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Abstract. Interpreters in the legal domain, especially those in-
volved in the Convention refugee hearing process, perform a
variety of intercultural functions. The manner in which these func-
tions are carried out determines the success of the communication
process in terms of the acceptance or rejection of a given refu-
gee’s claim. On the basis of interviews conducted as part of a
research project designed to establish what motivates a Conven-
tion refugee to choose one host country rather than another, this
paper sets out to provide a description of the functions performed
by interpreters in the context of refugee hearings. Examples are
offered to elaborate the range and complexity of intercultural
mediation in these hearings, as well as the obvious deficiencies of
the present legal system in terms of its limited utilization of the
vast resources offered by interpreters.’

Interpreters working in intercultural legal settings, such as Convention refugee
hearings, undertake a vast array of tasks which culminate in the translation of
spoken (and sometimes written) testimony into one of the languages accept-
able to the authorities in the host country. Despite the complexity of this task,
the (sometimes Kafkaesque) ‘great organization’? that is in charge of adjudi-
cating Convention refugee claims in Canada (the Immigration and Refugee
Board) hardly gives any thought to the potential role of the interpreter in this
difficult setting; indeed, the interpreter’s role as intermediary is generally
downplayed and restricted to the performance of basic translation tasks. This
continues to be the case in spite of innumerable studies that point out the limi-
tations of such an approach (Berk-Seligson 1990; Morris 1995; Wadensjo
1992), and indeed in violation of the spirit and letter of the two United Nations
eements to which signatory countries are expected to refer when drawing
their own legislation: the Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees
and the Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees (1967).

vhat follows, I will attempt to describe some of the functions performed
erpreter as intercultural agent in the context of Convention refugee
d to demonstrate the important differences that opting for an inter-
ving one interpreter rather than another, can play in deciding the
> hearing. I shall also argue that interpreters should be recognized
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