
Performing Research: Interpretation and the Co-Construction of Meaning

The title of this class, Language as Action and Performance, provides a perfect opening to introduce my research topic.  I will talk about the three key terms (language, action, performance) in reverse order, beginning with the concept of performance. 

Interpretation is a unique kind of performance.  The cognitive processes that enable an interpreter to simultaneously process linguistic input from one language while generating equivalent linguistic output in another language have been an object of research since the 1960s.   Over the past twenty years, practitioners and researchers of the genre known as community interpreting have begun to challenge certain elements of the cognitive paradigm. The problem with the cognitive paradigm is its reliance on the transmission model of communication: the cognitive paradigm assumes a transparent relationship between language and meaning.  

This brings us to the middle term in the class’s title: action.  Words have consequences.  Interpreters struggle, routinely, with the dilemma of diction: what is the best word or right idiom that will evoke the desired response?  And then, whose desire?  Choices have to be made. Making choices necessarily involves power.  These dynamics of the communication process influence the meanings of the language, just as the language influences the meanings.  The cognitive paradigm’s simplistic equation, language = meaning, interferes with understanding the relationship between word and result.  A new paradigm is needed that accounts for language’s material effects.

Participating in an interpreted situation enables a lens on language-as-action by calling meaning into question.  My research hypothesis is that the presence of an interpreter is an opportunity to raise the stakes of the question from meaning to meaningfulness.  The main research tool is critical discourse analysis.  The proposal builds from two months of fieldwork at the European Parliament, where I interviewed some seventy interpreters about their experiences working in this international government institution.  I want to return to observe and interview the users of interpreter services, the elected Members of Parliament and the Staff/Administration.  

One major theme from the interviews with interpreters is a discourse of danger and loss. 

Several elements of the communication processes conspire to fuel this concern, including reliance on written translations, delivery of prewritten statements, pace of speech, and “badly spoken languages”, especially English.  I am curious what the Members and Staff of Parliament think about how the overall interpreting system works, in which situations they find interpreters valuable or annoying, if they have concerns about being interpreted, and how they envision the future of languages in Europe. 
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