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Our whole picture of Soviet Russia is fàlsitled by words. To the British soldier the word
"transport" calls up an image of a phalanx of three-ton trucks, solid, immaculate and
unifbrm. But pronounce that word to a Russian and he will see in his rnind's eye a long
procession ol'fàrm-carts hauled by thin and hairy ponies. (C--rankshaw 1946:503)

Abstract/Résumé
Ce travail sur les interprètes e1 I'interprétation de "haut-niveau" à l'époque de la Guerre
F-roide ( I 946- I 99 I ) est placé sous le signe de I'idéologie et des relations internationales. En
ef1èt, s'il y a une particularité qui distingue cette époque c'est bien son caractère de lutte
idéologique à échelle planétaire entre le mondc communistc représenté par I'ex-tJRSS et le
monde capitaliste représcnté par les Etats-tJnis. Cependant, malgré les tensions de l'époque,
les contacts et les réunions entre lcs dirigéants politiques des deux superpuissances ont été
tiéquents et ils ont eu lieu dans des contextes très differents : au sein des Nations IJnies, lors
de réunions "au sommet", ou dans dcs renoontres bilaterales. Pour que cotte conversation au
niveau international ait pu se produire, les interprètes et les activités de médiation
l inguist ique et  cul turc l lc  se sont  révélés indispensables.
Dans ce contexte très complexe, la politique menée sous la présidence de Richard Nixon
(1968-1974) a été marquée par la personnal i té du président  lu i -même et  de son sécretai re
d'F.tat, Henry Kissingcr. lls ont été les responsables d'une politique étrangère entraînant dcs
risques sur tous lcs plans. Sur le plan qui nous intércsse, cela s'est traduit par la méllance
par rapport à la préscnce dcs témoins lors de ses négotiations, dont les prolèssionnels dc
I ' in terprétat ion,  notamment ceux du Dépar lcmcnt d 'Etat .  Hn revanche, i ls  ont  pr iv i légié les
diplomates ayant dcs connaissances linguistiques, et très proches du point de vue
idéologiquc;  ou les interprètes soviét iques ct  chinois.
Notre travail oflie une riche matière à la réflexion en ce qu'ello place la médiation
l inguist ique et  cul turel le au oentre des échanges pol i t iques et  des négot iat ions dip lomat iques,
oommc un élcrnent idéologiquc ct culturel propre des relations internationales.
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I. lntroduction

The term Cold War refers to the series of provocations. threats and indirect disputes

between the USA and the Soviet Union the length and breadth of the planet over an

cxtended period of the 20th century (1946-199 l). The Clold War rvas a huge conflict ol '

interests at global level. a dispute betu'een the two superpowers to gain and kecp

spheres ol' inl ' luence. The weapons deplol'ed in this planetary conll ict u'erc militarl ' ,

econonric. polit ical, ideological and also cultural.

ln the Cold War era. the l ines tlf communication between the two superpowers \\ere

never conlplelcly cut, but were kept open through international conversations that took

place in different tbrums, such as privileged setting of the United Nations (Bargorri-

. lalôn. 2004). and also betrveen ollrcials ol ' dittercnt rank, including the leaders

themsclves on scveral occasions. The intcrpreters u'htl worked in these high-level

meetilgs hacl excellent l inguistic and cultural training, but they lacked specil ic training

in intcrpreting. They had to lcam their profbssion 'on the job'. They lacked norms or

prolèssional codes which might somehow guide their activitv, and had to learn thcm

through sgcialization rvith the users oftheir services. Interestingll '  enough, the users tl l '

intcrprcting scrvices also had to learn horv to work with interpreters. as Takeda (2007)

has aptly explainc<l in her rescarch on intcrpreting scrvices at thc lnternational Military

Tribunal tbr thc l- 'ar Easl (1946-1948). On the other hand, the post world war l[

crirninal courts itre an excellcnt examplc of 'on thc job' interpreting training in a

multi late ral contcxt ((iaiba, 1998; t laigorri--lalôn, 1999' 2000).

An account of high-lcrcl irrterprcting tluring the Cold War requircs an cxplanation ol-

the 6itfcrent histrtrical antl gcographic contexts in w'hich world lcaders and diplomats

relietl on the use ol' interpreters. Moreovcr, such an account musl explain all the

cçnstraints (cultural, i<leological and physical) that inllucnced thc work of diplomats,

polit icians, and especially interpreters when they convened lirr negotiations itr a climate

marked by tcnsion, distrust and verbal confiontation.

Our interest in studying interpreting during thc Cold War is twolbld. Firstly it is a

largell untapped area in the history of interpreting. Secondly. the research can bring

insights intç interpreting in gcncral ancl its dcvelopntcnt as a profèssion. To kecp this

paper short, we lookcd at thc intcrpreters uho acted as top-level tnediattrrs i l t mcetings
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bet*'een President Richard Nixon and senior American personalit ies rvith Soviet and

Chinese polit ical leaders. We want to find out how their background led these

interpreters to work at this demanding level of responsibil i ty. We also ask how they

accomplished their u'ork in an atmosphere of extreme tension. exhaustion and strcss

thal characterizcd the meetings.

Translators ancl interpreters are constrained in mrrnv wavs 1Âlvarez & Vidal, 1996, p.

6). The unique characteristics of'mant of t lrese high-level encounters nrust have

required a great deal of diplomatic discretion, patience and stamina due to thc polit ical

importancc of ' the leaders involved,  the cornplex i ty  of  the topics,  thc length of ' the

rnectings, and the tension and strçss gencrated among participants. lnterprctcrs, with

thc i r  l inguist ic  and cul tura l  sk i l ls ,  were csscnt ia l  cogs in  th is  machinery s ince they actcd

as làcil i tators of communication betwecn the parties. To lunction as interpreter at this

level also included to assumc additional roles such as sccretarv or assistant. or puhlic

rc-lations ofl icer particularlv when the interpreter was "thc onlv l ink with thc lrost

culturc, being the onll onc to speak that languagc" ((ienti le, I 996. p. I I 7).

Whcn wc study the n 'ork of ' thc in tcrprctcrs who acconrpanicd pol i t ica l  lcaders.

senior  d ip lomûts or  cven d ic tat r i rs .  such as Mao Zedong,  who had h is  own par l icu lar  use

of language, attcntion should be paid to the d1'namics of interprcted evcnts in polit ical

and diplomatic scttings. Thesc communicativc situations werc strongly biascd tiorn an

idcological standpoinl and interpretins \!as an cssential part ol 'thc negotiations.

The paper is based on nrodern dchatcs ol'theoretical rcsearch in lnterpreting Studics

(( ' ronin,2002,2006;  Angclc l l i ,200.1;  Di r iker ,200.1;  l ' i ichhacker ,2006) and adopts the

commitnrenl to rethink translation studies l iorl thc perspectivc of ideologv and por.r'er

(Tvmoczko & (ientzler, 1002; Uaker. 2006: Tymoczko, 2007). ln other words, our

commitment  is  to  cr i t ica l ly  theor ize the posi t ion o l ' in terpreters in  thcse pol i t ica l  and

dip lornat ic  sct t ings.  nrak ing sensc o l 'contradic torv data conccrn ing thc i r  ro le as h ighly

v is ib le mediators dur ing the ycars o l 'Nixon's  pres idency.  [ ]v  drawing on mul t ip le

sr)urces, our paper explores the question of hou intcrprcting practice contributed t<r

dc',eloprnent ol- international diplomatic ncgotiations, rvhich also means t() consider

interpreting as a main instrumenl of fbreign policl ' .

As we wil l see later, within the source material used there are the memoirs. Some of

the irnportant t ' igurcs of this pcriod have published their nremoirs (Niron, 1978;
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Kiss in-eer ,  1979;  Gromr,ko,  1989;  Dobr l 'n in,  1995;  Holdr idge,  1997),  as have some of

the interpreters (Walters. l97lJ; Berezhkor', 199-{; Trol,anovsky. 1997; Sukhodrev, 1999;

J i .2008),  which crossed the l ine marked by Thiéry (  1985.  2007)concerning the code of

ethics and the professional secret of interpreters. ln làct, these publications sccm to

reflect that these Cold War interprelcrs \\crr'n)ore than anonynlous interpreters.

This paper is a preliminart stud)', an early stage of a largcr investigation irrto the

history of intcrpreting during the tlrst decades of ( 'old War era. in nhich we describe

the special fèatures of the typc of interprcter who worked in bilatcral rneetings betwecn

leaders fiom the countries involved in that conll ict. ln this paper, \rre begin by providing

a basic background for undcrstanding high-lerel intcrprcting in thc general t iarrrc ofthc

Cold War and,  par t icu lar ly ,  dur ing the Nixon Adnr in is t rat ion.  Next ,  we analrze the

sources. Then we introdurce the interpreters and cxplain ccrtain biographical infirrrnation

rc lcvant  to  the study.  l ' ina l ly ,  wc cxamine some ol -  the issues prcsentcd in  th is

int rodi rc t ion,  l inked wi th the in tcrpretcr 's  act ivc ro le (Mossop,  1007).  as i l lust ratcd b1 a

tèn exarnplcs of interpreted situations.

l l .  The h is tor ica l  context

ln thc Cold Wnr conlext, not only rvcre the USSR and the USA trvo nril i tan'

supcrpowcrs in opcn conflict r,vith other, they uerc also two antagonistic social s1'stems,

tuo idcologies and two opposing ways o l 'undcrstanding the wor ld.  In  th is  b ipolar  wor ld,

thc two sidcs, the ('omrnunist bloc, rcprcsented by thc tjSSl{. antl thc capitalist bloc,

reprcsented bl the USA, not only cngagcd in concretc war episodes using conventional

military tirrces, confionting each other in moments of'cxtremc tension, such as the

(uban Miss i lc  ( ' r is is  ot 'October 27,  1962,  but  a lso l i rught ,  above a l l ,  a  s i lent  bat t le ,

us ing thc in tc l l igcnce serv ices and propagandu agencics o l ' the i r  respect ive governments,

where the unwr i t ten ru lc  of 'Cold War d ip lomucv was "ne\cr  cor lcede anyth ing"  (Dobbs,

2008 ,  p .  I  l 4 ) .

Therc uerc also short periods ol'stable international relations l inked t<l the notion of

d[|ente, and the period of'détcnta par cxcellencc in Arnerican firreign policy took place

dur ing the prcs idency of  Richarc l  Nixon (1969-1974).  t )espi te the tàct  that  Nixorr  was
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one of the most anticommunist of American presidents, when he came into ofTlce in

1969, his inaugural address called fbr an "era of negotiation to replace an era of

confiontation, and with the avowed goal of building a structure of peace" (cited in

Garthofï, 200 l, p. 21 7 ).

It is also important to stress the trend towards normalization of relations between the

USA and China under Nixon's presidency. In the worldwide strategic play of interests

during the Cold War, both sides won. On tlre American side, a trictngulur diplonucy

would guarantee a superior control position. The goal was "to increase American

nraneuverabil ity, and to carvc out a preeminerrt position fbr Washington as the
'balancer' 

at the pivot of-thc new triangle by maintaining better relations with cach side

I the URSS and the Communist  C'h inal  than they d id wi th each other"  (Goh,2005,  p.

,176). On the Chinese side, there were strategic rcasons for an Âmerican-Chinesc

rapprochemcnt ,  such as ( 'omrnunist  ( 'h ina 's  scat  in  thc Uni ted Nat ions in  October 197 l ,

aftcr morc than two dccades ol'exclusion. Therc wcrc also dornestic policy reasons

assclc iated to the là i lure of -Mao's ( 'u l tura l  [ {evolut ion.

Onc ot'thc most successlirl events during this period was stralegic armament control.

Thc Anti-Ball istic Missile (AIIM) Treaty was signed bctr.lecn the tw'o superpowers on

August 3, 1972, and was the basis lor the wholc armamcnt control process, which

crystall ized latcr in the Strategic Arrrs Limitation Talks (SALT) agreements (Clernens,

l97i ;  ( iar thot l ' ,  1911 ,1978).  Obviously ,  as most  h is tor ians point  out ,  the dëtcnt t :  was

ncver an alternativc to Cold War, but it did introduce a stablc structure and other less

bel l igerent  ways of  cont ' l ic t -so lv ing by re in lbrc ing d ip lomat ic  channcls.  ln  th is  sense,

dur ing Nixc ln 's  term, Amcr ican lbrc ign pol icy was necessar i lv  in f luenccd by Nixon's

personality as well by his conception of international diplornacy. Richard Nixon and his

national security adviser and subsequently Secretary ol 'Statc. l lcnry Kissinger, both

shared the same "preoccupation 'uvith secrecv, their exaltation of presidential authority

and control, their contcmpt for burcaucracy and Congress, and thcir deeply

manipulat ivc concept ion of 'po l i t ics in  Uni ted Statcs '  in tcrnat ional  re lat ions"  ( [Jurr ,

l99t t ,  p .  l8) .

Nixon and Kiss inger  broke a l l  the ru les of  convent ional  pol i t ica l  communicat ion.

Walker  (1973,  p.  189)  even speaks o l -a 'd ip lomat ic  revolut ion ' .  Thcy pract iced a back

channel diplomacy which doubled their stall"s workload and encouraged a lèeling of
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distrust between those who were' in the loop'and could work and those who did not

kno'"v or were not able tcl .  Moreover, they increased confusion by del ivering infbrmation

through two di l-Èrent channels (GarthotÏ 200 l ,  p. 254). With regard to the

communication through interpreters, in their encounters with Soviet and Chinese

leaders, both Nixon and Kissinger employed a rather r iskl,mediat ion model. when they

left themselves in the hands of interpreters working lbr the'other side'.  As a result.  thev

could not value either the accuracy or precision with which their rvords had been

t ransmi t ted .  K iss inger  re fè rs  in  d i f lè ren t  p laces  o f  h is  memoi rs  (1979.  p .  l l . l 9 ,  1208)  t< r

this usual practice of relf  ing on Soviet and ( 'hinese interpreters. Some examples are:

I was t icclucntlr  cr i t ic izcd f irr  rclying on S<rviet intcrpreters. This rvas as nonsensical a

chargc as in the ( 'hineso case. In làct. threc mcmbers of 'my, stal)- kncrv Russian

(Sonncfèldt,  l ly land, and Rodrnan); sevsral on Brezhnev's side of the tablc knew

l:ngl ish (( iromyko. Dobrynin, and Aleksandrov). l l 'sukhodrer ever had <l i frculty with

a word or phrasc, a chorus of 'voices chirncd in to hclp hint (Kissinger, 1979. p I  I . l9)

Brezhttcl  insistct l  on seeing Nixon alonc. Nixon krl lorved his usual practice trf  not

taking a State Departmcnt interpreler rvhich, now thal I  too was excluded, I  f i rund

irksome. As was his custom, hc also did not dictate an ofrcial record, though hc

brief 'cd me orir l lv (Kissingcr, 1979. p. l20l l) .

As  w i l l  be  c lear  f iom the  abore ,  f i r r  N ixon and K iss inger  the  communica t ion  th rough

in te rpre ters  o1 ' t l rc 'o ther  s ide 'was no t  p rob lemat ic  a t  a l l .  l t  seems tha t  the l  ignored the

extraordinarv inl iuencc and responsibi l i ty that they gave to these interpreters at the

cxpensc of the basic rules of 'diplomatic conversation and also of thc State [)cpartment

in tc rpre tc rs . '  A l l  o l 'wh ich  po in ts  to  thc i r  u t i l i ta r ian  conccpt ion  o t ' fb re ign  po l i cy .  Wi th

these unusual practices, Nixon and Kissinger sought "to claim personal credit lbr any

ach ievenrents  and to  b lu r  thc  respons ib i l i t y  tb r  fà i lu res"  (Mat lock ,  1996,  p . , l ) .

This is the historical context of our study. As wil l  bc shown, this papcr examines

various aspects of interpreting as a l inguist ic and cultural tool in pol i t ical an{

diplomatic sett ings at a t ime rvhen the profèssion o1'confèrence interpreler was st i l l  in

the making. Looking at the activi ty ol '  intcrpreters f iom this perspective, wc can

I For a historical overview of White t louse intcrprete.rs see Obst (1997).
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probabl-v understand their work in a much more flexible way' and answer questions suclr

as how and when did the personal involvement of the interpreter work in the

contmunicative interaction. Refèrring to the carly stages of the prcltèssional

development of confèrence interpreting, Angelell i  (2004. p. 107) mentions rvhat an

anonymous AllC interpreter respondent highlights in relation to the work of pioneer

contèrence interpreters l ike Marie-France Schunke and Wadi Kaiser:

They were not burdened b1'those categorical rnessages that sonrc'ol 'our intcrpretrng

protèssors had to give in order to rcl iain thc most inventivc of us to creatr- their ow,n

s tor ies .  Messages l i ke :  'S tay  c losc  to  the  or ig ina l '  o r ' l t  i s  no t  your job  to  e rp la in ' .

I 'hc study of interpreled situations al lorvs us to explore controversial issues such as the

ncutral i ty and inrpart ial i t l 'ol interprctcrs according to thc di l l l ' rcnl sstt ings thc_l rrork

in .

l l l .  Notes on the sources

The declassification of documcnls relatcd to thc ('olt l War along with the growing

bib l iography conccrn ing th is  decis ive and pro longed h is tor ica l  per iod of ' thc 20th

ccntur \  (1946-199I)  has contr ibuted to s igni l icant  h is tor iographical  advanccs and

conflrmed this era as onc of the most irnportunt polit ical pcriods of thc prcvious ccntur\

Any rcscarch on diplomacy and intcrpreting in thc ('old War rccluircs thc usc ol

mul t ip le sourccs.  such as archives,  menroi rs .  in tcr r  i r -ws,  nc\ \spupcrs.  In lcr r rc t

documents. photographs, scholarl,v documerrts, etc., written or spoken in. and translatcd

into and out of'dit ' fbrent languages, particularl,v lrnglish, C'hincsc and [{ussran.

Thc starting point fbr our rcscarch aboLri high-ler'cl intcrprcting during thc prcsidcncv

o1'Richard Nixon was the col lect ion of 'documents edi tcd by '  Wi l l iam Burr  ( I i lc ,

Kis.:ingar Truns<'ripl.;. The Top St,crtt Tulk.s v'ith Baijing utrl ,lfttstovr', l99tl). This

col lect ion inc ludes 36 rnemoranda of  Kiss inger 's  conversat ions wi th Zhou l ln la i  and

Brezhncv,  and a lso wi th somc ol ' thc i r  s taf Ï .  in  l97 l -1976.  wherr  he \ \ . 'as "at  the height

of his power and scl[ '-ct 'rnfiderrce" (Spencc, 1999. p 3), u'orking as assistant to

President  Nixon f i r r  nat ional  secur i ty  af là i rs  (1969-197i) .  arrd subseqLrent ly  as Nixon's
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Secretary of State (1973-1974). We supplemented this with other sources hke ïhe Cold

lf/ar International History Project, which is one of the major collections of on-line

documents to study Cold War History. The material collected by Bernkopf (2000) about

the normalization of US-China relations, which is based on oral testimonies, and the

photographic records that can be found in a range ofsources such as the polit icians and

interpreters' memoirs are also valuable resources.

Memoranda of conversations (or mclt 'or.i. the verbatim records of the conversations

between the leaders) that n'ere classitled material in the past are now accessible in

electronic fbrmat. Interpreters are mentioned in the sections of these memcoms where

participants in the meeting are enumerated. They appcar again whenever they intervene

with their own voice, mainly when they wish to explain sonrething that has not been

clearly understood, with a view to preventing any misunderstandings.

Regarding the polit icians and interpreters' memoirs, they are first-person accounts of

the historical events they experienced, but they should be read rvith a certain amount of'

prudence, given the tendency to selt '-. justif ication and the tricky nature of memor\.

Cionsequently, their accounts should be verif led and contrasted with more reliable and

objectivc records. Memoirs are what the polit icians and interprcters now say that

happcned then. As a result, they have both the benelit of hindsight and a dilTèrent

nrindset f ionr the onc their authors tnav hal'e had lirrty or f if ly ycars carlier.

The same type of biascd infbrmation can be expected l iorn the press consultcd,

mainly in English. Although theoretically the press was and is f 'ree in thc West - and

olien even at odds u'ith the leaders ol'their own countrics . it usually retlected the

evolution of ideologies and the perceptions about the Other, nornrally scen as the enemy

in a per iod of  'war ' .

lV. Notes on the interpreters

F'or the purpose of this article, we relèr mainly to the interpreters who worked in the

high-level meetings between the US leadcrs and thc leadcrs of the People's Republic of'

China and the Soviet Union, particularly thosc who rvorked as personal interpretcrs in

exclus ivc meet ings l ike J i  Chaozhu (born in  1929 in thc Shanxi  Province of  China) ,
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Nancy Tang (born in l94l in Brooklyn, New York) and viktor Sukhodrev (born in

1932 in Lithuania). The three of them are r.l,hat we call 'naturals', as they learnt the

foreign language while they were children or very young.

Ji Chaozhu was nine and a half when he arrived with his family in the States. They

had fled fiom china because of the war with Japan. Ji says that when he went back,

twelve years later, "my chinese was so bad that I could scarcely communicate and, of

course, I was unable to read even the simplest signs" (2008, p. 69). In fact, he had to use

an interpreter to whisper to him in English the readings of the Chinese communist

student reading club (Ji, 2008, p. 54). ln his case, reaching an adequate command ot'

chinese required a great intellectual effort. In Tang's case, she learned English even

before she could speak Chinese. She arrived in China in 1950 at the age ofnine and she

studied at the Beij ing Foreign Lan-euage Institute. Viktor Sukhodrev attended Brit ish

local schools at the age of six because his mother worked at the Soviet Trade Mission in

London during World War l lyears. He retumed to Moscow six years later.

We can consider them as members of what is usually called third c'ulture kitl.s, the

children of expatriates who live between two languages and cultures in a natural way,

because of thcir fàmilies' rnigration processes. They returned to their original countries

in time to learn their language and culture and to become acquainted with important

government persons of the respective regimes. They were all serving in the translation

services of the ministries of lbreign affairs when they were recruited fbr high-level

interpreting jobs, which means they had sulÏlcicntly proved their loyalty to the polit ical

regimes and its ideological principles and could be duly screened by the national secret

services. Despite this, in authoritarian regimes, high-level inlerpreters l ike Ji Chaozhu

was purged or'reeducated' f irur t irnes, the last one when he was about to rctire as an

lnterpreter and alter twenty years spent as Zhou Enlai's l irst interpreter. Mao's hosti l i ty

to intellectuals is well-known, "perhaps becausc he knew he would never really be one"

(Spence 1999. p. 159). In fàct, there seems to be a contradiction between the polit ical

prosecution and the necessity ot' havins to rely, on them lbr the purpose of the

international meetings. l lorvever, ideological contradictions were not new in Mao's

regime. These contradictions, reflected in the various campaigns proclaimed by Mao,

such as the (ireat Leap Forward or the Proletarian Cultural Revolution, were often a

terrible consequencc of the struggle tbr powcr at the highest levels.
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In the case of Sukhodrev, he also belonged to the establishment of the Soviet regime

and was well versed in the ideological pil lars of the Soviet leadership.

The alignment with the positions of the respective regimes is of particular importance if

lve consider that in both the Chinese and the Soviet cases. local inteçreters rvorked into

the fbreign language, and therefore, were the spokespersons of the leaders and the

systems thev represented. It should be noted that both the Soviet and the Chinese

regimes had created a ner" vocabulary and new speech rnodels rvhich inteçreters had

surely adopted, sometimes in a verv natural rvay (Visson. 2007).

The exccllent prcparation arrd extraordinary abil it ies of these high-.level interpreters

are wcll docunrentcd not onll in their orvn nremoirs, u'hen they wrote them, but also in

the testimonies and sturics of those f 'or whom they pcrlbrmed. This is evident in

Kissinger's mention of Sukhodrev (Kissinger, 1979, p. l20tt) when he refèrs to the flrst

meeting bctween Nixon and Brezhnev in 1972: "1 was reduced to askirrg the splendid

Soviet interpreter Viktor Sukhodrev to dictate his account to Julie Pineau, m)'secretary".

According to Donald Anderson, who was the control ofïcer fbr Kissinger's visit to

tseii ing irr 1974, Nancy Tarrg was one o1'thc trnest interpreters he had ever met

( tsernkopl ,200 I ,  p .302) .  She served as Mao's pr inc ipal  Engl ish in terpreter  and shc

recruited Wang liairong, Mao's grandniece. to her side. These women, who had their

own polit ical agendas, ucre involved with the Gang of F'our, and helped Mao's witè

(Jiang Qing) kcep track of adversaries such as the premierZhou Flnlai and his assistants

(J i ,200t1,  p.  256) .  In  a re lat ive ly  recent  in terv iew,  Nancy Tang spoke of 'her  t ra in ing and

the influential role played by Mao arrd Zhou lrnlai. l ler words rellect in a nutshell the

extralinguistic and prolèssional skil ls irrtcrpretcrs should have:

At that t ime Vve werc iust interpretcrs, and therc were many things rve didn't know

much about. ISut they cncourlgcd us to study, not to just settle I 'or being a basic

inlùrpretcr. 
' fhey 

cncouraged us to lcarn rnore about thc pcoplc we trarrslated lbr, tho

issues thel '  wcre discussing, and the background arrd culturc of the t i>rcign gucsts. I

think i t  was through being at thcse discussions and the-v also made us lèel wc were

a part ol ' i t .  I  think i t  was great thcse lcaders treated us young peoplc in that way. That

was actual ly how rve grew up, horv u'e later came to understand l i fè and our

responsibi l i t ies, how we should work through l i fè we learned to do as they had

done. (( 'RI tsNGl. lSl{.conr, 1006).
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The influence of Nancy Tang and Wang Hairong became increasingll great over the

t ime,  par t icu lar ly  at  the end of  Mao's l i fè .  t lo ldr idge (1991 ,  p.  l5 l )  prov ides an

examnle:

Upon entering Mao's study, two lèrnale nurses standing on each side of the chairman

had hcaved Mao crcct f iom his chair rvhi le- the elderly gcntleman babbled something

that to thc visi tors Iprimc rninister and assistants ol 'a NA'l 'O countryl was entirely

un in te l l ig ib le .  1 'he  in te rpre ters  INancy ' lans  and Wang l la i rong l  w i thout  b l ink ing  an

eye \\cnt through thc' lbrnral i ty of ' tel l ing their dist inguished visi tors how pleased the

chairrnan wâs to see hirn and how the visi t  rvould irnorove the sood rclat ions bctween

their tn'o peoples.

ln ordcr to undcrstand thc porvcr that thcse intcrprctcrs hcld in this and in many

others situations, wc have to study thcir rolcs within the part icular pol i t ical cvcnts

where communication through intcrprctcrs took placc. Nanc_v. Tang was the . l iang

Qing's cvcs and ears. Nancl '  Tang and Wang Hairon were thc inevitable duo and they'

werc cxcceding the tasks norrnal lv expectcd l iom intcrprctcrs. On onc occasion Mao

re lè r red  k r  them as  " thosc  sp ies"  ( t lo ld r idge.  1997,  p .  l5 l  ) .

. l i  ( 'haozhu was not unknown to Ârnerican pol i t ic ians and his "competence as an

interpretcr had been amply and repcatcdly demonstratcd during the 197 I Kissinger tr ips

to  ( 'h ina"  ( l lo ld r idge,  1997,  p .  t l5 ) .  . l i  Chaozhu was ind ispcnsab le  because o f 'h is

b i l ingua l is rn .  rvh ich  a l lowcd h i rn  to  work  l iom and in to  l :ng l i sh ,  and because o f ' the

profirund knowlcdgc he had of American culturc. which al lowed him to understand thc

Arncrican l i t 'cstyle, their ncgotiat ing approach and cvcn thcir. jokes. But he was also

ind ispensab lc  becausc  hc  had cont inued h is  s tud ies  o f ' the  Old  Ch inese h is to r ians  and

philosophers, which were highly apprcciated and oflen quoted by Mao. That is how.l i

( 'haozhu saved the  Amer ican de legat ion  accompan l ing  N ixon in  h is  1972 v is i t  l i om an

embarrassing situation when Ji acccpted thc rcqucst hy scnior stalï '  membcr John

tloldridge to replace their interpreter, Charles F-reeman, rvho f i : l t  unablc to intcrpret

somc quotcs l iom Mao Zedong's poetrv. insertcd in Nixon's bancluct spccch:

...our o\\ 'n interpreter Chas Freeman cxpressed deep concern to mc over his abil ity'to

do. lust ice 1o t ranslat ing what  the president  uould sal  in  h is  bancluet  speech.  Translat ing
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fbr President Nixon on this occasion was a formidable task. The banquet was to be

given worldwide television coverage [...] We knew the president was plenning to use

some quotes from Mao Zedong's poetrl [... lbut we didn't knorv in advance what poem

he would quote or what the correct translation would be. This in particular was

troubling Freeman, since it would be virtually impossible fbr anyone not thoroughly

fàmiliar with Mao's poem to be able to render the English back into the original

Chinese.  (Holdr idge,  1997,  p.85)

On February 2, 1979, The New l 'ork Times published an editorial entit led "The

Indispensablc Mr. Chi", in which it relèrred to the role played b1, Ji Chaozhu as Vice

Premier Deng Xiaoping's interpreter in his visit to the United States. Ihe Neu,York

I/zes editorial retèrs, though, to another issue, thc i l logical lack of American qualif ied

interpreters l iorl t,nglish to Chinese. Ji Clhaozhu quotes the article extcnsively in his

memoirs (2008,  p.300- l0 l ) ,  where ment ion is  rnade to the fàct  that  at  the t ime o1'

Nixon's visit to tleij ing in 1972 the President could speak with the Chincse leaders

"only through thcir interpreters", and that seven years later "the humiliation - and

perhaps damagc continues on American soil. Absurd in any language". ln order to

undcrstand the tèeling of l inguistic infèriority revealed by The New York Times editorial,

thcre are a number of considcrations affecting the communication Lhrough their

interpreters as a sign ot' their superiority, ' in the negotiations and the impact of these

intcrpreters in  thc Amer ican publ ic  opin ion as a h ighly  educated indiv iduals.

Although the three intcrpreters mainly retèrred to here were brought up during their

early years in the country of their'fbreign' language, not all returncd at thc samc age to

their country ot'origin. Nancy Tang was born in the US and llrst \\cnt to China at t lrc

age of'ten. Sukhodrev was barelv an adolescent rvhen he returned to the Sovict Union.

Ji returned to ('hina after having been at l larvard firr a couplc ofvcars, at the age ol'22.

The wav they acquired language knowledgc is very important because it provides

infbrmation about esscntial components ot' thc interpreting prol-ession. According to

Taf l  (  198 I ,  p .  65)  a d is t inct ion has to be madç between:

...thosc mediating persons who acquire their multiculturality simultaneously in their

chi ldhood and those rv l ro acquirc i t  af icr  ths lbundat ion f i r r  the t l rs t  has becn la id in
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their initial enculturation. The differences between these two situations are of

considerable importance to the competence with which the person is likely to be able

to handle the second culture.

Ji emphasizes throughout his memoirs the importance of his American natural accent

as compared with that of other higher ranking ofïcials in the Ministry. His relatively

poor Chinese for a good part of his early career seemed to be less important fbr him or

for his authorit ies. This attests to the importance that Chinese (or Soviet) leaders

attached to good quality (even idiomatic) English when dealing with their counterparts.

Perhaps they thought that, by choosing the more 'natural' interpreters ofthat language,

their impact on the other party would be greater, even if that meant that the interpreters

had to work into the theoretically - "fbreign" language. The quality of English was

not trivial in such high-profi le events and some of the meetings were carefully staged

precisely with the purpose ol'making a good impression. Thus, we find commcnts such

as Apple 's  on Sukhodrev 's  " l lawless Engl ish"  when Brezhnev v is i ted Nixon in I973

(The New York Times, June 19, 1973) as a great accomplishment. In this sense, the'how'

seems to bc as important, if not rlore so. than the'what'. Sukhodrev had becn chosen

by Nixon on his previous visit to Moscow in 1972 to translate the words cll-his address

broadcast on Soviet television. This prornpted the lbllowing remarkable conrment tiom

Will iam Satlre, a language spccialist:

...(An interesting fixrtnote: during Nixon's 1959 speech, an American capably

interpreted fbr Vice President Nixon; this year he chose Viktor Sukhodrev, the krp

Sovict intcrpreter, to handle the agreed-upon sirnultaneous interpretation. Soviet

viewers who saw Nixon heard Sukhodrev, the best in the business at the top ol'his

l 'orrn not dri ly translat ing, but dranratical ly driving home Nixon's mood and message.

Obv ious ly ,  no  one to ld  h im r r r ;1  to  do  h is  p ro lèss iona l  bcs t . )  (Wi l l ia rn  Saf l rc . ' lhe

Moscou'Summit, Tha Ncv'York Tines, July 2, 1972)

It seems interesting to note here the contrast made by Saflre betwcen "dry" and "well

performed translat ion" ( interpretat ion), as well  as the fàct that no one (f iom the Soviet

side) had instructed him to lower the qLral i ty of his work. just because he was working

for the'enemy'. ln any case, we should not lose sight of the fàct that most users based
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their interpretation quality assessment only on how the speech sounded in the target

language they understood, fbr the simple reason that they did not know the source

language.

Ideology, understood as a set of fundamental concepts, beliefs and value svstems

which are shared by a large group of individuals (tlatim & Mason 1997,p. 144), is an

extremely important issue during.l i 's l i tè. In this case, ideology includes recognition of

h is 'Chineseness ' ,  ident i f ied by Cornmunist  Par ty  credent ia ls ,  which took h im a long

time to obtain. Stabil ity in his polit ical thought seems to have been his major

preoccupation although that rreant tremcndous sacrif lces. F'or example. his fàmily l i tè

rvas almost noncxistent l irr rnany years and he was a victim of the vagaries ot

successive idcological  rcg imes wi th in the rcgimc throughout  h is  l i fè .  ln  th is  sense,  h is

pro lèss ional ,  pol i t ica l  and cvcn physical  surv iva l  is  an example of  res is tance.  J i  has

"lived to tell the tale", so hc fits thc subtit le of Kartunnen's book (1994) "interpreters,

guidcs, survivors". ln his strugglc hc worked mainly tbr Premicr Zhou, who trusted him

personally, but also firr Mao, who never paid attcntion to him as an interpreter or as a

pcrson. This tension and stress caused serious problems fbr the interpreters working

under totalitarian regirnes.

Similarly another làctor essential to understanding the complex nature ol' the

translation of ideology was the deep lècling of'enmity between intemational leaders or

between negotiators which expressed itscll in the use ol'verbal violencc and even racist

comments dircctcd a1 others (l-ernândcz Sânchez,20 l0). The verbal violence af'fècted

theteamoft ranslatorsandinterpretersasreportedb1, . l i  (2(X) f l ,p .  107)whenrcf i : r r ingto

his participation as notc-takcr in thc Panmunjom ncgotiations alier thc Korcan War:

Wc nceded to expand our vocabulary ol ' insults. Our crcw of language experts sat

down with an American dictionary to sce it ' lve could unearth some lresh inllantnratory

words. []oth sides werc constanlly accusing each other of lying about somcthing a

stray bornb, a troop incursion, pressuring [ 'OWS to delèct. Our side had used liar and

lying so many timcs that thc uorcls hatl lost thcir punch.

Thc nat ional  h is tory of  China dur ing. l i 's  l i fè  is  lu l l  o l ' the use of -v i tuperat ivc

language against thc cvolving internal cncmies:
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The rnost colourful form of these [class] discussions probably has been the

vituperative language of the Cultural Revolution, in which one is hard-pressed to

specily the relationship to the means of production of such class enemies as "ghosts

and monsters," or "l i tt le repti les" and "chameleons." (Kraus, 1977. p. 66)

Ji 's career went l iom note-taker to interpreter to diplomat, and that seems to be a

normal professional it inerary. This should not bc l imited to totalitarian regimes. There

\\ere a number of verbatim reporters in the Unitetl Nations rvho ended up in interpreting

and, later, held high administration posts in the intemational civil service. Perhaps what

makes cases of Ji and others regirne-specific is that becoming a diplomat required an

impeccable backgror.rnd of làithfulness to the authorit ies and thcir ideas. Their position

was not neutral, but clearly aligrred with their party, which in this case was also their

Party. This does not mean that thc,y worked in a manner that would misrepresent either

ol-the counterparts. On thc contrar\ '. accuracy u'as the best wa1'to send thc rnessagc that

each party wished to convcy to the other. Moreover, interpreters who workcd fbr their'

authorit ies'govcrnment as part of'their team were previously brief-cd about the polit ical

aims to be achievcd. Sometimcs the1, also had the texts of their delcgation's specchcs

that rvere to be interpreted fbr thc fbreign palty. I ')verybody wanted to makc surc that

the contents ol 'the messages wcrc clcarly understood by the other party, and they sparcd

no eflbrt to achieve it.

V. Specific interpreted situations

As the interpreters state in their mcmoirs, they werc valucd as l inguistic experts and

cul tura l  consul tants in  a large var iet l  o f 'po l i t ica l  sct t ings.  Onc of  the le i tmot i l \  in  the

historl ol ' interpreting is thc qLrestion ol' the intcrpreter's control and personal

involvement (Andcrson, 1976). t ly analyzing a lèw cxamples of specitic intcrprctcd

situations, u,e wish to cxplorc this cluestion on the basis ol 'the three voices identif ied by

Mossop (2007). Wc bclicvc this perspective rvil l  provide a uselul conceptual tool to

study interpreting as intcrvcntion by thc individual interpreter. According to Mossop.

we can distinguish three voices in a translator's work that represent three available
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choices and demonstrate his active role. These three possible voice-types are: the

neutralizing voice, the ventri locluizing voice and the distancing voice. Applied this

voice metaphor to our study, the neutralizing voice is in use when the interpreter is

speaking in his own behall. i .e. when he requests clarif ication. The ventri loquizing

voicc is the voice the interpreter uses when he intends to imitate the speaker's style, i.e.

when he is reproducing technical terminology. The distancing voice is l imited to

language assistance, i.e. when thc interpreter is reproducing l iterally some words of thc

original discourse. The interpreter chooscs one of the three voices more or less

consciousll '  according to the constrairrts of the communicative situation. Here are sonrc

exanrples.

Thc cxamplcs are taken tiom the memorandum of conversation of' the meeting

between Ilenry Kissinger and the Vice-President of the Military Committee and the

Vice-Minis ter  of  Fore ign Af fa i rs  of  the People 's  Republ ic  of  China among other

par t ic ipunts on Fehruarr  21.  1971.  in tcrprctcd h1 . l i  (  haozhut .  Thcl  i l lust r l te  rar ious

instances in which the interrpre'ter speaks with his own voicc to seek clari l lcation l iom

Dr.  Kiss inger  (example l ) ;  to  make Dr.  Kiss inger  quÈst ion the accuracy o l 'h is  data

(example 2) by asking hirn l irr prccisc data; and to pronlpt the intcrvention ol'an expert

to help c lar i ty  technical  concepts (cxamplc l ) .  These cxamplcs show that  the

convcrsations between the US and the Chinese leaders u'ent beyond purcly polit ical

topics to cnter sometimes sensiti l 'c rnil i tarf issucs. ()n tlresc occasions cxceptional care

was rcquircd to suarantee tlre accuracl'o1'the inltrrnration. That is why thc interpreter

reqLlests continuous clarit ication. t ly doing so. hc participates actively in the mccting by

interrupting thc original speaker and by' making hinr be more specil ic about thc

concepts he is  us ing.

Rcgarding thc in tcrpretcr 's  chtr iccs.  rvc wi l l  sec that  the voice uscd by. l i  was h is  orvn.

hal l ' - rvat  betwccn thc ncutra l iz ing and the d is tancin.u.  not  the vcntr i loquiz ing.

( E x a m p l e  l )

Dr. Kissinger: (. . .)  Now, fbr the rcconnaissancc aircral i ,  but some of them could be

used f irr  dual purposes, most ol ' thenr.

I nterpreter ( ('hi ): Most'.)

httn:, ' r 'w wrv.swu.cdu/ -nstrrchir lN SA Etl t l /N SA Ir t l  t l  I  ()6/Nl-1.nd I
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Dr. Kissinger: Some, we could get the f igures on how many bombers could be

convcfted for reconnaissance purposes. (. . .)  (p. 7)

(F.xample 2)

Dr. Kissinser: (. . .) . . .  Ihe lorces I anr givingyou are within 100 rni lesof the ( 'hinese border.

lnterpreter (Chi):  Nautical rni les?

Dr. Kissingcr: Yes

Interoreter (Chi):  Speed is MACtI 2' l

Dr .  K iss inger :  Ycs .  ( . . . )Now,  tu rn ing  to  sur làce- to -a i r  rn iss i l cs  w i th in  300 rn i les  o f

your border, in the frar l ' .ast air deti 'nsc distr ict. . .

In te rpre ter (Ch i ) :  
' Ihc  

d is tance is  a l l  in  naut ica l  rn i les?

Dr. Kissinser: I  supposc, but w'hat is the dif furcnce'/

Inlerpreter (Chi):  A l i t t le bigger than a rni lc.

[)r.  Kissinser: I  arn not absolutely sure, but i t  docsn't  rnake an1, 'dif tercnce lbr air

d c l è n s e .  ( . . . )  ( p .  l 0 )

( l : xarnp le  3  )

( . . . )  [ ) r .  K iss inser :  ( . . . )  I  w i l l  g ivc  you a  tèw o thcr  i t cms and then wc w i l l  le t  i t  go .

Ahoul naval f i rrces, the I 'acif lc l ' leet has I5-5 mcdium bornbers; l(r  bal l ist ic missi le

suht .nar incs i  wh ich  have a  to ta l  o f ' l l 3  rn iss i les ;  and 2 .1  c ru ise  miss i le  un i ts  wh ich  have

altogethcr I  50 launchers.

I ntcrprctcr L('hi ): Surlirce aircrafl'l

Dr. Kissingcr: No, launchers.

htctUcAr(lù: B ut surl ace'l

Dr. Kissingcr: No, thcsc arc al l  on subrlarincs.

Intcrpreter (( 'hi):  What do ) 'ou rnean hy 2, j  cruisc...

( ' rndr .  I loq ,c :  Gu idcd  b1 '  radar  ra ther  than a  ba l l i s t i c  miss i le  .  (p .  I  l )

Thc  nex t  examplc  i s  takcn  l iom the  menrorandum o l ' conversa t ion  o l '27  Fcbruary

1972.  bc twecn K iss inger  and C lh ' iao  Kuan-hua,  V icc -Min is te r  o l 'Fure ign  A l là i rs ,  w i th

Chang Wcn-chin, I) irector of Wcstern [-.urope. North Americ.tn, and Australasian

Ministry of F'orcign Alfairs, among othcrs. Chi Chao-chu [.li Chaozhu] acts as interpreterr.

The meeting takes place on Sunda)'  Februarl,  27, 1972. l iom I l :30 a.m. to I  :-55 p.m., at

'- fhe two spcl l ing versions olthe Chincsc name respect the original transl i terat ions f iorn ( 'hinese,
which have changed during the period colcrcd in this studl ' .
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the Guest House (Hotel) in Shanghai. The participants are in the process of drafting a

communiqué and both sides have been making l inguistic amendments to the text. The

Chinese Vice-Minister then proposes reading the draft sentence by sentence in order to

ensure that they all accept the language used.

VM Ch'iao: Now I wil l suggest that I would read out the Chinese, sentence by

sentence and ...

lnterpreter: The Vice-Minister suggcsts this procedure. l le reads out a sentence ol

Chinese; I read it in E,nglish; and you check it.

Dr. Kissineer: All r ight. The only thing I request is a copy of it in Chinese we have an

interpreter here befirre we rnakc it absolutely official.

VM Ch'iao: Only when there is no question we wil l go on to the next sentence.

(Memorurulum of Conversotion,' l 'op SecreVSensitive/Exclusively f:yes Only.

Declassified PA/HO, Department of State. U.O. 12958, as amended, Date: 6-30-05, p. 2)

To appreciate thc complexity of- the communicative situation as well as the

interpreting problems involvcd, we make a number of considerations. First, thc

enormous care taken by both sides over the l lnal version of the communiqué which has

to be drafTed in a manner that is useful to the interests of both Chinese and the

American public opinion. Secondly, the làct that the interpreter translates, but he also

coordinates, mediates and redcflnes the role ol 'the primary speakers (Fogazzaro &

( iav io l i ,2004,  p.  179) .  The interpreter  in tervenes belbre thc Vice-Minis ter  has l ln ished

the sentence, thus introducing words that thc principal has not said. This mcans that he

is participating as an intervening agent in thc mecting and it proves that hc has the trust

of his principal to spcak with his own voice. Thirdly, the paragraph il lustratcs onc of'the

modalit ies ol 'the w'ork carried out by interpreters, that is. sight translation.

The fâct that.l i  Chaozhu is translating in both directions brings us to another

rel' lection rclatcd to the voicc of thc intcrprcter, pa(icularly that dellncd by Mossop

(2007, p.20) as thc ncutralizing voice in thc sense that it rel ' lects the translator's

l inguistic biography. We should not fbrget that Ji is working fiom English to Chinese

and vice versa and that he is doing this consecutively, that is, immediatell, after each

speaker has delivered his part of the speech. In other instances, such as in meetings

whcre Mao was present, there was a double transfèr (a relay): f iom Mao's dialect to
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Mandarin and ftom Mandarin to English. It was done thanks to the presence of two

interpreters, Tang Wensheng (Nancy' Tang) and Wang llairon. In the case of the US-

Soviet exchanges we know that the Soviet interpreter worked into his "foreign"

language. We mention this because we should not lose sight of the fàct that although

bil ingualism is probably'a banality, equil ingualism is an extremely rare abil ity and that

thc l inguistic biography of each individual interpreter has an impact on the lexical,

grammatical and syntactic structures hc or she produccs whcn crall ing the speech in the

targel language. Thus, the end result of thc interpreting activity is not due simply to the

possible sell--censorship irnposed b,v- the ideological constraints, but also to the l inguistic

resourccs available in the interpreter's brain at thc monrent ol 'the intcrprcting cxcrcisc,

that is, immediately aller the speaker has l inished his segment of specch.

The complexitl of thc proccss can bc i l lustrated by thc làmous phrasc "We rvil l  bury

you", supposedly pronounccd by Khruschev through his simultaneous interpreter ancl

ideologically rnanipulated ud nuusaunt by thc othcr sidc in the ('old War confiontation.

Stephen Pearl uscd this exarnplc kr discuss the dil lèrcnces betwecn sinrultancous

interpreting and translation:

I 'he cndlcss rncdieval disputations about "rny vas pokhoronirn" also secrn to lose sight

ol ' the làct that on thc nolorious occasion[sl uhen i t  r .vas uttercd, the intcrprcter 's

English version rvas thc producl of 'simultancous interpretat ion and not of pondered

lranslat ion. 
' [ 'hc 

implication is that the intcrpretcr should have said sornethins dif lcrcnt

or "better". "We wil l  bury you" is not rt  al l  a bad rendcring ol ' the original.  
- l 'hc

unwary interprctcr who strays too far f iorn the l i tcral in thc course ot 'hcatcd debate is

in sorncthing of '  a " loss-lose badly" si tuation. l f '  he or shc says "bury" lbr

"pokhoroninr", Mondal 'rnorning transhtors may tel l  hirn/hcr lof i i ly that i t  should have

becn "ou t l i vc "  o r  "surv ivc" .  I l ' he /she sa ls  "ou t l i vc "  o r  "surv ivc"  anc l  another

parl icipant in thc nrcct ing then rcacts to thc Sovict/Russian dclcgatc's rcrnark, the

original Russian spcakcr nra,- hcar throLrgh thc reverse, lrngl ish to Russian,

interpretat ion that hc is undcrstood to have said "perezhit," or "v1,zhi l ,"  uhen in fnct

he said "pokhoronit" and hc rvi l l  thcn, not cntirel l ,unreasonabll ' .  pi l lory thc

unfirf tunate intcrpretcr lor "not knowing horv to translate a sinrple Russian rvord l ikc
'pokhoron i l " ' .  Ihc  corn f r l c r i t i c r  a rc  cn t l l cs r .  l

I  http:/ /wcb.archive.org/wcb/20050--107 190132/http:/ /art icle.grnane.org/gmanc.culture.studies.l i ter
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The time lactor here, beside a number of constraints attached to a "highly sensitive

context" (Baker, 1997, p. I l l), is one additional key element to understanding the

labyrinth in rvhich the interpreter f inds himsell when called upon to disentangle the

intricacies ofa speech and to make correct lexical choices from his personal repository.

We have chosen a last exarnple to i l lustrate the complexity of the interpreters work.

This is a text taken fiom Sukhodrev's memoirs (1999, p. 308-309) in which he refèrs to

the visit paid by Brezhnev to Nixon approximately one year atler Nixon's visit to

Moscow. Nixon is the host and offers his guests (in this casc, Brezhnev and the

interpreler, Sukhodrev) a drink ofvodka:

The dooropencd and a Fil ipino w'aiter, rvhose services rverc usetl by Nixon, walked in.

He brought a steamy bottle ol'Stolichnu.t'u and poured vodka in everyone's glass.

Nixon did not tàil to remark that he had this bottle brought especially tbr his guest.

Brezhnev raised his glass, nrade a short toast and drank it at one gulp, Russian-style.

At f irst, Nixon took a srnall sip, Arnerican-stl le, hut ohserving thc r"'a! [Jrezhnev had

drunk it, t ir l lowed his examplc. Afier the dishes were changed. the Fil ipino appeared

again, this tinre with a bottlc ol 'dry wine. I le poured it and letl. Brezhnev looked at the

rvine. then turned to mc and asked i l ' l  could ask Nixon to have thc waiter conre back

with the bottle ol'Srolic'hrut.vu. Nixon tbr his part turned to me: "fiktor. there's a

buttrnt over there b.t'thc dutr. llttulL) ytu press it.fir me'|" I did press it and the waiter

returncd instantly rvi th a cluizzical look on his fàce. Nixon asked hirr to bring back the

vodka. lhe Fi l ipino brought "our" opened bott le, t l l led our glasses and rvas about to

take i t  away again. At this point Brczhncv said to him, in Russian, sornething l ike

"lcuv<' i l  ort t l te lohlt ,  und v<' ' l l  f ieurc ott l  v 'hul lo do v' i lh l t ."  I  quickly translated this

befbrc the waitcr had the t irne to disappear through the d<xrr. In short,  by the t imc the

tJinner cndcd, we hacl pol ishcd away this bott le ol Srr, l l t ' l rr .rrtr  
'

Thc tcxt can be read as a simplc anecdotc, rvhich is rvhat i t  is. [ ]ut thcrc are other

possible rcadings. [ : i rst of 'al l ,  i t  should be noted that Sukhodrev is revealing detai ls of

the dinner that in al l  l ikcl ihood did not reach the public rvhen i t  took place, an argunlcnt

tha t  Th ié r l  (19U5)  wou ld  sure ly  use  in  fàvour  o t 'h is  ob . jec t ion  to  in te rpre ters  rv r i t ing

their mcmoirs. Wc cannot guess the inrpact the anecdote could have had on the

aturc.slar, icl2220
5l 'ranslated l iom Russian by Igor Korchi lov. in personal communicati t 'u.r with the authors.
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American people, had they known about the substance abuse - by any standards -, at

their President's table, but we know of other examples of the importance that non-

verbal  issues may have,  as Jônsson (1990,  p.46)  puts i t :

...On one occasion during Khrushchev's 1959 goodwill visit to the United States, the

Soviet premier, in order to symbolize friendship between the two countries, clasped his

hands above his head in a traditional Russian gesture ol' lr iendship. Many Americans

misunderstood the message, thinking he was imitating a boxer rvho had .just knocked

out his opponent.

We could also say that Sukhodrev's texl demonstrates the dominance of Russian

customs even w'hen the Soviets are the guests, not the lrosts, although this could also be

interpreted as a lack ofcourtesy on the part ofBrezhncv because hc imposes his (heavy)

drinking habit on his host as part of Soviet negotiating style. Thc scene shows the

relationship of apparent comradeship, perhaps attributable to Soviet ways, bet'"veen

Brezhnev and his interpreter, when the tbrmcr tries to obtain thc latter's complicity to

get the bottle of vodka back tiom thc waitcr. We havc explored clservhere (Baigorri-

Jalôn, 2000, p. 2ll-267) the conditions that totalitarian lcaders expccted fiom

interpreters, among which total dependabil ity and trust were of paramount importance.

Curiously cnough, Nixon calls the interprctcr "Viktor", which gives an idea of the closc

rclationship establishcd between the principals and their interprcters. But thcre is also a

point  which we could ident i fy  as 'profèssional  r isk 'of  the in tcrpreter ,  who is  l t l rced to

dr ink a considerablc amount  of  vodka whi le  hc is  work ing.  Alcohol  nray have an ef lèc l

on thc interpreter's cognitivc skil ls neccssary l i lr his immcdiate perfbrmance apart f iom

a prolorrged ef'fcct - i l ' thc cxception became thc rule on the inlerprcter's health.

To turn to another aspect ol ' the difl lcult and stressful work of these high-level

interpreters, wc pa)' attcntion nou to the làct that thev had to pertbrm tasks that rvere

beyond the usual interprcting l irnctions. We will mention brietly thrce examplcs tiom

Ji's memoirs. Hc occasionally intcrpreted "Western movies whilc they were playing on-

screen fbr  Mao's wi fè"  ( .1 i ,2008.  p.26 l ) .  ln  Septernber 1956 hc was assigncd to guide

and interpret fbr the prcmier of'Ncpal's bodyguard and his personal servants (Ji,2008, p.

147). And he played the rolc of"'bod,r'guard" hirnself in I96 l rvhile the Chinese

delegation attended to the Confèrence of (lerreva and they lcarned that there might be an
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another attempt to assassinate Premier Zhou. ln his words (.1i, 2008, p. 205): "We young

men secretaries, translators, and interpreters were organized into a security fbrce and

took turns patroll ing the grounds of the premier's vil la every night, armed with a loaded

handgun".

We can say that these interpreters wcre seen as clerical assistants. Their working

conditions wcre intolerable and they undertook a large variety of language tasks, most

of them very compler and arduous. The' external conditions that weighed on the

interpreters were accompanied hy internal conditions l inked to support lbr and loyalty

towards thcir clients.

Vl .  Conclus ion

From the above discussion, it is important to recognize that high-level interpreting

during thc Cold War is intirnately rclated to wider settings in international polit ics. In

fàct. we have adoptcd the vicu' that in thc gencral context of'thc high-levcl meetings

dur ing th is  h is tor ica l  per iod.  these intcrpreted communicat ive c lcnts should a lso be

considered as social and polit ical events. A sirnple overview ot'photographic rccords ol'

those years shows interprcters sharing thc stage with polit ical leaders, thus becoming

participants in the polit ical cvcnts. Thc nunrber of' graphic i l lustrations portraving

intcrprcters playing their role bctwcen fàmous leadcrs is a typical lèaturs ol-intcrpreter

rnernoirs. Certainly,, they wcrc ver) aware of'thcir visiblc role as rvell as thcir exccllent

rcputat ion,  and the publ icat ion o l ' the i r  r rernui rs  is  a te l l ing example.  As has bcen

pointed out by scholars rvho havc studied thc consequenccs ol'use and abuse ot'power

that translation and interprcting can girc risc to, w'c hilve to considcr thc contcsted

nature ol'the interpleters' role in thcsc polit ical contexts who "olien flnd themsclves

simultaneously caught in both camps, rcprcsenting both the institutions in por.ver and

tlrosc seeking ompowcrrnent" (Tyrroczko & Gentzlcr. 2(X)2, p. xix).

As a l lrst approaclr to the subjcct, this article has sought to identify a profi le fbr high-

leve I interpretcrs during the Cold War. Onc ol'the conclusions reached is the relation

betwecn diplomacy and intcrpreting in modern and not so modern historv (tlarris, 1993:

Korchi lov.  lc)97;  I lo land,  1999;  Palazhchcnkonr,  1997;  Ral l iu ,  2005;  I la igorr i  &
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Fernândez, 2008). These interpreters' profi les have in common u'ith their counterparts

in olher settings the usual l inguistic and cultural ingredients, as well as the secrecl' of

their work. which was an obsession during the Cold War, bLrt they also have other

charactcristics that w'ere not necessarilv shared by'thcir colleagues working in

conference interpreting settings, including at thc intemational organisations. Onc such

characteristic was their association with the polit ical regime (or Party l ine) o1'their

principals - thc only loy'alty guarantec those leadcrs woultl accept in the screcning

process. Association with the polit ical rcginre and loyaltl- to their leadcrs meant that

they fèlt part of thc delegation (they w'cre regularl l hrielèd bcfbre the meetings) and

that they approached negotiations with thc aims and idcas prcviousll cstablished bv

t h e i r p o l i t i c a l  l e a d e r s . T h a t d o c s n o t m e a n , a s B a k e r p o i n t e d o u t ( 1 9 9 7 , p .  l l 4 - l l 5 ) , t h a t

thev wcrc fiee of'strcss associatcd with "the tension and acrimonl that olierr pervadc"

those cncounters, strcss that also derivcs fiom the tàct that the interpreter can be

nronitorcd by participants and somctimes by a wider audience.

I 'hosc làctors. undoubtedh', al ' lèct thc intcrpretcrs'perlbrmancc, but rvc should not

infèr that they would bctray thc contents ol 't lrc utteranccs ther" intcrprcted. If 'an"'-thing

as lve havc seen above thct  ucrc l i r i th t i r l  to  the or ig inal  wi th a \engcance,  s incc that

was thc 'bcst  wa1 to s t : rve thc i r  leadels ' in terests.  Thei r  involvcnrcnt  in  the pol i t ica l

agendas of their lcadcrs and thc tèar of'disserrt supposing thcy hclcl opposing vicws

in tota l i tar ian rcgi rncs madc t l rern over l r rok work ins cont l i t ions that  uould havc bccn

unacceptablc l irr othcr colleagucs r.rorkins in other setl ings and rrnder othcr

circumstanc(j s.

Thci r  prcparat iorr  rcqui red constant  t ra in i r rg,  as 'uras a lso thc case lbr  thc i r 'Wcstcrn '

countcrparts. but lur them it was not casy irr the stif l ing cultural environmcnt wherc

they l ivcd, under personal and profèssional stress and olien poorlr fèd. Thcsc rvorkinq

condi t ions inc ludcd l i rn i t lcss r rork ing hours (even to lhc detr inrcnt  o l ' thc cpra l i t l ,o l ' the i r

w'ork and of thcir ovrn health). the perfirrmancc ol'tasks that wcnt bc1'ond intcrprcting.

and thc abscnce ot ' reasonablc conrpcrrsat ions i r r  cash or  k ind.  Whcrr  rve rcad. f i 's

memoirs, we can scc the ordeals hc endured throughor-rt his l i lè. including tht: lact that

he was not rewardcd as lrc dcserved. In this c()ntc\t. i1 secnrs incvitablc to make

comparisons betucen thc situation ol' thesc intcrprctcrs and that ol ' their cocral

conlèrcnce interpreters in international organisations, but the làct rcmains that bl
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applying Westem standards to a Chinese. or more broadly, to a communisr conte.\l, we

lose sight of the marked dilference of worldviews, as Hsu pointed out (1977, p. 205)

concerning the paradox that "we only see China and the Chinese through the colored

glasses of individualism".

The profèssional standards of confèrence interpreting were being defined according

to the rules established by Westem pioneers of AIIC, but the examples we have shown

here prove that there were very diftèrent l ines of development ol-the profession and that

we should conclude that there is not a single model that can be applicable 1o all

situations. ln this sense, the profi le of the very visible interpreter that we have studied in

this article seerns to have an intrinsic relationship with international diplomatic

negotiations in general and with an uti l i tarian conception of fbreign policy in particular.

If f ' lexibil i ty and adaptabil ity have been key fèatures of the interpreters throughout

history, perhaps we should also apply a flexible approach when trying to deflne a

yardstick fbr their proli le and conclude that it all depends on a st:t ol 'conditions that are

- l ike historical events - unique and unrepeatablc.
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