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THE IDEAL CONFLICT ZONE
INTERPRETER

Military perspectives and perceptions of
interpreters’ skills and attitudes

Eleonora Bernardi

Introduction

Although the armed forces prefer to use either military or civilian interpreters from the Troop
Contributing Countries (TCCs) for language support, the reality on the ground, from Bosnia-
Herzegovina to Afghanistan, has seen widespread use of locally recruited civilians. This has
prompted, in the last fifteen years, a great deal of research on issues such as interpreters’ safety
(Fitchett 2014; Juvinall 2013), loyalty, allegiance and neutrality (Inghilleri 2008; 2019; Stahuljak
1999; Monacelli 2002) and, more recently, on training (Todorova and Ruiz Rosendo 2022),
spearheaded by the In Zone project of the University of Geneva!. The skills and attitudes that
interpreters are asked to deploy in conflict zones have nevertheless been scarcely considered, even
by scholars who have devoted great attention to the topic, with only reliability and trustworthiness
(Askew and Salama-Carr 2011; Tipton 2011; Hajjar 2017; Van Dijk, Soeters, and de Ridder 2010)
and language and cultural skills (Ruiz Rosendo and Persaud 2019; Prati 2016) being mentioned
as key competences. From a military point of view, besides the general tendency to consider
a good interpreter a trustable one, no specific studies were carried out to understand what the
expectations and perceptions of the armed forces are for their local interpreters. To fill this gap,
this contribution aims to identify the skills that military institutions/peacekeepers expect of their
civilian interpreters in conflict zones, using oral interviews with fifteen officers who worked daily
with interpreters in the war in the former Yugoslavia in the 1990s. The method of interviews was
picked despite its limitations: with time the soldiers’ memory might have become more selective
or passive, their allegiances might have shifted and other missions might have determined their
replies. Therefore, a 24-question list was used to prompt their memory and help them recover
information that might have been forgotten or faded over time, and specific care was taken to
make sure that the information provided was related to the knowledge they had at the time of the
mission and was not acquired in subsequent ones. Most interviewees, although retired officers,
were recruited through veterans’ associations, while the rest are still in active service (except for
MO05) and seem to be still rooted in the dominant military narrative. Despite the shortcomings
highlighted above, interviews were the only way to gather insight on such a recent conflict, for



which most information is still classified. We believe that this small but circumstantial sample
could be relevant for other conflicts/peacekeeping missions: identifying skills expected in civilian
interpreters from their users could, on the one hand, better define military expectations and their
relationship with interpreters and, on the other hand, offer a useful reference framework to be used
in recruitment or to develop or perfect existing training programmes. To achieve this goal, this
chapter will feature a review of the available literature on the topic, it will present the methodo-
logical approach adopted with advantages and drawbacks and it will later discuss the findings of
the interviews, trying to draw conclusions that could be relevant for the broader field and applied
to future conflicts, peacekeeping missions or crisis areas.

Research context

Accounts from Iraq, Afghanistan (Vitaliano 2010; Washburn 2004), Bosnia-Herzegovina
and Kosovo (Jones and Askew 2014) have often underlined the poor quality of locally hired
interpreters, usually untrained and unmanaged, and lacking both language and interpreting skills.
Nevertheless, relatively few scholars and practitioners have wondered what the expectations of
the armed forces are, and what skills and attitudes their interpreters need to effectively work in
such settings. The issue has been shortly discussed from an interpreter’s point of view, mainly
by Edwards (2002) who proposes a list of interpreters’ skills in peacekeeping and war contexts,
like the ability to interpret in both directions, cover matters that range from the very simple to the
highly specialised without dictionaries or any other tool, and to act as a cultural, diplomatic and
political intermediary. On the military side, just a few reflections on the skills civilian interpreters
should possess are available (Thomas 1995; Van Dijk, Soeters, and de Ridder 2010), and the gen-
eral tendency seems that of identifying the ideal interpreter with the military one, without defining
the relevant skillset. Consequently, trustworthiness—also described as loyalty and reliability—
emerges as the most important skill required of civilian interpreters (Askew and Salama-Carr
2011; Tipton 2011; Baigorri-Jalon 2011; Inghilleri 2010; Hajjar 2017; Van Dijk, Soeters, and de
Ridder 2010). “Soft skills”, like communication and personal relations, as well as cross-cultural
competencies—that is, the ability to understand and engage effectively in different cultures—are
also considered important (Ingold 2014; Vieira 2014; Gémez Amich 2017; Hajjar 2017; Kelly
and Baker 2013; Bos and Soeters 2006) together with interpreters’ cultural awareness (Persaud
2016, 258-259). This is because interpreters in conflict and crisis zones are asked to perform a
series of tasks and roles that go well beyond the “simple translation of spoken utterances and local
cultural knowledge practices” (Inghilleri 2015, 261): they are negotiators, intelligence operators,
advisors, guides, drivers, lie-detectors, fixers and language teachers (Cummings 2012) and, as
such, they are asked to possess the whole set of relevant skills. Operating in highly stressful and
dangerous environments, they also need the right attitude, which for Edwards (2002) means being
unbiased, while Persaud (2016, 258-259) stresses the need for flexibility, empathy, etiquette, psy-
chological stamina and physical endurance. Major Roy Thomas also adds to the list courage and a
gift for persuasion, intended as the ability to “influence interpersonal relationships for the sake of
a wider cause” (Baker 2012a, 20), which he explains with an example from his time in Sarajevo
in the 1990s:

The authorities granted me the necessary clearance to go to Eastern Bosnia [...]. However,
in what looked like a deliberate attempt to keep me there, no clearance was given to leave
this pocket to return to Sarajevo where my headquarters were located. Accompanied only by
this interpreter, I managed to go from Gorazde to Sarajevo without clearances, solely on this



man’s gift of persuasion at the checkpoints. He demonstrated this gift for a friend under even
more challenging circumstances. He persuaded an army truck driver to come and recover
an UNMO (United Nations Military Observer) vehicle stuck in the mud, under mortar fire.
Some UNMO interpreters more than others had a special gift.

(Thomas 1995, 10-11)

To survive in such a context, Thomas believes interpreters also need to perform first aid, drive
military vehicles and manage radio and communication systems, especially if travelling alone
with peacekeepers who might be wounded or killed. The need to develop basic military skills is
also confirmed by Finnish civilian interpreters in Afghanistan who believe that training in mili-
tary attitude and culture was essential to perform their task effectively (Snellman 2014). From
a purely linguistic and translational point of view, in their few contributions, the armed forces
rarely focus on language and interpreting skills and seem to sometimes confuse the different
interpreting modes available, as emerges in our data and Persaud’s (2016). Their knowledge of
professional interpreters’ codes of ethics is also limited and interpreting competence seems to
be equalled to language one? (Baigorri-Jalon 2011, 176). As per the gender of interpreters, no
contributions have been published so far although, according to Thomas, in Bosnia-Hercegovina
“some observers felt that male interpreters were most suited for critical sessions with local
commanders; others insisted on female interpreters for the same type of conference” (Thomas
1995, 12).

If both interpreting and military scholars have discussed the tasks and roles performed by
interpreters in conflict zones, the specific skills needed to perform adequately have only been partly
addressed. This brief literature overview shows that interpreters are required to be trustworthy,
and yet culturally embedded, courageous and persuasive, but it also shows that no comprehen-
sive research has been undertaken to understand what the expectations of military/peacekeeping
organisations are for their civilian interpreters in terms of skills, attitudes and gender. We believe
that identifying service users’ perspectives and expectations is essential to improve the collabor-
ation between interpreters and their employers in zones of crisis and war, and could also inform
interpreters’ recruitment and existing or future training curricula. We will therefore build on
available research by trying to answer a simple, yet complicated, research question: what are the
features that the armed forces look for in their civilian interpreters in terms of skills, attitudes and
gender to effectively perform in a zone of crisis and war?

Research methodology

To answer this question, we used as a case study the conflict in the former Yugoslavia in the 1990s.
Despite having occurred almost 30 years ago, the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Croatia, an
inter-ethnical conflict on European soil which required international intervention, is still relevant
today, especially since enough time has passed for peacekeepers to be able to talk about it and for
scholars to objectively contribute to the debate on interpreting in conflict zones.

Military representatives were asked what their ideal civilian interpreter is during interviews
carried out within a broader PhD project investigating the role, position and practice of interpreters
during the war, using archive material and semi-structured interviews with former military per-
sonnel and interpreters. Military subjects interviewed were recruited with the help of veterans’
associations and organisations (like the Canadian “The Memory Project”), Peacekeeping Training
Centres, the Italian Army and through snowball sampling, which proved particularly useful in
accessing interviewees from several countries.



Code Rank Nationality Missions in HR/BiH Status Type of interview

MO1 N/A Canada UNPROFOR (UNMO) Retired Written

MO03 Captain Portugal UNPROFOR (UNMO)/SFOR | Discharged | Oral

M04 N/A Canada UNPROFOR (UNMO) Retired Written + oral
MO05 Captain Portugal UNPROFOR (UNMO)/IFOR Still active Written + oral
MO06 Major Sweden UNPROFOR/IFOR/EUFOR Retired Written + oral
MO07 Major Malaysia UNPROFOR (UNMO) Retired Written

M08 Major Ghana UNMOP Retired Oral

M09 N/A United UNPROFOR/IFOR/SFOR Still active Written

Kingdom

M10 Major Italy IFOR/SFOR Retired Oral

M11 Captain Ghana UNPROFOR Still active Written + oral
M12 Lieutenant Ghana UNPROFOR Retired Written

M13 Colonel Ireland ECMM Retired Oral

M14 N/A Italy SFOR Still active Oral

M15 N/A Morocco IFOR/SFOR Retired Oral

Figure 10.1 Breakdown of military officers interviewed®

a When rank is marked as N/A it is because it was either not available or undisclosed for privacy reasons. M02 is not
mentioned in the comments because he never provided the consent to use the interview.

As can be seen in Figure 10.1, a total of fifteen military subjects who worked in either Croatia and/
or Bosnia-Herzegovina during the war were interviewed individually between 2019 and 2021: ten
were deployed within the United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR) from 1991 until 1995
or other UN missions (such as UNMOP, United Nations Mission of Observers in Prevlaka) as
either United Nations Military Observers (UNMOs) (eight) or with national contingents (two),
one was deployed within the European Community Monitoring Mission (ECMM), and three with
the Implementation Force (IFOR) and the Stabilisation Force (SFOR) after 1995. The military
subjects interviewed were all male officers (ten retired and five still in service), and six were
deployed on subsequent tours to the area within different missions or to missions in other theatres
like Kosovo or Afghanistan (their comments on interpreters in those areas were included when
relevant). Officers did not know each other except for three sets of interviewees®, but this did
not seem to have influenced their position, since they all provided different, sometimes opposed,
answers to the questions, except for question 16, to which M03 and MO05 both replied that they
expected a detailed rendition, and included cultural and social feedback. Although small and not
representative of the population, we believe that this sample can be considered a good starting
point, both for the difficulty of interviewing in the military sector and for its representativity (two
officers from Portugal, three from Canada, one from Malaysia, one from Sweden, one from the
UK, two from Italy, three from Ghana, one from Brazil, one from Ireland and one from Morocco)
which guarantees plurality of views and cultural approaches®.

The semi-structured interviews were initially to be held in person, but were moved to online
platforms due to the COVID-19 pandemic: despite the difficulties of online qualitative interviewing
identified in the literature, like troubles in establishing a relationship, lack of disclosure and para-
linguistic clues (Baker 2019), the online tool provided us with the chance to access interviewees
from far-away countries and did not seem to affect disclosure, even of highly emotional issues.
Four interviewees nevertheless preferred to answer in writing for security reasons, while ten took
part in oral interviews—of these, four provided written notes that were later discussed in more
detail in the oral interview. Data collected with written interviews that were not followed by online
ones were not necessarily less extensive than the oral ones, as interviewees provided complete and
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detailed answers in writing as well, but it did not offer the chance to ask follow-up questions and
therefore to explore topics that emerged from their answers. Interviews had an average length of
one hour and were carried out mainly in English, as the military lingua franca (twelve of them)
except for two interviewees who preferred to speak in Italian and one in French.

Interviewees were asked 24 questions about their experience with interpreters, including issues
such as recruitment, payment, risks, relationship, tasks, neutrality and confidentiality. Expectations
about interpreters’ skills, attitudes and gender were investigated directly in questions 23 (“What
is a good interpreter in a war setting?”), 16 (“‘What kind of interpreting did you expect from your
interpreter?”’) and 11 (“Did you ever feel that there was a difference when using a male or a female
interpreter?”), but also emerged in other exchanges during the oral interviews, as it often happens
in semi-structured qualitative oral data collection. After having anonymised answers by coding
respondents with progressive numbers (M01 is military interviewee number one, and so forth) and
removing references that could enable their identification, data were analysed using both thematic
content, to extract direct answers to our questions, and narrative analysis (Baker 2006, 2010) to
gain insight into the way military personnel perceived locally recruited interpreters and to place
their experience in relation with that specific time and place.

Despite the contribution that such a case study can give, we are nevertheless aware of the
methodological limitations of using interviews, especially if carried out several years after the
events investigated, as they are “the contingent product of memory that filters recollections of
the past through a speaker’s self-presentation years later” (Baker 2019, 160) and they can be
influenced by a series of factors, some of which have already been discussed in the introduction.
Despite the limitations of interviewing and while being aware of the possible drawbacks presented
by memory, the interviewees’ conscious and/or subconscious narratives, the passing of time, the
respondents knowing each other and having worked with interpreters in subsequent missions, we
believe that interviews still provide a valuable tool to explore the interaction between language,
war and interpreting, if the complexities of memory and remembering are fully taken into account,
as many scholars have already done in this field (Baker 2011; Gmez-Amich D16; Kelly and
Baker 2013). This is because interviews provide useful individual, but also collective and cul-
tural, context about a single experience, despite the time distance, which is often what allows
interviewees to consider their experience without the limitations or influences of the narratives
that were dominant at the time (Baker 2019) and to talk about it freely. Since military matters are
usually covered by confidentiality and war archives are often classified for 30 or 50 years after a
war has ended or until its protagonists are alive (Footitt 2019), interviews taken some twenty years
later are sometimes the only way for scholars in this field to gather relevant data and information.

Discussion

As mentioned earlier, the skills and attitudes of the “ideal” civilian interpreter in zones of crisis
and/or war were extracted from the answers of military personnel to three questions: what their
ideal interpreter is, what kind of translation they expect and whether gender makes a difference
in the choice of interpreters. Some of the skills identified pertain more to their expectations about
the interpreting act itself, others to professional and personal behaviour and attitudes. Among per-
sonality traits and attitudes, military interviewees mention courage (M01; M02), as already put
forward by Thomas (1995), understood not just as the courage to work in a war zone, but also to
stand up to interlocutors and ask them to speak more clearly or to slow down (M13). Other traits
mentioned are empathy and social skills (M03), honesty (M11) and unobtrusiveness, described as
“when interpreters stay in the background and do their job without dominating the conversations”



(M13). Another personal feature emerging from interviews is calmness, as is the ability not to
get sucked in to the emotions and tensions of the moment, even when speakers are yelling and
jumping up and down in fits of anger: “I needed the interpreter to speak with the same calm I was
trying to speak with, they couldn’t take in that emotion” (M04).

Moving on to professional skills, emerging mainly from question 23, the ideal civilian inter-
preter working for the military or peacekeepers should, first, be trustable (M03; M05; M06; M07;
M10; M12), thus confirming what emerges from the literature. Trust seems to be understood here
as an alignment with the military mission’s conversational and ideological goals and as a sense
of belonging to the “us” (the armed forces) rather than the “them” (the civilian group): “What do
I understand as trustability, or liability whatever, is not the fact that she translates, obviously she is
here to translate, but she helps me accomplish my mission. That’s not only about the translation”
(MO5).

M10 defines this approach as “the ethics of the interpreter”, that is loyalty in translation and
confidentiality, again confirming that the perfect civilian interpreter tends to coincide with the mili-
tary interpreter, as openly stated by some of the interviewees who claim that the best interpreters
are the military ones (M06), or civilians brought from a Troop Contributing Country (M03; M10)°.
Not having control over the mediated encounter, as they would in a monolingual interaction, and
not being sure that what they get is the actual gist of the conversation, the foreign armed forces
probably feel that they can only rely on trust to feel less at risk and more in control of the situation.
This is especially true when interpreters, often untrained or required to do so by the military them-
selves, provide a summarised rendition or act as gatekeepers without informing all the participants
of the conversation: the fear of not being fully aware of what the interpreter and other speakers
laugh or talk about is mentioned frequently (M03, M04; M11)° as a factor that undermines trust
in the interpreter.

In this respect, accuracy is another concept that emerges as paramount from our interviews
(M04; M06; M07; M09), understood as “saying exactly what I say and mean™: “I needed the
interpreter to interpret exactly what I was saying because it meant if she didn’t and [the local mili-
tary representative] got the wrong impression, we would launch airstrikes, you know, so it was a
tense moment” (MO04). This approach, which underlines the difficult and delicate role played by
communication in a war setting, is understandable but fails to consider that interlanguage transfer
is not just the simple operation of turning A into B and that a lot of factors come into play. Only
two interviewees, who have extensive experience in working with interpreters, define accuracy
more broadly as “translating the purpose of their words, the message” (M06), and understand the
interpreters’ need to use generic ideas and not to provide a “word-for-word” translation. On this
point, the military seems to be particularly concerned by interpreters’ tendency to “soften” bad
words and insults (M06) and generally prefer that these are also reported in full “because that
would be an indicator of something” (M04).

Another skill that was often brought up by interviewees is the interpreters’ ability to understand
the situation and act as language, cultural and situational informants (MO1; M05; M13) and to be,
therefore “[mJuch more than translators” (M05). “One of the key aspects of all this is that commu-
nication is much more than language expression. What you do is much more important than what
you say” (MO05).

MOS5 further explains this concept, stating that the military is “full of people who are capable
of translation [...], even machines”; what they need is to understand the culture “because that’s
what saves your life” (M05). Cross-cultural skills are especially important in “counter-insurgency”
where knowing the enemy, their culture and modus operandi have a multiplier effect (Petracus
20006, 2), especially when these are particularly distant from the culture of foreign troops: “In



Afghanistan’s tribal languages, I don’t think that words for ‘Canada’ or ‘Canadian’ even exist”
(MO1). Consequently, the type of translation expected by interpreters is often in contrast with
the “accuracy” imperative mentioned earlier: it includes “everything—technical, social, cultural”
(MO03) and presupposes educating the military on the cultures of those they interact with (M 12), not
necessarily within the interpreted event, but before or after the encounter (M 14). This is underlined
especially by former members of UNPROFOR which, as a UN peacekeeping mission, was aimed
at obtaining all sorts of information on the conflict to try and find a solution to end it (M 15). In this
respect, interpreters’ importance is also linked to their ability to pick up the non-verbal aspects of
communication, including body language, and evaluate the situation, turning them into the first
security mechanisms:

Interpreting [is] not only speaking what I am asking them to speak and to come back to me
with what they are telling me but also to look around and to pick up those kinds of things
so that we could figure out, what was going on in that particular situation [...] reading body
language is important.

(M04)

This ability to read body language and act as a cultural informant and advisor extends, in some
cases, to actual negotiation skills that help interpreters set up meetings “with either military
commanders, religious leaders, cultural leaders, leaders of industry because one of the tasks that
we wanted to achieve was to get a better understanding [of how the place and the local actors
function and think]” (M13).

So far, the skills expected of civilian interpreters by their employers seem to identify, on the one
hand, the civilian interpreter with the military one, a member of the armed forces who is engaged
and works actively to achieve the missions’ aims. On the other hand, interviewees mention the
importance of objectivity and neutrality (M02; M08; M09; M14) and sustain that the perfect inter-
preter is one “who does not mix personal opinions with the translation” (M02), or the “aseptic” one
(M14), totally disconnected from the context, or at least able to “repress emotions”, at least when
interpreting. As M 14 himself recognises, it is not an easy thing to do, especially when interpreters
are embedded in the conflict as civilians of a country at war, or when they have worked for the
military units for a long time and have come to identify with them; that is why he suggests frequent
turn-over of civilian interpreters (M14). The kind of translation expected is quick, as the time
element is essential, objective, straightforward and without interpretations or personal opinions
(M02; M04; M12), in clear contrast with the “cultural informant/gatekeeper” role described by
other interviewees.

Despite this dichotomy in expectations, both groups mention knowledge of military jargon, ter-
minology and key military concepts (M06; M10; M11; M12) as being paramount, as also put forward
by Kelly (2019). Military knowledge could also be understood as the instinctive bodily responses
to danger, like taking cover during an attack, embarking or disembarking military vehicles, and
use of protection and military communication equipment. Many of them confirm Albaaka’s (2020)
assumption that interpreters need some kind of body-response training, and express great concern
on this point, as they felt a responsibility to protect these untrained civilians in the unstable front-
line territory, often putting their lives at risk. Finally, as per interpreting and mediation skills, three
interviewees believe interpreters must be fluent in the language of the mission (M04; M11; M12)
but, except for good memory (M13), skills such as note-taking, reformulation and communication,
diction, or consecutive/chuchotage’ are not mentioned by interviewees.



Finally, we wondered if there is a preference as per the gender of the interpreter, although
keeping in mind that war has traditionally been a male-only sector only recently opened to women
and that answers could be influenced by dominant perceptions of femininity and masculinity in the
military culture.® Traditional gender-related preconceptions are nevertheless almost absent from
the collected answers and almost half of the respondents (six out of fifteen) claim that they did
not remark any difference in using a female or a male interpreter, as both sexes performed equally
and were “both extremely brave” (M01). They maintain that the main differences were related to
age, maturity, skills, interests and personality traits rather than gender. Even when the locals’ cul-
tural expectations would prefer male interpreters as the voice of military representatives (M10;
M11), either because they were believed to convey more “toughness” and “decisiveness” (M04) or
for cultural preconceptions about women, interviewees resisted that approach (M01; M04). They
proudly state that they managed to impose on their interlocutors the interpreter they considered
the most effective for the job, regardless of the gender: “[My approach was like] I don’t care
how tough you are, this is the person that is speaking on my behalf, and you will respect her or
we are leaving, then you know that would be fine” (M04). It is worth reminding here that such
preconceptions concerned not only women interpreters but could also affect male interpreters,
often regarded as “cowards” by the local communities for not fighting in the trenches (Baker
2012b, 859; MO1). Even when speakers claimed to prefer one gender, it was usually for prac-
tical considerations: interviewees who prefer male interpreters to female ones (four out of nine)
affirm that it is because men had often completed military service and mastered the “military
skills” described earlier (M04), and were less problematic when travelling long distances and
camping outside, without proper toilets, in difficult weather and security conditions (M06). Two
interviewees preferred male interpreters as they were less at risk of rape and sexual violence
(M06; M14), while MO03 thinks they were more suitable to interview shocked combatants (M03)
having sometimes experienced combat stress themselves. Another argument for the use of male
interpreters is that working with female interpreters “attracts attention from the male soldiers and
commanders” (M01) and it can lead to fraternisation that complicates the working relationship
(MO03), although this could hardly be related to interpreters’ skills and attitudes.

Female interpreters were preferred by five out of nine interviewees because they were perceived
as more neutral and less threatening in the local culture, where it would have been more difficult
to see women as undercover military agents (M05; M08). Other interviewees preferred female
interpreters because they found them better at promoting communication: they were able to “break
the ice” and speakers “would open up” more easily. The same interviewees also claim that female
interpreters were smarter (M08) and had a sort of sixth sense, an ability to quickly put things
together that in several instances led them to identify dangers and proved very useful for the unit’s
safety (MOS; M15).

Conclusion

Accounts from recent and less recent conflicts have underlined the lack of quality in locally
recruited civilian interpreters but, so far, only a few contributions have reflected on what skills
and personality traits the armed forces expect from their locally hired civilian interpreters. This
project, interviewing fifteen military officers deployed in Bosnia-Herzegovina and/or Croatia in
the 1990s, tries to fill this void and define their “ideal interpreter”. Despite the sample circumstan-
tiality and the limits of memory, what emerges from our interviews is that the ideal civilian inter-
preter in a zone of crisis and war is, for the military, the person that can be trusted with one’s life,
loyal, but at the same time accurate in conveying the exact words and meaning.



That perfect interpreter is a cultural informant, whose embeddedness in the conflict is extremely
valuable, and who is expected to provide situational, cultural and geographical guidance, act as
an advisor and negotiator and be the first alert mechanism for potentially dangerous situations, by
picking up both verbal and non-verbal cues. At the same time though, military representatives also
believe that the interpreter should be neutral and provide “aseptic”, unemotional translation. This
points to a dichotomy in users’ expectations: on the one hand, they value local interpreters for their
cultural contribution, on the other, they are afraid their interpreters’ cultural embeddedness and
have the unrealistic expectations that interpreters, as citizens of a country at war, might be neutral
spectators of the events unfolding in their countries. This dichotomy shows, once again, that the
armed forces look at local civilian interpreters through the prism of the military ones.

Other skills that emerge as important are knowledge of military terminology, jargon and cul-
ture, the ability to quickly make decisions and perform translation, but also be autonomous (for
example to embark/disembark a military vehicle, use protection equipment), perform first aid and
be able to operate communication devices and military vehicles if needed.

As per attitude, courage and empathy are ranked as the most important personality traits,
together with unobtrusiveness and the ability to remain calm. If stress management and resiliency
are taken for granted, so are language and interpreting skills, forgetting that the ability to correctly
and neutrally articulate nuances and shades of meaning is closely linked to language command
and mediation experience.

Finally, when it comes to gender, almost half of the interviewees do not have a clear prefer-
ence for their interpreters’ gender while the other half is almost equally divided between male
and female, with a slight preference for female interpreters who are judged better at promoting
communication and less subject to suspicion of militarisation and spying. In this respect, findings
reverse the stereotyped conception of the military as a world “for men and of men”, with military
personnel even resisting the gender stereotyping of local authorities and imposing on them their
trusted interpreters, whether male or female.

To conclude, our results show that the ideal civilian interpreter for the armed forces is trustworthy,
knows military terminology, has basic military skills and translates quickly and accurately, regard-
less of the genre, but also that expectations about interpreters’ skills and personality traits are often
conflicting within the armed forces themselves, alternating between a culturally embedded inter-
preter who resembles a military one, and an “aseptic”, neutral one, more similar to a professional
conference interpreter. What is interesting to underline is that interviewees’ replies are homogeneous
across different national and cultural groups, which is probably due to the fact that they all underwent
pre-deployment training in UN peacekeeping training centres across the world but sharing similar
methods and contents. Nevertheless, further studies are needed to confirm and/or expand on these
findings and to evaluate whether the interviewees’ national and cultural origin, gender and training
influences their perceptions. Given this dichotomy, we believe that it is essential to develop a profile
for civilian interpreters in zones of crisis and war, clearly defining the skills and attitudes required to
avoid wrong or conflicting expectations among service providers and users. Such a profile should be
developed together by interpreting scholars and military representatives and made available to both
soldiers and interpreters who would then be aware of mutual expectations, thus improving working
relationships and collaboration. Moreover, defining a skillset or profile for the civilian interpreter in
conflict zones is the first step to carrying out effective recruitment and to developing new or amending
existing training courses for both interpreters and the armed forces. The latter would benefit from
specific training on the use of interpreters, which has sometimes been introduced in subsequent
missions, but which was not provided to interviewees at the time, except for the Swedish officer.
We hope that this first categorisation of interpreters’ skills and attitudes—which must be adapted to



the need of each military service (Kelly 2019, 95)—can be relevant to other conflict/peacekeeping or
crises zones, since the use of civilian interpreters and translators was fraught with problems—Iraq and
Afghanistan are a case in point in this respect—and can hopefully function as a reference for future
peacekeeping or humanitarian missions, especially given the current geopolitical situation.

Notes

1 The Centre for Interpreting in Conflict Zones (In Zone) of the University of Geneva has been providing
training for humanitarian and conflict zone interpreters since the early 2000s, in collaboration with MSF,
UNHCR and ICRC, through both on-site and virtual learning.

2 Military interpreters are usually required to possess language knowledge equal to at least to STANAG 3,
but training in interpreting is rare and limited, as far as we know, to the Australian forces (Dehghani 2020)
and to an Italian pilot experience from the early 2000s (Monacelli 2002).

3 MO1 and M04 knew each other, just like MO5 and M03 for having served in the same army, while M05
knows MO06 as they served together in Bosnia-Herzegovina.

4 We didn’t consider, at this stage, if national and cultural backgrounds affected the officers’ replies, which
seemed generally homogeneous across countries and culture, but it would be interesting, in the future, to
consider whether culture has an influence on their perceptions.

5 The preference for “interpreters you bring form home™ here conflicts with the literature which points out
how their trustworthiness and loyalty has been questioned in history (Takeda 2009, 59; Glionna and Khalil
2005; Stankovi¢ 2001; Snellman 2014, 58).

6 Accounts show that it was generally impossible to control the quality of interpreters’ output during the
war (Kelly and Baker 2013) although sometimes military interpreters, or what the British call “heritage”
or “colloquial” speakers, who spoke another Slavic language were taken along to check interpreters’ work
(Baker 2012a).

7 Simultaneous training of local interpreters was only introduced after 1998 when Ian Jones and Louise
Askew (2014) reformed and professionalised NATO language support services in Bosnia-Herzegovina,
therefore interpreting was mainly provided as liaison interpreting, chuchotage.

8 The gender discussion emerged spontaneously as revolving around the male—female dichotomy, with
unfortunately no mention to other, more inclusive, gender identities.

Further reading

Thomas, Roy. 1995. ‘U.N. military observer interpreters in Sarajevo’. Language International, 7 (1): 8-13.
One of the rare contributions by a military officer on the use of interpreters in Bosnia-Herzegovina. It provides
examples of the complex situations his interpreters had to work in and of good military personnel-interpreter
collaboration.

Baker, C. 2019. ‘Interviewing for research on languages and war’. In The Palgrave handbook of languages
and conflict, edited by Michael Kelly, Hilary Footitt, and Myriam Salama-Carr, 157—179. Cham: Springer
International Publishing.

Discusses the benefits and disadvantages of using interviews for research in languages and conflict and on the

different methodological approaches to qualitative interviews analysis.

Persaud, Clementina. 2016. Interpreting at war: A case study on EUFOR BIH Althea [PhD Thesis].
Seville: University of Seville.

An interesting PhD dissertation that uses interviews and questionnaires to investigate the training received

by the European Union Force (EUFOR) Althea interpreters and areas of training to be improved considering

both interpreters’ and service users’ perspectives.
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