On the negotiation of Melanesian cultural identity
The Buk Baibel translation as a linguistic milestone
Timo Lothmann
The young nation of Papua New Guinea
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whole population of Papua New Guinea.

on the one hand, be able to skilfully bridge
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Aufnahme: T. Lothmann

In this respect, it suffices

prehensibility to the recipients.
It is a challenging area of
conflict the respective translators are in: They should,
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receives a quasi-timeless
aura – which, in fact, is in
line with the self-conception of Christian ideology.
Indeed, it may be seen as
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preventing a full development

that the translators have cre-

of the existing human capital

ated such a linguistically ac-

(cf. UNDP 2005).

curate and straightforwardly

Quo vadis, Tok Pisin? Undoubt-

accessible text canon out of

edly, it is the members of the
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young generation in particular
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the original texts from antiq-
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Aufnahme: T. Lothmann

an artistic accomplishment

contemporary source, the
Good News Bible.
Consequently, the Buk Baibel
represents, on the one hand,
a possible sustainable cor-

Chapel of the Martin Luther Seminary in Lae

as the epitome of (non-uniform) social change. Further,
this language remains a political and emotional issue. With
respect to Christianisation, the

nerstone of an autonomous, indigenous

modernity, from orality to literacy, from

success of the Bible translation in Papua

Church. On the other hand, it is, from a
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New Guinea is the current apex of a de-

secular perspective, an aesthetic literary

is a dilemma between Scylla of a nostalgic
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past and Charybdis of an insecure future.

Pisin in local, regional, and supra-regional

importance. During my fieldwork in Pa-

As builders of awareness and knowledge,

contexts. The Buk Baibel exemplifies how

pua New Guinea, I was able to witness

translators worldwide bear a high respon-

only a rural Tok Pisin offers adequate im-

the high popularity of the Buk Baibel. Its

sibility which requires broad competence

manent and creative resources to keep up

contents as well as the language used in

– including a certain ‘feeling’ for the cul-

a sustainable autonomy vis-à-vis English.

it are being perceived as prestigious and

tures involved in the translation process.

However, in the same way as the mutable

sublime. Then again, the highly conserva-

Their product for Papua New Guinea, the

existence of this very language depends

tive liturgical practice of many Churches,

Buk Baibel, is thus part of the current post-

on the zeitgeisty attitude of its speakers

which is a mere imitation of Western ritu-

colonial experimental discourse.

towards it, the approval of the recipients is

als, proves to be a potential cause for con-

We can currently witness a drifting apart

the linchpin of a successful translation, i.e.

flict in this respect. As a matter of fact, the

of the rural (traditional) and the urban

of a successful cultural mediation.

Bible’s strict orientation towards the target

(de-rooted) ‘cultures’ in Papua New Guin-

group is thus thwarted, in particular by the

ea, which shows, last but not least, in the
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