
7 . 7 . 1 .  TRANS LAT I ON PROBLEMS 

E . W .  D e ib l er , Jr and A . J .  T aylor 

7 . 7 . 1 . 1 .  I N T R O D U C T I O N  

A general coverage i s  given here o f  the prob lems of  trans lating into 

the languages of Papua New Guinea. l These  prob lems are divided into 

two broad c ategorie s , grammat ical and semantic . 

The first trans lations were o f  religious l iterature , espec ially 

parts of  the Bib le , and mat erial for s chools . Over the years a wide 

range o f  mat erial in such fie lds as religion , educ at ion,  health,  agri­

culture , and politics  has been translat ed . Mos t  of the trans lat ion has 

b een done from Engl ish , with s ome done from other European language s .  

Not many Bib le trans lators , however , have worked dire ctly from Greek or 

Hebrew . While much of  the translat ion , especially in recent years , has 

b een into Pidgin,  with s ome in Hiri Mot u ,  work has also b een done in 
s omething over 1 7 0  vernaculars and the numb er is  increasin g .  

Most of  the i l lustrations given are drawn from Bib le translat ion . 
Thi s  i s  the field best  known t o  the present writers , and they have been 

ab le to draw on the ext ens ive records whi ch have b een compiled by t he 
Summer Ins t itute of  Lingui stics  of  specific problems enc ountered b y  
Bib le translators . 2 Als o ,  Bib lical literature c ontains a wide range of  

dis course types , and its translat ion requires the  use of nearly all o f  

the resources  o f  a language . 3 

It should b e  noted that in the writ ers ' view a good trans lat ion i s  

one whi ch c onveys a s  clearly and ac curat ely a s  possib l e ,  using the 

natural forms of the receptor language , the meaning of  t he original 

me s s age . It is  the problems involved in this kind of translat ion that 

wi ll be discus sed . 
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7 . 7 . 1 . 2 .  P RO B L E M S R E L A T E D  T O  G RAMMAT I C A L  S T R U CT U R E  

7 . 7 . 1 . 2 . 1 .  I NTROVUCTORY REMARKS 

There are a numb er o f  prob lems of trans lating into Papua New Guinea 

languages that can be sub sumed under the general category of ' grammati­

cal ' . That i s ,  they ari se b e c ause of the incompatib ility of  the struc­

t ure s of  Papua New Guinea language s and English or other Indo-European 

languages . The s e  prob lems will be  discussed one by one , making refer­

ence in each instance to that feature common to many Papua New Guine a 

languages t o  which the prob lem can be  traced . 

7 . 7 . 1 . 2 . 2 .  RARI TY O F  VERBAL N O UNS 

One of the first prob lems that strikes trans lators in mos t  language s 

in the area is the rarity o f  ve rb al nouns . Concepts which are semantic­

ally event s must b e  rendered as verb s , not nouns . A patrol officer asked a 
lingui stic  t eam to trans late the Eight-Point Improvement Plan for Papua 

New Guinea ( P ap ua New Guinea : Central Planning O ffice 1 9 7 3 ) . One of  

the  point s reads , ' De centralizat ion of economic activity , planning and 

government s pending, with emphas is on agricultural deve lopment , village 

indust ry ,  better int ernal trade , and more spending channeled through 

local and area b odies . '  Such s entences are nightmare s for trans lators 
in the area . Words s uch as ' de centralisation ' ,  ' activity ' ,  ' planning ' ,  

' spending ' ,  ' emphas i s ' ,  ' development ' ,  and ' trade ' would have t o  be  ren­
dered by verb s  in most languages . This of course requires that grammat ical 
s ub j ects  and somet imes obj ects  be  added . I f  the concepts  exist in the 

culture , this i s  not diffi cul t ;  but when the concept s themselves ( such 

as indus try ) are foreign to the culture , the t ranslation problem i s  

c ompounded . A trans latab le vers ion of the ab ove point taken from the 

Improvement Plan might be : ' The government wants to decrease the work 

it does for b us ines s e s  and what it plans and the money it spends in 

Port More�by ,  and wants t o  increase what people and groups in local 

areas do t o  help farmers and small b us inesses  whose owners live in 

villages , and help people in this country buy and sell things made in 

this c ountry , and to help local groups spend the government ' s  money . '  
I t  might b e  noted t hat thi s  version expands the original from 2 7  to 69  

words . 

Even s cripts prepared in rather s imple Englis h ,  perhaps with a view 
t o  trans lat ion in local vernaculars , often contain s cores of  verb al 

nouns that require changing to verb s in the actual trans lat ion pro ce s s . 
Here are s ome samples from Ma�ia¢ Tal�¢ Ab o u� G o v e�nmen� ( Hoffman 1969 ) 

whi ch has been translated into a number of  vernaculars . The literal 

English equivalent s  of the translat ion in Gahuku follows the English 

in the s e  examp les : 
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hum of  an engine = the thing that hummed put its  s ound 
the long wait = that he kept wait ing a long t ime 

happy meeting = they met and were happy 

decisions = we wi ll say-cut ( decide )  

keep a diary o f  appointments = you will burn a c arvin g about 

peop le saying , ' we want to see  the Administrator man ' 

many reque s t s  = the people are c ont inually reque st ing 

10 6 1  

Here are a few samples o f  how verb al nouns have had to b e  rendered 

in various languages in trans lating s criPture : 4 

' So faith comes from what is heard,  and what i s  heard comes by 

the preaching of Christ ' ( Romans 10 : 1 7 )  = ' They wil l preach t he 

talk about Christ , then s ome will  listen and believe ' (Muyuw ) 

' grace and t ruth ' ( John 1 : 1 4 )  = ' He gave free big h e lp and true 

t alk ' ( Fasu )  

' For the grace  o f  God has appeared for the s alvat ion o f  all men ' 

( Titus 2 : 11 )  = ' God saying like thi s , " I  desire t o  save without 

reward all peop le" , sent Christ ' ( Wahgi ) 

' saw their faith ' ( Mark 2 : 5 )  = ' knew t hen that they believed in 

him ' ( Halia ) 

' grace be with you '  ( 2  Timothy 4 : 2 2 )  

you free ly ' ( Iatmul ) 

' I  want God t o  help all of  

I t  should b e  noted  that whereas in  the  highlands it is  o ften impos­

s ib le to render verb al nouns literally , it is possib l e  to do so in the 
Austrones ian type language s .  But here again it has been found that 

changing them t o  verb s  in translation great ly increases t he intelligi­

bi lity of t he trans lation . 

One of  the c on c omitant difficulties aris ing from the nece s s it y  t o  
render verb al nouns a s  verb s  in Papua New Guinea is  t hat a decision must 

be made as to how the res ultant c laus e relates  to the c ont ext ; i . e .  

exact ly what logi c al or temporal relationship to use as a c onnect or .  

Often the  tran s l at or succeeds in  removing the noun and subst ituting a 

verb , only t o  use the wrong conj unct ion to relate the c lause t o  t he 

rest o f  the s entence . 

7 . 7 . 1 . 2 . 3 . LACK O F  PASS I VE CONSTRUCT I O N  

Another grammat ical di fficulty related t o  verb s is t h e  lack of  pas s ive 

construction in the great maj ority of  Papua New Guinea language s .  Th i s  
demands that i n  trans lat i on an active c ons truction replace each pas s ive , 

with appropriate s ubj ects  supp lied . In s ome cases it i s  pos s ib le t o  
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give as the s ub j ect  a third person pronoun , and not further s pe c i fy the 

agent of  the action , perhaps using a tense which emphasises  more t he 

comp leted stat e  o f  the act ion than the performer . Thi s  then c omes 

closest  to a formal equivalent of  the pas sive . 

Since the trans lator must use act ive c ons tructions , he usually does 

s o  aut omat i cally . It is not difficult t o  render ' Jesus came to be 

b apt ised by John ' ( Mat thew 3 : 1 3 )  as  ' Jesus came so that John would 

b aptise  him . ' But trans lators somet imes supply the wrong implied agent . 

The subj ect of ca Z Z  in ' that we should b e  called the children of God ' 

( 1  John 3 : 1 ) was first rendered as ' the out side people ' and lat er re­

vised to ' God ' in Sinas ina . The agent of ' thoughts may be revealed '  

( Luke 2 : 3 5 )  was changed from ' they ' (people i n  general ) t o  ' h e ' ( God ) 

in Enga . The agent of  ' b le ssed b e ' (Luke 6 : 2 0 )  was first given as 
' you p l . ' and lat er changed t o  ' God ' in Ke ' yagana . The agent o f  ' the  

Son of Man wi ll b e  delivered to the chief priests  and t he sc rib e s ' 

( Mark 10 : 3 3 )  was first rendered as ' God ' and later rendered as ' a  man ' 

in Wahgi . 

7 . 7 . 1 . 2 . 4 .  ORVER OF  E LEMENTS 

7 . 7 . 1 . 2 . 4 . 1 .  W o rd O rd e r  

Another grammat ical tran s lation problem exist ing throughout Papua 

New Guinea in general deals with order . Obvious ly within words and 

phras es  this is a universal prob lem, but the difficult ies exist on every 

level in this area . In the great maj ority o f  languages in Papua New 

Guinea there are postposit ionals inst ead of preposit ions , often of an 

enc litic  form . The order of element s wi thin a c laus e is usually 

sub j e ct-ob j e ct-verb . Numerals usually come at the end of  a noun phrase . 

Such adj us tments are not hard to make in translat ion . Even if  t here 

are maj or adj us tments of order acros s two c laus e s , these are usually 

made eas i ly . In the following example from Upper As aro , the morpheme­

by-morpheme trans lat ion is given b elow the vernacular forms : 

b e  1 e t i 
bread 

rna rn e n i 
s ome payme nt 

h i z - e l - o v e  1 0  t a u n i - u '  
s take-wi Z Z-I saying town - i n to 

v - o l - o ve . 
go-wi H - I  

Thi s  i s  the Asaro equivalent o f  ' I  wi Z Z  g o  t o  town in  order tha t I may 

buy s ome bread. ' The e xactly 10 0 %  reversal of morpheme s between the 

two language s is typical in Papua New Guinea highlands languages , b ut 
still  caus es  little difficulty . 

But other adj ustments in order require one t o  b e  more obs ervant of  
lexical  arrangement . For example , in  a good many Papua New Guinea l an­

guage s ,  one says ' mother and father ' and never ' father and mother ' ,  and 
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' night and day ' instead of  the reverse order . Similarly the pattern 

is often ' Zebedee ' s  s ons James and John ' , not ' Jame s and J ohn , t he s ons 

of Zeb edee ' .  Vocatives  come at the beginning of  a c laus e , not in the 

mi ddle ; thus ' J e sus , son of  the mos t  High God , what do you want with 

me ? '  (Mark 5 : 7 )  inst ead of the reverse order as in the origin al . Two 

suc ce s sive c laus es  w ith s imilarity of lexical content , one containing 

a negat ive concept or a negat ive morpheme , are arranged in many languages 

wi th the negative c lause pre ceding. Thus in Daga in John 11 : 50 it was 

nece s s ary to reverse the c lause order of  the original and say ' it is  

b ad that all should die ,  it is  s ufficient that one man die on b ehalf 

of people . ' Likewise in Yamalele in Mark 2 : 2 7  i t  was nec e s sary t o  re­

verse  c laus e order and say ' God did not put ( =make ) men for the reason 

of  the rest day ; he put the re st day to help men . ' 

7 . 7 . 1 . 2 . 4 . 2 .  O r d e r  o f  C l a u s e s  i n  S e n te n c e s  

There are two other problems with respect to order whi ch cause dif­

ficulty in Papua New Guinea . The first i s  that , in the non-Aus trones ian 

languages especially , a dependent c laus e  occurs b e fore the one it i s  

subordinat e t o .  Thus c laus es expre s s ing such re lationships a s  reason , 

condition , purpose , prior or simultaneous event , normally precede t he 

independent claus e .  Sin ce the tendency in Engli sh i s  j us t  the oppos ite,  

the  proper order of  c laus e s  in  Papua New Guinea languages is  o ften j ust 

the reverse (Deib ler 1 9 7 3 : 9 9f f . ) ,  or nearly so , from English . The same 

difficulty of course exists  in trans lat ing vernacular materials b ack 
into English . The prob lem is so acute that t he maj ori ty o f  trans lators 

in non-Austrones ian l anguages find it almost impos s ib le to render b ack 

into English on the spot mat erial they themselves  have trans lated into 

non-Aus trones ian languages . In our opinion , knowing in which order to 
trans lat e the c laus es  in c omp le x  sentences  is  the most di fficult prob lem 

fac ing trans lators in non-Aus trones ian languages .  It  is  fortunate that 

the three languages used for s imultane ous trans lation o f  the proceedings 

of the Hous e o f  Assemb ly in Port More sby have simi lar order o f  c laus e s  

within sentence s ;  otherwise the t ask would be hopeles s .  

7 . 7 . 1 . 2 . 4 . 3 . C h ro n o l o g i c a l  O rd e r  

A relat e d  prob lem is that o f  chronological order.  A l l  the languages 

have a s trong tenden cy to prefer maint aining s trict chron ol ogic al se­

quence . The c las s ic B ib li c al pas s age requiring reordering i s  Mark 
6 : 14-20  ( De ib ler 19 6 8 ) ,  des cribing the events leading up to the death 

of  John the Bap t is t .  Since Papua New Guinea languages do not have a 

past perfe ct tense to indi cate flashb acks ( events which o c curred prior 
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t o  those in the sequence being narrated ) , trans lation of this passage 

require s maj or reordering to re s t ore t he chronological order . In Urii 

it  was nece s s ary t o  change the order of even t s  in Luke 8 : 2 6 - 30 as 

follows : 

2 7b There was a demon-posses sed man there , who wore no clothes , e t c .  

29b Peop le seized him and kept him a pri s oner , etc . 

2 7 a  Je sus met him 

2 9 a  Je sus commanded the evil spirit t o  depart 

28 The man cried out in a loud voice 

30 Jesus asked him his name 

There are s core s of s imil ar ins t ance s where sections have had t o  

b e  reordered chronologi cally t o  fit t h e  language patt ern . In Mark 

12 : 2 0 ' he �ied wi thout having children ' was changed to ' no t  having any 

chi ldren , he died ' in Wahgi ; in Luke 10 : 3 4 ' b ound up his wounds , pouring 

on oil  and wine ' was changed to ' poured on oil  and Wine , t hen t ied up 
the wounds ' in Duna;  Acts  8 : 1- 2  were reversed in Manambu be caus e the 

b urial of  Stephen ( vs . 2 )  occurred b e fore the persecut ion result ing from 

his death took p lace ( vs . l ) .  
Re lated to the need for retaining chronological order in mos t  Papua 

New Guinea language s is t he di fficulty in handl ing flashb ac ks where 

they cannot be removed by reordering the sequence of event s .  In t hese 

cases one must be  careful t o  int roduce the flashb ack by what ever words 

are nece s sary t o  indic ate  ' previously ' or ' b e fore that event occurred ' .  

In some languages t he flashb ack is  further se t off by re peat ing t he 
c laus e which preceded the flashb ac k .  

Another chronological order prob lem prevalent espec ially in non­

Aust rone s ian l anguages is  that event s whi ch are implied in a chrono­

logical sequence in Engli sh need to be ins erted in the translat ion.  

Acts  10 : 4 8 s t ates , ' he commanded them t o  be b apt ised . . .  then t hey asked 

him to remain for s ome day s ; '  in Wahgi t he addit ional act i ons ' so they 

b ap t ised them ' and ' so Peter s t ayed with them ' had to be added so t he 

readers would know both action s actually occurred . In Acts  1 : 4-5 Jesus 

s ay s ,  ' Do not leave Jerus alem , but wait . . .  ' ;  in Gadsup t he words ' and 

then go ' mus t be added at the end,  o therwise t he readers will think t he 

inj unc tion was never t o  leave . I n  Luke 2 : 7 ,  aft er des crib ing t he b irth 

of  J e sus and his b eing laid in a manger ,  t he t ext  s ays , ' b ecause there 

w as no room for them in t he inn ; ' in Enga t he event s were p laced in 
chron ological order and t he words ' she entered the cat t le place and ' 

inserted b e fore ment ioning the b irt h ,  t o  account for Mary get t ing from 
the inn to the p lace of Jesus ' s  b irth . In Gene sis  11 where t he t ext 

says , ' s o-and-so lived . . .  so  many years and had other sons and 
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daught ers , '  at t h e  end of  each occurrence the Timb e  translat ion adds , 

' and he die d '  to c omp let e the chronological sequence . 

7 . 7 . 1 . 2 . 5 . S ETTI NG THE STAGE FOR NARRAT I V E  S EQUE N C ES 

Another prob lem c onnected with narrative sequences  face s  trans lat ors 

in many Papua New Guinea languages .  Typi cally it is  ne cess ary t o  ' set 

the stage ' listing part i cipant s ,  locations , and any background infor­

mati on before des crib ing a sequence of even t s  which follows . In Mark 

1 : 1 6- 1 7  the original text has ' J esus was walking . . .  he saw Simon and 

his  b rother . . .  they were cast ing nets . . .  they were fishermen . '  The 

most natural trans lat ion would say ' there were two brothers . . .  they 

were fishermen . . .  they were cast ing nets . . .  as Jesus walked along 

he saw them. ' In Acts  19  there is  ment ioned in verse 13 the first part 

of an incident of at tempted exorcism.  The ident ification of  these  men 

is in verse 1 4 . So in Kewa the order is  reversed . Similarly in Duna , 

in the trans lat ion o f  the st ory o f  the rich man and Lazarus from Luke 

16 : 19- 3 1 ,  the fact that the rich man h ad five brothers ( which i s  not 

stated in th e original unt i l  verse 2 8 )  needs to b e  ment ioned at the 

beginning of the story . 

7 . 7 . 1 . 2 . 6 .  RECAPITU LATI ON O F  TH E VERB I N  S UC C ESS I VE S ENTENCES 

One final point regarding trans lat ion of  sequences  in narrative or 
procedural di s c ours e deserves menti on . I t  i s  typical in the non­

Aus tronesian languages of Papua New Guinea to express  a s eries o f  

chronologi cally succe s s ive event s by a long succe s s ion o f  c l aus e s , all 

but the las t of  which occur with verb s in a dependent temporal form 

whose morphology is quite different from t hat of the verb in the final 
c laus e .  I n  trans lating narrat ive pas sages into the s e  language s ,  t he n ,  

one doe s not ne cessarily make sentence breaks a s  frequently a s  they 
occur in the s ource text . When there is  a sentence break ,  however 

( following a sentence-final independent c laus e ) ,  the succeeding sentence 

typically b e gins w ith a rec apitulat ion of the same verb in a dependent 

temporal form .  Thus in the Gahuku trans lat ion o f  The Fa�me� ( Havenhand 

196 3 ) , in one paragraph one sentence ends with ' he plants  it ' and the 

follow ing sentence begins with ' As he plants  it . . .  ' .  Further on in the 

same paragraph one s entence ends with ' he spreads on medicine ' ( insect­

i c ide ) and the following s entence b egins with ' Aft er he has spread on 

medic ine . . .  ' .  It should also b e  ment ioned t hat in mos t  highland lan­
guages of Papua New Guinea a translat or cannot give the c lause expres­

s ing ' after he has spread on the medi cine ' unt il he has made a deci sion 

on whethe r the agent o f  the suc ceeding c lause  will be the same as or 
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di fferent from the one who does the spreading ,  because the morphology 

of  the verb in the temporal c laus e ( and often other c lause types as 

we l l )  differs acc ording to whether its subj e c t  is the same as or dif­

ferent from that of the following c laus e .  

7 . 7 . 1 . 2 . 7 .  QUO TATI ONS 

Als o in the general area of dis course structure are trans lat ion 

prob lems regarding the use o f  quotations . Very few Papua New Guinea 

language s have b oth direct and indirect speech forms to expres s  quo­

tat ions . Direct speech is  used almost exc lus ively . This requires ad­

j us tment of pronouns to c onform t o  pat terns of direct speech when trans­

lat ing indirect speech forms . In quite a few languages there i s ,  under 

cert ain pronominal c ircumstan ce s , a curious mixture of direct and in­

dire c t  pronominal forms within quoted spe ech ( Deib l er 1 9 71 ) . Thus in 

Gahuku , when translating either of the sentences ' He said that he would 

gi ve it to me ' and ' He said , " I  will give it to you" ' the result comes 

out literally as ' He said I will give it to me . '  The first  person 

subj ect  pronoun of  the verb give re fers t o  the original speaker of the 

utterance , and the first person indirect obj ect pronoun refers t o  t he 

one citing the quote . 

It  should also b e  noted that in many Papua New Guinea languages it 

is cus tomary to mark the end of  a quotat i on by words indicat ing t he 

speaker . Similar quot ation- ci ting forms often precede the quote as 

we ll . 

7 . 7 . 1 . 2 . 8 .  PROB LEMS W I TH PRONO UNS 

There are a number of pronominal prob lems in connection with trans­

lat ing into Papua New Guinea language s .  Some Sepik and Bougainvi lle 
area language s dis tinguish gender but very few other l anguages do . In 

tran s l ation this means that s ometimes a noun phrase mus t  replace a third 

singular pronoun to remove amb iguit ies . In Mark 1 : 30-31  after removing 

the gender distinction s , the pas sage would re ad thus ( represent ing the 

ambiguous third s ingular pronoun by the Pidgin em ) :  ' E m was told ab out 

e m .  Em t ook em by the hand and he lped em up . The fever l e ft em and e m  

b egan to wait o n  them . ' The result i s  obvious ly very hazy a s  to who 

did what to whom . 
On the other hand , many Papua New Guinea languages make distinctions 

which Indo-European language s do not . Thi s  requires the trans lat or to 

make a choi c e  where the s ource language requires none - often the choice 
b e ing an educ ated gues s .  Many languages dist inguish dual versus plural . 

In such cases  Acts  4 : 7  has to be trans lated ' they ( pl . ) made the 
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apos tles ( du . ) s t and b e fore t hem ( p I . ) and asked t hem ( du . ) ,  "How did 

you ( du . ) do this ? " . '  Many Aus trones ian languages di s t ingui s h  inclu­

sive and exclus ive . This requires the trans lat or in Mark 4 : 38 to dec ide 

whether the disciples thought Je sus would die in the s t orm too when t hey 

woke him up in the boat and asked him,  ' Don ' t  you c are t h at we are ab out 

t o  di e ? ' 

The other pronominal prob lems in trans lat ion in Papua New Guinea 
language s centre ab out non-l i teral use o f  pronouns , whi ch phenomenon is 

much more limited than in Indo-European languages .  The ' edit orial we ' 

does not seem t o  exis t .  Thus a literal t ranslat ion of  ' we wri t e  to 

you ' ( 1  John 1 : 1 )  i s  b ound to cause c onfus i on ab out authorship . Like­

wise  referring to oneself in t he third p erson singular , as has b een 

common in speech-making and b ook-writ ing in Englis h ,  is virtually un­

known . As a r� sult near ly all t he gospel p as s age s in which Christ  refers 

to hims e l f  as the S on of Man , the Son of  God , or t he Son , need to have 

a first person si ngular pronoun added . 

Although the prob lems on non- lite ral us age of  pronouns o ften c ause 

the s ame prob lems in t ranslat ion elsewhere as in Papua New Guinea , there 

are two of these whi ch deserve ment ion b e c aus e of t heir wide spread oc­

currence in Papua New Guinea and their frequency in Bib lical pas sage s .  

One i s  that i f  one use s a non- first person pronoun , he excludes himself  

from those being referred t o .  Thus in  Gahuku in  the  trans lation of  

Romans chap t er 9 ,  when the apos tle  P aul speaks o f  t he heritage o f  t he 
Jews , he s ay s , ' they are God ' s  chos en peop le ; he made t hem his sons . . .  ' 

et c .  This meant  to the hearers that Paul was not a Jew ; so the whole 

pas s age h ad to be recast using t he first plural pronouns instead of the 

third p lural . Another widespread prob lem is in expres sing the generic 

sense intended by  such expressions as ' he who ' , ' whoever ' ,  ' if anyone ' . 
A literal t rans lation of t he s e  in many Papua New Guinea  languages c onveys 

the idea that one specific unnamed individual is  b eing di s cussed . Thus 
in John 5 : 2 4 ' he who hears my word and believes in him who sent  me has 

eternal life ' meant in Daga that there was one fortunate individual t o  

whom i t  app l ied ; and almos t every one o f  t hese  generic pronouns in t he 

New Test ament had t o  b e  changed t o  the p lural . 

7 . 7 . 1 . 2 . 9 .  ABS ENCE  O F  COMPARATI V E  ANV S U P ER LATI VE FORMS 

Another grammat i cal trans l at ion prob lem whi ch exis t s  in all Papua 

New Guinea language s t o  our knowledge is  that there is  no simp le com­

parative ( or superlat ive ) cons truct i on such as t he - er th an/more than 

in English . There are usually two avenues open t o  the t rans lator : 

either he us es  a verb meaning ' surpas s '  and s ays , ' A  s urpasses B ' , with 
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the quality such as length , height , size , age ,  et c .  b eing left to be 
unders tood from context ; or he uses two c laus es , one of which c ontains 

a negative , an antonym , or a morpheme meaning ' very ' or ' not qui te so ' .  

Thus in Sinas ina ' I  have no greater j oy '  ( 3  John 4 )  is  expre s s ed as 

' this happine s s  of  mine surpas ses all other happ ines s . ' In Se l epet 

the expression ' there is more j oy in heaven over one sinner who repent s 

than over ninety-nine res pectab le peop le . . .  ' (Luke 15 : 7 )  was finally 

rendere d as ' God is  not great ly happy with ninety-nine ' "  God is  very 

happy with one s inner . . .  ' Sometimes , of  course , one must use the 

antonym throughout the comparison to make sense in trans lat ion .  Thus 

in Wahgi the pas sage ' it is easier for a came l . . .  than a rich man . . .  ' 

(Mark 10 : 25)  had to be finally rendered ' it is he avy for a camel . . .  i t  i s  

very heavy for a rich man . . .  ' Likewi se in Muyuw t he statement ' It 

shall be more tolerab le on that day for Sodom than for that town ' was 

e ffe c t ively rendered ' Sodom village wi l l  encounter b ad payment . . .  that 

village , they wi l l  encounter very b ad payment ' (Mat thew 11 : 2 4 ) . 

7 . 7 . 1 . 2 . 1 0 .  PRO B LE MS W I TH E L L I PS ES 

Most e l lips e s  that are possib le in Engl ish are not possible  in Papua 

New Guinea languages . Verbal e l lipses especially mus t  be filled in . 

In  mos t languages one cannot say ' are you going or not ? ' but mus t  make 

the se cond c lause  ' or are you not going? ' .  The c ap italised words in 

the following rendering of John 15 : 4  are ones which are omitted in the 

original but required in trans lations in Papua New Guine a :  ' Dwell in me , 

as I DWELL in you . Jus t as the branch cannot bear fruit by itself un­

less  i t  remain in the vine , so you cannot BEAR FRUIT unles s  you remain 

in me . '  In Mark 11 : 32 the elliptical main clause in the sentence , ' But 

if we say it was from men 

' the people wi l l  mob us . '  

, mus t  be filled in with s omething like 

7 . 7 . 1 . 3 . P RO B L E M S  R E L A T E D  T O  S E MAN T I C S  

7 . 7 . 1 . 3 . 1 .  I NTROVUCTO R Y  REMARKS 

In the area of  semant i c s  many problems of  trans lation seem to b e  

either very general or very spe c ific . Studies have shown similarities 
among the grammati c al structures of groups of  languages in Papua New 

Guinea ,  but there has not yet b een much in the way of studies  to show 

s imilarities  in semantic s tructure s between group s of l anguages . And 

perhap s the area of semantics  will not reveal so much ac cording to 

groupings of language s ,  though Layc ock ( 19 70 )  re fers t o  s ome widespread 
s imilarities  in the area o f  me aning of  certain lexical items in Papua 

New Guinea .  
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7 . 7 . 1 . 3 . 2 .  I TEMS NOT KNOWN I N  A CU LTURE ANV W I TH NO  TERM I N  A LANGUAGE 

7 . 7 . 1 . 3 . 2 . 1 .  O b j e c t s  

One very obvious prob lem i s  how to deal with items that are not 

known in the culture and for which there is no term in the language . 

The se  in c lude , e . g . natural phenomena , s uch as ' the sea ' for s ome people 

living in the highlands , flora and fauna , things conne cted with We st ern 

s c ience and ins t itutions , and various parts of  Bib lical culture . Some 

trans lators have simply b orrowed words from the language they are trans­

lat ing from, with the hope that the readers will eventually c ome to 

know the meaning of the words through receiving teaching and through 

not ing the various contexts in whi ch t he words o ccur . 5 When a word i s  

b orrowed ,  its  spe lling i s  usually changed to fit the orthography of  

the Pap ua New Guinea language . However, there have been quite a number 

of  languages in which translators have kept the English sp elling of  

borrowed words . Thus , e . g .  for ' donkey ' one finds forms l ike d on k i  and 

d on i k i ,  but also d o n k e y , and where t he plural is needed s ometimes one 

even finds d o n k ey s , where the English p lural s uffix is used instead of  

the appropriate vernacular form , whi ch in Papua New Guinea is  often  

zero . Some translators have felt the strangenes s  of  inc luding words in 

English spell ing and so they have such words printed in italics . This 

helps to alert the reader to the fact that a strange word is t here , but 

it still  leaves him with a pronunc iation prob lem . 

In Bib le trans lat ion s ome b orrowings have come from Greek ,  Hebrew , 
and Latin . In London Missionary Society tran s lation s on t he south 
c oast of Papua, for example , e v a n e l  i a  from Greek e van gel i on was commonly 

used for ' goBpe � ' and s a t a u ro from Greek s t a u IOS for ' croB s ' .  

In t ime the meaning of  such b orrowings may become generally known , 
and the words themse lves become part o f  the language . This has happened 

with e v a n e l i a and s a t a u ro .  But in the meantime the meaning of b orrowed 

words is missed by many peop l e ;  and if t here are quite  a few borrowings 

in a trans lat ion , the:. inte lligibility suffers and reader int erest drop s . 

And i f  a translat or regularly adop t s  the ' b orrowing ' solution he  can 

soon find he has many unintelligible p as sage s . 
Some t imes the con t ext may give the reader enough idea o f  what a 

borrowed term means . However , i f  it doe s  not do s o ,  t hen the neces sary 

informat ion ought to b e  supp lied ; perhaps not at every oc currence o f  the 

word b ut in sufficient places to ensure intelligib ility for e ach dis­
c ours e the word oc curs in . One way of dealing with the prob lem is to 

use the b orrowed word together with a word or phras e whi ch gives  t he 

needed information . For example , in the Au language a trans lat or put 

a word meaning ' domes tic anima � '  with the w ord t o n k i i  ' donkey ' .  In the 
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is sue of N�u� B�long Yum� of 15 Sept emb er 1 9 7 3 , 'prosp ectus ' is trans­

late d 1 i k l i k  b u k  0 1  i k o l  i m  p r os pe c t u s ' a  sma l l  book cal led a prosp e ctus ' .  

Often proper names require this approach too ; for example , i t  is  advi s­

ab le in Acts  1 3 : 4  t o  say ' Cyprus island ' rather than j ust have ' Cyprus ' 

( which is all t he Greek has ) ,  otherwis e i t  is not clear t o  t he Papua 

New Guinean reader j us t  wh o or what ' Cyprus ' refers t o .  
However , i f  too  long an exp lanat ion i s  at tempted i t  may ob s cure the 

main point of the dis cours e .  I f  t he translator wishes to give more 

informati on he  can use footnotes or a glo ssary . This is done in a num­

b er of Bib le trans lations , e spec ially to give informat i on of historical 
or cultural b ackground . I llustrat ions can als o he lp in some situat ions . 

The use of a b orrowed word can be avoided in a numb er of  way s . A 

des cript ive phrase may b e  us ed . So , for examp l e ,  ' prophet ' is often 

trans lated by  a phrase  meaning ' one who speaks out God ' s  mes s age ' ,  and 

' phylactery ' by a phras e meaning ' a  smal l b ox c ont ain ing verses  o f  

Scripture ' .  For items which oc cur frequently,  translat ors generally t ry 

t o  develop a shortened vers ion o f  t he phrase after a whi l e .  

If an i t em is  unknown , i t  may b e  t hat a more general word will  do . 

In Mark 2 : 2 3  there i s  a reference t o  ' grainfi elds ' and ' eat ing grain ' .  

In  Fore and Faiwol trans lat ors have used the generic ' food gardens ' and 

' food ' , whi ch is the point of t he s t ory , and avoided t he prob lem of a 

spe cific word for ' grain ' .  Also in Faiwol ,  ' b aske t ' has been trans lat ed 

' container ' .  However , a more generic term is not always availab le .  

Lay co c k  ( 19 70 ) ,  for example , notes that not everywhere in Papua New 

Guinea are there generic terms for ' s nake ' or ' fish ' , and it seems no 

language has a gene ric t erm ' animal ' .  In this situat ion, the trans lator 

chooses  the name of  the mos t appropriate spec ies , perhaps adding a 

quali fying word or phrase . Thus in many trans lat ions ' donkey ' i s  t rans­

lat e d  ' donkey pig ' , since ' pi g '  is t he generi c t erm for dome s t i c  animal . 

In Karam ( Kalam ) , wh i le there are many terms for specific colours , there 

is  no gene ral t erm ' c olour ' ( Bulmer 196 8 ) . Thi s  is  so in many languages ,  

and the English wo rd i s  often b orrowe d b y  the speakers thems elves , 

whether dire c t ly or t hrough Pidgin . 

Then there i s  the possib ility of  us ing a c ultural s ub s titute , some 

item in the culture whi ch has a function equivalent t o  that of the t erm 

one wishes t o  t ranslate . So , i f  one is trans lat ing a s tory in whi ch 

' sheep ' are ment ioned simply as a farm animal that may be eaten , one 

might t rans late it ' pig ' or ' cat t le ' . In Guhu-Samane b i i r i ' fe s ti v a l  

l onghouse ' has been used for t emple ; and for ' pries t ' an expres s ion 

meaning ' knife man ' , a t erm used of  a man who made sacrifices in a Guhu­

Samane cult ( Ri chert 1 9 6 5a ) . There are many occasions where cultural 
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sub s titutes might be used . However ,  j us t  how much use one make s of  

them dep ends on  the  type of  trans lat i on one is  doing . Bib le translators 

generally feel that they must keep the historical int egri ty and cultural 

s e t ting of the original text . Thus in Faiwol at Mark 6 : 4 3 put ting 
' string b ags ' for ' b askets ' was considere d ,  but this was decided against 

as it was not what was really used , and so they chose to use the generic 

term ' cont ainers ' .  Great er use is made of cultural equivalent s i n  

teaching di s courses , though most people want t o  avoid having a trans ­

lation that expresses  the culture of  Papua New Guinea in the t e aching 

and Palestinian culture in the his t orical part s .  But i t  i s  hard t o  draw 

a line on j us t  what is best at this point , and it is a topic much deb ated 

by Bib le trans lators . Though not a trans latio n ,  Atkin 19 70 gives  an 

idea of  what a complete ly c ultural translat i on would b e  l ike . In it 

' the good Samaritan '  be come s ' the good Chimbu ' ,  and the' 
j ourney between 

Jerus alem and Jericho becomes one between two places in Fort More sb y .  

A c ultural sub s titute may b e  introduced more acceptab ly i n  some sit­

uat ions by  the use o f  a s imi le . In Biangai in Genesis  8 : 7  for ' raven ' 

the translator put ' a  b ird like an a kome k ' .  

7 . 7 . 1 . 3 . 2 . 2 .  C u s toms  

So far only ob j ec t s  have b een referred t o .  A s imilar range o f  prob­

lems and s o lutions is  found w ith customs . A custom may be unknown , and 

while the action as s oc i ated with it can be trans lated , its  function 

might not be underst ood . An example is the washing of s omeone e ls e ' s 

feet as a sign of humi lit y .  In Muyuw , for John 1 3 : 14 a trans lator put 

' s erve one another l ike washing one another ' s  feet ' to make the meaning 
c le ar .  The Jewish idea o f  not b eing worthy o f  even removing t he s andals 
of  an important person is foreign to Papua New Guinea , and so in an Awa 

tran slation thi s was trans lat ed ' b e cause he is an important one , when 
he speaks I will  be si lent ' ( Mark 1 : 7 ) .  

The same item or custom may b e  found in two cultures but the function 

or s i gnificance may be quite different , with the result that a lit eral 

tran s lat ion leads to mi sunderstanding . For the Jews t he left side c ould 

mean the b ad s ide as agains t the right s ide , whi ch was the good s ide ; 

b ut it could als o just  mean the s lightly less import ant o f  the two s ides , 

as in Mark 1 0 : 3 7 ,  where James and John ask t o  s i t  on the right and left 
s ide of Jesus . However , in many Papua New Guinea language s the l e ft 

s ide i s  only the place of  dishonour . In a Sepik language one trans lator 

tried us ing the more general ' whit e ,  i . e . light-coloured , b ird ' for 

' dove ' in a pas sage re ferring to the Holy Spirit . However , to the 
people the white  b ird was taken to refer to t he white cockatoo , a noisy 
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quarrels ome bird , whi ch was inappropriate ,  so a different solut ion had 

to be found.  In Siane a trans l at or was  going to put the word for ' twin ' 

in to des crib e a man ( John 20 : 2 4 ) . However , it was found that the word 

had a b ad connot at ion for the Siane , as twins are de spised in that area . 

It  was thus better to omit the reference t o  ' twin ' ,  as it was not im­

portant for the understanding of the st ory . 

Prob ab ly in all cultures the name s of certain groups carry particular 

connotat ions , good or b ad ,  but the s e  connotat ions may not b e  unders t ood 

by out s iders . In Papua New Guinea j ust to say a man i s  ' a  Samarit an '  

is  not enough in translating a pass age where the connotation of ' foreign , 

de spis e d '  is import ant , as in the story o f  the good Samarit an .  The t ax­

collectors in the t ime of Chris t  were generally cons idered dishones t ,  

s o  that the term could b e  used in the sense o f  ' wicked people ' . Whi l e  

tax-collectors may n o t  be  liked in Papua New Guinea ,  the term d o e s  not 

have the s ame connotation as it had in P alest ine in New Tes t ament t ime s ,  

and in trans lation this connot at ion must often b e  made explicit . 

7 . 7 . 1 . 4 .  D I F F E R I N G  S E M AN T I C D O M A I N S  

W e  t urn t o  another maj or prob lem i n  trans lation,  that o f  differing 

semant ic domain s . For example , words from different languages may have 

part of  the area of me aning t hey  cover in common , b ut there may also b e  

some di fferences i n  their area of  me aning which can b e  important for 

trans lat ion . Davis ( n . d . b ) dis cus ses this prob lem with the word for 

' sh ame ' in Want oat . He s ays that in English ' shame ' means ' to feel b adly 

b e cause some one has s aid b ad things ab out me which I cons ider deserved ; 

or to feel b adly because I think my acti ons towards another have been 

improper or di s appoint ing to h im ' , while the Want oat word means ' t o 

fee l b ad ly becaus e s omeone has s aid b ad things which I consider un­

des erve d ,  or to feel b adly becaus e another ' s  actions t owards me have 

b e en improper or disappointing to me ' .  So while in Luke 9 : 2 6  one uses 

' shame ' in English,  ' whoever i s  ashamed of me . . .  of him will the S on of 

Man be ashamed ' ,  one cannot use the word for shame in Wantoat . Rather 

one h as to translate it by a word meaning ' re j e ct ' .  

While P apua New Guinea languages have a word for ' he art ' ,  the heart 
is not the seat of the emoti ons as it is in Engli sh . In many l anguages 
t he s t omach is the s e at of the emot ions , as is b e l  in Pidgi n :  b e l  i h a t  

' to b e  angry ' ,  b e l i g u t  ' t o  b e  happy ' .  In other languages i t  is the 

liver , as in Gahuku where ' Martha was up set ' is expressed as ' it entered 

Marth a ' s  liver ' .  The trans lator mus t ,  of course , follow the us age of 
the language he is translat ing int o .  
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One word may be us ed t o  c over the area of  meaning that another lan­

guage has two words for . Laycock ( 19 7 0 : 1 1 6 8 )  points out , for example , 

that it is common in Papua New Guinea language s to rind one word me aning 

both ' tree ' and ' wood ' , and one word me aning ' man '  and ' husband ' .  In 

ordinary c ommunicat ion the c ontext generally makes the meaning c lear, 

but in a trans lat ion this may not be so and s ome adj us tment may b e  

required .  In Wit u ,  as i n  some other  languages , there i s  one word for 

b oth ' shadow ' and ' spirit ' ;  and so in Acts  5 : 1 5 ,  which talks of people 

hoping for healing even if  only Peter ' s  shadow fell on them , it is 

neces sary t o  say explicit ly ' sun-shadow ' .  Another prob lem for Bib le 

trans lators is that often the s ame w ord is  used for a man ' s  spirit , the 

spiri t s  o f  the dead , who are often cons idered t o  be evil , and for the 

Holy Sp irit . I t  is almost  alway s neces sary t o  make the part i cular 

meaning expli c it by the use of a qualifier . 

In many Papua New Guine a languages the area o f  meaning c overed b y  

the word ' s ibl ing ' is  divided di fferent ly from Englis h .  English has a 

sex divi s i on ,  ' b rothe r '  and ' si st er ' , whereas these languages may have 

three terms , ' older sib ling of the s ame s ex ' , ' younger sib ling of the 

same sex ' , and ' s ib ling of the oppos ite sex ' .  The trans lator has t o  

know i f  a s ib ling of  the same s e x  i s  older o r  younger . But this in­

format ion does not have to be specified in Engl i sh ,  so the t rans lator 

has to do s ome res earch b e fore he can trans late , for examp le , Matthew 

4 : 18-21  in which two sets  of  b rothers are mentioned .  

There are s ome other int erestin g  points  ab out kinship terms . Many 
Papua New Guinea languages have some rec iprocal kinship terms . For 

example , they may have the same word for ' grandparent ' and ' grandchild ' ,  
for ' uncle ' and ' nephew ' ,  and for ' father-in-law ' and ' s on-in-law ' . 

The trans lator must decide in each case whether it is neces sary to b e  

any more specific , and if  s o  then h e  may need t o  add a qualifier or a 
longer e xpre s s ion , such as ' daughter ' s  husb and ' for ' son-in-law ' .  

In Biblical Hebrew the terms for ' son ' and ' daughter ' c ould b e  used 

of  all des cendants ,  but this is o ften not s o  in Papua New Guin e a .  S o  

for example , the expres s ion ' daughter of  Abraham ' whe re it does not 

refer to a real daughte r ,  must be tran s lat ed ' a  woman of  Abraham ' s  clan ' 

or the l ike . Als o ,  in Bib lical us age ' b rothe r '  and ' s ister ' can be 

used of friends or fellow-Christians . In many l anguage s thi s  ext en sion 

of meaning i s  not found , s o  one has to us e an other t erm such as ' friend ' . 

In Iai ' b rothe r '  can b e  used of  someone from the s ame are a ,  but ' friend ' 
for others , and so the trans lator h as to decide whether the person i s  
from the same area o r  not . In Motu a very wide relationship term 

me aning ' re lati ve s ' i s  used .  
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Earlier the prob lem of how to deal with items that are not known in the 

culture and for which a language has no term was dis cus sed , considering 

the it ems by  thems e lves . However , in many cases the best solution can 

only b e  found after considering a numb er of terms in the language which 

cover the area of meaning involved . For examp l e ,  most Papua New Guinea  

languages have terms for only a few mus ical ins truments . In Dani el  3 : 5  

there is  a list  of  five , prob ab ly six , musical instrument s ,  s ome st ringed 

and s ome wind . The trans lator has to see how they mat ch the instrument s 

for which there are terms in the language . Some then choose  j ust to use 

those terms , feel ing that they  cover the area of meaning adequat e ly ;  

others add a phrase such as ' and others like them ' ;  and others make up 

des cript ive phras es  for the ins truments they do not already have terms 

for .  Another example i s  the area o f  meaning involving rulers - governor , 

king, emperor , lord , et c .  Many Papua New Guinea language s do not have 

a range of terms comparab le to the Engl ish ones , but the terms a language 

does have and their area o f  meanin g must be con sidered before t he trans­

lator makes a de cision , whether it is  to j ust use the terms availab l e , 

or add qual i fiers , or try to construct a des cript ive phrase , or what ­

ever . The areas of weight s and measure s also involve s imi lar prob lems . 

In pre- cont act t imes , whi le a few languages had some units  of  measure , 

very few if any had any uni t s  of we ight , but today a numb er of terms , 

such as ' pound ' and ' mile ' ,  have been borrowe d from English . However , 

not all English terms have b een borrowed and also , in s ome context s ,  

exact quantities are not meaningful . So trans lat ors on occas ions us e ,  

for e xamp le , b ags o f  rice or drums of flour as units of weight , rather 
than give an exact numb er of pounds we ight . 

7 . 7 . 1 . 5 .  P RO B L E M S  I N  T RA N S L AT I N G N U M E RA L S  

There are prob lems in translat ing numerals in many Papua New Guinea 

languages .  Some languages have ordinal numb ers and s ome do not . Those  

which do not , often b orrow t he Pidgin expres sion n a m b a fo llowed by  the 

cardinal numeral to expres s  ordinals . An even more basic  prob lem is 

that in many areas t he count ing sys tems are very cumb ers ome . For 

ins tance , the e xpres s ion for ' e i g h t ' in Gahuku is 1 i g i z a n i l u g a l o k a  a s u ' 

o a k e  l ug a l o k a  1 0 s i ve m a k o l e  0 1  i ' 0  mo l a g o ,  which means ' after the fingers 

on one side were fin i shed,  two ( and ) ano t h e r  jump ed over (from) the o t her 

side ' .  Ob vious ly a system whi ch uses nine words t o  express the numb er 

eight is not very s at is fact ory for translat ion purposes . In mos t  areas 
t he younger generat ion rap id ly adopt s Pidgin or English numerals , b ut 
the se have t o  b e  re-translated for the o lder generat ion . Trying t o  get 

acro s s  concept s of b asic arithmetic  in the vernacular is very difficult , 
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becaus e the  people are not  used t o  dealing in  ab s tract terms and have 

had very little use for anything numerical except element ary c ounting . 

One book-keeper in the Wahgi area was re cording amount s colle cted in 

offerings . The sum of $ 6 8  was recorded as $ 6 0 . 5 3 .  This was quite  

l ogi cal : 6 0  was  recorded as $ 6 0  and e ight was  recorded ( following t he 

vernacular c ount ing system)  as 5+3 . Terms such as ' add ' and ' sub tract ' 

can usually b e  extended from idiomat i c  expres s i ons such as ' j oin on ' 
and ' cut off and ge t rid of ' .  But terms such as ' t ime s ' or ' mult iplied 

by ' ,  ' goes int o '  or ' divided b y ' ,  ' equal s ' or ' i s the s ame as ' ,  are 

foreign to t he culture . Fract ions and percentages are still  more 

di fficult to try to translat e .  A trans lator trying to express in Kamano 

the concept that ' it t ook me longer to travel from A to B yest erday 

than it did today ' received the native reaction that the road was longer 

ye s terday . 

7 . 7 . 1 . 6 .  D I F F E R E N C E S  I N  P E RM I T TE D C O L L O C AT I O N S  

Di fferences  i n  permitted collocat ions exist between all languages ,  
and the wider the l inguistic  and cultural difference the more likely the 

di fferences are to cause trans lation prob l ems . In some cases difference 

in c ollocat i on forb ids certain lexemes b eing used in c onj un ct ion . For 

e xample , in trans lating J ohn 12 in non-Austrones ian languages one cannot 

usually speak of trees  as dead but as drie d up . But in Kalam one cannot 

speak of  b eing healed of  hemorrhaging ( Mark 5 : 2 8 )  b ut one mus t  s ay in­

stead it was drie d up . In Gahuku a leper is  not made clean (Mark 1 : 42 )  

nor healed but ' made to shed his  skin ' . Many languages will not permit 
a trans lat or to speak of being ' b aptised with the Holy Spirit ' ( Mark 

1 : 8 ) but require a different verb to b e  used . Most of the languages 

forb i d  us ing the verb come with anything but a human agent ; thus one 
cannot speak of a voi ce  c oming (Mark 1 : 11 ) , faith coming ( Galat ians 3 : 2 3 ) , 

or a kingdom coming ( Matthew 6 : 10 ) .  

7 . 7 . 1 . 7 .  D I F F E R I N G  D I S T I N CT I O N S  I N  L E X E M E S  

Likewise Papua New Guinea language s have distinction s  that are re­

quired in certain lexemes , whi ch are not a fe ature of  Indo-Europe an 

languages . The maj ority of  Papua New Guinea languages have ob li gatory 

pos sess i on of a great many terms expre s s ing b ody part s .  So in s uch 

languages one mus t  change ' the  eye cannot say to the hand ' ( 1  C orinthians 

12 : 2 1 )  t o  ' a  man ' s eye cannot s ay t o  his hand ' ,  or ' our eyes cannot say 
t o  our hands ' ,  e t c . A great many o f  the language s require kinship terms 

to b e  pos s e s sed . Thus ' the father loves the s on '  ( John 5 : 20 )  mus t  be 

rendered ' my father loves  me , his s on ' . 
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7 . 7 . 1 . 8 .  O B L I G A T O R Y  D I S T I N C T I O N S  I N  S O M E  L A N G U A G E S  

Many P apua New Guinea languages have ob ligatory directional distinc­

t i ons . In Gahuku there are five express ions for ' go '  depending on the 

relat ive amount of  as cent or des cent involved ; Mountain Arape sh requires 

a decis ion to be made on whether an ob j e ct is  nearer the speaker or the 

hearer in s t at i ng a t erm for ' this ' or ' that ' .  Muyuw requires a dis ­

t in c t ion b e  made on whether a mot ion is t oward t he speake r ,  away from 

the s peaker , or away from b ot h ,  and whether things are pos sessed int im­

ately , dis t antly or intermediat ely . Many languages make ob ligatory 

dis t in c t ions b e tween ac t i ons that are real or unreal , and b e tween thos e 

that are s een or j us t  reported.  For example , in Angal Heneng t here are 

three different forms of t he verb depending on involvement of speaker 

and hearer in the act ion , and all t hree are i llus trat ed in Luke 1 8 : 18-19 . 

When Jesus s ay s ,  ' I  saw S at an fall ' ,  it is as sumed that t he speaker saw 

the ac t ion and the hearers didn ' t ,  and t he form of  the verb indicates 

such . When Jesus continues and says ' I  have given you power ' ,  the form 

used indicat e s  that b oth sp eaker and he arers were t ogether when the 

act ion o cc urre d .  But on t he verb of  the clause expres s ing ' Jesus said 

t o  the m ' , a third form is used which indicat e s  t hat neither the writ er 

( Luke ) nor the addres s ee ( Theophi lus ) were there at the t ime the in ci­

dent occurred . 

7 . 7 . 1 . 9 .  F I G U RAT I V E L A N G U A G E  

Figurat ive language pre s ents  prob lems . It is prob ab le that most 

languages use most of  the various types of  fi gures of speech and draw 

figure s from many areas of culture . However,  i t  does not always happen 

that t he same figure with the same meaning oc curs in two languages , 

even when the language s conc erned are c lo sely rel at e d ,  so that a literal 

t ranslation will  be confusing or meaningles s .  The main approaches are 

( i )  t o  retain the original figure but to give the meaning as we ll , 

( ii )  t o  omit the figure and gi ve only t he meaning , or ( ii i )  to us e a 

figurative expres sion from the language into whi ch the trans lat ion is 

be ing done whi ch has t he same meaning as t he original figure . 
Simi les c ont ain a word which signals that one is de aling w i th a 

fi gure , and so i t  is more often possib le t o  retain the original figure 

than it is with most other t ypes of figurat ive language . But if ne ces­
sary change s can be made , as in the following examp le s . In an Iatmul 

tran s lat ion of ' I  send you out as lamb s  in the midst of wolves ' ( Luke 
10 : 3 ) the word ' weak ' was added t o  make clear the point t hat t he lamb s 

are defenceles s .  A t rans lator o f  ' b e  wise as serpents  and inno cent as 

dove s ' ( Matthew 10 : 16 )  in Komb a found it ne cessary t o  t ake out the 
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picture a s  i t  was t o o  s trange , and j us t  the meaning was given , ' l ive 

without falsity and with wi sdom and s traightnes s ' . In Duna for the 

picture that a doubter is  ' like a wave of  the sea that is driven and 

tossed by the wind ' ( Jame s 1 : 6 ) ,  a trans lator used a natural local 

figure ' like the wind moving the leave s of  t he tree backward s and for­

wards ' .  The equivalent of a Bib lical figure indicat ing a large number , 

' like the sand of  the s ea ' , is ' like t he hairs on a dog ' in the Angal 

Heneng language . 

Metaphors contain no word that i dent ifies t hem, and s o  it i s  e asier 

for them to b e  mi s underst ood and t aken literally . For example , Davis 

( n . d . a) found that the metaphori cal use of  adultery in the Bib le in 

the sense of being unfaithful to God was not corre c t ly understood by 

speakers from a numb er of language s in Papua New Guinea . As wel l  as 

the app roache s already ment ioned for handling figurati ve expres sions , 

met aphors may b e  turned int o  s imiles , spe c i fy ing t he me aning i f  neces ­

sary . So for ' made shipwreck of  their fait h '  ( I  Timothy 1 : 19 )  one 

Pidgin trans lat i on has b i  l i p  b i  l on g  0 1  i b a g a r a p  o l s em s i p  i b r u k  l on g  

r i p ' th e i r  fai t h  has b e e n  ruined Z i k e  a ship wreaked on a reef ' .  

The trans lati on of  expre s s i ons invo lving met onymy generally involves 

a change of form . Thus , for example , when a p lace name i s  used t o  refer 

to the inhabitant s ,  tran s lators in a wide range of languages have found 

it ne ces s ary t o  refer spe cifically to the inhabitant s . So for example , 

' J erus alem ' becomes ' the inhab itants of  Jerusalem ' ,  and ' the world ' 

becomes ' the people of  the world ' .  Even if  a language does have this 

use of me tonymy , it  may not be s o  readily underst ood if  the name involved 

is a s t range one .  A thing may be use d for the custom it i s  as soc iated 

with and it may b e  necessary t o  refer spe cifically to the custom .  In 

Gah uku a trans lat or found he had to change ' let the marriage b ed b e  
unde file d '  (Hebrews 13 : 4) to  ' do not spoil the marriage ' .  Als o ,  a thing 
may be us ed for an event associated with it . In Acts  5 : 2 8 ' b lood ' i s  
u s e d  t o  re fer t o  death , and translators i n  b oth Motu and Pidgin have 

given the me aning ' ki lling ' or ' death ' to make the meaning c le ar .  

Another type o f  figurative expression i s  synecdo che . It t oo generally 

requires t he me aning to be made explicit . For examp le , ' fle sh and b lood ' 

( Galatians 1 : 16 )  and ' tongue ' ( Philippians 2 : 11 )  are o ften tran s lated 

as ' person ' . 
As  a result of  the trans lat i on proces ses  J ust out lined , it usually 

happens that the trans lat ion will have fewer figurat ive expre s s ions t han 

the original , unless  the trans lator makes a cons cious at tempt t o  com­
pensate  by tran s lating s ome non-figurat ive expressions by figurat ive 

one s . This aspect i s  extreme ly important when trans lat ing into thos e 
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languages of Papua New Guinea which make great use of figurat ive lan­

guage . Such language s are found particular ly in the highlands . Brennan 

( 19 7 0 )  says that there are two vocabulary levels in the Enga language , 

one which i s  that of  neutral or everyday speech and another which makes 

great use of  symb o l s . The latter i s  used in context s of dignity and 

import anc e ,  such as the telling of tradit ion al stories and making pub li c 

spee che s .  Brennan points out that a good trans lator will make appro­

priate use of the symb olic language . Young ( 19 6 8 )  notes the use of  

' hidden talk ' among the Bena Bena when ser ious mat ters are being dis­

cus s e d ,  and sugges t s  that in some types of material the trans l ator should 

not make everything quite clear . 

7 . 7 . 1 . 1 0 .  E U P H E M I S M S  

All languages have euphemi sms for c ertain things , for e xample the 

areas of  sex ,  deat h ,  and the supernatural ; but language s differ as to 

j us t  what things they have euphemisms for , the circums tances in which 

they use them ,  and the form of the euphemisms . The translation prob lems 

are rather simi lar to t hose for dealing with figurat ive language already 

mentione d .  It  is  not often possib le to trans late a euphemi sm literally . 

A euphemi sm may b e  trans lated by a euphemism with the same meaning . In 

the Hebrew of  the Old Testament various euphemisms such as ' know ' and 

' lie w ith ' are us ed to refer to sexual interc ours e .  Most translations 

also use euphemisms , such as the Hiri Motu m a h u t a  h e b o u  and Pidgin 5 1  i p  

w a n t a i m  which b oth mean literally ' s L e ep w i t h ' .  A prob lem for Bible 

trans lators is the translat ion of ' circumcise ' ,  where the custom is in 

many areas not known b ut where it is felt a euphemism should be used 

to refer to it . Both Hiri Motu and Pidgin trans lations generally use 

e xpre s s ions meaning ' to cut the skin ' . However , this i s  not at all 
c lear ; so in a few p laces in one Pidgin trans lat ion of Genesis the meaning 

is made explicit in the text , while in one Hiri Motu trans lat ion o f  

Genesis the meaning is given i n  a glossary entry . The Jews also avoided 

mention of the name of God and somet imes also of the term ' God ' itself . 

Thus in the New Te stament ' heaven ' is often used for ' God ' . Many trans ­
lators have not felt a euphemi sm neces sary an d s o  have s imply t rans lated 

it by the word for God . A plain expression may need to be translated 

by a euphemi sm . The need may depend on who the audience i s  to b e . 
Bib le trans lation wi ll often b e  read aloud t o  a mixed audience , s o  
trans lat ors have to be particularly careful . In Gahuku one does not 

normally mention blood in connect ion with menstruat ion , so the trans­
lator us es  the usual euphemi sm, ' the moon struck he r ' . In Mangga Buang 
for ' your daughter is dead ' a translator found it preferab le to use the 

euphemism ' your daughter ' s  eyes ar e closed ' . 
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7 . 7 . 1 . 1 1 .  RH E T O R I C A L  Q U E S T I O N S  

Con siderable space could b e  devoted to prob lems of tran s lating 

rhetori c al que st ions in Papua New Guinea language s .  The prob lem is 

general , howeve r,  and not confined to Papua New Guinea . It is enough 

t o  say that the forms and semantic functions of rhetorical quest ions 

used in Papua New Guine a language s do not fully corre spond w ith those 

of  Indo-European l anguages . They are very commonly used in Papua New 

Guine a to express various kinds of negat ive evaluat ion , such as dis­

approval , rebuke , or the imp o s s ib i lity of s ome action . Thus ' Is it 

pos sib le t o  do God ' s  work and als o want a lot of money? ' is  a good 

trans lat ion of a sentence which is indicat ive in the original ( Mat thew 

6 : 2 4 ) ,  and ' Why weren ' t  you ab le t o  stay awake ? '  is a good way t o  in­

dicate  reb uke by adding t he word ' why ' to the question in t he original 

( Mark 1 4 : 37 ) . But rhetorical que s t i ons to introduc e a new s ub j ect or 

expres s uncertainty or amazement or personal b elittlement , such as occur 

in Bib lical mat erials , are foreign to Papua New Guinea l anguages . One 

tran s lat ion helper , during 35 years of previous pas toral experience , 

could never unders tand why Jesus said ' Who are my mothe r and my 

brothers ? '  
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N O T  E S 

1 .  The language s and cultures of  the people of  Irian Jaya are very 

s imilar to those o f  Papua New Guinea and one finds similar trans lation 

prob lems there ( Dr M .  Bromley and Rev . J .  El lenb erger ,  pers onal c ommuni­

cat ions ) .  

2 .  We expre s s  appreciation to the Summer Ins t itute  of Linguis tics  for 

allowing us to draw on these  records . 

3 .  Prob lems in s ome other fie lds , e . g . government and law , are dis­
cus sed in chapters 7 . 7 . 2 . - 5 .  of this volume , whi ch deal with Int erpre­

tat i on Prob lems . 

4 .  Quotat ions from the English Bib le are taken from the Revised St andard 

Vers ion with some variat ions for clarity . 

5 .  Of c ours e , many words have b een b orrowed from English by language s 

of  Papua New Guinea,  as the people have had increas ing contact w ith 

West ern culture . The s e  words come int o use when the obj ec t s  t hey refer 
to b e c ome known , so there is not a prob lem of learning the meaning . It 

is borrowing words for it ems that people are unlike ly to learn ab out in 

their everyday life that i s  t he real prob lem . 
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