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The use of interpreters in the rehabilitation of people who
have been subjected to torture is a relatively new idea and
there is practically no literature on the subject.

By
Vibeke Pentz-Maller* gnd
Anders Hernmuansen

Our knowledge of interpretation
work has been accumulated through
many years of work for Amne-
sty International and the RCT
{Rehabifitation and Research Cen-
tre for Torture Victims) in Copen-
hagen. where we are now working
as interpreters for Latin American
torture victims and théir families.
In this connection the RCTs own
training of interpreters has epabled
us to exhange useful views and
experience with professional medi-
cal staff, social workers and iater-
pretess from other parts of the
world whose languages and cultu-
res are far more alien 1o a
Northern European than those of
Spanish-speaking countries.

For clarity 'he’ is used for the

the interpreier
in this article. which has been divi-
ded into two main parts.

In this issue of TORTURE we'l
bring the first part. the second part
will appear in the next TORTURE.

In later issues of TORTURE
some of the problems concerning
mterpretation  in other culiural
contexts will be discussed,

Part I: Principles of interpreia-
1:om {or torture victims.

Interpretation i geperal.
WCIUGing  COMpeience.  prepara-
i, 1 pratation sessions. differ-
erpretation methods. profes-
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sional discretion and the communi-
cation of culiural differences.

Part II: Interpretation during
psychotherapy and the interpre-
ter’s needs.

Part I

Competence of the
Interpreter

Before accepting an assignment,
the interpreter must ascertain that
she is competent, i.e. has sufficient
command of the necessary termi-
nology and language usage, and
must thereafter decide whether she
is up to the ioh.

One of the first principles for an
interpreter is to remain impartial.

Preparation

The interpreter should then prepare
for the job by familiarising herself
tances of the case and whether or
not it is necessary o brush up any
refevant terminology, or perhaps to
fearn new. An important aspect of
an interpreter’s work is to keep up
to date on social problems, culture
and religion, both in her own coun-
iry and in the countries whose lan-
guage the interpreter is working
with, since language undergoes a
coniiﬁuou;s process of development
parallel with society as a whole.

Interpretation Sessions

The interprefer is the link enabling

wo or more people to communi-
cate as though they were speaking
the same language. By interpreta-
tion 18 meant communication not
onlv of language but also of cultu-
res. In other words, all messages
must  be iaterpreted and fine
shades of meaning and idiomaric
expressions conveyved as {ar as pos-
sible. It is not for the interpreter to
asses whether anything the parties
have said is uninteresting or super-
flucus, and the mterpreter shouid
also convey emotional including
hard and offending expressions in
unweakened form. In terms of lan-
guage, one of the results of this is
that the interpreter speaks in the
first person whenever the person
speaking does so.

It is a fundamental principle
that the interpreter never conceals,
distoris, construes or infers what is
sard, but i3 loyal both to what is
uttered, and to the spirit in which i

ance.ina.language. which ds-cleas

and intefligible to the recipient. We
would emphasise that contrary to
written franslations, it is alwavs
more importanl to convey the mes-
sage than (o use a specific formula-
tion of language. The interpreter’s
impartiality should thus wot be
mistaken for indifference: a good
inferpreter is not merely an empty
vessel transiating backwards and
forwards, but a person who is
actively mvolved in the communi-
cation by making sure that she on
the one hand and the parties on
the other understand the under-
ving message i what is actuadly said.



Interpreting 15 always a physical-
lv and mentally exacting process
and the mterpreter, therefore, does
not undertake any other funciion
for the duration of the assignment.

Interpretation Methods

Many professional  interpreters
masier both consecutive miemreta-
tion f{ie. subseguent reproduciion
of short or long statements) and
simultancous interpretation.  Nor-
mally the choice of method will
depend on the concretle situation
and on the parties involved. Simuk
taneous mterpretation requires that
the imterpreter is familiar with the
subject and that the person spea-
king does so articulately and at a
controlled speed. For easv commu-
nication. consecufive interpretation
requires the persons speaking to sav
only a few sentences at a time, thus
avoiding two problems:

1) unnecessary strain on the inter-
preter’s memory because  she
uses more energy on remembe-
ring what is said than on inter-
preting and #

2) imterruption of the direct com-
mugication between the parties
when they have to sit passively
and wait for the interpretation
of long statements. Efficient
communication also depends on
the phvsical position of the
mierpreter

Professional Discretion

AT ime‘rpﬁa*{m gsbased o arebe

tonship of trust. and an interpreter
respects a pledge of professional
secrecy and discretion. a fact which
should be made clear to ail parties.

Interpretation in General for
Torture Victims

The above i a review of general
interpretation principles. We will
aow focus on the special aspects of
%n*srpre%’%zéon when an mierpreter
i working with torture vietims.

m satsty the ;u;mrum nts of re-
hiliation work  the mterprete
in advance decids upon her

attitude towards torfure. She must
be aware that not only 1 torture a
traumatic expericnce for the victim
but also completely and utterly
unacceptable from an etlacal pom
of view,

It s mimportant for the interpre-
ter 1o avoid the pitfall of percet-

enl may become too dependent on
the interpreter.

The interpreter should cooperate
with all the staff at the cenire where
she works, not only with the thera-
pists and professionals for whom she
is interpreting.

Polical refugees may be confron-

A

Imierprenters are often used in the rehabiliiation of wrure swrvivors @t RCT in

Copenhagen (constructed session}.

ving people who have been subjec-

ted 1o toriare as patients wh are

to be “comforted” and ° ht.]{!(_d
We must help emphasise to the cli-
ent that his sequelae are the reacti-
ons of anv normal human being o
an extremely abnormal sittation.
Overall the mterpreter must be
aware of har professmal and perso-
nal responsibility. It is essential that
she feels empathy towards the client
and his stuation but this should not
fead her w mtervene in the ireat
nent without the consent of the the-
rapist and 0ot 1o enter Lo any «
F reldtion 1o the client
without consulling one or more of
the professionals, Otherwise the cli-

galions  in

Erly e stEE

ted with S‘pﬂcial difﬁcuitic«; m zbe

mnscmusi} or

u;}consuomé}- mur
attitude towards the recipient com-
munity and its institutions 15 often

negative; the refugees feel suilty or
smbarrassed al being suspicious of
and m opposition to the person they
have asked for help.

A retationship of trust and confi-
dence between the people imvolved
iy the treatment is absolutely vital
for the client o feel so safe that he
dare voice and analvse his problems,

Spending time with the
therapist and other \‘t‘i?'i" b '*i'é‘rf:i* and
after interviews will help creste a
positive atmosphsre,

chent,




Professional Skills

In rehabititation work the interpre-
ter should master the general ter-
minology of the five main arcas
mentioned below:

a) Anatomy. physiology and pat-
hology

b} Psychology and psychiatry. For
some languages interpretation
is facilitated if the doctor or
thvzwm Hses Eha G'reei-; or

oreans *xmpmms ete,
¢} Forms of torture. A torture vie-
tim will often shrink back from
refating the harrowing experi-
ences of the past. In order not
to overaxert the Lhc,n%: by asking
him  for  detaile Iborate
jons, it is necassary for
rpreter to be familiar
wit Iﬂ many of the most {reguent-
I nethads of ronure in
her cwn and in the clients lan-
guage #nd 1o know what they
3 of . The smcrp;’ciar
also be aware that new
methods of tortere are conting-
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ally being introduced in various

parts of the world.

d} Social services. As rehabilitat-
on also comprises the clients
social situation in the country
of exile. the interpreter should
be broadly familiar with the
structure of the social services
of the country and the main
rufes regarding benefits  and
procedures. In this respect, the
situation will often be very dif-
ferent from that of the client’s
homeland.

[t goes without saying that a
mere word-for-word transiation of
terms, will be inadequate. Frequ-
ently a “direct”. correct translation
will make no sense at ail to the chi-
ent and may intensify his feeling of
being alien and may even ccsmp%
tely undermine his positive  atti-
tude. The interpreter must often act
as a catalyst, ie. explain the mea-
ning of a term rather than just
translate it. If a thorough expiana-
tion is required, the interpreter
should point this out 1o the social
worker. The general principle for
irztf_rpra,urﬂ; only to translate what
is said is still applicable in theory
but must often be modified to suit
the specific requirements of a
given situation,

Preparation

New interpreters who are not fami-
tiar  with torture and toriure-
refated probiems will have to study
reports  and  literature on  the

subject.. A wide. selection of such-

literature is now available in sever-
al languages. and  ideally such
material should bhe at hand at the
rehabilitation centre in all tangua-
ges in which inferpretation is carri-
ed out. Another thing which is ex-
tremely useful to new interpreters
is watching films and videos about
torfure, the training of tortarers
{especially the Bl Your Neigh-
hmgm Sam and rehabilitation of
torture  victims.  The last Hem
should portray the treatment of a
victim and includerhis own account
¥ his wituation and the favourable
results of trestment should he

made visible through the pictures.
The insight which the m%erpf:,ter
cains  from  this s important
because it will confirm and further
her understanding of the clients
situation and reactions.

In rehabiiitation work it is of
immense importance for the inter-
prefer 10 keep up with latest re-
scarch findings, new specialised
arens and methods of treatment,
She must do this partly on her own
initiztive and partly through atten-
ding symposia and seminars erc.
neld by the professionals attached
to the rehabilitation ecentre. and
not least by studving relevant lite-
rature. Moreover, the relationship
of trust and confidence with the
clieats will be encouraged if the
interpreter feels “at home” al the
rehabilitation  centre, and keeps
herself familiar with all develop-
ments, guidelines for treatment,
administrative routines and so on
at the centre.

Communication and Cultural

Differences

As mentioned earlier it is part of
the interpreter’s job to possess a
knowledge of the community, cul-
ture, famﬂv patterns and lzfcmk
of the country or countries whose
language she masters.

If her knowledge is insufficient,
she will not be able to perform her
job satisfactorily since she is to
communicate not only the purely
verbal communication but a%w any
neneverbat-stgmals rooted i
differences of culture wherevcr
these are neither common nor

immediately intelligible. Another
aspect,  which  the  interpreter

should bear in mind. is that verbal
atterances which can oo the face of
it be translated word-for-word will,
if such is attempied. often he
recieved in 2 wayv the speaker had
not intended.

Basic elements of evervdey life.
such as family fecling, rddmms?nps
hetween the generations, notions of
physical and mental iliness and the
possibility of recovery may be look-
ed upen n completely different
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ways. The sense of community,
responsibility towards family mem-
bers. the man-woman relationship,
the relationship between young
and old, concepts of disgrace,
honour, religion and faith may be
much more significant i other cul-
tures than in those of our western
countries and it is for the interpre-
ter o ensure that the right impor-
tance and dimension are given to
these aspects during an interview,
‘This does not mean that the inter-
preter should act as a buffer for
instance to soften insulting ulteran-
ces, which will have o be interpret-
ed in accordance with their face
value if the parties are to get an
accurate picture of each other and
of the situation. Neither is 1t just a
question of being expert in finding
the precise phrase or proverb
which expresses  the speaker’s
thoughts perfectly - very few can
live up to such expectations.

A direct translation of whai is
said supported by a more detailed
explanation may very likely turn
out to be the best way of conveying
the meaning of what has been said.

i
Guidelines Before and After
Interviews and Consultafions

If possible. the interpreter should
arrive in good time (15 minutes)
before an interview. This is of parti-
cular imporfance if the client is new
so that the interpreter and the cli-
ent get a change 1o tune in to each
other and build up a relationship of
trust. A point to remember here is

that the interpreter is-not-a-thera-

pist and that such conversations
should concentrate on “neutral”
subjects. The interpreter must
under no circumstances encourage
the client to recount his experien-
ces of torture ete. If the chient touch-
es upon it himself, the interpreter
should fisten altentively, of course,
but should seck to turn the conver-
sation away from the subject.

When a session starts the inter-
preter and the client should eater
the room together and thev should
leave together. A follow-up conver-
sation between the therapist and
the iterpreter should take place.
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After an interview the interpre-
ter and the client should not discuss
the matters that were raised during
the mterview.

Interpreting outside the
Centre

Even o the rehabilitation centre
has professional and specially train-
ed staff within the various areas of
treatment, the client and his family
may from time to time have to be
sent for specialist examinations and
treatment outside the physical set-
ting of the centre, for interviews
with social workers and case wor-
kers in the local municipality, to
schools ete. The interpreter must
be briefed beforehand and must
know what to do when she accom-
panies a client alone to such inter-
views or examinations.

The interpreter’s job is, as we
have said before, to pass on what
the professionals and the clients say
to each other and not to interpolate
personal comments or explanations
during the assignment. However,
the exceptions to this rule are the
situations where the client is not
accompanied by a therapist or
other professional from the centre.

In connection with somatic exa-
minations and treatments, the inter-
preter should be aware of things that
may remind the chent of his torture.
The interpreter may on her own ini-
tiative draw attention to these,

On visits to the social authorities
cte. the interpreter may support the
client by intervening to make sure

~that-all-essential points-and detaits

arc  explained and uaderstood.
However, she must not take over
the conversation on the clieats
behalf, acting as his “guardian”, but
just draw atiention to things which
may have been forgotien or inad-
equately explained, enabling the
client himself to formulate his own
questions and wishes for interpre-
tation. This to emphasize that the
very purpose of rehabilitation is to
restore the client’s feeling of self-
respect and assurance necessary to
enable him 1o éope with his own
life, If after the interview the inter-
preter finds that all poinis have not

been attended to and emphasised
appropriately, she must report back
to the centre to decide what steps
should be taken.

Interpretation in Practice

Some cliepds find #t difficult to
lcarn another language. Others
learn quickly. This means that ma-
ny of the clients understand and
speak  Danish well enocugh o
handle many sitwations, but all the
same many clients prefer to have
an interpreter with them, perhaps
because they find it difficult w
express themselves clearly and pre-
cisely.

In such cases the interpreter
should suggest that the professional
speaks in his own language while
the interpreter will translate single
words or passages, when she feels
that perhaps the client does not
catch the full meaning of what has
been said.

The professionat may speak or
understand some of the clieat’s lan-
guage. If so, it should be made
quite clear that the professional
never interferes with the interpre-
ter’s choice of word or forms of
expression unless this is to avoid
mistakes.

As far as the physical position of
the interpreter is concerned the
mterpreter should be seated so that
she can see the people she is inter-
preting for. During consultation or
therapy the interpreter should pre-
ferably be seated between the client
and the therapist. If she is seated

mexttoone of them ot cloger fo ane

of them this mav shift the bal-
ance between the two parties.
{0 be cominued
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