on a particular matter. If such perspectives are explored during negotiations they can be
worked through in advance of the legal translations, thus avoiding the discovery of
contradictions after the legislative process is supposed to be complete.

Interpreters and the Mechanical Reproduction of Inequality
This copyrighted report is a selection of research findings of particular interest to
Members. Please request the Bureau of the European Parliament to authorize
translation into all EU official languages and distribution to current MEPs and EP
Interpreters.
!

25 January 2010, © Stephanie Jo Kent

Stephanie Jo Kent, Communication Department, University of Massachussetts, Amherst

SCENE

Simultaneous Interpreting (SI)
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“Before 1945, simultaneous interpretation had not existed in the
form in which we used it at Nuremberg…. Something entirely new
had come up: we had to do spontaneous interpretation, immediate
interpretation” (Gaskin 1990:43)

The IBM System enabled up to five languages to be transmitted along separate
channels; the actual people required to
perform the essential interpretations between those different languages were the
last addition to this revolutionary system.
(Conot 1983, Tusa & Tusa 1983)

“We understand communication
insofar as we are able to build
models or representations of
this process.” (Carey, 1989/1992: 31)

(Hill and Irvine, 1993)

*

“Cultural communication can be
understood as an approach to
investigating the premises and
practices of shared identity as
these are active in conversation
and cultural life.” (Carbaugh, 2005:126)

Interpreters have moved from:
professional pride in the “human and technical triumph over ... linguistic obstacles [at Nuremberg]” (Morris)
to
“the difficulty here [in the European Parliament is] speed and badly spoken languages”. (an EPI 2005)
Members’ use of simultaneous interpretation varies:
• Some modify their speaking style to the specifications of the machine, its formalized, technical, and socially-structured conditions:
- “strict time limits” (Dunn 2000:168)
- "no chance of having time to confer” (Dunn 2000:105)
- symbolic or disinterested non-use (observed, 2005, 2008, 2009)
• Some adapt and use the machine as a tool to enhance their voice to exercise language and communication skills within the system in
a manner most likely to secure the outcome they desire.
• Very few collaborate across the Member-Interpreter divide.

“you lose something": time, informality, speed,
continuity, efficiency, direct contact, "the dynamics
of voice," information, "to be in the mainstream,"
possibility, "a bit of the main point," "control of the
flow," ...and you risk misunderstanding, distortion

• is conceptualized as transportation: movement or flow of 'things' especially "words"
• involves people who are understood as discrete, non-interactive
components: Sender, Receiver, Interpreter
• assumes “meaning” is transparent, fixed and obvious
• is judged in terms of "accuracy:" i.e., did the Receiver "get it"?
• functions to exert influence over space (e.g., control is valued)

"[My MEP] never talks in mother tongue,
only in English...to leave aside all potential risks" (Assistant to an MEP, 2008)

(MEP, 2009)

“…a value of the communication here is
to improve your communication skills
and learn to avoid risks.” (an MEP, 2009)

“the sharpness and rightness of the interpretation
as far as the meaning is concerned” (EL MEP, 2009)

“Don’t think your bad English will come
out in good French!” (an EPI, 2005)

*
Member’s Control Panel

"If someone is struggling with the language
you can lose very important points, or a
debate.” (an EPI, 2005)

• assumes “meaning” is achieved through collaboration
• is judged in terms of relationship: what do participants experience in common?

“The fact that a Greek tells you something, or a Swede tells you something,
gets lost.” (an EPI, 2005)

Danger
"...a completely different kind of English, a kind
of jargon. Sometimes they don’t really know the
value of certain words or expressions, and that’s
a danger.” (an EPI, 2005)

THREAT: “But now they don’t listen to the speakers before them, so they
seldom react to it.” (an EPI, 2005)
BLAME: “the interpreter made a mistake” “The interpreter…was never
seen again . . . replaced” (Verluyten 2000/2006:19)
RESULT: Members and simultaneous interpreters collaborate to perfect
the instrumental use of language for the purpose of control. Members
do not learn how to work with interpreters to generate equitable intercultural dialogue, but rather how to operate a technologically-complex
transmission machine.

Intentional Design Potential
Interpreter’s Console

In addition to the transmission of information, the larger and deepest purpose of simultaneous
interpretation is to generate and maintain common culture between individuals who are also
retaining socio-cultural difference.
The current reference point is monolingualism, i.e., the experience of
speaking the same language. “The main problem is…a second
person between…” (an MEP, 2008)

• functions to support community over time (e.g., sustainability and resilience are valued)
The standards of communicating with a shared language are imposed
onto interpreted interaction despite the knowledge that “…from the
moment there is a third person in the room the atmosphere is
changed.” (an MEP, 2008)

RESISTANCE:
“you have to rely on another person”
(DE MEP, 2009)

(an MEP, 2009)

LEGEND
MEP - Member of the European Parliament
EPI - European Parliament Interpreter
Red - Quotes from MEPs
Blue - Quotes from EPIs
*based on Carey 1989/1992.

"[MEPs have] the fear that people won't understand you" and "don't know if [we]
can intervene [in the interpretation process]" (an MEP, 2008)
“If [MEPs] would care about communication, it [interpreting] would [make a
difference].” (an EPI, 2005)

• is conceptualized as ceremony: the repetition of behaviors and attitudes involves people
who are understood as participants in a dynamic process of co-construction

“Sometimes
interpreters make a bad speech a good speech.”

"You get the illusion of being understood if you speak English. This is very dangerous
because then you think...you get understood...but the proof is [MEPs] don’t understand
each other. You see it especially when there’s a new topic. People who think their English is
good have to speak in their mother tongue because they can’t cope with speaking in
English—the new terms, new reality they don’t know.” (an EPI, 2005)

(an EPI, 2005)

Keywords in the
structure of discourse about using
English or Simultaneous Interpretation
in the European Parliament

Risk

(MEPs and EPIs, 2005, 2008, 2009)

The INTERPRETATION/RITUAL
Model of Communication:

Loss

Typical Outcomes (Inertia)

“…the nuances are lost and everybody gets
to something gray. The passion is lost. It
becomes more generalized because that’s
all you can say in that kind of language.”

(MEPs, 2009)

THE meaning
THE message
THE point

ACTION

(Hofstede, 1991:9, Verluyten, 2000/2006:23)

(Aalund, 2000)

The TRANSMISSION/TRANSLATION
Mode of Communication:

“the real message”

“discourse structures a socialized world”

“culture…refers to the values and practices that are acquired and shared by people in a group”

The European Parliament's Strasburg facility has the technical
capacity to provide simultaneous interpretation in up to fortyeight languages at a time. Human interpreters routinely provide
simultaneous interpretation in more than twenty spoken
languages and (as of 2010) Hungarian Signed Language.
(For comparison, the United Nations provides regular
interpretation in only six languages.)

“Using several languages is a problem we have to cope with”

PEOPLE

Social Interaction (SI )

Shared Identity (SI )
3

The Translation (Transmission) Model of Communication
privileges the FORM of communication in order to isolate
information from human beings and perpetuate systems
of control over space.

The Ritual (Interpretation) Model of Communication privileges THE PROCESS that creates & confirms “a patterned,
meaningful world of behavioral practices and attitudes that
contain and sustain human action over time.”

Positive outcomes of speaking
about norms instead of rules have
been documented (e.g. Marzocchi 2005; Merlini & Favaron 2009; Duflou forthcoming). Norms
function in ritual, relational terms
while rules are transmission/
translation-based.

"There is a lot that
language
does to people.”
(Blommaert 2005:13)

There is a lot that
language
can do for people.

