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Chapter 1

Setting the Scene for This Research

Rationale of Research

For decades since interpreting was regarded as a proper “profession” in the
West (Pochhacker, 2004), where interpreting made its official conference debut
in the 1919 Paris Peace Conference (ibid: 28), and in China, where interpreting
is now pursued by many ambitious young men and women (Chai, 2007), the
true nature of an interpreter has always remained something close to a myth.

When explaining the caption “Make dialogue, not war” in the heading for
a section in her book, Snell-Hornby (2006: 166-168) shares with her reader an
interesting example of failed intercultural communication involving the work
of an interpreter. During Lord Macartney’s visit to China in 1792 as an envoy of
George III of Great Britain, he confronted with Emperor Qianlong, the then
powerful ruler of the Chinese Empire. In a clash of cultures, every request for
negotiating outlets for British trade proposed by the extremely confident
Englishman was turned down, and Lord Macartney refused to kowtow in front
of the Chinese emperor, making the British appear to be simply barbarian and
not worthy of trust. As the celestial rituals were very complicated, no effective
dialogue interpreting could be done. What was said by Emperor Qianlong had
to be relayed to the President of the Tribunal of Rites, then to the interpreter
who did not know English and spoke Latin, and then translated from Latin into
English for the delegation. Things became totally out of control when the

British guests started to describe and explain their fascinating gifts for the
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Chinese emperor. As the interpreter had no idea about the replica of the British
flagship “Royal Sovereign”, the official inspection turned out to be arduous and
soon aroused contempt from Emperor Qianlong for such a useless thing,.
Therefore, failure of communication, both verbally and non-verbally, with each
side strictly abiding by its cultural rules and semiotic signs, gave rise to
misunderstanding of the two great civilizations.

“What answers could translation studies have given to all this?” Snell-
Hornby asks, following her narration of the classic chapter in history. With
bilingually and biculturally competent interpreters, with a willingness to
recognize the relativity of their own world-view, and with respect for each
other’s cultural differences, as Snell-Hornby (2006: 168) argues:

These insights would have led to a different quality of discourse and
mode of conduct on both sides, and with far-reaching consequences:
have Lord Macartney behaved differently, had he presented his offer
differently, and had the Chinese Emperor received it differently,
history might have taken a different course.

Snell-Hornby’s words make one think about the role of the interpreter in
culturally- and ideologically-charged political events. Though it may not
necessarily be called a role that can change the world, it is a role that goes beyond
many conventional views.

This vivid case in history is a perfect example of the role of interpreters.
On occasions of cultural contacts, confrontations and even conflicts, he/she is
present on-site, rendering messages of either utmost politeness or extreme
hostility. Could he/she bring him/herself into the process of interpreting and
effectively change anything? The case elaborated by Snell-Hornby perhaps
points to the assumption that so many history books could have been written
differently if the interpreter at one particular moment had translated not this
way, but the other way. More than two centuries after the meeting between the
Chinese emperor and the British envoy, such moments are still not rare in this

multi-cultural and globalized world. In cases similar to the above-mentioned



