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Selected from Douglas Robinson, (eds. & trans.) Western Translation Theory from
Herodotus to Nietzsche. Manchester: St. Jerome, 1997.

The Use of Translations

From On Christian Doctrine ( De doctrina Christiana, 428)
Translated by D. W. Robertson, Jr.

I

Just as I began, when I was writing about things, by waming that no one should
consider them except as they are, without reference to what they signify beyond themselves,
now when I am discussing signs I wish it understood that no one should consider them for
what they are but rather for their value as signs which signify something else. A sign is a
thing which causes us to think of something beyond the impression the thing itself makes
upon the senses. Thus if we see a track, we think of the animal that made the track; if we
see smoke, we know that there is a fire which causes it; if we hear the voice of a living
being, we attend to the emotion it expresses; and when a trumpet sounds, a soldier should
know whether it is necessary to advance or to retreat, or whether the battle demands some
other response.

Among signs, some are natural and others are conventional. Those are natural which,
without any desire or intention of signifying, make us aware of something beyond themselves,
like smoke which signifies fire. It does this without any will to signify, for even when smoke
appears alone, observation and memory of experience with things bring a recognition of an
underlying fire. The track of a passing animal belongs to this class, and the face of one who
is wrathful or sad signifies his emotion even when he does not wish to show that he is wrathful
or sad, just as other emotions are signified by the expression even when we do not
deliberately set out to show them. But it is not proposed here to discuss signs of this type.
Since the class formed a division of my subject, I could not disregard it completely, and this

notice of it will suffice.
I

Conventional signs are those which living creatures show to one another for the purpose
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of conveying, in so far as they are able, the motion of their spirits or something which they
have sensed or understood. Nor is there any other reason for signifying, or for giving signs,
except for bringing forth and transferring to another mind the action of the mind in the person
who makes the sign. We propose to consider and to discuss this class of signs in so far as
men are concerned with it, for even signs given by God and contained in the Holy Scriptures
are of this type also, since they were presented to us by the men who wrote them. Animals
also have signs which they use among themselves, by means of which they indicate their
appetites. For a cock who finds food makes a sign with his voice to the hen so that she runs
to him. And the dove calls his mate with a cry or is called by her in tumn, and there are
many similar examples which may be adduced. Whether these signs, or the expression or cry
of a man in pain, express the motion of the spirit without intention of signifying or are truly
shown as signs is not in question here and does not pertain to our discussion, and we remove

this division of the subject from this work as superfluous.
m

Among the signs by means of which men express their meanings to one another, some
pertain to the sense of sight, more to the sense of hearing, and very few to the other senses.
For when we nod, we give a sign only to the sight of the person whom we wish by that sign to
make a participant in our will. Some signify many things through the motions of their hands,
and actors give signs to those who understand with the motions of all their members as if
narrating things to their eyes. And banners and military standards visibly indicate the will of
the captains. And all of these things are like so many visible words. More signs, as I have
said, pertain to the ears, and most of these consist of words. But the trumpet, the flute, and
the harp make sounds which are not only pleasing but also significant, although as compared
with the number of verbal signs the number of signs of this kind are few. For words have
come to be predominant among men for signifying whatever the mind conceives if they wish to
communicate it to anyone. However, Our Lord gave a sign with the odor of the ointment with
which His feet were anointed [ John 12:3-8] ; and the taste of the sacrament of His body and
blood signified what He wished [ Matthew 26: 28 ; Luke 22: 19-20] ; and when the woman
was healed by touching the hem of His garment [ Matthew 9: 20-22 ], something was
signified. Nevertheless, a multitude of innumerable signs by means of which men express
their thoughts is made up of words. And I could express the meaning of all signs of the type
here touched upon in words, but I would not be able at all to make the meanings of words

clear by these signs.

IV

But because vibrations in the air soon pass away and remain no longer than they sound,

3
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signs of words have been constructed by means of letters. Thus words are shown to the eyes,
not in themselves but through certain signs which stand for them. These signs could not be
common to all peoples because of the sin of human dissension which arises when one people
seizes the leadership for itself. A sign of this pride is that tower erected in the heavens where
impious men deserved that not only their minds but also their voices should be dissonant
[ Genesis 11:1-9].

A\

Thus it happened that even the Sacred Scripture, by which so many maladies of the
human will are cured, was set forth in one language, but so that it could be spread
conveniently through all the world it was scattered far and wide in the various languages of
translators that it might be known for the salvation of peoples who desired to find in it nothing
more than the thoughts and desires of those who wrote it and through these the will of God,

according to which we believe those writers spoke...

X

There are two reasons why things written are not understood ; they are obscured either by
unknown or by ambiguous signs. For signs are either literal or figurative. They are called
literal when they are used to designate those things on account of which they were instituted ;
thus we say bos[ ox ] when we mean an animal of a herd because all men using the Latin
language call it by that name just as we do. Figurative signs occur when that thing which we
designate by a literal sign is used to signify something else; thus we say “ox” and by that
syllable understand the animal which is ordinarily designated by that word, but again by that
animal we understand an evangelist, as is signified in the Scripture, according to the
interpretation of the Apostle, when it says, “Thou shalt not muzzle the ox that treadeth out
the corn” [ Deuteronomy 25:4].

XI

Against unknown literal signs the sovereign remedy is a knowledge of languages. And
Latin-speaking men, whom we have here undertaken to instruct, need two others for a
knowledge of the Divine Scriptures. Hebrew and Greek, so that they may turn back to earlier
exemplars if the infinite variety of Latin translations gives rise to any doubts. Again, in these
books we frequently find untranslated Hebrew words, like amen, alleluia, racha, hosanna,
and so on, of which some, although they could be translated, have been preserved from
antiquity on account of their holier authority, like amen and alleluia; others, like the other
two mentioned above, are said not to be translatable into another language. For there are

4
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some words in some languages which cannot be translated into other languages. And this is
especially true of interjections which signify the motion of the spirit rather than any part of a
rational concept. And these two belong to this class: racha is said to be an expression of
indignation and hosanna an expression of delight. But a knowledge of these two languages is
not necessary for these few things, which are easy to know and to discover, but, as we have
said, it is necessary on account of the variety of translations. We can enumerate those who
have translated the Scriptures from Hebrew into Greek, but those who have translated them
into Latin are innumerable. In the early times of the faith when anyone found a Greek codex,

and he thought that he had some facility in both languages, he attempted to translate it.
X

This situation would rather help than impede understanding if readers would only avoid
negligence. For an inspection of various translations frequently makes obscure passages
clear. For example, one translator renders a passage in the prophet Isaiah: “Despise not the
family of thy seed” ; but another says: “ Despise not thy own flesh” [ Isaiah 58:7]. Either
confirms the other, for one may be explained by means of the other. Thus the “flesh” may
be taken literally, so that one may find himself admonished that no one should despise his
own body, and the “family of the seed” may be taken figuratively so that it is understood to
mean “Christians” born spiritually from the seed of the Word which produced us. But a
collation of the translations makes it probable that the meaning is a literal precept that we
should not despise those of our own blood, since when we compare “family of the seed” with
“flesh”, blood relations come especially to mind. Whence, I think, comes the statement of
the Apostle, who said, “If, by any means, I may provoke to emulation them who are my
flesh, and may save some of them” [ Romans 11:14 ], that is, so that, emulating those who
had believed, they also might believe. He calls the Jews his “flesh” because of blood
relationship. Again, a text of the prophet Isaiah reads: “If you will not believe, you shall not
understand” , and in another translation: “If you will not believe, you shall not continue”
[ Isaiah 7: 9]. Which of these is to be followed is uncertain unless the text is read in the
original language. But both of them nevertheless contain something of great value for the
discerning reader. It is difficult for translators to become so disparate that they do not show a
similarity in one area of meaning. Thus, although understanding lies in the sight of the Eternal,
faith nourishes as children are nourished with milk in the cradles of temporal things. Now “we
walk by faith and not by sight” [2 Corinthians 5:7]. Unless we walk by faith, we shall not be
able to come to that sight which does not fail but continues through a cleansed understanding
uniting us with Truth. On account of this principle one said, “If you will not believe, you shall

not continue” , and the other said, “If you will not believe, you shall not understand”.
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Many translators are deceived by ambiguity in the original language which they do not
understand, so that they transfer the meaning to something completely alien to the writer’s
intention. Thus some codices have “their feet are sharp to shed blood” , for the word oxiis in
Greek means both “sharp” and “swift”. But he sees the meaning who translates “their feel
swift to shed blood” [ Romans 3: 15, from Proverbs 1: 16 ]; the other, drawn in another
direction by an ambiguous sign, erred. And such translations are not obscure; they are
false, and when this is the situation the codices are to be emended rather than interpreted.

The same situation arises when some, because mdschos in Greek means “calf” , do not know

“® &

’” .
that moschelimata means “calves”. This error

transplantings”, and have translated it
appears in so many texts that one hardly finds anything else written, although the sense is
very clear and is supported by the succeeding words. For the expression “bastard slips shall
not take deep root” [ Wisdom of Jesus Son of Sirach 4:3] makes better sense than to speak of -
“calves”, which walk on the earth and do not take root in it. The rest of the context,

moreover, supports this translation.

X

Since the meaning which many interpreters, according to their ability and judgment,
seek to convey is not apparent unless we consult the language being translated, and since
many translators err from the sense of the original authors unless they are very learned, we
must either seek a knowledge of those languages from which Scripture is translated into Latin
or we must consult the translations of those who translate word for word, not because they
suffice but because by means of them we may test the truth or falsity of those who have sought
to translate meanings as well as words. For often not only single words but whole locutions
are translated because they cannot be expressed in Latin if one wishes to adhere to the
ancient and customary idiom of the Latin language. These unidiomatic expressions do not
impede the understanding, but they offend those who take more delight in things when the
signs for them are governed by a certain correctness. For what is called a solecism is nothing
else than an arrangement of words which does not conform to the law followed by those who
have spoken before us with some authority. Whether one says “among men” by saying inter
homines or by saying inter hominibus does not affect the person considering things rather than
signs. In the same way, what else is a barbarism except a word pronounced with letters or
sounds different from those which those who spoke Latin before us were accustomed to use?
Whether ignoscere [ to forgive ] is spoken with a long or short third syllable makes little
difference to a man asking God to forgive his sins, in whatever way he can pronounce the
word. What then is integrity of expression except the preservation of the customs of others,
confirmed by the authority of ancient speakers?
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