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From Terse to Loose: 
Translating Hebrew Poetry into Hawai`i Pidgin 

Joseph E. Grimes 

ABSTRACT 
 

Hebrew poetry is complex in the ways it uses semantic parallelism and rhythm, and in its 
terseness. Hawai`i Pidgin, which is the vehicle for a subculture of substantial size, has 
complexities that are different from those of Hebrew, in the ways in which it handles 
semantic parallelism, versification, sequencing of sentence and discourse elements, 
anaphora, phrasal lexemes, proverbial sayings, and metaphor. Nevertheless, adequate 
translation is possible.1 

 
1 Hebrew Poetry 

 
When Hebrew poetry is translated into a language as different from it as Hawai`i 
Pidgin is, there are a few points about Hebrew poetry that are keys to how the 
process works out. Robert Alter's (1985) book on classical Hebrew poetry calls 
attention to some aspects of Hebrew poetry that provide a handle for 
comparison. 

He singles out a certain kind of semantic parallelism that characterizes nearly 
all Hebrew poetry—not just saying something twice with a little variation 
thrown in, but using the difference between one VERSET2 and its follow-up to add 
                                                           
 1I am indebted to Ronald Youngblood of Bethel Seminary, San Diego, California for a series of lectures that got me 
started thinking along these lines, and to Ryo Stanwood and Robert Arakaki of the Pidgin translation team who made 
helpful suggestions. 
 2Verset is a technical term for an important element of Hebrew verse. One line of Hebrew verse is typically divided 
into two parts, or versets, that are usually rhythmically and semantically related to other versets. Some lines contain 
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precision, or color, or a consequence. He also says a little about the rhythmic 
properties of the poetry, which is the most obvious disconnect between Hebrew 
and Pidgin. And he calls attention to the terseness of the typical Hebrew line of 
verse. Terseness is also valued in Pidgin, but it must be sacrificed for a number 
of reasons in order to get an otherwise faithful, but looser, rendering. 
 

1.1 Semantic parallelism 
 
Alter’s view of semantic parallelism goes beyond treating it as a creative way of 
juggling synonyms by almost saying the same thing twice. That would be 
tiresome and trite, and there is little such triteness in biblical poetry. He points 
out that nearly all parallel versets treat the first verset as more prosaic or 
generic, or as the starting point of a process or a causal chain. The next verset 
generally follows from the first, adding detail or specificity or concreteness or 
intensification or sequence or consequence or a higher level of diction or a 
metaphor to one of the terms in the first verset. This kind of parallelism, where 
the parts are deliberately set out of kilter so that the progression of thought can 
be noticed, can be perceived easily even in translation. 

The principle of adding a little information is not restricted to the versets in a 
single line. A whole sequence of lines can show similar development from one 
line to another as well. Alter (1985:23) cites Psalm 145 as consisting largely of 
multiline developments of this kind. 

Gapping between versets is common: “The ox knows its owner :: and the ass 
[knows] its master's crib,” (Isaiah 1:3) has the verb of the first verset doing 
double duty for the second. That leaves a little extra room in the second for 
elaboration with crib. Semantic parallelism can also be presented chiastically, 
with the elements of the second verset in reverse order from the matching 
elements of the first. 
 
1.2  Rhythm 
 
Hebrew poetry is not rhymed, though it occasionally uses alliteration. Nor is its 
rhythm restricted to particular foot types such as iambs or trochees, or to a 
particular meter such as tetrameter or hexameter. Most characteristically, a 
verset contains several major stresses, with each stress dominating in a group of 
up to five syllables that act as a rhythmic unit. Many lines have three such stress 
groups in the first verset, followed by three, or less commonly two, in the 
second; but that is not a strong requirement. 
 
                                                                                                                                                                             
three versets, a few four. Other terms such as HALF-LINE and HEMISTICH are also used, but they are confusing when talking 
about three-verset lines. COLON, plural COLA, is also used, but either form runs into trouble because other homophones 
are more familiar. 
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1.3 Terseness 
 
It seems to have been bad form in classical Hebrew to waste words. Most poems 
go out of their way to say things succinctly—aside from set phrases like “birds of 
the air” and “fish of the sea,” which seem to be obligatory. 

One Hebrew grammatical pattern that facilitates terseness is the use of 
prefixes and suffixes, most of them one syllable or less, to identify verb 
arguments, noun possessors, pronoun person and number, and even referents 
associated with particles like hinneh ‘with reference to the present context’. Once 
a participant has been identified in a discourse, affixation alone can carry the 
referential system a long way without requiring a lot of extra syllables. A noun 
phrase, for example, need not be repeated to keep its identification alive, even 
when other nouns are used to bring in additional participants or things. 

Another pattern promoting terseness in Hebrew poems is the use of infixation 
to distinguish verbal stems. In a polysynthetic language like Huichol of Mexico,3 
in contrast to Hebrew, the passive of a causative requires one causative suffix 
and one passive suffix, each a complete syllable, to be added to the stem of a 
verb. Hebrew, in contrast, presents causative and passive in combination as the 
hof`al stem, adding one prefix syllable but eliminating one vowel, so that the 
overall syllable count for the inflected verb remains constant. 
 

2 Pidgin Society 
 
The Hawai`i Pidgin Bible is being translated for a specific audience: the many 
people who use Pidgin constantly in all areas of life, yet whose fluency in 
English is not high enough to allow them to use it in very many areas. The 
majority of the native speakers of Pidgin, it should be emphasized, are 
completely bilingual in standard English and integrated into American and 
Western culture; they don’t need a Pidgin translation.4 About half the population 
of the State of Hawaii, on the order of 600,000 people, learn Pidgin as their 
mother tongue, which does not militate against a lot of them simultaneously 
learning English as mother tongue and growing up completely bilingual. But, of 
the mother tongue speakers, it is reasonable to estimate that at least one 
hundred thousand are Pidgin-dominant; that is, they speak and understand 
Pidgin noticeably better than they handle English. They are the audience the 
translation is for, because they are the ones that English does not come close to 
                                                           
 3Huichol is a Southern Uto-Aztecan language of west central Mexico. From 1952 to 1967 my wife and I worked with 
Huichol translators to produce the New Testament in that language. After forty years, during which the church that 
formed around the translation grew in depth and number, a new team of translators has begun to translate the Old 
Testament, and we have been assisting them by taking occasional breaks from the Pidgin project to familiarize them with 
the translation process. Grimes (1964) lays out quite a bit of the morphology and syntax. 
 4Nevertheless, a seminary graduate who also holds the Ph.D. in political science told us, “English speaks to my head, 
but Pidgin speaks to my heart.” 
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communicating with at the levels of complexity and emotion that Scripture 
presents. We have seen estimates as high as two hundred thousand in that 
category; but no hard data have ever been collected because the cost is 
impossible to justify politically, and the protocols of the national census, though 
they have improved over the years, still do not report multilingual communities 
with anything like credible accuracy. 

Another figure should be mentioned to complete the demographic picture. 
The other six hundred thousand or so residents of Hawaii have immigrant 
languages such as English, Japanese, Cantonese, Hakka Chinese, Korean, 
Spanish, Portuguese, Ilocano, Tagalog, and many other languages of the Pacific 
as their mother tongues, mainly English. There are among them about 1,000 
native speakers of the Hawaiian language (the Austronesian language of the 
original settlers of the Hawaiian Islands more than a millennium before 
European contact); the number is increasing through immersion schools with 
strong parental support. It is likely that as many as five hundred thousand of 
that six hundred thousand speak Pidgin more or less well, but as a second 
language. They learn it because in most of the high schools in the state outside 
of strongly English-speaking neighborhoods, Pidgin is a necessity for social 
survival. 
 
2.1 Basilect 
 
Some creole languages including Hawai`i Pidgin remain in contact with the 
language from which they have derived most of their vocabulary. In such cases a 
continuum of speaking styles often evolves, with some people speaking a variety 
that shows a minimum of influence from the lexifier language, and a high 
consistency of grammar from one speaker to another. Such styles are called the 
BASILECT. Basilectal speakers agree regularly on what is and what isn't good 
Pidgin. 

On the other end of the scale are forms of speech only minimally different 
from the lexifier language; they are called the ACROLECT. Most speakers come 
somewhere in the middle, the highly variable MESOLECT. Individuals who can 
shift gears across the whole scale are rare.5 
 
2.1.1 Consistent grammar 
 
Speakers of the basilect show more uniformity in grammar than mesolectal 
speakers, who tend to mix the creole grammar and the grammar of the lexifier 
language without realizing it. Basilectal speakers may also exploit features of the 
creole grammar that mesolectal speakers do not command. The Pidgin Bible 
                                                           
 5Grimes (1999) gives an example of an entertainer who starts out basilectally, but within minutes goes almost 
acrolectal except for pronunciation and body language. 
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hovers around the basilectal end of the scale, depending on who translated or 
reviewed which passage, because the group the translation is made for are more 
basilectal than mesolectal. 

Mesolectal and acrolectal speakers of Pidgin react to the Pidgin Bible as 
understandable, but not quite their speech. For them it represents “heavy 
Pidgin,” which they acknowledge to be the real Pidgin, “like my grandmother 
talking.” That doesn't mean it's obsolete, but it does mean that the non-basilectal 
speaker who says it probably would not think of phrasing things in exactly that 
way. On the other hand, basilectal speakers relate to it easily, sometimes 
commenting that it sounds like rural west O`ahu, which is where most of the 
translation was done.6 
 
2.1.2 Subculture 
 
Pidgin is the vehicle of a subculture usually referred to as Local. Local life styles 
and values are noticeably different from those of the mainstream: family and 
friend centered rather than job or business centered, learning by apprenticeship 
rather than learning in classroom, story rhetoric rather than outline rhetoric, 
shorts with rubber slippers and t-shirt for both sexes rather than aloha wear and 
slacks or skirts, a counterculture to the English-dominated mainstream culture. 
People in the Local culture tend to use Pidgin in all areas of life. 
 
2.2 Proficiency in English 
 
2.2.1 No monolinguals 
 
We have yet to hear of a Pidgin speaker who did not speak at least some English, 
or who did not go to school in English. But when we look into how well Pidgin 
speakers handle English, there are a considerable number, as already mentioned, 
who do not handle it well enough to hold a job that requires English, such as 
dealing with tourists. 

The main factor for Pidgin speakers learning English is probably obligatory 
schooling. The public and private schools are taught in English. Some teachers 
use Pidgin to help their students grasp the content of what they are teaching, 
then help the students to also express what they have grasped in English. One 
promising strategy involves not putting down either English or Pidgin, but 
having Local students talk about topics of local interest in Pidgin with their 
family, then present what the family thinks in English when they get to school 
the next day. This is counterbalanced by having them watch selected television 

                                                           
 6The twenty-six native speakers of Pidgin who worked on the New Testament came from the four major inhabited 
islands: O`ahu, Hawai`i, Maui, and Kaua`i. 
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programs in English and report on them in Pidgin when they get to school 
(Reynolds 1999). 

But one factor in most schooling is that it purveys a set of values that are at 
odds with the Local outlook. Children are criticized for not speaking standard 
school English in classes whose teachers don’t understand the dynamics of the 
situation, though there is no provision for teaching English to those students as 
the second language that it is, and no models for them to learn from at home. 
They are sometimes told that what they have learned at home is wrong. The 
children take this as a condemnation of their parents by the teacher, and decide 
that that means the teacher is not worth listening to because they know they can 
learn better from their parents and friends. So English becomes the language of 
outsiders, and Pidgin has all along been the language of the good guys. The high 
school dropout rate is horrendous, attracting national concern. 

Television in the Islands is mainly in English. Most households have access to 
it, so the amount of English that people are exposed to in a week seems 
considerable. On the other hand, most television viewing seems to be passive, 
with people conversing and working and not quite listening to what is being 
said. Television has an undoubted influence, but a lot of it is more like 
background noise for doing other things. 
 
2.2.2 Low proficiency bilinguals 
 
The audience for the translation has already been mentioned: people whose 
Pidgin is better and more expressive than their English. They are the core of 
many sectors of the economy, and they do their jobs in Pidgin unless they are 
among the more bilingual ones who also meet the English-speaking public: 
building and road construction, highway maintenance, automobile maintenance, 
fishing, some service industries, passenger and cargo transportation, agriculture, 
and ranching among others. They are the ones the English Bible and English-
speaking churches and the schools are not communicating with. 
 
2.2.3 High proficiency bilinguals 
 
Most native speakers of Pidgin are at home in both Pidgin and English, and can 
function in either culture. Some of them even handle the basilect fluently, 
though most are mesolectal. They do not need a Bible in Pidgin. 
There are some in this category who don't want a Pidgin Bible. They have made 
themselves proficient in standard English to the point where they see themselves 
as having left Pidgin behind, hoping to escape the social stigma attached to it. 
They tend to feel that if they can do it, all the other Pidgin speakers can and 
should do it too. So they look on Pidgin as an obstacle to advancement in 
business and professional society. 
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They're right, if one accepts that as the only reasonable goal in life. Many people 
in the Local culture do not accept that view. But many who are highly proficient 
in English also appreciate Da Jesus Book (2001) because of the way it speaks 
directly to them.7 
 

3. Pidgin Poetry 
 
Before getting into the adaptations that must be made to transmute Hebrew 
poetic form into Pidgin, we need to examine the radically different role poetry 
plays in the life of Pidgin speakers. Hardly any Pidgin poetry exists; what we see 
today is the beginnings of poetry. They have songs; but nearly all except comic 
songs are in Hawaiian or English. Pidgin comic songs are usually parodies of 
English songs, skewed to comment on the local situation. The meter is usually 
trochaic, matching the meter of the song being parodied. 

The idea of artistic expression in music is familiar to Pidgin speakers, but 
there is less of a focus on artistic verbal or visual expression. Going beyond 
direct prosaic communication to convey things that are not easily expressed, 
calling forth a counterpart to a writer's emotional or esthetic response in the 
reader, can be done, but it is not done often. 

Still, nearly all Pidgin speakers know how to sing, and most know how to 
accompany themselves or others with guitar or ukulele. Neighborhood or family 
bands with guitars, ukuleles, bass, and drums are common. Some of the best 
known singing groups started out as backyard bands when the singers were in 
high school. People compose and perform their own songs as well as the songs of 
others. There is a lively and profitable recording industry in the islands. Most 
professional musicians whose native language is Pidgin sing Hawaiian or English 
songs publicly, though not all of them know what the Hawaiian words mean or 
imply. 

There are also a few published collections of poems and stories that include 
Pidgin poems. The genres are heterogeneous; some are translations. Writing 
Pidgin poems is not a passion that grips young writers. In (1) is a stanza from a 
poem composed in Pidgin by Merle Nishida (1987), with a phonological 
transcription for each line on the right:8 
 

                                                           
 7In 2008, over 60,000 copies of Da Jesus Book (2001) were circulating (publisher's data). 
 8The transcription commonly used among scholars, known as the Odo transcription, follows standard International 
Phonetic Alphabet conventions, but to facilitate typing uses ae for the IPA digraph æ, the open front unrounded vowel as 
in English “cash,” aw for broken o, the open back rounded vowel ɔ as in English “caught,” r for schwa with right hook ɚ, 
the rhotacized mid central vocoid as in American English “hurry,” D for shoulderless ɾ, the alveolar tap as in English 
“Betty,” ng for the velar nasal ŋ as in English “sing,” sh, ch, j for the voiceless alveopalatal fricative and the affricates ʃ, ʧ, 
and ʤ as in English “sheep, cheap, Jeep.” Vowels are unglided unless the beginning and ending points are transcribed as 
ei, ou, and others. 
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(1) I go up stair tree-o-one   a go apstea chri-o-wan 
 fo get money    fo get mani 
 He no pay me two munt a’ready hi no pe mi tu mant awrede 
 Everytime he say nex week  eritaim hi se neks wik 
 nex week     neks wik 
I wait     a wet 
I give chance    a giv chaens 

 
“I went upstairs to [Unit] 301 / to get money / He hasn’t paid me for two 
months / He always says, ‘Next week, / next week’ / I wait / I make 
allowances.” 

 
A widely known translation from Shakespeare's Twelfth Night is much more 

influenced by standard English, though the translator didn't even bother to try to 
match the meter of the original (2). The first lines are from James Grant Benton 
(1983). 

 
(2) AMALU: If music going be da food of love, go play on, gimme mo den extra, 

so da appetite goin get sick and go make.9 Oooh, dat vamp again. It had 
one dying beat, and wen come ova my ear like da sweet sound dat 
breathes on one bank of pakalana, stealing and giving odor. Nuff, pau 
already. Da baga not as sweet as was befo. Ho, spirit of love, you so alive 
and fresh dat if you was da frolicking Pacific, I would drink you all. 
Auwe! So full of different forms is love dat, by himself, he is one 
unending purple dream. 

KAWIKA: Prince Amalu, you going hunt, o wat? 
 

As we encountered poetry in translating Da Jesus Book (2001), we found that 
our readers generally understood that poetic passages are different from prose. 
The connection was through songs; they had been exposed to written song lyrics 
in English and Hawaiian since childhood. They accepted a print layout like that 
used in most English translations of the Psalms, where many Hebrew lines are 
represented graphically as couplets, one verset per graphic line. Where the 
Pidgin equivalent of a verset got to be rhythmically “too long,” though we are 
still feeling our way about what “too long” is, they would partition it into more 
lines, so that one line of Hebrew or Hebrew-derived poetry might come through 
as four or five print lines. But it sounded right to them when they read it (3): 
 

                                                           
 9Not English “make,” whose counterpart is pronounced mek in Pidgin. The one in the example means ‘dead,’ and is 
two syllables with vowels a and e. The Bible spells it as mahke to avoid confusion. 
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(3) Da peopo dat know dey need God inside dea heart, 
 Dey can stay good inside 
 Cuz God in da sky, he dea King. 
 Da peopo dat cry inside dea heart, 
 Dey can stay good inside 
 Cuz God goin kokua dem. (Matthew 5:3-4) 

 
The rest of this paper attempts to tease out various factors that have to be 

taken into account in getting Hebrew poetry to morph into Pidgin in a way that 
is acceptable to the readers, and sticks with them. 
 
3.1 Pidgin language 
 
The standard grammar of Pidgin is that of Kent Sakoda and Jeff Siegel (2003). It 
covers the basics, but there is still more grammatical richness than the current 
edition covers. Most pretensions to lexicography are popular and slanted for 
laughs; but Douglas Simonson (1981) and (1982) and Lee Tonouchi (2005) do 
cover a good deal of the language and are fairly accurate as far as they go. 
Serious lexicography first appears in Ryo Stanwood (1999).10 Most of the other 
linguistic literature on Pidgin concentrates on its historical development and the 
provenience of specific terms. 
 
3.1.1 Semantic parallelism 
 
Hebrew modes of semantic parallelism seem to be widely acceptable to Pidgin 
speakers, yet another testimonial for the essential translatability of that 
rhetorical pattern. Every so often, however, the renderings of two versets come 
out identical, and the translators prefer to conflate them. Usually the small 
differences in meaning that lend body to Hebrew poetry are reproducible, and 
the translators come up with ways to extend the meaning as the Hebrew does.  
 
3.1.1.1Versification 
 
Many Pidgin speakers fall into a pattern in ordinary non-poetic speech that 
could be characterized as speaking in parallel couplets. Hirokuni Masuda (1995) 
traces this to similar couplets in the speech of rural Japanese of Hiroshima 
Prefecture, the area where many of the plantation laborers in Hawaii came from, 
                                                           
 10Ryo Stanwood was one of the translators of Da Jesus Book (2001), and continues active in the translation of Da Befo 
Jesus Book, the Old Testament. I have been collecting notes from numerous discussions with the translators of the Pidgin 
Bible concerning the appropriateness of the use of many words in specific contexts, sense discrimination, lexical 
functions, and formulating theoretically tight definitions; but the dictionary that should arise from those will probably 
not take shape until the current translation project is finished. 
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and notes that some ethnic Hawaiians also speak in couplets and triplets 
(personal communication). His observations may help explain why Pidgin 
speakers seem to take Hebrew poetry in stride. 

In (4), for example, is an excerpt from an oral history interview by Masuda 
(1995:322). An eighty-two-year-old retired plantation worker is describing his 
former job as a superintendent on a sugar plantation. In this case, Masuda gives 
a modified Odo transcription (left), and I provide the translation (right): 
 
(4) no, da ka get in wan long lain.  No, the cars get into a long line. 
 samtaim in wan long lain.   Sometimes in a long line. 
 meibii, get abaut fifti, siksti kaz, yae. Maybe there are about fifty, sixty  

cars, yeah? 
 aen den, its nat onli wan lain,   And then, it's not only one line; 
 dei get sevro mo aDa lainz,    they have several other lines, 
 dei get sam mo kaz, tu, ae?   and they have some more cars 

     too, huh? 
 aend, da tiimstaz iz     And, the teamsters are 
 awlweiz bringin ka, aend,    always bringing cars, and  
 awlweiz teikin aut, sii.     always taking cars out, you see. 
 
3.1.2 Discourse constraints 
 
There are a number of discourse constraints that militate against simply making 
Pidgin poetry track Hebrew poetic form as closely as possible. They operate both 
within sentences and within higher level discourse units. 
 
3.1.2.1 Canonical sequence 
 
Pidgin speakers rightly insist on having the translation present information their 
way, not the ways in which English or Hawaiian or Japanese or Hebrew 
organize it. Over and over I have seen translators mystified by an early draft that 
was overly influenced by English. Then they notice that something in the 
confusing part doesn’t fit the canonical pattern of Pidgin, suggest an alternative 
that does fit, and the whole thing suddenly comes together. 

The pattern can be laid out something as in (5):11 
 

                                                           
 11This is the major pattern; there are variations on it. The elements in parentheses are optional. 
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(5) (CONJUNCTION) – (TIME) – (NEW TOPIC) – CONTENT 
 

The first three elements are optional. Initial conjunctions like aen ‘and’, bat 
‘but’, so ‘so’, kaz ‘because’, combinations like so den ‘so then’, exclamations like 
chi ‘gee!’, and subordinators like fo ‘in order to’ come first in the sequence. When 
time needs to be made explicit, it usually precedes everything but conjunctions. 
New topics are frequently fronted (left dislocated); that is, the noun phrase that 
identifies them is put ahead of where it would normally occur, and in its place 
there is a pronoun, as in (6) with an Odo transcription and English translation: 
 
(6) nait taim trzde ma mada shi “Thursday nights my mother, she 
  go wok laiberi lihue,  would go to work in the Lihue library, 
  aen mi a goin wid her.  and me, I would go with her.” 
 

Languages like English have similar discourse-related elements, and they 
frequently use permutations of them to highlight specific ones. This can be done 
in Pidgin to a limited extent, but it exacts a price in requiring that a special 
grammatical apparatus be invoked to make it clear when something is out of its 
expected order, and it often is not as clear as it would be in the canonical order. 

The pattern holds for the parts of a complex sentence. Something like it also 
holds for paragraphs and stanzas; the orientation information gravitates toward 
the early parts. 

There is a further, related constraint that has to be dealt with constantly. 
Readers expect time to be represented iconically, so that clauses in just about 
any relationship to one another have to be ordered in the same sequence as the 
events occurred. Flashbacks, for example, are extremely difficult to set up so 
they will be understood. 

For example, David’s line in 2 Samuel 22:4 reads in Hebrew as in (7):  
 
(7) Praiseworthy-one I call to Yahweh12 :: and from my enemies I am saved. 
 

The corresponding Pidgin is as in (8): 

                                                           
 12The postexilic ploy of appearing to not insult the name of God by simply never uttering it, regardless of whether or 
not one lives in a way that does not pull down God's reputation, would have been shredded by a prophet like Amos. The 
substitution of “Lord” to the exclusion of the divine name falls flat for Pidgin speakers, for whom “Lord” means nothing. 
“Boss,” the appropriate Pidgin term for whoever is at the top of one’s hierarchy for deciding what to do, carries strong 
and live negative connotations from plantation days and to a certain extent from today. So we follow the team 
consensus: God keeps saying that he wants people to know him as Yahweh, and part of his reason is that the competing 
gods all have names (including Pele and Kwan Yin and others who are worshiped in Hawaii in the 21st century) and he 
does not want to be confused with any of them. For the New Testament we have to tough it out with “Boss”; the 
Pharisees won that round. 
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(8) Wen da peopo dat stay agains me attack, 
 I yell to Yahweh fo help me. 
 He da One get me outa trouble. 
 He da One, good fo erybody tell dat he da greates! 
 

The event sequence from a Pidgin speaker's point of view is as in (9): 
 
(9) a. I have enemies. 
 b. They attack. 
 c. I call to Yahweh for help. 
 d. He saves me.13 
 e. (Timeless) Everybody should praise him 
 

The first two events are background and can be combined into a when-clause, 
and it should come first because it sets the time for the rest, and its events 
occurred before the rest. Tokens (9a and (9b) have to be kept in temporal order 
because one leads to the other. The timeless observation could go before or 
after, but sounds better at the end. 
 
3.1.2.2 Tight anaphora 
 
One of the most common questions in any Pidgin translation session is “Who 
does this ‘he’ refer to?” It is possible to get confused by the anaphoric 
(backward-looking) references of English, because they upset the Pidgin way of 
tracking reference. The pronominal inflections of Greek and Hebrew, and to a 
lesser extent English, allow reference to be tracked for a long way via pronouns, 
though not for nearly as long as the same-subject versus different-subject 
inflection chains of some languages of the central highlands of Papua New 
Guinea allow.  

English gets its continuity because part of the referential system is organized 
around the topic; if there is any doubt, it is a safe bet that a pronoun or a third 
person singular inflection refers to whoever or whatever you're talking mainly 
about.  

In Pidgin, reference can be maintained by pronouns, but under a recency 
principle, not a topical principle. The referent mentioned most recently is the 
antecedent if the pronoun and its antecedent have the same person and number. 
Using pronouns wherever English or Greek or Hebrew use pronouns guarantees 
referential chaos.  

The way to get around this is to maintain a clear picture at every step as to 
which candidates for pronominal reference are available at that point in the 

                                                           
 13The Hebrew does not identify who saves me. Pidgin requires that that information be supplied from the context. 
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discourse. If there is only one candidate in the field, a pronoun is suitable. If 
more than one referent is available, a distinguishing noun or noun phrase is 
better as in (10) (Isaiah 10:6 in NIV and Pidgin): 
 
(10) I send him against a godless nation,  I goin send da Assyria  

     army guys agains my 
     peopo   
Dat ack jalike I no matta. 

I dispatch him against a people  I no can take awready 
who anger me,    Da bad kine stuff da Israel 

     peopo stay do. 
Dass why I tell da Assyria 
     peopo 

to seize loot and snatch plunder,  Fo come take da Israel  
        peopo's rich stuff  

An take um all away. 
and to trample them down like   Jalike dey goin walk on top da  

mud in the streets.          Israel peopo 
An push um down jalike dey mud  
     on top da streets. 

 
The attitude of Pidgin speakers toward what they regard as excessive use of 

pronouns is “Why doesn’t he just go ahead and tell us who he’s talking about 
instead of making us guess?” So “a godless nation,” which is not just any godless 
nation, say in Southeast Asia, sounds to Pidgin speakers like Isaiah is hinting and 
pussyfooting, but doesn’t want to embarrass anybody by coming out and saying 
who he’s talking about, when it’s obvious to them that it’s “my nation.” 

One upshot of the Pidgin way of tracking reference is that it sounds to 
speakers of most other languages as if it is grossly overnominalized. However, I 
once did a little work on one of the Otomí languages of central Mexico where 
even a translation that followed the Pidgin pattern would probably need to have 
most Pidgin pronouns that are left replaced by noun phrases. So Pidgin is not at 
the short end of the reference tracking scale, but is close to it. 

I should mention that Pidgin discourse having to do with local subject matter, 
directed to people who know the speaker, and in a setting familiar to all, is not 
nearly as loaded with noun phrases. There is even a generic element, da kine, 
that is used heavily in such familiar situations. It is a pro-form used to represent 
a noun phrase, adjective, or verb that the speaker judges the hearer can supply 
from the context. But with biblical discourse being about people the readers 
don’t know, from another cultural world and another time that they have no 
experience with, they feel comfortable only with constant reminders of who or 
what is being referred to. 
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3.1.2.3 Phrasal lexemes 
 
The dictionary of Pidgin that I have been building up desultorily over the last 
twenty years contains about one thousand six hundred entries. That is because 
when I began, I was concentrating on one-word lexical items. It soon became 
clear, however, that Pidgin is not limited to one-word lexical items. Most of its 
vocabulary is phrasal lexemes—multi-word expressions whose meaning is either 
not deducible by putting together the words in a compositional semantics, or 
when they can be deciphered compositionally, one word does not occur without 
the other or others in that meaning. In the current state of the dictionary data 
base, the phrasal lexemes are listed as subentries under each of the words in 
them; but the next round will give them full lexical status, and the number of 
lexemes will appear much larger.  

In the Isaiah example there are two phrasal lexemes: army guy and on top. The 
first is the standard way of expressing ‘soldier’; there is no single word for the 
concept, but the pair is compositionally clear. The second is compositionally 
opaque; it corresponds to English ‘on’. When a bus driver at a transfer point told 
my wife, “Go on top dat bus ova dea,” the driver was not looking at a double-
decker with seats on the roof, nor was she suggesting that it was so crowded that 
my wife would have to climb to the roof and hang on. She just meant, “Get on 
that bus.” When Jesus delivered the Sermon on the Mount, the heading is “Jesus 
Teach On Top Da Mountain Side” (Matthew 5:1), which does not imply that he 
was at the summit. On the occasion when he probably was on a summit (Mark 
9:2), he “take Peter, James, an John wit him up on top one big mountain,” 
where up on top is different from on top.  

The technical theological vocabulary in the Pidgin Bible doesn’t sound one bit 
theological to an English speaker, because it’s all done with phrasal lexemes. We 
discovered early on that if we approached a theological term not primarily from 
the theological side, but from the perspective of the interpersonal relationships 
behind it, it resolved quickly into a situation that has counterparts in Pidgin-
speaking culture. When one person forgives another, he let um go. When it’s 
God forgiving sins, he let um go an hemo da shame fo da bad kine stuff da guy 
wen do, which embeds another theological term, da bad kine stuff somebody 
wen do, known in English in church but not on the street as “sin.” The glossary 
in the back of Da Jesus Book contains a section English Kine Bible Words that is 
simply a list of the theological technical terms that Pidgin speakers who attend 
English-speaking churches14 have had thrown at them without explanation, with 
the corresponding Pidgin phrasal lexemes provided for clarification. We heard of 

                                                           
 14Since Hawaii is a multicultural environment par excellence, most churches operate in English because it serves them 
as a common language. The upshot is that Pidgin speakers who are not fluent in English may feel like the church is not 
capable of addressing them directly, but forces them to go through the language of the dominant culture to meet God. 
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one Bible study group that began from that list, since the words in it represented 
things some of the participants had wondered about for years. 

The Isaiah example contains one word in the English Kine Bible Words list: 
“wrath,” which is God no take wat somebody do. In Pidgin, no take is a polar 
concept; you either allow something or you vigorously reject it, with no degrees 
of middle ground. It differs from huhu ‘be angry’ in that you can be litto bit 
huhu or come mo an mo huhu.  

From the standpoint of Hebrew poetry, phrasal lexemes are the death of 
rhythm and terseness in translation. To present complex ideas successfully in 
Pidgin, we must spell them out in a much looser way. The Isaiah 10:6 line 
discussed previously has two versets, which translate into two couplets in 
English, and comes out still more loosely as three couplets and one triplet in 
Pidgin. But it works as poetry. 
 
3.1.3 Semantic background 
 
The cultural models Pidgin speakers have available are more distant from 
biblical culture than mainstream American culture is, even with Bible illiteracy 
as the current norm around the United States. The cultural context is a factor in 
the semantics of translation. 
 
3.1.3.1 Knowledge of biblical culture and world view 
 
The Bible assumes a world that is not very much like anything in Hawaii—
sleeping on flat roofs, camels, sheep, walled cities, swords, grain and grape 
agriculture, sheep and goat herding, burnt offerings, harps, Middle Eastern 
politics, on and on. Few children have been in Sunday school enough to absorb 
even the small doses of these things that some mainland children get.  
On the other hand, many people in Hawaii live closer to monarchy than those 
on the mainland. The Hawaiian monarchy reigned until it was deposed by a 
coup in 1893, the royal palace is still a focal point, princes and nobles were 
recognized well into the twentieth century. So kings and thrones and succession 
and nobility are no mystery.  

But all in all, every context in the Pidgin Bible is strange for its readers. Use 
of footnotes has been suggested, but the target population includes too many 
people who read the footnotes only when they get to the bottom of the page, 
and don’t relate them to the earlier text. 

What we have done is to be alert for implicit cultural information that needs 
to be made explicit in the text for our readers, much as Mark 5:41 makes clear 
talitha koum for Greek-speaking readers who don’t know Aramaic. 
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3.1.3.2 Proverbial sayings 
 
Pidgin does have a few proverb-like sayings that are terse, widely known and 
used, and not totally transparent in themselves as in (11): 
 
(11) Cool head, main ting.   ‘It’s important to not become  
         overexcited in this situation.’ 

 If can, can. If no can, no can.  ‘If it's possible, go ahead. If not,  
     don’t worry.’ 

 
So far, however, we haven’t succeeded in coining proverbs that are as laconic as 
those in translations of biblical ones, though we’ve tried.15 
 
3.1.3.3 Metaphors 
 
Pidgin is not devoid of metaphors. But hardly any of the homegrown ones match 
Biblical metaphors. So for example the metaphorical source “light and 
darkness,” which is used frequently in the Bible with targets of good and evil, 
understanding and ignorance, and life and death, falls flat.  

But all is not lost. Simile is alive and well in Pidgin. The procedure we 
stumbled into is that the target of the metaphor, the thing the metaphor is 
supposed to shed light on, has to be made explicit first. Once that is in place the 
source or figure can follow in the form of a simile, and the simile can even be 
extended or developed as Hebrew metaphors often are. Consider Isaiah 40:11 
(NIV and Pidgin) as in (12): 
 
(12) He tends his flock like a  He take care his peopo, jalike one  

shepherd:     sheep farma take care his sheeps. 
 He gathers the lambs in his arms He carry da bebe sheep in his arm, 
 and carries them close to his heart; An carry dem on top his chest, 
 He gently leads those that  An show da way to da mudda  

have young.     sheeps, so dey can go res. 
 

The source of the metaphor is flock referring to people, which, in Isaiah's 
culture, automatically entailed having a “shepherd” and “shepherding” activity; 
the Hebrew for the noun ‘shepherd’ is a participle of the verb rendered tend in 
NIV. The target is Yahweh’s care for his people. A pronoun can be used to start, 
because the most recent third person singular in the context is Yahweh. The 
                                                           
 15One of the translators suggested that the title of this paper should really be “Terse Verse; Hang Loose Mongoose,” 
using a humorous short rhyming couplet pattern of Pidgin. 
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target that the metaphor is supposed to shed light on follows immediately. Jalike 
[ʤa'laik] introduces the source as a simile, and all is well; the link between 
target and source has been made explicit. From there it is possible to stretch out 
the simile as much as is needed, giving examples of shepherding activity. The 
reader already knows what it is a simile of, and that is the main thing.  

This almost formulaic restructuring of metaphors has had to be applied to 
nearly every metaphor in the Bible, poetic or not, and it works. But such an 
approach to translating Hebrew metaphors contributes considerably to the much 
looser character of the Pidgin poetic form, because both target and source have 
to be made explicit, and the source introduced as a simile even where Hebrew 
uses a metaphor.  

This sketch shows how the complex poetry of Hebrew can be adequately 
passed into a language that would appear to throw up obstacle after obstacle to 
carrying through the meaning, because of its radically different ways of handling 
discourse and metaphor. The Pidgin form of semantic parallelism with natural 
versification into couplets, canonical sequencing of elements, tight anaphora, 
phrasal lexemes, and handling of unfamiliar metaphors makes it possible to 
represent poetic meaning reasonably well, but definitely not phrased in the way 
King David would have done it. 
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