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In the cohtext of our nation’s historic mission of the Four
Maedernizations,one of our crucial policies is “‘to learn from the
strong points of all nations and all countries’’. In the world con-
text, increased international exchanges in science, politics, trade,
- management and culture have become both a vital element and
a professional requisite of our contemporary world. Hence, the .
ever-increasing need for skilled professionals in the field of
translation and interpretation.
*

PART ONE: INTRODUCTION
I. WHAT “INTERPRETATION” MEANS -

In my book on Translation (published by The Commer-
cial Press, March 1980), I have submitted that “Translation, es-
sentially, is the faithful representation, in one language, of what
is written in another language.” And I wish to submit here that
INTERPRETATION, essentially, means an extempore oral repro-
duction, in one language, of what is said in another language. To
this may be added the following two points of clarification.

' One. As proved by practice, interpretation cannot be viewed

as a merely linguistic undertaking, but should be regarded as
an aspect of a larger domain, namely, that of communication.
In the case of complex discourses or speeches, interpretation in-
volves not only “linguistic proficiency” but also ‘“‘encyclopedic
knawledge g : ‘

Two. A few words on the use of terms. In the United Na-
tions (and, for that matter, at all official international meetings)
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the term “‘translate”, “translator” or “translation” is used when
tt e immediate result of the work is a written text; and the term
“interpret’’, “interpreter’ or “interpretation”, when the immediate
result is a speech reproduced orally in a language (always in one
of the working languages) other than that spoken by the original
speaker.

II. THE TWO MOST WIDELY-USED
FORMS OF INTERPRETATION

INTERPRETATION may assume either of the two most
widely-used, distinct forms - “‘comsecutive interpretation” or
“simultaneous interpretation’. In case the interpreter is under
the instructions to “interpret between chunks of the original
speech” (or rather, immediately after the original speaker has com-
pleted a few connected sentences or, in most cases, a fairly long
paragraph), he will be doing “consecutive interpretation”, and
he is technically referred to as a ‘“‘consecutive interpreter”. On
the other hand, if he is instructed to interpret while the original
speech is being made, as is always the case with formal meetings
at the U.N. and its related agencies, then he will be doing “‘simui-
taneoys interpretation”, and he is called a “simul-taneous inter=
preter’” or “conference interpreter’.

CONSECUTIVE INTERPRETATION, Whlch requires no
well-equipped booths and sophisticated wiring system, 1s the
most widely used form of interpretation in China on various oc~
casions — ranging from formal talks or negotiations (between our
Party or State leaders and the visiting VIPs, for instance) to helping
a foreign tourist to get over his language difficulties in shopping
in an out-of-the-way store. Indeed, it has been such a widely
used form in our country that when the non-professional people

2



speak of “oral-interpretation” (or “interpreters’®), what they
really refer to is, in the jargon of international conferences, ‘“‘con-
secutive interpretation” (or ‘“‘consecutive interpreters’” who, inci-
dentally, can be seen in a fairly great number of our cities where
scenic spois or places of historical interest are open to visitors
from abroad). To this most widely-used form of interpretation,
therefore, PART TWO and PART THREE of this book are de-
voted. And it has been borne out by practice that genuine coms=
petence in ‘“‘consecutive interpretation’ can serve as a very solid
foundation for “simultaneous interpretation”, though the latter
calls for additional, laborious ‘‘intensive training”.

SIMULTANEOUS INTERPRETATION, which occupies no
time apart from that taken by the original speaker but requires rath-
er expensive and highly sophisticated sets of electronic equip-
ment, is increasingly needed at international meetings and con-
ferences where a large number of countries are represented. This
form of interpretation, which requires very intensive specific training
to attain proficiency and the training programme for which is
internationally accepted as a post-graduate professional training
programme, is to be dealt with in PART FOUR and PART FIVE
of this HANDBOOK.

In addition, there is the third form — “On-Sight Interpreta-
tion” or “At-Sight Interpretation” or, simply, *“Sight-Interpre-
tation” — which, for all practical purposes, is basically similar
to “simultaneous interpretation” in approach on the part of the
interpreter, and which is to be dealt with in PART FOUR of this
book.

Furthermore, there is the fourth form — “Whispering”’ —
which is sometimes used at “Small” meetings (e.g. a sub-committee
or a Drafting Committee) or at a meeting where no arrangement
or equipment for either consecutive or simultaneous interpreta-
tion is made and, in such cases, an interpreter’s assigned job is

3



sometimes to whisper into the ear of one or two representatives
(occastonally a row of three sitting in front of the interpreter)
what is being said by the original speaker.

1. PREREQUISITES FOR
INTERPRETATION

Drawing on his experience over the years, one seasoned in-
terpreter says, “The main difficulty with interpretation is that it
is impossible to do it perfectly.” Striking a similar note, another
veteran interprefer says, ‘“‘Interpretation is a very complex matter.
The case is: there is always something I could have done better!”
However, nearly all veteran interpreters agree that with proper
training and long years of practice, one can achieve a fairly high de-
gree of competency in interpretation, whether consecutive or simul-
taneous. In this connection two guestions are being frequently
asked: (1) What are the prerequisites for interpretation (as dis-
tinct from those for translation)? (2) What are the specific qual-
ities required of an interpreter ? These two questions are obviously
inter-related. However, to facilitate our analysis and discussion,
let us take up the first question first.

“Prereqms:tes for interpretation” are basically four-fold: (1)
A strong sense of duty; (2) Linguistic proficiency; (3) “Encyclo=
pedic knowledge’; (4) Mastery of interpretation techniques.

(1) An interpreter’s strong sense of duty always finds
expression in two respects. First, he is most particular about
being conscientious — conscientious in pre-conference prepara-
tions, conscientious in following the original speaker and furnish-
ing the best possible rendition, conscientious in abiding by the
“professional ethics” (See Chapter 17) and the relevant rules and
regulations, etc. Second, he has a conscious and persistent desire
to improve his competence; for him the training in interpretation

4



is a never-ending process, so that in practically every speech he
has “processed” (through ‘listening — transference — delivery’’)
he learns something,.

(2) “Linguistic proficiency’’, in the context of interpreta-
tion, means primarily a fairly good command of the languages in-
volved and a good grasp of the cultures of the languages involved.
Specifically, it means, inter alia, acute hearing, exceptionally large
‘vocabulary, precision and flexibility of expression, good articula-
tion and elocution. And, in this connection, the importance of
constant exposure to different varieties of English spoken and written
by native speakers and constant exposure to various relevant
publications in Chinese cannot be overemphasized.

(3) “Encyclopedic knowledge”, though hardly possible
in practice, is @ goal towards which the conscientious interpreter
or translator should work untiringly. This is because lack of
knowledge of the “‘subject matter” dealt with by the original speaker
can become a serious stumbling-block, or even the cause for which
an interpreter “gets stuck”. This is no alarmist talk. Let us
cite two cases to illustrate this point. First, if one is assigned to
work as a U.N. conference interpreter, one will find that the United
Nations is a forum where “everything under the sun and, indeed,
everything in the universe” could be involved, where one hundred
and one disciplines of modern sciences could be relevant, and
where well over 150 Member States are represented with the dele-
gates representing vastly different cultural, political and social
background! Secondly, if one is to interpret for trade talks on the
import or export of some modern computer technology, one has
to learn to acquire in advance some basic knowledge of, and basic
terminology relevant to, the various functional units of a modern
computer, electronic circuitry, computer software and hardware
in general, memory and “memory dump routine”, etc., etc. Of
course, the level of knowledge acquired or mastered by an inter-
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