’l-Baha, and 2,000
by the Bab (Eschraghi, “Schwierigsten
Kiinste” 72).? These works range from
lengthy books to short letters.

2 The authors are indebted to Armin
Eschraghi and have quoted him at length as
he is one of the few academics to have dis-
cussed issues related to the translation of the
Bah&’i writings into languages other than
English. His 2010 annotated translation into

German of Baha’u’llah’s Epistle to the Son of

the Wolf is noteworthy both for being a direct
translation from the Arabic original with close
attention paid to the English translation by
Shoghi Effendi, rather than a translation from
the English translation, and for its appendix
with copious notes discussing the translation
and historical points related to specific pas-
sages. These features clarify numerous pas-
sages that might be misinterpreted by German
readers who have limited or no access to the
Arabic original or to an understanding of the
cultural and literary environment in which
Baha’u’llah composed it.

The importance of translating these
works is shown by the encouragement
‘Abdu’l-Bahd gave to translators:

Regarding the translation of the
Books and Tablets of the Blessed
Beauty, erelong will translations
be made into every tongue, with
power, clarity and grace. At such
time as they are translated, con-
formably to the originals, and
with power and grace of style, the
splendors of their inner meanings
will be shed abroad, and will illu-
mine the eyes of all mankind. Do
thy very best to ensure that the
translation is in conformity with
the original. (Selections 66)

A few works by the Bab and
Baha’v’llah  were translated into
European languages by Western travel-
ers and academics during Bahd’u’lldh’s
lifetime. The Baha’is began to make
their own translations of the Sacred
Writings during the ministry of
‘Abdu’l-Baha, and the translation into
English and publication of an increas-
ing number of the most important works
of Baha’u’llah and ‘Abdu’l-Baha was
an important priority of Shoghi Effendi
during his Guardianship of the Faith.

In 1998, the Universal House of
Justice stated that “the Sacred Writings
and other literature of the Baha’i Faith”
had been translated into “over 800 . . .
languages, major dialects and scripts”
(qtd. in Baha’t World 1043). Some of
these are international languages such
as French and Spanish, with nearly as
much of the Bahd’i writings translated
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into them as is available in English,
while translations into a great many
other languages are limited to one or
two short prayers. Of course, the qual-
ity of the translations varies, as does
their acceptance and use by target lan-
guage communities. Nevertheless, for
all practical purposes, these transla-
tions are seen and used by believers as
Sacred Writings in the same way that
the original texts are by their Arabic-
and Persian-speaking counterparts.

The authors of this article are lin-
guists who have been involved in
translating and reviewing translations
of the Baha’i writings, and who under-
took a joint research project to explore
some of the specific challenges that we
have faced in our work. Mary Noguchi
works with Japanese, while Craig Alan
Volker has experience with several lan-
guages, including Tok Pisin, the most
widely spoken language in Papua New
Guinea. We each translated a short se-
lection from Shoghi Effendi’s English
translation of Baha’u’llah’s Epistle to
the Son of the Wolf into our respective
languages of expertise and then used a
back translation technique to consult
with each other, in order to improve the
quality of our translations and discuss
the challenges we faced.

Tok Pisin is an interesting lan-
guage to compare and contrast to
Japanese for a number of reasons, the
most important of which is the fact
that Japan and Papua New Guinea are
both Asia-Pacific island countries and
are united by what Shoghi Effendi
called a “Spiritual Axis” (Japan 89).
Furthermore, their cultures are neither

Western nor Middle Eastern, although
the educated members of both societies
are very well informed about the rest
of the world and take a great deal of
interest in it. Moreover, the average
person in these countries has little or
no knowledge of Islam or the Qur’an.

On the other hand, Japan and Papua
New Guinea are vastly divergent so-
cieties: Japan has one of the world’s
strongest economies and a literacy
rate of almost 100%, while Papua
New Guinea is a developing nation in
which much of the population is illit-
erate. While Japan is culturally quite
homogeneous, Papua New Guinea’s
population of between eight and ten
million speaks over 800 languages,
making it one of the most linguisti-
cally and culturally diverse nations on
earth (Jackson and Standish n.p.). The
Baha’i communities in the two coun-
tries also differ, both in numbers and
relative strengths and weaknesses. The
authors therefore felt that the challeng-
es of translating the Baha’i writings
into Japanese and Tok Pisin could il-
lustrate a range of issues faced by other
translators into languages other than
English, especially those of non-West-
ern and non-Middle Eastern cultures.

We hope that this contribution will
encourage a wider conversation among
translators of the Baha’i writings about
the service they render, and will help
Baha’i individuals and institutions in
a wide range of linguistic contexts be-
come more aware of the nature of the
translated writings with which they
interact daily.
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THE TRANSFORMATIVE POWER
OF THE WORD OF GOD

In order to comprehend the role of
translated texts in the Baha’i com-
munity, we first need to consider the
concept of the transformative power
of the Word of God as understood by
Baha’is. All the world’s major reli-
gions have sacred texts that are given
particular significance in the religious
community, with Hinduism uphold-
ing the Bhagavad Gita as well as the
Vedas, Zoroastrianism honoring the
Avesta, Buddhism cherishing a number
of sutras, Judaism the Hebrew Bible,
Christianity the Bible, and Islam the
Qur’an. The well-known beginning
of the Gospel according to John in the
New Testament highlights the impor-
tance religions have attached to the
Divine Word: “In the beginning was
the Word, and the Word was with God,
and the Word was God.”

However, many religious tradi-
tions do not encourage lay persons to
read and comprehend these texts. For
example, in Tibetan Buddhism, spin-
ning a prayer wheel is deemed to have
the same merit as chanting a sutra or
prayer (“Prayer Wheel” n.p.). In Japan,
sutras are often chanted in Sanskrit or
classical Japanese that is not readily
accessible to the lay person. A number
of other religions also have liturgical
languages that are accorded special
religious status, and often not spoken
or even understood by the laity, for
example, Sanskrit for Hindus, Hebrew
for non-Israeli Jews, and Coptic for
Egyptian Christians.

AsArmin Eschraghi (“Schwierigsten
Kiinste™ 76) has pointed out, one reason
for this emphasis on liturgical language
may be that having a monopoly on the
knowledge of a sacred language can
be one basis for the authority of reli-
gious leaders. In contrast, the Baha’i
community places value on what
Eschraghi calls “a democratization of
knowledge,” with an emphasis on uni-
versal literacy and the responsibility of
individual believers to interact with the
writings daily. This responsibility is
reinforced by the fact that the Baha’i
Faith has no clergy or other group of
people who are in a position to offer
authoritative explanations of the writ-
ings; instead, Baha’u’llah enjoined
universal education (‘Abdu’l-Baha,
Promulgation 99) and made it a duty
of all believers to read the texts for
themselves each morning and evening
(Kitab-i-Agdas 149).

One compelling reason for this em-
phasis on the individual’s interaction
with the Sacred Writings in the Baha’i
Faith is Baha’u’llah’s teaching that the
Holy Word has transformative power.
For example, He writes: “We bear wit-
ness that through the power of the Word
of God every leper was cleansed, ev-
ery sickness was healed, every human
infirmity was banished” (Gleanings
36:3) The Universal House of Justice
frequently emphasizes the ways in
which this transformative power has
a real effect in the world, for example
noting that “[a]s a person cultivates
the habit of study and deep reflection
upon the Creative Word, this process
of transformation reveals itself in an
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ability to express one’s understanding
of profound concepts and to explore
spiritual reality in conversations of sig-
nificance” (29 Dec. 2015).}

In recent years, the Universal House
of Justice has continued to stress the
transformative power of the Word of
God by encouraging the use of a se-
ries of books published by the Ruhi
Institute in global efforts towards
expansion and consolidation of the
Baha’i community. These books are
designed to help individuals fulfill
their “twofold moral purpose: to attend
to one’s own spiritual and intellectual
growth and to contribute to the trans-
formation of society” (Reflections v).
The key to this transformation is a fo-
cus on understanding quotations from
the Holy Writings and applying them
to one’s daily life. In describing the
learning process that the worldwide
Baha’i community has undergone in its
focus on the Institute Process during
the previous twenty-five years, the
Universal House of Justice in its 2021
Ridvan Message writes that it is based
on a “vision of personal and collective
transformation occurring simultane-
ously, founded on study of the Word of
God and an appreciation of each per-
son’s capacity to become a protagonist
in a profound spiritual drama.”

3 It should be noted here that, while
the writings and talks of ‘Abdu’l-Baha
and the writings of Shoghi Effendi and the
Universal House of Justice are not consid-
ered the Word of God in the same way as
the Writings of the Bab and Baha’u’llah,
they are also treated with great reverence
by Bahd’is.

THE ROLE OF TRANSLATION IN THE
BaHA’T FAITH

Given the emphasis in the Baha’i Faith
on spiritual and societal transformation
through a growing understanding of
the Divine Word, access to the writ-
ings in one’s native language is vital
to the Baha’i community. There is thus
no liturgical language in the Baha’i
Faith, nor is special status given to the
languages used by its Founder and in
which its sacred texts were first written.
This is in contrast, for example, to the
status of Arabic in Islam. Because of
the central role of the Qur’an in Islam
and because it was revealed in Arabic,
many Muslims try to memorize the
Qur’an in Arabic, even if they do not
speak the language and may have little
understanding of what they are mem-
orizing. In spite of hadiths claiming
that during the lifetime of Muhammad,
the opening surah of the Qur’an was
translated into Persian by Salman the
Persian, a companion of Muhammad,
and the third surah into Greek as part
of a letter from Muhammad to the
Byzantine emperor Heraclius (Tibawi
5-6), the tradition of i jaz (“inimitabil-
ity”’) took root. This tradition held that
the Qur’an was the literal Word of God,
and therefore untranslatable. This, in
turn, meant that “translations” of the
Qur’an could only be regarded as com-
mentaries or explanations (Tibawi 15).

In contrast, in the Baha’i Faith, the
learning of Arabic and Persian might be
seen as an important academic tool for
the study of the original texts, but the
use of these languages is not required
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for private or public devotions of any
kind. Indeed, few Baha’is who do not
have a Middle Eastern background
learn Arabic or Persian, and almost
all devotions and studies of the Bah4’i
writings are conducted in a language
commonly used by the individual or
community. These translations of the
writings are treated as holy texts, and
are memorized, chanted, and studied as
such.

This role for translated texts is based
on statements in the Baha’i writings
themselves, such as the aforemen-
tioned affirmation by ‘Abdu’l-Baha.
The belief in the ability of the Holy
Spirit to bring enlightenment through
translations into “every tongue” is not
unlike the concept of “heart language”
embraced by some Protestant Christian
groups, whose attempts to translate the
Bible into all languages are motivated
by their belief in the special effect that
hearing the Word of God in one’s own
language has on people’s “centers of
emotion” (“What Do You Mean” n.p.).

In addition to the spiritual uplift-
ment of individuals and communities
provided by the translated writings,
the tradition of striving to have the
translations replicate the high liter-
ary standards of the original writings
means that they can act as tools for the
general education of the community.
Both Shoghi Effendi and the Universal
House of Justice have said that trans-
lations are meant to elevate the believ-
ers’ general educational level, enabling
them to follow the Bahd’i principle of
independent investigation of truth and
avoid being oppressed or misled by

others (Volker, “Translating” 71).*

For these reasons, Baha’i texts are
translated into the languages of so-
cieties with very different linguistic
ecologies. In many countries, such as
Japan, translations of the sacred writ-
ings of older religions have existed
for centuries, so there are established
literary standards for scripture which
Baha’i translators need to follow. In
others, such as Luxembourg, there is
an established written literature in the
national language, Letzeburgesch, but
the Baha’i writings are the first scrip-
tures of any religion to be translated
into that language. In yet other cases,
such as the Nalik language of Papua
New Guinea, the Baha’i writings were
the first written literature of any sort in
a previously unwritten language, so an
orthography—a way of representing
sounds in a standard written form—
had to be established and taught to
the community before translations
could begin to be used (Volker, Nalik
Language 15). Each of these different
scenarios presents different challenges
and requirements of which translators
must be aware before beginning their
translation.

In the case of languages such as
Japanese, with established transla-
tions of scripture from older religions,

4 See, for example, Shoghi
Effendi’s letter of 14 December 1938 (qtd.
in Research Department of the Universal
House of Justice, a Memorandum dated
18 September 1988) and the letter dated
20 September 1973 from the Universal
House of Justice to the National Spiritual
Assembly of Papua New Guinea.
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in order for the new translations of
Bahd’i writings to be accepted, es-
tablished wordings and terminology
should probably be retained unless
there is a good reason for not using
them. Very often an early translation of
sacred scripture has become the basis
for elevated styles in the language, as
was the case for the King James Bible
and its impact on English. These ele-
vated styles should be examined and
used wherever possible, since, as the
Universal House of Justice pointed out
in a letter in 1985 (qtd. in Research
Department, Memorandum dated 18
September 1988), a colloquial trans-
lation of the highly literary styles of
the Persian and Arabic Baha’i writings
would be unfaithful to the original.
Some issues related to this in connec-
tion to translations into Japanese are
discussed later.

In a society with established liter-
acy in a second (often colonial) lan-
guage, but not its first language, the
translation of the Baha’i writings into
the society’s first language will need
to draw on established norms in the
second language and any related or
neighboring languages. This is the case
for Luxembourg, where education has
traditionally been conducted in French
and German, and a written literature
in the first language of most people,
Letzeburgesch, has only been wide-
ly used in formal education in recent
decades. In this case, the absence of
both an established corpus of written
literature and a translation of the Bible
means that the translation of the Baha’i
writings will be a contribution to the

establishment of an elevated written
style for the language.

For languages that do not have an
official orthography or written liter-
ature, such as the majority of the in-
digenous and creole languages of the
global South, translations of the Baha’i
writings can be an important step to-
wards establishing a written form of
the language and thus foster pride in
the language and culture the translation
represents. In such cases, translators
should identify characteristics of ele-
vated oral styles, such as ritual oratory,
and adapt them and the vocabulary they
use for the writings. In some cases, as
with the Nalik language, the orthogra-
phy that is adopted for Baha’i transla-
tions will become the recognized norm
for writing in the language. Care must
be taken in creating such an orthogra-
phy so that it is phonemically accurate
and conforms to speakers’ preferences.

No matter what the developmen-
tal status of the language is, there are
certain standards of faithfulness that
translators should try to uphold when
translating the Bahd’i writings into
it. Foremost among these is accurate-
ly conveying the writings’ content.
Shoghi Effendi has written that “liter-
ary considerations are, no doubt, im-
portant, but are quite secondary when
compared to the ideas and thoughts
constituting the Message itself” (14
Oct. 1936).

Baha’i translator Jeffrey Gruber
points out that one facet of accura-
cy is to avoid diluting the strength of
the original writings (2). He discusses
Baha’i translations into many African
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languages—in which the strong, fo-
cused, and direct speech of the original
as accessed through Shoghi Effendi’s
English translations is often rendered
into more general and less figurative
language—by using the example of
Baha’u’llah’s prayer “God grant that
the light of unity may envelop the whole
earth” being translated as the equiva-
lentof “may God make the opinion of
the people of the world one.”

Faithfulness in translation also re-
quires that the translator try to reflect
the stylistic beauty of the original.
‘Abdu’l-Baha expresses the need for
both accuracy and beauty in transla-
tions: they should be made “conform-
ably to the originals, and with power
and grace of style” (Selections 66).
Between these two ideals of beauty and
conformity there would seem to be a
dynamic tension; this will be a recur-
ring topic in the following discussions
of translations into Japanese and Tok
Pisin and in the use of back translation
as a tool for examining issues related to
faithfulness.

Related to this is the above-men-
tioned role played by Baha’i transla-
tions as tools for literary as well as re-
ligious education. Noting that “[b]ooks
of Scripture themselves mould the
language in which they are written”
(3 Feb. 1988), the Universal House of
Justice has echoed the desire expressed
by Shoghi Effendi that his Baha’i
translations should help English-
speaking children and youth to “use
the English language effectively for
thought and for expression” (14 Dec.
1938). Presumably the same should be

the case for translations of the writings
into other languages.

It should be noted that while accu-
racy and faithfulness mean accuracy
in conveying, and faithfulness to, the
original content, they do not necessari-
ly mean that the translation must evoke
the same response as the original did,
which might require significant depar-
tures from the original text. For exam-
ple, the approach favored by Eugene
Nida and many other modern transla-
tors of the Bible such as the Summer
Institute of Linguistics / Wycliffe Bible
Translators prioritizes fitting the trans-
lation into the semantics and world-
view of the audience; these translators
will therefore sometimes use the names
of local deities for Satan or translate
cultural concepts from the Middle East
into the culture of the target commu-
nity. An example of this approach is
the Bible Society translation of Psalms
149:3 (“let them sing praises unto Him
with the timbrel and the harp”) into
Tok Pisin with a phrase describing
people making musical praises beating
a Melanesian slit gong (garamut) and
a New Guinea handheld drum (kundu).
There is nothing to suggest that this is
an appropriate general approach for the
translation of the Baha’i writings.

Nevertheless, there are instances
where such cultural adaptation is
unavoidable. For example, the English
translation of the end of verse no.
61 of Baha’u’llah’s Arabic Hidden
Words reads, “and from the chalice of
imperishable glory quaff the peerless
wine.” Several problems arose when
this verse was being translated into



18 The Journal of Baha’i Studies 34.1-4 2024

the Nalik language of Papua New
Guinea. The first issue was with the
word “chalice.” The closest equivalent
to a European or Asian ‘“chalice” in
that society is a winwaam, which is
a shell traditionally used as a cup for
ceremonial purposes. Moreover, in
the Nalik translations of the Baha’i
writings, “glory” has generally been
translated as malagaan, the word used
to refer to the end of the Nalik memorial
ceremonies for the dead, when the
spirit of a deceased person’s soul
reaches its most glorious apex in this
world and begins to ascend to paradise.
This, too, is a cultural adaptation.
Finally, although wine has now been
introduced to Papua New Guinea,
given its absence in traditional culture
and its modern connections to Christian
communion, it was decided to translate
“peerless wine” with the equivalent
of “pure medicine” (makara tuning),
given that the meaning of the word
for medicine (makara) includes herbal
medicines to ensure both physical and
spiritual health. Thus, the resulting
translation, “ma pan a winwaam doxo
na malagaan a zitung, gu na imin a
makara tuning” (literally, “with the
beautiful shell cup of everlasting glory,
drink the pure medicine”) contained
several cultural adaptations.

Thus, while translators must strive
to convey the power and beauty of the
original writings as faithfully as they
can, they are in some ways doomed
to failure. ‘Abdu’l-Baha explains that
“[a] translation is like unto a husk,
whereas the original is even as a pith,
for the [divine] phrases are of the

utmost eloquence and clarity, and it is
not possible to render them [perfectly]”
(Yadnamiy-i-Misbah-i-Munir 390).

Nonetheless, translators of the
Baha’i writings are asked to recreate
the sacred scriptures of their religion in
the target language to the best of their
ability with “power, clarity, and grace,”
their success being measured against
the extent to which “the splendours of
their inner meanings” are expressed
and “the eyes of all mankind” are “il-
luminated” (Selections 66). To do this,
they need to both convey the content
and figurative strength of the original
texts and use an acceptably high stan-
dard of the language, while remaining
heedful of the sociolinguistic environ-
ments of both the language in which
the writings were originally composed
and the language into which they are
translating. In doing so, they should
keep in mind that the translated texts
will both be used in spiritual practices
and contribute to developing an appre-
ciation of a written literary style in the
emerging Baha’i communities which
they serve.

GENERAL TRANSLATION ISSUES

There are certain issues that face trans-
lators of the Baha’i writings into all
languages. These include the concept
of a “perfect translation,” the lack of
suitable reference and resource mate-
rial, decisions related to orthography
and transliteration, the translation of
set phrases, the use (or non-use) of ex-
planations or footnotes, and problems
related to English, rather than Arabic
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or Persian, phrasing. The first of these
issues will be considered in this sec-
tion, while the others will be addressed
in our analysis of the translations of
the short selection from Baha’u’llah’s
Epistle to the Son of the Wolf and the
subsequent summary of issues discov-
ered in previous literature.

Given that the Word of God is, by
definition, perfect, there is a tendency
to try to find the one perfect transla-
tion of that Word. Perhaps as a result
of that search, there is also a tendency
to view the evaluation of a translation
as a binary choice, saying that it is ei-
ther “perfect and correct” or “imperfect
and incorrect,” rather than recognizing
that translations need to be placed on a
continuum, from “poor” to “excellent,”
and that different translations are need-
ed for different purposes. It is possible
for a translation made for one purpose
to be excellent for that purpose, but in-
adequate for another.

Most translations of the Baha’i writ-
ings today are made for private or pub-
lic devotional or deepening purposes.
In such translations, endless footnotes
and comments about alternative word-
ing would interrupt the flow of the
meditative state that these passages are
meant to instill. Where explanations
are needed for a particular target audi-
ence, these are best incorporated into
the text itself. In this type of transla-
tion, the use of a high literary standard
without unnecessary and unnatural
stylistic influence from the Arabic or
Persian original is also important.

In contrast, scholarly translations
are often meant to act as exegesis with

a focus on the content of the original
and the context in which it was written.
In such works, analyses of the original
vocabulary, together with footnotes to
give historical, cultural, or linguistic
background, are important tools to help
the reader, and literary concerns will be
secondary to these. Neither approach is
better or worse or more or less faithful
to the original. Each has its place.

It is natural for Baha’i translators of
the writings to look to the approach tak-
en in the English translations of Shoghi
Effendi. These have a special status
in the Baha’i Faith since, in his role
as Guardian, Shoghi Effendi was the
authorized interpreter of the writings.
This has led many Bahd’is to regard
his translations as “perfect.” It should
be pointed out that this is not a claim
that the Guardian himself ever seems
to have made. On the contrary, while
he asserted that his comments on the
writings and explanations of their con-
tent were authoritative, he referred to
his translation into English of a work by
Baha’u’llah as “one more attempt” (qtd.
in Bah4’u’ll4h, Kitab-i-igan foreword).
Through a letter from his secretary dat-
ed 14 August 1930 (qtd. in Research
Department, Memorandum 1988), he
stated categorically that “[t]he transla-
tions will continue to vary as more and
better translations are made. Shoghi
Effendi does not consider even his own
translations as final.”

As Armin Eschraghi (“Schwierigsten
Kiinste” 98) points out, the Guardian’s
English translations “did not come to
him in some kind of divine revelation
so that all he would need to do was
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write them down. To insist on the lat-
ter explanation would denigrate the
great sacrifice of time and the tireless
dedication that Shoghi Effendi gave
to translating the Holy Writings.”” He
consulted with others and used their
suggestions and corrections to improve
his translations, acknowledging their
assistance. An example of this was his
acceptance of George Townshend’s
observation on the nuances of the dif-
ferent possessive forms in English, so
that he changed his original wording
of the English translation of a com-
monly used healing prayer from “Thy
remembrance” and “Thy love” to “re-
membrance of Thee” and “[n]earness
to Thee” (Eschraghi “Schwierigsten
Kinste” 100).6

In this regard it is also important
to point out that occasionally Shoghi
Effendi left out a word that was pres-
ent in the original. Eschraghi has even
pointed out a few rare instances where
either a mistranslation was made or
where a quote by an Iranian poet was
mistakenly attributed to Baha’u’llah
(Eschraghi, “Schwierigsten Kiinste”
96-97). When such details were drawn
to Shoghi Effendi’s attention, he cor-
rected them in subsequent editions.
Examples of this are the three revisions
he made to his English rendition of The
Hidden Words after his initial transla-
tion in 1923 (100).

Shoghi Effendi’s translations of
the writings were primarily designed

5 Translation from the German by
Volker.
6 See Hofman, George Townsend

55¢, 58.

for devotional use and were therefore
made with careful attention to the style
of language and largely without foot-
notes. This was understandable, as the
young community in the West at that
time had very few translations of the
sacred texts to use in private or commu-
nal devotions. Shoghi Effendi left the
less urgent work of scholarly transla-
tions to others. He explained this him-
self in his forward to his 1925 English
translation of The Hidden Words: “The
present edition of Hidden Words is a
somewhat free translation primarily
intended for devotional purposes. For
a more literal translation, with notes
explanatory of Oriental mystical terms
and references, readers are referred to
the edition published in Cairo under the
direction of Mrs. Stannard in 19217 (i).
With these words, Shoghi Effendi left
the door open for other translations fill-
ing different needs, even of works that
he himself had translated (Eschraghi
“Schwierigsten Kiinste” 95).

Nonetheless, the Guardian’s English
translations have come to be accepted
as the basis for translations into other
languages and today, it is the policy of
the Universal House of Justice, based
on guidance from the Guardian, that
translations into languages other than
English should be based on English
translations. However, the policy
leaves translators free to consult the
originals, and even encourages them to
do so (16 Sep. 1992).

This policy allows translators today
to take advantage of both the original
language texts (for those translators
able to read them), and the insights to
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be gleaned from Shoghi Effendi’s trans-
lations and from other official transla-
tions into English made following the
standard he set. This was, of course,
not always possible. During ‘Abdu’l-
Baha’s time, when nothing comparable
to the Guardian’s English translations
existed, He directed Baha’is to trans-
late the writings directly from the
original languages: “Wise souls who
have mastered and studied perfectly
the Persian, Arabic, and other foreign
languages, or know one of the foreign
languages, must commence translat-
ing Tablets and books containing the
proofs of this Revelation” (Tablets 54).

However, after Shoghi Effendi be-
gan releasing English translations, a
practice developed of basing trans-
lations into other languages on his
English translations, without reference
to the original writings. This was ini-
tially done because of a lack of be-
lievers outside the Middle East with
a suitable command of Arabic and
Persian. However, both of the authors
have noticed that in their communities,
a feeling has developed among many
Bahd’is that the translations by Shoghi
Effendi are somehow clearer than the
original writings and that it would
therefore be a mistake to translate di-
rectly from the original texts. This is an
argument that Shoghi Effendi himself
does not seem to have ever made.

In fact, “‘Abdu’l-Baha suggested that
ideally, translation of the writings into
English be done by a committee of two
bilingual and educated Persians and
two bilingual and educated Americans.
Writing through his secretary to

Adalbert Miihlschlegel in 1932, Shoghi
Effendi repeated ‘Abdu’l-Bahd’s view
that it would be ideal to translate from
the original languages:

He is surely very sorry that not
knowing Persian you cannot go
to the very original. He sincere-
ly hopes that before long we will
have some of the younger mem-
bers of the German Baha’is who
would make translation their life-
work, and with that object in mind
make a thorough study of Persian
and Arabic. They would surely
be rendering a wonderful service
to their nation as well as to the
Faith as a whole. (Light of Divine
Guidance 40)

While such scholars are now at work
in German-speaking Europe, they are
still not available in many other coun-
tries, which must continue to depend
on translations from English, often by
translators who have little or no knowl-
edge of the original languages. This is
certainly the case in Japan and Papua
New Guinea, the two communities be-
ing examined in this paper. Moreover,
the lack of the kind of extensive exege-
sis available to translators and scholars
of the Bible and the Qur’an means that
translators of the Baha’i writings in
these countries often work in a vacuum,
without reference to the original texts to
clarify the semantics of certain words
and phrases, and often without a clear
understanding of the cultural and reli-
gious environment in which Baha’u’llah
and “Abdu’l-Baha were living.
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Under such conditions, translators
may feel a need to produce translations
that are literally true to the English
translations of Shoghi Effendi, to the
extent that in Japanese, for example,
attempts have been made to make
Shoghi Effendi’s use of capital let-
ters in English somehow evident in
the Japanese translation, even though
capitalization is a characteristic only
of languages with European alphabets
and does not exist in Arabic, Persian,
or Japanese. In other languages, trans-
lations have been criticized for not
adhering strictly to the punctuation
of Shoghi Effendi’s English, or (in
the case of European languages) for
not capitalizing pronouns referring
to God, which is a particularity of
traditional English orthography and
not common in most other European
languages.

Translators of the writings into
languages other than English there-
fore have a number of issues to keep
in mind. First, they need to be aware
of the purpose of their translation.
As mentioned above, different trans-
lations are needed for different pur-
poses, and while a translation made
for one purpose may be excellent for
that purpose, it may be inadequate for
another. When making translations
for devotional purposes, which is the
most common case, translators will
have to identify stylistic norms in the
target language that are appropriate to
the elevated language used in Arabic
and Persian by the Bab, Baha’u’llah,
and ‘Abdu’l-Baha. As discussed lat-
er, this includes identifying standard

Biblical and Quranic translations to
use in quotations. It may also include
following Shoghi Effendi’s lead and
adopting a slightly archaic form of
the target language, which can be seen
as somewhat equivalent to the form
of the original languages used in the
writings.” In addition, those making
translations for devotional purposes
should eschew footnotes, comments
on possible alternate wording and
long explanations of background in-
formation that would be unfamiliar to
the target audience.

Secondly, they must ascertain
whether they will be able to trans-
late directly from Arabic or Persian
(with reference to any translation
into English by Shoghi Effendi) or
whether, as is more often the case,
they will translate from an authorized
translation, preferably one by Shoghi
Effendi. If using an English transla-
tion to make a tertiary translation,
they will need to ascertain to what ex-
tent there are human, online, or other

7 For example, a letter dated 2
December 1988 from the Universal House
of Justice to Maison d’Editions Bahd’ies
states: “With regard to your question about
the style of English used in the translation
of Baha’i prayers, we are asked to point out
that finding an adequate style in English
for expressing beautifully the poetic, met-
aphorical and allusive style of many of the
Baha’i Scriptures is not easy. The Persian
and Arabic of the Baha’i Writings are them-
selves considerably different from the cur-
rent styles and usages in those languages”
(qtd. in Research Department, Translations
and Provisional Translations).
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resources available to help them make
reference to the Arabic and Persian
originals to resolve ambiguities or
questions arising from the nineteenth
century Middle Eastern cultural con-
text in which the Baha’i writings
appeared. Translators should refer to
academic analyses of the writings,
with attention to specific words and
how they have been translated into
English, especially by Shoghi Effendi,
when such resources exist. It is hoped
that in the future, more such reference
works will be written and made avail-
able for translators to refer to.
Thirdly, translators should strive
to follow the recommendations that
the Guardian made for “every be-
liever who wishes to adequately un-
derstand, and intelligently read, the
Writings of Baha’u’llah,” to gain
“a sound knowledge of the history
and tenets of Islam—the source and
background of their Faith—and ap-
proach reverently and with a mind
purged from preconceived ideas the
study of the Qur’an” (Shoghi Effendi,
Advent 49). Because the Baha’i Faith
originated in an Islamic cultural mi-
lieu, and because Baha’is consider
the Qur’an the only absolutely au-
thenticated revealed scripture prior
to the Babi and Baha’i revelations,
in numerous places Shoghi Effendi
stressed the importance of studying
the Qur’an and the history and tenets
of Islam, so that, as the Universal
House of Justice states in a letter to
all the National Spiritual Assemblies
of Europe, “the friends would have a
background against which to study the

Baha’i Writings” (qtd. in Hornby no.
1892).2 While these comments were
directed to Baha’is living in the West,
they are perhaps even more pertinent
to believers in countries such as Japan
and Papua New Guinea that are even
further removed from historical and
cultural contact with Islamic societies.
Of course, if the Guardian emphasized
the importance of an understanding of
the Qur’an and Islam for ordinary be-
lievers, such understanding is arguably
even more important for translators
who have taken up the challenge of
presenting the writings to those who
do not have access either to the orig-
inal Persian and Arabic writings or to
English translations. In both Japan and
Papua New Guinea there are relatively
few opportunities to obtain such train-
ing and these topics are rarely covered
in depth in Baha’i meetings or study
material.

While translators of Baha’i writings
may be relieved to know that even the
Guardian did not consider his transla-
tions perfect, they should nonetheless
aim to produce the best translations
possible in terms of both accuracy and
beauty. One problem they face is a lack
of research on translation techniques

8 Other places where the impor-
tance of the study of Islam and the Qur’an
are stressed include the letters written on
behalf of Shoghi Effendi to individual
believers on 23 November 1934 and on
2 December, 1935 (qtd. in “Deepening”),
and the Universal House of Justice letter
dated 26 September 1969 to all National
Spiritual Assemblies of Europe (qtd. in
Hornby no. 1892).
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related to specific issues of concern
in dealing with Bahd’i texts as well
as analyses of existing translations in
terms of how issues have been dealt
with. Moreover, when new transla-
tions of the writings are published in
English or other languages, explana-
tory information on the techniques or
issues involved is usually not provided.
(The discussion later in this article is
a modest example of what this might
look like.) Therefore, unless translators
can consult with those who made the
existing translations, they are generally
left on their own.

One possible resource for trans-
lators in this situation is translations
of the Bible or Qur’an into the target
language, where they exist. These can
be examined to determine how various
terms have been translated; follow-
ing these conventions may make the
Baha’i works seem familiar to those
of different religious backgrounds. For
example, the word “Say,” which ap-
pears in many Bahd’i prayers and writ-
ings (e.g., “Say: Praised be God!” The
Bab, Selections 217) and implies that
God has instructed the Manifestation to
convey specific information or a com-
mandment, is used in a similar con-
text in the Qur’an. A translator could
therefore rely on the wording used
in Quranic translations in the target
language to represent the same word
in the Baha’i writings. In doing so,
however, care must be taken to ensure
that the contexts and usage are indeed
the same, and also to avoid conflating
concepts that may differ between reli-
gious traditions. In addition, translators

need to be aware of the practice of
some Bible translators of converting
Middle Eastern cultural concepts such
as measurements, food, and currency
into terms that are used in the society
of the target language and will there-
fore be more familiar to readers (see
the earlier example of Psalms 149:3).
Bah4’i translators must ask themselves
to what extent, if any, it is appropriate
to remove the Central Figures of their
faith from their cultural environment in
this way and reinterpret not only their
words, but the metaphors and images
that they used.

An example of this dilemma trig-
gered a long debate when The Hidden
Words was translated into the Nalik
language. The translators, Michael
Homerang and Craig Volker, spent
considerable time considering how to
translate verses 55 and 56 from the
Arabic Hidden Words, which both
discuss gold (“for with fire We test the
gold” and “Thou dost wish for gold”™).
There are deposits of gold in New
Ireland Province, but before they were
discovered by Australian colonizers in
the twentieth century, the metal was not
valued by indigenous people and there
was not even a word in Nalik for gold.
The translators therefore needed to de-
cide whether to use the English word
“gold,” to culturally translate the im-
age using the indigenous word for shell
money (which even today is a sign of
wealth used for bride price,’ funeral,
and land transaction payments), or to

9 A payment made by the husband’s
family or clan to the bride’s family or clan.
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weaken the image by using a Nalik ex-
pression equivalent to “wealth” or “ma-
terial goods.” The translators ended up
using the English word “gold” because,
as Homerang stated at the time, Nalik
people today are familiar with Western
and Asian uses of gold as a sign of
wealth and some even work in local
gold mines. Moreover, Homerang not-
ed that Baha’u’llah would never have
handled shell money, and he wanted to
be faithful to the cultural practices with
which Baha’v’llah would have been
familiar and to recognize Him in the
translation as a real person who came
from a real place with its own cultural
practices and references.

The above issues are mainly the
concern of individuals who translate
Baha’i writings, but it should be not-
ed that translators normally work un-
der the National Spiritual Assembly
or another administrative body of the
country they reside in, with individuals
and institutions playing complementa-
ry roles in the translation process. This
process will be outlined in the next sec-
tion, but a few general issues that insti-
tutions in charge of translations should
be aware of are presented below.

First, when administrative bodies
appoint translators, they should try to
appoint a team that will use the consul-
tative method suggested by ‘Abdu’l-
Baha (see above) wherever possible.
They should also avoid microman-
aging the translations produced by a
qualified team that they have chosen,
following the advice of the Universal
House of Justice to the National
Spiritual Assembly of Germany in a

letter written in 1982 (qtd. in Eschraghi
“Schwierigsten Kiinste” 9)

It is not possible for a National
Spiritual Assembly to undertake
the work of translation itself. It
must, therefore, choose a group
of translators in whom it has con-
fidence, and leave them free to
work in the way they best can.
Translation is a very difficult art—
an art in which absolute perfection
is unattainable. However good a
translation, there will always be
those who would have preferred it
otherwise, for taste, which is un-
definable, plays such a large part
in such judgments. Having given
the task to its translation commit-
tee, a National Assembly must,
therefore, resist temptation to in-
terfere in its work.

While this does not mean that a
National Spiritual Assembly should
neglect its role of deciding whether
to approve a translation based on the
criteria of faithfulness to the content
of the original and the use of an appro-
priate style, it does mean that its deci-
sions should not be based simply on an
assessment of the translators’ literary
taste. Any reviewing process must
take into consideration the fact that
there is no perfect translation and that
any translation, even one by Shoghi
Effendi, might be improved upon or
changed depending on the use to which
it will be put.

Having described a number of gen-
eral issues translators and institutions
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face, we will now move on to give a
brief description of how the Baha’i
writings are translated into languages
other than English, using as examples
the two languages under discussion in
this paper and describing both the his-
tory of translation into these languages
and the systems currently in place in
Japan and Papua New Guinea.

THE PROCESS AND HISTORY OF
DEVELOPING TRANSLATIONS OF THE
WRITINGS

JAPANESE

Japanese is one of the world’s most
used languages, being ranked number
thirteen by both Ethnologue and Berlitz
in terms of the number of people who
speak it. The first Japanese people who
accepted the Baha’i Faith were immi-
grants to Hawaii and the U.S. mainland
in the early 1900s, while Baha’u’llah’s
teachings were introduced to Japan it-
self by travel teachers in 1909 and by
American pioneers, including Hand of
the Cause Agnes Alexander, in 1914
(Alexander). Although the teaching
work in Japan was originally conduct-
ed in Esperanto and English, by 1915,
a local magazine contained an article
about the Faith that included a trans-
lation of the Faith’s twelve principles'

10 In His talks in Europe and North
America, ‘Abdu’l-Baha often explained a
number of Baha’u’llah’s main teachings
in terms of eleven or twelve principles.
These were compiled into a list of twelve
principles and translated into Japanese.
They are still widely used in pamphlets

into Japanese. In her history of the
early years of the Faith in Japan, Ms.
Alexander notes that by the spring of
1919, five short publications had been
translated into Japanese by different
groups and individuals and made avail-
able in print (27).

That same year, two young Baha’is
started the first Japanese Baha’i mag-
azine, The Star of the East (RO &
[Higashi no Hoshi]), which featured a
Japanese (and Esperanto) translation of
Baha’u’llah’s words “Ye are all the fruits
of one tree and the leaves of one branch”
on the cover, as well as a Japanese
translation of one of the Persian Hidden
Words on the first page (Alexander
38-39). The first complete translation
of The Hidden Words into Japanese was
made by one of these young Bahd’is,
Yuri Mochizuki, who apparently worked
from a translation into French. It was
published in 1937 (108).

Since then, many of the major works
of Baha’u’1lah and ‘Abdu’l-Baha have
been translated into Japanese by a va-
riety of believers or, in some cases, by
non-Baha’i professional translators on
commission, and they are now avail-
able in print and online. For many
years, the National Spiritual Assembly
of the Baha’is of Japan has been re-
sponsible for reviewing translations,
which have been made almost exclu-
sively from English translations of the
works, without reference to the origi-
nal Persian or Arabic texts. The quality
and style of these translations varies
considerably.

and other materials in Japan today.
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Tok PISIN

Tok Pisin, an English-based pidgin-cre-
ole language, is the most widely spo-
ken lingua franca for the eight to ten
million overwhelmingly indigenous
people who live in Papua New Guinea,
a South Pacific Melanesian country
with more than 830 distinct languag-
es—more than any other country in the
world (Eberhard et al.). Together with
English and Hiri Motu (another pidgin
language based on the language tradi-
tionally spoken near the national capi-
tal, Port Moresby), it is one of the three
de facto national languages of Papua
New Guinea, and is the main language
used for inter-ethnic communication in
most parts of the country. Tok Pisin is
increasingly used as a home language,
especially in families with parents of
different ethnic backgrounds, and the
number of children who acquire it as
either one of their native languages or
even their only native language is in-
creasing rapidly.

Tok Pisin developed in the nine-
teenth century on ships and plantations
in which Melanesians speaking many
mutually unintelligible languages were
suddenly brought together as crews and
laborers. Because of this, the grammar
of Tok Pisin is based on commonali-
ties among the Austronesian languages
spoken in the Melanesian islands of the
southwest Pacific, where its first speak-
ers came from. Although most of the
vocabulary is derived from English,
the pronunciation and semantic range
of words reflect Melanesian rather
than English usage. The word gras, for

example, comes from English “grass, ”
but can mean “hair” and “fur” as well
as “grass,” and is used in a number of
compound expressions that are calques
from indigenous languages, such as
as gras (“grass skirt,” literally “arse
grass”), gras nating (“weeds,” liter-
ally “grass nothing”), and mausgras
(“beard,” literally “mouth grass”).
In addition to words derived from
English, Tok Pisin also contains a num-
ber of words that came from indigenous
languages as well as from Malay and
German, reflecting influences during
the pre-First World War German colo-
nial era in the northern part of today’s
Papua New Guinea.

Although Tok Pisin was used for
some religious purposes in the ear-
ly twentieth century, especially by
Catholic missionaries, and by both
Allied and Japanese forces for pro-
paganda purposes during World War
I, the development of Tok Pisin as a
literary language did not become wide-
spread until after the Second World
War. In colonial Papua New Guinea,
education tended to be mainly admin-
istered by Christian missionaries, and
after World War Il the main churches
met to decide on a common orthogra-
phy. Under Australian colonial control
this was then adopted as the standard
orthography by the Australian colonial
Department of Education in the mid-
1950s. This decision about the stan-
dardization of Tok Pisin orthography
has not been changed since Papua New
Guinea gained independence from
Australia in 1975.

However, the adoption of an
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English-only public education system
in the 1950s meant that few people
have learned this orthography in for-
mal classroom settings, with only a
few mainly rural and officially unrec-
ognized schools run by the Lutheran
church giving formal lessons in this
Tok Pisin orthography. As the formal
school system still uses only English
and does not officially use or teach writ-
ten Tok Pisin, there is great variation in
the way that people spell the language.
Nonetheless, the standard orthography
is used by the weekly Wantok newspa-
per and has become familiar to people
around the country through transla-
tions of the New Testament (and later
of the complete Bible), although it is
not necessarily used by them in every-
day writing.

The Baha’i Faith was introduced to
Papua New Guinea in 1957, and the
first Baha’i publications in Tok Pisin
were newsletters and prayers pub-
lished in the 1960s. The first Tok Pisin
prayer book was published in 1960 and
a translation of The New Garden (pub-
lished as Nupela Laif) was published
and distributed soon after. The quality
of these early translations varied great-
ly. All were made by Baha’is from oth-
er countries who were living in Papua
New Guinea and tended to be heavily
influenced by English usage. Many
were more at the level of paraphrases
than actual translations.

All translations of the writings into
Tok Pisin are made from English with-
out direct reference to the Arabic and
Persian original texts, as no translators
of the writings into Tok Pisin have had

more than a superficial knowledge of
Persian or Arabic. Although a number
of Iranian Baha’is, some with a good
command of Tok Pisin and some with a
knowledge of Arabic as well as Persian,
have lived in Papua New Guinea over
the years, at the time of writing there
are none living in the country to whom
translators can turn for assistance.
Translators needing clarification based
on the original Persian or Arabic texts
must rely on the assistance of persons
whom they know outside the country
or on the Research Department at the
Baha’i World Centre.

During the 1980s translators began
compiling a list of standardized Tok
Pisin equivalents for words and expres-
sions that appear often in the English
translations of the Baha’i writings but
were not found in the limited bilingual
dictionaries available at the time. Many
of the expressions on the list were tak-
en or adapted from the Tok Pisin Bible.
In the absence of a copy of the work-
ing dictionary that the Bible translators
had developed for their internal use,
Baha’i translators chose expressions
by finding needed words in English
versions of the Bible and then seeing
how the Bible translators had translat-
ed the words into Tok Pisin. The result
was that the style of written Tok Pisin
used in the Baha’i writings from this
period onward has been closely linked
to the style used in the Tok Pisin Bible.

In the 1980s and 1990s, a number
of translation workshops were held
in which teams of Tok Pisin-speaking
foreign Baha’i residents and English-
speaking indigenous Bahd’is worked
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together to produce translations of the
writings. Some of these foreign resi-
dents had a knowledge of European or
Asian languages, so they were famil-
iar with the translations of the Baha’i
writings into these languages and were
aware of issues related to translations
from English into these languages. At
the same time, the Papua New Guinean
participants were of the first genera-
tion of indigenous Melanesians with
university education, so their English
was quite fluent and they could see
the shortcomings of earlier transla-
tions. The result was a considerable
improvement in the level of Tok Pisin
translations.

Today, a sizable collection of
Baha’i sacred writings is available
in Tok Pisin, including The Hidden
Words, chapters from Some Answered
Questions, collections of prayers,
a number of compilations on vari-
ous subjects, and a translation of the
complete Kitab-i-Aqdas that became
available in 2022. As of 2024, only
approximately sixty of the more than
830 separate indigenous languages of
Papua New Guinea have translations
of even the short obligatory prayer, so
local believers depend on translations
of the writings into English and Tok
Pisin to have access to the words of the
Bab, Baha’u’llah, and ‘Abdu’l-Baha.

CURRENT SYSTEMS OF TRANSLATING
THE WRITINGS IN JAPAN AND PAPUA
NEwW GUINEA

Although the past saw a variety of
approaches to translating the Baha’i

writings around the world, today, autho-
rized English translations are prepared
at the Baha’i World Centre though
a system created by the Universal
House of Justice and coordinated by
its Research Department. Draft trans-
lations are prepared by teams of trans-
lators, reviewed by groups of individ-
uals with the requisite knowledge of
the languages, and revised as needed.
Any unresolved questions are referred
to the Universal House of Justice. The
translations are then formally autho-
rized by the House of Justice when it
is satisfied with the final result of the
process. After this, the translations
are published at the World Centre or
through one of the Baha’i Publishing
Trusts in an English-speaking country
such as the United States.

Conversely, translations into oth-
er languages that are spoken in only
one country, such as Japanese and
Tok Pisin, are normally handled with-
in the country where the language is
spoken and require the approval of
the National Spiritual Assembly of
that country before publication. The
copyright is then held by that National
Spiritual Assembly.

In Japan, there are currently two
approaches taken to the translation
process: in some cases, individual
translators or teams select a work that
they wish to translate and submit their
completed translation to the National
Spiritual Assembly for review. Often,
they consult the Assembly when they
begin the project in order to make sure
that there is no overlap in the work.
At present, the National Spiritual
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Assembly of Japan does not have a
standing review committee; instead,
teams are appointed ad hoc to review
translations.

The second approach involves in-
dividuals or teams being appointed to
translate specific works by an insti-
tution, usually the National Spiritual
Assembly, the Publishing Trust, or
the Institute Board. For example, the
National Spiritual Assembly asks in-
dividuals to translate Messages from
the Universal House of lJustice, or,
for longer messages or time-sensi-
tive ones such as the annual Ridvan
Message, different individuals are
asked to translate specific sections of
the Message and then other individ-
uals are assigned the task of review-
ing the combined translations. This
approach was also taken when the
Baha’i Publishing Trust of Japan un-
dertook the revision of a provisional
translation of the Kitab-i-Aqdas in
2017. The Trust asked an individual
with a great deal of experience in pol-
ishing translations to handle the revi-
sion process; the resulting manuscript
was then reviewed by a team appoint-
ed by the National Spiritual Assembly
before the official version was pub-
lished. Currently, translation of Ruhi
books and other Institute materials
is handled by the Institute Board,
with the proviso that quotations from
previously published works such as
Gleanings not be changed unless they
contain mistakes. The Institute Board
also conducts the review process
and finalizes the translation of these
works.

In both approaches, the work is en-
trusted to a relatively small number of
bilingual individuals; some are Iranians
and Americans who have lived in Japan
for many years or their children, who
were often born and raised in Japan,
while others are Japanese who have
lived abroad for extensive periods of
time or have acquired high levels of
English proficiency in other ways. In
2022, the National Spiritual Assembly
organized its first online training ses-
sion for translators. While this semi-
nar raised awareness around various
issues involved in the translation and
review process, it did not result in an
immediate increase in the number of
translators the institutions can rely on.
It is hoped, however, that such training
sessions will eventually increase the
human resources needed to carry out
this important work.

In Papua New Guinea, decisions
about which specific texts to translate
are sometimes part of the Baha’i com-
munity’s development plans (Five Year
Plan, Nine Year Plan, etc.) drawn up
by the National Spiritual Assembly in
consultation with Counsellors and the
World Centre. This is usually limited to
translations into the national languages
of Hiri Motu and Tok Pisin. Sometimes
the translation goals of these develop-
ment plans include goals to translate
prayers or a selection of prayers into
either a certain number of indige-
nous languages or specific languages.
In these cases, the specific prayers
themselves are not usually specified,
although in most cases the noonday
short obligatory prayer is among the



Translating the Baha’i Writings into Languages other than English 31

first prayers to be translated.

Occasionally the National Spiritual
Assembly or a Counsellor will request
that a specific work be translated into
a specific language, usually Tok Pisin.
When this is done, specific persons are
usually invited to do the translation. At
present, there is no translation commit-
tee or translation office.

Most translations of Baha’i writ-
ings are, however, private initiatives.
The choice of a text to be translated is
ideally made in advance through con-
sultation with the National Spiritual
Assembly, but often the text is simply
one that an individual believer starts
to translate and then submits to the
Assembly for approval and publica-
tion. The approval process is fairly in-
formal. For its translations of the writ-
ings, the National Spiritual Assembly
relies heavily on a small number of
translators whom it trusts to produce
translations of a reliably high standard.
For translations into local languages,
it relies on Local Spiritual Assemblies
and Auxiliary Board Members from
the relevant communities to check the
accuracy of the translations.

At present the only institutions in
Papua New Guinea offering training
in translation into Tok Pisin and other
languages of the country are operated
by evangelical church groups, so the
training of young Papua New Guinean
Baha’is in translation techniques is
difficult. For this reason, most transla-
tions of the writings into Tok Pisin are
still made by foreign Baha’i residents
who have studied overseas and learned
Tok Pisin.

TRANSLATION CHALLENGES
REVEALED THROUGH
THE RESEARCH PROJECT

In this section, we will first discuss the
challenges we encountered in trans-
lating the selected passage from the
Epistle, and then summarize the gener-
al problems covered in previous litera-
ture and our own experience outside of
this particular project.

In the discussion of the translation
project, reference will be made to the
paragraph numbers in Appendix A.
These paragraph numbers are provid-
ed for the purpose of reference for this
article and are not part of either the
original text or of Shoghi Effendi’s
translation.

HisToriCAL BACKGROUND
OF THE SELECTED PASSAGE

In translating any piece of writing, it
is important to understand the context
in which it was written. The Epistle is
an admonishment to, and analysis of
erroneous argumentation by, the son
of an infamous opponent of the Faith,
known as “the Wolf.” While there are
numerous studies of the Epistle that
discuss the general background of the
work, few of these guides include de-
tailed notes regarding specific points
in this book. An exception is the an-
notated German translation by Armin
Eschraghi, to which we made exten-
sive reference in preparation for our
translations.

From Eschraghi’s notes we learned
that paragraph 2 of the passage we
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selected is a reference to the ongoing
power struggles between the Shah’s
government and the Islamic clergy at
the time the Epistle was written. We
also learned that many Bahd’is have
believed that the reference in para-
graph 4 to “a new language and a
new script” was to Esperanto, but this
is unclear. Eschraghi points out that
unfortunately, no one thought to ask
Baha’u’llah further about it, and even
Shoghi Effendi said he had no informa-
tion about what language Baha’u’llah
was referring to here.

It is important to remember that
Baha’uv’llah lived and wrote within a
Middle Eastern Muslim environment.
This is relevant in understanding para-
graph 6, in which Baha’u’llah talks
about “the Crimson Ark.” Eschraghi
has pointed out that elsewhere in the
Epistle Baha’u’llah mentions “the
Ark of Bathd (Mecca),” a reference
to a hadith in which Muhammad said
that “the secret of His house” is like
the safety of Noah’s ark in an ocean
in which everything is drowning. This
image of the ocean is continued in
paragraph 6 with the words “enter the
ocean of the unity of God,” possibly in
reference to a Shiite prayer in which
the happy believer is compared to
someone who enters a deep sea.

The same paragraph contains the
Arabic phrase “inni as’aluka min
baha’ikabi-ab-baha, wa-kullabaha 'ika
bahiyun™"' in which Baha’u’llah plays

11 Translated by Shoghi Effendi
as “I beseech Thee by Thy most glorious
light, and all Thy lights are verily glorious”
(Baha’uv’llah, Epistle 140)

with different forms and meanings of
the word baha (as indicated by the
repetition of the word “glorious” by
Shoghi Effendi), using words from a
morning prayer composed by the fifth
Imam of Twelver Shiite Islam. That
prayer in turn calls on a number of the
names of God that the Bab used for the
names of the months in His calendar.

While it was not possible to recre-
ate or even hint at all these references
in the translations, it was important
to keep them in mind when choosing
wording in the Japanese and Tok Pisin
translations.

METHODOLOGY:
USING BACK TRANSLATION TO
CHECK TRANSLATIONS

As mentioned earlier, ‘Abdu’l-Baha
recommended that translations of the
writings from Persian into English be
undertaken by a committee of transla-
tors “composed of several Persians and
several Americans, all of whom must
have the utmost proficiency in both the
Persian and English languages”; He
stressed that “one person is not suffi-
cient” (7ablets 466—68). However, at
present, sufficient human resources do
not exist to enable such a committee to
be formed for Japanese and Tok Pisin
translations, or for many other lan-
guages into which the Baha’i writings
are translated.

In the absence of such bilingual
associates with whom to collaborate,
the authors used back translation to
check their initial drafts. Back transla-
tion, also known as reverse translation,
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involves taking a translated work,
translating it back into the original
language, and then giving it to another
speaker of the source language, who
need not speak the target language.
This person compares the resulting
translation with the original to iden-
tify errors that may have arisen in the
original translation process. While the
person doing the checking may not be
able to comment on the stylistic quality
of the translation, s/he is asked to com-
pare the content of the back translation
with the original to identify mistakes
that may have arisen in the original
translation process, including omis-
sions and misinterpretations. A simple
diagram of this process is provided in
Figure 1.

Figure 1: Back Translation Process

are native speakers of English with
almost no knowledge of Arabic or
Persian. Both are fluent in the respec-
tive second language into which they
translate and have considerable expe-
rience translating both into and from
those languages and English on a wide
variety of topics, including the Baha’i
writings. While Mary Noguchi, the
translator of Japanese who checked the
back translation from Tok Pisin, does
not speak that language, she found that
since it is a pidgin that evolved from
English, she could understand parts of
the Tok Pisin translations, so they were
not totally unfamiliar. Craig Volker, the
translator of Tok Pisin who checked
the back translation from Japanese,
lived in Japan for a number of years,

Start Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4
Original — Draft —  Translation of Draft — Meaning — Revise
Writing Translation into Original Language = Check Translation
Languages:

Original Target Original Language Discussion Target
(English) Language (English) (English) Language

This process can be enhanced if the
person translating the passage back
into the original language in Step 2 is
not the same as the person who orig-
inally translated it, and if the person
checking the back translation in Step 3
is also a different person.

However, in this research project,
the person doing the original transla-
tion and the back translation were the
same, while the second author checked
the back translation. Both the authors

so he has a moderate understanding of
Japanese and some awareness of where
potential translation issues might arise.

The authors began by making draft
translations of the passage into the
second language in which they are
fluent. Over the course of a number of
working sessions in which they met in
person or online, they went through the
passage paragraph by paragraph, with
each translator orally making a back
translation while the other, looking at



34 The Journal of Baha’i Studies 34.1-4 2024

the original English, checked the back
translation for accuracy. This allowed
them to discover missing words or
phrases and other errors in the trans-
lations as well as—and perhaps more
enlightening—differences in the way
words and phrases were interpreted.

They could also consult on ques-
tions they faced in the translation
process. For example, they discussed
how to deal with the vagueness of the
referent for the word “it” in the first
paragraph (“it shall only increase their
loss”). They also considered possible
approaches to various challenges they
faced, including the handling of cul-
ture-specific terms such as Shakyh,
Pasha, and Kaaba. Overall, both au-
thors found this exercise a helpful way
to get outside input on their translations
in the absence of Arabic and Persian
speakers who are fluent in Japanese
and Tok Pisin.

After this process was finished,
Mary Noguchi asked a Japanese Baha’i
friend to check her translation and,
based on her feedback, made a number
of revisions to make the translation
sound more natural in Japanese.

The next sections will present some
of the many challenges the authors en-
countered in carrying out this project.

TERMINOLOGY

As mentioned earlier, these transla-
tions of the Baha’i writings were made
for devotional rather than academic
purposes, so in general, they needed
to eschew footnotes, comments on
possible alternate wording and long

explanations of background informa-
tion that would be unfamiliar to the
target audience. The authors decided,
however, that unlike prayers, a trans-
lation of a text like the Epistle to the
Son of the Wolf might benefit from
brief labels and explanations within
the text itself as long as they did not
interrupt the flow of the translated text.
Specifically, we considered this option
in translating titles for religious and
government leaders, Baha’i-specific
terms, words and phrases that are often
used in the Bible or the Qur’an or in
Islamic works, and terms and phrases
whose meaning was unclear in English.

A number of religious and govern-
ment titles appear in this passage. For
example, “Shaykh,” which is a vari-
ant spelling of “sheikh,” a title for an
Arab leader or a leader in a Muslim
community or organization (Oxford
Dictionary), would not mean much to
the average Japanese or Papua New
Guinean reader. One possibility would
have been to use a familiar term used to
address clergymen—in Japanese, F11H]
2 A (oshousan) for a Buddhist priest,
A X A (shimpusan) for a Catholic
priest, or in Tok Pisin, pater, pasto, or
talatala for a Catholic, Lutheran, or
Methodist clergyman, respectively. It
was decided, however, that since there
are no equivalent religious positions in
Islam, using such a title in the Japanese
or Tok Pisin translation would not be
appropriate. Instead, the Japanese suf-
fix I T (kakka) was attached to the
nipponized spelling of “Shaykh,” since
it was formerly used as a polite way
of addressing feudal lords and other
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people of high rank. Another suffix, Ji
(kyou, meaning “Lord”), was used with
the title “Pash4d” to indicate Kamal
Pasha’s noble status.

A similar approach was taken
in the Tok Pisin translation, as it
was important to keep in mind that
Baha’v’llah referred to Kamal Pasha
and the Shaykh in polite terms. In Tok
Pisin it is important to publicly rec-
ognize a leader or elder; therefore, as
in Japanese, an honorific title, in this
case bikman “leader,” was added to
“Pasha” and “Shaykh,” with the latter,
like “Shah,” being used unchanged as
proper names, rather than titles. For
“Shah” in paragraph 5, the title King
was added, so that “the Shah” became
“King Shah.” Papua New Guinea is a
Commonwealth nation, and during the
reign of Queen Elizabeth II there was
a convention of using “Misis Kwin” as
the equivalent of “Her Majesty.” With
her passing, a male version equivalent
to “His Majesty” has not yet been de-
veloped, so this English honorific was
left out.

The reference to “divines” in para-
graph 2 was translated as 4 A5 A
DFHE (isuramu no gakushikisha
[scholars of Islam]) in Japanese, and
“bikman bilong lotu” (leaders of reli-
gion) in Tok Pisin. The former is per-
haps weaker than the English term, as it
does not have the clerical connotation,
while the Tok Pisin term emphasizes
the political power they have more than
their education. Thus, although these
seemed to be reasonable compromises,
neither translation fully encapsulates
the nuances of “divines.”

A slightly longer interpolation was
added in Japanese when translating
“[t]his people” in the second paragraph
of the selected passage. Given that
Baha’uv’llah states that they “are as-
siduously occupied in enlightening the
souls of men and in rehabilitating their
condition” and in other portions of the
Epistle He asks the addressee to protect
them, it is clear that He is referring to
the believers. The Japanese translation
therefore incorporated the words /3N
A DIEH T2 Y (bahai no shinjatachi
[believers of Baha’i]) in a footnote to
explain who “this people” refers to. In
Tok Pisin, “this people” was translated
as “ol dispela lain” (this group or com-
munity of people). Thus, in both cases
the translations are more specific than
the English.

Another point that seemed to war-
rant explanation was the reference to
the Qayytim-i-Asma in the sixth para-
graph. There, Bahd’u’llah mentions
that the Crimson Ark has been ordained
by God for the people of Baha “in the
Qayyum-i-Asma.” Since most of the
Writings of the Bab have not been
translated into Japanese or Tok Pisin
yet, it might have been advisable to
integrate an appositive indicating that
the Qayyum-i-Asma was the first work
written by the Bab. A scholarly text
might have even noted an explanation
of this reference given by Baha’u’llah
in the Epistle itself:

We have admonished Our loved
ones to fear God, a fear which
is the fountainhead of all good-
ly deeds and virtues. It is the
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commander of the hosts of justice
in the city of Baha. Happy the man
that hath entered the shadow of its
luminous standard, and laid fast
hold thereon. He, verily, is of the
Companions of the Crimson Ark,
which hath been mentioned in the
Qayyum-i-Asma. (135)

However, to prevent such expository
information from impeding the flow of
the passage, in the Japanese transla-
tion it was decided to simply provide
a Japanese transliteration of the name
of the work and add the character for
“book” (& [sho]) to give readers a clue
as to what it was. The same approach
was adopted in Tok Pisin, with the
word Buk (Book) added to the name
“Qayyim-i-Asma.” In addition, the
subtitle of the book was given in the
Tok Pisin translation: “o Buk bilong
Stori bilong Josep” (or the Book of the
Story of Joseph).

Another area that concerned the
authors was the treatment of terms
and set phrases that appear often in
Baha’i works as well as phraseology
that is often used in Biblical or Quranic
writing. One such term was the phrase
in paragraph 1 that Baha’u’llah often
used for Himself, “This Wronged
One.” In Japanese there is a set term
that has been used in many previous
translations: & D JEF & 1 UFH (kono
shiitagerareshi mono), so it was used
here as well. The original phrase is an
example of the Persian use of a third-
person reference to oneself, which is
also appropriate in Japanese; however,
in English or Tok Pisin, a first-person

pronoun would normally be used to
refer to oneself. Baha’u’llah’s wording
was therefore made clear in Tok Pisin
by the addition “Mi” (I) to produce
the phrase “Mi, dispela Man, ol lain
i wokim rong long Em” (I, this Man
to whom people do wrong things),
followed by the repetition of the first-
person pronoun in the next clause (“Mi
singautim” [ call upon]).

To avoid confusion and link the
translations to previously translated
works, reference was made to pub-
lished translations of prayers and other
writings to determine already estab-
lished terms for words such as “Pen” in
paragraph 2 (in Japanese the loan word
Y [pen], not # [fude], a Japanese
style brush, and in Tok Pisin the some-
what outdated Biblical term “Ingpen”
[ink pen]) and use them in our transla-
tions. Similarly, previously established
terms for “Most Great Ocean” were
incorporated in paragraph 6 (¥ 7%
5 KWEIR [saidainaru oounabara) in
Japanese and Biksolwara [large ocean]
in Tok Pisin), and for “Crimson Ark™ in
paragraph 6 (ALD 5t [shinku no
hakobune] and “Retpela Sip i gat rup
long en” [literally “red ship with a roof
on it”] in Tok Pisin).

The word “crimson” brought up
some questions, as the English word
and the Arabic original both describe
a color and give a connotation of
“blood.” In both Japanese and Tok
Pisin it is necessary to decide between
a word describing a dark red color and
a word meaning “like blood.” In both
languages, words for a color, TRAL
(shinku [dark red]) and retpela (red),
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have been used in Baha’i translations,
as they were already used in Bible
translations, so, as indicated above, the
authors decided to use these terms in
their translations of this passage.

Another word that had previously
been translated into both languages
is “ark.” In the Japanese translation,
5 ¥ (hakobune) was used for “ark,”
since it is used in the Bible in reference
to Noah’s ark. Similarly, in Tok Pisin
the description “Sip i gat rup long en”
(ship with a roof on it) was used, as this
is the term used in the Bible to refer to
Noah’s ark.

This approach did not work in
Japanese for the term “wayward,” as it
has been translated in Japanese Baha’i
prayers and writings as both A&IH
7% (gouwjouna, implying willfully or
obstinately wayward) and XET 5
(meisou suru, suggesting people who
have strayed or gone off course). Initially
KET S (meisou suru) was chosen
because of the nuance of going off the
straight path—off “the way”—but &1
7% (goujouna) was left in parentheses
as a possible option. The Japanese
collaborator who checked the translation
suggested that FRIE7  (goujouna)
sounded more natural in Japanese, so in
the end, that word was used.

In Tok Pisin “the wayward” was
translated using the idiomatic phrase
“ol lain i brukim bus,” which has the
literal meaning “the group of people
who tear down the jungle,” but also
refers to those who thoughtlessly break
rules without regard to others, so it en-
capsulates the meanings of both of the
Japanese alternatives.

There were also cases where adding
any explanatory wording at all was felt
to be too much of an interpretation on
the part of the translator. For instance,
an adjective such as “helpful” or “use-
ful” could have been added to modify
the word “things” in the phrase “How
often have things been simple and easy
of accomplishment” in the second
paragraph to imply that these things
would have been beneficial and not a
waste of time. This would have made
it clearer that Baha’u’llah was pointing
out that policies on language should be
adopted, as it was possible to do so eas-
ily. However, it was felt that this would
have been too much of an interpretation
and the idea was therefore abandoned.

The limited lexicon of a pidgin-cre-
ole language such as Tok Pisin pres-
ents particular problems in choosing
the terminology used in translations.
An example of this was encountered
in translating “Sublime Horizon” in
paragraph 1. “Sublime” was translat-
ed as “Gutpela” (good) here, but as
“Naispela” (nice or beautiful) in para-
graph 3, as there is no one word that
has both the connotations of “good”
and “subtly beautiful” that “sublime”
has in English. Moreover, as there
is no single word with the meaning
“horizon” in Tok Pisin, this needed
to be translated using the descriptive
phrase “ples we heven i bungim graun”
(literally, “place where heaven meets
earth”). A similar problem was encoun-
tered in paragraph 1 with the transla-
tion of “vacillation, repudiation or de-
nial.” Since Tok Pisin does not have a
distinction between “repudiation” and
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“denial,” this phrase with three com-
ponents in English was reduced to two
in Tok Pisin: “tubel o tanim baksait”
(doubt or turn aside).

Some of the archaic English terms
used in Shoghi Effendi’s translation
also presented challenges. One exam-
ple is the phrase “We fain would hope”
at the beginning of paragraph 4. The
Merriam-Webster online dictionary de-
fines “fain,” when used with “would” in
a sentence as “1) with pleasure, gladly;
2) by preference; and 3) by desire.” It
is not natural to combine such adverbs
with a Japanese verb meaning “hope,”
so these connotations were left out and
a Japanese expression meaning “I ar-
dently hope” (WUNZE H : 3 [setsuni
nozomimasu]) was used. In Tok Pisin
the opposite approach was taken by
using the phrase “Mipela bai amamas™
(We will be happy), with happiness be-
ing emphasized and “hope” remaining
unexpressed.

As mentioned in the earlier section,
the use of “Say” in paragraph 5 fol-
lows Quranic usage and was therefore
difficult to translate into both Japanese
and Tok Pisin, as it is a wording that is
unusual in both languages. However, it
has already been translated in a num-
ber of Japanese Bahd’i prayers using
the phrase FZ X (kotoage yo),
which has connotations of a ritual that
uses words to clarify a Shinto princi-
ple. Thus, even though it is not neces-
sarily understandable to the average
Japanese reader, Noguchi decided to
use this wording here as well. In Tok
Pisin the phrase “fok se” was used to
translate “Say.” This wording is used

in the Tok Pisin Bible to indicate direct
quotations, but in most dialects of Tok
Pisin it is an unusual wording. On the
other hand, it might be noted that this
wording is also unusual in English and
that English-speaking Bahd’is may
need to consult others as to its meaning
or gradually come to understand it on
their own. It was therefore thought that
the same process could take place for
people who speak Japanese and Tok
Pisin.

There were other references to Islam
that can be opaque to most Japanese
readers and even more so to Papua New
Guineans. An example of the challeng-
es this can present to translators can be
seen with the translation of “the Kaaba
of God” in paragraph 6. Shoghi Effendi
may have judged that the Kaaba was
sufficiently familiar to English speak-
ers so that no explanation was required,
but the authors felt that this would not
be true in Japan or Papua New Guinea.
Therefore, in the Japanese translation,
the Arabic term was not transliterated
and instead the phrase 75 2 P
(seinaru shinden [sacred shrine]) was
used. In Tok Pisin, the transliterated
Arabic expression was retained, but an
explanatory phrase was added: “Kaaba
o Ples Tambu bilong God” (Kaaba or
God’s Holy Place).

Echoes of biblical wording can be
seen at the end of paragraph 5, where
Bahéa’uv’llah says, “Happy are they who
act; happy are they who understand;
happy the man that hath clung unto the
truth. . . .” This grammatical structure
is similar to that used in the Beatitudes
contained in Matthew 5 in the New
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Testament (e.g., “blessed are the poor
in spirit”). The authors decided to re-
flect this by using phrasing taken from
Japanese and Tok Pisin translations of
the Beatitudes (Matthew 5:3—10 ).

In addition to the above issues in-
volving culture-specific terms in this
short passage, there were also a num-
ber of places where the exact meaning
of the English wording was unclear.
Without access to the original texts
through either exegesis material or
collaboration with Arabic and Persian-
speaking colleagues, it was not possi-
ble to ascertain whether the ambiguity
in English was a reflection of a similar
ambiguity in the original text or the re-
sult of the English wording chosen by
Shoghi Effendi.

For example, in paragraph 6,
Baha’v’llah tells the Shaykh to “en-
ter, then, the Crimson Ark which God
hath ordained in the Qayyum-i-Asma
for the people of Baha.” “Enter” could
mean “get on the ship,” which is how
this was translated into Japanese, or
“go into the ship,” which is how this
was translated into Tok Pisin. In trans-
lating “ordained,” the translators were
unclear whether this meant that God
had ordained the creation of the ship or
that He had set it aside for the people of
Baha. In both the Japanese and the Tok
Pisin translations, the second meaning
was chosen. The Shaykh is then told
what will happen if he should “enter
therein and attain unto it.” Assuming
that “it” refers to the Crimson Ark that
has just been discussed, the question
arises as to how one can “attain” a ship.
The word “attain” suggests that the

Crimson Ark is a station to be reached,
rather than a physical ship. With this
in mind, the Japanese translation used
an equivalent of “attain to this station”
(C OHAZIZER S NS [kono chii ni
tasserareru]), while the Tok Pisin trans-
lation retained some of the ambiguity
of the English with “kamap long en”
(arrive[d] at it).

In at least one case, Japanese seman-
tics forced the translator to make a dis-
tinction that was not present in English.
This involved the choice of a word to
translate the relative pronoun “what”
in the phrase “through which hath ap-
peared what was concealed and pre-
served.” Japanese has three words that
could be used for “what”: koto (¥F),
which is used to refer to actions, events
or abstract things, plus two words, both
pronounced mono, one written with the
character #, indicating that it refers to
a person or persons, and another writ-
ten with the character 7, which is used
for an object or objects. Working on the
assumption that reference here is being
made to the Divine Word or Teachings,
it was decided to use % [koto]. This is-
sue did not arise in Tok Pisin, in which
no relative pronoun is required in this
kind of construction.

PRAGMATIC CONSIDERATIONS—
POLITENESS AND REGISTER

One factor that made this passage espe-
cially difficult to translate into Japanese
concerns the pragmatics of politeness,
as in Arabic, Persian, and Japanese,
speakers are much more sensitive to
honorifics and levels of politeness than
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speakers of English generally are.

For example, at the First Baha’i
World Congress held at London’s
Royal Albert Hall in May 1963, Hand
ofthe Cause Mr. Tarazu’llah Samandari
gave a talk on his “Recollections of
Baha’u’llah.” Throughout the talk, he
prefaced every mention of Baha’u’llah
with various titles, such as “the Blessed
Beauty,” “the Blessed Perfection,” the
“Supreme Manifestation” and so on.
At one point, he follows his use of
Baha’v’llah’s title “Jamal-i-ghedam”
(the Ancient Beauty) with the in-
vocation, “Jalla Dhikrihu’l ‘azam”
(“Exalted be He Who is the most great
Remembrance of God”). His interpret-
er, Marzieh Gail, an Iranian-American
Baha’i who was widely regarded as
one of the most capable translators
from Persian into English at the time,
repeatedly omitted these modifiers,
simply saying “Baha’u’llah said” or
“Baha’v’llah did” (Samandari). Her
translation highlights an important dif-
ference between Persian and English
in terms of their pragmatics and con-
ventions of politeness, and specifically,
their use of honorifics. This difference
becomes problematic when using
translations into English as the basis
for translations into a language such as
Japanese in which sensitivity to honor-
ifics and polite wording is critical.

Kédar and Bargiela-Chiappini stress
that politeness is a “culture-specific
phenomenon”. They note that Lakoff
discusses politeness “as a phenomenon
by means of which cultures can be cat-
egorized.” In Lakoff’s view, there are
three basic rules for conflict avoidance:

distance, deference, and camaraderie.
Cultures can be categorized according
to which of these rules are emphasized
more. For example, distance is more
prominent in British culture, deference
more prominent in Japanese culture,
and camaraderie more prominent in
Australian culture (2).

While Kadar and Bargiela-Chiappini
point out that research conducted after
2000 tends to downplay the normative
role of culture in analyzing politeness,
instead treating it as one of many fac-
tors—albeit an important one—that
affect the language used in interac-
tions, Wierzbicka stresses the salience
of cultural differences in language use
and argues that the extent of these dif-
ferences tends to be underestimated in
research into pragmatics and polite-
ness (67). She argues that linguistic
interactions are best analyzed using the
predominant values of the respective
cultures—for example, self-assertion
in English as opposed to 3&& ([enryo]
holding back out of consideration for
others in order not to cause X2 [mei-
waku, trouble] to them) in Japanese
culture. For instance, an assertion of a
need that might be considered polite or
at least non-offensive in English may
come across as rude if directly translat-
ed into Japanese because it would not
show the culturally appropriate amount
of “enryo.”

In addition to this emphasis on
deference, Japanese culture also
stresses the relationship between
speaker and listener or writer and
reader in the phrasing used in oral
communication and letters. For
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example, in both spoken and written
Japanese, the wording of the invitation
“Could you come to dinner?” would
be different depending upon whether
one was a professor inviting a student,
a student inviting a professor, or a
friend inviting a friend. The word
for “dinner” would change (Nisbett
53-54), and different verbs would
be used as well. A student inviting a
professor might say, “& L XA UMb
Shkbo. BEFIITHLOH oL
WA D (Moshi yoroshikattara,
oshokuji ni demo irrashaimasen ka
[If it is all right (with you), wouldn’t
(you) (honorably) go to (honorable)
dinner ?]). On the other hand, to a good
friend, a young Japanese male might
say “BRBITAT 270 (Meshi kui
ni ikanai? [Won’t (you) go (with me)
to down some grub?]). In fact, Suzuki
argues that you cannot really utter a
sentence in Japanese without knowing
who the listener will be, because
everything about the sentence changes
according to the relationship between
the speaker and the hearer. This issue
of highly specific levels of politeness
and the convention of tailoring one’s
language to indicate an awareness of
interpersonal relationships and show
social deference through the use
of honorifics and humble language
is not limited to Japanese: other
Asian languages such as Korean and
Indonesian also have comparable
systems of polite language.

Of particular concern in this research
project were the differences between
the Persian and English concepts of
politeness, since many of the original

Baha’i writings were in Persian but, as
pointed out above, it is generally their
English translations that are used as the
basis from which translations into oth-
er languages are made.

According to Izadi, Persian is “an
honorific-rich language” (83). Sharifian
contrasts Persian and English, noting
that the concepts of deference and re-
spect in western English-speaking cul-
tures reflect egalitarianism, while the
Persian concept of ehteram (deference,
respect) reflects hierarchy. Similarly, a
study by Kamehkosh and Larina found
that British definitions of politeness
were consistent with such cultural val-
ues as “equality” and “independence”
and often focused on respect for equal
rights. In contrast, the Iranian partici-
pants in their study tended to define
politeness in terms of respecting their
elders, including parents and grand-
parents, and honoring those of higher
status such as teachers and seniors
(606-607).

According to Izadi, the use of hon-
orifics in Persian indicates the speak-
er’s awareness of their own and the
hearer’s social standing, among oth-
er attributes. He also notes that it is
linked to the Persian cultural concept
of tarof, or Persian ritual politeness,
which includes compliments, flattery
and formality, as well as the concepts
of good manners and respect. Hodge
(1957) categorized Persian speech into
four politeness levels: familiar, polite,
deferential and royal in terms of differ-
ence in address terms (cited in Yousofi
et al. 70). Izadi summarized the use of
honorifics in Persian as follows:



42 The Journal of Baha’i Studies 34.1-4 2024

Grammatical honorifics in Persian
include the use of plural pronoun
[sic] (plural form of T/V) to ad-
dress a singular addressee and a
referent, plural form of the verb
to implicate a singular person
to agree with plural (respected)
subject, and switching the second
person to the third person pronoun
to refer to the addressee. These
grammatical honorifics are often
combined with a rich constellation
of lexical honorifics that involve
using the deferential alternative
of neutral verbs and nouns, to
convey the deferential form of the
language, which is used to lower
the “self” and elevate the “other”
(Beeman, 1976, 2001; Sharifian,
2008) in the form of an extremely
hierarchical conversation between
a servant and a lord. (83)

Beeman found similarities between
Persian and Japanese in terms of the
two languages’ use of honorifics, al-
though he noted that the grammati-
cal forms of Persian are simpler than
Japanese while its morphological sys-
tem is more complex (31-57). Saberi
lists a number of social-cultural values
prevalent in Iranian society. Several of
these are similar to Japanese values,
including “its group-oriented nature,”
“sensitivity to giving trouble to others,”
“the importance of seniority in terms of
age and social status,” and “differenti-
ation between members of the ‘inner
circle’ and the ‘outer circle.””

Given this analysis, the question that
faces translators of the Bahd’i writings

into Japanese and other languages that
have highly complex systems of polite-
ness is whether or not to go beyond the
English translation’s rather flattened or
egalitarian modes of expressions in or-
der to reflect the register of the Persian
original. That is, should the translator
into Japanese try to find ways to cap-
ture the level of politeness that the Bab,
Baha’u’llah, or ‘Abdu’l-Baha used in
the original passage and express that
in Japanese by adjusting forms of ad-
dress and self-reference as well as verb
forms in spite of the fact that not all of
the original politeness strategies are re-
flected in the English translation?!?
Many of the translations of Baha’i
sacred texts into Japanese to date have
employed a register used by those in
authority, such as kings or teachers,
to speak to their subjects or students.
They also in general have used the
plain form of Japanese verbs, which

12 It would be incorrect to say that
Shoghi Effendi’s English translations re-
flect none of the original language text’s
politeness strategies. For example, his
translation of phrases such as “magnified
be His name,” “exalted be His glory,” etc.,
which break up the flow of the English text,
do signal to the English reader that there is
a level of politeness, and often reverence
for God and His Manifestations in the text
that goes beyond what is typically seen in
English. On the other hand, these English
translations do not give much of an indica-
tion of how verb forms and other wording
are adjusted to reflect the respective social
positions and social distance between the
writer (Baha’u’llah) and addressees such
as the Shakyh—adjustments that are re-
quired in languages such as Japanese.
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is the style preferred in scholarly writ-
ing. This may be quite appropriate for
a work such as The Hidden Words, in
which Baha’u’llah is addressing hu-
manity in God’s voice. But what about
the Epistle to the Son of the Wolf, which
is a letter written to the son of a pow-
erful Muslim cleric, a man who—Ilike
his father—persecuted Baha’u’llah’s
followers? Did Baha’u’llah use the
language of a superior talking to a
subordinate, or did He choose a more
“polite” or humble tone? The English
translation offers only slight hints as to
the answer to this question.

Japanese translators are therefore
left with a dilemma when translating
Tablets and other writings addressed to
specific people. Should they adhere to
the flatter English style of wording and
create a translation that does not follow
Japanese pragmatic conventions, try to
guess the level of politeness or humility
Baha’v’llah might have chosen to use
in addressing the recipient of the Tablet
or Epistle, or seek out experts who can
help them make more informed lan-
guage choices? It would be helpful to
have annotated versions of works such
as the Epistle with explanations of the
tone and types of language (honorific
or humble, etc.) used in each portion
so that translators into languages with
complex systems of polite language
such as Japanese could reflect them in
their translations.

In translating the passages in
Appendix A from the Epistle, the au-
thors were fortunate to be able to call
upon the assistance of an able Iranian
friend who is fluent in Persian and

Arabic and has extensive experience
in dealing with the Baha’i writings.
In an email, he writes that the Epistle
contains both Persian and Arabic pas-
sages, including some paragraphs that
mix the two languages, and comments:

Generally speaking the tone of the
Epistle varies from one subject to
another. The Blessed Beauty in
some passages uses condemnatory
and strong statements, and in oth-
er passages He takes up a loving
exhortation tone and still in some
other passages He employs a hum-
ble posture of writing. Referring to
the specific paragraphs you have
mentioned, Baha’u’llah employs
a polite yet humble style of writ-
ing and the tone is that of loving
exhortation. He refers to Kamal
Pasha in polite terms. He has used
a humble polite loving exhortation
tone, like a kind loving teacher
guiding his students. "

Noguchi drew on these insights in
her choice of Japanese wording. For the
overall register of the passage, the T 37/
% 4 (desu/masu) verb forms that indi-
cate politeness or distance in Japanese
were selected. As explained above, in
translating “O Shaykh” in paragraphs
2 and 6, the address form [# T (kakka)
was added to the Japanese translitera-
tion of “Shaykh,” since “kakka” was
formerly used when addressing people

13 Email message from Jiyan
Ghadimi to Mary Noguchi, 3 November,
2021.



44 The Journal of Baha’i Studies 34.1-4 2024

of high rank. Because it is generally not
considered polite to use any of the sec-
ond-person pronouns in Japanese, /\
VYT (Pasha Kakka), 233 ¢ J
(Pasha kyou) and [l T (kakka), similar
in meaning to “Your lordship,” were
used in place of “you” in translating
Baha’u’llah’s words to Kamal Pasha,
while PET (Heika [Your Majesty])
was used when He addressed the Shah.

In translating Baha’u’llah’s account
of His interactions with Kamal Pasha
in paragraph 3, the honorific verb 1 -
U % % (ossharu) and the polite verb
ending 79 (masu) were used for
“said.” Honorific verbs such as 7& X
W% U7 (nasaimashita [did]) and 3
FHITI 5 126 (onozomi ni nattara
[If thou desirest]) were selected to
translate the verbs Baha’u’llah used
when referring to the Pasha, while
humble verb forms suchas B1x A U %
9 (otsutae shimasu [will communicate
them to thee]) were chosen to translate
the words Baha’u’llah used to refer to
His own actions.

Similarly, in paragraph 5 honorific
verbs were chosen for the words
Baha’u’llah used when referring to
the Shah (for instance, &7k & -
T I WVgY  [doryoku nasatte
kudasaimase] for “exert thyself”),
while humble terms such as [\ TH
b 29 A (muiteorimasen [are turned
towards naught]) were used to translate
the verbs Bahd’u’llah used when
referring to His own actions. At first,
Noguchi translated “We” and “Us”
as & (ware), an old-fashioned first-
person pronoun which has been used
in such works as The Hidden Words to

translate “I”” and “Me.” However, since
this usage has the nuance of someone
in a higher position talking down
to a subordinate, she reconsidered
this choice and decided to use /| \A:
(shousei [literally, “little life”’]), a first-
person pronoun often used by males in
letter writing, since it conveys a sense
of polite humility.

These considerations of the prag-
matics of politeness were less import-
ant in the translation into Tok Pisin, as
Tok Pisin is a primarily oral language
in which politeness and respect are ex-
pressed more in body language than in
the choice of words. Moreover, as a pid-
gin-creole contact language, it is even
more “flat” than English in expressing
deference or social differentiation.

Nevertheless, some adapta-
tions were needed to ensure that
Baha’v’llah’s Tok Pisin voice was
polite but firm. One such adaptation
was the addition of the word “nogat”
in paragraphs 1 and 5. This word acts
as an intensifier to negative sentences,
a kind of oral exclamation point, and
is an oratory technique often used in
certain areas of Papua New Guinea. By
using it here, in addition to emphasiz-
ing the particular points being made, it
marks Baha’u’llah as a skilled orator. It
should be noted, however, that it is not
a direct translation of any specific part
of the English text.

The above list is not exhaustive, but
represents examples of the many chal-
lenges the authors faced in translating
a fairly short passage from the Writings
of Baha’u’llah.
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FURTHER CHALLENGES OF
TRANSLATING THE BAHA’T WRITINGS
INTO JAPANESE

In addition to the challenges of finding
appropriate wording in cases where
culture-specific terminology was used
or when the meaning of the English
wording needed to be clarified, as well
as the pragmatic concerns outlined in
the previous section, the translation of
English texts into Japanese involves a
number of other challenges.

One is related to the tendency of the
Japanese language to rely on context
much more than English does, particu-
larly in terms of the use of subjects and
objects. Edward Hall explained that
in general, communication in English
tends to adopt a “low-context” style in
which things are explicitly stated so
that they can be understood by anyone
without reference to background in-
formation. In contrast, communication
in Japanese, like that in a number of
other non-Western cultures, tends to
rely heavily on the participants’ under-
standing of who is conversing, where
they are, and what they are talking
about. Subjects of sentences are gener-
ally omitted if they can be understood
from context. In many cases, in addi-
tion to the context, the form of the verb
(e.g., honorific, polite, or humble) also
indicates the subject, which therefore
is left unmentioned. In fact, Martin
estimates that subjects are omitted in
approximately three quarters of all
sentences in oral Japanese. Hall calls
this “high-context” communication.
Thus, one choice that a translator from

English into Japanese has to make is
which subjects to include and which to
elide, since a “faithful” rendering of all
of the sentence subjects in the source
text would result in extremely unnatu-
ral sounding Japanese.

In this research project, Noguchi
strove to develop a more natural-
sounding Japanese translation by
omitting many of the subjects of the
sentences and implying them by the use
of honorific or humble verbs and other
wording. For example, in paragraph 4,
Baha’u’llah writes, “If thou desirest,
We will communicate them to thee.”
Noguchi translated this sentence as
bL. BEAR AL, Zhbizow
TIEHREBEAL 2. (Moshi,
onozomi nara, sorera ni tsuite jouhou
wo otsutaeshimasu [if / honorably
wish /(conditional)/, them / about /
information / (object case particle) /
will humbly give]), omitting “thou,”
“We” and “thee” but implying them
in a natural Japanese manner, by using
honorific verbs for those referring to
the Shaykh, and humble verbs for those
pertaining to Baha’u’llah Himself.

Pronouns are another source of dif-
ficulty. Takao Suzuki explains that in-
stead of using Western-style first- and
second-person pronouns in a conver-
sation, Japanese follows a pattern of
choosing terms of self-reference and
address based on rules used in family
dialogue, where individuals of higher
age or status are referred to by their re-
lationship to the youngest person in the
family, and those of lower age or status
are called by their name. This pattern
of self-reference and address is carried
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over into conversations outside of the
family as well. Therefore, even though
Japanese has several words that could
be translated as “you” (e.g., B 5 [ana-
tal, & [kimi], and BHI [omae)), it is
more common for a speaker or writer
to refer to the other person by their re-
lationship (“Father”) or their title (e.g.,
“Professor” or “Department Head”),
unless the other person is younger and/
or of lower status. In fact, there is no
personal pronoun that is convention-
ally used today to refer to someone of
higher status in Japanese conversation
or writing.

This makes it difficult to trans-
late words like “Thee” and “Thou”
in prayers. Japanese translators have
generally chosen to use ff [kami]
(“God”) or F [shu] (“Lord”), or one
of the second-person pronouns usual-
ly reserved for use in an intimate re-
lationship (B [anata] or F [kimi],
for “Thee”, “Thou,” and “Thine”).
For “you” in passages written in the
voice of God or the Manifestation, as
in The Hidden Words, X [nanji], an
old-fashioned second-person pronoun,
is used. Similarly, while Japanese has
several words that can mean “I” (%A
[watakushi] or [watashi], 1% [boku],
and & [ore]), they tend to be dropped
in conversation and writing whenever
the context or verb ending makes such
wording unnecessary. Thus, translators
of the writings have to choose between
“faithful” renderings of all pronouns
and dropping the subjects “I” and
“you” to make the translation sound
more natural.

As illustrated above,

B

Noguchi

omitted many of the subjects and
objects in sentences in her translation
of the selected passage from the
Epistle, but clarified the content
through use of honorifics and humble
language. However, she used the title
'~ (kakka [your lordship]) instead
of &7 72 (anata [you]) or another
second-person pronoun to translate
the “You” in the third paragraph (“You
have wasted your life.”). Also, as
explained above, /ME (shousei) was
used to translate “We” and “Us” when
Baha’v’llah was referring to Himself
in the above passage and a pronoun
was needed to clarify the meaning.
Another difference between English
and Japanese that poses particular
problems when translating the Baha’i
writings is the lack of capital letters in
Japanese. As was pointed out above,
Persian does not have capital letters
either, but the English translations of
the writings clearly distinguish be-
tween “He,” a reference to God or the
Manifestation, and “he,” an ordinary
human male. In other terms such as
“Dayspring” and “Sun,” capitalization
indicates that the term refers to some-
thing divine. Japanese translators have
devised several approaches to try to
add this nuance. They have enclosed
the word in Japanese quotation marks
(e.g., "%, ), printed it in bold or
added a dot above or below the char-
acters to signify “He” with a capital
letter. Unfortunately, such approaches
make the resulting text look messy and
do not necessarily convey the intended
meaning, so they have been dropped
in recent years. Instead, explanatory
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wording is occasionally added when
translating “He” (e.g., fi1lZ B b3 1H
7 [kami ni owasu onkata: the honor-
able One who is God]).

Although there were many capital
letters in the selected passage from the
Epistle, there were not any cases in
which the meaning would become un-
clear if they were not indicated in some
manner, so this did not pose a problem
in this particular translation.

A third issue are the differences
between the Baha’i way of referring
to Middle Eastern place names and
the names in use today: for example,
Persia instead of Iran, Constantinople
instead of Istanbul, and Adrianople
instead of Edirne. Japanese translators
of the writings have tended to reflect
the terms used in the English transla-
tions, while adding the current name
in parentheses immediately after it
(eg, TRV FP ) =T EEOT
T 4 )V A): “Adrianople [present-day
Edirne]”) if it is thought to be import-
ant to the understanding of the text.
Although “Constantinople” appeared
in this passage, Noguchi did not add
any explanation because it was sim-
ply used by Baha’u’llah to refer to the
name of the city at that time, and she
thought that when the entire Epistle is
translated, geographical and biograph-
ical notes would most likely be includ-
ed in an index, making explanations in
the body of the text unnecessary.

A fourth issue in translating the
writings is the difference between
English and Japanese grammatical
structures. While in an English sentence
the order in which words occur clarifies

which nouns are subjects and which
are objects, Japanese indicates subject
and object through the use of particles,
so the word order can vary freely.
Moreover, as in Persian, Japanese
verbs and negations come at the end
of a sentence instead of in the middle,
as they do in English, so it is not clear
until the end of the sentence whether
the statement is positive or negative.
Finally, the placement of phrasal
modifiers differs: complements follow
the head in English (e.g., “the language
in which all the peoples of the world
would converse”, paragraph 3, lines
7-8) while they precede the head in
Japanese (e.g, tHHADITXTOA
X > TAREETS 5 51 [sekai no
subete no hitobito ga tsukatte danwa
suru kotoba: world /’s / all /people / use
to / converse / language]). These major
differences in sentence structure can
make it difficult to translate complex
sentences, especially those written by
the Guardian or the Universal House of
Justice. In many cases, a long English
sentence has to be broken down into
smaller segments in order to effectively
convey all of the content in Japanese.
In translating the selected passage from
the Epistle, the differences in sentence
structure were of course reflected, but
the sentences were not so complex as
to require breaking them up to facilitate
comprehension.

One further issue in the translation
of the writings into Japanese is that
to date there has been no coordina-
tion with academics or other religious
groups to help establish consistency
in the wording of common religious
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terms, so Japanese translations of the
Baha’i writings can seem extremely
foreign to the average reader, even if
they are active members of another re-
ligion. Moreover, the many quotations
from the Qur’an in the Baha’i writings
have been independently translat-
ed into Japanese rather than copying
the wording from one of the existing
Japanese translations of this holy book.
Quotations from the Bible also tend
to be newly translated, although oc-
casionally Japanese translations of the
Bible are referred to. Again, this robs
Japanese readers of resonance with
other spiritual traditions and is a prac-
tice that we feel should be reconsidered
from now on.

FURTHER CHALLENGES OF
TRANSLATING THE BAHA’T WRITINGS
INTO ToOK PISIN

Orthography is a major issue that aris-
es in translating the writings into Tok
Pisin. Since the 1980s, translations
into Tok Pisin have for the most part
employed the same standard orthog-
raphy as that used in the Tok Pisin
Bible and the Oxford University Press
Papua New Guinea Tok Pisin English
Dictionary (Volker). However, the
Research Department at the Baha’i
World Centre urges Baha’i transla-
tors and writers in languages using
the Latin alphabet to strictly follow
the transliteration practices used by
Shoghi Effendi, thereby standardiz-
ing the spelling of Baha’i names and
terms in all Latin-based orthographies
(letter dated 11 September 1991). In

Tok Pisin, this means breaking the
orthographic rules of the language or
using letters that do not exist in the of-
ficial orthography (i.e., the letters ¢, g,
x, and z, double consonants, and letters
with diacritics and accents), so that the
names of prominent early believers are
written in Tok Pisin as “Quddus” and
“‘Ali” instead of “Kudus” and “Ali.”
In contrast, Bible translations adjust
Greek and Hebrew names to fit Tok
Pisin orthographic norms. For exam-
ple, because Tok Pisin does not allow
final voiced consonants,'* the Tok Pisin
Bible uses “Jekop” for Greek “loxwf”
[lakob: Jacob], and “Devit” for Hebrew
“7117” [dawid: David]. Translations of
the Baha’i writings are thus set some-
what apart from the national norm, and
it can be difficult for people without ed-
ucation in English to pronounce names
such as Chihriq, Qayyim-i-Asma, and
Qudduas which, in Standard Tok Pisin
orthography would have been, respec-
tively, “Sirik,” “Kayum i Asma,” and
“Kudus.”

Other problems encountered in
translating the writings into Tok
Pisin relate to its being a relatively
young pidgin-creole language with
a restricted vocabulary. Translators
must often coin new expressions to
fill gaps in the language, or use semi-
synonyms. For the verb “manifest,”
for example, translators have used
expressions  that literally —mean
“show” (soimaut) or “show in an open

14 The voiced consonants b, d, g,
and z cannot occur at the end of a word,
except in the word God.
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place” (soimaut long ples klia), but
the noun “Manifestation” ends up
being expressed with etymologically
unrelated words that literally mean
“intermediary” (Namelman) or
“representative” (Mausman); thus, a
linguistic connection between the act
of God manifesting Himself and the
Manifestations themselves is lost. As
mentioned above, no translation is
perfect, and this loss of an etymological
connection between the Manifestation
and His being manifest is probably the
least imperfect way to express these
thoughts within the structures of the
Tok Pisin lexicon.

Because formal education in Papua
New Guinea is conducted in English,
academic discourse among educated
people tends to be in that language,
not Tok Pisin, in the same way that
earlier intellectual discourse in Europe
was once carried out in Latin and not
the national languages people spoke
in their daily lives. Even when they
are speaking Tok Pisin, educated
people tend to use a lot of the English
terminology that they have learned at
school, even where more transparent
Tok Pisin words or expressions exist.
With this tendency to use transliterated
English words in written Tok Pisin,
passages and concepts are often not
immediately comprehensible to people
who do not know English. Even if
people do know the English word,
they may not have a grasp of all of
the semantic range of the word in
English. Many people, for example,
might understand the word “jastes,” a
transliteration of English “justice,” but

only in the sense of the Department of
Justice and its court system, and not
with the abstract ethical connotations
of English “justice,” which can be
translated as the more easily understood
expressions stretpela pasin ot stretpasin
(literally “correct behaviour”). While
these are more transparent to most
ordinary Tok Pisin speakers, they also
do not encapsulate the wide range of
both ethical and legal connotations
that the English term “justice” does.
Luckily, tautology is regarded as a
characteristic of good style in Tok
Pisin, so that combining these two
phrases (“jastes o stretpasin”) solves
this issue to some extent, at least for
those with some knowledge of English.

We have seen above that Japanese
translators must take into account the
differences between the English and
Japanese pronominal systems. This
is also the case with Tok Pisin. One
problem relates to the English word
“we.” Tok Pisin differentiates between
an inclusive “we” (yumi) that includes
the speaker(s), the person(s) being
addressed, and possibly other people,
and an exclusive “we” (mipela) that
includes the speaker(s) and at least
one third person, but excludes the per-
son(s) being addressed. The language
also does not have the “royal we” used
in both English and Arabic by the
sovereign speaking about him or her-
self and in the English translations of
the Baha’i writings in some contexts
to differentiate between Bahd’u’llah
speaking as a Manifestation of the
Divine and His speaking of Himself as
an individual man. In the latter case,
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Baha’u’llah often spoke of Himself in
the third person, using phrases such as
“this Wronged One.”

Using the first-person pronoun
Mi (I) for both the “royal we” and
the third-person references conflates
these two usages in an ambiguity that
is not present in the English transla-
tion and, presumably, in the original.
Using the Tok Pisin first-person plu-
ral exclusive pronoun Mipela (We,
but not you) for the English “royal
we,” on the other hand, invites the
Tok Pisin reader to ask who besides
God is doing these things. Translators
need to choose between these two
options in any particular passage,
making a decision based on stylistic
preferences and on what kind of am-
biguity will be less confusing in that
passage.

Another issue that arises is re-
lated to third-person pronouns.
Unthinkingly following English us-
age in third-person pronouns can
sometimes hide distinctions and lead
to confusion that can be avoided by
the use of nouns instead of pronouns.
In the third-person singular, Tok Pisin
uses only one pronoun and, for sen-
tence subjects and objects, does not
differentiate between male and female
or animate and inanimate like English
does with “he,” “she,” and “it.” But
after prepositions, the standard dia-
lect used in Bible (Buk Baibel) trans-
lations employs third-person singular
pronouns that differentiate between
human (em) and nonhuman (en)
referents. Bahd’i translations have
followed this pattern. In translating

from English translations of the
Bah4’i writings, this means needing
to know whether prepositional phras-
es such as “of Him,” “with Him” or
“to Him” refer to Baha’u’llah, a hu-
man (£m), or God, a nonhuman (En).
This is often not clear from the con-
text alone. Reference here to the orig-
inal text, to a written exegesis, or to
a scholar conversant with the original
text would be ideal ways to solve this
ambiguity. Unfortunately, at present,
translators are left to their intuition.
The different time-modal-aspect
marking requirements of English and
Tok Pisin can also lead to problems
when translating. Unlike English, the
overt marking of verb tense is op-
tional in Tok Pisin, but the marking
of aspect (distinguishing between a
single non-repeated action and ha-
bitual or extended action as well as
between completed or not completed
action) is obligatory. Often a transla-
tor must make an arbitrary decision
about whether an action happened
a single short time, over an extend-
ed period of time, or was repeated
habitually over a longer period of
time. It is also necessary to specifi-
cally mark any action that has been
completed. For example, when faced
with the statement by Baha’u’lldh
that “the believers suffered,” the
translator must decide whether to ex-
press this as “the believers suffer(ed)
one time,” “the believers suffer(ed)
over a long period of time,” or “the
believers suffer(ed) repeatedly.”
Similarly, the translator must decide
whether this suffering had ended or
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if it was continuing at the time when
Baha’u’llah was writing. Finally, the
translator must decide if it is abso-
lutely necessary to mark grammati-
cally that this suffering happened in
the past or if this information can
be omitted for stylistic reasons. The
absence of detailed exegesis aids can
make these decisions quite difficult.
Again, consultation with a scholar
of the original text or reference to a
detailed written exegesis could help
translators solve these problems.

As with the translation of the writ-
ings into any language outside the
Middle East, expressions related to
the social environment of nineteenth
century Middle Eastern societies can
cause difficulty. Unlike European lan-
guages, which have been in contact
with Arabic-speaking societies for
centuries and have developed vocab-
ulary to describe institutions and con-
cepts in the Muslim world, the only
Middle Eastern societies that Papua
New Guinea has had exposure to are
those described in the Bible, with few
written references to societies in the
Middle East after the time of the New
Testament. Similarly, since Islam ar-
rived in Papua New Guinea even later
than the Baha’i Faith, Tok Pisin has
no established vocabulary for Islamic
concepts, and Papua New Guineans
are even less aware of Muslim be-
liefs or Quranic and hadith stories or
wording than Europeans, in whose
languages there are set phrases for
concepts such as obligatory prayers,
the Qiblih, hadith, and mosques.

CHALLENGES FACING ALL
TRANSLATORS OF THE WRITINGS INTO
LANGUAGES OTHER THAN ENGLISH

Having laid out issues that the au-
thors faced in their research project
involving translating a short passage
of the Epistle to the Son of the Wolf
into Japanese and Tok Pisin, as well as
general concerns faced by translators
of the Baha’i writings into these two
languages, the authors would like to
outline two broader concerns facing
translators of the writings into languag-
es other than English. We hope, by this
means, to encourage other translators
to share the challenges they have en-
countered as well as approaches they
have taken to deal with them.

ISSUES WITH TRANSLITERATION
AND PROPER NOUNS

The original Baha’i writings were writ-
ten in Arabic, Persian, and Ottoman
Turkish, which share a script that is
more or less the same. Today most lan-
guages in the world (including modern
Turkish) use orthographies that are
based on the Latin alphabet. Numerous
systems of transliterating Arabic and
Persian words using the Latin alphabet
have been developed. Baha’i com-
munities have tended to adopt certain
choices, so that we can speak of a rather
idiosyncratic Baha’i style of transliter-
ation that sets it apart from norms used
in academic or in journalistic writing.
The main reason for this is the con-
tinuing adherence of Bahd’is to the
decision made by Shoghi Effendi in
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the 1920s to follow the transliteration
system adopted “at a recent congress of
Orientalists” (Light of Divine Guidance
49). That system is no longer in com-
mon use today by academics, who nor-
mally use macrons instead of accent
marks (for example, Baha’u’llah rather
than Baha’u’llah) and avoid underlin-
ing consonant digraphs (such as gh or
sh). Further confusing the issue is the
tendency of journalists and other main-
stream writers to avoid the use of id-
iosyncratic accents and diacritic marks
altogether and as a rule to write the
names of people and places according
to the spelling conventions of the indi-
vidual languages of their readers. For
these reasons, Middle Eastern proper
nouns are often spelled differently in
different languages using the Latin
alphabet.

As noted above, the Research
Department at the Baha’i World Center
urges Baha’i translators and writers in
languages using the Latin alphabet to
strictly follow the transliteration prac-
tices used by Shoghi Effendi.'” This
should be done even when it breaks the
orthographic rules of the language or
uses letters that do not exist in the or-
thography of the target language, as is
the case for Tok Pisin. One reason for
this policy is to facilitate the recogni-
tion of names and Arabic and Persian
words in all languages using the Latin
alphabet. Additional reasons given are

15  For example, in a letter to Volker
dated 11 September 1991. This system
is explained in depth in Transliteration
System, a document available on the Baha’i
Reference Library.

to avoid problems with certain words
that are written the same in Arabic and
Persian, but pronounced differently (for
example with Ridvan, as discussed lat-
er) and to retain phonemic distinctions
that are important in Arabic, such as
between Vdhid (meaning “unity” and
often used as a reference to the number
nineteen) and Vahid (the title given to a
prominent early Babi martyr).

The following explanation of the
difference between transcription and
transliteration, and the reason for ad-
hering to the rules of transliteration for
the original language, are provided on
the Baha’i Reference Library website:

Unlike transcription, translitera-
tion is not intended as a guide to
the pronunciation of the words
of one language in the phonetic
system of a different language,
but rather to provide a key to the
spelling of the words in the orig-
inal language. The symbols used
in transliteration thus serve only
as an approximate indication of
pronunciation. As the symbols are
a key to the spelling in the original
language, their pronunciation is
determined by the context: Arabic
pronunciation in an Arabic con-
text, and Persian in a Persian con-
text, while Arabic terms embedded
in a Persian text are subject to the
rules of Persian. (Transliteration
System)

In its letter of 11 September 1991,
the Research Department does sug-
gest that the conventional spelling of
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city and regional names can be used
for well-known localities, so that in
English “Mecca” can be used instead
of “Makkah.” Changes in the ethnic
composition or political status of cit-
ies can lead to problems, however,
and a choice must sometimes be made
between using a well-known histori-
cal name or a contemporary name, or
between names favored by one or an-
other ethnic group. For example, many
Turkish cities in which Baha’u’llah
lived previously had a Greek name
that was often better known in the
West than the Turkish name that is in
common international use today. Yet
Baha’is tend to use the Greek name
that today is no longer in general use.
This means that in translations of the
Bahd’i writings, the Turkish city in
Europe where Baha’u’llah lived for
many years is usually called by its
Greek name, “Adrianople,” rather
than by its Turkish name, “Edirne.”
Similarly, localities in Israel tend to
be referred to using their Arabic rather
than Hebrew or European names (for
instance, Arabic “‘Akka” rather than
Hebrew “Akko” or French and English
“Acre”). However, for localities that
are important in the Bible, Baha’i
publications tend to use the name and
spelling that is common in the target
language (such as, “Mt. Carmel” and
“Jerusalem” in English).

Another source of difficulty is the
fact that some of the people referred
to in both the Bible and the Qur’an
have different names in these two holy
books. When the names are similar,
such as “David” and “Aaron” in the

Bible and “Dawud” and “Haran” in
the Qur’an, the tendency in English
translations of Baha’i writings is for
them to be referred to by the name that
is commonly used in the translation of
the Bible in the target language, but
where the names are different or where
the correspondence is contested, the
Quranic Arabic name is used, with a
complete transliteration, including di-
acritical marks. This is the case with
“Hud” in the Kitab-i-igan (9), who
many, but not all, scholars identify
with the biblical “Eber.”

A further problem with names is that
personal titles in the Baha’i writings
are often transliterated strictly from
Arabic when equivalent English loan
words from Arabic already exist. The
use of such transliterations can obscure
the actual meaning of the title. An ex-
ample of this is the aforementioned
title “Sheikh,” which is usually trans-
literated in Baha’i texts as “Shaykh,”
causing confusion for some English
readers, who do not understand that the
terms are identical.

The result of all of these transliter-
ation conventions has been the devel-
opment of a particular register used in
translations of the Baha’i writings in
many languages. This register is not
limited to the printed page. Because
of the influence of Persian speakers,
it also affects the way that Arabic
words related to the Baha’i Faith are
pronounced by many people outside
the Middle East. Persian has many
loan words from Arabic, especially
words related to religion and theolo-
gy. While these loan words are written
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in the same way in both languages,
because Persian does not make many
of the phonemic distinctions between
consonants that Arabic does, the pro-
nunciation of a number of letters that
have different pronunciations in Arabic
is collapsed or changed to fit Persian
phonology.

Because the overwhelming majori-
ty of early Baha’is were Persian, and
not Arabic, speakers, and it was these
believers who first brought the Baha’i
Faith to the West, Persian pronuncia-
tions of Arabic words were introduced
into many languages. The result is that
while words may be transliterated in
writing according to a strict system
from Arabic, as mentioned in the above
quotation, they tend to be pronounced
according to the way they would be
pronounced in Persian in Baha’i set-
tings. An example of this phenomenon
1s “Ridvan,” which is written accord-
ing to its transliteration from classical
Arabic, but is given a more Persian
pronunciation, Rizwdn,'® by almost all
non-Arab Baha’is.

The peculiarities of transliteration
into the Latin alphabet and the use of
Persian pronunciations are often car-
ried into languages with other writing
systems, as many of the early Baha’is
taking the Faith to new countries were
Westerners who usually had no expe-
rience with Arabic or Persian. Often,

16  This is actually a hybrid pronun-
ciation that mixes elements of Arabic and
Persian, as an accurate Persian transliter-
ation would be Rezvan. The latter has ap-
parently influenced the transliteration into
Japanese, L AU Y [rezuwan].

distinctions not made in these western
languages were not made in the target
languages of further translations either.
An example of this is the translitera-
tion of vowels in Japanese translations
of Arabic and Persian names. As in
Arabic, vowel length is important in
Japanese, with short and long vowel
length being phonemically significant.
But many of the early Baha’is who
brought the Bah4’i Faith to Japan were
native speakers of English, a language
where vowel length is not phonemical-
ly important. As a result, an early stan-
dardized list of names and terminology
still in use in Japan fails to make vowel
length distinctions in its transliteration
of Arabic terms (National Translation
Committee). “Jalal” (“Glory,” the ti-
tle of the second month of the Badi
Calendar), for example, is transliter-
ated with two short vowels (¥ ¥ 5
)V [jararu]) rather than with a second
long vowel as in Arabic (¥ ¥ T —)V
[jaraaru]).'” This, combined with the
use of Persian pronunciations in trans-
literation, results in transliterations of
names or concepts that do not reflect
written Arabic and sometimes differ
from those used by Japanese media or
academics, or by Arabic speakers in

17 This list was made by two
Japanese believers. It is highly unlikely
that they had any knowledge of Arabic or
Persian and therefore probably made the
list based on their knowledge of English
and the rules for transliterating English
words in the Japanese katakana syllabary.
Since vowel length is not important in
English, their transliteration did not make
vowel length distinctions.
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Japan. For example, Naw-Ruz is trans-
lated as /— - —X (Noo Ruuz)
by Japanese Baha’is but as ./ )V —
A (Nouruuz) by Japanese academics
and others referring to the Persian New
Year. A similar phenomenon occurs in
English, where this holiday is referred
to in a variety of ways, including Naw-
Rz, Nowruz, Norooz, and Navruz.
Again, this can have the effect of mak-
ing Baha’i translations seem somewhat
peculiar to academics or others who
deal with the Middle East, although
they do allow a standardization of pro-
nunciation across the Baha’i world.
The goal of achieving standardization
is, in fact, a strong reason for transla-
tors to study the Baha’i transliteration
system as a guide to the original Arabic
and Persian pronunciations.

PROBLEMS ARISING FROM ENGLISH

While the insights that Shoghi Effendi’s
translations give us are undeniably
valuable in facilitating understanding
of the content of the writings'® it is pos-
sible to follow the linguistic aspects of
the Guardian’s writing too literally.

In fact, the Universal House of
Justice, in a letter to an individual be-
liever, writes:

[T]he Beloved Guardian was not
only a translator but the inspired

18 To borrow the words of the
Universal House of Justice in a letter dat-
ed 23 July 2006 to the National Spiritual
Assembly of Germany, they are “an author-
itative interpretation of the Writings” (qtd.
in Eschraghi, “Schwierigsten Kiinste” 96).

Interpreter of the Holy Writings;
thus, where a passage in Persian
or Arabic could give rise to two
different expressions in English he
would know which one to convey.
Similarly he would be much better
equipped than an average trans-
lator to know which metaphor to
employ in English to express a
Persian metaphor which might be
meaningless in literal translation.

Thus, in general, speakers of
other European tongues will ob-
tain a more accurate translation by
following the Guardian’s English
translation than by attempting
at this stage in Baha’i history to
translate directly from the original.

This does not mean, however,
that the translators should not also
check their translations with the
original texts if they are familiar
with Persian or Arabic. There may
be many instances where the exact
meaning of the English text is un-
clear to them and this can be made
evident by comparison with the
original. (Letter dated 8 December
1964)

Keeping this in mind, it must also
be remembered that there may be cer-
tain phrases in the source text that are
ambiguous or that have a meaning that
cannot be succinctly expressed when
translated into the target language.
When the English translation is used as
a source text, there is already the pos-
sibility that this English source does
not completely reflect the original. To
compound this, when using the English
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translations as if they were original
texts, certain aspects of English se-
mantics can introduce further ambigu-
ities or even misunderstandings into
the translation into a third language.
Without reference to the original text
or at least to academic analyses of the
English translation and its relationship
to the original text, these ambiguities
or misunderstandings can create trans-
lations that are less than faithful to the
original texts.

An example of semantic interfer-
ence caused by English wording is
a passage in the Epistle to the Son of
the Wolf where Baha’u’llah uses the
phrase ‘arif bi llah to describe a par-
ticularly pious martyr. As Eschraghi
has explained, this literally means “one
who knows God” (Brief 171), but pre-
sumably because this phrase is used in
the same context where one would say
“a godly person” in English, Shoghi
Effendi translated the phrase as “that
godly man.” The Merriam-Webster on-
line dictionary defines “godly” as “pi-
ous, devout”. In Tok Pisin, this phrase
can be translated as dispela man i gat
save long God (literally “that man
having knowledge of God.”), a phrase
that is closer to the original meaning
than wording such as man bilong lotu
(literally “a man of religion”), which
is a more literal rendering of Shoghi
Effendi’s English translation.

One situation where reference to the
original Arabic or Persian may be par-
ticularly useful is in translating phrases
to which Shoghi Effendi added words
in his English translation. These addi-
tions resulted in a much more elevated

and natural English style than if he
had adhered too closely to the origi-
nal style. However, the rules of good
grammar and style in other languages
may make these additions inappropri-
ate. In a conversation about translation
that took place in the 1990s with one
of the authors, the German translator
Udo Schaefer pointed out that Shoghi
Effendi often used a tautology in
English phrases, giving the example of
the addition of “but Thee” to produce
the English phrase “there is no other
God but Thee.” He pointed out that in
German this tautology is stylistically
poor and that using a phrase in German
meaning literally “there is no other
God” (es gibt keinen anderern Gott)
and omitting “but Thee” (aufler Dir) is
both stylistically preferable in German
and closer to the original texts.

Armin Eschraghi (“Schwierigsten
Kiinste”) has pointed out a notable
example where Shoghi Effendi add-
ed a number of words to a popular
children’s prayer. In the translation
of this prayer below, all the words
in parentheses have been added for
grammatical and stylistic reasons: “O
God, guide (me), protect (me), make
(of me a) shining lamp and (a) bril-
liant star. Thou art (the) Mighty and
(the) Powerful” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, qtd. in
Baha’t Prayers).

Knowledge of these additions could
help a translator of this prayer into a
language such as Japanese, in which
there are no articles and in which the
specification of an understood object
(in this case, “me”) is optional. The re-
sult would be a translation without the
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articles and direct object that is stylis-
tically preferable in the target language
and closer to the style and rhythm of
the original than a cumbersome and
wordy version based on the exact
wording of the English translation. In
fact, the current Japanese version of
this prayer omits the second “me” and
does not have any articles in it."”

It should be noted that Shoghi
Effendi did not only add words in
his translations; he sometimes delet-
ed words or references. This was the
case in his avoidance of references
that would have been easily under-
stood to an educated person in the
nineteenth century Middle East, but
which would be obscure to a twentieth
century Westerner. In the Epistle, for
example, Baha’u’llah used a nickname
for Bagdad (Zaura, meaning “curve”)
because Baghdad was built on a spot
where the Euphrates River bends in a

19 M. bllirBExCL
T BFOHLLEZ 0. RO.LDT %
HL< LT bl UEESEL LU
ki, b3 ERLIEHICH
blU. hiciblzH > IcEl %
9. (Kami sama, watashi wo omichibiki
Watashi no
kokoro no hi wo akaruku shite, watashi

kudasai. Omamori kudasai.

wo kagayaku hoshi to nashi tamae. Anata
wa idainaru onkata ni owashi, chikara ni
michitamou onkata ni mashimasu.)[God
/ honorific / me / object particle / please
(honorific) guide / please (honorific)
protect / my / heart / object particle / make
bright / me / object particle / shining / star
/ make / (honorific) / you / subject particle
/ great / honorable being / are / power / be
filled with / (honorific) / honorable being /
honorably are] (Children's Prayers)

curve. Shoghi Effendi simply translat-
ed this as “Baghdad,” as the curve in
the river was not relevant to the point
Baha’u’llah was making in that pas-
sage (49). Nevertheless, in a language
such as Tok Pisin, where nicknames
and euphemisms are prized, a transla-
tor might do well to combine the origi-
nal reference with Shoghi Effendi’s ex-
planation and say something like “/ong
Zaurd, hap we Wara i Tan o Biktaun
Bagdad” (literally “Zaurd, where the
River bends, or Baghdad City”).

One final problem with following
the English translations unthinkingly is
that language changes over the years.
A good example of this is the use of
“man” to refer to the entire Homo sa-
piens species, both men and women.
During Shoghi Effendi’s lifetime, it
was customary in English to use “man”
as a synonym for “human being,” so
Shoghi Effendi used “man” in many
contexts to refer to both human beings
in general and, in different contexts, to
male human beings in particular. This
usage is quickly being lost, and a num-
ber of style guides in English today spe-
cifically advise against it.>* Many other
languages such as German, have al-
ways had different words for “human”
(German Mensch) and “male” (Mann).
When translating into languages with
this distinction, it is necessary to refer
to the original text to ascertain whether
the word Shoghi Effendi translated as

20  For more details, please see
American  Psychological  Association,
Publication Manual, Miller and Swift,
The Handbook of Nonsexist Writing for
Writers, Editors and Speakers.
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“man” or “men” should be translated in
German as “human being(s)” (singular
Mensch or plural Menschen) or “male
human(s)” (singular Mann or plural
Mcdinner). Similarly, Japanese does not
use the word for “man” to represent all
humanity, so in Japanese one needs to
distinguish between human being(s)
(A [ningen]) and male(s) (B [#]
[otoko(tachi)]) when translating this
English word.

These issues show problems that
can arise for translators working solely
from the English translations, without
reference to the original texts or to re-
liable reference notes. Unfortunately,
there are very few detailed guides for
translators such as exists in German for
the Epistle to the Son of the Wolf with
the annotated academic translation
by Eschraghi (Brief an den Sohn des
Wolfes). There is also no established
mechanism through which Baha’i
translators can refer questions to spe-
cialists in nineteenth century Persian
and Arabic usage who understand the
specific linguistic and cultural contexts
of the Baha’i writings. Translators are
left to find their own resources from
among the people they know. This
means that sometimes Iranians who
may not be well versed in the written
styles of the nineteenth century or non-
Baha’i academics who are unaware of
Baha’i history or sacred literature are
asked to unravel quite difficult Arabic
and Persian passages. When questions
are asked of the Research Department
at the Baha’i World Centre, they
are answered to the best ability of
the Research Department staff, but

unfortunately, there is no publicly
available collection of their previous
answers to such queries to which trans-
lators can refer in advance, so a not
inconsiderable amount of the Research
Department staff’s time is taken by
looking up how similar questions and
their responses have been handled in
the past.

To support translations based on au-
thorized English translations, it would
be helpful for both individual transla-
tors and institutions to have more aca-
demic analyses of the Baha’i writings,
with attention to specific words and
how they have been translated into
English, especially by Shoghi Effendi.
Complete translations with academic
annotations would be particularly use-
ful. To start with, a database of ques-
tions and answers related to translation
in general and to specific passages in
particular that have already been dealt
with by the Research Department at
the World Centre could help to answer
some of the problems most commonly
faced by translators. This would help to
make translations into third languages
reflect the original texts more closely,
even if those translations have been
made from the English translations and
without reference to the actual original
texts themselves. Creating such a data-
base is probably beyond the capacity of
individual translators. It could be com-
piled by the World Centre’s Research
Department, of course, but it might
also be a project that could be under-
taken by a special interest group within
the Association of Baha’i Studies or
other interested parties.
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CONCLUSION

This paper has outlined some of the
many challenges
translating the Baha’i writings into as
many languages as possible, focusing
in particular on problems encountered
in translating a short passage from the
Epistle to the Son of the Wolf into two
very different languages, Japanese and
Tok Pisin, which are both Asia-Pacific
languages from cultures that have not
traditionally had a great deal of contact
with the Middle East.

In cataloging specific challenges we
encountered in translating the selected
passage into these two languages, we
found some problems that are common
to both languages, including difficul-
ties in dealing with certain terminol-
ogy and cultural concepts specific to
Persian and Arabic cultures, as well
as some ambiguities in the English
wording. Other challenges, particularly
differences in the grammatical features
of the source and target language and
methods of reflecting the pragmatics
of the original, arose with only one of
the languages. Specifically, the need to
express aspect in Tok Pisin verbs in a
manner not required in English or the
original Persian or Arabic was men-
tioned. In addition, it was noted that
translating passages in which a range
of honorifics and humble language is
used in the original but not clearly re-
flected in the English translation pos-
es special challenges when the target
language is one that relies heavily on
pragmatic wording to indicate the re-
spective positions of the author and

encountered in

addressee, as is the case of Japanese
and many other Asian languages.

We also presented a review of the
literature outlining some general issues
encountered in translating the writings,
including issues of orthography and
transliteration, as well as problems that
can arise when translators rely solely
on an English translation of the work
without being able to refer to the origi-
nal Persian or Arabic text.

In addition, we introduced a method
of checking each other’s draft transla-
tions by using back translations into
English. We found this technique to
be helpful in improving the accuracy
of our translations and clarifying areas
where ambiguity exists in the English
version of the text. We personally
found that this method offered many
advantages over working alone and
therefore present it as a technique that
may be useful for those who are work-
ing on translating the writings on their
own. As with many other Baha’i activi-
ties, accompaniment allows partners to
learn from and encourage each other.

Our translation efforts were made
more difficult by the lack of human
and written resources to which we
could turn when it seemed there were
ambiguities in the English text from
which we were translating or when the
semantic, stylistic, or grammatical re-
quirements of our respective target lan-
guages forced us to make choices that
did not necessarily reflect the English
texts. The development of more
scholarly works explaining the trans-
lations of Shoghi Effendi and sharing
insights into the pragmatics of the
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original Baha’i writings would help fu-
ture translators to make more informed
decisions in their choice of wording.
We have appreciated the translation-re-
lated advice we have received over the
years from the Research Department of
the Baha’i World Centre and feel that
the development of a central database
of advice regarding translation, either
in general or of individual works or
even of specific words and phrases,
possibly provided by this Department
or developed by, say, a special interest
group within the Association of Baha’i
Studies, would be a useful tool for
translators in all countries.

There are 7,164 languages current-
ly spoken on our planet (Ethnologue).
Portions of the sacred Baha’i writings
have been translated into less than
1,000 of these living languages. As the
Baha’i writings become more widely
known, the need for accurate transla-
tions into more languages will only
become greater. For the foreseeable
future, the vast majority of these will
be made from existing English trans-
lations, often by translators working in
isolation. We hope that our discussion
will spur further conversations on is-
sues confronting these translators and
will encourage greater consultation
and collaboration across languages.
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APPENDIX A:
SHOGHI EFFENDI’S
ENGLISH TRANSLATION

1 This Wronged One hath, at all times,
summoned the peoples of the world
unto that which will exalt them, and
draw them nigh unto God. From the
Most Sublime Horizon there hath
shone forth that which leaveth no room
unto any one for vacillation, repudia-
tion or denial. The wayward, however,
have failed to profit therefrom; nay, it
shall only increase their loss.

2 O Shaykh! It is incumbent upon
the divines to unite with His Majesty,
the Shah—may God assist him—
and to cleave day and night unto that
which will exalt the station of both
the government and the nation. This
people are assiduously occupied in
enlightening the souls of men and in
rehabilitating their condition. Unto
this testifieth that which hath been sent
down by the Most Sublime Pen in this
lucid Tablet. How often have things
been simple and easy of accomplish-
ment, and yet most men have been
heedless, and busied themselves with
that which wasteth their time!
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3 One day, while in Constantinople,
Kamal Pésha visited this Wronged
One. Our conversation turned upon
topics profitable unto man. He said that
he had learned several languages. In
reply We observed: “You have wasted
your life. It beseemeth you and the
other officials of the Government to
convene a gathering and choose one of
the divers languages, and likewise one
of the existing scripts, or else to create
a new language and a new script to be
taught children in schools throughout
the world. They would, in this way,
be acquiring only two languages, one
their own native tongue, the other the
language in which all the peoples of
the world would converse. Were men
to take fast hold on that which hath
been mentioned, the whole earth would
come to be regarded as one country, and
the people would be relieved and freed
from the necessity of acquiring and
teaching different languages.” When in
Our presence, he acquiesced, and even
evinced great joy and complete satis-
faction. We then told him to lay this
matter before the officials and minis-
ters of the Government, in order that it
might be put into effect throughout the
different countries. However, although
he often returned to see Us after this,
he never again referred to this subject,
although that which had been suggest-
ed is conducive to the concord and the
unity of the peoples of the world.

4 We fain would hope that the
Persian Government will adopt it and
carry it out. At present, a new language
and a new script have been devised. If
thou desirest, We will communicate

them to thee. Our purpose is that all
men may cleave unto that which will
reduce unnecessary labor and exertion,
so that their days may be befittingly
spent and ended. God, verily, is the
Helper, the Knower, the Ordainer, the
Omniscient.

5 Godwilling, Persia may beadorned
with, and attain unto, that whereof
she hath thus far been deprived. Say:
“O Shah! Exert thyself so that all the
peoples of the world may be illumined
with the effulgent splendors of the sun
of thy justice. The eyes of this Wronged
One are turned towards naught save
trustworthiness, truthfulness, purity,
and all that profiteth men.” Regard
Him not as a traitor. Glorified art Thou,
O my God, and my Master, and my
Mainstay! Aid Thou His Majesty the
Shah to execute Thy laws and Thy
commandments, and show forth Thy
justice among Thy servants. Thou art,
verily, the All-Bounteous, the Lord of
grace abounding, the Almighty, the
All-Powerful. The Cause of God hath
come as a token of His grace. Happy
are they who act; happy are they who
understand; happy the man that hath
clung unto the truth, detached from all
that is in the heavens and all that is on
earth.

6 O Shaykh! Seek thou the shore of
the Most Great Ocean, and enter, then,
the Crimson Ark which God hath or-
dained in the Qayyum-i-Asma for the
people of Baha. Verily, it passeth over
land and sea. He that entereth therein
is saved, and he that turneth aside per-
isheth. Shouldst thou enter therein and
attain unto it, set thy face towards the
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Kaaba of God, the Help in Peril, the
Self-Subsisting, and say: “O my God!
I beseech Thee by Thy most glorious
light, and all Thy lights are verily glo-
rious.” Thereupon, will the doors of
the Kingdom be flung wide before thy
face, and thou wilt behold what eyes
have never beheld, and hear what ears
have never heard. This Wronged One
exhorteth thee as He hath exhorted thee
before, and hath never had any wish for
thee save that thou shouldst enter the
ocean of the unity of God, the Lord of
the worlds. This is the day whereon all
created things cry out, and announce
unto men this Revelation, through
which hath appeared what was con-
cealed and preserved in the knowledge
of God, the Mighty, the All-Praised.
(Baha’u’llah, Epistle to the Son of the
Wolf 137-140)

APPENDIX B
TRANSLATION INTO JAPANESE
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APPENDIX C
TRANSLATION INTO TOK PISIN

1 Long olgeta taim Mi, dispela Man,
ol lain i wokim rong long Em, Mi
singautim ol lain manmeri bilong
olgeta hap graun long ol kain pasin i
bai litimapim nem bilong ol na pulim
ol i kam kamap klostu long God. Long
Gutpela Ples we heven i bungim graun
1 gat kain draipela lait we man i no nap
long tubel o tanim baksait. Nogat. Ol
lain 1 brukim bus tasol, ol i no win long
en. Nogat. Ol i bai lus moa moa yet
tasol.

2 O bikman Shaykh! Ol bikman
bilong lotu i mas bung wantaim King
Shah, inap God i halivim em. Na olgeta
de na olgeta nait, ol i mas holimpas
long ol wanem kain samting i bai
mekim mobeta sindaun bilong gavman
na kantri. Ol dispela lain 1 save wok
olgeta taim long givim lait long ol
tewel bilong ol man na long stretim
sindaun bilong na pasin bilong ol. Ol
tok Ingpen i1 Naispela Tumas i raitim
long dispela Pas i klia tumas i tokaut
olsem, ol tok skul Mi autim hia, em ol
trupela tok. Planti taim samting i isi na
i no hatwok long winim, tasol planti
ol man ol i no harim tok na ol i bisi
wantaim ol samting nating.

3 Wanpela de taim Mi stap long
biktaun Konstantinopel, bikman bilong
gavman Kamal Pasha i bin kam stori

wantaim Mi, dispela Man ol i wokim
rong long Em. Mitupela wok long stori
long ol kain samting i save mekim
mobeta sindaun bilong man. Em i
tok olsem, em i lainim pinis sampela
kainkain tok ples. Mi bekim em se, “Yu
westim taim long laip bilong yu. Mobeta
yu wantaim ol arapela wokman bilong
Gavman 1 mas singautim wanpela
bikpela bung na makim wanpela long
ol planti tok ples na wankain wanpela
bilong ol kain pasin bilong raitim ol
tok ples. O yupela mas wokim wanpela
nupela tok ples olgeta na nupela stail
leta bilong ritrait, bai olgeta pikinini
bilong ol skul long olgeta kantri i mas
lainim. Long dispela rot ol i mas lainim
tupela tok ples tasol— narapela em
tok ples bilong ol yet na narapela em
nameltok bilong olgeta lain manmeri
bilong ol kainkain ples. Sapos ol lain
i holimpas long ol dispela tok, bai
olgeta hap graun i kamap wankain
olsem wanpela kantri, na ol manmeri
i no hatwok moa long ol i mas skul na
lainim ol kainkain tok ples.” Taim em i
stap wantaim Mipela, em i wanbel long
dispela tingting na i amamas na i kirap
nogut tru long tingim. Orait, bihain
Mipela tokim em long givim dispela
tingting long ol wokman na ol minista
bilong Gavman, bai em i kamap long
ol kainkain kantri. Tasol maski em i
save kambek planti taim long painim
Mipela, em i no tok gen long dispela
samting. Maski dispela tingting Mipela
autim i1 bai strongim pasin belisi na
pasin bilong ol lain manner bilong
graun i1 bung wantaim, em i no tok gen
long en.

4 Mipela bai amamas, bai Gavman
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bilong Persia i tok orait long dispela
tingting na bai wokim. Long dispela
taim nau, i gat wanpela man i kamapim
nupela tok ples na nupela leta bilong
ritrait. Sapos yu laik, bai Mipela skulim
yu long ol. As bilong tok bilong Mipela
em long olgeta man bai holimpas long
ol samting i daunim bikpela hatwok
bilong ol na i westim taim bilong ol.
Olsem na bai long olgeta de bilong ol,
ol i save stap gut na laip bilong ol bai
gat gutpela pinis. Tru tumas, God i gat
save, 1 save helpim, i save makim, i gat
save long olgeta samting.

5 Inap God i laik, bai kantri Persia
i bilas wantaim ol samting inap long
nau ol i no inap long kisim tasol bai
inap long kisim nau. Tok se: “O King
Shah! Wok hat inap bai ol strongpela
lait bilong san bilong stretpela pasin
bilong yu i givim lait long olgeta
manmeri long dispela graun. Tupela
ai bilong Mi, dispela Man ol i wokim
rong long Em i tan i go long tok i
tru, long samting i klin olgeta na i tru
olgeta, na long olgeta samting i save
halivim sindaun bilong ol manmeri
tasol.” No ken tingim Mi wanpela Man
1 tanim baksait long lain bilong Em na
i birua. Nogat. Litimapim nem bilong
Yu, O God bilong mi, na Papa bilong
mi, na sapot bilong mi! Halivim King
Shéh long karimautim ol lo na ol oda
bilong Yu na long soimautim stretpasin
bilong Yu namel long ol wokmanmeri
bilong Yu. Tru tumas, Yu save givim
olgeta presen. Yu Papa bilong marimari
tumas. Yu strong olgeta. Yu gat olgeta
pawa. Bikpela Wok bilong God i kamap
olsem mak bilong marimari bilong
God. Husat ol i wokim ol samting, ol i

ken amamas. Husat ol i harim tok, ol i
ken amamas. Husat man i bin holimpas
long trupela tok, em i ken amamas na i
bruklus long olgeta samting i stap long
heven na olgeta samting i stap long
graun.

6 O bikman Shaykh! Painim nambis
bilong Biksolwara, na go insait long en
na bihain go insait long Retpela Sip i
gat rup long en. Long Buk Qayytm-i-
Asma o Buk bilong Stori bilong Josep,
God i bin makim dispela Sip long ol
lain Baha. Tru tumas, Sip ya i save go
antap long graun na solwara. Husat i
go insait long en bai gat laip, na husat
1 tanim baksait long en bai dai pinis.
Sapos yu go insait long en na kamap
long en, orait, tanim pes bilong yu i
go long Kaaba o Ples Tambu bilong
God, God bilong halivim long taim
bilong trabel, God i save inapim Em
yet, na tok se: “O God bilong mi! Mi
singautim Yu wantaim ol lait bilong
Yu i gat olgeta glori. Na tru tumas,
olgeta lait bilong Yu i gat olgeta glori.”
Olsem na bai ol dua bilong Kingdom i
op i stap long ai bilong yu. Na bai yu
lukim ol samting, ai bilong ol manmeri
i no lukim bipo. Na bai yu harim ol
samting, yau bilong ol manmeri i no
harim bipo. Mi dispela Man, ol i wokim
rong long Em, Mi singautim yu strong
we Mi no singautim yu wankain olsem
bipo. Na Mi no gat narapela laik long
yu, wanpela laik tasol, bai yu kalap i
godaun long biksolwara bilong pasin
bilong bung wantaim God, Em Papa
bilong olgeta hap graun. Dispela em
i de we olgeta samting, God i mekim
kamapim ol, ol i singaut na i toksave
long ol pipel long dispela Tok bilong
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God. Wantaim dispela Tok ol samting i stap hait long save bilong God i Strongpela
i kamap ples klia. Yumi olgeta litimapim nem bilong En.
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