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Possibilities of Difference: Bible Translation, Literary Deconstruction, and Benjamin’s “Task” 

 

This paper considers Walter Benjamin’s “Die Aufgabe des Übersetzers” (1923), a central 

text of both critical theory and translation studies, as it mediates between ancient and postmodern 

debates regarding the nature of linguistic difference and the possibility of interlingual transfer. 

Specifically, I look back to early Bible translations and ahead to deconstructive reading through 

the lens of Benjamin’s crucial articulation of translatability (Übersetzbarkeit). My approach is 

oriented by Naomi Seidman’s contention in Faithful Renderings (2006) that Benjamin has more 

in common with a “Jewish countertradition” of translation than his postmodern legacy would 

recognize. Rather than dwelling on elements of messianic mysticism in Benjamin’s essay – often 

reduced to the vexed notion of reine Sprache – Seidman shows how his emphasis on linguistic 

difference can be traced back to rabbinic exegetical traditions, based on the conviction that 

languages are not interchangeable media of transcendent spirit. At the same time, Benjamin’s 

grappling with translatability as a property of literary texts – along with his insistence on an 

inherent relationality of languages that lies beyond the signified – anticipates the deconstructive 

approaches of Jacques Derrida and Paul de Man in ways that seem at odds with religious faith in 

original letters. Moving beyond Seidman’s argument, my objective is to demonstrate how 

Benjamin’s articulation of translatability serves to illuminate these vastly divergent poles in the 

history and evolution of translation. With respect to Bible translation, the question of what can 

be carried over from one language to another lies at the heart of age-old debates between faith 

and freedom, a dichotomy that has solidified along the lines of Jewish-Christian difference. In 

the deconstructive readings of Jacques Derrida and Paul de Man, the possibility of translation is 

revealed to be more profoundly problematic, as the wholeness, stability, and self-sufficiency of 

any given language or text are called into question. 


