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Chapter 2 Interpreting in politics and 
diplomacy 
 

The existence of thousands of languages worldwide makes unlimited direct communication 

between speakers impossible. Translation and interpreting have therefore always played a 

major role in mediating communicative needs in practically all domains of social life. In brief, 

the difference between the two is that translation refers to written communication and 

interpreting to oral communication. Translators work on the basis of material that is fixed, 

e.g. as printed text, which allows them to revise their output, check it regularly against the 

source text, and conduct research to produce a target text which is appropriate for its 

specified purpose. The work of interpreters, however, is more time constrained. 

A typical characteristic of interpreting is that the text is ephemeral. The source text is 

generally impermanent and presented only once, with the exception of a few modes. As a 

result, interpreting is typically characterised by a lack of time and limited opportunities to 

check or correct the target text. Interpreting can be done in the consecutive or simultaneous 

mode. In consecutive interpreting, the interpreter reproduces the message in the target 

language after the speaker has finished the original message, which is often a part of a 

longer text. There is therefore only one person speaking at a time. Interpreters first listen, 

and then speak, often using notes taken during the speaker’s turn to support their memory. 

In simultaneous interpreting, the interpreter conveys the original speaker’s message in the 

target language with a short decalage, or time lag, while the speaker is still speaking, 

requiring interpreters to listen and speak at the same time. At conferences, simultaneous 

interpreters often work in interpreting booths, and the audience can hear their output via 

headphones. At smaller meetings, interpreters may also whisper their rendition to their 

audience (usually just one or two people unless using mobile interpreting equipment, which 

consists of a highly sensitive microphone and headsets with infrared receivers). This form 

of simultaneous interpreting is also known as chuchotage, from the French chuchoter – to 
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whisper. Other forms of simultaneous interpreting include sight interpreting, where the 

interpreter interprets a written document in real time, and the hybrid form simultaneous 

consecutive, or sim-consec, where the interpreter takes consecutive notes with a smart pen 

or app that also records the sound, allowing the interpreter to switch between written and 

auditory input while interpreting after the speaker. 

Translation and interpreting have been essential in politics and diplomacy throughout history. 

A few historical examples illustrating the significance of interpreting will suffice. 

2.1 The relevance of interpreting in politics and diplomacy 

The 1945 Yalta Conference, the 1978 Camp David Summit, the 1995 Dayton Agreement, 

the 2018 Trump-Kim Summit in Hanoi, the regular G20 and G7/8 Summits, the annual World 

Economic Forum in Davos, the Brexit negotiations between the European Union (EU) and 

the United Kingdom, and the many regular meetings of EU Heads of Government and 

ministers: meetings of the world’s most powerful politicians, many of them historic moments 

and events of worldwide impact and interest rely on highly qualified interpreters, although 

they mostly stay discreetly in the background, often just out of frame in photographs and 

film, and often go unnoticed by the public. Today, hardly a day goes by without meetings and 

conferences involving politicians or diplomats, be it at the national level, in European Union 

bodies, or in international organisations. To this we can add countless expert meetings with 

highly specialised technical subject matters of political or diplomatic import that also require 

interpreting – anything from agriculture and fisheries to economy and education. The many 

facets of diplomacy, from trade negotiations to state visits, from sports to culture, also 

demand a high degree of expertise from interpreters with regards to terminology, rules, 

sports jargon, proper names, art history, etc. 

The historical examples, especially those documented in the biographies and memoirs of 

famous interpreters, are evidence that the process of facilitating understanding has always 

considered the compatibility of the plans, goals and interests of everyone involved. 
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Interpreters historically also took on other tasks by taking minutes or acting as personal 

advisors or even serving as envoys themselves. Their work was also strongly shaped by the 

ideology and people for whom they interpreted as well as their own social status.. 

The historical relevance of interpreting in political and diplomatic contexts is a topic that 

interpreting research has approached from various angles (see for example Roland 1999, 

Takeda and Baigorri-Jalón 2016). It is assumed that even early tribes and peoples relied on 

mediators to facilitate communication when they met. Until the 15th century, interpreters 

even accompanied their rulers onto the battlefield in times of war, making a clear distinction 

between diplomatic and military interpreting impossible. Some of the earliest evidence of the 

presence of diplomatic interpreters can be found in Ancient Egypt, where “royal messengers” 

who spoke several languages were responsible for official external relations and delivered 

the Pharaoh’s missives to foreign rulers. They were often accompanied by a “common 

interpreter”, who was of lesser importance than the official “ambassador”. These first 

ambassadors and interpreters can be seen in the famous relief scene from the tomb of 

regent and later Pharaoh Horemheb in Memphis, which depicts the interpreter as a dual 

figure that faces both ways. Later, in Ancient Greece and in the time of the Roman Empire, 

people with language skills were also used as ambassadors to convey important messages 

to foreign countries. There is also evidence of interpreter-envoys in early imperial China 

(Lung 2011). Thus the boundaries between the multilingual mediator and the ambassador 

were fluid. Throughout the history of interpreting in diplomacy, we see the use of people with 

varying degrees of multilingual competence, who in some cases were even persecuted 

because they were accused of being traitors or had to deliver negative messages. Others 

were trusted personal advisors or had tasks in addition to linguistic mediation and, because 

of their language skills, influenced the contacts and relations with foreign peoples or 

communities. The history of the conquest of the Americas provides many examples of this. 

One of the most famous interpreters, La Malinche, the interpreter of the Spanish conqueror 

Hernán Cortés, provided valuable assistance in the negotiations between indigenous tribes 

and the Spanish conquerors, but was also considered a traitor to her people (Roland 1999). 
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The field of trade and trade relations has always been closely linked to that of diplomacy. 

Early interpreters were often entrusted with far-reaching tasks in the field of trade and 

diplomacy. This is evidenced by the Canadian interprètes résidents: they were highly 

efficient intermediaries between the indigenous peoples and the European settlers and 

traders, while at the same time acting as guides, explorers, diplomats and traders. All in all, 

the history of world diplomacy offers many examples of the use of language mediators, 

whose tasks often went beyond language mediation itself and who had a significant 

influence on communication and diplomatic relations. Thus political and diplomatic 

interpreting is probably one of the original forms of dialogic language and cultural mediation. 

While some of these interpreters of the past fell into interpreting by virtue of their 

circumstances and multilingualism, others were trained specifically for the job, such as the 

Dragomans, who served as diplomatic interpreters for the Venetians in the Ottoman Empire 

in the 16th and 17th centuries (Rothman 2009), or the official interpreters for Chinese, 

Japanese, Jurchen (later Manchu) and Mongolian trained at the Bureau of Interpreters of 

the Korean Chosŏn dynasty from 1392 until the end of the 19th century (Sixiang 2014, Song 

2001). 

In the 20th century, political and diplomatic interpreting finally developed into the forms we 

know today. The first multilingual negotiations and conferences took place after World War 

I. In addition to bilateral consecutive interpreting, the simultaneous mode was introduced. 

The most significant historical events of the 20th century that required interpreting services 

are probably the Paris Peace Conference of 1919, where 32 nations entered into 

discussions on peace treaties, and the activities of the International Labour Organisation 

and the League of Nations. After World War II, 21 nations negotiated at the 1946 Paris 

Conference, and the Nuremberg and Tokyo war crimes trials took place. Communication at 

all these events was only possible with the help of interpreters. 

The latter half of the 20th century saw the founding of several international and supranational 

organisations dedicated to peacekeeping and political and diplomatic activities. It was at this 
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time also that the interpreting profession began to organise itself. The International 

Association of Conference Interpreters (AIIC) was founded in 1953, which is still the only 

international association of interpreters to date and now has 3,000 members working in 90 

countries. At the same time, professional associations at the national level began to emerge, 

and are still being founded today in some countries. 

2.2 Institutionalisation of diplomatic relations 

States communicate with each other at different levels. An important part of this 

communication is the diplomatic service, which is usually incorporated into a country’s 

foreign ministry. The basic provisions governing diplomatic relations of states with each other 

today are laid down in the Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations (often referred to as 

the Vienna Convention) of 1961. Some 190 states have signed up to the convention to date. 

In a world of institutionalisation and globalisation, there are local and global interests, and 

thus local and global political and diplomatic talks. We can further distinguish between 

bilateral and multilateral talks. At the supraregional and global level, political and diplomatic 

relations are primarily the subject of international and supranational organisations and 

political institutions, such as the bodies of the United Nations and the European Union. At 

the local level, diplomatic activities fall within the sphere of state administration, and are 

usually the purview of the heads of state and government and ministries. 

The Vienna Convention provides that diplomatic relations between states and embassies 

be established only by mutual agreement of the two states involved. These steps cannot be 

taken unilaterally. The responsibilities of diplomatic missions are also regulated in the 

Convention, including representing the sending state in the receiving state and negotiating 

with the government of the receiving state. It also explicitly mentions that one function of a 

diplomatic mission is to gather information about the situation in the receiving state by all 

lawful means and to report on it to its own government. Furthermore, such a mission protects 

the interests of its nationals in the receiving state, for example, if a diplomatic agent is 
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involved in criminal proceedings in the receiving state. Among the functions of diplomatic 

missions, the Convention mentions the promotion of friendly bilateral relations and the 

development of economic, cultural and scientific relations. This function remains as 

important as ever, and states also set up their own cultural institutes for an even greater 

effect. 

Before the advent of modern communication technology, embassies played a central role in 

communication between states. Today, governments can follow events around the world 

through traditional and social media, and direct contact with foreign governments has 

become easier thanks to technology. Nevertheless, diplomatic missions still have an 

important role to play. For one, it is easier to get a good picture of the situation and the 

emotions on the ground and to contextualise them politically – this is the same reason large 

media companies like to have permanent correspondents in important locations. Additionally, 

missions are vital to communication in crisis situations. Therefore, it is still worthwhile to look 

at the rules of diplomatic missions. The missions are, in a way, outposts of ministries of 

foreign affairs in other countries – although not every country has an ambassador in every 

other country in the world. The Vienna Convention also stipulates that the receiving state 

has the right to refuse a certain person as head of mission (ambassador) of another state. 

The sending state must then nominate another person as ambassador. 

Politicians and diplomats communicate in a variety of interaction formats. Interaction formats 

of the highest diplomatic importance are bilateral meetings between representatives of 

different states. A state visit is a visit by a high-ranking state representative to another state. 

At an official state visit, the head of state is afforded the full honours of the diplomatic protocol; 

in particular, they are received with military honours and a state banquet is held. State visits 

have a stricter protocol than working visits between heads of state, heads of government, 

foreign ministers or representatives of international organisations. Because of their 

diplomatic significance and the elaborate programme, heads of state generally only make 
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one state visit to any given country during their term of office, in contrast to official visits, 

working visits and other meetings. 

Official bilateral meetings follow a precisely defined structure, the diplomatic protocol. 

Diplomatic protocol has a very important role and, to some extent, also determines how 

interpreting is organised at official meetings. The protocol department is responsible for 

preparing and organising visits and trips of high-ranking state representatives to ensure that 

everything runs smoothly. Everything is planned down to the smallest detail and nothing is 

left to chance. The protocol department arranges the dates and times of the visit, plans the 

schedule in detail and provides the necessary logistics, as well as organising catering or 

meals, receptions and other events according to strictly defined guidelines. 

As a rule, security for state visitors is organised by the ministry of the interior and the ministry 

of defence. Both guests of state and accredited ambassadors can receive personal 

protection. Ministries of defence usually maintain military diplomacy and security policy 

relations at the global and local levels. At the global level, this includes establishing military 

diplomacy relations, bilateral cooperation with armed forces of other countries and managing 

cooperation in crises and disasters, matters of transit and overflights, and military diplomatic 

courier services. Translators and interpreters are needed in all these areas, as well as in 

early detection and conflict prevention, where intelligence gathering is often involved. Many 

armed forces have their own interpreting and translation staff, who are often members of the 

military themselves, although some may be civilians as well. At the local level, the tasks of 

the military include management of high-ranking visits as well as matters of military protocol 

and international courtesy. 

Diplomatic protocol provides the perfect framework and enables a safe and pleasant 

atmosphere for political and diplomatic talks. Diplomatic protocol usually fades into the 

background and is only noticed in the event of mishaps or violations of protocol. 

When the German Chancellor Angela Merkel received her first state visitor, the Prime 

Minister of Singapore, on 1 December 2005, he was greeted with military honours. 
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According to protocol, they were supposed to halt in the middle of reviewing the guard of 

honour to bow to the German flag before continuing. Chancellor Merkel did so, but her guest, 

presumably unaware of the custom, continued without stopping. She silently ignored this 

violation of protocol. 

2.3 Contexts of communication and interpreting 

In examining interpreting processes, it is important to distinguish the type of discourse, i.e., 

whether the source text is monologic or dialogic in nature. Monologic texts are statements 

where one speaker addresses their thoughts to several people, such as a speech, a lecture 

or an address. They are typically planned in advance and speakers may speak with or 

without a manuscript or teleprompter. For interpreters, the most important characteristic of 

this type of text is that even when speakers speak without a text, they try to adapt their 

expressions and register to the level of written language. Another feature of importance is 

that speakers are not interrupted, with the exception of perhaps the phatic part of the speech, 

where they might be interrupted by applause from the audience. However, there are 

exceptions to this practice: in the British parliament, it is customary to shout out one’s 

agreement or disagreement with the person speaking, and interjections (and subsequent 

calls to order) are also common in other countries’ parliaments. 

Dialogue, or discursive communication, in contrast, is characterised by at least two people 

exchanging their thoughts on a topic over a certain period of time, such as in discussions, 

conversations or negotiations. It may be prepared or spontaneous. This makes 

communication thematically open and gives the participants opportunities to change the 

direction of the dialogue to unexpected topics. An important part of dialogue is non-verbal 

communication expressed through body language: gestures, facial expressions,posture and 

positioning are used to react to the communicative situation and the other participant(s) in 

the conversation. 
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Interpreters in politics and diplomacy work in different interaction formats. This includes all 

areas in which representatives of different countries or international institutions meet to 

establish, foster or redefine political or diplomatic relations and may range from military and 

political to cultural and economic matters. At the multilateral level, these are often 

conference-like interaction formats where simultaneous interpreting is the predominant form 

of interpreting, while bilateral meetings are often negotiations and discussions with 

consecutive interpreting. What is unusual about them compared to regular conferences and 

negotiations is that none of the persons involved are speaking or acting on their own behalf 

but rather on behalf of a political institution, a political party, or a state. Consequently, the 

interpreter is not just facilitating communication between two people speaking to each other, 

but between the political institutions they represent. 

The working methods of interpreters and the mode of interpreting depend on the concrete 

situation and speakers, on whether they are interpreting for one or several people, or how 

formal or informal the meeting is. In negotiations or in meetings between two individuals, 

only one interpreter is generally employed. In meetings where two delegations face each 

other across the table, there might be one interpreter for each delegation, as visiting 

delegations often bring their own interpreter with them for the whole visit. Another setting is 

official lunches and dinners, where both official speeches and private conversations among 

delegates are interpreted. In addition to these “official” communication situations, 

interpreters at state visits might also be called upon to interpret conversations during a car 

ride or to explain the plot of a play, opera or ballet. Interpreters often take part in the 

programme right from the start. 

The interaction format can be that of a conversation or negotiations, as is the case in private 

bilateral meetings between two heads of state or government, bilateral talks with an 

extended range of participants, or official lunches or dinners. These are settings where we 

use dialogue interpreting. A statement by one person is generally followed by others in 

response to it, the main mode of interpreting is consecutive and is usually done into both 
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directions. However, the format can also be that of a conference, e.g. speeches or the press 

conferences that often follow international meetings. The communication situation in this 

case is that of a text presented as a monologue at the conference, with the speaker 

addressing several people at once. Communication in this case is unidirectional, although it 

may be followed by questions or a discussion, which is bidirectional. This can be the case 

at multilateral meetings of representatives of different countries, such as at meetings of EU 

institutions or UN organisations, as well as bilateral negotiations or talks between individual 

representatives or delegations of two states. Depending on the situation, both simultaneous 

– in booths for conference-like formats or as chuchotage in dialogic settings – and 

consecutive interpreting – in dialogic settings but also for speeches – may be used. 

Interpreters have at least two (often more) working languages. The International Association 

of Conference Interpreters (AIIC) categorises these into active and passive languages, with 

active languages being those interpreters have an excellent command of and work into, and 

passive languages those they understand perfectly but do not speak as well, and therefore 

do not interpret into. The interpreter’s first language is referred to as “A language”, other 

active working languages are referred to as “B languages”, while passive languages are “C 

languages”. Some international organisations, such as the EU or the UN, prefer their 

simultaneous interpreters to work into their A language. However, in dialogue settings, 

interpreters typically work in both directions between their A and B languages. With 

increasing mobility, migration and multilingualism, the number of interpreters with more than 

one A language is growing, as well as people whose first language may have been replaced 

by another that they use professionally. It is only a matter of time until the norms of 

professional associations and international organisations will be updated to reflect this new 

reality. 

Consecutive interpreting remains the standard mode in dialogic communication situations. 

In the consecutive mode, the interpreter first listens to the source-language text given by the 

original speaker and afterwards, i.e. consecutively, interprets it into the target language. As 
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the interpreting is done after the source text or at least part of it is delivered, interpreters 

memorise it temporarily using specific techniques. Memorisation is generally aided by notes. 

The sequence of alternating between listening and interpreting is the key characteristic of 

consecutive interpreting. Often, the speaker says everything they intend to say before being 

interpreted, but sometimes a longer speech may be divided into shorter segments. The 

statements to be interpreted are complete units of meaning and can range in length from 

one word or sentence to several minutes of speech. 

Consecutive interpreting can itself be divided into different subtypes. Which type is chosen 

depends on the type of communication (e.g. conversation, negotiation or presentation) and 

the interpreting needs of the participants. Dialogue interpreting is the original form of 

consecutive interpreting and this term is often used for distinction from conference 

interpreting, which is predominantly monologic. Dialogue interpreting generally refers to 

communicative situations in which there is consecutive interpreting but that are not typical 

conference settings. The situation is generally one of face-to-face communication where all 

participants, including the interpreter, are present in the same room. Typical cases where 

dialogue interpreting is used are negotiations and talks with a limited number of participants 

and only two languages. In such small settings, interpreters often interpret into both 

directions. However, there are also situations where two interpreters are present. In this 

case, there is generally one interpreter for each side who each interpret into one direction 

only – usually, but not always, into their A language. Even in multilateral conference-type 

settings, where simultaneous interpreting is the dominant form, there are many situations 

where consecutive interpreting is preferred, such as at small, formal events or if only one 

speech at the conference needs to be interpreted. Here, too, the interpreter is physically 

present. In contrast to dialogue interpreting, however, communication is not bidirectional, 

and so interpreters generally only interpret in one direction, usually into their A language. 

The length of the source text can vary here as well, ranging from complete uninterrupted 

statements to long speeches that are divided into several segments with breaks for 
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interpreting. In the first case the interpreter provides a rendition of a complete statement, in 

the other, the interpreter interprets segments whose length is determined by the speaker. 

In addition to consecutive interpreting with or without note taking, political and diplomatic 

interpreting often uses the simultaneous mode in the form of chuchotage. This has many 

advantages as it allows the parties to the conversation to perceive both the verbal and the 

non-verbal components of the message at the same time, it does not interrupt the flow of 

communication, and it saves time. It is also popular in particularly confidential meetings 

where no notes are allowed. In chuchotage, the interpreter provides simultaneous 

interpreting by speaking in a low voice directly into the ear of the person they are interpreting 

for or using mobile interpreting equipment, which allows them to sit in the same room and 

interpret in a low voice. 

The choice of the interpreting mode depends on the number of participants and the agenda: 

extended talks and official lunches or dinners might be interpreted consecutively, while 

simultaneous interpreting is generally preferred for longer events, provided interpreting 

booths or mobile interpreting equipment are available (however, the focus of this volume is 

on interpreting outside the booth). In some situations, one interpreter might interpret in both 

directions, while in others, both sides might provide their own interpreter. The way 

interpreting is organised in a given situation depends on the number of interpreters and what 

the protocol requires. Some states consider an interpreter an indispensable part of a 

delegation, while others do not and might not bring their own interpreter. As a result, an 

interpreter might end up interpreting both ways or only into their A language. 

The number of interpreters and their nationality of course also depends on the trust placed 

in them. Interpreters are sometimes perceived as a security risk, especially in times of crisis, 

when their task is to enable communication between parties on different sides of a conflict. 

We shall illustrate this with some historical examples: The US diplomat John A. Kasson, who 

served as Envoy Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary to Austria-Hungary between 

1877 and 1881, complained to Congress that national interests often had to be entrusted to 
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foreigners due to the lack of American interpreters or people with the appropriate language 

skills. Another example of mistrust of interpreters is related by Paul Schmidt, chief interpreter 

at the German Foreign Office between 1923 and 1945, in his autobiography (Schmidt and 

Moorhouse 2016). In Nazi Germany, he was once forbidden to hand over his notes of a 

conversation between Hitler and the British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, to the latter, 

which prompted the British to bring their own interpreter to the next meeting. Until then, 

many representatives, both British and French, had never brought their own interpreters to 

meetings with National Socialist politicians and had always relied on the services of Paul 

Schmidt, which he considered a mark of confidence. 

A very different picture is painted by Ivan Ivanji (2007), the interpreter of the former 

Yugoslavian president Josip Broz Tito. In his memoirs, he tells of the familiarity and trust that 

not only his head of state, but also foreign politicians and diplomats had in him. In the 1960s 

and 1970s, Ivanji accompanied president Tito to meetings with politicians from the German-

speaking world. 

<Photo 2.1> 

2.1 Differences and similarities in protocol. Arrival ceremony for Josip Broz Tito at the White House 

with Jimmy and Rosalynn Carter, 1978. 

At the time, global politics was shaped by the East-West conflict, the Cold War, in which the 

United States and the Soviet Union, each with their respective allies, watched each other 

suspiciously and built up systems of nuclear deterrence. Yugoslavia was a socialist country 

but not part of the Eastern Bloc – in fact, it was one of the founding members of the Non-

Aligned Movement. Despite being the head of a comparatively small state, Tito was well 

respected internationally. His firmly antifascist stance and biography made him popular with 

the West, and he shared the commitment to a communist economy with the East. His 

personality made Tito one of the most important mediators between the Blocs during the 

Cold War. 



15 

Information Classification: General 

Austria was a neutral state shaped by its long-term chancellor Kreisky, who headed the 

government from 1970 to 1983 and played an active role in world politics, for example by 

mediating in the Middle East. Germany was still divided as a result of World War II. While 

the Federal Republic of Germany (or “West Germany”, as it was often referred to), which 

was oriented towards the West, experienced an economic upswing, the German Democratic 

Republic (GDR, or “East Germany”) was a satellite state of the then Soviet Union with all 

the restrictions on civil liberties this entailed. Tito met with the great statesmen of his time 

such as West German Chancellor Willy Brandt and Bruno Kreisky, but also with the GDR 

head of state Erich Honecker. Ivanji was always at Tito’s side as his interpreter. 

When we speak of interpreting in political and diplomatic contexts we need to be aware that 

these contexts are highly complex, both in terms of subject area and setting. Politicians do 

not speak about “politics” as a monolithic topic, but rather about a range of specialised topics 

that concern politics and policies, such as the economy, national security, health, education, 

agriculture, etc. With regard to settings, politicians may meet in government or 

administration buildings, e.g. when the Minister of Economic Affairs of one country welcomes 

their counterpart from another country for bilateral talks at the ministry, or when a head of 

state receives a state visit at the official residence. A visit by a foreign delegation interested 

in the host’s healthcare system might also include a visit to a hospital. Or the Minister of 

Defence might travel abroad to a country in which a civil war is going on to discuss support 

for ending the war. In all these contexts, interpreters will be involved. Interpreters may thus 

find themselves not only in meeting rooms, but also in hospitals and schools, inside nuclear 

power plants and waste treatment facilities, and even in war zones. This means that they 

need to have the subject-specific knowledge and terminology for the specific topic and also 

be able to adapt to the respective situational demands. 

During a state visit, everyone involved in the communication, including the interpreters, can 

be expected to perform their tasks in such a way that there is no visible power difference 

between the interlocutors (in contrast to other institutionalised interpreting settings, such as 
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asylum authorities or the justice system, where this is frequently the case). In politics and 

diplomacy, we can generally assume a symmetrical communicative setting between – at 

least overtly – equal partners. In the case of interpreting for institutions, one party usually 

leads the conversation and the exchange of information, so that interpreters often have to 

balance extremely different expectations, knowledge and goals. Although power and 

positioning certainly play a role in most dialogic situations, we can assume that it is not as 

obvious in political or diplomatic interpreting, or that if there is a difference in power or status 

between the parties, it is smaller. Heads of state or government, ministers or diplomats 

participating in such meetings generally have the same or a comparably high-ranking status 

and have the same or similar knowledge. Shared knowledge of the interlocutors is a 

fundamental prerequisite for successful negotiations and successful communication. This 

shared knowledge, which ideally the interpreters share as well, encompasses current and/or 

historical events in international politics, knowledge of geopolitical factors, alliances and 

possible conflicts, the domestic politics of various countries, the subject of the current 

meeting, and diplomatic protocol. It is also important for all participants to be aware of the 

background, life and work of their interlocutors, as will be discussed in the section on 

preparation (6.1). 

2.4 Language and communicative behaviour 

Communication defines and governs humans and their social relationships. Language 

transports information and emotion and can have a unifying or dividing power. We see 

language primarily as a tool that we use to speak or write. What we say or write is 

constructed following certain rules and allows us to present even complex matters in their 

component parts in a way that allows the other person to understand the meaning as a 

whole. The more specific language is, be it because of the degree of technicality or 

convention, the stronger its symbolic power. This manifests in text types and conventions. 

Text conventions tell us how communication can, should, and must not work, they tell us 
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how to express ourselves in a given field of expertise or situation, and they tell us what not 

to say. 

What we say or understand can be viewed from different angles, it can be similar or different. 

Language can be perceived as a special form of action, not only in the context of politics 

and diplomacy. The objective of communication is to influence thinking and action in certain 

social relationships. Political and diplomatic communication have their own typologies, their 

own specific characteristics, and their own discourse. Communication in this domain is 

shaped by cultural references, linguistic conventions and the individual styles of the 

interlocutors. Originally, diplomatic and political communication was concerned with defence 

or acquiring resources to overcome potentially dangerous situations. The form of 

communication of each country was and still is influenced by a country’s cultural self-image 

and its political system. Language is thus a dynamic part of communication and 

interpersonal relationships. 

Whereas politicians may sometimes speak aggressively or be openly manipulative, 

diplomatic communication is tactful, sensitive and circumspect. Words are not used 

carelessly in politics and diplomacy, but rather chosen tactically to achieve a specific goal. 

Diplomatic speech has a particular rhythm, specific manners and rhetorical devices, at times 

even a repetitive structure. The wording of diplomatic speech preserves the face of the 

speaker’s counterpart so that they can react in a suitable way, and at the same time it 

protects the speaker, the “messenger” or ambassador, from having to assume responsibility 

for the impact of their words. It transcends cultural boundaries and becomes a new form of 

communication that not only conveys messages but also charms, convinces, and persuades 

the interlocutor to find an agreement with the speaker. Diplomatic communication attempts 

to highlight the advantages of coming to an agreement and the disadvantages of a failure to 

do so. In this respect, diplomats have much in common with lawyers. As research in the field 

of court interpreting shows, there are similarities between these two institutionalised types 

of interpreting (politics/diplomacy and courts), in particular in the use of language, in the 
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ritualised procedures and forms of communication, and in the expectations this sets for the 

interpreter. 

The Ancient Greeks already placed much weight on the importance of language in politics 

and diplomacy. Diplomats’ voices and their style of speaking were so essential for the 

success of the mission that they would also perform as actors, professional orators and 

entertainers. Aeschines (389–314 BC), one of the greatest Attic orators of antiquity, 

considered it the greatest shame for an individual and a state if a diplomat could not express 

themselves well. The great importance attached to oratory shows that the Greeks 

considered diplomatic representatives not simply ambassadors, but something akin to 

lawyers who could argue a point in front of the assembled citizenry. Plutarch (46–125 AD) 

called on rulers who were not linguistically gifted to choose someone better qualified in this 

domain to accompany them on diplomatic missions. This has not changed much over the 

course of history – language usage in diplomacy remains essential. It is not just a simple 

means of conveying ideas, not just a method of communication, but the main instrument of 

diplomacy. Words are chosen deliberately, all nuances of meaning carefully controlled. Both 

semantics (concerning meaning) and pragmatics (concerning the use of language in context) 

have a stronger impact than in other areas of communication. 

Over time, a kind of universal language has developed in diplomacy that allows states to 

define relations and express the degree of friendship, irritation or annoyance with another 

state. To illustrate this, we will look at the use of language and the possible ways of dealing 

with a foreign ambassador: When a state invites a foreign ambassador to a meeting, this is 

the gentlest form of criticism. It signals that the receiving state sees a need for face-to-face 

communication, but does not yet imply serious displeasure. By comparison, when the 

receiving state summons an ambassador, this is an expression of severe displeasure. 

Summonses are rare and therefore noteworthy; a clear indication that the receiving state is 

very irritated and displeased. The third and final escalation stage in communication with the 

ambassador is the expulsion of an ambassador or the instruction to the sending state to 
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recall the ambassador. This occurs extremely rarely, but is provided for in the Vienna 

Convention on Diplomatic Relations, and any state can declare a head of mission persona 

non grata. 

While the receiving state has these three levels of communication, the sending state 

essentially only has one way to express its displeasure, which is to recall its own 

ambassador. This form of protest is an expression of serious displeasure and occurs rarely. 

A less drastic measure would be to invite or summon the other state’s ambassador in one’s 

own country. The last and strongest measure would be the complete termination of 

diplomatic relations, which is, however, extremely rare. 

A noteworthy characteristic of the language of politics and diplomacy is that not everything 

is said directly: it is a language of allusions and nuances, figures of speech and proverbs, 

which are part of the permanent repertoire of politicians and diplomats. Politics and 

diplomacy are closely connected to interpreting in several meanings of the word. Interpreting, 

or understanding, the meaning of a message is an integral part of the work of text-based 

professions. This also applies to the political and diplomatic professions, which seek to bring 

different parties who have different positions and objectives together. These activities are 

deeply embedded in communication processes, and are close to the work of interpreters 

when it comes to cross-lingual and cross-border communication. In this context, the function 

and responsibility of the diplomatic interpreter is especially heightened. 

Language frames diplomacy, it shapes relations and determines the rules of the game. At 

the same time, language is created by humans and influenced by historical changes, as well 

as cultural, social and technical developments. Diplomats strive to use words that are 

acceptable to both sides. People often say that politics and diplomacy are all about words, 

and sometimes it can actually be about individual words. In general, however, words cannot 

be considered in isolation, but should always be seen as part of a (con)text, a discourse in 

a communicative situation, in which they are ideally used to reach an agreement that is 

acceptable to all sides. 
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2.5 Text, communication and interaction 

In specific communicative contexts, texts can fulfil various functions and belong to various 

text types, or genres. Text typology has long been an object of study in linguistics. In the 

1930s, the Austrian linguist Karl Bühler proposed the so-called organon model, which shows 

three functions of human language: representation, expression and appeal. Building on 

findings from the social sciences, the Russian-American linguist and semiotician Roman 

Jakobson expanded this model in the 1960s by adding the phatic function. This term had 

been coined in the 1920s by the functionalist Bronislaw Malinowski, who defined phatic 

communication, or “phatic communion”, as a type of communication where merely 

exchanging words, often pleasantries, creates common ground and understanding. 

Functional translation studies later adopted these models. Katharina Reiß (2004) developed 

a translation-specific text typology describing the informative, expressive and operative text 

types. Christiane Nord (2005) expanded this typology by adding the phatic type. This 

typology, which was originally developed for translation, can largely also be applied to 

interpreting. The text type is determined by the communicative goal, and the text function 

determines how the form and content of the text are shaped. We will therefore look at the 

language of politics and diplomacy first as a text that can be classified according to its 

communicative purpose: is it primarily about discussing facts, is it a question of style, or is 

the purpose to convince or persuade someone? 

If an issue is discussed at a bilateral or multilateral meeting based on technical and factual 

arguments and the participants are jointly trying to find solutions, the text is predominantly 

informative. Informativity in communication can fulfil one or several functions: it can report a 

phenomenon or an event, describe or explain it, or give an instruction. From the domain of 

politics, oral and written texts related to protests can be given as examples: A report about 

a demonstration or a political rally in a town can have a reporting or a describing function. If 

it is combined with an analysis which deals with the history of protests, the text has an 
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explanatory function. A text informing on the correct way of registering a rally has an 

instructive function, and a decree which prohibits a demonstration has a declarative function. 

Expressiveness is manifested in the (highly socio-culturally conventionalised) linguistic 

behaviour with which speakers express their social relationship with their 

addressees/communicative partners. The degree of expressiveness concerns the intensity 

of the expressed – subjective or non-subjective – attitudes, wishes, emotions, or passions. 

The main feature of predominantly expressive communication is that it includes a large 

amount of individual, subjective, playful or artistic elements and expresses, above all, 

emotions of the speaker. 

An appeal is often included, albeit implicitly, in expressive and informative texts. The main 

aim of appeal-dominant communication is to make the receiver/addressee react in a specific 

way to the sender’s message. An example could be speeches during electioneering 

campaigns with which people are to be won over to cast their votes for a specific political 

party. Another example is a call to order in parliament, with which the implementation of 

behaviour is regulated. 

The phatic function co-occurs with the informative, expressive, and appellative functions. 

Phatic communication defines the relationship between the communicative partners. Its 

degree depends on the communicative aim and on the interpersonal relations of speaker 

and addressee. 

Based on these definitions, we can now describe the factors that contribute to the success 

of communication in political and diplomatic settings. Successful communication in these 

settings has a specific structure, consisting of an initial phase, usually phatic in nature, 

leading to the core of the conversation, where information and arguments are exchanged, 

usually with a persuasive touch. Here we have alternating sequences whose language use 

follows certain conventions: small talk, speaking, listening, dialogue, possibly also 

monologue. Finally, the conversation or negotiation is concluded using ritualised language, 

similar to the beginning, with the relationship level reflected in the phatic content. 
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2.6 Interpreter alignment 

Any interpreter-mediated event happens in a particular context, which means that 

interpreting is a socially situated practice, a socially situated communicative event. The 

interpreter is a participant in the communication but not a primary communicator. 

Nevertheless, the interpreter also contributes to the social interaction and construction of 

meaning, equally in political and diplomatic contexts. The meanings of words and utterances 

are constructed by the listener as the result of the intentions and strategies of the speaker. 

In interpreted face-to-face interactions, interpreters switch constantly between being a 

listener and a speaker. 

The social dimension of interpreted interactions has been of interest to interpreting 

researchers over the last decades. Such research focuses predominantly on dialogue 

interpreting, where there tends to be more social interaction between the participants than 

in conference interpreting. To ensure successful communication, different social elements 

of a communicative situation need to be considered – especially the possibilities and limits 

of interpreters’ action space. Interpreters make communication possible by performing two 

actions at once: transferring the content into another language and coordinating the 

conversation implicitly or explicitly. The presence of an interpreter turns an interaction 

between two parties into one between three, referred to as a triad. The interpreter is not 

merely a go-between or conduit between the two primary communicators but a supporting 

actor in the communication. Their task is a different one than that of the primary 

communicators, but they, too, use communication strategies and have some power in the 

situation. They cannot influence the conversation by adding or changing topics, asking 

questions of their own, expressing their opinion or giving advice, but they are nevertheless 

part of the communication process and, for example, ask questions or intervene in ways that 

are necessary to make communication possible. One of the difficulties lies in determining 

the degree of involvement that is acceptable and necessary. There is a certain ambiguity to 

this: on the one hand, interpreters risk not meeting the needs of either party if they do too 
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little, on the other, they have a certain degree of power insofar as they can influence the 

direction and outcome of the conversation. Interpreting, as translation as well, can be 

described as a specific kind of (inter)action, and each action has its specific purpose. This 

is captured in Holz-Mänttäri’s concept of translatorial action. Instead of referring to a 

prescriptive ‘role’ of the interpreter, the work and behaviour of interpreters can be described 

as taking place within action spaces. The action space is the framework in which an 

interpreter moves throughout the interaction and presents the source-language information 

in a way that ensures comprehension and smooth communication, moving between 

preserved and customised interpreting as needed. Always taking into account the current 

situation and developments, the interpreter coordinates their own action plans with those of 

the other participants. This includes not just the rendition of the source text in the target 

language but rather the interpreter’s ability to assess where individual actors are behaving 

or acting in ways that are not comprehensible to those who speak a different language, and 

to present the information and emotions conveyed therein in a way that is functional and 

appropriate. The concept of role space (Llewellyn-Jones & Lee 2013) takes into account that 

interpreters are constantly making decisions that depend on the situation, the 

communicative context and the participants. Throughout an interpreted interaction, they 

move in the dimensions of self-referential action and interaction management, always taking 

into account the communicative needs of the participants in a multipartial way, as will be 

discussed below (our terminology differs here from Llewellyn-Jones and Lee, who speak of 

presentation of self, interaction management and participant alignment). When an 

interpreter asks someone to repeat something or manages turn-taking, they are managing 

the interaction. Self-referential action is when the interpreter introduces themselves or says 

something as themselves rather than interpreting the words of a participant, for example 

when communicating their own needs and asking for support. Self-referential management 

also includes actions that are part of the interpreter’s preparation for an assignment, such 

as research or briefings before the assignment. The latitude interpreters have in each of 

these dimensions depends on the situation: in a highly formal setting, for example, the 
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interpreter may have very little leeway for interaction management, but might still ask for 

clarification, while in the relaxed atmosphere of an informal dinner where people are talking 

over each other, the interpreter may do more to manage interaction. Self-referential action 

in the interpreting situation is usually limited to communicating one’s needs and asking for 

support for one’s work, There is usually little space for self-referential action in the 

interpreting situation proper, but interpreters may be expected to engage in small talk or 

answer questions before or after interpreting. Throughout the interaction, interpreters move 

within the space created along these dimensions. No matter what the exact setting or 

configuration of participants, interpreters always have a multi-party alignment in that they 

share responsibility for the communication in the overall setting and, therefore, consider the 

communicative interests of all participants equally. 

In most areas where dialogue interpreting is used, such as negotiations, interviews, and 

interrogations, the interaction structure is that of a triad. While this is a common constellation 

in political and diplomatic interpreting as well, it is not the only one: A bilateral meeting can 

take place between two interlocutors or two larger delegations. Triads and tetrads have a 

different flow of communication, and different interpreting modes can be used. The number 

of parties can also be larger, resulting in various multi-party constellations. 

In triads, where one person interprets during a conversation, the interpreter can either 

interpret consecutively in both directions or alternate between consecutive interpreting and 

simultaneous chuchotage. In constellations where each side brings their own interpreter, 

they divide the labour in such a way that they support and complement each other. The 

advantage of having two interpreters present at a political or diplomatic meeting is that each 

one interprets for only one party, i.e. in one direction. It also adds a sense of security for the 

interpreters, who know that their colleague across the table can take over or help out in an 

emergency. Typically, each one will interpret consecutively into one language, although it is 

also possible for both to do chuchotage, or for one to do consecutive and the other 

chuchotage. The latter situation is common at press conferences given after a high-level 
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meeting, where the visiting dignitary’s words are interpreted into the host country’s language 

consecutively for the press, while the host’s words and press questions are whispered 

simultaneously for the visitor. It can also be used when one side consists of a larger 

delegation and only one person on the other side needs interpreting. 

Settings in diplomacy and politics vary considerably. Bilateral or multilateral talks can take 

place with just one interpreter, as in the case of peace talks where the politicians on both 

sides of the conflict speak the same language, and the mediator speaks a different one. In 

this case, we have a tetrad consisting of two conflict parties, a mediator and an interpreter. 

Multilateral talks with a number of participating states but only two languages are also 

possible, such as talks between Latin American countries, where Spanish and Portuguese 

are spoken. Here, we would also have several parties at the table and only one interpreter. 

The constellation can also become larger by adding more interpreters. For example, one of 

the diplomats interviewed for this volume explained that trust and familiarity with terminology 

were among the reasons why using two interpreters was sometimes preferred: 

Communication via interpreters is very much a matter of trust and I’ve often seen that 

two interpreters were organised, for example when you have talks about cross-border 

cooperation (…) I often, even if the other side offered good interpreters, opted to bring 

our own interpreters who we trust and who also know our internal terminology. 

In literature we often read about the “impartiality” of the interpreter. We prefer to speak of 

multipartiality, with the interpreter being on everyone’s side equally. Interpreters act in the 

interests of all parties to the discussion without becoming personally involved, and may 

sometimes coordinate or moderate to ensure fair communication, without directing the 

communication towards a specific goal. By maintaining a professional distance and 

presenting everyone’s viewpoint equally, interpreters inspire confidence and gain the trust 

they need. The greater the trust, the wider their scope for action. 
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As speakers, interpreters produce texts that are appropriate for the specified purpose and 

in compliance with the norms of the target language, with a focus on function and interaction, 

and also take on a coordinating role in the conversation. This complex activity can influence 

the course and content of the interaction, regulate it, create a common focus for the 

interaction, etc. Only in a functioning triad or tetrad can successful communication take place. 

Meaning is created together rather than by a single speaker. The meaning of communication 

or speech requires the mutual understanding between those involved in the communicative 

event. Thus, utterances always have several functions, which they fulfil in different 

interaction contexts. The basic assumption here is that communication has a specific 

function within a system, which fulfils specific tasks within that system and is a prerequisite 

for stability in communication. The success of communication is regarded as a common 

achievement, or product. At the same time, however, interpreters generally do not engage 

at the interpersonal relationship level, leaving it to the primary communicators. 

Study activities 

1.  Research which professional associations exist in your home country and in the 

country/countries of your other working language(s). When were they founded? 

What are their main aims and activities? 

2. Explore how the diplomatic service is structured in your home country and in the 

country/countries of your working language(s). Who is responsible for organising 

interpreting services?  

3. Familiarise yourself with the content of the Vienna Convention on Diplomatic 

Relations. What does it say about diplomatic protocol, and what consequences 

does this have for interpreting? 

4. Research which bodies in the countries of your working languages are responsible 

for arranging the programme of a state visit, including providing for the security of 

the visitor. 
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5. We referred above to a relief scene from the tomb of Pharaoh Horemheb in 

Memphis, which shows the interpreter as a dual figure that faces both ways. Search 

for a photo of this tomb and for other depictions of interpreters and discuss what 

image of interpreters they signal. 

6. Working in groups of at least three, play out small scenarios that can occur in 

diplomatic interpreting, such as bilateral talks during state visits, negotiations, and 

formal or less formal dinners. Try out different constellations: Two parties and one 

interpreter, two parties and two interpreters, multiple parties and one or more 

interpreters. How do the dynamics change depending on the constellation? How do 

the interpreters cooperate and interact in a tetrad? Is this different if the relationship 

between the parties is friendly or adversarial? When is consecutive interpreting 

more suitable, and when can you use chuchotage? How does this affect the 

dynamics? 
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