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QUALITY AND NORMS IN INTERPRETATION

Giuliana Garzone, SSLMIT, University of Bologna – Forlì, Italy

While the proposal to extend the application of the concept of norms to interpreting has so far had relatively few advocates (originally Shlesinger 1989 and Harris 1990; more recently Schjoldager 1995; Gile 1999a), it could provide a flexible framework for research in this field. This paper proposes its use as a key concept in quality research.

The elusiveness of the concept of quality is a recurrent theme in the literature on interpreting (e.g.: Shlesinger et al. 1997: 122). Incidentally, its definition has become increasingly complicated as, in time, research in this sector has left behind a purely “linguistic” and “technical” approach and moved towards a broader view, based on a notion of interpretation as a complex interactional and communicative event encompassing pragmatic and sociolinguistic factors (e.g. Pöchhacker 1995b; Viezzi 1996). Evidence of this can be found, for instance, in the uncertainties that have emerged over the definition of “errors”,
 which seemed uncontroversial in the 1970s when a purely (inter)linguistic perspective prevailed and the text was seen as a “document” rather than a “message” (Sager 1997: 27).

The basic problem is that quality is the sum of several different, heterogeneous aspects, some of which involve different subjects — interpreters, clients, users, speakers — each with a different view and perception of quality, as research has shown (Kurz 1993a, 1993b; Kopczynski 1994; Moser 1996). There are variations even within the same group: among users, quality expectations tend to vary, reflecting not only the kind of events where simultaneous interpretation (SI) is provided, but also individual tastes and criteria, often related to socio-linguistic factors. This is made more problematic by the inherent evanescence of the product, which is difficult to inspect and does not lend itself to repeated evaluation. Although transcription turns it into an analysable material object, there is no doubt that to analyse an oral text in written form is not only methodologically incorrect, but also ineffective, owing to the important role of prosody in the expression of meaning. Even Pöchhacker’s “trans-description” system (Pöchhacker 1994c: 236ff), which records some of the features of oral language (pauses, voiced and unvoiced hesitations, presentation rate assessed in syllables per minute, assessment of melodic, dynamic and rhythmic accentuation, voice quality, articulation), does not make it easy to assess the impact of prosodic factors and paralinguistic features on the transmission of meaning and on text coherence without actual auditory exposure to the oral text. Anyone who has ever tried to transcribe impromptu speech will certainly be aware that often what seems to be perfectly coherent discourse in the oral presentation appears totally chaotic when written. Interestingly, a recent experiment on variability in the perception of fidelity (Gile 1999b) shows that fidelity ratings for the same performance, given both by professional interpreters and “laymen”, are generally higher when the interpretation is evaluated in its oral form rather than in transcription.

Models of quality

It is thus hardly surprising that there should be no single, unambiguous agreed definition of the concept of quality in interpretation. Approaches to quality depend either on a piecemeal evaluation covering one or more of its different aspects, or on multi-dimensional models. In either case, there is the preliminary problem of determining and classifying the elements to be analysed. In particular, multi-dimensional approaches presuppose the construction of a model based on coherently defined criteria, while authors who have tried to produce models of this kind have often analysed the problem using heterogeneous, partly overlapping categories, in some cases located at different levels of specificity.

Probably the clearest description of the elements to be looked at when evaluating interpretation quality is in Shlesinger (1997: 128). This quite significantly emerged in a workshop involving a number of distinguished scholars. However, this scheme still breaks down quality into separate elements which may be evaluated independently, as it distinguishes three main levels for analysis — the intertextual level (consisting in “a comparison of the source text and the target text, based on similarities and differences”), the intratextual level (i.e. the acoustic, linguistic and logical aspects of the IT as a product in its own right), and the instrumental level (i.e., the target text’s comprehensibility and usefulness as a customer service). This model seems more coherent and effective than others, in that it eschews ambiguous and controversial catch-all terms like “equivalence” or “effectiveness”, which in turn would need to be defined accurately, and is based on theoretically sound criteria: it looks at the (oral) texts involved in interpretations, i.e. focusing on the relationship between the original material to be processed and the finished product, the intrinsic merits of the latter, and the actual use and function for which it is intended. Among the parameters in this model, the most controversial is the intertextual one: as is well known, in the literature on translation (particularly the Allgemeine Translationstheorie, or general translation theory), the importance to be attributed to the relationship between source text (ST) and target text (TT) is highly disputed and it is now widely accepted that, for a translation to be viable, text function in the target culture takes priority over “fidelity” to ST. This means that fidelity is no longer the only yardstick against which the quality of a TT is to be measured. However, in the case of SI there can be no doubt that intertextual consistency is a fundamental prerequisite, since the speaker’s communication and the interpreter’s translation are part of the same communicative event. There is no change in context or function. As Pöchhacker (1992) has very effectively shown, SI is only “voice over” text and is inherently embedded in the situation where the ST is produced.

If one accepts the principle that this is the basic background against which to evaluate SI as a “finished product”, then an analysis of the elements that contribute to determining its quality will have to take into account factors pertaining both to the interpreter (linguistic and encyclopaedic competence, technical skill, ability to work in a team, conference preparation) and to the ST (textual / linguistic features, speaker’s pronunciation and prosody, degree of technicality etc.). This in turn means considering a number of contingent, extra-textual, situational variables, which may have a marked impact on interpreters’ behaviour. Among these, Kalina (this volume) lists contract specifications, the number of participants in an interpreted event, working languages and language combinations, technical equipment, booth position, working hours, event duration, team strength and composition, availability of documents, and relay quality/quantity.

The extreme complexity and heterogeneity of the aspects to be evaluated helps account for the difficulty that research on quality seems to have in drawing a unified picture of all the different elements involved or at least finding a concept that might account for a satisfactory number of them.

However, the fragmentary nature of this picture does not seem to have prevented an implicit and intuitive agreement, in the interpreting community and in the literature, on basic quality criteria — sense consistency with (or ‘fidelity’ to) ST, accuracy, successful communication. While this perspective actually works, there certainly is a degree of variability in the actual definition of these parameters, as well as in the relative importance professional interpreters and users/clients attach to them. This instability has not had a seriously hampering effect on research work in operational terms, since intuitive notions of quality may be enough. However, it has left an area of epistemological uncertainty, given the lack of a theoretical model that subsumes all the different dimensions and variables involved.

What is being suggested here is that, in order to find a principle covering the multiplicity and complexity of elements which determine the quality of SI, one should not simply look at the texts involved or at the situation where the interpreted event is embedded. The aim should be to formulate a principle which is located at a sufficiently high level of generalisation to explain the rationale underlying the interpreter’s behaviour and choices, thus providing a basis for understanding the intrinsic quality of a given SI performance, as well as the user’s quality expectations.

The application of the concept of norms to interpreting

I suggest that such a principle can be found in the concept of “norms” as “a category for descriptive analysis of translation phenomena”, first put forward by Gideon Toury (1980: 57). I propose to use this concept as a heuristic instrument to account for variability in quality criteria and standards, as perceived and (above all) as practised by interpreters and users. This variability is a function of the situation and social (sub-)groups involved in each interpretation event.

In this framework, norms can be seen as internalised behavioural constraints which govern interpreters’ choices in relation to the different contexts where they are called upon to operate, the aim being to meet quality standards, which in turn are strictly connected with the sociocultural context and are, therefore, norm-based. Norms are shared by members of the professional community and can be extrapolated from regularities in interpreters’ behaviour in situations of the same type, assuming that such regularities testify to an underlying normative model. This definition of norms focussing on text production has its counterpart in text reception, since users’ expectations concerning interpretation can also be seen as norm-based, deriving from a system of beliefs, partly modified by experience
, about what a good interpretation ought to be like. These expectations are organised in normative models related to the culture of the different (sub-)groups, which can be reconstructed by analysing the expectations and evaluation criteria applied by the “consumers” of interpretation as a product. 

The concept of quality in interpretation can thus be defined as a construct embodying the norms which are deemed appropriate to guarantee the intrinsic and extrinsic properties considered ideal for an interpretation performance in a given social, cultural and historical situation.

In the first article ever to propose the application of the concept of norms to interpreting, Shlesinger (1989) questioned that it would be possible to recognise in interpreters’ behaviour “a shared body of norms — the manifestation of shared values or ideas in recurrent situations of the same type…”. In her view, one of the main problems was the “virtual nonexistence” of textual corpora collected in the field, in which regularities of behaviour might be sought and norms extrapolated. 

In his immediate response to Shlesinger’s article, B. Harris (1990) put this problem into a less gloomy perspective. Subsequent events have proven him right, as in the meanwhile corpus-based studies have multiplied in interpreting research, although the collection of authentic material is still quite difficult. All in all, I think that interpreting scholars should not be discouraged by the conviction that serious research is possible only if large corpora, preferably transcribed and encoded in electronic format like the BNC (British National Corpus) or CPSA (Corpus of Spoken, Professional American), are available. Think only of how many important works in the field of linguistic and translation research were produced before the idea of corpus collection ever emerged. Think also of how many of the most successful studies in the last few decades are not based on large, formally organised corpora, but on the analysis of single meaningful cases, or groups of cases, which are examined and used as exemplary in order to supply “plausible explanations to central issues” (Toury 1980: 81). Such explanations can then be tested on a full range of other instances, or against the shared knowledge and experience of the scholarly community involved. This means, on the whole, reliance on “cases” rather than “corpora”. Such an approach is exemplified in some of the works that have influenced the development of linguistics and translation studies in recent years. For example, it is true of de Beaugrande and Dressler’s Introduction to Text Linguistics (1981), which is based on selected examples; it is also true of most fundamental works on translation: A. Lefevere, G. Toury, J.S. Holmes, P. Newmark and S. Bassnett are but a few of the many scholars who have written seminal works without using large corpora.

Actually, as regards interpreting, there are reasons to believe that the analysis of a corpus that is limited in terms of topic, situation and cultural context, and thus more homogeneous both from the linguistic and the socio-cultural viewpoint, is likely to yield meaningful and reliable results.

A recent case, which is all the more topical here since it deals specifically with norms and the possibility of working with the concept in the absence of a large corpus, is Theo Hermans’ essay on Adrianus De Buck’s translation of Severinus Boethius’s De Consolatione Philosophiae. In this essay, Hermans (1999: 57) upholds “the heuristic relevance of proceeding with a norms concept as a guiding tool” and argues that this can be done by “focusing on norms not primarily as regularities in behaviour extracted from large corpora but as matter of prevailing normative as well as cognitive expectations, and the selective aspects of the individual translator’s choice for a particular option in the context of a limited range of realistically available alternatives”.

Furthermore, as Gile (1999a: 100) points out, research on norms of interpreting is “more efficiently done by relying on what Toury (1995: 65) calls ‘extratextual sources’, i.e. by asking interpreters about norms, by reading […] texts about interpreting, by analysing users’ responses and by asking interpreters and non-interpreters to assess target texts and to comment on their fidelity and other characteristics using small corpora”.

How do norms work in SI?

Having accepted the principle of the applicability of norms to SI, it is now worth asking how norms operate in SI in the perspective of quality assurance.

In order to discuss this point, reliance will be made on Toury’s classification of norms as preliminary and operational, the latter being divided into textual-linguistic and matricial norms (1995: 57ff).

It is well known that, in the case of translation, preliminary norms include the choice of texts to be translated, which results in a deliberate cultural policy. This is not always the case in interpreting: more often than not, the decision about whether to provide interpreting services for a given event is more the result of an objective need rather than of a given cultural orientation.

However, this does not mean that there are no preliminary norms in interpreting. In the pioneering article mentioned above, where Harris provides examples of very general norms that anyone practising the profession in the Western world would recognise and subscribe to, he deals mainly with preliminary norms: “the interpreter speaks in the first person as if s/he was the orator”, “interpreters work in shifts of 20 to 30 minutes”, and “good interpreters work exclusively or at least prevalently into their A language”.

The latter norm is especially interesting, since it provides a good example of two “problematic” features inherent in the very notion of norms in relation to the prevailing concept of quality: the socio-cultural specificity of norms and their basic instability (Toury 1995: 61-62). Let me illustrate this point. As is well known, within the institutions of Western Europe interpreters on the whole work only into their A language and this has been the rule ever since interpreting services have been offered at EU level. This reflects a norm-based model resting on the basic assumption that the quality of an interpretation is certainly better if the interpreter translates into her/his mother tongue. Of course, as Harris (1990) himself points out with reference to the Canadian situation, this norm is not complied with in many cases where the practical needs of communication in a given situation require interpreters to provide a retour as well. In Italy, this is more often than not the case on the free-lance market. However, this is considered simply a departure from a norm which in itself is not challenged. Nor is the idea that B-to-A or C-to-A language translation guarantees better quality. The underlying belief is that the intratextual well-formedness of the interpreted text, in terms of both expression and phonetics, has to be given priority. This view may not be shared by people belonging to other cultures; in Soviet Russia, for instance, it was traditionally believed (and the underlying ideological reasons are obvious) that the highest quality of performance in SI was provided by an interpreter working from her/his A language into a B language, the underlying idea being that intertextual consistency with the ST is more important in determining the quality of a SI than the linguistic effectiveness and sound of the TT. 

As for the second feature under discussion, instability of norms, it is a fact that norms are subject to change over time. Referring again to the example that has just been discussed, it is to be expected that, with the enlargement of the European Union and the consequent exponential increase in the number of language combinations, the “into A language” norm will in time give way to a more flexible idea of language direction in interpreting. This in turn will require an adjustment in our norm-based idea of quality. 

Going back to the discussion of the operation of norms in SI with a view to quality, let us now look at the second category of norms, operational norms (Toury 1995: 58). More specific than preliminary norms, these are the basis for decisions during the act of translation / interpreting, underlying the interpreter’s behaviour in coping with general and “local” translatorial and textual problems. These norms, as Toury makes clear, are either learnt or developed in time through experience: “translators undergoing socialisation also develop strategies for coping with specific types of problems that are likely to recur during actual translation”. Gile (1999a: 99) re-interprets as norms three of the general “rules” he put forth in his 1995 book: “maximising information recovery”, “maximising the communication impact of the speech” (target norms) and “minimising recovery interference” (optimisation norm). These are just instances of operational norms functioning at a general strategic level. There are also operational norms that work at a local or, if you like, tactical level, i.e. at the level of microstructures. Such norms are “interlinguistic” (Toury 1995: 59) and language-specific, enabling the interpreter to rely on ad hoc strategies or ready-made solutions for the translation of certain recurrent problematic structures in pairs of languages. Useful enough in translation, they are all the more valuable in the case of SI, given the severe time constraints and cognitive overload under which the translation task is performed. For certain recurrent pairs of frequently occurring syntactic patterns, interpreters develop automatised strategies. A series of fixed solutions are acquired, in the form of norm-based strategies activated whenever a certain problem occurs, thus saving energy and time. An example is that of ‘chunking’ procedures, customarily used by interpreters to simplify the hypotactic structure of a sentence, in order to cope with recurrent problems in given pairs of languages. In this case the general norm is: “in SI a sentence is simplified as much as possible in terms of grammatical dependency”. In its application, this norm is broken down into a number of more specific tactical norms in a given language combination, accounting for the multitude of single cases which the interpreter will manage in more or less the same way. For instance, in SI from Italian into English, whenever an interpreter comes across a left-branching structure at the beginning of a sentence, the norm is that s/he will not start with a subordinate clause without knowing what will follow. The tendency is to start with a main clause and express the logico-semantic relation with the following clauses paratactically, thus avoiding the risk of being unable to finish the sentence appropriately. 

Among operational norms there is another subcategory of norms, matricial norms, which govern the “very existence” of target-language material as a substitute for the corresponding source-language material […] its location in the text, as well as the textual segmentation” (Toury 1995: 58-59). Although the interpreter is not in a position to change the overall structure of the ST radically in her/his translation, matricial norms are of great interest for her/him as they govern omissions, additions and changes. These are problematic in assessment of quality: while it is often tempting to class them as errors, they are sometimes used as emergency or repair strategies and thus contribute to the quality of the performance.

The case of omissions

I will illustrate this point by discussing omissions. The temporal and cognitive constraints under which professional interpreters operate often prevent them from applying norms of which they are perfectly aware, and oblige them to find “compromise” solutions. In the case of omissions, for instance, one of the basic norms shared by the interpreting community is that the interpreter should give “a complete rendition of the ST”, which in theory would rule out omissions. These are prominent in all quality research focusing on classification and analysis of errors (e.g. Barik 1971, 1994; Galli 1990; Altman 1994). However, we all know by experience that in certain cases the interpreter’s omissions help guarantee the best possible quality of interpretation under the circumstances. As Jones explains: “There are cases when the interpreter is unfortunately not in a position to provide a totally complete and accurate interpretation” (Jones 1998: 139). When this occurs, “the interpreter omits in order to preserve as much of the original message as possible”. In other cases, omissions are deliberate and aimed at “economy of expression, ease of listening for the audience, and maximum communication between speaker and audience” (ibid.). This contextualised evaluation of omissions is in accordance with the results of some of the users’ surveys. For instance, in his questionnaire-based survey, P. Moser (1996: 164-166) found that, although answers to a question about completeness had received a high rating by respondents, in responses to a subsequent question “concentration on essentials” took priority over completeness, especially among older respondents. Kurz (1993a: 15-16) found, in her survey, that completeness of interpretation was rated only fourth or fifth among quality criteria (after: sense consistency, logical cohesion, use of correct terminology and, in some cases, fluency of delivery), and received the lowest marks from doctors and engineers. As Kurz reminds us (ibid.: 19), this is in accordance with Gile’s finding (1989: 27) that, in the case of scientific and technical conferences characterised by high information density, participants often prefer a more concise rendition, probably because it does not make excessive demands on their concentration. It is interesting that, in translation too, the norm regarding completeness of rendition as the absolute priority is no longer a dogma. Sager argues this point in relation to technical texts:

If we accept that the integrity of the source text content is no longer the sole criterion of the quality of a translation, and at the same time give translators the dynamic role of mediators, we can also expect them to adjust to the needs of secondary readers…(…)

(…) it must be recognised that in certain circumstances and for certain uses, simple omission of parts of a source text can improve the quality of the document for the reader (Sager 1997: 33).

Thus, in a target-language-oriented perspective, the function of the translated text and the needs of the recipients prevail over the traditionally accepted norm of completeness of rendition, which is seen as subordinate to ease of reception of the translated text by users. 

These observations help highlight how comprehensive the concept of norms can be as an explanatory instrument when dealing with quality in interpretation. It can account not only for regularities in the standard behaviour of interpreters who implement the ideal solutions vis à vis a number of translation problems, but also for repair and emergency strategies which contribute to assuring the quality of the final product. The interpreter can thus overcome the difficulties inherent in a translatorial task to be performed extemporaneously, and in physical seclusion from the actual environment where the communicative act takes place.

All the instances discussed above when dealing with the application of the different categories of norms to interpreting help illustrate that neither the concept of quality nor the norms underlying it are absolute, but strictly dependent on the context of situation and context of culture and, as such, subject to change in time.

Variability of norms and quality criteria across cultures, space and time

The discussion has so far not emphasised the essentially social nature of norms. As Schäffner (1999: 1) reminds us, Bartsch (1987: xii) defines norms as “the social reality of correctness notions”. To illustrate this important point, I shall start from another argument put forward by Hermans (1999), where he relies on the theories of sociologists Niklas Luhmann and Pierre Bourdieu to point out that the acquisition of norms by the individual translator can be viewed as “the inculcation of a durable, transposable disposition, i.e. a habitus which is both structured and structuring, forming a link between the individual and the social” (Hermans 1999: 58; my italics). This means that norms as models of behaviour are essentially intersubjective in nature and thus two-faceted, indeed multifaceted, since they are the result of an interaction involving users, interpreters and other actors (initiators, clients, Professional Conference Organisers, professional associations).

This is the rationale underlying the distinction, proposed by Chesterman (1997: 64-70; 1999: 91), between expectancy norms, i.e. the expectations of the target audience, and professional norms, which “explain the translator’s tendency to take account of these expectancy norms”. This distinction, which cuts across Toury’s classification, applies very well to interpreting, although it was originally conceived for written translation. Expectancy norms and professional norms are but two sides of the same coin, strictly interdependent and mutually reinforcing. Norms thus appear as expressions of social notions of correctness: the translation / interpreting act, i.e. the actual decisions the translator / interpreter makes, can be seen only within the framework of a translation event, i.e. “the context of situation where the person performing the act, and hence the act itself, are embedded” (Toury 1999: 18; 1995: 249ff), which is socio-cultural in nature and “comprises the various aspects of the communicative and the social background, the client etc. which impinge upon the act of translation” (Chesterman 1999: 91-92). 

This is also obvious in the very process through which norms and related notions of quality are acquired by interpreters and by the other actors involved. The interpreter is first taught norms by prescriptive training. S/he then “absorbs” them thanks to the example and advice of senior colleagues, after which s/he refines them through experience. In the end, they become internalised and act as behavioural constraints.

But the problem can also be looked at from the outside, concentrating on the way such norms manifest themselves in the intrinsic quality of the “finished” product, which is guaranteed by compliance with such norms, and on the degree of acceptance the product meets with among its users. In this perspective, norms are the result of an intersubjective negotiation process with all the other actors identified above — the initiators of the interpreting acts (Translations-Initiator), clients (Besteller or Auftraggebber), sometimes operating through Professional Conference Organisers, speakers / delegates (Ausgangs-Texter) and recipients (Pöchhacker 1995c: 35-38). These are the “pertinent groups” (Pym 1999: 110-111) involved in the negotiation of norms, which determine the characteristics and quality of the interpreter’s performance.

Thus, in the field of interpretation the concept of quality is essentially normative, being based on norms which are negotiated between all the actors involved. The role that each of these actors has in determining quality standards is different. According to Toury, this process of negotiation is mainly carried out by means of what he calls “environmental feedback”, “which acts as a kind of post factum product monitoring device, from users, but also from those who have commissioned the act of translating, and sometimes from the originator of the utterance to be translated as well […] The feedback that a translator receives is normative in essence” (Toury 1995: 248-249, emphasis in the original). However, apart from the interpreter and the recipient, there are other actors — clients, PCOs, initiators, interpreters themselves as members of the commissions that select novices on behalf of professional associations or in international institutions — who influence quality by acting as gatekeepers, preventing subjects not considered adequate from gaining access to the profession. In other words, sanctions are applied against those who do not conform with quality norms: they are not offered jobs, they are not admitted to professional associations, they are not selected for positions in international institutions. Of course, the ultimate source of elements for the evaluation of the quality of an interpreter’s performance is “environmental feedback”, but — again — the picture is quite complex.

For the actors who actually “handle” the finished product directly, i.e. interpreters who produce it and users who consume it, quality production / evaluation rests on a compromise between a system of beliefs concerning the “ideal” quality standards in SI and the actual conditions under which their work is performed, i.e. between the norms that ideally ought to be applied and more realistic norms which are materially applicable in consideration of the real conditions under which the interpreter works. Of course, in professional practice interpreters try to live up to ideal quality standards, but most of the time they work in an emergency situation. This is due to the mode of delivery of the text to be translated, which is rigorously “linear”, and a number of different contingent situational facts (paralinguistic features of the ST, working conditions, availability of documentation, efficiency of equipment etc.). Therefore, to meet the best possible quality standards, interpreters’ behaviour has to incorporate a whole range of emergency procedures. As pointed out above, in the discussion of the “no omissions norm”, the quality of SI is the result of a compromise between abstract standards and the constraints imposed by the real conditions under which it is performed. By necessity, professional norms incorporate a number of “repair” and “backup” strategies.

Symmetrically, there is no reason why this should not apply to users as well. In a survey — like Bühler’s or Kurz’s — carried out by means of a questionnaire, which simply asks people what they think in abstract terms about the different elements that contribute to determining the quality of a SI, there is no guarantee that the opinions expressed by respondents actually reflect the criteria that they apply in practice when assessing a real performance.

So one may wonder if the results of such surveys are reliable with a view to formulating a concept of quality that can be applied in practice. When questions are asked about specific aspects of SI, views expressed by respondents, although based on experience, may be biased by pre-conceived ideas or attitudes. For instance, users’ survey results seem so far to indicate that respondents tend to be relatively indulgent about voice quality and fluency, but this could be the consequence of a sort of “ideological bias”, that is of the idea that after all “form” is unimportant, while what really counts is content. These points have never been tested empirically. When one speaks in purely abstract terms, the evaluation of each single criterion is given in isolation, but in a real evaluation process the different elements may overlap and interfere with one another. For instance, it can be expected that a poor performance in terms of prosody and fluency may be perceived as less correct and less coherent, although in actual fact it is not.

A recent pilot study (Garzone, forthcoming) I carried out to verify these points as part of a wider study on SI in scientific communication seems to confirm that, although in users’ ideological system elements such as style, choice of register, prosody, fluency etc. are not considered essential, these elements do in fact have a marked impact on the norms users apply when they evaluate real performances. This is because such formal factors not only make the interpretation more pleasant to follow, but are also perceived as indicators of the interpreter’s competence and reliability in offering an adequate rendering of the ST. 

In the light of these considerations, it can be suggested that interviews, surveys and questionnaires are more liable to ideological distortion than research based on a rigorously descriptive approach, which is free from such dangers and can more easily lead to a clear identification of norms and quality standards.

Quality in interpreting as an ethical/deontological problem

The above observations help highlight a fundamental problem in quality research: most of the time users have no objective elements to check the intertextual coherence between TT and ST. They thus have to rely on indirect indicators, as well as on compatibility of the meaning of the interpreted text with their knowledge of the topic under discussion, plausibility and logical coherence. In other words, users have no direct means to assess intertextual consistency between TT and ST, since this would imply they do not need an interpreter. This aspect is also problematic in translation; however, anyone wishing to check the fidelity of a written translated text can ask a native speaker to give an interlinear translation or to explain in detail the meaning of the ST, while even this “second hand” check is impossible in interpreting. As Shlesinger puts it, “Do our clients know what’s good for them?” (1997: 126). One may add: “How can they know for sure whether the service provided is adequate?”.

It can thus be clearly stated that, apart from the preventive action of “gatekeepers”, quality assurance rests exclusively on interpreters. On the one hand, they are the only guarantors of the intrinsic quality and fidelity of the TT to the ST; on the other, they also have to take care that the “finished product” is sufficiently fluent, plausible and coherent not to raise the user’s suspicions concerning its reliability. Users’ confidence can be gained only if formal criteria are also complied with, although they should not become substitutes for real fidelity to the ST (as may be the case when the interpreter’s competence is inadequate, but s/he is crafty enough as to “market” her/his “product” well).

Against this background I would like to adopt here a distinction — on which my colleague and friend, Slavonic scholar Laura Salmon, has often insisted in relation to the translator’s profession — between deontology, that is a professional’s moral commitment to providing the best possible ‘product’ for her/his customer’s satisfaction, and ethics, i.e. a personal system of general moral principles which an upright person should want to abide by also in the professional sphere, although it might sometimes interfere with deontology. On the basis of such a distinction, I would suggest that formal acceptability of SI, both as a positive quality of the interpreted text and as a prerequisite to win the user’s confidence, is part of an interpreter’s professional deontology. Assurance of the intrinsic quality of an interpretation and its fidelity to the letter and spirit of the ST is an essentially ethical question.

� Cf. Barik (1971, 1994), and other researchers using criteria based on his classification of errors, e.g. Galli (1990) and Altman (1994). In the evolution towards more holistic approaches to TT evaluation, cf. Gerver (1971a and 1971b) and Anderson (1979), who evaluate the TT by means of an intelligibility scale and an informativeness scale, and Tommola and Lindholm (1995), who take an even broader approach, assessing the TT against a text base, i.e. “a semi-formal representation of the semantic elements in the source discourse in terms of predicates and arguments” (Tommola and Helevä 1999: 181).


� This emerged quite evidently from P. Moser’s survey (1996), where the opinions of older respondents differed from those of other age groups.





