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“No Other Hand will Scratch My Back”
Interview with Arash Zeini
R AV I K A N T

Arash Zeini is a programmer and GNU/Linux enthusiast based in Tehran. Arash was an active participant at the
Tactical Media Lab at Sarai, September 2003.1

>Ravikant: First of all, accept our congratulations on your excellent work on the FarsiKDE
Desktop. Could you describe the basic features of the Persian version? How is it different
from the English version, for example? What are the utilities you have translated?

>>Arash Zaini: Well, I have to thank you for your interest in our work and all the positive
feedback that we have been receiving so far from Sarai. Thank you very much. FarsiKDE is
basically a localised version of the K Desktop Environment that GNU/Linux users know from
various distributions. That means all user interaction with the computer will happen in Farsi.
The GUI is in Farsi and all the messages – such as error messages – directed to the user
are in Farsi as well. It is important to note that this applies to KDE. All non-KDE applications
that are started within KDE need to be localised separately.
There is not much difference between the Farsi and English KDE versions, except that
everything works right-to-left (RTL). All menu entries and widgets are located on the opposite site when compared to the English version. It is our plan to translate as many applications as possible. But this is not an easy task and we need a lot of time to complete the
whole. As of now we have translated the base packages, which will give you a usable desktop. The next modules that are likely to be translated are KMail and KOffice in order to complete the list of basic applications. One thing sorely needed is a calendar. This, however,
needs support at the KDE level. It is necessary to change the system’s calendar based on
local information, when the user changes the language or country. This is well on its way in
KDE. We have written the Jalali calendar and it will be incorporated into later KDE versions.
These settings are not necessary for all countries. But for Farsi and Iran it was necessary. We not only need BiDi support but our own calendar as well.
>Ravikant: Do give some details of how you went about the translation. It must have been
a lot of teamwork. How many people participated in the actual exercise of translation? How
many human hours were put in? How did you come together as a team and how did you
divide the work? Did you run a list for the purpose? If so, how was the discussion organised?
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Did you go word/phrase by word/phrase, or did you lump some of these for discussion?
What did you do for consistency?

>>Arash Zaini: I would like to use the chance to make a point: it was not only me who translated KDE, it was and is a team effort. Even if I had been able to do it myself, I would not
have wanted to. I think it is important to live/continue the spirit and traditions of Free/Libre
and Open Source technologies. This is important for me. And here we are not talking of
technology only. The alternative way of doing things is what is important, and teamwork is
a major factor here.
(Some people say that Iranians don’t know anything about teamwork and hence cannot succeed in team sports. Even if this was true, we would like to do it differently and show
ourselves, and others, that this model works and that good software can be produced
based on this alternative development model.)
Now to your question of How We Did It :-)
Around March 2001 I was informed that QT would soon be ready to ‘host’ languages
with RTL scripts. That’s when I began to be active again. I had contacted KDE in 1999 for
the same purpose. But QT was not ready then.
The first step was to make a site and mailing list. In the beginning the mailing list was
hosted at Yahoo! and now it is hosted at the KDE project. The combination of site and mailing list seemed to work. People began to subscribe and sometimes even discuss :-) At the
same time I began to surf the web to see if I could find people that could help. This was
rather unsuccessful. Even today, the situation is the same as in the beginning. There are a
lot of interested people and the mailing list has around 90 members. But there are no real
discussions, and not many volunteer for the task of translation.
There are apparently different approaches to translating huge projects like KDE. Some
divide the work based on different modules. In that case one or two people are responsible
for a whole module like kdebase or kdegraphics. But we translated all the files of kdelibs
and kdebase together. After one of us had finished a file others would be informed, and
work would begin on a new file.
The team consisted of 6 people in total, and 4 on average. As we mostly worked from
one room, an e-mail discussion was not necessary; but yes, sometimes we did discuss
each word and phrase. The main problem was and is to find adequate phrases for English
terms in Farsi. In the spoken language people usually use English terminology, so it is not
easy to say what should be used for words such as ‘download’. If you look up a dictionary
you will find entries that sound strange because they are not in wide usage, and you know
that people won’t recognise the item in the running application. That means that our culture
is still too English oriented and we have to see that people can recognise the translation.
This is a big problem and we have not been able to find a general solution for it. ‘Download’
is just a simple example, it gets complicated when it comes to words such as proxy, cache
and other more technical terminology. Sometimes we saw ourselves forced to use a Farsi
word alongside the English one in parenthesis. We think that we may be able to eliminate
the English word in later versions of FarsiKDE.
There is no formula of what to do. You really have to discuss and decide, sometimes
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even non-democratically, because a lot of this is based on your own taste. For a while I used
to make consistency checks before the initial commit. But due to time shortage I quit this
and postponed the consistency check for the final revision. This turned out to be not such
a good idea. The unification process is very difficult when you have to go through all the
files. It is better to check each file as it becomes ready.
The final revision was done by one of the team members according to a list that he
and I had compiled during the process of translation.

>Ravikant: What has been the response? How did people at different stages react to your
work? Did some of them articulate purist anxieties? Alternatively, did some of them find particular equivalents either outlandish or bookish? To ask the question in a different way, what
was the resource pool from which you picked up neologisms?

>>Arash Zaini: People have been reacting in different ways. In the beginning people did
not really believe that we would do it and that we could do it. They especially did not believe
that we would do it and then give it all away as Free/Libre desktop. But now that they see
the result and see our modified KNOPPIX live CD, well, they don’t have any choice but to
believe us :-)
But the point about Free/Libre technology is still not digested by many. I think even if
they believe us, they just think that we are crazy. After I explain that the whole thing is just
Free and open, they look at me sometimes as if I am a Martian :-) Well, they will learn to live
with the idea!
But if we sum up, I think that most of them like the idea. However they have to see
FarsiKDE in order to believe that we really did it and also to understand what has been done.
They may know in general terms what a desktop is, but many Iranians don’t know GNU/
Linux and KDE, and hence cannot imagine what it looks like and what it can do.
In order to present FarsiKDE to the public, we participated in an exhibition and the
reactions were fabulous. We were really surprised. But I am still not sure if it was due to a
sense for sensation or real interest.
With regard to neologisms, I have to say that we tried to stay as close as possible to
dictionaries. We work with two dictionaries: an English-Persian and a special computational
dictionary. The latter gives also a frequency count of each meaning, which was a great help
in making decisions. The goal was to find the word that is most frequently used, but it had
also to make sense to our own taste and understanding of the language. And it was important to use words that you can look up in a dictionary. Only in this way could we ensure that
people would find meanings for less common and otherwise unknown Farsi words. We
did not coin any new words. After all, one couldn’t assume that our words would enter the
dictionary some day.
>Ravikant: It seems the Farsi desktop for Windows wasn’t there or was of poor quality
when you started work on KDE. What is the situation now? Is there competition; if so, what
kind and amount of effort is it going to take to convince people to change over to Linux and
KDE? What is the argument you offer to both old and new users? A related question – you
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are an entrepreneur. Have you been able to cash on the sale of localised KDE? I ask this
because the work was of a collaborative and voluntary nature.

>>Arash Zaini: There has never been an official Micro$oft desktop for Farsi or Iran. The only
thing Micro$oft offers is a keymap for typing Farsi, which differs from the standard Iranian
keyboard, which we use for FarsiKDE. But there have been some Iranian versions of Windoze,
which are based on the ones from Micro$oft. What we have there are basically binary patches on top of Windoze. These desktops have never worked really that well. They are extremely unstable and not very usable in general. And we all know that their life is limited until
Micro$oft is officially represented in Iran. To make a long story short, there is no competition
in that sense. But yes, people are used to using Windoze and it is not easy to convince them
to change to any other OS. This goes along with some limitations found in Free/Libre open
source applications and technologies. I am thinking mainly of some limitations in GIMP, missing variety of fonts for Farsi to be used in GNU/Linux and all the stuff you can download from
the Internet but only for Windoze platforms. How do I convince a hard-core Internet Casino
player not to play Casino because the vendor doesn’t support GNU/ Linux? Honestly I don’t
really try. We do this whole thing because we believe in it and think it is good to be Free and
have alternatives. If people don’t want to use it, then there is not much we/I can do. But we
will continue to do what we think is right. The rest is up to people.
On the other hand, it is important for Free/Libre open source technologies to come up
with solutions that can convince the broader public rather than remaining a niche technology. I do not use anything non-Free on my Debian and run my ‘Virtual RMS’ every once and
then to see that everything is OK, but I cannot expect this from everybody. People have
other preferences and needs, and open source has to cover those.
As to the entrepreneurship: I do not like the word so I don’t use it myself. But yes, we
run a company. The company however is not separate from the open projects that we run.
We all believe in FLOSS and that is what we concentrate on. Some things we do are community projects, some others are commercial projects, but even these are based on FLOSS.
We are not going to sell FarsiKDE as such. We now have a KNOPPIX CD customised
to run with FarsiKDE and related issues as default, and will distribute this for free in Iran.
We certainly hope to be able to make some money by selling services based on FarsiKDE related projects. But Chapar Shabdiz (our company) did not calculate any income based on FarsiKDE. We don’t depend on it. Also, we have all agreed that in case we make direct
money from FarsiKDE, the money will be contributed back to the team and the company.
Some developers seem to think that FLOSS and business are unrelated. Well, I don’t
share this point of view. For me, it is perfectly fine if you use FLOSS to earn money or you
earn money by doing FLOSS. I think that the theoretical writings of ESR (Eric S. Raymond)
with regard to open source business models have validity and we would like to work with
them. Still, there is absolutely no reason for me to think that FLOSS and business won’t go
together. The combination may not succeed, but I don’t see much of an ethical problem if
one stays close to the ideals of FLOSS.
>Ravikant: It is sometimes said that localisation or internationalisation is a futile project. We
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are, after all, global citizens and English is the lingua franca of the world, as it is predominantly the language of computing and the Internet. Obviously this is not true, as we have
seen successful attempts at localisation in the case of Chinese, Japanese and other languages. The KDE i18n project itself lists so many of them. But we are interested in your
thoughts on the above trajectory of reasoning.

>>Arash Zaini: The simplest answer is: we all grow up in certain (given) cultural environments and circumstances. Most of the time we learn to think and express ourselves in a
specific language; some of us learn the same for more than one language, but they still
relate to a specific cultural environment. The same applies when we use computers as a
way of self-expression and communication. When we use computers we normally do not
abstract from our environment, do not forget the language we know best. So what is wrong
with enabling people to use it the way they feel most comfortable? I regard computers as
tools to help us master certain things better. But they can do this in many different
languages, and it is not necessary to limit them only to English. Many of us don’t feel
comfortable expressing ourselves in a language we are not that familiar with.
Interestingly the countries with the highest literacy rates for English – I am thinking
here about the richer European countries – are the ones that localised computers to their
own needs earlier than others. This feels weird!!! Is there something wrong with us :-) !!!
I think localisation is extremely important. I understand that the degree of importance
might vary from country to country, but it doesn’t change anything of the overall situation.
The important factor here is the degree of literacy and fluency in English. It may be a different situation in India, but in Iran English is, and remains, a foreign language that is not
mastered by the majority of people. Even among those who can handle English well, you
find a high percentage of people who can read English but are not ready to write anything
in English. This seems to be one reason why so many don’t participate in public mailing
lists. I get this answer frequently when I try to encourage people to post a question to the
mailing list instead of sending it to me. Therefore, being able to read and write in your own
language seems to be important.
And then there is the older generation that never learned English but would like to use
computers for certain things. Again from my own experience, when I suggest to my grandfather that he should use a computer to communicate with his children who live abroad, the
first thing he says is that he doesn’t know English. It is interesting that it is not the fear to
use computers that scares this 80-year-old man away, but the fear of being forced to use
English. I am sure this and related approaches/fears do not apply only to my grandfather
but to many people, in Iran and elsewhere.
Now, English being the lingua franca of the Internet or computer world is a statement
that needs a bit of differentiation. It certainly applies to the aspect of communication. A lot
of people with different language backgrounds use English on the Internet as a means to
communicate with each other. I don’t see any problems here. But this argument does not
suggest that localisation is not required. We do not want to challenge the role of English as
a tool for international communication, but I would still like to pass along a Farsi joke to a
friend in Farsi! I think this is important.
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English as the lingua franca may apply to the user interface. Yes, in fact it does, or
maybe it did. But there is so much more to language usage than reading and writing user
interfaces, even in the computer world. I am sure that English doesn’t end at words like
‘Menu’, ‘File’, ‘Edit’, and its prose is not limited to some error messages. I also feel that without localisation so many cultures will eventually go under, or lose colour and taste. Let us
come together with all diversity, which will make life so much more beautiful and interesting, not to say exciting.
If there are any political aspects connected to the lingua franca debate, I don’t know.

>Ravikant: As you know, Indian languages too are struggling to localise and lots of fragmentary community efforts are on. But because of the peculiar historical and socio-political
situation in India, we rarely get to hear about such efforts being made for Urdu. We do, however, see workaround packages and plug-ins (mostly for Windows) if we visit some Pakistani
sites. Since Farsi is the script for Urdu as well, your work is bound to enable Urdu users in
the sub-continent and elsewhere. There are some issues, though. Urdu, it seems, requires
some extra characters from the ones used by the Persian language. What changes do we
need to make to make your desktop usable for Urdu writing people as well? How difficult or
easy is the task? What kind of assistance would you need if you were ever inclined to undertake this project?

>>Arash Zaini: Let’s differentiate between Urdu as a user interface language and Urdu as
a script which we would like to write in using the GNU/Linux operating system or KDE.
Assume it is interesting for Urdu speaking people to try reading Farsi. When I visited
Sarai we tried this, and I think the members of the Compughar, LNJP [Cybermohalla project] loved it. But I don’t think that FarsiKDE can replace a true Urdu desktop. However using
FarsiKDE and its database/dictionary may help to speed up the localisation process. One
has to investigate this. It would be great to have a person with knowledge of Urdu and Farsi
in Iran to explore the possibilities.
As to typing Urdu: Here we need to have a standard keymap for Urdu first. I have
looked into the matter a bit and it seems that there are some efforts on. Once Pakistan has
its own Urdu keyboard layout, we need to make such a keyboard for XFree86 and try it
out. I assume not much would be needed to make it run. But I am not an expert in the Urdu
language and can only guess here.
So the necessary steps are: Make a keyboard layout, testing, debugging if necessary,
submitting the layout to XFree86. Thereafter we have to see that we organise some nice
Unicode fonts for Urdu.
It is very difficult to imagine working on a project for a language you don’t really
know. But I can imagine working on it as a cooperation between India/Pakistan and
Iran. In that case, we would try to give technical assistance wherever we can.
Localisation is best handled by people who speak and understand the language. In
general we would love to cooperate with Sarai, or any one else, in this matter. The first
step would be to make a To Do list of questions that remain unclear and try to find
answers for them.
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>Ravikant: I gathered from an interview on the net that India happens to be one of your
part-time locations, apart from Iran and Germany. What kind of an association do you have
with India?
>>Arash Zaini: I was always interested in classical Indian music. I think it was in 1992 that
I first visited India. It was a short trip and India did not make any ‘special’ impression on me
at that time. So I thought. But something must have changed at that time already, which
showed its effects a few years later. In 1995 I began to study Indology in Cologne, which
was immediately followed by frequent trips to India. The climax was that I got the chance
to work and live for two years in Thiruvananthapuram with my wife. It was not an easy time,
but one of the best experiences we ever had and are likely to have in our lives. We miss the
monsoon rains and friends that we made in Kerala.
I think that, all in all, India is not just a part-time location for me; but why I like India
or what it is that I like about India, I don’t know, I cannot explain or maybe don’t want to
explain :-)
>Ravikant: Arash, you are a programmer with exceptional linguistic skills, which is a rare
category. What interests me is why and how did you choose the world of computers? Does
it have anything to do with your love for language, because it is obvious you did not like
computers the way they existed.

>>Arash Zaini: Thanks for the flowers :-) I think I chose computers because I was not good
enough at languages!
>Ravikant:

This last question is a quote from http://www.indlinux.org/hindi/kde/ – so far
a non-existent project. Please have a look at the page and since I am a non-expert please
give me your opinion on this quote:
“KDE is not yet ready for Indic scripts, as QT toolkit on which KDE is based doesn’t
support CTL (Complex Text Layout) for Indic scripts yet, though the basic unicode support
for Indic ranges is there as of QT 3.0.3, and so from KDE 3.0 onwards to use this support,
one needs to explicitly set the font of widget to a unicode font having the Indic glyphs according to Unicode. Recently one Indian language vendor Cyberscape Multimedia (Akruti)
released a set of Truetype fonts for all languages. These fonts have been released under
GNU GPL avialable at Akruti Indian Language Fonts.
Current plan for QT Indic support is to use the opentype fonts as base and make a
Unicode font having glyphs for basic unicode range for all Indic scripts. Other glpyhs will be
mapped into Private user area of Unicode. This font could be used for QT Indic rendering
for time being (till QT has opentype support).”

>>Arash Zaini: I get to read a lot about the problems of other languages on the KDE lists
and know a bit about the problems of Indic scripts. But I also know Lars Knoll from Trolltech
and know that he always delivers what he promises. He is also the main person behind the
BiDi support in QT. His last e-mail, on which I think this quote is partly based, sounded very
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promising and support for Indic scripts cannot be too far away. If Indians keep on pushing
and asking and testing, it will help in speeding things up.
It is at the end always us that should be aware and concerned about ourselves. Others
can just help us, but not replace our own efforts. In Iran we have a saying: “No other hand
will scratch my back”.
I wish you all the best for your localisation projects.
Seeing
This interview of Arash by Ravikant was conducted over e-mail.

NOTES
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Arash Zeini is a programmer and free software enthusiast based in Tehran. He studied Indology and is the

founder and managaing director of Chapar Shabdiz (http://www.chaparshabdiz.com), a Tehran based company that offers Linux development and consulting services in areas such as application development, network
infrastructure, Internet or web based solutions. Arash has worked on the creation of a Farsi version of the
KDE desktop (http://www.farsikde.org). Arash believes that KDE helps lower borders, and facilitates friendships
and collaboration. He is an active member of LinuxIran.org (http://www.linuxiran.org). Arash Zeini can be
contacted at: a.zeini@farsikde.org

