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Introduction

“Although I lost faith in politics long ago, I still believe in the power of the word and especially the power of translation.” This statement by an Iraqi poet was quoted at the end of a two-day residential conference for which literary translators, public service interpreters, publishers, journalists, teachers, academics, and non-governmental organisations had convened. It originated in the belief that language, communication and identity are inherently intertwined and vital for the functioning of society. 

The conference was generously sponsored by the Arts Council, which aims to support and encourage good literature and reading. As Gary McKeone, Director of Literature at the Arts Council, put it, “literature may not necessarily change the world we inhabit; though it might, and we must always believe in its transformative potential, but I am sure that good writing and attentive reading can help make our world a better informed and compassionate place.” The event had been planned with great help from Amanda Hopkinson at the British Centre for Literary Translation, to whom we are very much indebted. BCLT, based at the University of East Anglia, works to raise the profile of literary translation through an imaginative and varied programme. 

The conference did not only look at the written word but also the spoken, and examined to a large extent the relevance of interpreting for society. As the writer and journalist Yasmin Alibhai-Brown said, “the topic is really about very big subjects: national and cultural identity, national culture and personal obligations, about integration, assimilation and the third model.”

Language: Communication and Identity

Daniel Weissbort, together with the late Ted Hughes founder of Modern Poetry in Translation, reminded conference delegates of George Steiner’s saying that ‘all communication involved translation’, whether between or within languages. We understand each other approximately, and for most purposes this is sufficient. The purpose of translation for communication, said another speaker, was the transmission of ideas and concepts, and the recipient environment determines how one carries  it out. When translating scientific and technical texts, the translator is laying the basis for culture and infrastructure, since the technological concepts available to a culture mould to some extent the ideas of that culture. Thus, it was, for example, through translation, that the craft of Greek and Arab doctors was brought to the Occident in the Middle Ages. 

It was acknowledged by delegates that sometimes one has to opt for communication rather than expressiveness and precision of concepts. This has increasingly become the case with foreign students. Academics conceded that they are now using fewer words to express complicated ideas than they used to about 15 years ago. 

In the United Kingdom, one encounters a multiplicity of thriving languages, and the often-painted picture of Britain as a monolingual society is thus not correct. This applies at least to London and inner-city areas where in some schools more than 40 different languages are spoken. However, if one looks towards rural and traditional ‘white Anglo-Saxon’ areas, the picture is somewhat different. English prevails and is often the only language spoken. Even in inner-city schools, it can be very difficult for children to take pride in being different and assert their language without a peer and support network. Mono-lingualism seems deeply-imbedded in many children’s psyche. The poet Nii Parkes told the story of how he went into a London school and asked children which words they knew in a foreign language. They said ‘none’. He challenged them and asked, ‘what about pizza or kebab?’ As long as the prevailing mindset was that all these words are English “we will still have a problem with mono-lingualism,” he thought.  

Language is vital for the individual and the national identity. Many delegates and speakers thought that the English in particular are bad at understanding other nations and the European context. There seems to be an underlying hostility towards Europe, which was aptly described by the author and journalist Yasmin Alibhai-Brown. The English, she explained, are profoundly unsure about their national identity. They have a fear of being absorbed into something larger, something which they think will take away their history and identity. This fear is the same as that felt by every immigrant, and it is interesting to see how indigenous Britons feel the same fear when it comes to Europe. British cultural identity, she continued, is currently being debated by two groups, the nostalgics on the one side, who simply want the 1950s back where everyone had their place, and the ultra-modernists on the other, who show a blatant disregard for history or nostalgia and live in “think-tank bubbles”. Interesting also that fewer white than black Britons in the UK call themselves ‘British’. They refer instead to being English, Welsh or Scots. The struggle which many black Britons have to cope with is the pressure put on them by their own communities not to venture out of the ghetto whilst being educated in this country. There seems to be a fear and unease about things foreign in some parts of British, and particularly English society. Patricia Billings, publisher of bilingual and translated children’s books, described her experience of publishing French picture books in translation. The British children’s book market, she said, was deeply conservative, and at first some people complained that the books were ‘too French’ and that British children would not understand them. As if British children could not understand abstraction!

Translation and Interpreting: politics, literature, poetry

As a native speaker, one has an enormous advantage and power, immediately putting every non-native speaker at a disadvantage. This, it was acknowledged, is one of the reasons why linguistic diversity ought to be defended, not least in international institutions. In the European Union, for instance, budgets for interpreting have been cut despite an influx of new member states. In some meetings, this may be justified due to the presence of diplomats who can either speak English or French. The translation budgets have, due to the requirement that everything has to be translated into every member state language, not yet been touched. It is important, thought delegates, that the diversity of languages remained represented at an international level. “When your language is not represented, other people will represent you, and that might lead to oppression in other ways”, said Choman Hardi. Another argument is that even when speakers are able to converse in English or another global language, nevertheless this does not seem to contribute to clarity of expression or ease of interpretation. The problem with the global type of English (“Globish”, as it was called) was made clear by Jane Streetly, a freelance interpreter for international institutions. Interpreters have to be aware that many idiomatic expressions are often not used correctly or understood. Relatively easy phrases such as “I would like to terminate myself, Chairman” can be interpreted without much difficulty. However, when a Frenchman says “the sensible sectors”, is he translating literally from French and really means “sensitive sectors”? The same applies to sentences such as “I will do this shortly”. Do they mean “I will be brief” or “I am going to do this soon”?  

The interpreter truthfully has to relay what was said, and ‘sometimes he really has to have the nerve to say what he heard’, Jane Streetly said. It has happened that interpreter colleagues of hers saved conferences from collapsing.  After a derogatory remark was made at an international gathering and the insulted person stormed out of the room, the event was saved thanks to an interpretation which made the ensuing but rather weak apology sound more apologetic than it really was. Graham Cross, technical translator, pointed out that there are times when the translator has to correct things which are wrong, but there are equally times when translating or interpreting word by word is the right thing to do, whatever nonsense is being translated. In patents, for example, the person claiming protection is only going to get as much protection in the translation as the person who originally wrote the patent. Thus, when someone writes down nonsense, it has to be translated as nonsense!

Ultimately, it is a philosophical and ethical question regarding faithfulness to one’s client, whether that is the writer of a poem, or the person who pays one to translate a patent or technical guide, or the recipient of the translation. The interpreter and the translator are always the vector of communication, and it is up to the profession to set standards for a professionalism which is respected and trusted by society.  

Society has to respect, however, that the translator always has to adapt to his audience, and translation and interpreting are never value-free activities. Localisation is one means of making the original text speak to your audience. Daniel Weissbort named an extreme example where the translation theorist Eugene Nidar asked the question of how one translated “The Lamb of God” to an eskimo. Lambs do not mean much to an eskimo; using the word “lamb” would not make much sense in an eskimo-context. Thus, it was suggested, one should rather translate the phrase as “The seal of God”.

The best a translator can give is their reading and understanding of a text. This reading may not be the same as anyone else’s, and it becomes clear quite quickly that there is no right or wrong answer. The literary translator Lakshmi Holmström said, in Ramanujan’s words, “Let the poetry win without allowing the scholarship to lose.”  

Interpreting for the Public Sector: Immigration, Prisons and Police 

At a recent event organised by the Poetry Translation Centre at SOAS in London, Gary McKeone was happy to see that the audience was drawn from a group of people he had not previously seen at poetry events: immigrant communities in the UK. Poetry in translation was able to reach out to new audiences, and it is this reaching out which was mentioned in many sessions during the conference. 

Clive Hopwood and Pauline Bennett from the Writers in Prison network gave an example of how they used language in addressing a non-traditionalist audience, i.e. prisoners. They emphasised that they were not therapists but writers, who particularly use oral story telling. Oral story telling does not require literacy, and draws from every single culture on the planet. For  prisoners, who often have no literacy skills and do not speak the native language, it is particularly important to be able to express the feelings and thoughts locked up inside their heads through other means than the written word. If they cannot speak the language, they live in a ‘prison within the prison’. Thus, photo and story boards as well as drawings assist in letting them express themselves. What literature and stories can do in this confined space is provide inmates with other perspectives on life and on what it is to be human. It empowers them and helps them see that it is they who can make choices, and that their being in prison is not all other’s people’s fault.

Story telling and reading makes, as Gary McKeone said, immigrants of us all. It takes us way from home, but more importantly it finds homes for us everywhere. How important and difficult it is for many to find homes in Britain shone through many a conference session.  

A group of particular concern to delegates were asylum seekers and immigrants. Roxana Rycroft gave a powerful talk on her task of interpreting for asylum seekers for the Immigration and Nationality Directorate (IND) and the Immigration Appellate Authority (IAA) in Croydon. She explained the legal model of the interpreter which is built on the interpreter’s acting as a mechanical device for rendering utterances from source to target language. Every interpreter and also translator knows that this ideal model is often remote from reality. Extra-linguistic factors influence the interpreter’s ability to translate. These factors can lie in race, ethnicity, sex or age. Rycroft gave examples of a young interpreter being treated with contempt by a middle age woman, of an asylum seeker not wanting to be interpreted by a particular person because they looked too much like a Romanian secret service agent, of Turkish interpreters reportedly having trouble translating phrases such as “I am from Kurdistan” because for them Kurdistan does not exist.

Interpreters subject to the National Register of Public Service Interpreters’ Code of Conduct must not add, omit or change anything said. Their intervention is limited to clarifications or pointing out cultural misunderstandings. Yet, even these interventions are often cut short by adjudicators or Home Office case workers. Lexical inconsistencies and false friends, once they are in the official paper translations, are difficult to put right later in the process. These problems are not restricted to interpreting from a foreign language but can, of course, also arise within a language: Mexican Spanish is different from Ecuadorian Spanish, as a delegate who interprets in police stations pointed out. Staple questions such as “Were you employed?” can lead to misunderstandings when asked of a Romanian applicant, for instance. Many Romanians do seasonal work and do not regard themselves as “employed”. Thus, they negate the question. Their answer thus does not reflect their true economic status. The question asked of them ought to be phrased “How did you support yourself?”  or simply “Did you work?” in order to get closer to the truth.  

There are other examples which show that the IND official and the asylum seeker inhabit totally different social landscapes. Immigration officials often take it for granted that moving away and finding employment in a different part of the country is just as easy as in the UK where one does not have to register with the authorities and where the police are not militarised. In Romania, however, one cannot simply escape if persecuted in one part of the country.  Other delegates lamented the fact that caseworkers often do not know the political and cultural background of applicants, and they are often not well trained in grammar and punctuation. Punctuation, though, can be crucial to the meaning of a sentence! 

Different suggestions were made to improve the situation. The most important of all would be to train and pay caseworkers better, to brief interpreters on a particular case before the second interview or the appeal, to attract better-skilled applicants to the job of immigration official. The fundamental item to be changed is the atmosphere of mistrust and negativity which the interpreter encounters.

The ethical challenge for the interpreter lies definitely in where to draw the line in terms of clearing up misunderstandings and interventions. Who or what is the interpreter duty-bound to, the IND or IAA, or the process of accurate rendition of meaning?

The question whether the provision of interpreters in the legal system is sufficient to overcome the barriers in communications across cultures, was answered with a firm “no” by Rycroft. Yasmin Albhai-Brown came to a similar conclusion when answering the question whether the ability to speak English automatically leads to integration and acceptance into British society. She thought that one should not invest too much hope into the ‘language solution’, for acceptance was a two-way process. The government, she claimed, was focused on citizenship, education and teaching “these aliens how to become one of us”. It did not make any attempt, however, to teach indigenous Britons to integrate. As long as tabloid newspapers persuade the country that every asylum seeker is a bandit, the integration process is not going to move forward. Integration and identity are inextricably interlinked, and it was the poet Choman Hardi who pointed out a universal truth often forgotten by native Britons: Identity is always changing. Giving herself as an example, she told delegates that when she experienced racism, she rejected being British and clung to her own culture. When, however, she  experienced sexism within her own community, she took refuge in being British. Also, on a personal level, there are many things she was proud of, e.g. the British Council’s creative writing workshops for refugees in Switzerland, something the British were the first to set up. 

Nick Baird from IND pointed out that it was important initially to provide asylum seekers with interpretation and translation services and then to wean them off the need for these services. Not learning the language, he rightly said, could impede integration into UK society.  The UK was quite brave, he said, after the accession of ten new Central European Member states, in not derogating from the European Community Treaty article on the free movement of workers. It is partly for this reason that it is very important, if the reputation and credibility of the asylum process are to be preserved, to keep the asylum route separate from economic migration. Yasmin Alibhai-Brown praised some of the Home Office’s good work but also pointed towards the sore spot of lack of knowledge in the Home Office about the trouble spots of the world and the political situation in refugee source countries. It is, she said as if the Foreign Office (which was excellent) and the Home Office never spoke to each other. Consequently, people from trouble spots get turned away because they are considered not to have a case. 

Baird conceded that it was difficult to find enough people who were well-trained and qualified. Edward Maw from the Refugee Council described the same problem, especially with regard to languages of refugee communities in UK, which can lead to standards of interpreting being compromised in some ‘front line services’, for example if children or other untrained linguists being used as interpreters.

Language learning and teaching
As we have seen, there is a shortage of interpreters and translators needed by the Refugee Council and the Home Office, but also by Police stations, in the National Health Service and the courts. Obviously, not every language required by public agencies is taught in British schools but the general question arose as to where tomorrow’s translators and interpreters are going to come from if language teaching is neglected in the UK. The government’s move to make language learning optional post age 14 was widely criticised by delegates and speakers. Isabella Moore from CILT thought that the logical thing would have been to build language capacity and enthusiasm for language learning first before making languages optional post 14. Furthermore, the entitlement to learn languages at primary school level is sadly not statutory. Schools are merely ‘encouraged’ to teach languages to younger children. The teaching of foreign languages to young children, desirable as it may be, can, however, be a double-edged sword. It very much depends on qualified and experienced teachers, and those may not always be available at primary school level. As everyone was aware, it is very easy to pick up a wrong accent at an early age, and very difficult to put it right later!  

Schools often portray languages as an academic rather than a vocational subject, which is a further hindrance to pupils taking up languages. It seems easier to achieve higher marks in other subjects, and schools driven by league tables are thus not opposed to dropping languages if it makes their school look better on the league table. The major concern among delegates was that language learning could soon become the preserve of the middle classes, studied by an elite and taught by an elite. Both Rob Davey, Headmaster of an Independent School, and Nicole Verat-Pant from Queen Mary’s School of Modern Languages, voiced this fear. Verat-Pant said that the traditional language degree could end up being offered “by an elite for an elite”. What is needed from parents, the government and society at large is an atmosphere where language studying is encouraged, foreign cultures valued, and the use of languages in people’s work lives emphasised. Why is it, it was asked, that only few young people in the UK wanted to go to the continent and exploit work and training opportunities in programmes such as Leonardo or Socrates, offered by the EU? We need less of a bunker mentality, and instead take up opportunities to be trained in Europe and elsewhere. 

Conclusion

Language learning, the ability to speak foreign languages and the ability to integrate strangers into society are closely linked. The mindset of how to approach the strange, the foreign, are essential for an integrated society. Integration is a two-way dance, as Yasmin Alibhai-Brown said, and many steps can be taken in order to improve the situation in the UK. An illustration of how important language can be in the asylum process is a leaflet of the Canadian government devised for refugees. A first draft, said Alibhai-Brown, was called “Welcome to our country”. It was changed to “Welcome to your country” in the final version.  

The media, and most notably the press, play a crucial role in how the public thinks about immigrants and about Europe, and in creating a climate conducive to language learning. Nick Baird lamented the fact that Government Ministers had given many speeches conveying a positive message about immigration but that none of them got published or mentioned in the papers.  

On a practical level, delegates felt strongly that the first Home Office interview ought to be tape-recorded and better regulated. The standard of interpreters used for these first interviews ought to be raised, too. Obviously, many of these points relate back to the basic dilemma of not enough foreign language speakers available. How many interpreters and translators there will be in the future to a large extend depends on today’s foreign language teaching, the profile of which, delegates agreed, must be raised, too.

Teaching languages contributes to a more civilised and culturally aware society, it is a means of bringing the world closer together, and of bringing the world into our homes. It gives people another frame of reference than just their own, and can contribute to making them more receptive to other cultures. Thus, the policy on no compulsory language teaching post 14 should be reversed, and more funding to promote languages be made available. An interest in languages could be sparked through funding learning through languages (whether Spanish history taught in Spanish, or martial arts classes in the Far East). The English language curriculum, too, ought to be revisited since people cannot feel confident in learning another language when not confident in their mother tongue, and in particular its grammar. An appetite for other cultures could be stimulated by influencing children from an early age, and by maybe introducing a “world hour” every week which would act as a receptacle for visitors, parents, etc. from various backgrounds who could teach or tell stories about their native country and language. Offering local languages spoken by the community was one of the suggestions put forward during the conference.. There are schools with large numbers of Bengali, Arabi, Chinese, etc speakers. It would be important for these schools to offer teaching these languages, for this would deal away with the difficulties that Kurdish children, for example, need to go to weekend schools in order to improve their native language, The difficulties with having two systems of education and two different environments, which leads to fragmentation of the child's experience, would thus be significantly reduced. 

Another step forward should be to support IT in schools that could be used to increase access to language teachers. There is no reason why a language teacher could only be in your classroom in the UK. A video and web link could be set up to teachers in France or anywhere else in the world. 

Languages must not be seen by pupils as something they do in order to become language teachers but something they will need in their working lives. Languages have already become part of the skills agenda in some English regions, and can be used to demonstrate added value and attract inward investors to a particular region. The British Chambers of Commerce, as Isabella Moore said, was the first business organisation in the UK to publish a survey on how the lack of language skills is negatively affecting the competitiveness of UK Plc. Languages are not just useful for people who want to become language teachers but for life in the workplace in general. Schools therefore ought to get closer to business, and business proactively has to invest in languages in order to increase their turnover. Isabella Moore showed that small and medium-sized companies which do invest in languages increase their turnover by a quarter of a million pounds, whereas those who do not, actually reduce it by about fifty thousand. An illustration of this was given: When you do business with a French company, for instance, there are few problems. When you chase them for money, though, you will find very soon that they will not speak English and that you will have to chase the money in French. To have someone in the accounts department with a knowledge of French can thus be very important for that particular company. 

In addition, employees with a knowledge of languages are ordinarily more confident and able to communicate with potential markets. Thus, in order to promote language learning, it is necessary to advance the economic argument and put the case to audiences that traditionally have not been targeted (such as the Treasury). Once the unconverted have been won over by the economic arguments, the other benefits, such as joy of learning, cultural awareness and personal enrichment, come by themselves. 

The views expressed in this conference essay are the views of the author only. They are not necessarily shared by Cumberland Lodge.
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