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SOME PITFALLS OF TRANSLATION OF AAD
GURU GRANTH SAHIB INTO ENGLISH

Kulbir Singh
Thind, MD

ABSTRACT
Besides a good mastery of English language and cultural practices of native
English speakers, translation of Aad Guru Granth Sahib (AGGS) requires good
knowledge of languages used in it, cultural practices of Punjab region/India and of
mythologies of Indian subcontinent. There is significant symbolism used in AGGS
which when literally interpreted changes the meaning. When a sentence taken out
of context is translated the meaning can be entirely different. The subject of this
presentation is to highlight some of the pitfalls that should be avoided during

translation and to offer
methodology.

REQUIREMENTS FOR A GOOD
TRANSLATION INTO ENGLISH

Following are the basic requirements for

translating AGGS into English.

1. Good knowledge of Punjabi & English.

2. Sufficient knowledge of the Languages
used in AGGS.

3. Knowledge of cultural practices of
Punjab region/ India and of mythologies
of the Indian subcontinent.

4. Significant knowledge of Christianity
and western cultural practices (present
& past).

5. Knowledge of history of the time of
Sikh Gurus. An added element in that,
true history is difficult to find.

6. Sufficient knowledge of Hindu &
Muslim  scriptures, cultures & their
practices.

7. Knowledge of prevalent religious sects
and their philosophies & practices from
the time of authors of AGGS.

Some common pitfalls that should

be avoided during translations

There is significant symbolism used in
AGGS which when literally interpreted can
change the meaning. Thus, one needs to
exercise caution in this regard. Also, when
a sentence taken out of context is translated

few suggestions

regarding adaptation of right
Disclaimer
I claim to be no expert in this matter.

the meaning can be entirely different. There
are also issues of deeper spiritual meaning
which are very difficult to translate and
may require further explanations. Many
words in AGGS and even in current
Punjabi language have no equivalent words
in English. Use of even some well-
intentioned translation words in these
situations can lead to misleading
interpretation. Thus, care is required in
such situations. Although, it is impossible
to avoid personal bias, one must try one's
best to avoid bias.

Gurbani translation is also made
difficult by following factors
It is difficult to describe the experience of
the ultimate bliss/union with God through
meditation/Naam Simran, especially when
one has not personal experienced it.

Since no punctuations other than full stop
have been used in AGGS, one can split
sentences in different ways to arrive at
different meanings.

Being in poetry form, Gurbani sentences
often violate grammatical rules and are
difficult to translate.
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Gurbani spellings are often different than the current
Punjabi spellings and that can be misleading.
Interpreting mythology as if it is history can be
misleading.

Scientific appearing facts should not be interpreted as
true science as applicable today.

Issue of multiple meanings of a word
Words can have multiple meanings, such as words like

'_3’, @, @'@, @U, é‘g‘ can have entirely different
meanings. For example, 3 = E?, il El"UT; YH_S’, @“3’) in
different situations. There are many more situations
like this.

7% 3 f3zes A, ufe wfe 73 mife

AGGS,M 1, p 19-18

Depending on how the word “B s interpreted in the
above sentence, there can be two different meanings of
above:

From water, He created the three worlds; in each and
every heart He has infused His Light.

He created the water and three worlds; in each and
every heart He has infused His Light.

Out of context issue

If one or few sentences are taken out of context and
interpreted, one can construe meanings that are entirely
differently. Here are a few examples:

An individual taking one sentence out of context
translated the following sentence like this:

AT Qi3 wrfad nig vrsT

AGGS, Namdev, p 1164.(1)

The affectionate bond between the Guru and the Sikh
is similar to the bond between a mother and child. The
Guru, like mother rears and nurtures his disciples.

However, if this line is interpreted along with the
second line the translation is like this:

AT Jif3 arfad n1g H3T I
WA Ifg St HE 93Tl
AGGS, Namdev, p 1164.
Like the love between the child and its mother, so is

my mind imbued with the Lord.
The difference is obvious.

The same individual interpreted the following two
sentences like this:

A3 nUIU I3 I A |l

A5or gifs s IufA 33 11
AGGS, Kabir, p 478.

The mother does not keep a count of the wrongs of her
child however numerous they might be.

The Satguru too doesn't remember the wrongs of his
Sikh (disciple). Uplift your life by following such a
Satguru.

However, if above two sentences are interpreted along
with the 3rd & 4th sentences the translation is like this:

A3 vUSU I3 I A3 |l

Asat I3 & I 33 14l

IHEMT I8 Ffax 397 |l

I & HBMHA W HIT AUl 3T |
AGGS, Kabir, p 478.

Like many mistakes the son commits and his mother
does not hold them against him in her mind;

I am Your child, O God, why not destroy my
shortcomings? II11[Pausell

Again, the difference is obvious.

Taken out of context, the following sentence is often
misinterpreted by many:

YA UTSATIMAT 7 Af39rg &efd 3fE |

This sabd is often recited to celebrate certain occasions
such as birthdays and the implied meaning is: “May God
shower Hundreds of thousands of princely pleasures
with His grace”.

However, the actual meaning when translated along with
the next sentence is as follows:

Y YA Uf3ATdr 7 Af39g sefd a3fe |
fovy & afg sy =ff ¥9r W 33 HIZE dfF
AGGS, M 5, p 44.

Hundreds of thousands of princely pleasures are
enjoyed, if the True Guru even for a moment through his
glance of grace bestows the Name of the Lord through
which my mind and body are cooled and soothed.

It is common practice to use the following Sloka to
excite the passion for battle to fight a religious war.

IS THHT TG ufa Stams W |
43 g S8 Ao nE gss A @8 19l
A A ufgedm g 89 Ss A I3 |

UIAT UIAT Sfe HI g & 213 83 12112l
AGGS, Kabir, P 1105.

The battle-drum beats in the sky of the mind; aim is
taken, and the wound is inflicted. The spiritual warriors
enter the field of battle; now is the time to fight! ||1|| He
alone is known as a spiritual hero, who fights in defense
of religion. He may be cut apart, piece by piece, but he
never leaves the field of battle. 1121121|
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It is well known that Bhagat Kabir was not a warrior.
In this sabd, he is not advocating war against others
rather against evils within us for spiritual advancement.

Language and Culture Issues

Words like "salvation”, “redemption”, “liberation”,
“saving" can have different meanings in different
religions. Word "Saint" has a very different meaning to
Christians than what is generally implied in English
translation of AGGS by many authors. In Christianity,
Sainthood is a title that is imparted by the Pope after
one’s death when certain criteria are met. In the
following translation of one sentence, Sant Singh
Khalsa has misinterpreted the meaning of word

“HFhm as “lipstick”, but the actual meaning is
“crude cigarette”.
UTS AU U3 Wiy SEhar srEhar |l

AGGS, M 4, p 726.
Those who eat betel nuts and betel leaf and apply
lipstick.

It is difficult to translate “FTO/HS, 9t-ATE/If&JTT
&, 996 o U3” into English. Translation of “gJ&T

o U3 as “dust of feet” does not convey the same
meaning to a Westerner.

Issue of Symbolism in AGGS
The AGGSis full of symbolism.

Following is an extreme example of symbolism in
Gurbani. In this sabd Kabir is describing “spiritual
ignorance” as his bad first wife who died and got
replaced by a new good wife “spiritual wisdom”.
Otherwise, one can imply that Bhagat Kabir had two
wives, the first was bad and she died and the second
was a good one.

ufow Fgfu g3 geuat Argd Uehr gt i
i & AU AATS Heudt Aod Befa odt iail
& At HET At ufast g3t i

T4 741 A= "It nig ot udt 11 I8 |

T FET 79 HIIt miret g3t & 7ot 2fa8 |

Bt Afar €t nig 1S Aat BT ufg& 12121321

AGGS, Kabir, P 483.

My first wife (spiritual ignorance) was ugly, of low
social status and bad character; she was evil in my
home, and in her parents' home. My present bride
(spiritual knowledge) is beautiful, wise and well-
behaved; I have taken her to my heart. ||1||

It has turned out so well, that my first wife has died.
May she, whom I have now married, live throughout
the ages? |l111Pausell

Says Kabeer, when the younger bride came, the elder
one lost her husband. The younger bride is with me now,
and the elder one has taken another husband. 11211211321

Following is another example of symbolism in Gurbani:
Fafe HI 37 8U9 Ut Hy gnrg |
AGGS, M 3, p 33.

If one dies through the Sabd, then salvation is obtained,
and one finds the Door of Liberation.

Here “HJ” does not mean actual death, but means
giving up ego.

Deep Meaning Issues
On the surface it may seem simple, however, it is not

easy to translate “ETH/ATZEH, EI'FEY?, Ha” etc. EI'FEV?T
what? H& what? “GTH/ATS&™H” is not what we generally

imply. We can debate the meaning of “HI€” and may
not reach a consensus.

Issue of Personal Bias

There is no easy way to translate mystical subject and it
is difficult to avoid personal bias in this regard. A closed
mind that presupposes certain outcomes may never see
the truth.

If one tries to find, fundamental truths are often reflected
in many religions. However, over time, truths often get
wrapped in falsehood and rituals and are difficult to filter
out.

It is not easy or possible to develop a fool proof
methodology. However, a well-designed methodology
can be very helpful in being as accurate as possible..

Some Suggestions for
Methodology

Important terms
meanings resolved.

Adopting Right

should be recognized and their

Stick with simplicity. The essence of Gurbani is its
simplicity. The spiritual truths are generally simple.
Translations often tend to complicate matters.

When in doubt, look for preponderance of evidence
within AGGS.

Interpretation of Gurbani in the context of Sikh history
and Maryada (code of conduct and practices) itself is a
huge problem. For example Guru Nanak rejected empty
rituals of his time, but over time many rituals have
evolved among Sikhs that in essence are no different
than Hindu rituals. Many of the Sakhis (stories) that are
preached in Gurdwaras bear no historical proof and if
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taken on face value are bound to create confusion in
the interpretation of Sikh history with some affect on
interpretation of Gurbani.

One should avoid interpreting scientific appearing facts
as true science in the present day context.

The AGGS is not a book of science but a scripture that
talks about higher truths. (See editorial note at the
end.) Many of the common scientific appearing facts
used in Gurbani have been derived from previous
knowledge of the time including Vedas and other

scriptures. For example words “Ud 33" have been

used a number of times. If we interpret this word as
“scientific elements” then there is a huge conflict with
scientific truth that these are not even elements. As per
Hindu mythology the Universe is thought to be made

of five basic components “Uf 33”. Those are

described as "earth, heaven, air, fire, water". With
current knowledge we know that these five are not
elements and that the elements that we currently know

are more than 100 (~117). However, the use of “fq

33”7 words from a philosophical point of view does
not change the meaning.

Similarly, there is no scientific proof of the time
periods (a) ASWAl (b) 33" Wal (¢) TUT Tal (d)
E(F&S'EI'CIT as often referred to in AGGS. Besides,

Gurbani, these time periods are also described in
“Purans, Maha Bharta & Ramayan”. As per “Mahan
Kosh” the length of time of above periods is (a)
1,728,000 (b) 1,296,000 (c) 864,000 (d) 432,000
measures when each measure equals 360 years. Thus
total of these is 8,640,000,000 years. With today’s
knowledge we know that whole human existence is
around 2 million years.
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Editorial Note

The Editor agrees with the author that "the AGGS is
not the book of Science" since there was no Science at
the time of Guru Nanak. However, Guru Nanak is the
founder of "Natural Philosophy" which became
SCIENCE later. Some information about "Natural
Philosophy" has been discussed by Prof Chahal in his
two papers on "Application of Science and Logic in
Interpreting Gurbani".
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