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I have always shrunk from the act of beginning. From the first word, the first touch. The
restlessness when the first sentence has to be formed, and after the first the second. The
restlessness and the excitement, as if you are pulling away they cloth beneath which a body rests:
sleeping or dead. There is also the desire, and the fantasy wish, to beat the pen into a ploughshare
and plough a freshly written sheet clean again, across the lines, furrow after furrow.

Erwin Mortier, While the Gods Were Sleeping
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Abstract

The professional status of interpreters is perhaps one of the most neglected topics in Interpreting
Studies today. A review of the existing literature reveals that very few studies have investigated the
status and the social prestige of the interpreting profession. One of the few attempts to study the
status of conference interpreters empirically can be found in the study by Dam and Zethsen (2013),
who compared EU staff interpreters’ and translators’ self-perception of status. The results of their
survey showed that interpreters did not appear to have a high consideration of their profession, an
outcome which needed to be investigated further. As far as public service interpreters are
concerned, several scholars (Angelelli 2004; Ricoy et al. 2009; De Pedro Ricoy 2010; Sela-Sheffy &
Shlesinger 2011) have speculated that their status is generally low and that public service
interpreting is still undergoing professionalisation, although these assumptions have never been
empirically and extensively investigated.

This doctoral thesis aims to fill this knowledge gap by investigating the self-perceived
professional status of conference and public service interpreters. The theoretical framework hinges
on the theories of the Sociology of the Professions (Andersen, Taylor & Logio 2014), which
contributed to framing the concepts of status, prestige and profession; one of the main objectives
of the present work is to determine whether interpreting can be regarded as a fully-fledged
profession and, if so, on the basis of which sociological parameters. Almost one century after the
birth of interpreting seen as a profession, what is the state of the art of the professionalisation
process? What role do technology, the mass media, economic and social changes play in the self-
perception of the interpreter’s professional status? What are the main challenges for the future
generations of interpreters?

At methodological level, the study is based on quantitative and qualitative analysis of
questionnaires. Quantitative data on the interpreters’ self-perception of status were collected
through the distribution of two surveys (one addressed to conference and one to public service
interpreters), which gathered 1693 responses worldwide. The two questionnaires showed that a



growing feminisation, rapid technological changes, the increasing use of English as a lingua franca
and a complex labour market have influenced the way in which interpreters perceive the profession.
Hence, the self-perceived status of conference and public service interpreters appears to be fraught
with contradictions. On a brighter note, an increasing awareness of the social function fulfilled by
the interpreting profession appears to be the driving force which motivates interpreters to follow
the path towards full professionalisation.

Keywords: conference interpreting, public service interpreting, professional status, sociology of
the professions, questionnaires, quantitative analysis, qualitative analysis.



Riassunto

Lo status professionale dell’interprete € probabilmente uno degli aspetti meno esplorati nell’ambito
degli studi di interpretazione. Un’analisi della letteratura sull’argomento ha confermato la quasi
totale assenza di indagini sullo status e il prestigio sociale della professione. Uno dei pochi studi
sullo status professionale degli interpreti di conferenza (Dam & Zethsen 2013) - incentrato sull’auto-
percezione dello status di interpreti e traduttori presso le istituzioni europee - ha rivelato che gli
interpreti non credono di avere uno status elevato, un risultato che meritava di essere ulteriormente
approfondito. Nell’ambito dell’interpretazione per i servizi pubblici, diversi studiosi (Angelelli 2004;
Ricoy et al. 2009; De Pedro Ricoy 2010; Sela-Sheffy & Shlesinger 2011) hanno ipotizzato che gli
interpreti impiegati presso ospedali, tribunali ecc. non godano di uno status elevato e che il loro
processo di professionalizzazione sia ancora in corso; tuttavia, queste affermazioni non sono mai
state verificate in maniera approfondita dal punto di vista empirico.

La presente tesi dottorale si pone I’obiettivo di colmare questa lacuna conoscitiva attraverso
I’analisi dell’auto-percezione dello status degli interpreti di conferenza e degli interpreti impiegati
presso i servizi pubblici. Il quadro teorico si inserisce nell’ambito della Sociologia delle Professioni
(Andersen, Taylor & Logio 2014), le cui ipotesi hanno fornito delle solide basi per sviluppare I’analisi
su concetti quali status, prestigio e professione; uno degli obiettivi del presente lavoro € quello di
determinare se l'interpretazione sia una professione a pieno titolo e, nel caso fosse cosi, sulla base
di quali parametri sociologici possa essere definita tale. A distanza di quasi un secolo dalla nascita
della professione, qual é lo stato dell’arte del processo di professionalizzazione? In che modo la
tecnologia, i mass media, i cambiamenti economici e sociali influenzano 1’auto-percezione dello
status dell’interprete? Quali sfide dovranno affrontare le prossime generazioni di interpreti?

A livello metodologico, lo studio propone I’analisi quantitativa e qualitativa di due questionari
(il primo indirizzato agli interpreti di conferenza e il secondo agli interpreti per i servizi pubblici),

che in totale hanno raccolto 1693 risposte a livello mondiale. I dati ottenuti indicano che una



crescente presenza di donne nella professione, i rapidi progressi della tecnologia, I'uso dell’inglese
come lingua franca nella comunicazione e un mercato del lavoro sempre pitt complesso hanno avuto
un impatto profondo sul modo in cui gli interpreti vedono la professione. Di conseguenza, la
percezione dei due gruppi di interpreti circa il loro status si presenta complessa e ricca di
contraddizioni. Ad ogni modo, una crescente consapevolezza del ruolo sociale dell’interpretazione
sembra essere la motivazione principale che spinge gli interpreti a proseguire la strada che conduce

verso una maggiore professionalizzazione.

Parole-chiave: interpretazione di conferenza, interpretazione per i servizi pubblici, status
professionale, sociologia delle professioni, questionari, analisi quantitativa, analisi qualitativa.
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Introduction

Few professions can be as fascinating as interpreting: interpreters have the immense opportunity
to combine their passion for foreign languages and cultures with the privilege to witness historic
moments (Gaiba 1998), to work in glamorous venues (Setton & Guo 2011), to meet the most
important personalities of the political or the social sphere, to help people in need and to safeguard
the respect of democratic values of social justice (Bancroft 2015). Interpreting is a constantly
changing profession which is articulated in many ways and goes beyond spatial and temporal
constraints. However, despite growing awareness of the need for professionalisation, especially in
public service settings, the study of interpreters’ professional status has been grievously neglected
in interpreting research. Yet, investigating status may contribute to understanding issues
concerning codes of ethics, new developments in the T&I market, the state of the interpreting
profession and public opinions about the profession, not to mention the interpreter’s roles and
responsibilities. Research to date has focused mainly on the status of translators (Sela-Sheffy &
Shlesinger 2008; Katan 2011a; 2011b; Sela-Sheffy & Shlesinger 2011; Pym 2012; Dam & Zethsen
2008; Dam & Zethsen 2013; Ruokonen 2013; 2016), although neither systematically nor extensively.
The limited research on the topic indicates that, by and large, translators are attributed low status
because they are often “invisible” and “rarely noticed” (Schaffner 2004: 1) and that translation is a
“peripheral” activity (Hermans & Lambert 1998). On the other hand, the interpreting profession is
characterised by a huge status gap between conference interpreting, which has always enjoyed high
status - owing to the supposed glamour of interpreters’ lifestyles and personalities - and public

service interpreting,! whose status has often been associated with that of semi-professionals like

" Throughout the present work, the term “public service interpreting” will be preferred, since it includes interpreting in the
legal settings and is “a reflection of the more usual practices in the United Kingdom and in parts of the European Union”
(Corsellis 2005: 153).
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social workers (Sela-Sheffy & Shlesinger 2011). They are, however, assumptions related to the
interpreting profession, whose validity has never been empirically demonstrated.

The first attempt to study conference interpreters’ occupational status was carried out only a
couple of years ago by Dam and Zethsen (2013) through an analysis comparing conference
interpreters’ and translators’ professional statuses. Their main hypothesis was that interpreters
would position themselves at the top of the status continuum, whereas translators would place
themselves at a lower level. Data gathered from their on-line survey did not confirm their
hypothesis: a surprising outcome which begged further research.

The aim of the present study is to analyse conference interpreters’ and public service
interpreters’ self-perception of their occupational status, as well as the factors affecting the
perception of interpreters’ status. The rationale for carrying out the research project lies in the fact
that no empirical study on status focusing exclusively on the interpreting profession has been carried
out to date, which is why two questionnaires were designed and distributed to conference and public
service interpreters respectively worldwide. This kind of analysis could contribute to shedding light
on what is required to enhance interpreters’ status, the main hypothesis being that interpreters’
views of their own status are not consistent with public perception of the prestige and social value
of the interpreting profession.

Chapter 1 provides an overview of the evolution of the interpreting profession and of the
interpreter’s professional status through the lens of the sociological theories of Postmodernity. In an
increasingly interconnected era, speed and flexibility are the pillars on which contemporary society
is built; postmodernity is a time in which everything is “fluid and flexible, pluriform and contingent,
fast and ephemeral” (Schweitzer 2004). The rise of the interpreting profession coincided with the
technological, economic and social changes brought about by Postmodernity, characterised by great
social and physical mobility. The four main parameters according to which interpreting can be
regarded as a postmodern profession are: the detachment of the interpreting profession from a
specific anthropological space (Augé 1995), which results in a lack of “sense of place”; the
technological developments brought about by simultaneous interpreting (Baigorri-Jalon 2004;
2014); the mass media, which play a crucial role in shaping popular representations of a profession
(Diriker 2004); and, lastly, the negotiation of interpreters’ identities (Rudvin 2006), which results
in major issues concerning status and role. Drawing on the theories on the construction of identity
postulated by Giddens (1979), the impact of the above-mentioned sociological and ideological
changes on the interpreting profession and the perception of status will be illustrated.

Chapter 2 draws on sociological theories to gain insight into the economic, social and cultural
features constituting a profession and distinguish it from a mere occupation. A twofold approach
combining the trait theory (Parsons 1968) and symbolic-interactionist perspectives (Becker 1970;
1972) will be used to gain further insights into the sociological concepts of profession, occupational
status, prestige and social role. According to Sela-Sheffy (Sela-Sheffy & Shlesinger 2011: 3),
interpreting falls within the “failed professionalizing” occupations, because it does not possess all

the characteristics which sociologists of the professions deem relevant for it to be regarded as fully-
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fledged profession. In the light of this assumption, a thorough analysis of these features in
correlation with the interpreting profession will be carried out to identify the weak links that still
prevent interpreting from achieving full professionalisation. The main aspects which will be
scrutinised in the chapter are: the functional and the post-structuralist parameters defining a
profession, the major elements which make up professional identity and how these criteria relate to
the perception of professional status. In the study of these features, equal attention will be paid to
conference and public service interpreting.

Chapter 3 illustrates the methodology, the objectives and the scope of the study. The structure
of the two questionnaires — which obtained 1693 responses at global level - how the pilot study was
carried out, the variables object of the study and the statistical tests chosen to analyse the correlation
between the variables will be illustrated in detail.

Chapter 4 and 5 will deal respectively with the analysis of the responses given to the
questionnaires by conference and public service interpreters worldwide. Special attention will be
paid to the correlation of variables such as gender, age, country of residence, working conditions
and education, with the aim to assess if and to what extent the responses change according to the
different parameters. Qualitative data will also be used to clarify certain response patterns.

Chapter 6 presents a comparison of the two surveys, with an emphasis on the most significant
differences between the two groups. In addition, an overview of the general response patterns
emerging from the questionnaires will be provided, together with an outline of the major sociological
changes in the profession, which will be compared and contrasted with the main hypotheses of the
study.

In the light of the most noteworthy response patterns emerged from the data analysis, chapter
7 will provide insights for further research, with a view to broadening the existing knowledge of the

facets related to the interpreter’s status and professionalisation.






1. Interpreting as a Postmodern
Profession. A Socio-Historical
Approach

1. Postmodern Perspectives in The Interpreting Profession

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;/Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world. These verses,
drawn from the poem The Second Coming written by W. B. Yeats in 1919, are often used by
sociologists to indicate the sense of bewilderment and fragmentation which permeate the
postmodern era. Indeed, David Harvey refers to the poem to specify that modern life is “soffused
with the sense of the fleeting, the ephemeral, the fragmentary and the contingent” (1992: 11) and
that the postmodern world is the apotheosis of the absence of coherence and unity. The definition
of Postmodernity has been long discussed, and several attempts have been made by sociologists
(Lyotard 1984; Lash 1990; Bauman 1997; Marsh 2014) to draw a line between the cultural paradigms
which constitute Modernity and Postmodernity. According to Marsh (2014), Modernity is the
triumph of the ideas of the Enlightenment, because it expressed faith in the future and in social
order, in a sense of growth and progress of the world. The grand narratives (Marxism,
Functionalism and Weberian social theories) of the era see society as one that “stays together” as a
whole. To elucidate his theories, Marsh maintains that: “the narratives of Modernity can be seen as
driven in a sense by a moral logic ‘betterment’, of the need to act as a force for change, whether that
change be directed towards a more equal society [...] or towards a truly consensual, structurally
functional society [...]” (2014: 224).
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On the other hand, according to Jameson (2003), Postmodernity coincides with the final phase
of capitalist development, characterised by a more rapid circulation of capital, spatial reorganisation,
intensification of consumption and a gradual commodification of culture (cf. Turner 2009). More
than just a technological and economic change of society, Postmodernity is a transformation of the
experience of the social and cultural life, described by Habermas as a new way to conceive the human
experience, in which “the new value is placed on the transitory, the elusive and the ephemeral, the
very celebration of dynamism, disclosed a longing for an undefiled, immaculate and stable present”
(2000: 169). Arentsen et al. also maintain that Postmodernity “emphasises the unclearness, the
fragmented, the multiformity [...]. There is not one universal truth, but there are multiple views,
bound to place and time. Meanings are related to the given context” (2010: 4). This vision of a
fragmented and undefined reality is underlined by Bauman (1997), who shows a more pessimistic
view of the postmodern and globalised society: individuals are lost in a society which lacks its social
and ethical principles and in which the dominant sentiment is the permanent feeling of uncertainty.
A feeling of vagueness and ambiguity imbues the individual’s identity, an aspect which renders the
postmodern individual as a hybrid. Instead of having a single, permanent self, contemporary
individuals have many selves, or many facets of the same self, since their personal and social
identities are not fixed, but constantly in fieri. The postmodern era has been buttressed by the
phenomenon of globalisation, which appears to have largely pervaded all aspects concerning
political, economic and popular thought. As Paluski states, contemporary society is characterised by
a “global division of labor, intense consumption (especially of images), a proliferation of the mass
media, and an increasing saturation of society with information technology” (2009: 259). These
social changes have encouraged a new reorganisation of the labour market, creating in turn the need
for new professional figures: conference interpreting is a profession born in this new world order.

One of the first elements that helps explain the connection between Postmodernity and the
interpreting profession can be found in the preface to Baigorri-Jalén's book, entitled From Paris to
Nuremberg. The Birth of Conference Interpreting (2014).> The opening words of Delisle’s preamble
(ibid.: 1) are: “globalization, a defining phenomenon of the twentieth century, is characterized by
shrinking time and space and vanishing borders”. Interestingly, the first remarks of a book about
interpreting refer neither to the interpreting profession nor to interpreters, but to a sociological
phenomenon brought about by the sweeping changes taking place during the “shortest century” of
the history of mankind. With this concise statement, Delisle highlighted two fundamental questions.
The first is that the 20" century witnessed the birth of interpreting conceived as a profession and
the second is that the passage of interpretation from an activity that any bilingual could perform to
a highly-specialised occupation took place against the background of a changing historical and
sociological landscape. With these premises, he invites the adoption of a more comprehensive

approach in the discussion regarding an occupation that, more than others, has been susceptible to

2 The original book (La Interpretacion de Conferencias: El Nacimiento de una Profesion. De Paris A Nuremberg), published in
2000 in Spanish, was translated in 2004 into French by Clara Foz and in 2014 into English by Holly Mikkelson and Barry Slaughter
Olsen. The present work will refer to the English translation.
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the vagaries of the globalised world. A profession born with globalisation has also been shaped by
the changes that the phenomenon has brought about: technological developments, spatial-temporal
dislocation, cultural fragmentation which, added to the ephemeral nature of orality which
characterises the interpreter’s work, are all aspects that render interpreting a postmodern
profession. The main features which demonstrate the inextricable bond between interpreting and

postmodernity are:

2 The profession is detached from a specific anthropological space (Augé 2009), which results
in a lack of sense of place caused by the rise of new technologies, prompting a continuous
construction of spaces and social relations (Turner 2005);

12 Interpreting has been changed by technology. The advent of the simultaneous mode,
together with the more recent developments brought about by telephone, remote and
videoconference interpreting have been fundamental in shaping the profession as it is
known today;

2 The mass media have contributed to the creation of the myth of interpreting. The sense of
amazement raised by interpreters was mostly created by the press, especially at a time when
knowledge of more than two languages was considered rather unusual. As Gaiba writes, “its
profound impact on both journalists of the time and, later, historians is shown by the
following quotation: it was a wonder” (1998: 60). Hence, the role played by the media in the
enhancement of the popular representations of the profession is worth investigating;

2 The profession was born by chance. Although interpreting as an interlinguistic and
intercultural activity has existed from time immemorial, the first consecutive and
simultaneous interpreters were “thrown” into the profession and few of them really thought
that interpreting would become their lifetime career. In the early days of the profession, the
first generations of interpreters were employed to respond to the urgent need of the newly-
born international organisations for interpreting personnel. Similarly, increasing migration
flows have prompted (and are prompting) public services to look for interpreters able to
work in community settings. As Parker (1994: 107) points out, one of the main consequences
of the global economy is the expansion of the “contingent workforce”, which is a group of
professionals who work for an organisation on a non-permanent basis. It is no accident that
contingency as a metaphysical concept is widely associated with the ontological condition of
the postmodern world (Dalay 2009);

2 A blurred sense of professional identity. Throughout history, the interpreters’ status has
always been susceptible to several factors: the interpreters’ social and cultural background,
the type of education they had received, the interpretation mode (consecutive or
simultaneous) and the social prestige enjoyed by the speaker for whom they interpreted.
The negotiation of the interpreter’s identity, which results in ethics and role concerns
(Rudvin 2006; 2015; Martin Ruano 2015), is also a typical phenomenon stemming from the
postmodern condition of contemporary society (cf. Elliott 2012).
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The postmodern and globalised era - characterised by the speeding up of global interconnectedness
and by the unpredictable character of social life - is the background against which the interpreting
profession developed, which is why it could be assumed that the consequences of globalisation have
caused irreversible changes in the way the profession is performed and perceived by others and by
interpreters themselves. In his theorisation on the influence that contemporary society has on self-
identity, Anthony Giddens argues that the world we live in “radically alters the nature of day-to-day
social life and affects the most personal aspects of our experience” (1991: 2). There is therefore a
connection between what happens in the world and how individuals perceive their experiences,
which leads to the assumption that the interpreter’s status cannot be analysed without taking into
consideration the broader picture of the consequences of globalisation and postmodernity. A
graphical representation of how these theories will be applied to the sociological analysis of the
interpreting profession is illustrated below (figure 1):
ajor"
sociological
changes in

the 20th
century

#“Crucial events

in the
profession

Interpreters'
perception of
status

Figure 1: graph representing the methodology adopted for the analysis of the profession’s evolution.

A series of external factors influence the current perception that interpreters have of themselves and
of their own profession: the macro-level (the globalised world) has an impact on the intermediate
level of the circumstances and the places in which interpreting has grown as a profession that, in
turn, have determined the way in which the professional category perceives its social identity. In his
analysis of the translation profession in a globalised world, Cronin (2010: 304) writes that the last
two centuries “might be termed an era of macro-modernity, where the emphasis has been on
assembling the overarching infrastructures which allow time-space compression to become a
reality”. In the light of this view, translation is said to have developed in an era characterised by
increased mobility, digital worlds and urbanisation (ibid.: 305). The link between the time-space
compression, greater mobility and the increased exchanges which have taken place in the twentieth
century is also established by Delisle (2014: I) when he writes that the deeper integration of markets
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and economies has fostered the need of world leaders to communicate with each other, which would
have not been possible without interpreters. In the light of which, a detailed analysis of the
constantly-changing nature of the interpreting profession will be carried out within this sociological
framework.

2. Interpreting as a Postmodern Profession: Integrating Sociology with
History

The importance of the study of history for a better understanding of the present has been underlined
by countless scholars and philosophers over the centuries. In his work Discourses on Livy (book 3
chapter 43), Machiavelli wrote: “Whoever wishes to foresee the future must consult the past” ([1513]
2012), a statement which invites reflection not only on how history has progressed over the centuries
(although Marx would not agree), but also how it has become a fundamental part of those who have
witnessed and experienced it, which is the reason why interpreting scholars who decide to embark
on a study of the state of the interpreting profession in the 21 century should follow the Ariadne’s
thread leading back to the early days of interpreting and try to make their way through the dense
tangle of events which have contributed to shaping the past and the present of “the oldest and the
youngest profession in the world” (Longley 1968: V).

The evolution of interpreting is a complex phenomenon which has been scrutinised so far almost
exclusively with an historical approach. The historical analyses carried out by Bowen (1985),
Baigorri-Jaléon (2004; 2014), Gaiba (1998), Roland (1999), Delisle and Woodsworth (2012) were
fundamental to determine the most momentous events in the history of conference interpreting:
from the “battle of the languages” (Baigorri-Jalon 2014: 20), which marked the end of the
predominance of French as a lingua franca, to the struggle between consecutive and simultaneous
interpreting at the UN, from the first experiments with simultaneous interpreting in 1926 (Baigorri-
Jalén 2014), to the Nuremberg Trials, when simultaneous interpreting reached the height of its fame,
from the “strike” of the UN interpreters in 1974 for better working conditions (Baigorri-Jalén 2004)3
to the dawn of remote interpreting. On the other hand, there is hardly any complete and detailed
account of the historical evolution of public service interpreting, also because the shift from
interpreting as an activity performed by relatives, friends and volunteers to a fully-fledged
profession is still ongoing and there is still work to be done to achieve full professionalisation.

All these events did not occur without consequences on the sociological developments of the
profession, whose legacy is still visible today. The “battle of the languages” ushered in an era in
which English began to be used as a lingua franca, the struggle between consecutive and
simultaneous interpreting represented the watershed from the mythical perception of interpreting
as a “marvel” to a more ordinary and unexceptional “profession”, the 1974 “strike” showed to the

world that simultaneous interpreters were “human beings like everybody else, however ‘uncanny’

3 The United Nations will be be often mentioned in this chapter because the historical description of Baigorri-Jalon (2004;
2014) will be used as a reference. Nevertheless, the role played by other international organizations and NGOs was perhaps
just as important for the development of the profession.
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they were considered to be” (Baigorri-Jalébn 2004: 171). Furthermore, the marginal consideration
attributed to public service interpreting, which has always been regarded as a minor activity, is the
primary cause of the low status that public service interpreters still have today.

Despite their relevance to the evolution of the profession, these changes have hardly been
investigated in a sociological perspective, a method which would prove fruitful to determine the
extent to which historical events have contributed to changing the face of the profession for ever.
Just like the 20" century, the interpreting profession has evolved in many unforeseeable ways and
is destined to change again in the future. In the light of these premises, the link between the
interpreting profession and the sociological theories of Postmodernity - already used by Koskinen
(2009) in her analysis of the translator’s ethics - will be illustrated with a special focus on the
evolution of the interpreter’s sociological profile, the spatial-temporal dimension in which
interpreting was born and has progressed over the years and the role played by technological
developments (such as the spread of the mass media) in shaping the popular representations of the
profession. The method of analysis will be employed for the evolution of conference and public
service interpreting alike. Nevertheless, unless otherwise specified, any reference made to
“interpreting” will be devoid of the spatial coordinates associated with the main interpreting settings

and will simply refer to any interlinguistic exhange mediated by an interpreter.

2.1 Interpreting and the Spaces of Globalisation

As some of the most eminent sociologists of Postmodernity have demonstrated, the sweeping
technological changes have brought about not only a transformation of the labour market and the
way industrial production was organised in the West (Turner 2005), but also a social and cultural
transformation in how Western civilization understood and perceived reality. One of the most
prominent features of the change in the “structure of feeling” (Harvey 1992: 39) is the common-
sense concept of space and time, which can be better explained by quoting Foucault, who noted that

the twentieth century is an epoch of space:

We are in an epoch of simultaneity: we are in the epoch of juxtaposition, the epoch of the near
and far, of the side-by-side, of the dispersed. We are at a moment, I believe, when our experience
of the world is less that of a long life developing through time than that of a network that
connects points and intersects with its own skein (2002: 329).

Sociologists of Modernity (Ballantine & Roberts 2010) tended to consider space a fixed, rooted,
permanent and inflexible condition of being, whereas the concept of time has always been attributed
a more dynamic and flexible nature. With the advent of Postmodenity, the reorganisation of space
was reasserted: space was no longer seen as a univocal concept, but it became twisted and illogical,
flexible, limitless, co-constructed and devoid of historical memory. The time-space compression
characterising the postmodern era generated individuals who had lost their sense of place and were
spatially disoriented. Moreover, postmodern theoreticians paid great attention to the peculiarities

distinguishing space and place. The first theorisations of the difference between spaces and places
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as they are apprehended by contemporary individuals are made by Marc Augé (1995), who argued
that postmodernity (or supermodernity, as he defines it) creates non-places, which “cannot be
defined as relational, or historical, or concerned with identity” (ibid.: 77). The places of
supermodernity Augé refers to are characterised by a sense of mobility; they are created to satisfy
certain ends (motorways, supermarkets, airport lounges etc.) and prevent the individual from
creating real social relations. As places are bound to people’s experiences and are “directly
experienced phenomena of the real world” (Convery 2014), non-places are the exact opposite, in
that they are characterised by a “projection forward, in the individual’s relationship with this moving
on, in a mobility which suppresses the differences in which anthropological spaces are established”
(Kaye 2013: 9).

The international fora in which conference interpreting developed could be defined as places of
globalisation, devoid of historical memory and collective identity. They were established to satisfy
the need for establishing multilateral dialogue and creating ad-hoc meeting places in which crucial
political decisions were (and still are) made, but they are not real anthropological spaces, which are
“irreducible to physicality and encompass human activity as constituent of the identity of the space
itself” (Turner & Davenport 2006: 222) and are meaningful for the people who live in it. As Iriye
(2002: 8) points out, transnational networks “are based upon a global consciousness, the idea that
there is a wider world over and above separate states and national societies”, which explains that
international organizations physically represent a new social awareness brought about by
globalisation. Although they are physical places, international organisations cannot be defined as
real anthropological spaces, because they represent the identity of the nation-states without
embodying it. Unsurprisingly, the headquarters of the United Nations is located in an international
territory, which officially does not belong to the United States. The area, like many other
international political fora, is one of the many spaces of globalisation, where the modern concept of
global governance is represented and characterised by a “shift from markets and hierarchies
towards networks and partnerships and modes of coordination” (Kennett 2008: 6), where decisions
are made by global actors and have far-reaching scope.

It is the space in which the first interpreters worked, the place in which the profession as it is
known today was shaped by the most crucial events (i.e. the battle of the languages, the struggle
between consecutivists and simultaneists) that determined the evolution of conference interpreting.
Much attention is paid to this detail because, as Thompson (2006) argues, the relationship between
place and professional development is co-construed: lawyers construct their sense of identity in
courtrooms, doctors in hospitals and teachers in schools, which places have a specific and immediate
social function; they have existed since the beginning of civilization and possess their own internal
hierarchies and rules. On the contrary, interpreters do not have a sense of place because the
profession as such was born in a non-anthropological place, and, consequently, the interpreting
activity has never been performed in (or associated with) a structured social place. From hospitals
to courtrooms, from refugee camps to the UN Security Council, the professional identity of

interpreters has never been gradually built, but has just happened to exist, just like the accidents of
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time and the main historical events. To paraphrase Gadamer, the interpreter’s self was only “a
flickering in the closed circuit of historical life” (2013: 289): owing to the evanescent and wavering
nature of their profession, interpreters still have to build a long-lasting shared narrative with a
common purpose. The absence of a specific place for interpreters to be associated with has greatly
contributed to the fragmentation of occupational self. As Schopohl argues, interpreters “embody the
postmodern, flexible individual, which on the one hand is characterised by a maximum of spatial,
social and physical mobility, but on the other suffers from an enormous pressure to perform and
from being threatened by a loss of security, personal relationships and anything to hold on to”
(2008: 3).

The compression of time and space has had an enormous impact on the way public service
interpreting has developed; globalisation has brought about new waves of migration, which have
reached an unprecedented level in recent decades. The sociological condition has created the need
to have language professionals for communication between these people and the public services of
the host countries (hospitals, clinics, courtrooms, police stations, schools, refugee camps etc.). As
Bancroft (2015: 221) maintains, “community interpreting has evolved largely in response to two
often co-existing needs: the need for interpreters for native-born and indigenous populations [..],
and the need for interpreters for migrant or immigrant populations, including refugees and asylees.
Globalization and migration are strong driving forces as well”. It is no coincidence that public service
interpreting has developed in a more structured way in countries which have a longer tradition of
immigration (such as Australia, Sweden and the United Kingdom) and whose governments
promptly implemented legal provisions* facilitating the inception of a national accreditation system
for interpreters.s

Nevertheless, while on the one hand the positive changes of globalisation allowed interpreting
(namely, conference interpreting) to gain prestige and recognition in the international arena, the
other side of globalisation - that creates yawning gaps between the rich and the poor - is the
background against which public service interpreting developed. The two professions have grown
in a different way with different objectives: conference interpreting rose and developed to satisfy
the demand for networking in post-industrial societies, which is why it has always been “on the
winning side of globalisation” (Prunc 2012: 4), whereas public service interpreting “has been left to
deal with the wasted lives and the outcasts of modernity” (ibid.: 4), defined by Bauman (1998) as
the collateral damage of globalisation. Similarly, Gentile A., Ozolins and Vasilakakos argue that “just
as international conference interpreters gain their status from the reflected status of the clients they
serve, so do liaison interpreters in their varied work settings” (1996: 11), an assumption suggesting
that the status of public service interpreters has always been associated with that of minoritarian

groups in society. Over the years, postmodern societies - marked by growing individualism - have

“In this respect, Australia was a pioneering country. In 1973, the Telephone Interpreting Service (TIS) was established,
together with other important iniatives for the creation of national standards and accreditation for spoken and sign-language
interpreters (Pochhacker 1999).

> An outstanding example of the legal provisions could be found in the National Accreditation Authority for Translators and
Interpreters (NAATI), set up in Australia in 1977 (see paragraph 3.2 in this chapter).
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tended to welcome the free movement of economic capital and to overlook (if not reject altogether)
the free movement of people, an aspect which has been detrimental not only at political and
international level, but also to the way in which public service interpreting has progressed.
Consequently, the identification of this kind of interpreting with social work has considerably
hampered the construction of self-identity, status and role of the professionals, and the
consequences of these sociological aspects have long been object of inquiry in research on public
service interpreting.

In these contexts, the interpreters’ role is often found to be ambiguous and incongruent, which
phenomenon is determined by the way interpreters - who are not part of the structured organisation
of institutions - are perceived by those who work in those institutions. This structural constraint
influences and, in some cases, thwarts the role the interpreter is supposed to perform in settings
such as hospitals, courtrooms and police stations, which present one or more sources of authority.
Interpreters find themselves considered strangers in a Simmelian way, which means that they not
only “intrude into the communication situation” (Bahadir 2001: 2), but they also obtrude in the
organisation (hospital, court, etc.) they work in. They are physically present in an anthropological
space, but they are not seen as an integral part of it, as they are external consultants, recruited when
the need arises, mostly on an ad-hoc basis or through language service providers. While leaving a
more detailed discussion on interpreters’ self-perception of status and role to a later stage in the
present work, the interpreters’ detachment from a specific spatial location may very well be one of
the reasons why the profession is still struggling to define its identity, a condition which seems to
be the common denominator of an occupation that, more than others, whether it developed in a
space of globalisation or in a socially-constructed one, whether it has sided with the winning or the

losing side of globalisation, is still trying to define itself, stretching freely across space and time.

2.2 The Role of Technology in the Development of the Profession

Postmodernity was crafted by technological breakthroughs, which have had a lasting impact on the
development of the interpreting profession. The widespread use of technology has involved all
aspects of modern life, especially the workplace, since no profession could be said to have been
immune to the astonishing progress brought about by an increasingly interconnected and digital
world. In the interpreting profession, however, technology has not only shaped the way in which
interpretation has been (and still is) performed, but also the way in which interpreters began to
perceive their occupational status and, in turn, the way others consider the profession. There is no
need further to stress that the most crucial turning point in the history of interpreting is the advent
of the simultaneous mode: from the first experiments carried out at the League of Nations in 1926
by Filene and Finlay to the “coming of age” of simultaneous interpreting during the Nuremberg
Trials, the technological turn in the history of the profession “can be seen as a metaphor of ‘modern
times’, with microphones and headsets as forerunners of future sophisticated technologies, and as
a sign of democratization by giving voice to trade unions representing their own language”

13
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(Baigorri-Jalén 2015: 20). The coming of age of simultaneous interpreting took place with the
Nuremberg Trials (Bowen & Bowen 1990; Gaiba 1998; Baigorri-Jalén 2014), where simultaneous
interpreting asserted itself as an innovative interpretation method and gained international
recognition. The introduction of simultaneous interpreting led to several advantages at international
organisations for several reasons: 1) much time was saved; 2) the attention of the public was kept
by preventing delegates from paying attention to other matters when they did not understand the
language being spoken; 3) everybody had the opportunity to make comments right after the speech,
instead of waiting for the other interpretations; 4) the speech would be delivered more fluently and
without interruptions (Baigorri-Jalén 2014: 134). Apart from the practical advantages, the birth of
simultaneous interpreting represented a huge step forward in the professionalisation of conference
interpreting for one main reason: the need for specific training.

At the beginning, there was no proper training for simultaneous interpreters: most of them
were trained on-the-spot, some of them not at all.® Interpreters trained at interpreting schools which
began to grow in number from the 1950s onwards, as the first training centres were only set up in
the 1940s: the first was founded in Geneva (1941), the second in Vienna (1943), then in
Mainz/Germersheim (1946), Saarland (1948), Georgetown (1949), Heidelberg (1950) and Trieste
(1953) (Falbo, Russo & Straniero Sergio 1999: 21). With the establishment of the first schools in the
post-war period, there was a sharp increase in the demand for trained interpreters, which rapidly
changed the profile of the profession at many international organisations; while the first generation
was made up mostly of natural talents who entered the profession by chance, the new generations
who came after the 1960s were monolinguals who learnt foreign languages at school.

Despite the indisputably positive changes, simultaneous interpreting raised quite a few
concerns about the image that others (and interpreters themselves) had of the profession, since the
interpreter’s voice was delivered through mechanical equipment, which could give rise to the
impression that the interpreter was only a part of a machine. As Baigorri-Jalén points out, the 1974
“strike” was a sharp reaction against the idea that others had of them: since they were regarded as
rare birds who possessed extraordinary skills, they were considered to be able to work for more
than six hours without a break. Working conditions were no longer sustainable, as was shown by
medical studies carried out at the United Nations in the 1960s which revealed that interpreters had
psychological problems, a lack of job satisfaction and low morale, caused by the anonymity of their

work:

The feeling of “anonymity” associated with simultaneous interpreting, which according to some
interpreters was the cause of their stress, may be related to the change of image of the
profession. They felt that the automatism of the translations would deteriorate - this was what
they perceived, and compared to the “brilliance” of consecutive interpreting - until interpreting
became no more than a “manual” task, which psychologically for them was degrading, a loss of
prestige associated with the feeling of “blue-collarisation” of their work (Baigorri- Jalén 2004:
110-111).

¢ In this respect, the words pronounced by Gregory Meiskins are worth mentioning: “l was told to go into the booth and no
one asked me whether | could do it. And | myself didn’t know” (Baigorri-Jalon 2004: 75).
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The link between technological developments and the depersonalisation of professional work has
been underlined by several sociologists over the years (Clark, Chandler & Barry 1994; Gattiker 1994).
As Marx (in Berberoglu 2002: 71) maintains, the sense of alienation experienced by a professional is
determined by a combination of objective and subjective factors. The objective causes include the
separation of workers from the result of their work (i.e. the final product) and their non-
participation in the whole production process as the most prominent. Furthermore, sociologist
Zastrow (2009) draws a distinction between the concepts of powerlessness and meaninglessness at
work: the former is defined as lack of control over working conditions and policy decision-making,
whereas the latter refers to a lack of creativity and self-initiative. Similarly, simultaneous
interpreters experienced a sense of powerlessness and self-estrangement, caused by the physical
detachment from the decision-making centre and by a lack of feedback on the added value provided
by their work. In an interview with The New York Times in April 1974, one interpreter who was
giving reasons for the strike said “We have become completely anonymous, non-beings and just
voices” (in Baigorri-Jalén 2004: 115). The sense of alienation and estrangement appears to have
characterised the profession up to very recently; in their study on the status of conference
interpreters, Dam and Zethsen (2013) showed empirically that, although 78% of interpreters
declared that they work close to the centre of decision and policy-making - indicating that their
physical visibility rate is rather high - they perceive themselves as professionally invisible, a result
which reveals that there is a lack of feedback on their job. Hence, it could be hypothesised that the
spatial disconnection brought about by technology, which transferred the interpreter from the
centre to the periphery of the communicative event, has undermined the interpreters’ self-
confidence and sense of agency.

In more recent times, the development of telephone, remote and video-conference interpreting
- which has cut across all interpreting settings from conference to court, police and healthcare
interpreting - demonstrates that the pervasiveness of technology is destined to change the face of
interpreting once again. Technology is used particularly in public service interpreting for several
reasons, such as “the shortage of qualified interpreters for many of the languages that are required
in these settings and the short notice at which many interpreting assignments need to be scheduled”
(Braun 2015: 355). Several studies (Braun 2007; 2013) showed that remote interpreting poses
challenges and may be a major source of stress for the interpreter. Nevertheless, the first two
AVIDICUS projects (AVIDICUS 2008-2011; AVIDICUS 2 2011-2013) issued practical guidelines for
video-conference interpreting in legal settings, and the studies carried out in the field of healthcare
(Verrept 2008; Cox 2015) underline the importance of training and role-awareness. In this case, too,
despite the practical advantages offered by the cutting-edge technologies (such as an enhanced
fairness in justice and healthcare), a few questions should be posed about their impact on the
interpreting profession and the interpreter’s status. As Braun (2015: 364) argues, an
industrialisation of interpreters who could be expected to be available ‘at the push of a button’ should

be avoided at all costs, because of the impact on their working conditions and job satisfaction.

15



B Interpreting as a Postmodern Profession

Since the development of technology makes rapid strides forward and cannot be halted, what
should be investigated is the way in which practitioners welcome and adapt to changes. Although
further research is needed in this respect, the data provided by existing literature suggests that
conference and public service interpreters have a slightly different attitude towards new modes of
interpreting. While public service interpreters are more concerned with the impact of stress of video
interpreting and with the lack of personal contact with interlocutors - an aspect which can be
detrimental to communication - conference interpreters worry more about the impact of video-
conference interpreting on their professional status. Even though video-conference interpreting was
regarded as an option at the European Institutions (Braun 2015), the idea has encountered
considerable opposition from AIIC, which warned against the use of remote interpreting by stating
that “the temptation to divert certain technologies from their primary purpose e.g. by putting
interpreters in front of monitors or screens to interpret at a distance a meeting attended by
participants assembled in one place [...] is unacceptable” (Tradulex 2015). The two different
approaches suggest that conference interpreting is still willing to protect its aura of prestige, hence
its hostility to any change. The fear that its status could be tarnished by the use of video-conference
interpreting demonstrates that conference interpreting still wants to keep its status quo, which leads
to the belief that the profession is built on a myth, on a fictitious and hyperbolic interpretation of
reality. This myth of interpreting as an extraordinary feat, of interpreters as legendary characters,
of interpreting as a “miraculous” profession, which provides the opportunity of working with
important personalities, which the first interpreters did nothing to debunk, was created and, above
all, fostered by the mass media, the most powerful instrument shaping the public opinion of
contemporary society. The evolution of the mass media, which took place at a cracking pace and
became possible with the astounding technological advances of the postmodern era, has played such
a fundamental role in the development of the profession that an analysis of its implications on the

way interpreting is perceived is particularly useful at this point in time.

2.3 The Representation of Interpreting in the Mass Media

The cultural environment of the postmodern era is characterised by an absence of the boundaries
between high and popular culture, which has led to the development of mass culture. There is
widespread agreement among postmodern theorists (Evans 2007) that the mass media have a
prominent role in shaping values and beliefs, because they transform real events into symbols. As
Massoni points out, “contemporary Western citizens are surrounded by media, immersed in media,
dependent on media...we have become, quite literally, a media culture [...]. Media, with their images
of utopian lifestyles and bodily perfection, are a key site for the construction of identity in
contemporary Western society” (2012: 17). The mass media are agents of globalisation, and as such
wield a great deal of power in creating (and, sometimes, distorting) the individual’s perception of
reality. They create narratives which attempt to make sense of the world, they create a new

semiological system of myths that - far from interpreting reality as such - are made up of sensational
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contents. The myths created by the media are often positive in their nature, and their storytelling
technique generates ordinary heroes, whose moral qualities are exalted and constitute a part of the
metanarratives of our time. An example of how the media create heroes is the events of September
11, 2001; in those circumstances, whomever helped to rescue the victims (firefighters, policemen,
doctors, passers-by) was praised like a hero and the actions they performed to save as many lives as
possible were captured in pictures subsequently disseminated worldwide.

However, the media do not produce these popular representations only in the wake of
extraordinary events: being an omnipresent element of society’s ordinary lives, they manage to
mythicise other figures constituting an element of collective experience. For example, the heroism
associated with the medical and the legal professions may be regarded as a case in point; the magical
powers and the sympathetic attitudes attributed to the medical profession are portrayed in the
media and the myths of the lawyer-statesman are often depicted in soap operas, TV series, films
producing a professional mythology the public is often unaware of. As Seale (2003: 30) reveals,
“helper-heroes may take the form of, say, doctors or research scientists bearing magical cures,
nurses behaving like angels [...]. We can then begin to see that all of the elements that occur in
narratives generally occur from time to time in the big story told by media health representations”.
In the big narrative built up by the media, doctors are often seen as bridges linking ordinary people
to science and having access to medicines - a major instrument of power - a sociological aspect
which explains why their status and prestige are greatly upheld by the media representations. The
lasting impact of TV dramas have created the following myth of the doctor-hero:

The physician was not to be seen simply as an educated individual who had learned a valuable
trade. Instead, he was to be seen as a member of a modern elect: a contemporary knight whose
painful movement through the lists of training had shown that he had the heroic stature
necessary to link a compassionate nature to the wonders of healing technology (Seale 2003: 29).
Similarly, the ideal of the lawyer-statesman, who embodies the model of the good lawyer pursued
by Thomas Jefferson, is a “virtuous person who sets limits upon how far he would push a client’s
interest when he deemed that interest harmful to public welfare” (Bennett 2010: 30). The archetypal
image of the lawyer, seen as a highly educated member of a certain elite whose main goal is to
safeguard the greater good of society, has been propagated by the mass media, whose stories
produce quite a contrasting effect on the public and on the professional perceptions of their work.
On the one hand, surveys carried out by Thompson (2014: 827) show that “viewers’ perceptions of
doctors have largely mirrored their depiction of entertainment television, [...] heavy viewers of
television were likely to report having high confidence in their doctors”. On the other, doctors (Starr
2008) and lawyers (Rhode 2015) do not (or, to put it better, no longer) believe they possess this
heroic aura. As far as the interpreting profession (and, in particular, conference interpreting) is
concerned, a great deal of attention from the media has been paid to the magical tricks performed
by interpreters.
After the First World War and during the golden age of consecutive interpretation, interpreters

were considered a fundamental part of the diplomatic networks of the time, and the fact that “they
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were often lauded as ‘phenomena’ in the press and public opinion of the day” (Baigorri-Jalén 2014:
130) further demonstrates that the press enhanced their image of extraordinary individuals. The
most momentous occasion on which conference interpreting was presented to the world through
the media was the Nuremberg Trials:

The heavy media coverage, which was comparable, mutatis mutandis, to CNN’s coverage of the

0O.J. Simpson trial, also provided excellent publicity for the profession. Radio broadcasts and

newsreels featured [...] the voices of the corresponding interpreters, and the press reported on

the interpreters’ prowess. This publicity was undoubtedly an important incentive for future

interpreter candidates and for the establishment of new schools (Baigorri-Jalén 2014: 245).
The considerable impact achieved by such an intense media exposure was that many young people
were more motivated to attend interpreting schools, because they saw that the technique could be
learnt by anyone who mastered foreign languages and had the ambition to become an interpreter.
As Gaiba also underlines, “the media were impressed by its results and did not know about its
shortcomings. Interpreters knew they were getting good results despite its shortcomings” (1998:
112). This comment gives insights into the double perception which has always existed between the
internal world of interpreters and the external world of people outside the profession. The former
knew that the new simultaneous interpreting system was a turning point in the history of the
profession, although they were aware that it was still too flawed and that interpreters needed a
longer training period. The media were captivated by the fact that a historic event such as the trial
of the Nazi criminals was taking place thanks to a prodigious mechanism which rendered the
unfolding of the proceedings possible, and glorified the most sensational aspect of the occurrence,
thus creating the myth of the interpreter-hero.

As Baigorri-Jalon (2004: 80) underlines, “natural talents - or, at most, talents acquired when
they were growing up - was what allowed these brilliant individuals to carry out the ‘feat’ of
interpreting. This feat reaches epic proportions if it is carried out in the UN [...]”. Gaiba also stresses
how the media created a heroic picture of the interpreter: “Many journalists and authors present at
the sessions commented on the high quality and the extraordinary proficiency of interpreters. They

)

considered it ‘a miracle like Pentecost’” (1998: 112). Paraphrasing the words by Roland Barthes
(1975: 109) - “everything can be a myth provided that it is conveyed by a discourse” - Diriker (2009)
argues that two different media discourses revolve around the notion of the ideal interpreter. The
first is promoted by interpreters themselves, who tend to emphasise that their role is to convey ideas
and not mere words, whereas the second shows that the media stress that interpreters have an
extraordinary ability to convey words. In the light of which, Diriker maintains that the great
attention paid by the media to the spoken word leads to an increased emphasis on the mistakes
interpreters make: “looking at the discourse on SI (simultaneous interpreting, A/N) in the Turkish
printed and electronic media from 1988 until today [...], SI seems to hit the news in Turkey for three
main reasons: big events, big money and big mistakes” (2004: 42). Choi and Lim (2002: 633) argue
that “in the same way as the Nuremberg trials first introduced simultaneous interpretation in the

West, the Gulf War introduced simultaneous interpretation to ordinary citizens in Korea”. After the
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Olympic Games in 1988 and the 1990s, more and more conferences were organised in Korea and
the demand for interpreters rose sharply. Apart from “big events”, which is regarded as the main
discourse generator for events such as world summits, bilateral meetings of world leaders, state
visits, international conflicts and natural disasters, the second most common occasion on which
conference interpreters are mentioned is the considerable amount of money they supposedly earn.
This aspect was already underlined by Jean Herbert when he spoke about the freelance profession:
“it is an interesting and well-paid job, you travel a lot and you have periods when you are completely
free” (Thorgevsky 1992: 25), but is being still highly reinforced today in blogs and the social media:
“top-rank UN interpreters can earn up to $ 210,000” (Krastev 2010).

The image of interpreters has also been enhanced by literature (Kurz 1987) and movies (Cronin
2009; Apostolou 2009). For example, Kurz (1987) describes how the legendary description of the
interpreter is also present in literary works: she argues that the book by Doris Lessing The Summer
Before the Dark ([1973] 2010) provides “a rather vague and inaccurate picture of what interpretation
is all about” (1987: 315). She argues that Lessing - just like other literary authors who described
interpreters as novel characters - seems generally unaware of the fact that interpreters have learnt
the tricks of the trade through hard work and sacrifices. The myths fostered by Lessing that Kurz
attempts to debunk are: 1) you have spent one year abroad, you are bound to be a perfect conference
interpreter; 2) interpreters are like machines, they translate ‘automatically’. These notions tie in
nicely with the hypothesis postulated by Diriker concerning the discourse of the mass media,
whereby “outsiders tend to share an image of professional conference interpreters as experts who
ensure a word-for-word rendition between languages” (2009: 80). Hence, both Kurz and Diriker
hypothesise that these misconceptions - which stem from the way the profession is represented in
the mass media - are still likely to be deeply rooted in public perception today.

As far as public service interpreting is concerned, the influence of the media on its public
perception has barely been investigated. The paucity of research in the field (Cedillo Corrochano,
forthcoming) suggests that there is an urgent need to harness the power of the media (and,
particularly, the social media) to raise awareness on the social value of the interpreters working in
these settings. As Dam and Zethsen (2013) underline, the professional self is also co-constructed
through the social networks, as more and more translators and interpreters use blogs as a way to
empower the profession.

Although it could be a topic of another study, a general overview of the newspaper articles and
blog posts which can be found online suggest two lines of thought: the one refers once again to the
“big mistakes” made by the interpreter and the other could be defined as the discourse of the
“missing interpreter”. Several cases of unqualified interpreters who fail to show up in court and
whose wrong interpretations result in severe miscarriages of justice, deaths or near-deaths are
increasingly hitting the news thanks to the tireless efforts of professionals, academics and decision-
makers who support this cause and believe in the importance of having qualified interpreters
performing these tasks. In the last couple of years, certain steps forward have been taken in this

respect, with the flourishing of blogs (Linguistlounge.com, Najit Blog, Wijzijnsprakeloos.com,
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Blogcomunica.com), networks (Critical link International, ENPSIT, Red Comunica, etc.) and
academic institutions which organise conferences with representatives of public institutions, publish
academic and non-academic works as well as articles on newspapers and make videos which are
broadcast on the web.” Certain aspects which are worth investigating are the frequency with which
interpreters appear in the media and the way the profession is represented. Such kind of analysis
would not only contribute to raising the interpreters’ visibility, but it would also provide insights
into how interpreters construct their professional identity and how the general public sees the

profession.

3. The Evolution of the Interpreter’s Sociological Profile

In the lore of the literature on Postmodernity, one of the most recurrent words is fragmentation,
embedded in the economic, technological and social developments of the twentieth century. As
previously pointed out, mass culture has witnessed a process of fragmentation and
oversimplification of aesthetic phenomena, with a proliferation of symbols and a growing
mythicization of events or individuals, as in the case of the glamour attributed to conference
interpreting. Together with cultural and social incongruities, the individual identity has undergone
a process of “discontinuity of experience” (Dunn 1998); the postmodern individual is surrounded by
power forces and contrasting signals, which is why (s)he cannot develop a single and clear-cut
identity. The dynamic and unstable subject who lives in contemporary society is described by
sociologist Grossberg as an individual who lacks a sense of self-awareness:

This "post-humanistic" subject does not exist with a unified identity (even understood as an

articulated hierarchical structure of its various subject-positionings) that somehow manifests

itself in every practice. Rather, it is a subject that is constantly remade, reshaped as a mobilely

situated set of relations in a fluid context The nomadic subject is amoeba-like, struggling to win

some space for itself in its local situation. The subject itself has become a site of struggle, an

ongoing site of articulation with its own history, determinations and effects (2006: 116).
Similarly, the process of identity negotiation is intrinsic to the very nature of being an interpreter:
the expressions often associated with the interpreting activity, such as “in-between person” or “man
in the middle” (P6chhacker & Shlesinger 2002) perfectly describe the sense of non-belonging of the
interpreter. The awareness of fragmented identity is a typical trait of the postmodern, contemporary
world, in which the boundaries between peoples are becoming increasingly blurred and the
“intercultural spaces occupied by translators and interpreters are ideological voids” (Inghilleri 2004:
5). One of the reasons why interpreters struggle to define their professional identity could be
attributed to the fact that the interpreter’s status has evolved in an inconstant way, since interpreters

throughout history have often been overlooked by historians, and the information gleaned from

7 A few examples could be found at the following links: ;

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GVJjoeOméMo
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chronicles is piecemeal. For example, Kurz points out that the contours of ancient interpreters were

rather blurred and undefined:

Some interpreters were slaves, ethnic hybrids or women who formed a special subcaste; others
were princes or highly esteemed court interpreters. Some were praised and renowned or
considered heroes, while others were accused of misinterpretation or regarded as traitors. Most
of them have remained anonymous, but there are some whose names are known (2012).

From Ancient Egypt to the Roman Empire (where interpreters were considered by Herodotous to
be an ‘independent caste’ (Van Hoof 1962: 10)), from the Middle Ages to the conquest of the New
World, from the establishment of modern diplomacy to the height of conference interpreting, all
interpreters had two common features: they were all non-professionals and their status - together
with the role they played - was not always acknowledged. Contrary to the history of translation,
whose contribution to the making of history has been enhanced by “the supremacy of the written
text over the spoken word” (Delisle & Woodsworth 2012: 248), the role of interpreters in history
was often neglected until the inter-war period for two main reasons: a lack of historical
documentation and a considerable interest in the major historical events rather than in the people
who were behind them and who also contributed to the making of history (Roland 1999: 8). Roland
(1999: 27) points out that, in ancient times, translators - who were often monks- were well-
educated, whereas interpreters were often just “tradesmen who had grown up in a border region”.
Quoting Schleiermacher, Grbi¢ (2011: 250) points out that the German theologian places translation
and interpreting in two different realms: the former in the realm of art and the latter in that of
scholarship and business: “he presents translation as something that takes place in a somewhat
dignified dimension, while interpreting is an everyday and mechanical or mathematical task”. The
superiority of the written text over orality, which demonstrates that the work of a translator was
always held in high consideration by the cultured élites of the past, has led to a “minoritization” of
the study of interpreting and of orality. As Cronin (2002: 387) underlines: “comments on differences
between translating and interpreting in translation history are largely confined to the observation
that speech is ephemeral and that evidence for interpreting must be sought indirectly through
written sources”. Without denying the relevance of these two aspects - the paucity of written
documents about interpreter-mediated events is an incontrovertible fact - there is, however,

another reason why little is known about the interpreters of the past:

The social status of interpreters may also account for their position in history: they are ethnic
and cultural hybrids, often women, slaves or members of a “subcaste” such as the Christians,
Armenians and Jews living in British India, for example. Interpretation has often been practised
by the displaced and the dislocated - victims of kidnappings, conflict and political upheaval -
who have become bilingual or multilingual through their movement across cultures (Delisle &
Woodsworth 2012: 248).

The first interpreters were far from being akin to the well-educated, upper-class practitioners with
an academic or diplomatic background who became the protagonists of the “Golden Age” of

conference interpreting after the First World War. Even though their contribution to the making of
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history is undisputable, it is not widely acknowledged in chronicles and old testimonies, not so much
because of the ephemeral nature of the spoken word, but because of their social condition, an aspect
which also explains why translators have a time-honoured legacy and interpreters do not. To
confirm this assumption, Delisle and Woodsworth further add that the interpreter’s presence has
often been overlooked in history because “their social status did not seem to make them worthy of
further historical representation” (2012: 247-248).

From a study of the historical accounts of the interpreters of the past, two sociological aspects
emerge: the first is that the interpreting profession (and, consequently, the status of interpreters)
has evolved in a discontinuous way and the second is that, before the establishment of the first
interpreting schools, the majority of interpreters, regardless of their walks of life, did not voluntarily
choose to act as linguistic and cultural brokers. They were often compelled to perform this activity
(which only became a profession at a later stage) and, despite the flourishing of the profession from
the second half of the twentieth century, many of them, even in more recent times, did not consider
interpreting to be their lifetime career (Baker & Saldanha 2009). Before the Enlightenment,
interpreters were nothing but slaves exploited during colonisation expeditions because of their
knowledge of the indigenous languages, such as the slaves who were brought by Columbus to Europe
to teach them Castillan Spanish. Many of them were prisoners, civilians trained by missionaries with
the aim to spread the Gospel in non-Christian lands, they were aboriginals who were kidnapped and
taught the language of their invaders during the conquest of the New World, they were multilingual
soldiers who happened to speak indigenous languages. As Kurz (2012) outlines, “taking captured
natives back to Europe, showing them to the people at home, converting them to Christianity,
teaching them Spanish and using them as interpreters on future expeditions was common practice
at the time”. However, in some cases, the status of interpreters evolved: some of the soldiers, slaves
or indigenous people who acted as ad-hoc language mediators were accorded diplomatic status. For
some of them, the high social status attributed for knowing more than one language was often a
springboard to obtain a more prestigious position (Roland 1999: 36). These “ambassadors” were
chosen not on the basis of their social status, but of their language combination, until the Vatican -
the founder of modern diplomacy - began to insist that these careers were reserved for the nobility
(Roditi 1999: 41).

The examples of the dragomans in Turkey and of the Oranda tsiji in Japan (Torikai 20009;
Takeda 2010) show that interpreters enjoyed a privileged status. In no other country were the
dragomans such an institutionalised professional category as in Ottoman Turkey or for such a long
period of time (15 to 20™ century): they were paid well, they were subject to the sultan’s law, they
carried out linguistic and administrative tasks, their posts were usually hereditary - as in the case
of the Cruttas family (Reychman 1961) - and were granted diplomatic immunity. According to the
historical records from the 16™ to the 18" century, attempts were made to train aspiring dragomans,
who were called jeunes de langues (or giovani di lingua, according to Roditi 1999: 45) and trained
“because the French distrusted the local eastern Mediterranean interpreters” (Baigorri-Jalén 2015:

17). Nevertheless, the powers they wielded entailed risks, and “it was not uncommon for interpreters
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to be abused verbally or physically, jailed, even hanged or impaled - only for doing their assigned
duty” (Roditi 1999: 48). During the same historical period, FEurope was not the only continent in
which interpreting was a thriving, high-status activity: as Torikai (2009: 28) reports, in Japan the
Oranda tstiji (Dutch language officials) not only performed interpreting and translating tasks, but
were also employed in the local administrations in the field of foreign relations. They were local
officials recruited by the central government, which is why they had to show their unswerving
loyalty to the government of Japan. Most interestingly, the job of interpreter was hereditary, since
roughly twenty highly-educated families held the position of interpreters during the Edo era. The
interpreting profession in 17"-century Japan was “a highly organized system with elaborate
hierarchical ranking, training and testing, as well as a detailed ‘code of conduct’ with Oh- tstiji, chief
interpreter, overseeing the entire profession” (ibid.: 29).

However, the contours of the profession could not be said to be well defined: the French who
preferred to have their own dragomans because they did not trust the local interpreters of the
countries they traded with, the Japanese interpreters who had to be loyal to the government,
interpreters who were asked to “perfect” the speech and to play other roles besides interpreting
demonstrate that these figures were not completely understood and that interpreters were regarded
as puppets in the hands of the powerful and influential people of their time. This feature is wholly
consistent with the definition of the ante-litteram postmodern individual described by Powell &
Owen (2007: 5): “the so-called renewed postmodern subject is simply a reproduction of the static
‘hollow men’ or the ‘puppets’ inherent in structural (and functional) analysis but with ‘alternative’
subject characteristics appended to them”. It took several centuries before interpreters came to be
more conscious of the power they exerted and, most importantly, of the social impact of their work.
This increased awareness, however, would never have been reached without the emergence of the
first professional associations and interpreting schools, the most significant products brought about
by the conference interpreting revolution. Although particular emphasis will be laid on the events
narrated by Baigorri-Jalén (2004; 2014) on the birth of the profession and its coming of age at the
Nuremberg Trials and at the United Nations, the way the profession has progressed can be
generalised, since the underlying assumption of the present work is that status is a universal concept
and that interpreters perceive it in the same way, regardless of the countries they work in or their

employment conditions.

3.1 The Sociological Developments of Conference Interpreting

In his trail-blazing book on the growth of conference interpreting, Jean Herbert writes that
“conference interpretation only actually started during the First World War” (1978: 5), which was a
real “training school” for the first interpreters. Even though the 1890 Pan-American Conference can
be considered one of the first, multilingual conferences (Baigorri-Jaléon 2015: 18), the Paris Peace
Conference in 1919, where the stakes for a new world order were significantly higher, is regarded

by many interpreting scholars as the cradle of a profession re-born with a new guise: conference
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interpreting. The interpreters who played a leading role in the conference (Mantoux, Camerlynk
and, above all, Jean Herbert) had roughly the same sociological and educational profile: “knowledge
of languages, solid academic backgrounds and the cosmopolitanism acquired from traveling and
living abroad” (Baigorri-Jalon 2014: 54). Many a successful interpreter of that period had a doctorate
and had learnt foreign languages either in academic institutions or in the family or during journeys
abroad. They were mainly intellectuals and academics who had written several books, which very
skill, according to Jean Herbert, made them such extraordinary interpreters.

According to Roland (1999), interpreters exercised several different forms of power, including
attraction power, when the person who turns to an interpreter likes him/her as a person (as in the
case of Paul Schmidt, Hitler’s interpreter), expert power, when monolingual people find themselves
and consider the interpreter to be the expert and legitimate power, which arises from a situation in
which “the communicator realises that there are cross-cultural differences in the way that people
discuss differing viewpoints and make decisions, so he may call upon the interpreter to make
suggestions” (ibid.: 165). The latter form of power has justified several top-ranking interpreters of
the past breaching the rules of neutrality and using their superior knowledge of cultural differences
to interrupt the conversation and express their own opinions, as in the famous case in which André
Kaminker translated into French an entire speech by Molotov with just one sentence “Mr Molotov
dit non”. When the speaker complained that he did not translate his exact words, he replied “That’s
what you ought to have said” (Longley 1968: 4).

It is, therefore, undeniable that interpreters were held in high esteem, and that they often had
the same status as diplomats. As Baigorri-Jalon reports, interpreters seemed more like buffers rather
than conduits enabling communication, because their role went beyond that of mere language
transfers; they had direct contact with the delegates, they contributed to the preparation of speeches,

made suggestions and corrections. Baigorri-Jalon further adds that:

To the visibility we must add continuity, since the staff interpreters spent years on the job,
whereas the delegates came and went. It is no surprise, then, that the diplomats and dignitaries
knew the interpreters personally; to a certain extent, the interpreters were diplomats manqués
[...] They worked so closely together that they were likely to form friendships and enmities,
affinities and phobias (2014: 121).

At the dawn of the twentieth century, the sociological profile of conference interpreters was clearly
outlined: they were highly educated, upper-class, quasi diplomats - which is why they felt perfectly
at ease with the protocol of the diplomatic environment, and since they were not trained as

interpreters, they were thought to possess genius, a talent for languages:

[...] it is no surprise that interpreters considered themselves an important and prominent part
of the international parliamentaty network of the time, added to the fact that they were often
lauded as ‘phenomena’ in the press and public opinion of their day. Because none of them had
trained specifically for this job, it was concluded that their ability came from innate gifts and
that their work was more art than profession (Baigorri-Jalén 2014: 130).
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Their elitarian background, innate abilities, moral qualities and status of “prima donnas”
contributed to the creation of the myth of interpreting, first enhanced by the delegates who
participated in meetings at international organisations and subsequently sustained by the press. Just
as myth is created to make sense of a senseless world and to understand experience in a narrative
way, the myth of the infallible interpreter, the right arm of the decision-makers of that time was
created to give sense to an extraordinary and inexplicable condition: ordinary people were not able
to understand the cognitive mechanisms allowing interpreters to deliver a perfect translation. As
Paul-Boncour (1945 in Baigorri-Jalon 2012: 121) writes, “what a marvel to see them work: the
English or French translation, depending on whether French or English was spoken, immediately
followed each statement; it was so intelligently and precisely rendered that it even replicated the
turns of phrase and the nuance of every intonation”. The sense of amazement to which their
performances gave rise - that the interpreters did nothing to tone down - was kindled by the lack
of knowledge which has always characterised (and still characterises) those who are outside the
profession, as well as interpreters themselves not knowing how they managed to perform such
tasks.

The common denominator of all the first great interpreters was a sense of contingency (Powell
& Owen 2007), whose highest manifestation was that interpreters were “thrown” into the
profession, a verb used by Heidegger ([1927] 2010) to describe the finitude of the individual who is
“thrown into the world”. The concept of “contingency” is also referred to as “liquidity” of the
postmodern era, characterised by fluidity and drift (Bauman 2003). At economic level, this
contingency shows itself in the large-scale recruitment at the United Nations which took place after
the Nuremberg Trials; in the aftermath of the Second World War, more interpreters were needed
and they were desperately sought in schools, universities and state departments. Most of them were
freelancers i.e., contingent workers according to the Encyclopaedia of the Sociology of Work (Smith
2013: 305), since they were employed with standard arrangements, a condition which ties in nicely
with the concept of work in the postmodern world (Carter 2012).

The main job requirements that the future simultaneous interpreters had to fulfill were: 1) a
“natural” knowledge of languages; 2) an innate talent, two aspects which kept fostering the
conviction that only few people in the world were able to interpret at all. This notion was detrimental
for the profession for two reasons: it gave rise to the idea that “interpreters were a finished product
of nature and could be found in much the same way as people come across rare birds or fish (that
is, phenomena), secondly by ‘testing’ so many and ‘selecting’ so few, he [the Chief of Division A/N]

)

conveyed the belief that the interpreter is precisely that, a ‘rara avis’ (Baigorri-Jalén 2004: 82-83).
For a long time, being able to interpret was associated with spontaneous knowledge of languages, a
belief which is perhaps still rooted not only in the public perception of interpreting, but also in the
convictions of interpreters themselves.® The first generations of interpreters were too busy being

called “geniuses” and “marvels” to stress the fact that they were trained just like other professionals:

8 See chapter 4, paragraph 4, figure 24.
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as a consequence, current misconceptions concerning interpreting may depend on this major error
of appraisal. Despite the rising number of professional associations and the mushrooming of
interpreting schools which have characterised the last century, a widespread public ignorance about
the profession still remains, linked to the discourses “interpreters are born, not made” and
“knowledge of two languages is tantamount to being an interpreter”. Moreover, the hypothesis that
these misconceptions are fostered by interpreters themselves cannot be rejected a priori.

Although most interpreters of the past could not receive academic training because it did not
exist in the early stages of the profession - with the single exception of the Geneva School - many
others were just taken in the profession because of their linguistic competence. Academic training,
professional associations, state control and other establishing elements which consolidated the
institutionalisation of other full-blown professions (Abbott 2014) were established long after the
coming of age of conference interpreting, which is probably why certain interpreters still believe in
the importance of talent over training or in the self-regulation of the profession. In this respect, an
analysis of the criteria making interpreting a profession compared with the parameters used to
assess other professions (see chapter 2, paragraph 3.1) might cast a light on the reasons why the
professionalisation of interpreting is not yet complete.

The erroneous notions about interpreting were such that, paradoxically, at the exact moment
when interpreting became more professionalised with the birth of the simultaneous mode,
conference interpreters entered a professional identity crisis. In that historical period, the gap
between public perception and the interpreters’ understanding of the profession began to widen.
The first representations of the profession, fostered by the mass media and by the testimonies of the
delegates who witnessed the prodigious performances of the first great consecutivists and the
interpreters at the Nuremberg Trials, revealed a shallow idea of the interpreting profession and of
what the interpreters’ task entailed. The prevalence of image over content and the widespread
superficiality in reality descriptions are other typical features of the postmodern era, for its culture
“is about the spectacle of the images, style over substance, medium over matter (echoing McLuhan),
anonymity over first-person narrative, disposability over longevity, present-day over past
traditions” (Laughey 2010: 220). Therefore, while the media portrayed the interpreters’ profile in a
mythical perspective, interpreters began to feel a sense of unease with the clamour generated by
their job. Their daily professional reality was characterised by poor working conditions, which were

far from the picture of them popularly imagined:

Interpreters were packed like sardines in badly lit and even more badly ventilated booths, where

they had to maintain the level of concentration required of a simultaneous interpreter and these

physical conditions could only cause even more tension, which became greater as the working

hours increased (Baigorri-Jalon 2004: 114).
Although the ‘strike’ and the union action at the UN managed to improve interpreters’ working
conditions (Baigorri-Jalén 2004: 115), the perception of the profession did not change much in the
minds of non-experts but, thenceforth, it has never been the same in the interpreters’ self-

representation of their job. This change in perception - which may be confirmed by the data analysed
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in the present work - has to be studied first and foremost from the interpreters’ perspective, which
appears to be considerably influenced by institutional and social constraints (Angelelli 2004).
Nevertheless, positive changes have taken place since the strike, which touched both the agreement
and non-agreement sector: if on the one hand, conference interpreters lost a bit of their glamour
and social prestige, on the other they began to follow the path leading to an increased
professionalisation. The image of prima donnas and marvels started to be replaced by one which
represented them as highly specialised and technical professionals: at an equal pace with the
development of the change of profile, the sociological background of simultaneous interpreters at
the UN (and in other international organizations) evolved. From the 1980s onwards, alongside
natural polyglots who graduated in subjects other than interpreting and translation and with those
who regarded the profession as a way to be employed in other fields, there were people who had
studied hard to become interpreters and wanted to be “only” interpreters. Among these, there was
a high number of women, whose increase in number in the profession coincided with the wave of
male interpreters who either moved up to administrative jobs or were simply ruled out of the
profession because they had no training to perform it. A description offered by Baigorri-Jalon of the
typical conference interpreter of the 1970s at the UN closely resembles the current sociological

profile of interpreters in the 21% century:

The interpreter is female. She comes from a monolingual middle-class family. She starts
learning languages at primary and secondary school. She improves her command of the
languages she is studying by spending short periods of time in the countries where the
languages are spoken. She has a very good command of her mother tongue and a good command
of another two languages [...]. She is not a perfect bilingual. She takes a degree course at an
interpreting school. She works as a freelance interpreter or translator for a time. She starts to
work in the UN after several years of experience when she is just over thirty. She reads
newspapers, particularly in her own language and in English and she is up-to date on current
affairs. She is fond of reading in several languages [...](2004: 135-136).

The topic of the feminisation of the interpreting profession has been analysed in very few
publications hitherto (Kurz 1986; Spanu 2009; Bodzer 2014); in general, interpreting scholars have
hypothesised that the increasing feminisation of the profession may be one of the causes of the
decline of the prestige of interpreting, though female interpreters are considered to be highly skilled
and qualified. While the older generations of interpreters were either people who had learnt
languages in their family or during the two wars or were stateless people who could naturally switch
from one culture to another, younger generations of interpreters dreamed about being interpreters,
deliberately decided to study languages and were determined to pursue a career in the interpreting
profession. Motivation, dedication and hard work were the characteristics marking these new
generations of interpreters, who chose to become interpreters not only on the basis of their skills,
but also of their aspirations.

At sociological level, the most important factor which contributed to the change in interpreters’
self-perception of their status is the fact that in the passage from “marvel” to “profession” in

conference interpreting and from “ad-hoc, non-professional” to “professional” in public
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service interpreting status was no longer ascribed, but achieved. According to the Sage
Dictionary of Sociology (Bruce & Yearley 2006: 39), status can be either ascribed or achieved,;
an individual who enjoys ascribed status has made no effort to obtain it, as ascribed status is
assigned on the basis of race, sex and date of birth. Conversely, achieved status is reached
through choice and achievement and is determined by features such as occupation and level
of education (Ferrante 2014: 93). Queen Elizabeth II, for example, enjoys ascribed status,
whereas a medical doctor has achieved his status after academic training and personal efforts.
This distinction is of the utmost importance as far as the evolution of the interpreting
profession is concerned: the first generation of interpreters were granted the ascribed status
of interpreters simply because they were bilinguals. From the 1960s onwards, with the spread
of interpreting schools, the status of “interpreter” began to be achieved, as the majority of
interpreting students were not natural bilinguals (Baigorri-Jalén 2004). Likewise, the
mushrooming of training institutions and an increased attention paid in the last few years to
the importance of having professional public service interpreters has produced a shift in the
way these interpreters perceived themselves (though the same cannot be said for the way
society still considers them).

What needs to be investigated further is the motivation which led (and still leads) many young
men and women to pursue the interpreting career: why do they want to become interpreters? Are
there moral convictions underlying this choice or do they just want to be independent and earn
money? Studies on the motivation driving young students to become doctors or lawyers (Lentz &
Laband 1995; Zelick 2007) revealed that “the desire to help others” was the main concern of aspiring
students of medicine and law. Without ignoring the flurry of unconscious motivations which usually
manifest themselves at a later stage, the common denominator is that young people embrace the
moral values of these professions. As Baigorri-Jalon (2004: 81) states, the misconception of the
conference interpreter as a genius has considerably limited the development of the other elements
making up a profession, which are fundamental for an occupation to become fully established and
seem particularly prominent in other settings in which the profession unfolds. Far from the large
and crowded conference halls and from the spotlights of a podium, the interpreting activities which
take place in hospitals, courts, detention centres, police stations and refugee camps, despite their
invisibility and the lack of social understanding surrounding them, offer a silent though remarkable

example of how cherished the social values underpinning the interpreting profession are.

3.2 The Sociological Developments of Public Service Interpreting

Postmodernity and globalisation have brought about several paradoxes: in a politically and socially
integrated world, gaps between the rich and the poor are becoming wider. The concentration of
wealth in the hands of the West - leading to economic and social inequalities in several parts of the
world - has created the conditions for migration, whereby people emigrate because of famines, wars

and poverty. In a world in which welfare states are progressively being dismantled and immigrants
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are ghettoised and discriminated against, several sociologists (Andersen, Taylor & Logio 2014)
express concerns as to whether welfare states are compatible with modern, globalised and post-
industrial capitalism. Sociologists Diamond and Lodge argue that “the world economy imposes new
disciplines on governments, forcing them to restrain spending and curtail social protection in order
to remain globally competitive” (2013: 4). This means that political tensions and economic
downturn, which have culminated in the resurgence of populist forces, have given scope and
opportunities for violating ethical standards and language rights. Yet, as De Mas points out, “people
travel. Further and further afield. Whether seeking asylum, travelling for business, politics or
pleasure, people are crossing national borders in ever growing numbers” (2001: 1). This is today’s
reality which can neither be changed nor stopped, as the recent migration flows from Syria to
Western Europe have demonstrated, and most Western countries should be able to come to terms
with them as soon as possible, to avoid further humanitarian crises. As Pensky (2009: 66) shows,
Western civilisation is entering a phase of “postmodern” migration, which can be described as “a
more fluid, rapid, unstable and complex range of migration dynamics”, characterised by a lack of a
linear pattern compared to the previous centuries (i.e. population of former colonies moving back
to their former power colonisers).

Once again, the presence of interpreters becomes essential to fulfil the need to communicate,
not only because they can bridge linguistic gaps, but also because they are an instrument facilitating
the integration process and, at the same time, safeguarding the basic pillars of democracy (Gentile
P. 2014b). In the Final Report drawn up by the Special Interest Group of Translation and Interpreting
for Public Services (hereinafter SIGTIPS), the connection between interpreters and the protection of
language rights (also enshrined in national legislations all over the world) is expressed very clearly.
The study underlines that, when interpreters have a huge impact on the lives of individuals and may
even become crucial to the point of deciding questions of life or death, interpreting is “not just a
matter of communication, but a matter of natural rights, of human rights: rights to be promoted,
defended and guaranteed” (2011: 7). A growing amount of literature in the field of Interpreting
Studies (Bischoff & Loutan 2004; Valero-Garcés 2014) points out that there is a connection between
open access to public services and an increased sense of acceptance and integration among
immigrants. A qualitative study carried out in Switzerland aiming at analysing public service
interpreters’ self-perception of their work showed that many interviewed interpreters linked
interpreting and integration. One interpreter who participated in the survey revealed that
“integration means foreigners feeling accepted in the host country. If you provide an interpreter,
you show that Switzerland accepts foreigners, and when foreigners feel well integrated, this benefits
the whole society” (Bischoff & Loutan 2004: 16). Hence, public service interpreting could be argued
to be a profession rooted in social justice, which is “founded on a simple concept: giving a voice to
those who seek access to basic services but do not speak the societal language” (Bancroft 2015: 217).

Nevertheless, despite its considerable social importance, this kind of interpreting has always
been regarded as the “stepsister” and the “Cinderella” of the interpreting professions (Mason 2001).

Although things are rapidly changing, understanding the reasons behind the different (and still
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incomplete) evolution of public service interpreting could prove fruitful to take stock of the current
state of the profession. Once again, the reasons for its fragmentary advancement are to be found in
history. As in the case of conference interpreting, the evolution of this kind of interpreting has not
been homogeneous: while the former possesses a strong professional association (AIIC) which
controlled the profession, training, ethics and quality standards, public service interpreting has not
spread in a uniform way all over the world and, therefore, professionals have never had the
opportunity to organise themselves in a single network. Furthermore, until very recently, public
service interpreting had always been regarded as an ad-hoc service, provided by family members,
friends and untrained staff, an aspect which still remains one of the most widespread
misconceptions to eradicate, despite the growing amount of literature demonstrating how
dangerous these assumptions could be (Péchhacker & Shlesinger 2007).

The diverse ways in which public service interpreting has progressed could be explained by
the fact that it first developed in those countries which have a long immigration tradition (Australia,
Canada, Sweden, the USA), and were the first in stepping up to address the needs of the immigrant
or aboriginal populations. In the 1970s, Australia implemented anti-discrimination laws giving
linguistic minorities, immigrants and aboriginals the right to access public services (Moody 2012)
which, as Ozolins (2000; 2010) underlines, was a ground-breaking step in the history of this country
and in the development of public service interpreting. After the establishment of the NAATI
accreditation system, Sweden followed suit with a system of state authorisation dating back to 1976
(Wadensjo, Dimitrova & Nilsson 2007), together with training initiatives. In the UK, the Institute of
Linguists’ Educational Trust set up the Community Interpreter Project in 1983, which tapped the
resources provided by public service personnel and educationalists and, between 1983 and 1990,
provided training, examinations for interpreters and codes of ethics (Carr et al. 1997). These efforts
led to the creation of the National Register of Public Service Interpreters (NRPSI) in 1994. According
to Mason (2001), the First Critical Link Conference held in 1995 in Geneva Park, Canada, was the
most important watershed in the evolution of the profession. On that occasion, when practitioners,
academics and various stakeholders gathered, the Critical Link network, which is the leading NGO
promoting public service interpreting across the globe, was created.

Thenceforth, growing scholarly attention has been paid to public service interpreting, which
marked the “social turn” in Interpreting Studies (Péchhacker 2006: 40). Despite increasing
professionalisation, which has been consolidated by European Directives (2010/64/EU on the right
to interpretation and translation in criminal proceedings) and the very recent ISO 113611:2014
standard of qualifications (ISO 2014) - which issues guidelines for public service interpreting —
several countries such as Spain (Valero-Garcés & Martin 2008; Valero-Garcés 2014), Italy (Russo &
Mack 2005; Rudvin & Tomassini 2011) and many others are still lagging behind in the provision of
such services. The reasons for these deficiencies are mostly of a political and social nature. The main
discourse, created by politicians and fostered by the media, suggests that immigrants “should just
learn our language”: in the UK, Spain and The Netherlands, outsourced management of interpreting

services, deriving from a planned dismantling of welfare provisions, is contributing to the de-
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professionalisation of public service interpreting (Garcia-Beyaert 2015; Gentile P. forthcoming).
Several newspaper articles pointing to the “scandalous figures spent by the Government for
interpreting services” (Daily Mail online 2015) and declarations of MPs in the United Kingdom, who
stated that public service interpreting is “a very expensive and poor use of taxpayers’ money” (Hope
2013) are only a few examples of this growing phenomenon. According to Garcia-Beyaert (2015: 53),
“browsing the comment sections at the foot of the articles in online newspapers featuring court
interpreting generally provides, regardless of the country, a picture of hostility around aspects of
language accommodation for newcomers”.

Indeed, cultural differentiation in contemporary society has led to tendencies of closure to
others and increased nationalism: “it may be suggested that nationalism has taken to an extreme
the concern of postmodern culture with difference, security and belonging. In a sense the core
features of postmodern times have been inverted [...] into symbolic violence that is based on
authoritarian and xenophobic values” (Delanty & O’Mahony 2002: 162). Discrimination and hostility
towards immigrant workers and refugees, which is undoubtedly a negative consequence of
globalisation, leads to the belief that public service interpreters work in favour of these people,
perhaps one of the main reasons why the status of public service interpreters remains
unacknowledged: not only is public service interpreting on the “losing side of globalisation” (cf.
paragraph 2 in this chapter), but the interpreters’ status and social prestige depend on the social
status of their clients.® Moreover, if public statements made by politicians create a breeding ground
for xenophobia and intolerance, the chances to increase the status of public service interpreters may
be jeopardised. As Garcia-Beyaert (2015) remarks, as opposed to the empowered deaf community,
the users of public service interpreting services are identified as “strangers” who do not fit into the
mainstream culture simply because they do not know the local culture. For example, “those affected
by poor court interpreting policy measures do not have common shared experiences as a
community, which is a key element in generating reference points on the one hand and a sense of
empowerment on the other” (ibid.: 55). Empowering the receivers of the interpreting services could
be a solution to tackle the profit logic adopted by agencies, which is primarily responsible for the
uneven professionalisation of public service interpreting, since such agencies “do not provide a
placement for professionals with clear standards and routines of work which are accepted and
understood implicitly by purchasers” (Ozolins 2007: 123). There are few doubts that the expansion
of public service interpreting will continue at a lightning pace, considering the flurry of training and
accreditation programmes, academic conferences, international networks and the legislation
implemented. Nevertheless, before heading towards the future, the professional community should
ask itself where it stands right now, what has been achieved so far in terms of professional
advancement and what the potential drawbacks hindering an even development of the public service
interpreting community actually are. Only interpreters themselves could provide answers to all

these questions, shedding light on the current state of the profession.

9 More information on this topic will be provided in chapter 2, paragraph 3.3.
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2. Profession and Status: Two Models
of Analysis

1. Profession and Status: a Twofold Model of Analysis

The historical and sociological overview of the interpreting profession has shown that the
interpreter’s status has constantly changed throughout the centuries, and its evolution has gone
hand in hand with the progress achieved by the profession. Attempts to define the concepts of
profession and status dominated sociological debates for decades in the past century, with two schools
of thought emerging over other theories. The first theorisations identified the key characteristics (traits)
of the professions to separate them from other occupational groups. These functionalist theories (Carr-
Saunders & Wilson 1964), which contributed to shaping the discipline known as Sociology of the
Professions, divided the world into the procrustean bed of dichotomic categories and distinguished
between professionals and non-professionals according to taxonomic parameters. The main questions
the sociologists sought to answer were: what is a profession and what distinguishes it from a mere
occupation? Can status parameters be statistically calculated? Most importantly, what determines
professional status in society?

On the other hand, post-structuralist sociologists doubted that the dividing line between
professionals and non-professionals was exclusively determined by standardised and objective criteria,
which is why they promoted the symbolic-interactionalist approach (Becker 1972; Dingwall 2012; Abbott
2014). They maintained that the concept of profession could not be scientifically defined, because the
term “profession” had to be understood as a folk concept, rich in cultural and subjective aspects.
Moreover, the scholars supporting the symbolic-interactionalist approach argued that the concept of
“being professional” can be open to several different interpretations, for there is a major distinction
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between professionalisation as the social phenomenon aiming to achieve power and status and
professionalism, which indicates the moral characteristics and principles guiding professionals in their
daily working lives (Hargreaves & Goodson 2003).

The present chapter will take into account the socio-economic and the symbolic interactionist
perspectives with a twofold methodological framework combining the Sociology of the Professions and
Interpreting Studies. It will offer a comprehensive overview of the way the concepts of status and
profession have been analysed by sociologists over the years. On the one hand, the socio-economic model
of analysis will determine whether interpreting could be regarded as a fully-fledged profession according
to the main parameters proposed by the trait theory (education, income, autonomy and control). On the
other hand, the symbolic-interactionalist model of analysis, imbued with issues concerning power and
social prestige, will draw on post-structuralist theories to study the way in which the concepts of
profession, status and prestige are morally and ethically conceptualised. This method will prove
instrumental to analyse interpreters’ self-perception of their profession.

2. The Definition Of Profession: The Trait Theory

Professions are one of the most important elements contributing to the advancement of society. The
powerful drive towards globalisation - which favoured the development of new professions (such as
interpreting) and the consolidation of older ones (such as legal and healthcare professions) - marked the
triumph of noble philanthropic values against the background of the twentieth century post-industrial
marketplace, which is why Parsons pointed out that the emergence of the professional complex was the

most significant structural development in the 20™ century society:

[The professional complex] has already become the most important single component in the

structure of modern societies. It has displaced first the “state,” [...] and, more recently, the

“capitalistic” organization of the economy. The massive emergence of the professional complex [...]

is the crucial structural development in twentieth-century society (1968: 545).
Early sociological theories attempted to understand the essential elements of professions and explain the
role they play in society. The first sociological theories of the professions drew inspiration from the works
of Durkheim ([1964] 2014); they emerged in the period in which technological developments and the
narrowing of geographical and cultural distances led to an increasing number of occupations striving to
acquire a higher professional status. As sociologist Goode (1957) argued, an industrialising society is also
a professionalising one, since more and more occupations claim the privileges and rewards once only
attributed to the so-called liberal professions (barristers and physicians) (Clarke & Pittaway 2014). In
line with Goode, Wilensky (1964: 137) noted that the “professionalization of everyone”, derived from the
development of market relations, was characterised by the raising of standards of competency and a
higher level of education required for those who aspired to become the “professionalised” members of a
working community. Therefore, he warned that, if anyone could claim to be a “professional”, the term
would eventually lose its meaning. Hence, in order to distinguish professions from non-professions, the

term semi-profession was coined. A semi-profession was defined as an occupation possessing only a few
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features of fully-fledged professions, which is not sufficiently autonomous to be sociologically classified
as such. Although some of them are attributed a certain degree of social esteem, semi-professions “exert
power over other occupations, clients and the state, but achieve this to a lesser degree than a profession”
(Van Teijlingen 2000: 101).

The growing need to draw clear boundaries between professionals and non-professionals led to the
development of the trait theory (Albrecht, Fitzpatrick & Scrimshaw 2003), whose main objective was to
catalogue and classify the unique features (or “traits”) of a profession. Greenwood (1957), for example,
listed its five key characteristics: a body of abstract knowledge, professional authority, sanction of the
community, a regulative code of ethics and a professional culture. Over time, a considerable number of
other traits were added to the list, including rewards based on work achievements, loyalty to colleagues,
a long-standing relationship with clients and, perhaps most importantly, a sense of social duty in which
economic and material rewards were somehow subordinated to a sense of moral responsibility towards
the wellbeing of society (Empson et al. 2015).

One of the most complete definitions of the term profession was provided by William J. Goode
(1957), who identified two core characteristics and several other “derived” features distinguishing a
profession from an occupation. The two core characteristics were “a prolonged specialized training in a
body of abstract knowledge” and “service orientation”. Among the “derived” characteristics, determined
by the core values, Goode highlighted other prominent attributes: 1) its members are bound by a sense
of identity and shared values; 2) the profession determines its own standards of education and training;
3) professional practice is officially recognised by some form of license or formal authorisation; 4) the
profession gains in income, status and prestige and can demand high calibre students; 5) the practitioner
is relatively free of non-expert evaluation and control; 6) its role definitions between members and non-
members are agreed upon and are the same for all practitioners; 7) the profession is more likely to be a
terminal occupation, which means that once in it, few leave, and a high proportion of them assert that if
they had to do so again, they would again choose that job. An important aspect of the professions which
is worth mentioning is that the mastering of the technical skills acquired with training is not enough to
secure professional status. As Wilensky further states:

The criterion of ‘technical’ is not enough, however. The craftsman typically goes to a trade school,
has an apprenticeship, forms an occupational association to regulate entry to the trade, and gets local
sanction for his practice. But the success of the claim to professional status is governed also by the
degree to which the practitioners conform to a set of moral norms that characterize the established
professions. These norms dictate not only that the practitioner do [sic.] technically competent, high-
quality work, but that he adhere [sic.] to a service ideal-devotion to the client’s interests more than
personal or commercial profit [...] (1964: 140).

Apart from possessing the above specified characteristics, all the occupations wishing to exercise
professional authority have to undergo a professionalisation process, which is fundamental to achieve
status and prestige.
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2.1 Models of Professionalisation in the Interpreting Profession

Wilensky (1964) was the first who pointed out the main stages of professionalisation, which are
summarised by Dyro as follows: 1) the establishment of the first training schools; 2) the first university
schools; 3) the first local professional associations; 4) the first national professional association; 5) the
first state licensure law; 6) the first formal code of ethics (2004: 596). According to the historical
evolution of the interpreting profession (see chapter 1, paragraphs 3.1 and 3.2), conference interpreting
has followed this process, although it has never obtained a kind of formal state recognition or
authorisation which legally protects the interpreter’s professional title. Indeed, Dam and Zethsen (2013:
234) argue that, although much has been done to secure high professional status for AIIC members, the
association was not able to secure two important features of the trait theory: monopoly and control over
those who enter the profession. To substantiate the above, Dam and Zethsen maintain that “while slightly
over 3,000 conference interpreters worldwide are [AIIC] members, it has been estimated that at least as
many do not belong to AIIC and are therefore not subject to its strict regulations or its quality
requirements” The same point is made by Péchhacker (2011).

Public service interpreting, on the other hand, can be said to be still involved in the first phase of
the professionalisation process, which foresees the establishment of adequate training for its aspiring
practitioners. In this case, a higher status can be achieved by claiming an area of specialised expertise,
since a high educational level has always been an element distinguishing professionals from non-
professionals, which is in line with the theories illustrated by Larson (1977) according to which society
confers individuals a higher status because they possess some kind of esoteric knowledge that cannot be
mastered without high-level and specialised education.

While the model of professionalisation provided by Wilensky underlines the importance of education
in the advancement of professional claims for higher status, the models of professionalisation developed
by interpreting scholars have mainly focused on the evolution of the T&I market. In his study of the
professionalisation of interpreters in Taiwan, Tseng (1992) linked the concept of status with that of
power by postulating that professionals are a social group exercising power and control over knowledge
and deciding what counts as true, which is why “certain professions increase their power and status by
making claims to special expertise” (Beckett & Maynard 2005: 115). Hence, Tseng developed a model of

professionalisation of conference interpreters in Taiwan, which comprises four phases:

1) Market disorder: it is characterised by constant competition among practitioners and by a
general ignorance of the public about the services offered by interpreters. There is little
consistency in training standards, so there is a “‘vicious cycle’ of unprofessional behaviour and
mistrust of practitioners” (Mikkelson 1996: 81);

2) Consensus and commitment: in this phase, the interpreting market appears to be more
stabilised. Quality training programmes and professional associations have been established;

3) Formation of formal networks: practitioners collaborate to outline their codes of conduct and
to manage admission to the profession;
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4) Professional autonomy: in this phase, clear and established ethical standards are set. “There is
appropriate control over who is admitted to the profession, and the professional organisations
work closely with the various stakeholders to achieve market control and influence legislation
and certification” (Pym 2012: 81).

More than a decade later, Ju (2009) broadened this model by adding other elements such as credentials
and clients (cf. Ozolins 2007).”° Nevertheless, interpreting scholars have postulated that language
professionals are an interesting example of occupational group identity “because of their ambivalent and
insecure status as a profession” (Sela-Sheffy & Shlesinger 2008: 80). One of the main reasons for this
supposed low status is that translators and interpreters rely on linguistic and textual skills and belong to
the applied professions in the Humanities. Consequently, “their starting point in the competition for
professional prestige is inevitably weaker than that of professions with high scientific authority and
codified procedures, such as medicine, law or engineering” (ibid.: 81). However, before determining
whether interpreting is a high, middling or low status occupation, a comprehensive definition of the
concept of status should be taken as a starting point.

3. Socio-Economic Status as a Universal Notion

Status is central to social structure and social interaction, though it is far from being an unambiguous
concept. Like the concept of profession, it is a fluctuating notion, which can either be framed in Weber’s
functionalist theories of socio-economic stratification (cf. Morrison 2006; Blau 2008) or in theories
privileging moral values, generally detached from economic power (Bourdieu & Thompson 1991b).
According to the Sage Dictionary of Sociology (Bruce & Yearley 2006: 39), status indicates a specific
rank in society to which an individual belongs. According to Turner, status is

A bundle of socio-political claims against society which gives an individual (or more sociologically a

group) certain benefits and privileges, marking him or her off from other individuals or groups. This

cultural aspect of status gives rise to a second dimension, namely the notion of status as a cultural
lifestyle which distinguishes a status group with special identity in society (1988: 11).

Status characterises the individual’s identity in society and is a way to establish social distinctions,
though certain sociologists agree that the differences between high and low status contribute to
nothing but the creation of social inequalities. According to Ridgeaway, “at a macro level, status
stabilizes resource and power inequality by transforming it into cultural status beliefs about group
differences regarding who is “better” (esteemed and competent)” (2014: 1). In this way, some social
groups will always be placed in a better position compared to others, since the educational level
and the amount of money a professional usually earns are a discriminating factor in the
organisation of social ranking.

As mentioned in the previous chapter, status can be either ascribed - i.e. assigned at birth or

assumed involuntarily - or achieved, obtained through personal merits (Ferrante 2014: 93).

10 Ozolins (2007) specifies that agencies are the interpreter’s third client, although there is no code of ethics helping interpreters
understand what kind of relation they should have with them.
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According to Anthony Giddens (1979), the concepts of social and professional status are closely
intertwined, because the scholar considers status not just a rank in society, but a combination of
social criteria, including occupation. According to the theory of social stratification (Ganzeboom
& Treiman 1996: 201), professional status is attributed on the basis of the type of occupation and
the level of education, attained through personal achievements. Sociologist Abbott confirms the
close relationship between profession and status by arguing that “a profession is organized around the
knowledge system it applies, and hence status within profession simply reflects the degree of
involvement with this organizing knowledge” (2014: 118). For example, medical doctor, teacher and
interpreter are all words giving information on the level of academic training, expertise and
remuneration of the professionals. Therefore, professional status - which can be said to derive
from achieved status - indicates the set of skills enabling a professional to render a service to
society. By way of example, when being an interpreter no longer meant being a bilingual from
birth or due to particular personal circumstances, the status of interpreters shifted from ascribed
to achieved because interpreters became professionals after going through a period of training.
Whether status could be defined and perceived as a universal concept has been a matter of
discussion both for sociologists and interpreting scholars. According to Treiman (2008: 300), “members
of different societies throughout the world perceive the relative prestige of occupations in essentially
similar ways (the average inter-societal correlation, across 60 societies, is about 0.8)”, which leads to the
hypothesis that all people from all walks of life - regardless of education, ethnic identity, gender, age or
their own occupational position - rank occupations in the same way with respect to their status, with
high government officials and learned professionals at the top and unskilled labourers at the bottom
(ibid.: 301). These theories were supported by Ollivier, whose study showed the way in which people
occupying different positions in the social structure (university lecturers, electricians and high-school

students) evaluate the status and prestige of each other’s occupations:

Congruence between socioeconomic status and worth is highest among professors, who rank at the

top of the three groups in terms of income and education. It is lowest among electricians, whose

views closely match Parkin’s (1971) subordinate value system. Electricians largely accept as legitimate

the dominant value system, as evidenced by the relatively high correlation between occupational

prestige and personal admiration. (Ollivier 2000: 458).
The statement demonstrates that the association between socioeconomic status and social worth is
greater among people located at the top of the occupational hierarchy than among those at the bottom,
but it does not mean that electricians subverted the status order, since they expressed a high admiration
for professions having a higher status from an objective point of view, which indicates that, while
subjective opinions on status may vary, its objective determinants (education and income) hardly change
according to country of residence or educational level. In the light of which, occupational status could be
regarded as a universal sociological notion and may also be perceived as such, because professions can
be listed according to universally-established parameters (education and remuneration). The view is
strengthened by Hogg and Abrams, who argue that “status differences between social groups in social

systems showing various degree of stratification can be distinguished in the same way” (2001: 105).
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Therefore, two points worth investigating are whether the interpreting profession could be defined as
such according to the parameters of education and income described in the trait theory and the place it
occupies in universal classifications of the professions.

3.1 The Interpreter’s Status in Social Stratification

In line with the trait theory, social stratification is defined as the classification of people into groups based
on shared socio-economic conditions. It possesses four characteristics: 1) it is a trait of society and not
just a reflection of individual differences; 2) it carries over from generation to generation; 3) it is
universal but variable; 4) it is an expression not only of social inequalities, but also of social beliefs (Cram
Textbook 2015). According to functionalist sociologists, a stratified society is the product of the social
division of labour, whereby the professionals possessing the features on which laypeople placed
particular social value were attributed high status. In the light of which, Foucault (Foucault & Gordon
1980) underlined the importance of education and knowledge as a means to achieve status and power.
He believed that power could not exist without knowledge and vice versa by stating that “it is not possible
for power to be exercised without knowledge, it is impossible for knowledge not to engender power”
(Foucault 1980: 52). As Swartz, Gibson and Richter remarked (2002), sociologists before Foucault
conceived power as something quantifiable leading to a zero-sum game, whereby some lose it and others
take it. On the other hand, Foucault saw power as something which is “constantly negotiated between
people and therefore continuously shifting and changing in the context of relationships” (ibid.: 102).
Therefore, the fact that some occupations strive for their clientele and autonomy has been
considered by certain sociologists an expression of the individualistic character of the professions
(Anderson & Davidson 1949). The race to professionalisation described by sociologists (Dyro 2004;
Masters 2009; Mosse & Harayama 2011) is a typical phenomenon of Western contemporary societies,
characterised by a flurry of powerful economic forces and vested interests; the close link between the
construction of one’s personal self and identity and the profession practiced leads aspiring professionals
to advance its cause whenever possible. As a result, all those professions willing to emerge by advancing
their professional interests will have to clash with the claims of other professionalising groups, which
also believe they possess the requirements to embark on the path towards full professionalisation.
Indeed, Ritzer and Walczak define a profession as an occupation which “has been able to convince
significant others (i.e. clients, the law) that it has acquired a high degree of constellation of characteristics
we have come to accept as denoting a profession” (my emphasis) (1988: 6). Medicine is a case in point:
before becoming a fully-fledged occupation, medical doctors had to fight against the encroachment made
by others claiming to possess alternative curative methods, such as chiropractic. Such process of
differentiation is referred to as “boundary work”, a notion introduced by Gieryn, which is referred to as:
“the discursive attribution of selected qualities to scientists, scientific methods, and scientific claims for
the purpose of drawing a rhetorical boundary between science and some less authoritative residual non-
science” (1999: 4-5). In this regard, interpreters are supposed to distinguish themselves from non-

interpreters and/or amateurs because they have acquired certain skills which make them suitable to
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carry out interpreting tasks. However, the lack of institutionalisation and full recognition of the
interpreting profession, which do not create a clear demarcation line between interpreting and other
neighbouring practices - such as translation and cultural mediation - make the boundaries between
interpreters and non-interpreters more fuzzy. In their analysis of the translation profession, Koskinen
and Dam argue that:

There is a movement from the outside to the inside, as agents attempt to gain access to the confines

of the profession, resulting in boundary negotiations and disputes [....]. This is particularly true for

less established and contested professions such as translation: its contours are under constant
renegotiation both internally and externally (2016: 257).

The same can be said to be true for the interpreting profession. However, the process of differentiation
of the profession - characterised by a struggle to secure one’s own interests - is based not only on the
objective parameters of education and remuneration, but also on the claim to professional exclusivity
(cf. Monzé 2009; Rudvin 2015). To put it simply, professionals distinguish themselves from non-
professionals not only because of their expert skills, but because they want to assert that they are the
only group of practitioners entitled to solve a particular problem in society.

For example, in order to “justify” their presence on the labour market, conference interpreters
obtained first the marks of status (i.e. academic degree and codes of ethics) and then began to struggle
to achieve higher status and recognition. Public service interpreters, on the other hand, could be said to
be still engaged in this process (Wadensjo 2011). Although scarce attention has been paid hitherto to
“process models” of boundary creation within the translation professions - with the only exception of
the study carried out by Grbi¢ (2009) - the focus has to be placed first on the way sociologists “classify”
the interpreting profession. One of the first attempts to study the features of the professions was made
by Ganzeboom and Treiman (1996), who took the two main parameters of education and income into
account. Ganzeboom and Treiman (ibid.: 2) measured the positions of occupations in the stratification
system with socio-economic status scores and created the International Standard Classification of
Occupations (ISCO-88; ISCO-08). The latest version of ISCO-08 (Resolution Updating ISCO 2008)

comprises four skill levels:

2 Skill level 1 involves the performance of routine or manual tasks, such as digging, cleaning, lifting
and carrying materials by hand, for which types of occupations only a basic form of education is
required. Occupations such as cleaners and gardeners are included in this category;

2 Skill level 2 comprises those occupations in which electronic machines and mechanical
equipment are used. Depending on the complexity of the tasks, the completion of secondary
education is essential. Bus drivers and building electricians are included in this category;

I3 Skill level 3 generally entails the performance of complex technical and practical tasks which
require a body of factual and technical knowledge in the field of expertise. A qualification in
higher education is required for a period of three years. Among these professions are found
computer support technicians, legal secretaries and commercial sales representatives;

2 Skill level 4 requires a high ability of performing complex problem-solving and taking decisions
based on an extensive body of theoretical and factual knowledge in a specialised field. To enter
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the occupations, a long period of specialised training (5-6 years) is necessary. The main
professionals falling into this category are: lawyers, judges, medical doctors, secondary school
teachers and civil engineers.

According to this classification, occupations are divided into ten major groups. The last category (armed
forces occupations) is indicated with the number “0” because those who carry out military tasks possess
different type of skills, mainly acquired through informal training:

1. Managers

. Professionals

. Technicians and associate professionals

. Clerical support workers

. Services and Sales Workers

. Skilled agricultural, forestry and fishery workers
. Craft and related trades workers

. Plant and machine operators and assemblers

. Elementary occupations

©C © o OuU A~ W N

. Armed Forces Occupations

Each of these major categories comprises several sub-major groups, minor groups and unit groups.
According to this classification, interpreting and translation fall into the second category of
“professionals”, divided in this way:

21 Science and engineering professionals

22 Health professionals

23 Teaching professionals

24 Business and administration professionals

25 Information and communications technology professionals

26 Legal, social and cultural professionals

Interpreting and translation are included in the last category, which is in turn divided into five
subcategories (ISCO-08: 18)

261 Legal professionals
2611 Lawyers
2612 Judges
2619 Legal professionals not elsewhere classified
262 Librarians, archivists and curators
2621 Archivists and curators
2622 Librarians and related information professionals
263 Social and religious professionals
2631 Economists
2632 Sociologists, anthropologists and related professionals
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2633 Philosophers, historians and political scientists
2634 Psychologists
2635 Social work and counselling professionals
2636 Religious professionals

264 Authors, journalists and linguists
2641 Authors and related writers
2642 Journalists

2643 Translators, interpreters and other linguists (my emphasis)

Translators and interpreters are classified in the second category of “professions”, sub-major group 26
“legal, social and cultural professionals”, minor group 264 “authors, journalists and linguists” and unit
group 2643, “translators, interpreters and other linguists”. However, the ISCO classification does not
specify which kinds of interpreting are included in this taxonomic analysis, which means that a lack of
knowledge of the many settings where the profession is carried out is still present.

Interestingly, the proximity between interpreters and journalists in the ISCO-08 leads to the belief
that the category mentioned in the classification is conference interpreting, a notion further confirmed
by the similarities between the status of journalists and of conference interpreters found in scholarly
literature in the field. On the other hand, public service interpreting (and, particularly, healthcare
interpreting) has often been compared to nursing because of its “caring” nature (Valero-Garcés 2014b),
which is why it could be positioned at level 2635, together with “social work and counselling
professionals”. If Tseng’s model is to be taken as a reference (see paragraph 2.1 in this chapter),
conference interpreting could be argued to lie at stage 3 of the professionalisation process, because of its
weak control over those entering the profession (see paragraph 2 in this chapter). Conversely, public
service interpreting could be positioned at stage one of the spectrum. The case of court interpreting and
interpreting in other judicial settings is rather ambiguous, because “while some countries have statutory
laws regarding the provision of court interpreting, others do not have such laws” (Lee 2015: 189). The
gap depends on the history of the single country and the extent to which the country in question has
welcomed the allochtonous over the years. In the case of the USA, for example, court interpreting would
position itself together with conference interpreting, because it is an established profession. On the other
hand, in countries such as Spain (Del Pozo Triviiio & Blasco Mayor 2015; Baigorri-Jalon & Russo 2015)
and Italy (Falbo & Viezzi 2014), it would occupy the same position as social work. Owing to the different
levels of institutionalisation of court interpreting in several countries, the recently issued ISO Guidelines
(ISO 13611 2014) make a distinction between the countries where public service interpreting also includes
court interpreting and others where it does not. However, as Hlavac points out, the ISO Guidelines are
ambivalent as to whether community interpreting encompasses court interpreting or not (2015: 24),
which suggests that there is still a great deal of uncertainty as far as the differences between interpreting
in courts and in other community settings are concerned. To elucidate further the position of conference
and public service interpreting in social stratification, the affinities between journalism and conference

interpreting and between nursing and public service interpreting deserve further investigation.
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3.2 Conference Interpreters and Journalists: Affinities and Shared Challenges in the
Professionalisation Process

Just as Pym (2012) made a comparison between translators and computer engineers to analyse their
common struggle for the achievement of a higher professional status, the surveys carried out by Kurz
(1986a) and Katan (2011a; 2011b) showed that, when conference interpreters were asked which group
of professionals they would compare themselves with, they answered that they believed they enjoyed the
same status as journalists. The analogy seems to be founded, since journalism and conference
interpreting appear to share common features. First of all, technological advances and the development
of the mass media have deeply changed the way the two professions are performed and perceived by the
public (see chapter 1, paragraphs 2.2. and 2.3). In the field of journalism, technology and the advent of
the Internet have “broadened the field of who might be considered a journalist and what might be
considered journalism” (Zelizer 2004: 23). This change has led to a merging of journalism with other
professions, in which all the hybrid forms of para-journalism (such as editing, proof-reading),
characterised by high flexibility and multiple skills, become part of the journalistic process (Gillmor,
2006: xxiv). Technological changes have contributed to the creation of fertile ground for amateurs to
encroach upon these professions, blurring the boundary lines between professionals and non-
professionals; hence, in the same way in which a blogger can claim to be a journalist, a bilingual can
claim to be an interpreter, since the professional title of “interpreter” is not legally protected.” The main
reason why they are not considered fully-fledged professions is the inability to guarantee exclusivity and
control over the profession. The only difference between journalism and interpreting is that, while
journalism is a regulated profession with a national register in many countries, there is still no restriction
of entry into conference interpreting, thus giving rise to the belief that conference interpreting and
journalism are not fully-developed profession, a hypothesis confirmed by the long-standing debates held
by sociologists and interpreting scholars as to whether the two occupations could be regarded as full
professions. As Witschge and Nygren suggest, “media scholars have considered journalism as a semi-
profession, mostly because of this reason of not being able to exclude non-professionals from the field of
journalism” (2009: 39-40). Similarly, lack of control of those who enter the translation professions is
one of the reasons why interpreting is still undergoing its professionalisation process, which is confirmed
by the study carried out by Katan (2011b), who noted that translators and interpreters fear the
competition coming from “bilingual specialists” or by “professionals from other fields with knowledge
of foreign languages” (ibid.: 73). As Gile (2009) argues, the status of top-level professional interpreters
appears to be “dragged” down, among others, by untrained ‘bilinguals’ who engage in translation and
interpreting activities. The situation is compounded by the fact that “many a layperson is not in the
position to (and does not necessarily wish to) see and acknowledge the difference between them and
high-level professionals” (ibid.: 6). Since the profession is not protected by law, titles such as “conference
interpreters” or “healthcare interpreters” fail to draw a clear line between high-level professionals and

others. The pursuit of the professionalisation process manifests itself in the autonomy characterised by

"' The same has been pointed out by Pym (2012) with reference to the status of translators in the European Union.
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the ability of an occupation to establish its rules and standards, free of interference from outsiders
(Flsaka 2005). When journalism was studied with the taxonomic approach specified in the trait theory,

the answer to the question “is journalism a profession?” was the following:

Journalism has no systematic body of theory or knowledge; it has neither extensive education nor
licensing as prerequisites of practice; journalism is not characterised by a functionally specific
relationship with clients [...]. Based on such an assessment, journalism has been widely regarded as
a non-profession (ibid.: 36).

A close similarity could be found in the definition provided by Sela-Sheffy, who describes interpreting
and journalism as “failed professionalizing” professions:

Among other occupational groups that are to varying extents under-professionalized or marginalized
- such as journalists, nurses or craft-artists - translators and interpreters serve a quintessential case
for examining how an occupational group deals with its own indeterminacy and marginality (2011:
3)-

Referring to the body of knowledge acquired by conference interpreters, Riccardi (1997: 153)
argues that “in a society characterised by an ever-increasing specialization in all fields, the
interpreter is an anomalous professional, for she is not an expert in a single discipline, but of
language in its general sense (my translation)”. The statement further underlines that
interpreters, like journalists, do not possess an “extensive body of abstract knowledge” (Goode
1957), for their main expertise consists in the knowledge of more than one language in addition to
interpreting technique. Another similarity between journalism and conference interpreting could be
found in the way the two professions relate themselves to cultural differences: “for international travel
journalists, an aesthetic appreciation of distant cultures and the ability to be, or appear to be, ‘at home
in the world’, might reasonably be considered a form of cultural capital bestowing status among peers
and credibility among readers” (McGaurr 2015: 39). In the light of which, the role of the journalist as a
cross-cultural mediator could be compared to that of the interpreter as a bridge between cultures.
Another interesting analogy is their relationship with the mass media: journalists harness the power of
the mass media to influence public opinion and have acquired an increased visibility as a group of
professionals with the advent of television, just like conference interpreters at the dawn of the profession.
It would, therefore, be interesting to assess if, in the 21* century, conference interpreters still compare
themselves to journalists.

3.3 Public Service Interpreting as a Caring Profession: a Comparison with Nursing

In sociological literature, nurses have long been regarded as a semi-professional group. The reason for
this definition is explained by sociologist Etzioni, who suggested that nursing and social work were semi-
professions because “their training is shorter, their status is less legitimated, their right to privileged
communication less established, there is less of a specialised body of knowledge and they have less

autonomy from supervision or control” (1969: V). One of the main reasons why interpreters are not
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regarded as fully-fledged professionals, especially in public service settings, concerns the dichotomy
between the concepts of professional service and assistance. One of the most riveting breakthroughs of
the “social turn” (P6chhacker 2009: 39) in Interpreting Studies was not just the recognition of the
interpreter as an active participant in the interaction, but an increasing understanding of the social
purpose of interpreting activity. In the 1990s, scholars began to comprehend that interpreting was
destined for the common good of society, and it was then that interpreting acquired a new, universal
value, with the potential to become a driving force of change and social integration. Thenceforth,
interpreting started to be increasingly defined as a “service which means that it is supposed to meet
needs, and the needs to be met are the needs of the participants in the communicative situation” (Viezzi
2013: 377)

However, in public service settings, the notions of service and assistance tend to be confused, as was
shown by Hale (2008: 157), who maintained that the interpreter is often seen as a helper assisting
immigrants inside and outside public service institutions. Roberts also pointed out that “community
interpreting has grown out of social needs and has been shaped by the social service sector, which “has
viewed the community interpreter as akin to a community or social worker” (1997: 12). The similarities
between public service interpreting, nursing and social work are often associated with these
professionals often dealing with people who live at the margins of society (Bauman 1998). The view is
strengthened by the large number of volunteers who work in the field and consider the job a mission
rather than a profession. Moreover, job perceptions of interpreters’ professional tasks are also greatly
influenced by users and their degree of social prestige. In a study on the nursing profession, Freidson &
Lorber (2008) suggest that one of the means of identifying highly professional groups is by the clients
they serve. In the case of the professionalisation process of nurses, it was observed that “efforts to
advance the prestige and status of the group may lead members to view dealing with the lower class or
the poor as an obstacle to the quest for higher professional status” (ibid.: 271). They conclude that some
sort of transference of this stigma is feared by the professionals working with the poor, a notion which
could be easily applied to public service interpreting.

The case of nurses is emblematic because, like medical doctors, they work with all kinds of people
of all statuses. The only difference between these professions is that, at least according to the trait theory,
nurses do not possess a sufficient body of knowledge to claim a higher professional status. Moreover,
they are often seen in a position of subordination to physicians, also because they often carry out the
instructions given by doctors. Studies on the status of nurses (Kumar Lal & Khanna 1988) have shown
that when nurses’ professional profile was unclear and not perceived as such, doctors and patients tried
to define their roles in ways convenient to them. Such role confusion has led to conflicting role
expectations and discrepancies between the ideal and the actual role of nurses. Hence, the interpreters’
low status could also be one of the causes of role conflict in public service settings (see paragraph 4.3.2
in this chapter).

Another aspect which could have hindered the advancement of the professionalisation process is
the predominance of women in the nursing profession. Nurses are seen as cheerful and loving, and

‘nurturance’ is a fundamental ingredient of traditional nursing (Gordon 2006). As Abbott and Meerabeau
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further specify, “caring is seen as a natural attribute of women and is, therefore, downgraded and
devalued, not recognized or rewarded for its skills” (1998: 10). In general, “nursing is often understood
as an extension of women’s care work in the home, and this belittling view is reflected in pay inequity
and degrading treatment” (Stryker & Gon 2014: 212). Since several studies (Marin & Ortega Herraez
2010; Dean & Pollard 2011; Pym 2012; Bancroft 2015) suggest that public service interpreters are mostly
women, these features may have an impact on their status and professionalisation project.

4. The Definition of Profession: the Symbolic-Interactionalist Approach

The turning point in the evolution of the discipline called Sociology of the Professions was reached when
several aspects of the trait theory were pushed too far. At the end of the 1960s, certain sociologists
attempted to provide numerical classifications of criteria defining a profession: Hickson and Thomas
(1969), for example, sought to illustrate a hierarchy of professions with a Guttman scale using the
professional attributes identified by a variety of observers. Despite the success of the experiment, “the
authors found themselves unable to take account of the most important features of professionalism”
(Jackson 1970), which left out of consideration professions such as teaching, nursing and social work,
defined as semi-professions. This method proved counterproductive mainly because the occupational
status of other professions such as teaching was measured by sociologists against the criteria of the most
successful examples of professionalisation (medicine and law) and found teaching and several other
professions largely wanting (Hargreaves & Goodson 2003).

Around the end of the 1960s, therefore, the structuralist-functionalist explanations of the
professions began to be severely criticised. Despite Wilenky’s theorisations concerning ‘the
professionalisation of everyone’, in a world characterised by increasing fragmentation and specialisation
of the workforce, the term ‘professional’ began to be extended to an increasing number of occupations.
This process is part of the phenomenon of the “new work order”, whereby the term professional is
included in a “discourse system” which links the members of different professions sharing the same
work ideology, education and forms of socialisation (Kong 2014: 1). The new assumptions concerning
the discourse of the professions have led sociologists to conceptualise alternative paths to
professionalisation, such as the flexible professionalism, characterised by a broader sense of professional
community, which replaces the scientific certainty of knowledge established by the trait theory with
“common agreements and certainties about professional knowledge and standardised practices”
achievable at local level (Hargreaves & Goodson 2003: g). Currently, this professionalisation model is
thought to prove more fruitful for those occupations whose professionalism was not fully recognised by
the trait theory, such as, among others, teaching.

Sociological analyses carried out in the post-structuralist period (Freidson 1986) have
demonstrated that not only do the features of the professions evolve over the years, but there are also
conflicts within the professions themselves. Hence, the argument of homogeneity and stability used by
functionalist sociologists was questioned. The main topic challenged by opponents of functionalist

theories was that, with the rise in the number of aspiring professionalising occupations, the boundaries
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supposed to distinguish professions from other types of employment were becoming increasingly
blurred.? Another argument brought to the fore by post-structuralists was that some of the main traits
attributed to professions were not accurately defined: for instance, functionalist theorists argued that
professionals had to receive a long period of specialised training, but as Freidson (1989) suggested, it
was never stated how long, how theoretical and how specialised it had to be. Furthermore, according to
Larson (1977), the definition of service orientation was even more complex, because it implicitly took for
granted that the behaviour of professionals was somehow more ethical than that of people carrying out
other occupations, an assumption which has never been tested empirically. Therefore, a new perspective
on the professions was adopted when sociologists began to conceive professions more as “natural
concepts fraught with ideology” (ibid.: xi) than as objects of investigation characterised by a set of clear-
cut traits. More recent approaches to the study of professions have postulated that the term has to be
understood as a folk concept, deriving from popular representations (Dingwall 2012: 14). Freidson argues
that, rather than “defining” professions, sociologists “would do better to devote themselves to the study
and explication of the way ordinary members of particular occupations invoke and employ the term
[profession] during the course of their everyday activities, to study how such members ‘accomplish’
professions independently of sociologists’ definitions” (2004: 21). This new method of analysis “attempts
to develop better means of understanding and interpreting what is conceived of as a concrete, changing,
historical and national phenomenon” (ibid.). Consequently, sociologists embracing this theory argue that
there is no single, truly explanatory trait or feature able to group under the umbrella-term “profession”
all the occupations existing today (Dingwall & Lewis 1983), as their basic assumption is that one cannot
determine what a profession is in an absolute sense. As Bourdieu argues, a profession
is a folk concept which has been uncritically smuggled into scientific language [....]. It is the social
product of a historical work of construction of a group and of a representation of groups that has
surreptitiously slipped into the science of this very group [...]. The category of “professions” [...]
grasps at once a mental category and a social category, socially produced only by superseding or

obliterating all kinds of economic, social, ethnic differences and contradictions which make the
“profession” of “lawyer” a space of contradiction and struggle (1989: 37-38).

By stating that a profession is not only a sociological product, but also a “mental category” produced in
a specific social context, the sociologist underlines that the term should take into consideration moral
attributes rather than economic incentives. According to Becker (1970), a profession does not pertain
exclusively to the domain of social scientists, because members of the profession employ the term
“profession” to describe themselves and laypeople use it to refer to certain kinds of work and not to
others. In this way, profession acquires another kind of meaning. While functionalist sociologists
described the professions as boxes containing a series of elements (the above-mentioned “traits”),
symbolical approaches were more prone to describe professions as symbols, representing “what people
have in mind when they say an occupation is a profession” (ibid.: 93). As Becker adds, the symbol is “a

standard to which they [laypeople, A/N] compare occupations in deciding their moral worth. It

12 Wilensky’s theories about the “professionalization of everyone” suggest that the so-called “new professions” would be hybrids
combining professional and non-professional orientations (1964).
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represents consensus in society about what certain kinds of work groups ought to be like, though it is
not an accurate picture of any reality” (1972: 187). Despite the plethora of opinions as to whether an
occupation could be really defined as a profession, Becker (1970) points out that there is general
agreement on the elements characterising a profession as more ethically praiseworthy than others. The
scholar further adds that moral characteristics are pursued by virtually all kinds of occupations: when
claiming for a higher status, members of the semi-professions try to advance their moral and ethical
standards rather than other criteria of the professions. As a consequence

the symbol of the ideal profession consists of a set of ideas about the kind of work done by a real

profession, its relation with members of other professions, the internal relations of its own members,

its relations with clients and the general public, the character of its own members’ motivations, and
the kind of recruitment and training necessary for its perpetuation (ibid.: 93).

An interesting part of this passage refers both to the internal relations of the members of the profession
and the relations professionals have with their clients, which recall the theories formulated by Durkheim
(cf. May 1996) concerning the moral dimension of a profession. Every professional group has a certain
level of authoritativeness, achieved not only with education and standardised methods of recruitment,
but also through consensus on the professional group’s objectives, defined by Rudvin (2015) as a sense
of collective identity. The symbolic approach portrays professionals as a group wielding high power and
deciding how to use it. In most cases, they use it in the best interests of people, although this feature does
not apply to all practitioners. The social objectives pursued by medicine are often presented as a case in
point, for keeping society healthy is seen as one of the most significant tasks that guarantee social
equilibrium. The reasons why medicine is seen as the most popular symbolic embodiment of a profession
could be found in clients being convinced that the services offered by physicians are not only competent,
but also unselfish. The doctors’ body of knowledge entails a great deal of power because it has the
potential to solve a specific social problem, but it could also be potentially dangerous if it is used to benefit
third parties or themselves. Nevertheless, the way the symbol of the profession is portrayed by laypeople
shows a group whose primary interest is the common good of society and whose professional activities
are governed by a code of ethics, which is enforced by professional associations. This is one of the reasons
why professional associations are seen as paramount guarantors of professionalism and ethical
behaviour.

Another important aspect is represented by the professional’s decision-making power, a
distinguishing element marking the differences between high and low status professions. The higher the
decision-making power of the professionals, the higher the level of responsibility when carrying out a
task. As far as the interpreting profession is concerned, Baker and Saldanha (2009: 83) argue that
dialogue interpreters have a great deal of power which is not, however, a real decision-making power
and could not be compared to the institutional power exercised by doctors, lawyers, etc. They are the
real decision-makers who sometimes share their power with interpreters and other times enter in
conflict with them for the attainment of such power. In turn, interpreters decide whether to position

themselves as a submissive and passive element in the communication or as an authoritative institutional
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voice.’ In this case, the symbol attached to interpreters by laypersons corresponds roughly to that of a
technical professional who mechanically repeats utterances (and adopts the try to translate as faithfully
as possible approach) rather than an active decision-maker constructing meaning through his/her
agency (Donovan 2011). If this is the way laypeople perceive the interpreter’s work, how do interpreters
perceive themselves as a professional group? Do they believe in the social importance of their work and,
if so, to what extent?

The symbolic approach would prove fruitful to analyse the subjective perceptions of the
interpreting profession in aspects such as the difference between status and prestige, the difference
between subjective and objective perceptions of status and the relationship between positioning and role
and status and role. The most important aspect of this method aims to assess the degree of social esteem
that a specific occupation has in society, i.e. its prestige, attributed “on grounds that have nothing to do
with the professions’ distinctiveness, such as the high income and the upper-middle-class status of
professionals” (Larson 1977: xi).

4.1 Status and Prestige: Two Different Concepts

One of the most widespread misinterpretations of the concept of status is that it is often confused with
prestige. Although the two terms are often used interchangeably, in sociology status and prestige fall into
two completely different domains: status is determined by objective institutional and economic
parameters, whereas prestige is influenced by social and symbolically functional codes. According to
Ollivier (2000: 441), status could be regarded as a parameter which gives general information about the
desirability of an occupation in terms of material rewards, whereas prestige refers to the moral qualities
attributed to a profession enhanced by the symbolic-interactionalist approach. The close relationship
between the concepts of status and prestige is also shown in functionalist theories suggesting that every
status position in the social hierarchy conveys a certain degree of social prestige (Stolley 2005; Smith
2013; Andersen, Taylor & Logio 2014).

According to sociologists Macionis and Plummer (2008), Weber was the first to differentiate status
from prestige: while Marx believed that social prestige and power exclusively depend on economic
position, Weber pointed out that “an individual might have high standing on one dimension of inequality
but a lower position on another. For example, bureaucratic officials might wield considerable power, yet
have little wealth and social prestige” (ibid.: 250). Although the main markers of professional status -
education and income - reflect a certain economic and social power and indicate an individual’s social
rank, Weber said that the social importance of a profession did not depend exclusively on the above-
mentioned parameters. Indeed, although possession of wealth generally gives high status, an avid finance
manager and a school teacher enjoy different social prestige in the eyes of society (cf. Giddens 2006). In
this sense, social prestige is linked to the concepts of respect and social esteem, attributed by the general

public on the basis of the social importance accorded to a profession. According to Linda Hargreaves,

'3 Baker and Saldanha also state that this confusion about the way interpreters should “position” themselves leads to role conflict.
Although this assumption cannot be entirely rejected, a distinction between positioning and social role has to be made (see
paragraph 4.3.1 in this chapter).
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prestige is defined as “influence, reputation or popular esteem derived from characteristics,
achievements and associations” (2009: 217). Years before, sociologist Hoyle (2001) gave a more detailed
definition, providing a distinction between:

IS Occupational Status: the category to which knowledgeable groups (e.g. civil servants,
politicians, social scientists, etc.) allocate a particular occupation in the social scale;

IS Occupational Prestige: the public perception of the relative position of an occupation in a
hierarchy of occupations;

IS Occupational Esteem: the regard in which an occupation is held by the general public by dint
of personal qualities which members are perceived as bringing to their core task. Dedication,
competence and care are the main three qualities determining occupational esteem.

In the light of which, the prestige of a profession is not only determined by “knowledgeable groups”, but
also by the way laypeople evaluate it. In line with social psychologist Wertheimer (Luchins & Luchins
1978), Hoyle argues that prestige is assigned by laypeople according to subjective and emotional criteria,
as the desire for social recognition is one of the basic, innate characteristics of mankind (2001). In line
with the view of the profession as a symbol, Bourdieu and Thompson (1991) argue that prestige falls into
the domain of symbolic capital, an approach in which the role played by external and irrational
components in determining social esteem is taken into consideration.

A survey (Harris Interactive 2009) carried out in the U.S. showed that the social prestige of fire-
fighters increased substantially after the events of g9/11. The questionnaire outcome showed that a
profession considered to have a high social value is not necessarily a highly-paid job or a job requiring a
solid academic background. In the light of which, a prestigious profession could be said to represent the
institutionalisation of altruistic values: medical doctors treat diseases, lawyers and judges ensure that
the law is upheld, teachers contribute to the spreading of knowledge and interpreters help people who
speak different languages to communicate. However, too often has conference interpreting been
considered a fascinating but mechanical activity, both by the general public and academia itself, as the
interest in the neurological and cognitive aspects of interpreting developing in the 1970s has
demonstrated. On the contrary, interpreting is not just to be regarded as a profession in terms of
remuneration, level of education and fame, but also as an expression of the social value of mutual
understanding. Public service interpreters embody the inconsistency between the high social value of the
services they provide - which endows them with a high degree of prestige intended as moral worthiness
- and the low socio-economic status they enjoy. Therefore, a sharper focus on the moral characteristics
of interpreting may also help shed light on the social purpose pursued by conference interpreters, which
is why the present study aims at eliciting information on interpreters’ views about the social importance

of their work.

4.2 The Looking-Glass Self and the Public Perception of the Profession

Another perspective gained from the post-structuralist approach to the study of the professions -which
draws on the theories advanced by Cooley at the beginning of the 20™ century - concerns the way the
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symbol of the profession is perceived by laypeople. More recently, McIntyre (2013), pointed out that a
person's self grows out of society's interpersonal interactions and the perceptions of others. The theory
of the looking glass self describes how an individual’s self-concept is the result of communication and
interaction with others; therefore, Cooley argues that individuals evaluate themselves on the basis of
how they think that society perceives and evaluates them. In turn, the individual develops a self-concept
of who (s)he is. According to several sociologists (Manna & Chakraborti 2010), the looking glass self is a
social product which develops with social interaction. The process leading to the development of self-
awareness was described by Cooley as divided into three phases: “the imagination of our appearance to
the other person; the imagination of his judgement of that appearance; the imagination of this judgement
and some sort of feeling, such as pride or mortification” (Baumeister 1999: 26). This idea of the
perception of self had been further honed by Mead (1934), who extended the ideas of self-concepts to
role-taking - “a process by which a person mentally assumes the role of another person or group in order
to understand the world from that person’s point of view” (Kendall 2015: 83). In this process, individuals
take as their model those individuals whose esteem and approval are particularly desired. They are called
significant others, and constitute a point of reference for the construction of identity. On the other hand,
the generalised other represents a combination of other people’s views constituting the feedback on
individuals’ actions and reflecting the values of society. By way of example, the significant other for a
nurse could be a head physician, whereas the generalised other reflects the opinions of patients, other
colleagues and physicians.

In this study, interpreters are asked to evaluate the perception of the generalised other, which is
represented by the values and understanding of society. This method of analysis has already been applied
to the study of self-perception of nurses (Walker et al. 2012) and accountants (Neimark et al. 2010). As
for the translation professions, Tyulenev (2014: 52), wrote that “translators and interpreters are likely
to conceive of themselves as being influenced by their clients, audience and society as a whole”. In so
doing, the scholar referred to the definition given by Simeoni (1998) about the subservience of the
translator which, according to Sela-Sheffy (2008; 2011), may have contributed to the low status
translators believe they enjoy. Similarly, the myth of the invisible interpreter, challenged by several
scholars especially in the field of public service interpreting (Angelelli 2004; Valero-Garcés & Martin
2008; Valero-Garcés 2012), might have had an impact on the way society perceives interpreters and, in
turn, on the way they conceive themselves as professionals.* However, since the looking-glass self is
made up of individuals’ perceptions of how others see them, it may not accurately reflect what the
generalised others believe.

In the case of interpreters, significant others could be colleagues, clients, speakers and service
providers, whereas the generalised others could be the people outside the profession. As far as the
interpreting profession is concerned, studies have demonstrated that contrasting opinions on
interpreting have been advanced; Kurz (1986a) asked senior high-school students and first-year T&I

4 A few years before the study by Angelelli, Berk-Seligson (1990) demonstrated that the interpreter is not invisible, especially in
legal settings: first of all, because (s)he has to take the oath and second because often the magistrates address the interpreter
directly. Third, if communication breaks down, it is almost always the interpreter’s responsibility.
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students (who may be regarded as generalised others in that they have not yet entered the profession)
to compare the status of interpreters with that of other professions. The result was that both groups
related the status of conference interpreters to that of lawyers and scientists, whereas interpreters
related themselves to journalists (see paragraph 3.1 in this chapter). Nevertheless, the opinions of
laypeople (i.e. the generalised other) on the interpreting profession have hardly been investigated.
Understanding the way the interpreting profession is represented and understood by laypeople is
crucial to take stock of the way in which the profession has evolved over time; in turn, it could lead to a
greater understanding of the interpreters’ professional identity. As Olin points out, a good public image
of a profession is not just a cosmetic matter, but “is important to the vitality, effectiveness, acceptance,
and funding of the profession” (2013: 93). The more a profession is perceived positively by the public,
“the more likely it is to gain support for its programmes, to have its services utilized, to maintain morale,
to attract recruits and to have its voice heard” (Reid & Misener 2001: 194). Despite the lack of reliable
evidence on the public perception of the interpreting profession, sociological studies carried out on other
occupations - such as social work - found that the public has confused ideas about the professional role
of social workers and that “a vaguely negative connotation of social work seems to have been the
stereotype” (Condie et al. 1978: 47). Therefore, the negative or hazy public perception of professionals
by the general public could have negative consequences on their self-perceived status, above all “in a
society which sets great store by the symbols of office, role differentiation and other outward
manifestations of status” (Bowden & Wijasuriya 1994: 189). Research has also shown that, when the
public rarely interacts with a professional category, its views on the profession are largely influenced by
the mass media. In her study on the public perception of social workers, Gibelman illustrated that when
lawyers and physicians were featured in TV shows and films, their professional qualifications and ethical
behaviours were accentuated, whereas social workers were often depicted as “uneducated and bumbling,
if not outright laughable” (2004: 332). In this case, the biased representation of social workers did
reinforce the negative stereotypes attributed to the whole professional category. A survey on media
portrayals of teachers (Hargreaves et al. 2007; 2009) revealed a similar outcome. Hargreaves (2009)
also observed that, if the public has a distorted perception of a profession, practitioners will be less likely
to enact their social role. This means that the way status is perceived influences interpreters’ and
laypeople’s beliefs on role, which is why the study of the relationship between these two sociological

concepts deserves an in-depth analysis.

4.3 The Relationship between Status and Role in the Interpreting Profession™

The interpreter’s role is undoubtedly one of the most widely discussed issues in Interpreting Studies.
Controversies about interpreters’ perceptions of their role have raged unabated for over a decade,
showing that the interpreter’s role is generally perceived among scholars to be unclear and ill-defined,

especially in public service settings. As Gentile A., Ozolins and Vasilakakos postulate, “a kaleidoscope of

5> The section comprising paragraphs 4.3, 4.3.1 and 4.3.2 has been partly published in the paper “The Conflict between Interpreters’
Role and Professional Status: A Sociological Perspective” in Valero-Garcés, Carmen, Bianca Vitalaru & Esperanza Mojica Lopez (Eds.)
(Re)Visiting Ethics and Ideology in Situations of Conflict, Alcala de Henares, Universidad de Alcala Publicaciones, 195-205.
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roles is not conducive to the creation of professional identity, ethical standards and esprit de corps
amongst interpreters [...] we regard it as axiomatic that clarification of the role of the interpreter will
lead to increased professionalism and a better service to clients” (1996: 32). However, interpreters’
status, a key element for the study of role, has been largely ignored in interpreting research, as a large
and growing body of literature has investigated the interpreter’s role mainly from a dialogue-based
approach (Wadensjo 1998; Baraldi & Gavioli 2007). Evidence gathered from recent studies on the status
of translators (Pym 2012; Ruokonen 2013; 2016) seems to suggest that a blurred definition of the
translational professions has a negative impact on the development of a clear professional role, which is
linked not only to a set of interactional and dialogic factors, but also to professional patterns. As Ozolins
underlines, issues of ethics and role - which develop regardless of the setting(s) in which interpreting is

practiced - could be dealt with if interpreters take two fundamental aspects into consideration:

Internally, the profession needs to bring an increasingly diverse group of practitioners to see
themselves as having a certain role and identifiable professional commitment, including ethical
commitment; externally, there has to be a role perception among non-interpreters needing language
transfer that professional interpreters can add value by enhancing communication and acting
ethically (2015a: 320).
In the light of which, self-awareness of role is a fundamental sign indicating interpreters’ ethical
commitment to the profession which, in turn, reveals a higher awareness of the function they play not
only in the single mediated interaction, but also in society at large. The rationale guiding a detailed
analysis of the relationship between status and role was that interpreters with a clearer-cut status (i.e.
conference interpreters) would give a more consistent definition of their role, whereas a
professionalising occupation like public service interpreting - whose practitioners have a more complex
view of their status - still lacks a defined perception of role. As Angelelli (2004) points out, working
settings have a great impact in determining the way interpreters see their role in the interaction, and the
flurry of (often contradictory) arguments expressed in codes of ethics do not help figure out how
interpreters are supposed to behave depending on the circumstances. Building on these premises, the
hypothesis that a lack of defined role stems, among other things, from a low self-perception of status
could be advanced. As Oetzel and Ting-Toomey argue, nurses (semi-professionals to whom public service
interpreters compare themselves) experience role conflict because patients expect them to be nurturing
and caring, but doctors often see them as the keepers of the rules. Therefore, “they need to distance
themselves from patients to be perceived as legitimate by doctors while simultaneously feeling pressured
to make eye contact, listen with empathy, and show concern for the patients” (2013: 442). The same
applies to public service interpreters, who find themselves in conflicting situations in which the
expectations of the service providers and those of the minority language speaker do not coincide, an
aspect which merits discussion.

4.3.1 Status as a Determinant of Role

According to the Oxford Dictionary of Sociology (Scott & Marshall 2009: 654), role “highlights the social

expectations attached to particular status positions”. The definition illustrates that there is a striking
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correlation between role and status. Roles indicate a social position, and characterise “the enactment of
the social structures under which the interaction takes place” (Henriksen 2008: 44), whereas status
indicates “the manifestation of an individual’s status” (Llewellyn-Jones & Lee 2014: 14). Giddens (1979:
118) argues that role is a normative concept, detached from conversational patterns, because it is made
up of the attitudes that others expect of the occupant of a given position or status. However, one question
that needs to be asked is on what basis these social expectations are built up. According to Turner (2011:
415), social expectations related to role are “associated with the boundaries of status and identity”, which
explains why an analysis of the interpreter’s role cannot be separated from the study of professional
status.

The connection between role and status was first studied by Linton (1936), who maintained that
role is a set of duties and obligations associated with a status position within a group. The main tenets
of role theory point out that “role and status are quite inseparable. There are no roles without statuses
or statuses without roles” (Harigopal 1995: 5); hence, status is what a person is in relation to others, and
role is what s/he does. Even though the concept of role has been criticised for being like a suit of armour
imprisoning the individual in a rigid pattern of pre-determined actions (Mason 2009), most sociologists
agree that statuses are occupied, whereas roles are performed (Ferrante 2014: 128). In the light of this
view, it is status that is fixed, since it is personified, whereas role, that is performed, has a rather dynamic
connotation, which is why an increased awareness of role may help the interpreter to avoid continuous
position negotiations during the interaction. Giddens (1979: 118) also points out that individuals’ identity
and roles are shaped by status, which is described as “a combination of social criteria such as occupation,
kin, relation, age, etc.” Occupation is one of the main indicators of a person’s status, which defines the
individual’s position in the social structure; for instance, the status of judge cannot be replaced by that
of architect. Once an individual’s professional status is widely acknowledged, roles become internalised
patterns of behaviour that are constantly repeated in daily practices. According to this view, it is status
that determines role, especially in the professional field.

In well-established professions, the two concepts do not usually conflict, but when the professional
status is unclear, standards of codes of ethics do not clearly frame the role that these professionals are
supposed to play (Zucker-Conde 2009), which is what happens in the interpreting sphere, with the
vexata quaestio of the gap between “the role that is prescribed for interpreters (through codes and rules,
both inside and outside the classroom) and the role that unfolds in the practice of interpreting (in
hospitals, in meetings, in the courts, at schools, and in the community at large)” (Angelelli 2004: 2). Such
discrepancy leads to role conflict, because “the higher the status incongruence of a category, the higher
the role incongruence” (Sinha 2003: 227). Consider the role expectations regarding two professionals, a
physician and an interpreter, in the following examples: physician is a professional status, a position in
a social structure, which comprises many roles determining the way doctors are supposed to behave in
relation to people who occupy other statuses (nurses, patients, colleagues, etc.). The role obligations that
doctors have towards patients indicate that they are expected to make diagnoses, treat them, respect
their privacy, etc. Patients, in turn, expect doctors to ask questions about their health, perform an

examination, make diagnoses and prescribe treatment, which indicates that when professional status is
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defined, “power and distribution of power are already embedded in role and legitimated by structure”
(Henriksen 2008: 53). The sociological phenomenon is referred to as “role crystallisation” (ibid.: 60),
and indicates the process of structural legitimisation in the enactment of certain tasks.

In conference interpreting, there has been an evolution in the way the interpreter’s role is conceived
by AIIC: as Zwischenberger points out, in the 1980s working definition of AIIC, the interpreter was
defined as a responsible linguistic intermediary, whereas in the 2004 definition, interpreters were
considered to be professional language and communication experts, which shows that “a shift from the
linguistic intermediary to a focus on professionalism appears to have occurred” (2011: 122). The results
of her large-scale survey carried out on 704 conference interpreters showed that the institutional
portraits of the role interpreters are supposed to play are an integral part of socialisation and professional
identity. Nevertheless, the study revealed that the way the interpreter’s role is portrayed in codes of
ethics or in representations of professional associations is still not clear-cut. This aspect is even more
controversial in the field of public service interpreting, as shown by Hale’s list of the five roles public
service interpreters play (Hale 2007): 1) Advocate for the minority language speaker; 2) Advocate for the
institution or service provider; 3) Gatekeeper (who controls the mediation by reinforcing or excluding
the information provided by the speakers); 4) Facilitator of communication, who feels responsible for
the outcome of the interaction; 5) Faithful renderer of the speakers’ utterances. The classification of the
roles interpreters enact during mediation shows that, whether these roles are “prescribed” by codes of
ethics or “deduced” by the interpreter’s attitude during mediation, they are still contradictory and in

contrast one with the other. In the field of public service interpreting, Roberts advocates that:

A better understanding of the roles of the community interpreters is needed, both to service providers

and to individual clients. However, the role of the community interpreter today is ill-defined or too

vast. He is often expected to be not only a mediator between languages, but also a helpmate and

guide, cultural broker and even advocate and conciliator. Role combination certainly constitutes a

problem for community interpreters (1997: 20).
Without going into the details of the controversial field of role as analysed in Interpreting Studies, one
of the most remarkable examples of their status being seen as unclear is found in the legal field, where
the court requires there to be an alternation of different interpreters through the various stages of a
criminal trial (see paragraph 4.3.3 in this chapter). One of the justifiable reasons for the procedure is
related to issues of privacy, but there is another concealed motivation, which has also emerged from
interviews with legal experts (Mikkelson 2008): legal professionals fear that interpreters could be biased.
When an interpreter is asked to translate confidential conversations with prosecutors, defence lawyers
and their clients, there is a general impression that “the interpreter colludes with either party” (Palmer
2007: 20). Even though “no one would want a biased interpreter rendering services in a court
proceeding, yet, the nature of the interpreting process requires that the interpreter establishes a rapport
with the individuals with whom she is working” (Mikkelson 2008: 83). Nevertheless, the prejudice of
the biased interpreter clearly demonstrates a lack of recognition of the interpreter’s professionalism,
since, for example, a defendant would never suspect that his guilt might influence his solicitor, even if

the lawyer perfectly knows his client’s condition. The bond of trust which characterises fully-fledged
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professions is one of the interpreting profession’s missing links, and it creates a huge gap between the
immense potential power held by the interpreter to change the course of an event and his undervalued
professional status, whose enhancement is hampered by unqualified persons who happen to be recruited
on the basis of a certain language combination. As Srivastava (2007: 66) puts it, the trust of the client is
based on the expectations that the provider of a service will be knowledgeable, an aspect which has been
eroded in the relationship between interpreters and their clients. By way of example, the growing
knowledge of English in conference settings might lead clients to think they know what interpreters are
doing, and, therefore, they allow themselves to judge and correct the interpreter if they believe that (s)he
has not translated correctly. In public service settings, the bond of exclusive trust between language
professionals and service providers has not yet been fully established, apart from a few “success stories”,
mostly occurring in those countries that have developed consolidated accreditation and training systems.
A comparison between the New York Lawyer’s Code of Professional Responsibility (2007) and the
Massachusetts Code of Professional Conduct for Court Interpreters of the Trial Court (2009) supports
this assumption, since the word “bias” appears five times in the interpreters’ code and just once in the
lawyers’. Lawyers “should avoid bias and condescension toward, and treat with dignity and respect, all
parties, witnesses, lawyers, court employees, and other persons involved in the legal process” (2007: 8),
which means that they are expected to treat every person in the court respectfully and, above all,
impartially. There is no mention of the fact that they could have a prejudice against the defendant, or
that somebody may have a bias against them, because it is implicit that the pattern of behaviour expected
of them is engrained in the nature of their professional task, which is that of defending their client against
accusations. Lawyers’ acknowledged status serves as a sort of “seal of approval”, a guarantee that their
role will be performed adequately. As far as interpreters are concerned, the following statement is made:
“In the event that a court interpreter becomes aware that a participant in a proceeding views him/her
as being biased, the court interpreter should disclose that knowledge to the appropriate court authority”
(2009.: 5). This remark clashes with what is stated in the first paragraph of the Code of Conduct, where
interpreters are defined as “highly skilled professionals who fulfil an essential role in the administration
of justice” (ibid.: 1), and is in sharp contrast with the very idea of professionalism, which involves the
performance of an intellectual operation with great individual responsibility. As Burris (1998: 6) reports,
interpreters feel like “gum on the bottom of somebody’s shoe”, especially when they are working in the
courtroom setting. In line with these views, Morris notes that, in the English-speaking world, legal
attitudes to court interpreting are ambiguous, as they tend to reject the alien element, which is
represented by the non-English speaking person:
The law’s denigratory attitude to foreigners, and its related distaste at having to deal with the
problems which arise from their presence in the host country, exclude its making proper interpreting
arrangements for its dealings with them. In this way, its dire fears about defective communication
become self-fulfilling (1995: 28).
Although it has been demonstrated that the interpreter is a fundamental part of the courtroom structure,
legal players “underestimate, not to say denigrate, the value and importance of interpreters and of

interpreting in general” (Lipkin 2010: 87). The attitude is shown by the fact that “officers define the
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interpreter’s role mainly in terms of invisibility, neutrality, impartiality and accuracy of interpretation.

I

They say that the interpreter’s task is ‘just interpret’”” (Tryuk 2012). The assumptions lead to believe that,
where there is no defined status, the interpreter’s activity, and consequently his/her role, appears blurred

and vague, and the issues create the conditions for interpreters to experience role conflict and ambiguity.

4.3.2 The Interpreter’s Role Conflict and its Professional Causes

In 1976 Anderson published one of the first papers ever written on the sociological issues concerning the
interpreter’s role ([1976], in P6chhacker & Shlesinger 2002). He was the first to stress that interpreters
do not just experience cognitive overload, but also suffer from role conflict, stemming from the pivotal
position they occupy in the interaction. As Pochhacker (2004) points out, the professionalisation of
conference interpreting has led to a codification of the interpreter’s role which has been conceptualised
as performed by a non-person in a neutral position, hence the interpreter’s function has always been
compared with that of an “invisible conduit”. As Monacelli points out, the physical conditions in which
simultaneous interpreting is performed have contributed to the impression of the mechanic nature of
the task. In the classic conference setting, she argues, “the interpreter is literally invisible - placed in a
soundproof, glass-fronted booth [...]” (Monacelli 2009: XI), which is why those who have a scarce
knowledge of how interpreting works could have the impression that it is an automatic process.

In public service settings, several studies (Valero Garcés & Martin 2008) on doctors’ and judges’
perceptions of the interpreter’s role have demonstrated that some of them agree with a participatory
stance, while others prefer the interpreter to act as a machine; therefore, the interpreter (who in many
cases is not a professional) does not know how (s)he should behave, given the delicate nature of certain
situations and the fact that the majority of Codes of Ethics propose an unrealistic and anachronistic view
of her professional role. Role conflict occurs in this case because interpreters find themselves in a real
dilemma, where any decision they make may have negative repercussions for one party or another. As
Mason highlights, “the interpreter is subject to conflicting pressures from employers, clients and other
participants” (2001: i). According to Rahim, role ambiguity sets in when “the information about the
expectations and, above all, the consequences of a certain role performance either does not exist or, if it
exists, it is not properly communicated” (2011: 71). Role ambiguity is only the prelude to role conflict
since, according to role conflict theory, every person operating in a formal organisational structure (a
court, a hospital or a police station) should have specified tasks or position responsibilities providing
guidance to those who work in that setting. If interpreters do not know what they are expected to
accomplish, and how they will be judged, they will find decision-making difficult and will have to rely on
a trial-and-error approach to meet the expectations of the other parties in the communication (cf. Rizzo
et al. 1970: 151). In other words, they will be forced to negotiate both their position and role, respectively
within and without the interpreted interaction. The interpreters’ role conflict is not just the outcome of
the participants’ opposing demands during the interaction, but is also the result of conflicting perceptions
of their professional status, which originate in the professional environment they serve in. A study

carried out in India (Kumar Lal & Khanna 1988: 319-334) demonstrated that there is a clear correlation
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between those who are regarded as “semi-professionals” and the role conflict they experience. The
phenomenon was studied in the 1980s by carrying out semi-structured interviews with nurses, who are
considered a semi-professional group with a low status (see paragraph 3.2 in this chapter). The data
showed conflicting role expectations and discrepancies between the ideal and the actual role performed
by nurses in hospitals, as both doctors and patients tended to define nurses’ role in ways that suited them
best. The same occurs with interpreters, who are often told what they have to do (“Just translate word
for word what I say” [Dean & Pollard 2005: 261]) or find themselves in an inter-sender conflict, which
takes place when the role behaviour required by one sender is inconsistent with the demands of another.
As Swabey and Gajewski Mickelson argue, if the interpreter lacks a clear understanding of his/her role,
(s)he makes decisions inconsistent with standard practices in the field, hence role conflict occurs (2008:
52), which also happens when the police authority appoints the interpreter as an ausiliario di polizia
giudiziaria (adjunct criminal investigation officer) (Vigoni 1995: 337-412), as in the case of Italy, whereas
the defendant expects him/her to perform the “advocate role” (Hale 2007: 45), thus determining what
has been referred to as a “general professional identity crisis” (Maier 2007: 4). A possible solution to the
conflict can be found in the process of socialisation, which has been defined as “a process by which a lay
person is being adopted into a profession” (Lai & Lim 2012: 31), and is concerned with the learning of
the normes, attitudes, behaviours, roles and values which are unique to a profession. In the case of public
service interpreting, it may be suggested that the values interpreters should foster are integration,
fairness, equity and social justice, and their professional mission should be that of contributing to the

creation of a fairer world.

5. Status in Interpreting Studies. An Overview of Literature

The references to professional status in interpreting studies literature, scattered across several studies,
demonstrate that the subject has never been systematically, extensively and empirically studied, if not in
comparison with the status of translators (Dam & Zethsen 2013). The methodology adopted by
translation scholars has fallen into the category of Cultural Studies rather than into the Sociology of the
Professions: the many references made to the “translator’s habitus” (Simeoni 1998; Wilss 1999; Wolf &
Fukari 2007; Sela-Sheffy & Shlesinger 2008; Tymoczko 2010a; Liu 2011; Vorderobermeier 2014) show
that much attention has been paid to the symbolic capital and agency of the translator (Buzelin 2013:
192). The few in-depth studies on the translator’s status adopting the methodological framework of the
Sociology of the Professions have only been conducted in recent years (Dam & Zethsen 2011; 2013; 2015;
Pym 2012).

In line with most of the literature on the status of translators, the status of interpreters has never
been analysed with the lens of the trait theory (MacDonald 1995; Baeza 2005). On the contrary, th
approaches of the trait theory have been criticised because they “assign much weight to formal,
institutional and economic factors of the professions” (Sela-Sheffy & Shlesinger 2011: 4). Yet, opinions
and hypotheses on status have always been expressed on the basis of economic parameters (the
assumption that conference interpreters earn more than public service interpreters) and of other social

aspects such as education, visibility, power/influence (Dam and Zethsen 2013), the main determinants

58



Chapter

adopted in sociological theorisations of the professions, showing that a two-tiered approach combining
socio-economic and cultural parameters is needed to confirm or reject those assumptions. Literature in
the field of interpreting tends to draw a distinction between the status of conference and public service
interpreters. As Setton argues:

For most of history, conference interpreting has enjoyed a higher occupational status than

interpreting in public services [...]. This can be attributed to the difficulty of SI, to the perceived

scarcity of qualified practitioners [...] to the higher status given to international events than to intra-

social encounters such as welfare, medical or legal interviews; but also to the interest in preserving

a certain mystique, and the claim to special knowledge and skills, that are among the hallmarks of

an organised and autonomous profession (2010: 72).
Similarly, De Pedro Ricoy maintains that “it is a well-known, demonstrable fact that conference
interpreters enjoy a higher professional status than PSI interpreters, which is reflected in their long-
standing recognition as members of professional associations (and/or their status within multinational
organisations) and their higher pay rates” (2010: 110). These hypotheses suggest that the status of
conference interpreters has always regarded as very high (Péchhacker 2004), whereas the social
embeddedness of public service interpreting, “together with the status of its often disadvantaged
clientele, has contributed to its lack of prestige” (Corsellis 2008: 7). Assuming that these notions are true,
the extent to which the differences exist should be investigated further. Therefore, for the sake of
consistency, the literature on the status of conference and public service interpreters will be analysed
separately and in chronological order.

5.1 Status in the Literature on Conference Interpreting

Just as the images fostered by the mass media (see chapter 1, paragraph 2.3) promoted the “feats” of the
first legendary interpreters, the first representations of conference interpreting created by scholars in
the field have contributed to the creation of the myth of conference interpreting. In 1952, Jean Herbert

described the profession with the following words:

A conference interpreter has no doubt one of the most interesting professions of our times. He is
given the opportunity of making personal contacts with the most outstanding personalities in all
fields of activity and in all countries. He is called upon to travel in every part of the world under the
best possible conditions and to visit a number of places to which the general public is not admitted.
Owing to the very stress and fatigue inevitable entailed by interpretation, he works fewer hours than
most other people and therefore enjoys more leisure. He has over his fellow conference-workers [...]
the invaluable advantage of being free to do what he likes as soon as the meeting is over [...]. In
addition to which, he is generally very well paid for kindly listening [...]. No wonder he is envied
(ibid.: 84).

Despite the mythical image, the status of conference interpreters has been mostly overlooked, perhaps
because interpreters have always been believed to enjoy high status, which is why in-depth investigations
have seldom been carried out. The studies and references to the topic could be divided into three
categories:

12 Speculative hypotheses on the status of interpreters;
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2 Surveys comparing translators and interpreters;
12 Surveys focusing exclusively on conference interpreters;

The first group includes the first studies on the interpreters’ working conditions and qualitative research
on the status of conference interpreters at national level. One of the first studies investigating the
interpreter’s working conditions was carried out by Sanz (1931), who reported that, at a time when the
United Nations and other international organisations had not yet been established, interpreters carried
out other tasks or jobs to make a living. Therefore, he assumed that the interpreters’ status was blurred
and undefined. Although they do not focus specifically on status, prestige and job satisfaction, other
small-scale studies have taken into account national perspectives: the situation in Japan presented by
Kondo (1988), that of Taiwan illustrated by Tseng (1992), that of Germany illustrated by Feldweg (1996)
and that of Korea showed by Choi and Lim (2002) have shed light on the interpreter’s profile, though
they mainly focused on the role conference interpreters play in society. Kondo explains that the relatively
low status interpreters enjoy in Japan stems from the Japanese socio-cultural context. As “in Japan
eloquence has never been a necessary condition for a man to be great, as it is in many other lands, people
who use a lot of words to communicate are usually looked at with scorn” (1988: 73). After a thorough
description of the professionalisation process of conference interpreting in Taiwan, Tseng points out that
“we can hardly conclude that interpreting has become a fully-fledged profession” (1992: 147). However,
Tseng also argues that, despite their relatively low status, after struggles and negotiations, practitioners
in Taiwan have reached consensus on ways to obtain higher fees and better working conditions. In line
with the assumptions specified by Sanz, Feldweg argues that conference interpreting falls within the
domain of the “free professions”, the definition of which is still “imprecise and ambiguous” (1996: 74).
Nevertheless, he argues that the primary concern of a profession should be to serve the common good
and maintains that conference interpreting is socially relevant: “without the service provided by
conference interpreters, the current global exchange of views and information, of ideas and research
would be unthinkable” (ibid.: 75). Hence, the scholar underlines that conference interpreting has to draw
on these values to enhance its social prestige.

Choi and Lim (2002) argue that the status of a profession depends on the extent to which the skills
embodied by a professional are difficult to find and can be straightforwardly replaced. For example,
society needs both janitors and medical doctors, but the skills of janitors are easier to acquire and can be
replaced more smoothly than those possessed by doctors, whose expertise is difficult to acquire. In Korea,
the status of interpreters was considered to be relatively low until a documentary broadcast by the
national television showed that the opposite was true, an aspect confirming once again that the mass
media have played a crucial role in giving visibility to the profession (see chapter 1, paragraph 2.3).
Nevertheless, the two authors point out that social acceptance has not gone hand in hand with economic
recompense: “interpretation was viewed merely as a service provided for the client, and many
interpreters found that after a few years, in spite of financial rewards, they were still viewed as
professional inferiors” (2002: 627).

The survey by Ozolins (2004) on the state of interpreting practitioners in Australia, which surveyed

NAATI-accredited conference and public service interpreters, provides a comprehensive overview of the
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way the profession is perceived by practitioners. Both conference and public service interpreters indicate
that fees have decreased and that regulation and accreditation are fundamental to protect the interpreter’
status and professionalism. As one of the respondents to the NAATI questionnaire observed: “without
these measures there would be lots of insecurity, uncertainty and worries in the profession. Actually it
does not seem like a real profession. You feel threatened by almost everything every time” (2004: 53).

Indeed, certain interpreting scholars have hypothesised that a decline in the status of conference
interpreters has taken place. In Introducing Interpreting Studies, Péchhacker (2004: 173) points out that
surveys carried out by AIIC indicate that “the prestige of the profession has declined over the years,
though this appears to have little effect on the high level of job satisfaction among conference
interpreters”. Although he acknowledges that a higher status means being in a stronger position to
negotiate higher fees and better working conditions, Gile (2009) underlines that in the field of conference
interpreting, the speakers and listeners - who often hold a high status in society - see interpreters in
two ways: either as secretaries and low-level language staff or as high-status professionals. In the first
case, “they are sometimes refused higher access to the speaker and to documents” (ibid.: 45), whereas
in the second, interpreters are in a far better position to do their job well. In a survey carried out by Hale
(2011) on the state of court interpreting in Australia, the relationship between the conditions in which
interpreters work and the respect they receive as professionals is further underlined.

The second category of studies on status comprises the surveys comparing, among other aspects,
translators’ and interpreters’ perceptions of status carried out by Katan (2009; 2011), Zwischenberger
(2011), Setton and Guo (2011). In his study on the interpreters’ and translators’ habitus, focusing mainly
on the gap between academic theories and professional practice, Katan (2009: 111) maintains that
interpreters “saw themselves — and were seen by translators - as having a relatively high professional
autonomy”. Surprisingly, when asked to compare their status with that of other professionals, the
majority of translators and interpreters answered that they had the same status as “teachers” and
“secretaries” (54% of translators and 58% of interpreters), with fewer interpreters opting for
“journalist” and “consultant” (less than 20%). Nevertheless, the translators interviewed in Katan’s
survey believe that interpreters enjoy a higher social esteem. As one respondent remarked (ibid.: 133),
“for interpreters (thinking here mostly of conference interpreting) there is no real competition”
(Business interpreter, Master in T/I, Finland). In questions concerning job satisfaction, there was little
difference between interpreters and translators, who were either “pretty” (50%) or “extremely” satisfied
(21%), which shows that “though they are extremely aware of their relatively low professional
autonomy, this does not stop them from being pretty to extremely satisfied” (ibid.: 149). The general
picture emerging from a second survey carried out by Katan (2011b) is that there is no awareness of
what is required to turn an occupation into a fully-fledged profession (a body of T&I knowledge, more
autonomy, a unified code of ethics, etc.). Overall, it appears that “the T/I group surveyed are focused on
their local realities, their immediate, and very individual, developmental paths, and focused very much

on the text [...] For the moment we still have an occupation rather than a fully-fledged profession” (ibid.:
84).
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The results confirm the hypotheses advanced by Sela-Sheffy and Shlesinger (2008; 2011). Drawing
on the theories of the “cultural fields” (Bourdieu 1993), they analyse the translation professions in terms
of spiritual added value. One of the main strategies they suggest to improve the status of these
professionals is adopting an emphasis on expert knowledge, membership of professional associations,
academic qualifications, etc., the typical parameters adopted by sociologists to describe the
professionalisation process:

Occupations acquire professional status through a complex process that entails a struggle for unity.
[...] A professional community arises with shared norms, training, working practices, and regulatory
mechanisms [...] When this community is strong enough, the same values can be found in training
programs, accreditation and approval processes, licensure policies and professional practice. This
results in coherence, unifies the profession, sets it apart from others, and provides a means to defend
it against ‘incursions’ into one or more realms of the professional community (Cochran-Smith et al.
2008: 990)

The results obtained in the survey by Setton and Guo (2011) confirm that interpreters - whose
professional profile appears to be more clearly delineated - enjoy higher status than translators. “Twelve
respondents (19%) saw interpreters as close to lawyers or management consultants [...], but only eight
of them made these choices for T/Is generally” (Setton & Guo 2011: 104). However, there was general
satisfaction with the interpreters’ status, which was regarded as higher than the perceived status of
translators, but still rather low in the occupational prestige ladder (Ballantine & Roberts 2010). The study
carried out by Zwischenberger (2011) on AIIC interpreters’ perception of their role has shown that
important differences prevail in the way interpreters conceive the social importance of their work
according to the variables of gender, employment status (freelance or staff) and educational level. She
found, for example, that women rated their work as slightly more important than did men. The same
applies to freelance interpreters and to interpreters who do not have a degree, who attribute a greater
significance to their work than university graduates. These variables are equally worth investigating in
the study of interpreters’ status.

The third and final category of studies in the field of status includes the studies carried out
exclusively on the job satisfaction and perceived status of conference interpreters. Drawing on the results
obtained by Cooper, Davies and Tung (1982), who measured the impact of occupational stress on job
performance and job satisfaction, Kurz (1986a) conducted a survey on job satisfaction addressed to
Austrian conference interpreters and AIIC interpreters domiciled elsewhere. 60 respondents completed

the questionnaire (20 from Austria, 40 from elsewhere). The small-scale survey showed that:

More than 70% of respondents were female;

The average age range was 40-49 years;

More than 50% of the interviewees had more than 20 years’ experience;

95% were freelance interpreters;

More than 90% were satisfied with their income;

More than 90% of interpreters were either “very satisfied” or “satisfied” with their job;

R TR R TR IR

Only 50% of respondents were satisfied with the social prestige of the profession;
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IS Interpreters compared their status to that of journalists;

The findings by Kurz demonstrate that, nearly thirty years ago, conference interpreters were highly
satisfied with their income and with their job in general. Nevertheless, the scholar argues that “even
though conference interpreters enjoy their work, they somehow feel that it does not get the appreciation
it deserves”, a comment which attempted to explain the lower score (50%) obtained by respondents as
far as social prestige is concerned. An interesting finding is that the interviewed interpreters tended to
compare their status to that of journalists (Austrian sample: 46.6%; international sample: 32.5%),
although she underlines that the low answer frequencies obtained by the other professional groups
mentioned in the question did not allow a detailed breakdown of the total answers. Another survey
carried out a year later by Rojas (1987) among freelance and staff conference interpreters working in
Geneva revealed that 92.7% of respondents were satisfied with their work and 80.5% were satisfied
with their income, which roughly corresponds to the findings obtained by Kurz (1986).

In 2005 and in 2009, AIIC published two reports aiming at portraying the current state of
conference interpreting. The first survey (2005), which collected 931 responses, is rather representative
of the AIIC population, and elicited information on parameters such as: workload, market trends, modes
of interpreting, languages, demand, continuing education, stress and job satisfaction. The overall results

obtained for these parameters were:

The majority of interpreters were women (3-1 ratio);
The mean age was 49;
The vast majority were freelance interpreters (9-1 ratio);

R

The largest share of respondents (32.72%) had been working as interpreters for 15 to 20 years

now;

%3

34% of freelance respondents worked between 51 and 100 days, and 27% between 101 and 150
days a year; the market trend appeared to have remained stable according to 40% of
respondents;

Simultaneous remained the most widely used mode of interpreting;

%

The top language pairs (by number of days) were EN>FR and FR>EN, though the demand for
EN>ES was steadily rising;

%)

38% of interpreters answered that they were learning new languages, which is in line with the
principles of continuing education;

2 The most stressful factors were: “fast speeches”, “unintelligible speakers”, “highly technical
matters”, “poor air supply in booth”. Low remuneration is hardly mentioned among these
factors;

2 81% of staff interpreters and 70% of freelancers declared themselves highly satisfied with their
work.

The report concludes that dissatisfaction is primarily related to the changes in the working environment
that restrict the interpreters’ ability to do their job. The main dissatisfaction factors were “the rise of
Global English that leaves many interpreters frustrated - and/or bored, if they happen to work in the
English booth - and the lack or tardiness of materials to prepare properly”. The trends showed in the
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2005 survey appear to have been generally confirmed by the 2009 survey (Neff 2015a), whose response
trends were:

2 A growing number of members was shortly to reach retirement age (staff members in particular)
without a corresponding potential for replenishment, which means that AIIC needed to attract
new members to the association. Neff added that the number of young AIIC candidates had
dropped “from 254 in 2005 (8.5%) to only 110 (3.7%) in 2009”;

IS Market trends showed that the non-agreement sector and the United Nations System were the
two most volatile markets;

0

IS The workload appeared to have plummeted in 2009 owing to the crisis: “Whereas in 2008 only
20% of freelance respondents reported that their workload had gone down, 37% of them
indicated that it declined in 2009;

IS The use of simultaneous appeared to have gone down slightly (86.5% in 2005 to 84.9% in 2009),
whereas that of bidule had increased from 2.6% in 2005 to 4.5% in 2009. A growing market
sector worldwide was radio and television;

12 The highest remuneration rates were registered in Switzerland (mean lower rate CHF 1111/mean
upper rate CHF 1324), Germany (€ 696/€ 868) and France (€ 587/€ 791). The lowest average
rates were reported in South America, Israel and Mexico/Central America;

12 In 2009, the most frequently used conference languages were English and French (92% & 75%
of all days reported respectively). Spanish (48.7%) still remained the third most common
language. The language combinations most in demand were EN>FR and FR>EN, followed by
ES>EN;

2 35.6 % of respondents reported studying languages, which registered a drop compared to 2005
(38%);

I As for stress factors, in all countries/regions, fast speeches were identified as the number one
stressor. Global English was the second most common source of stress among interpreters;

12 Job satisfaction was high. 78.5% of respondents declared themselves to be “very satisfied” or
“satisfied” with their job;

The 2009 report concluded that “compared to 2005 things have not changed much, although there are
some signs indicating that the general image of the conference interpreting profession among the
professionals themselves is changing”. Although the two surveys are not primarily concerned with the
interpreter’s professional status, the fairly high fees show general satisfaction with the profession, which
is going to face a generational change. However, potentially worrying trends emerged in the second
survey: the workload has shrunk owing to the 2008 global recession, fewer interpreters were engaged
in continuing education and the rise of badly-spoken Globish was liable to undermine the demand for
interpreters, especially in Europe.

Recently, another attempt to study the status of conference interpreters empirically was made by
Dam and Zethsen (2013), who compared the perceived status of 86 interpreters and translators working
for the Furopean institutions. The reason for choosing such a sample was that “the aim was to select as

homogeneous a sample of interpreters and translators as possible, with a strong professional profile and
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presumably at the high end of the interpreter-/translator-status continuum”. The methodology chosen
by the Danish authors fell under the criteria established by the trait theory (Jackson 1970: Hodson &
Sullivan 2011): remuneration, education, visibility/fame, power/influence and importance/value to
society. Despite the limited amount of respondents (only 23 interpreters), the findings obtained by Dam
and Zethsen (2013) are of great interest for the present study: the hypothesis that conference interpreters
have reached the highest professionalisation level was only partially supported by the questionnaire
findings, whose mean rates were no higher than 3.39 points on a scale from 1 to 5 for almost all status
parameters. The main differences between the two groups were that interpreters believe that people
outside the profession regard interpreting as a highly skilled activity and perceive themselves as being
more visible than translators. Although the survey cannot claim to be representative of the interpreting
profession in general, “low to intermediate status is an inherent feature of the translation profession as
a whole, since not even the supposed superstars present a top-level status profile” (Dam & Zethsen 2013:
255). In all the existing inquiries on status, an overall job satisfaction emerges, which depends mainly on
the kind of work interpreters perform rather than on the external appreciation which the profession
enjoys among non-interpreters. Nevertheless, while hardly any study has been carried out to assess the
status of conference interpreters, the status of public service interpreters appears to be less of an object
of study.

5.2 Status in the Literature on Public Service Interpreting

As already illustrated in the previous chapter, the evolution of conference and public service interpreting
has taken two different paths of professionalisation (Pdchhacker 2007: 12), which have led to the
different development of these two professions. One of the main consequences of this uneven evolution
is that, while research on conference interpreting began in the 1960s, it was only at the beginning of the
1990s that the attention of interpreting scholars shifted towards public service interpreting, i.e. the
disciplinary drift towards social studies referred to as “the social turn in Interpreting Studies”
(Pochhacker 2009: 40). In the literature of public service interpreting, the interpreter’s status has been

analysed with three main approaches:

I Status as participation in the mediated interaction (Wadensjé 1998; Roy 2000; Rudvin 2002;
Janzen 2005; Pochhacker & Shlesinger 2007; Gavioli 2009; Valero-Garcés 2010; Falbo &
Straniero Sergio 2011; Baraldi & Gavioli 2012);

I Status in relation to the interpreter’s professionalisation path and the main hindrances
preventing public service interpreting from becoming a full profession (Corsellis 2009; Angelelli
& Jacobson 2009; Ozolins 2010; Rudvin & Tomassini 2011);

I3 Status in relation to the interpreter’s self-perception of role (Angelelli 2004; Hale 2007; Valero-
Garcés & Martin 2008; Roy & Napier 2015);

The present chapter will focus on the second and the third perspectives. Although an empirical study of

the interpreters’ perception of status has been lacking in public service interpreting, the fact that it has
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always been attributed a low status is demonstrated by one of the first definitions given to this kind of
interpreting:

Any interpretation provided by non-professional interpreters. Amateur interpreters provide service

in hospitals, public meetings, medical offices, stores, social service agencies, schools, churches, parent

organizations, police departments, real estate officers [...]” (Gonzalez, Vasquez & Mikkelson 1991:

29).
A few years later, Mikkelson argued that public service interpreting “is the least prestigious and the most
misunderstood branch of the interpreting profession” (1996: 127), even though, of course it is not less
difficult or less important than conference interpreting. Other references to the status of public service
interpreters could be found in Laster and Taylor (1994: 17), who argue that the professional
subordination of interpreters is expressed and maintained in courts through several practices: the
interpreter is neither duly informed of the topic of the mediation, nor (s)he is provided with relevant
information. According to Laster and Taylor (1994: 17), “this is part of an ongoing struggle in which
interpreters strive to assert their independent professional identity and lawyers project a counter-image
of interpreters as mere assistants, with a role and status inferior to that of their own”.

As Roberts (1997: 11) points out, definitions of public service interpreting often contain the words
“assistance” or “service”, which are rarely used for conference and business interpreting. The view is
shared by Gehrke (1989), who stressed that public service interpreting was a combination of interpreting
and social work and compared it to other “caring professions” such as nursing, midwifing, social work
and, to some extent, teaching (Abbott & Meerabeau 1998; Gillies et al. 2008; Baskin 2011) (see paragraph
3.3 in this chapter). This view is also shared by Verrept (2008: 195), who reports that the low status of
mediators in hospitals “makes it hard for them to defend patients’ rights or to intervene when the
patient’s well-being or dignity were at stake”. In their study of Belgian public service interpreters’ self-
perception of the profession, Salaets and Van Gucht (2008: 279) asked 19 interpreters which aspects
concerning the perception of their role and image in society needed to be improved: the majority of them
answered that “higher wages” were necessary to enhance professional status, while other respondents
ticked the option “the profession should be recognised”, which demonstrates once again that public
service interpreters lack adequate remuneration and social appreciation. As Rudvin (2015: 443) argues,
there are links between training, prestige and status, because a lack of a solid professional identity leads
to an erosion of professional performances. Furthermore, the scholar draws a clear distinction between
the societal barriers hindering the professionalisation of public service interpreting (trust and exclusivity,
jurisdiction, motivation) and the obstacles internal to the profession (lack of training, lack of reward,
impact on society). Among these, the issue of payment is of utmost importance, in that “accepting to
work for a low pay is discredited by other members of the profession as it is harmful both to themselves
as individuals (unfair competition) as well as to their perceived group status” (Rudvin 2015: 438). The
study carried out by Angelelli (2004), who showed empirically the visibility of interpreters, also
postulates that their self-awareness is determined by working conditions and by social and external
factors, a hypothesis confirmed by the results obtained by Zwischenberger (2011), who suggests that

social aspects do determine the way in which interpreters perceive their role.
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Consistently with the professional model developed by Tseng (see paragraph 3.1 in this chapter),
several scholars (Russo & Mack 2005; Hale 2007; Tryuk 2012; Valero-Garcés 2014a; 2014b), believe that
one of the main reasons for the low status of public service interpreters is the lack of adequate education
and training. Hale (2005; 2007) insists upon the need for training, the only factor that can contribute to
the enhancement of the status of public service interpreters. Training tends to be a discriminatory factor
because “other professionals who work with interpreters, who have been required to acquire
professional qualifications in order to practise, understandably tend not to treat interpreters as equals”
(2007: 167). The lack of appreciation of the interpreter’s work has been underlined by Tryuk, who
believes that professionalisation is only the third stage after training and academisation: “only in this
way market regulation could be achieved, an appropriate regulatory framework for the profession could
be created and, as a consequence, the interpreter’s status could be defined” (2008: 88). In her description
of the status of the healthcare interpreter in Italy, Tomassini (2012: 41) underlines the importance of
education, one of the main driving forces of professionalisation: “there are limited educational
opportunities available for such professionals, and this has a big impact on their social status,
remuneration level and job opportunities”. The study by Ortega Herrdez, Marti and Martin (2009)
showed that, against the background of a lack of professionalisation, healthcare interpreters perceive
their responsibility as being that of humanitarian workers, an impression which corresponds to the
comparison between interpreters and nurses (see paragraph 3.2 in this chapter).

Other studies (Laster and Taylor 1994; Ozolins 2000; Hertog 1999; 2003; Hertog & Van Gucht
2008) indicate that institutional constraints may hinder the development of the profession. As Laster
and Taylor suggest, “legislation creating the right to an interpreter in legal proceedings; changes in
immigration policy and demographic shifts and the advent of computer technology which performs an
interpreting function” can all represent an obstacle to full professionalisation.’® As Ozolins (2000: 21)
points out, “unlike conference interpreting, which grew as a profession-driven field, public service
interpreting has grown essentially as an institution-driven field, with important consequences for status
and professional issues”. Nevertheless, the survey on the status quaestionis of the provision of legal
interpreting in the EU (Hertog & Van Gucht 2008: 189) showed that in most Member States, “sufficient
legal interpreting and translation skills and structures are not yet in place”, which is why in 2009 the
non-profit association EULITA was established under the Criminal Justice Programme of the Directorate-
General Justice, Freedom, Security of the European Commission. Among other things, EULITA “is further
committed to promoting quality in legal interpreting and translation through the recognition of the
professional status of legal interpreters and translators” (Eulita mission statement 2015). In this respect,
the implementation of the European Directive 2010/64/EU on the right to interpretation and translation
in criminal proceedings marks a turning point in the implementation of a consistent and adequate
provision of legal interpreting services in all EU Member States. Being a resource whose development

largely depends on national constraints and welfare policies, public service interpreting is a sector in

6 Twenty-one years later, two out of three of the foreseen changes have taken place: 1) the implementation of the European
Directive 2010/64/EU, which has established the right to translation and interpretation in criminal proceedings; 2) the recent
immigration flows which have sparked the resurgence of populist political ideologies aiming at shifting immigrants and refugees
away from national borders (Gentile P. forthcoming).
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which the status of practitioners is more likely to vary at national level than that of conference
interpreting. Some countries (such as Australia, Norway, Sweden and the UK) have succeeded in
establishing a National Register of Interpreters, with the consequent enhancement of the interpreters’
social recognition. A recent survey carried out in Norway - addressed to the interpreters of the
Norwegian National Register - indicates that the majority of interpreters are proud of their profession.
“They find that the job offers interesting challenges and they accept most assignments. Most interpreters
wish to continue as interpreters as long as there is a demand for their language” (IMDi rapport 2013:
12). The findings demonstrate that, where the relevant educational and legal provisions are
implemented, the status and societal recognition of public service interpreters become established.

Besides legal interpreting, a field in which steps forward have been taken - at least at institutional
level - the status of public service interpreters appears to be largely uneven, undocumented and
understudied. Nevertheless, the recent publication of the special issues of MonTI (2015) on the current
status of the interpreting profession and of JoSTrans (2016) dedicated to the status of translators have
shown that the status of the translation professions is one of the most burning issues in T&I studies
today, thus confirning that the trend is beginning to be reversed.
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3. Methodology and Objectives of
the Study

1. Putting Theory into Practice. Combining the Sociology of the Professions
and Interpreting Studies

The first two chapters have served two main functions: the first pinpointed the most significant
milestones in the history of interpreting from the beginning of the 20" century to the present day,
to determine the factors which contributed to its professionalisation and the way in which the status
of interpreters has changed over the years. The second provided insights into the salient theories of
the Sociology of the Professions, with the aim of formulating hypotheses as to whether conference
and public service interpreting could be regarded as professions according to sociological criteria.
Hence, after having scrutinised the way status and profession are conceptualised in a sociological
perspective, the core of the research is presented in the present chapter. The main questions of the

study are:

2 Who are the interpreters of the 21 century and what is their sociological makeup?
12 Do they see themselves as fully-fledged professionals?

2 Which factors influence their perception of status?

2 Do they believe that their work is appreciated by society?

2 How could their status be improved?

The main research hypothesis was that conference interpreting is a fully-fledged profession in socio-
economic terms, whereas public service interpreting is still involved in a process of
professionalisation, which implies “a range of individual and collective efforts, including struggles
to achieve a certain social status [...]”. (Wadensjo, Englund Dimitrova & Nilsson 2007: 2). The
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hypothesis stems from an analysis of the socio-economic parameters of status elucidated in the trait
theory (Hodson & Sullivan 2011), which indicates that the higher the professionals’ educational level
and income, the higher their socio-economic status. In the light of which, the socio-economic status
of conference interpreters could be said to be rather high, whereas that of public service interpreters
is more likely to range from average to low. The second underlying assumption of the present work
derives from symbolic-interactionalist theories (Dingwall 2012) describing the term profession as a
popular concept, with a clear distinction between status (social ranking) and prestige (social value).
The latter indicates that a profession is not defined as such on the basis of the level of education
achieved or the amount of money earned by a practitioner, but by the degree to which laypeople
regard the profession as fundamental to the functioning and the well-being of society. Therefore,
there is not always a direct relationship between a professional’s level of education and his/her
income and social esteem. Moreover, professionals’ self-perceptions of the importance of their job
could be also distorted; a recent study on the status of teachers found major differences in
perceptions of teacher status from inside and outside the profession: “in particular, teachers tend to
underestimate the respect the public has for them and the public perception of the desirability of the
occupation, with teachers rating the occupation lower than the public at large” (Moreau 2014: 53).
The presence of such differences will be noted in the present study as well. The reason is that
previous studies carried out in Interpreting Studies (Angelelli 2004) have shown that interpreters’
self-perception of status and prestige is mostly influenced by socio-economic factors, by the changes
of the market and by work experiences, which ties in nicely with theories postulating that the notions
of profession, status and prestige do not derive exclusively from socio-economic parameters, but are
constructed by laypeople (and by professionals themselves) through experience and shaped by
external elements (for example, the mass media). In addition, Angelelli (2004) demonstrated that
social variables such as gender, socio-economic status and level of education also have a great impact
on interpreters’ self-perception of role visibility. Likewise, the extent to which sociological aspects
(i.e. gender, age, country of residence, level of education etc.) influence interpreters’ self-perception
of status will be investigated.

The present research project is based on quantitative analysis of questionnaires, whose design
draws inspiration from previous surveys carried out on the status of translators and interpreters
(Kurz 1983; 1986; Dam & Zethsen 2008; 2009; 2010; 2011; 2012; 2013; 2016; Sela-Sheffy 2008;
2010; Sela-Sheffy & Shlesinger 2008; Katan 2009; 2011b; Setton & Guo 2011; Zwischenberger 2011).
Although face-to-face interviews could have been more appropriate a method for eliciting patterns,
perceptions and attitudes on such a delicate aspect of interpreters’ professional lives, the quantitative
approach was chosen to provide a snapshot of the interpreting profession as a whole, with a view to
laying out the foundations for further research. Apart from a few cases (Katan 2009; 2011b;
Zwischenberger 2011), interpreting scholars have mostly conducted small-scale surveys aiming to

assess interpreters’ attitudes about a very specific topic.”” Since status is understood as a universal

7In his analysis of 40 surveys carried out on the interpreting profession, Péchhacker (2011: 52) notes that only ten studies on
the profession obtained more than 100 respondents.

70



Chapter

concept (at least at socio-economic level), the aim of the present study is to determine whether
interpreters perceive their status in the same way across the globe. Hence, large-scale questionnaires
were needed to elicit information on interpreters’ general views of the profession and the extent to
which they are satisfied with their work. As mentioned, the two questionnaires were designed by
taking into account the theoretical premises elucidated in the previous chapters, which are taken

from sociological speculations and previous research carried out in the field of Interpreting Studies.

2. The Questionnaires

Questionnaires are among the most frequently adopted tools in social research, since they help
determine the attitudes of respondents and enable the formulation of generalisable statements from
the information obtained. In the questionnaire design, close-ended questions were preferred to open
questions because they allowed a greater uniformity of responses and could be easily comparable
and processed with statistical softwares. Moreover, questionnaires with close-ended questions take
less time from the interviewer, which is why they are more likely to receive a higher number of
respondents than open surveys. 5-point Likert scales (also known as agree/disagree scales) were
preferred to attitudinal responses, although there was a risk that the majority of informants would
concentrate responses in the middling option. Indeed, there is a great deal of controversy among
social scientists concerning the use of the middling option in Likert scales:

This scale suffers from two limitations. The first limitation is its scope, with only five points,

two at the extreme end (i.e. one and five), and the one midpoint the scale suffers from its own

bounded parameters. Second, many respondents have shown a reluctance to use extreme values

especially if the labels are extreme, such as when words like ‘never’ and ‘always’ are used. This

could lead to a restricted set of scores making it difficult to measure differences or changes over

time (Azzara 2010: 100).
Another limitation of this method is that the validity of responses depends on a high response rate
and that the researcher can never be completely sure about what respondents actually mean with
their answers. Moreover, designing a questionnaire also means anticipating some (if not all) of the
responses, which is in contrast with the research objective of obtaining unexpected data (Munn-
Giddings & Winter 2013). Despite their limitations, questionnaires were preferred to face-to-face
interviews because they provided information on a wide section of the population in a short period
of time. In addition, they ensured complete anonymity and gave respondents the opportunity to
answer whenever they wanted.

The first questionnaire, addressed to conference interpreters, was designed at the Department
of Legal, Language, Interpreting and Translation Studies, Trieste, in April 2014. It was piloted in
May and launched at the end of June. Before sending it, a pilot study was carried out with the first
draft of the questionnaire, which consisted of 39 questions. 13 interpreting professors at the same
department were invited to complete the questionnaire: 6 of them did so. The small scale experiment
was useful to evaluate feasibility, time, and statistical variability to refine or remove certain

questions. The final version of the questionnaire consisted of 35 closed-ended questions. The second
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questionnaire was designed at the University of Alcala de Henares, Madrid, under the supervision
of the FITISPos research group,® directed by Professor Dr. Carmen Valero-Garcés, in September
2014. It was piloted in October and closed at the beginning of January 2015. A pilot study was also
carried out in this case: the questionnaire was administered to 13 professors and Ph.D. students who
teach public service interpreting at the University of Alcald de Henares, Spain, internationally
renowned in this research field: 7 of them replied to the survey, which consisted of 39 questions and
presented the same parameters and layout as the first one. The final version of the second
questionnaire contained 37 questions. Unlike the first survey, which was drafted and distributed in
English only (according to a perhaps naive belief that all conference interpreters have a good
knowledge of English), the second questionnaire was translated into English, French, Spanish,
Italian and German, since studies (Valero-Garcés, Vitalaru & Mojica Lépez 2014) demonstrate that
not all interpreters working in public services have a good command of the English language.

2.1 The Online Platform

Both questionnaires were electronically based and placed on the online survey platform
Surveymonkey.com, where respondents were able to log on from a link provided to them. Before
choosing Surveymonkey, other online survey creators, such as LimeSurvey and Google Surveys,
were tested. The former is a free open-source tool which can be easily customised. However, the
platform was not user-friendly and programming abilities were required to use it to the best of its
potential. Another disadvantage of the programme is that it took considerable time to load when
access was established with the administrator account. The Google platform was free and easy to
use, but had few customising features. Besides being appealing and presenting a wide range of
templates, Surveymonkey was chosen because of its integrated features: for instance, the survey
results could be downloaded in several format files (pdf, word, powerpoint, xls and csv). In addition,
the software was integrated with the IBM software of statistical analysis SPSS®, whose export
contains a .sav file. One disadvantage was that an annual fee must be paid to be able to formulate
an unlimited number of questions (the limit for free usage is set at 10 questions). Since the surveys
consisted of 35 and 37 responses, the tool could not be used with a free account. Fortunately, several
discount options were available for students and researchers. Thanks to the user-friendliness of the
Surveymonkey platform, both surveys - whose questions had already been designed and proofread
- were placed on the platform in less than 30 minutes. The structure of the questionnaires was
devised according to ten sections for the first survey on conference interpreters and twelve for the

second addressed to public service interpreters.

'® The Training and Research on Public Service Translation and Interpreting Group is a research group comprising various
universities, such as the University of Alcala de Henares (including the faculties of Law, Nursing, Medicine, Pedagogy) and
other universities located in Madrid (Universidad Auténoma and Universidad Complutense). Its main objectives are training,
research and practice in public service interpreting. Further information can be found at the following link:
http://www3.uah.es/traduccion/grupo_fistispos/historia_y_filosofia_English.html

19 Special thanks goes to Giuseppe Ruocco, Andrea Rizzi, Elisa Bade, Leticia Arcos Alvarez and Sara Cabrillo Chaman for their
help with the translation of the questionnaire into French, German and Spanish.
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2.2 Questionnaire Sections

As mentioned, the structure of the questionnaires draws inspiration from previous surveys on the
status of translators (Katan 2009; 2011b) and of translators and interpreters (Dam & Zethsen 2013).
The parameters drawn from the studies by Katan mainly concern the aspects related to education
and role, whereas questions on the importance of interpreting to society drew inspiration from the
study by Dam and Zethsen (2013). Both surveys are divided into three macro sections
(demographics, socio-economic parameters, symbolic-interactionalist parameters). The structure of
the surveys follows the order of the parameters provided in the previous chapter and may be

graphically represented as follows (figure 2):

Demographics

Personal information, years of experience, professional
associations, freelance or staff, interpreting as a full time
profession

Socio-economic parameters

Level of education, opinions on training, university curricula and
research, income

Internal and external perception of status and prestige, comments
on the social value of interpreting, self-perception of role

Figure 2: graphical representation of the questionnaire design.

To show the way the structure was implemented in the survey design, the sections of the two
questionnaires will be analysed separately in detail. Apart from certain questions, both

questionnaires presented a symmetrical structure, which allowed inter-group comparisons.
2.2.1 The First Questionnaire. The Status of Conference Interpreters

The first questionnaire was addressed to conference interpreters and collected 805 responses
worldwide and 469 open comments.>® The macro sections illustrated above were further divided

into micro parts which follow the order illustrated below:

1. Demographics (sex, age, country of residence);

20 The count refers exclusively to the number of optional open comments. The same applies to the second questionnaire.
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2. Professional identity (years of experience, professional associations, freelance or staff,
interpreting as a full time profession);

Opinions on public service interpreting;

Education and opinions on research in interpreting;

Remuneration;

Exposure of the interpreting profession in the media;

Self-perception of status;

Self-perception of prestige and the social value of interpreting;
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Self-perception of role;
10. Comments on the future of the interpreting profession.

Apart from the first section, aiming to elicit interpreters’ personal information, sections 4 and 5
focused on the socio-economic parameters of education and income illustrated in the trait theory,
whereas the second section (7-9) analysed the symbolic characteristics of the profession,
corresponding to the internal and external perceptions of status, prestige and role. The first two
sections (demographics and professional identity) aimed at gathering demographical info. The data
obtained from the answers collected from the first and the second sections (sex, age, country of
residence and working status) were regarded as independent variables for the evaluation of all the
other questions.

Section number three allowed comparison between both groups of professionals, which is why
it was designed in a specular way for both questionnaires and comprised three questions. In the
first, conference interpreters were asked whether they have ever worked in public services. In the
second, interpreters who replied “no” to the previous question were asked to choose a list of possible
motivations for their choice among those proposed. In the third question of the section, respondents
were required to express their opinions on public service interpreting.

The section on education (number four) was made up of seven questions, which collected
information not only regarding the educational level of respondents, but also on their beliefs on the
importance of training. Drawing inspiration from Katan (2011b) - whose survey paid much attention
to educational issues and attitudes - a question concerning the importance interpreters attribute to
university modules and curricula was included, with a view to ascertaining which academic subjects
were attached a high degree of importance. Other questions of the section were designed to
investigate the significance they assign to a postgraduate degree in translation and interpreting,
interpreting theory and to academic research in the field. One hypothesis was that older generations
tended to hold on to the older tradition privileging the creative and innate aspect of conference
interpreting over training, whereas younger generations were likely to attach a higher value to
specialised training. A question eliciting respondents’ opinions on academic research was also
included in this section, to determine whether practitioners considered research an asset enriching
the profession. Since income is included among the socio-economic determinants of status according
to sociological theories (MacDonald 1995), a question on income was deemed useful to assess

interpreters’ degree of satisfaction with their income. However, the question did not attempt to
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gather detailed numerical information on the interpreters’ average income, to prevent respondents
from abandoning the questionnaire.

A parameter which is hardly present in the previous studies on interpreters’ status and role (Katan
2009; 2011b; Zwischenberger 2011; Dam & Zethsen 2013) concerns the representation of
interpreters in the mass media. The study carried out by Hargreaves et al. on the status of teachers
(2007) showed that the media portray a negative image of the profession, referred to as “teacher
bashing”; 29% of the news in 2003 focused on teachers involved in scandals (i.e. sexual relationship
with students, financial misconduct, etc.). Other studies (Heyman