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Invisible or invincible? Professional integrity, ethics, and voice
in public service interpreting
Hanne Skaaden

Department of International Studies and Interpreting, Oslo Metropolitan University, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT
Controversy over professional ethics typically arises when
interpreting takes place in the public service or institutional
discourse setting. Should interpreters simply relay and coordinate
the interlocutors’ utterances, or should they act as gatekeepers
and advocates fulfilling a conciliatory function? Based on
examples from practice, training, and research, this article
examines the controversy in light of the interpreter’ s professional
status, as well as concepts such as the exercise of discretion and
trust - notions that are central to research on professions and their
development in general. The article argues that the controversy,
which depends on whom we consider to be the interpreter’s
clients, has consequences for not only the interpreters’
professional status, but also for the integrity of the professionals
in charge of the interpreted institutional encounters as well as
their clients’ and patients’ rights to information and voice.
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Introduction

Public service interpreting (PSI) enables the work of established professionals, such as
doctors and lawyers, to be executed in encounters in which they lack a common language
with their clients or patients. The interpreter accordingly fulfills an important societal
function in facilitating the legal safeguard and professional integrity of the parties involved
in institutional discourse – that is, encounters in which ‘one person who represents an
institution encounters another person, seeking its services’ (Agar, 1985, p. 147). PSI
covers various settings and professions, but encounters involving professionals of medi-
cine and law receive the main attention here. These classic professions typically embody
professional development in general (Eriksen, 2015; Molander & Terum, 2008; Parsons,
1978) and are often served by interpreters in PSI.

In essence, all institutional encounters have a legal aspect, because the integrity of the
professionals in charge is at stake – that is, their ‘virtue of being good on the word of prac-
tice’ and their ‘loyalty to profession-specific ends,’ according to definitions of professional
integrity (Eriksen, 2015, p. 3). The profession-specific ends are ‘constituted by a binding
social agreement on what counts as legitimate grounds for professional action,’ Eriksen
(2015, p. 14) notes with regard to professionals of medicine and law. The ‘binding
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social agreement’ pertains to professional morals – that is, the norms and values that
govern professionals’ behavior and organization. Professional ethics are reflections on
these norms and values (Grimen, 2008, p. 144).

Despite its important function, when performed in institutional encounters, interpret-
ing still enjoys low professional status, and the activity is often poorly understood by the
parties involved. In fact, in this setting it is not uncommon to leave the task of interpreting
to practitioners who lack training and even the basic skills of an interpreter, as evidenced
by empirical studies and reports (e.g., Angelelli, 2004; Hale, 2008; Meyer, Apfelbaum,
Pöchhacker, & Bischoff, 2003). In PSI, the interpreter normally performs the onsite inter-
preting of dialogues – that is, a mode of interpreting whereby the interpreter works in both
language directions in the short-sequence consecutive mode (Hale, 2007, p. 32). In these
settings, interpreters typically meet the interlocutors face to face rather than sitting aside
safely secluded in the booth. Bewilderment as to the limits of the role, therefore, seems to
be intensified by the fact that the person of the interpreter is confused with the function of
interpreting, as Gentile (1997, p. 111) observes.

A characteristic of the PSI subfield is the continuous controversy over the value of its
own code of ethics (Hale, 2008; Pöchhacker, 2008). This controversy takes the form of
objections to the principles of fidelity and impartiality, the two principles that traditionally
form the core of interpreters’ professional ethics (Skaaden, 2013, pp. 21–24). These prin-
ciples state that the interpreter is to render faithfully in the other language a speaker’s
utterances and, thus, remain impartial in the communication between the parties (Hale,
2008, p. 114; Ozolins, 1991, p. 39).

The core principles of the interpreter’s professional ethics are based on the Declaration of
Human Rights (UN, 1948), which outlines each individual’s right to voice – that is, the right
to ‘opinion and expression’ and ‘to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through
any media and regardless of frontiers’ (Article 19; cf. Article 2). Voice here relates to an indi-
vidual’s aims, ideas, or wishes, as manifested through this person’s spoken utterances.1

Although ‘voice’ in the sense ‘freedom of speech’ is commonly associated with the political
realm, the individual’s right to be heard is of no lesser importance in institutional encounters
due to its impact on the person’s self-determination. The core principles of interpreters’ pro-
fessional ethics should, therefore, be easily agreed upon. Nevertheless, objections against the
value of these principles are often multilayered and may involve the metaphors and models
of language used to depict the interpreter’s function, as well as claims that interpreters’ pro-
fessional ethics are prescriptive rather than consequential (cf. Hale [2008] for an overview).
Ultimately, one may question whether the activity of interpreting deserves the label of ‘pro-
fession’ at all, as Chesterman (2001, p. 144) notes.

What is the crux of the controversy? What consequences does the controversy have for
the interpreters’ profession and for their clients on both sides of the table? The aim here is
to explore these issues in light of the general factors related to professional development.
First, from the vantage point of professional performance, the debate on ‘role’ is explored
as a dispute over the domain within which the interpreter exercises discretion. Second,
because the interpreter always serves two clients – speaker and listener – the controversy
over professional role is examined in relation to trust and the interpreter’s double alle-
giance. Finally, reflecting on the relationship between the interpreters’ professionalization
and their clients’ trust, it is argued that the controversy confuses the interpreters’ process
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of professionalization and has negative consequences for not only the professionals in
charge of the institutional encounters but also their clients and patients.

Role: professional function versus participation status

Within the PSI setting, the value of the core principles of the interpreter’s professional
ethics are often debated under the heading of ‘role.’ A brief examination of the concept
of ‘role’ and its uses shows that the notion itself contributes to this confusion.

In interpreting, ‘role’ is often used in reference to sociologist Erving Goffman’s (1981)
model of human interaction outlined in Forms of TalkGoffman (1974, p. 129). emphasizes
that ‘role’ may have different meanings and may apply to ‘an equivalent to specialized
capacity or function’ (e.g., an occupational role) or may refer to a ‘part,’ as in a play.
The latter is an abstraction of the ‘parts’ that may represent a speaker’s/hearer’s footing
within the micro-ecology of the conversation in terms of participation status Goffman
(1974, pp. 128–129)., accordingly, distinguishes ‘role’ as professional occupation from
‘role’ as participation status. Interestingly, in defining participation status (in talk),
Goffman states that ‘a special participation status [is] that of the interpreter who can
(and only can) relay messages between participants who would otherwise be cut off
from each other’ (1974, p. 224).

In her seminal study of the onsite interpreting of institutional dialogues between
Swedish and Russian, Wadensjö (1998) draws on Goffman’s concept of ‘role’ in regard
to participation framework. By combining it with the Russian philosopher Bachtin’s dialo-
gism, which sees language as interaction, Wadensjö portrays the interpreter as the executor
of ‘two intertwined functions […] that of translating and that of coordinating others’ talk’
(1998, p. 18). From this vantage point, where context and interaction are resources in the
meaning-making process, Wadensjö demonstrates the insufficiency of portraying the
interpreter as a ‘conduit’ in a monologic understanding of language. Importantly,
Wadensjö (1998, p. 86) emphasizes that ‘role’ at the level of discourse pertains to the
interpreter’s ‘status of participation, at the turn-by-turn level’ and stresses that this abstrac-
tion, which is an analytical unit created to explore how talk is organized, is different from
‘occupational role.’ Often quoted, Wadensjö’s work is sometimes used to justify an image
of the interpreter as a powerful advocate even in the sense of occupational role (e.g., Ange-
lelli, 2004, pp. 8–9; Tipton & Furmanek, 2016, p. 68). In contrast, Wadensjö (2004)
describes the interpreter’s job as a ‘monologising activity in a dialogically organized
world’ (p. 107, 119), illustrating that the different perspectives are not dichotomous but,
rather, supplement each other in illuminating the complex activity of interpreting.

Impartiality or advocacy?

In her discussion of rivaling perspectives on the interpreter’s occupational role, Hale
(2008, p. 102) sums up the controversies over the principles of accuracy and impartiality,
arriving at five different role identities. Each identity depends on whether interpreters see
themselves as powerful gatekeepers, loyal advocates for one of the parties (either the insti-
tution or its client/patient), or someone who is loyal to both parties’ utterances. In essence,
the five ‘roles’ are based in two conflicting positons – directly interpreted interaction and
mediated interaction (Hale, 2007, pp. 61–62). In the first approach, ‘the interpreter is
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involved in deciding how to render most accurately what the other two participants them-
selves have chosen to communicate to each other’ (Hale, 2007, pp. 42–43). Accordingly,
the task of the interpreter is to ‘remove the language barrier’ by acting as the ‘faithful ren-
derer of the authors’ utterances,’ as Hale (2008, p. 102, 115) puts it. Thus, directly inter-
preted interaction defines the interpreter’s area of expertise in line with the core ethical
principles of fidelity and impartiality. Opponents of the principles of fidelity and imparti-
ality often claim that they imply ‘word-for-word’ rendition and, thus, adherence to the
‘invisible,’ ‘conduit,’ or ‘machine’ metaphors. However, Hale (2008, p. 115) refutes this
claim, holding that the approach of directly interpreted interaction ‘does not support
the machine metaphor which implies a literal translation.’ Rather, in line with each indi-
vidual’s right to voice, the approach ‘argues for the speakers’ freedom of speech, for the
speakers’ rights to express whatever they want in whatever way they want or are able
to, but also for the speakers to take responsibility for the consequences of their utterances’
(Hale, 2008, p. 115).

Contrary to the above approach, the image of interpreting as mediated interaction
depicts the interpreter as a gatekeeper or advocate for one of the parties and as taking
responsibility for decisions regarding what to render or not (Hale, 2008, p. 102). With
the stated aim of demonstrating the inadequacy of the ‘invisible’ interpreter, Angelelli
(2004, pp. 129–133) profiles the stance of mediated interaction. Based on her observations
of bilingual discourse in a United States medical setting, Angelelli illustrates how the
‘visible’ interpreter displays agency by deciding what to render and what to omit. One
of Angelelli’s examples (also cited by Hale, 2008, p. 111) is repeated here because it
clearly illustrates the ‘visible’ interpreter and the effects on the communication between
the interlocutors – the doctor and patient – when an interpreter, Joaquín, enacts his full
potential of agency:

(1)

(1) Doctor: In a scale from one to ten, how would she rate her pain?
(2) Interpreter: A ver Señora Rita, en una escala de uno a diez ¿que número le pondría a

su dolor? Por ejemplo, si el uno es que está para irse a bailar y no tiene nada y el diez
es que está muriendo, ¿dónde estaría el dolor … ? (Let’s see Mrs. Rita, on a scale from
one to ten, what number would you assign to your pain? For example, if one is a pain
that would allow you to go dancing, and you almost don’t feel anything and ten is so
painful that you are dying, where would that pain be… ?)

(3) Patient: ¿Cómo dice? (What did you say?)
(4) Interpreter: ¿Qué… ¿qué número le dariá a su dolor? (What…what number would

you give to your pain?)
(5) Patient: Pos, a mí me duele mucho (Well, it hurts a lot)
(6) Interpreter: ¿Cuánto es mucho Señora? ¿Mucho que se está muriendo del dolor?

(How much is a lot, Ma’am? Does a lot mean you are dying from the pain?)
(7) Patient: Pos… no…muriendo no, pero… (Well… no… not dying, but… )
(8) Interpreter: ¿Qué cosas puede hacer con el dolor? (Which things can you do when you

are in pain?)
(9) Patient: Pos no sé… Cuando me duele mucho me siento (Well, I don’t know…

When it is very bad I sit down)
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(10) Interpreter: Pero ¿puede cocinar con el dolor? (But, can you cook when you are in
pain?

(11) Patient: A veces me pega fuerte y no (Sometimes it is very bad, and I can’t)
(12) Interpreter: Y esas veces, ¿siente como que se va a morir o no tanto? (And at those

times, does it feel like you are going to die, or is it not that bad?)
(13) Patient: No, morir no, no más pega fuerte (No, not like I’m going to die, it just hits

me hard)
(14) Interpreter: ¿Le ponemos un ocho o un nueve? (Do we give it an eight or a nine?)
(15) Patient: Pos yo no sé, pos sí… (Well, I don’t know, well yes… )
(16) Interpreter: When it is most painful it would be close to an eight, Doctor
(17) Doctor: Okay

(Angelelli, 2004, p. 98)

Through exchanges 2–16, the interpreter singlehandedly interviews the patient in
Spanish, suggesting various descriptions of the patient’s pain. This strategy deprives the
doctor of insight into the patient’s pain experience. The interpreter’s initiative also
leaves the doctor oblivious to the fact that the patient does not understand the request
to rate her pain on a numeric scale, and she never answers the doctor’s question. The
aforementioned example demonstrates that interpreters displaying their agency in
terms of advocacy may hinder the interlocutors from clarifying misunderstandings and
expanding their common knowledge, which are two central aspects of human communi-
cation. Rather, as Angelelli (2004, p. 138) observes, the consequence of advocacy is often
the opposite of the parties achieving their communicative goals.

The fact that the practitioners observed in Angelelli’s study lack interpreter training
(ibid., p. 130) represents a major weakness in the justification of the mediating approach.
Nevertheless, inspired by Angelelli’s notion of agency, some authors maintain that the
interpreter’s role should be characterized by ‘fluidity and dynamism’ according to the situ-
ation, thereby allowing the interpreters to act as ‘negotiators’ and even ‘co-diagnosticians’
(Tipton & Furmanek, 2016, p. 10, 129, 136). The idea is that the interpreter’s role or ethics
must be altered in accordance with the setting and situation, ‘leaving scope to identify and
explore shifts in the positioning of the interpreter as the interaction evolves,’ as Tipton and
Furmanek (2016, p. 10) put it.

Proponents of the mediating approach typically criticize the principles of fidelity and
impartiality for representing the prescriptive or norm-based rather than consequential
type of ethics (e.g., Tipton & Furmanek, 2016, p. 11). Yet, the question remains as to
the consequences of advocacy or role fluidity. Moreover, Hale (2008, p. 101) observes
that codes of ethics are prescriptive by their very nature and stresses that ‘[w]hether the
mandate is to be an advocate or to be a faithful renderer of the utterances, it is equally
prescriptive.’What most certainly leads to negative consequences is ‘an ill-defined, confus-
ing role or an absence of a clear, prescribed role,’ Hale (2008, p. 101) concludes.

Obviously, an expansion of the interpreter’s professional role into fluidity or advocacy,
with the interpreter assuming the wide responsibilities witnessed in (1), raises a number of
questions. How will a ‘role’ that implies advocacy, or is constantly changing, affect their
clients’ trust? What are the consequences for the interpreters’ profession and for their
clients’ professional integrity and voice? Next, to explore these questions further, we
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situate the activity of interpreting within the conceptual framework of the sociology of
professions.

Professions and ethics

According to sociologist Talcott Parsons, professions are ‘occupational groups that
perform certain rather specialized functions for others (“laymen”) in the society on the
basis of high-level and specialized competence, with the attendant fiduciary responsibility’
(Parsons, 1978, p. 40). Since Parsons’ time, the sociology of professions has developed into
a branch of science in its own right, and Scandinavian sociologists Molander and Terum
(2008, p. 18) underscore that professionalization is a process with a performative and an
organizational aspect. In brief, the performative aspect denotes the nature of the activity or
task that the professional performs, whereas the organizational aspect signifies how society
manages the mandate and licensing of those who perform that task, for example, by orga-
nizing education. The two aspects are interdependent, but we focus here on the performa-
tive aspect, and toward the end of the article, return only briefly to the organizational
aspect and the fact that it is not fully developed in the interpreting profession.

In their description of the performative aspect of a ‘profession,’ Molander and Terum
(2008, pp. 18–20) elaborate on Parsons’ above definition, as displayed in the left column of
Table 1. The table’s right column shows that interpreters fulfill the performative criteria of
a profession (1) by offering the service of rendering and coordinating someone else’s talk in
another language, (2) for clients (speaker and listener) who depend equally on the
interpreters’ specialized skills (3) to solve the how-to problem of communicating verbally,
which interpreters do (4) by applying their bilingual and interpreting skills in unique situ-
ations that are difficult to standardize, and they, thus, (5) exercise discretion.

The interpreter, accordingly, fulfills the performative criteria of a profession by a good
margin. Of primary interest to the question of professional ethics and role is the
interpreter’s exercise of discretion.

The exercise of discretion pertains to the knowledge and skills applied to real situations
and, thus, to the professionals’ ability to discern between good or bad solutions to a
problem at hand within their area of expertise (Grimen & Molander, 2008, p. 179; Molan-
der, 2016, p. 7). On the one hand, exercising discretion describes the professional’s
‘agency’ or ‘decision-making’ that is necessary to cover the uniqueness of each situation
not captured by general norms and standards. The need for the exercise of discretion
follows from the fact that norms and standards of action are general by nature. By
definition, norms and standards cannot be too detailed, as this would render them

Table 1. The performative criteria of professionalization.
Professionals Interpreters

1. offer a service render and coordinate someone else’s talk in another
language

2. for clients who depend upon the professionals’
specialized skills

the speaker and listener, who depend equally on the
interpreters’ specialized skills

3. to solve a how-to problem to solve the problem of how to communicate (verbally)
4. by applying specialized skills in unique situations that are
difficult to standardize

by applying interpreting skills in unique situations that are
difficult to standardize

5. Hence, professionals exercise discretion (Molander &
Terum, 2008, pp. 18–20)

interpreters exercise discretion (Skaaden, 2013, p. 219)
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dysfunctional (Grimen & Molander, 2008, p. 181). On the other hand, the area left open
for personal judgement cannot be too extensive, as it would then leave the clients with
uncertain expectations (Grimen & Molander, 2008, p. 179). Eventually, the clients’ trust
in the practitioner would dissolve.

An example from a Norwegian courtroom illustrates how the interpreter exercises dis-
cretion within a narrow but very complex domain when relaying and coordinating talk in
two languages (Skaaden, 2013, p. 207). The excerpt allows for insight into the evaluations
that interpreters must make constantly due to differences and similarities between units
within and amongst their working languages.

(2)
(1) Prosecutor: Hadde du et kallenavn? – Hadde du et kallenavn? (Did you have a nick-

name? – Did you have a nickname?)
(2) Interpreter: Jeste li Vi imali kakav nadimak? (Did you have some kind of nickname?)
(3) Witness: Dada
(4) Interpreter (to the court): Ja, ja (Yeah, yeah)
(5) Interpreter (to the witness): Dada?
(6) Witness (confirming): Mhm
(7) Interpreter (to the court): Dada. Tolkens feil, Dada (Dada. Interpreter’s mistake,

Dada) (From a Norwegian courtroom)

The above excerpt illustrates how the interpreter’s exercise of discretion rests on the
complex interface between cognition, convention, and context. What reveals the
interpreter’s exercise of discretion here is the unexpected homonymy between two units
in the source language (Croatian) – the very frequent da, da (‘yes, yes’) and a random nick-
name, Dada, in lines 3–5. Because both options represent a logical answer to the prosecu-
tor’s question, the interpreter’s first choice of the more frequent unit in line 4 is
understandable. The interpreter’s exercise of discretion is also displayed in the coordinat-
ing asides (lines 5–7), whereby the interpreter efficiently keeps the dialogue on track.

In sum, from the vantage point of the sociology of professions, the controversy over
‘role’ appears to be a dispute over the extension of the interpreter’s domain for the exercise
of discretion – that is, the interpreter’s area of expertise. To further determine this
domain’s extension, we must resolve the following question: Who are the interpreters’
clients in institutional encounters?

Who are the interpreter’s clients?

With her background in sign language interpreting, Roy ([1993] 2002, p. 349) observes
that the metaphor describing the interpreter as ‘invisible’ or a ‘machine’ was first utilized
to come to terms with the perception that the interpreter was the deaf person’s ‘helper’ and
to change the attitude that a deaf person, by definition, needs ‘help.’ The metaphor of the
‘invisible’ interpreter, therefore, signifies a first step toward professionalizing sign-
language interpreting. In light of Roy’s observations, it is interesting that metaphors
similar to ‘helper’ now occur in the argumentation in favor of expanding the interpreter’s
area of expertise into that of ‘advocate’ or ‘co-diagnostician.’ A closer look at the
interpreter’s clients may bring clarification.
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Originally, the concept client referred to someone who depended on somebody else
(Molander & Terum, 2008, p. 19). Particularly in regard to the profession of interpreters,
two clients – the speaker and the listener – are always served, as displayed in Table 1.
However, delineations of the activity of PSI typically highlight the speaker of the minority
language as the interpreter’s client. For instance, Tipton and Furmanek (2016) recurrently
emphasize that interpreters are hired ‘when a patient needs an interpreter’ (p. 113) or to
provide ‘limited proficiency speakers’ access to justice’ (p. 35). The same trend occurs in
definitions of PSI or community interpreting, with the activity being described as ‘the oral,
two-way, translating done for refugees and immigrants who must deal with the social
agencies and institutions of the host country’ (Venuti, 2000, p. 500, emphasis added).
This perspective is probably chosen with the intention of granting equal opportunity
and empowerment. However, in reality, it places the ownership of the problem of com-
munication on the minority speaker’s shoulders.

In contrast, a Norwegian white paper on interpreting in institutional encounters defines
PSI as ‘interpreting that enables officials and professionals [e.g., of medicine and law] to
inform, guide and hear the parties in cases in which language barriers exist’ (NOU,
2014, p. 18, my translation from Norwegian). By emphasizing that the responsibility to
communicate rests on the professionals in charge of the institutional encounters, the Nor-
wegian definition addresses the needs of the interpreter’s clients on both sides of the table.
Some may object to the assignment of the label client to the professional in charge, claim-
ing that a doctor or lawyer is no layman. However, although they are professionals of
medicine and law, even doctors and lawyers are laymen within the interpreter’s area of
expertise. This perspective is in line with Wadensjö’s (1998, p. 51) observation that ‘it
goes without saying that practitioners can hardly provide adequate health-care if they
are unable to communicate (if they do not understand their patients’ problems correctly,
and if they cannot make themselves adequately understood).’ In essence, the double alle-
giance that is intrinsically attached to interpreters’ societal function due to their unique
positions between speakers and listeners makes their function different from those of
the professionals in charge of the institutional encounter, whether it occurs in the legal
or medical setting.

The interpreter’s double allegiance, loyalty, and trust

The interpreters’ professional integrity depends on the trust of their clients on both sides
of the table. Nevertheless, due to the elusiveness attached to their professional status in
PSI, interpreters are typically met with expectations from clients on both sides of the
table to provide ‘help.’ The chat exchange in (3), in which interpreter students discuss
the ethical challenges they have experienced in their practice, illustrates this tendency:

(3)
(1) Facilitator 18:09 > In which situations might the interpreter feel pressured to act on

behalf of the parties? Examples?
(2) Student1 18:11 > Interpreters that interpret for the driving test and help the candidate

for money
(3) Student2 18:11 > I have experienced being asked by the police after the interrogation

whether I thought the suspect was telling the truth
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(4) Student3 18:13 > I was asked by the social services whether I thought the client was
telling the truth

(5) Student4 18:15 > I have also experienced people from my own hometown, and even
from my home country, expecting me to speak on their behalf

Conflicting expectations, such as those illustrated in (3), leave the interpreter in a
difficult position when it comes to loyalty and trust. Evidently, extreme cases of ‘helpful-
ness,’ as referred to in posting 2, in which interpreters have performed the driver’s test on
behalf of the candidate, raise awareness of the fact that by enabling one client, the
interpreter is disabling the other. Interpreters who perform services outside of their
area of expertise will eventually undermine their clients’ trust in their profession.

Loyalty and trust are related, though not identical, phenomena, that both are associated
with professional ethics. Trust implies the acceptance of a certain vulnerability, in that the
individual who trusts another person ‘leaves something in someone else’s keeping in good
faith,’ whereby the giver of trust ‘always transfers de facto discretionary powers over this
something to the other [i.e., the trustee],’ Grimen (2008, p. 198) explains, building on
Warren’s definition (1999, p. 311). Importantly, Grimen (2008, pp. 197–199, 207) dis-
tinguishes between personal and professional trust. Personal trust is emotionally
founded and based on individual beliefs, experiences, and preferences. Professional
trust, in contrast, is impersonal and is based on knowledge that is attested through
license and mandate (Grimen, 2008, p. 197). Accordingly, professional trust relates to
the organizational aspect of the professionalization and society’s measures for assigning
license and mandate to individuals who carry out a specific task according to certain stan-
dards (Grimen, 2008, pp. 197–199, 207). We return to professional trust shortly but
observe that in interpreting, the interlocutors trust the interpreter with their own
utterances.

Analyzing professional ethics in terms of loyalty, Chesterman (2001, pp. 139–141)
identifies four types of loyalty according to the practitioner’s aims2 – that is, whether
the interpreter’s aim is (a) to represent the source text, (b) to fulfill the client’s or
clients’ wishes, (c) to achieve communication or understanding across linguistic and cul-
tural boundaries, or (d) to respect the norms of translation. The four types, which partly
overlap, represent different perspectives on the activity of interpreting in terms of (a) rep-
resentation, (b) service, (c) communication, or (d) norms of practice. Against this delinea-
tion of loyalty, we reexamine the above approaches to ‘role’ and how they fare in regard to
gaining trust through loyalty. On the one hand, directly interpreted interaction makes
loyalty possible through adherence to each speaker’s utterance (a), which, however,
does not imply acting as a ‘mindless machine.’ Rather, it implies that the interpreter is
‘fully involved in the complex interpreting process,’ to quote Hale (2007, p. 42). The
interpreter thereby simultaneously respects both clients’ wishes (b) and the norms of
translation (d) as well. Ultimately, communication between the clients (c) can be achieved.
The mediating approach, on the other hand, which primarily relates to Chesterman’s
second and third criteria of loyalty – (b) and (c) – faces two problems in gaining trust
through loyalty. First, fulfilling both clients’ wishes becomes impossible the very
moment their aims diverge, which they often do in PSI, as the examples in (3) just illus-
trated. Moreover, there is a fundamental problem with the interpreter’s aim to achieve
‘understanding’ (c), which is a problem that is noticed but not elaborated on by
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Chesterman (2001, p. 141). The problem has to do with the fact that it is difficult for
interpreters to know whether and/or how the listeners understand their renditions.

The problem of understanding is displayed in (4) below when the witness in line 3
reveals that he does not understand the interpreter’s rendition, although it is relevant
and in line with the conventions of the working languages, Croatian and Norwegian:

(4)

(1) Prosecutor: Hvilken etnisitet hadde du du selv? (Which ethnicity did you have,
yourself?)

(2) Interpreter: A kojeg ste vi etniciteta osobno? (And which ethnicity are you,
personally?)

(3) Witness: --- æ::: nisam razumio pitanje (--- eh:: I did not understand the question)
(4) Interpreter: Jeg har ikke forstått spørsmålet (I didn’t understand the question)
(5) Prosecutor:Hvilken etnisitet har du?Hvilken hvilkennasjonalitet regner dumed å ha?

(Which ethnicity do you have? Which which nationality do you reckon you belong to?)
(6) Interpreter: Kojega ste vi etniciteta, odnosno, kojoj nacionalnoj grupi pripadate po

svom nahođenju? (Which ethnicity are you, or more exactly, to which national
group do you belong, according to yourself?)

(7) Witness: Pravoslavac (Christian Orthodox)
(8) Interpreter: Ortodoks (Orthodox)
(9) Witness: Pravoslavac (Christian Orthodox)

(10) Interpreter: Ortodoks (Orthodox)
(From a Norwegian courtroom)

Throughout the exchange, the trained interpreter adheres closely to the speakers’ own
choices of utterance and produces renditions that are relevant according to context and in
line with the working languages’ (Croatian and Norwegian) conventions (Skaaden, 2013,
p. 208). Whether the exchange leads to the participants’ full ‘understanding,’ we cannot
know. Nevertheless, communication is achieved in the sense that the court and the
witness are offered insight into the complexity of ethnic categorization, as well as each
other’s notions thereof. They would have been deprived of this insight had the interpreter
had a professional identity of ‘advocate,’ taking full charge of the interview, as illustrated in
(1) above.

The interpreter’s source speaker orientation in (4) – allowing both parties to display
their worldviews – is possible and necessary in the interpreting of dialogues. The
speaker orientation, by staying close to the source utterance, differentiates this type of
activity from written translation, Hale (2007) maintains. Translation, as a general rule,
is ‘target audience-oriented’ in that the translator can assess text and readership and
‘adapt the translation to suit the audience’ (Hale, 2007, p. 9). In face-to-face dialogue inter-
preting, speaker orientation is necessary because of the activity’s instantaneous character
and possible ‘because there is interaction between the speakers and opportunity for repair
or clarification,’ Hale (2007, p. 11) explicates. As attested to in (4), this makes loyalty
toward the speaker’s utterance not only possible but also a serviceable strategy.

The ability to remain loyal to the original utterance, however, largely depends on the
practitioner’s interpreting skills – that is, skills that are, in themselves, multilayered and
difficult to establish (Skaaden & Wadensjö, 2014, pp. 18–19). The latter aspect of
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professional integrity is alluded to by Chesterman’s (2001, pp. 139–141) notion of the
deontic force of excellence, which connects professional ethics with the practitioners’
virtues and skills. Given that the practitioners’ virtues and skills are realized through their
exercise of discretion, Chesterman’s deontic force of excellence harmonizes with our
description of the performative and organizational aspects of professionalization as two
sides of professional integrity. The organizational aspect, in the form of education, links
the exercise of discretion to trust. We trust professionals with certain services because
they have acquired specialized skills and virtues through education, thereby making them
better than the layperson at discerning between solutions within their area of expertise.

Invisible or invincible?

In light of the distinction between personal and professional trust, it is understandable
why patients and clients trust their family members and friends with the task of inter-
preting. What is more puzzling is why the professional in charge of the institutional
encounter, such as the doctor in (1) above, has no requirements for the attested
virtues and skills of interpreters. Some professionals are even ‘happy to make do’
with the interpreting witnessed in empirical studies involving nonprofessional
interpreters, as observed by Meyer et al. (2003, p. 75). Building on the work of
Grimen and Molander (2008), Molander (2016, p. 55) describes professional trust as
a ‘democratic worry,’ in that ‘[t]he delegation of discretionary powers to professionals
is based on the following two expectations: professionals will act in accordance with
their professional mandate, and they possess the knowledge to carry out what they
are supposed to do.’ In interpreting, the interlocutors trust the interpreter to exercise
discretion over their utterances. In medical and legal settings, the outcome of insti-
tutional encounters depends on the ability of the professionals in charge to communi-
cate with their patients or clients (Hale, 2007, pp. 32–33). Moreover, due to the risk of
malpractice, all institutional encounters, including medical meetings, have a legal
aspect attached.

The title of this article – ‘Invisible or Invincible?’ – was inspired by the subtitling of Star
Wars in Norwegian; the translator had evidently misheard the line ‘You’ll be invincible’ as
‘You’ll be invisible’ (‘Du vil bli usynlig’), as the subtitle read in Norwegian. This example
serves as a reminder that interpreting, like other professional practices, is a fallible activity.
Fallibility pertains to the exercise of discretion. Discretion, we recall, is necessary because
actual situations are more detailed than can be captured by norms of ethics and standards
of action, which are general by nature. The area of indefiniteness left over for the pro-
fessional’s exercise of discretion is of primary importance to the existence of professions,
Grimen and Molander (2008, p. 179) hold. Without indefiniteness, the task could be
solved mechanically – thus, by anybody – and the professions could not claim their
area of expertise. Fallibility characterizes all professional practice due to the vagueness
attached to the phenomena over which professionals exercise discretion (Molander &
Terum, 2008, p. 20). Whether it is the doctor discerning symptoms or the lawyer discern-
ing evidence, they therefore need to communicate with their patient or client to remain
loyal to their profession-specific ends.

From this viewpoint, a situation in which high-status professionals of medicine and law
are served by laypersons of interpreting is a paradox. To some extent, the current
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condition stems from the fact that the organizational aspects – education and authoriz-
ation – are insufficiently developed for the interpreter profession (Giambruno, 2014;
Ozolins, 2010). As argued here, underlying this state of affairs is an ideological factor per-
taining to the identification of the interpreters’ clients that ascribes the ownership of the
problem of communication to solely the speaker of the minority language.

Apparently, approaches that depict the interpreter as an advocate or co-diagnostician
fail to take account of the important distinction between the interpreter’s position
within the ecology of the dialogue and the interpreter’s societal function, as defined by
both clients’ needs to communicate. Based on a dialogic understanding of language, we
may agree with Angelelli (2004, p. 8) that metaphors depicting the interpreter as ‘invisible’
are misleading. Because context and interaction are resources even within the interpreters’
meaning-making processes, they must exercise discretion. Therefore, the question is not
whether the interpreter has agency but how to restrict this agency. This is the function
of professional ethics.

An expansion of the interpreters’ professional responsibilities into advocacy or role
fluidity does not solve the issue of agency but, rather, magnifies it, as the above discussion
illustrates. First, role extensiveness or fluidity will leave the interpreters’ clients on both
sides of the table with unclear expectations. Consequently, their trust in the interpreter
profession will be undermined. Second, acting as an omnipotent gatekeeper or advocate,
interpreters are bound to step outside of their own area of expertise and infringe on that of
the professional – whether legal or medical – who is in charge. It is, after all, the pro-
fessionals of medicine and law who are equipped through their education to take care
of the patient’s or client’s needs and issues. The success of these professionals’ exercise
of discretion within their respective domains depends on their communication with
their clients and patients. The consequences of turning the interpreter into an ‘invincible’
gatekeeper are, therefore, negative for not only the interpreter’s process of professionaliza-
tion but also the professional integrity of those in charge of the institutional encounter, as
well as their clients’ or patients’ voices and welfare.

Closing remarks

The interpreters’ code of ethics, with its core principles of fidelity and impartiality, differ-
entiates their function or role from that of the professionals in charge of the institutional
encounters in which they serve. Yet, the value of interpreters’ professional ethics is ques-
tioned in PSI. Should their attendant fiduciary responsibilities be expanded to the role of
negotiators or gatekeepers?

When examining ‘role’ through the prism of notions such as professional integrity, the
exercise of discretion, and trust, we see that the interpreters’ position between two clients
places restrictions on their options with regard to gaining trust. The double allegiance also
has implications for the delineation of the domain over which interpreters exercise discretion
– that is, the attendant fiduciary responsibilities delineating their professional integrity.

As established here, the interpreter’s agency is realized through the exercise of discretion.
Expanding the interpreter’s domain for the exercise of discretion, as indicated by notions
such as ‘advocacy’ and ‘role fluidity,’ is bound to leave his or her clients with uncertain
expectations that will undermine their trust in the interpreting profession. Moreover,
interpreters acting out their potential agency, as illustrated in examples (1) and (3)
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above, results invincible practitioners, who, acting outside of their area of expertise, may
make choices that have unfavorable consequences for the clients on both sides of the
table. As a result, both the patient’s voice and the doctor’s professional integrity may suffer.

Professional integrity depends on the existence of a bridge between the performative
and organizational aspects of the process of professionalization. The interplay between
research, practice, and education forms the foundations of the process. In further devel-
oping the interpreting profession’s knowledge base and educational options, standards
of future practice should not be based on the choices of nonprofessional practitioners
of interpreting. Moreover, attention should be given to further exploring how interpreters
may realize their agency without infringing on the professional integrity of those in charge
of the institutional encounter.

Notes

1. Different metaphorical uses of the notion ‘voice’ in translation studies are discussed in
Alvstad, Greenall, Jansen, and Taivalkoski-Shilov (2017, p. 5).

2. Chesterman’s primary focus is on written translation. The inherent differences between
written translation and oral interpreting are of no significance to the point being made
here, however.
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