Difficulties in translating
biblical stories: different
languages, different cultures
We need to complement our theological
background with a sound comprehension of
the principles of translation. It does not only
concern the biblical translational difficulties, for
example, what appears as acceptable to Deaf
people often turns out to be unacceptable to
another group of people, for instance, ministers
or preachers or catechists, or anyone who
deals with the Bible and Deaf people. Our
culture plays a large part in our language, and
this influences our religious and philosophical
thinking. We need to remember the modality
of the expression of our language appears
distinct from people who use English.
We need to look at the hermeneutics principles
within the principles of linguistic translation and
see if there are ways, not only of
complementing both sets of principles, but also
to root out any difficulties or inaccuracies that
may reside within the production of the biblical
texts in sign language. We also need to be
aware of any differences in the way Deaf and
hearing people narrate; we know there are
hearing people who are accomplished
oratorians. What about Deaf people? What is it
that define ‘excellent signers’ who narrate
stories beautifully, effortlessly, brilliantly?
The way, manner, and the spirit in which a
message is conveyed (e.g.. serious, informative,
enlightening, humorous etc.) can often be
conveyed by nonverbal means (e.g.. facial
expressions, gesture, style of clothes) or
stylistic means (particular ways in which signs
are executed, i.e.. for emphasis). I remember I
did an experiment for my project years ago. I
asked one particular Deaf man who was an
accomplished singer and acknowledged by the

Deaf community throughout the UK as one of
the leading story-tellers in BSL, to sign story of
the Good Samaritan. The particular sentence I
looked at was:

I was interested in one particular sign that he
used (description: right hand at the nose,
followed by a downwards movement of the
hand, with tongue protruding) which has the
meaning of not being bothered, couldn't care
less, having no interest in it, etc.
Back-translation showed up the difficulty of
finding the right words to describe the meaning
associated with this particular sign. This sign is
familiar to Deaf people, it is in wide and
frequent usage. However, the meaning
associated with the sign was not accepted; the
text mentioned nothing about how the priest
or Levite felt, or why they chose to walk and
pass by the man lying on the ground; all we had
was a very terse sentence, "...when he saw the
man, he passed by on the other side...."
The 'Whorfian hypothesis' concerns the
relationship between language and culture; it
states that human beings do not live in the
objective world alone, nor alone in the world
of social activity, but use language as the
medium to express themselves. The 'real
world' is unconsciously built up on the language
habits. Whorf believed that ‘the world is
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presented in a kaleidoscopic flux of impressions
which has to be organised by our minds - and
this means largely by the linguistic systems in
our minds. We cut nature up, organise it into
concepts, and ascribe significances as we do,
largely because we are parties to an agreement
to organise it in this way – an agreement that
holds throughout our speech community and is
codified in the patterns of our language.’
(Wardhaugh, 1986).
However much the 'Whorfian hypothesis' holds
true for the various language communities, we
cannot study language without its sociolinguistic
consideration. The study of interpretation
and/or translation is a sociolinguistic problem
and must be studied along the parameters that
determine sociolinguistic enties. In that
particular biblical sentence, the sign (CAN'T BE
BOTHERED/IGNORE) for which the English
language lacked similar words; in this case,
interpreters/translator were forced to use a
circumlocution but which could easily lack
subtle nuances in meaning. Literal translation,
or even circumlocution, could be dangerous
because the particular meaning that certain sign
has for the Deaf community, the sign used as
referred to earlier, could, when translated,
have a different meaning simply because
another community has a different set of
agreements codified in their language. Although
the sign could be translated as CAN'T BE
BOTHERED/IGNORE, the underlying intention
was that the person simply didn't do anything
or chose not to do anything. It seemed that in
the back translation, the 'intention' was
replaced by the 'motive' of the action, an overliteral back translation.
The result of the experiment showed that Deaf
and hearing people do not really differ in their
description of the story because of their

different perceptions of the world. They all
reported the main parts of the story accurately.
However, the experiment did show that Deaf
and hearing people structured the story
differently, this is because of the linguistic
nature of their languages. It also showed that in
the retelling of the story events, sign language
reflected the original events more closely than
the spoken language.
So… what am I saying? Give one short story to
four Deaf persons, we will receive four stories
narrated in BSL, all can be accurate but they
are all different. Sociolinguistic rules or
appropriate ways of speaking in different
communities are quite clearly distinctive in
different communities. Being polite involves
understanding the social values which govern
the way social dimensions such as status,
solidarity and formality are expressed. Of
course, the meaning associated with the sign
NOT BOTHERED/IGNORE may not be
appropriate in the biblical or linguistic context,
but the nature of the problem or difficulty here
is that it is an attitudinal/cultural problem and
not merely a linguistic difficulty. In other words,
we cannot express such meaning in our English
language, it would not be culturally
appropriate, whereas in British Sign Language it
is! In any translation from English to British Sign
Language and vice versa, we not only need to
know both languages, we also deal with two
different cultures, and for translation to occur,
we need to mediate to both cultures and
incorporate them in their respective languages.

