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Background and focus
Language is central to legal processes. Courts often work in the national language, and interpreters facilitate understanding and mediate meaning when there is a mismatch between the language of the court and lay 

participants’ linguistic competences. Court interpreters in Denmark are primarily untrained ‘mother-tongue’ interpreters, there is no national certification and no recognized training. Several reports have argued that the 

“quality of legal interpreting” is low in terms of the interpreters’ professionalism and linguistic competences (see e.g. Rigsrevisonen 2018). This is a fundamental problem to the legal process, and to justice. Yet, the court’s 

understanding of quality and of language is worth taking a closer look at from a sociolinguistic perspective. We find it of little value to evaluate court meetings in terms of binary categories. Rather, we ask : 

How do interpreter-mediated court cases unfold linguistically and socially? Why do things unfold in particular ways? 
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Three approaches to quality 
Court interpreting can be approached from three different perspectives, each 

representing a different understanding of language and of the aim with the encounter. 

The legal perspective: Language represents the world. Utterances are texts and 

independent of context. Interpreting is basically translation, i.e. acts of transferring 

meaning from one language to the other with a one-to-one correspondence (verbatim) 

between the elements. All modifications, expansions, omissions, or clarifications, are 

signs of ’lower’ quality of interpreting, and ‘interpreting quality’ is uniquely associated 

with the individual competence of the interpreter.

The translation perspective: Translations are mediation of meaning between a 

source language text and a target language text. In oral translations (interpreting), the 

role of the interpreter is to establish direct communication between individuals with 

different linguistic background. Ideally, interpreters strive to render all messages 

accurately, faithfully and if possible without addition, omission or embellishment of 

the meaning. In practice, interpreters employ various strategies to compensate for 

structural and semantic differences between languages and for speakers’ different 

cultural understandings (House 2016, Venuti 1995). Quality is about ensuring 

understanding for all participants along with being true to the source message.    

The sociolinguistic perspective: Language is a process, which materializes in 

contextually embedded utterances. Most utterances are turns in encounters where 

meaning-making and mutual understanding is the goal. Meaning-making is inherently 

embedded in context and dependent on the different participants’ repertoires, 

experiences, aims and understandings (Silverstein 2003) . Interpreting is cross-

linguistic meaning-making and mediation, and the interpreter is only one participant 

out of at least three (Wadensjö 1998, Angermeyer 2021, Karrebæk, Kirilova & 

Sørensen, fc). The result of the interpreter-mediated encounter depends on all 

participants. Quality concerns the characteristics of interpreter-mediated court 

meetings, and involves collaboration and the establishment of mutual understanding. 
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Data

 Audio recordings from 
a Danish court 

 32 Preliminary Statutory 
Hearings

 1 Trial
 Interviews with judges, 

prosecutors, interpreters
 Field notes
 Media data (national 

newspapers, social media 
etc.)

Recorded languages 

in court

Martha Sif Karrebæk & Marta Kirilova

1 PRO var du sammen me:d (.) ham på billedet jeg lige viste dig var du sammen med ham hele aftenen

were you wi:th (.) him on the picture I just showed you were you with him all evening

2 INT pero (.) el chico de la foto (.) estuviste con él toda la noche

but (.) the guy from the picture were you with him all night/evening

3 ACC quien el e:h el el rubio pelo rubio [todo lo todo lo un chxxx

who the eh the the blond blond [all all a chxx

4 INT [altså ham ham den den lys ham den den: lysblonde der

[that is him him the the blond him the the: blond one

5 ACC todo acabo (o= [u]) de (e = [i]) acabo (o= [u]) de (e = [i]) encontrarlo

all I have just have just met him

6 INT næh jeg har lige mødt ham 

no I have just met him

7 ACC este (o= [u]) de (e = [i]) encontrarlo de dos dos horas así

him I have just met him two two hours ago like that/then

8 INT jeg ha:vde mødt ham for to timer [siden deromkring

I ha:d met hi:m two hours [before something like that

9 ACC [dos horas así (y la / ya la) sabes es (.) el (ha: salí /

es ahì) tu sabes

[two hours ago and (already/like that) you know he: (has gone out/ he 

is out / he is just there) you know

10 INT [y el

[and he

11 ACC [no está conmigo sabes

[he isn’t with me you know

12 INT og og bagefter var han så ikke sammen med mig (0.5) s⌈å (0.5) f⌉orsvandt [han] 

and and after that he was not with me (0.5) so/then (0.5) he disappeared 

13 PRO [okay⌋

14 ACC [(estes/ este es) todo el viní

[(all this/that’s all) he came

tu sabes y compramos una: (.) comìmos en el mercado (c = [χ]) de donde saliamos cogemos los cuatro

you know and we bought a: (.) we ate at the market from where we came out from we picked up the four

15 INT altså vi vi vi købte noget (.) øh at sp[ise o:g kom så ud og så

well we we we bought something (.) eh to e[at a:nd then came out and then

16 ACC [cogemos los cuatro

[we take/took the four

17 INT blev vi taget alle fire

we were taken all four

18 ACC yo en este lxx dejao [dejxxx dejao [deχaõ] de los dos otros

I in this xxx was left aside xxx left aside from the two others

19 INT og og han: forsvandt s[å til den anden side men vi blev taget med

and and he: disappeared th[en to the other side but we were brought along

20 ACC por que …

because …

Conclusions
Different participants in communicative encounters have different aims. In court, the legal professionals orient towards truth, evidence and responsibility, and their view of language is embedded in their professional 
approach. Even though as sociolinguists we have a different understanding of language and communication, we need to take seriously how our stakeholders think about the situations we use as data.

The interpreters facilitate understanding between participants who do not understand each other. Our analyses show that interpreters make strategic choices that do not align with the legal approach to translation. 
When addressing the accused, they often expand and explain procedures (Karrebæk & Sørensen 2021, Karrebæk, Kirilova & Sørensen, in review). When addressing the court professionals, they standardize and

normalize the accused’s turns (Karrebæk in prep, Karrebæk & Kirilova 2021).   
• Expansions and explanations are relevant as they render explicit what legal participants may keep implicit. Interpreters thereby facilitate understanding and perhaps even prevent interruptions through questions 

from the accused. 
• Standardization and normalization of the accused’s contributions ensures that these are accessible and comprehensible to the legal professionals. In fact, sometimes more so than to the interpreters who seek to 

create coherence where it may be lacking. This makes it easier for the legal professionals to uphold an impression of language as text. It also erases the interpretive work done by the interpreter and sometimes 
represents the accused as a different kind of social persona than s/he appears to be through the original contributions.

With a sociolinguistic take on interpreting quality we consider not only legal and translational aspects, but also institutionally embedded power relations, language ideologies and linguistic variation, all of which 
impacts how meaning is mediated and understood in court as well as elsewhere in the world.  

Example 1

PRO: Prosecutor, Danish, INT: Interpreter, Danish/Spanish 

ACC: Accused, non-Standard Spanish (in red non-standard vowels, i.e. [o] pronounced as [u] etc.)

Example 2

PRO: Prosecutor, Danish

INT: Interpreter, Danish/Arabic (expansions and clarifications in bold)
JUD: Judge, Danish 

1 JU

D

herren her det er din advokat

the gentleman here that is your lawyer

2 IN

T

à votre gauche est assis l'avocat qui est commis pour votre défense 

to your left sits the lawyer who is appointed for your defence

3 JU

D

han er uafhængig af myndigheder

he is independent of authorities

4 IN

T

il ne dépend pas des autorités policiaires ou judiciaires

he does not depend on the police or legal authorities

5 JU

D

og ham får du lov til at tale i enerum med lige om lidt

and you will get to speak to him in a private room in a moment

6 IN

T

avec lui nous irons dans une pièce voisine juste après 

we will go with him to an adjacent room right afterwards

pour discuter et de savoir (.) quelle suite aura votre défense

to discuss and to know (.) what your defence will result in 

1 PRO og jeg skal endvidere anmode om at næste retsmøde kan foregå via videolink=

and furthermore I request that the next court hearing takes place through video link=

2 INT u fi ḥāl iza tam alei tajdīd tam `an ṭarīq al-video: ø:h `an ṭarīq al-videokamera

min al-sijn min al-sijn

and in case there is a renewal for you it will be by video ø:h by video camera            

from prison from prison 

3 JUD ja (.) tak.

yes thank you

Arabic 9

English 6

Albanian 4

Romanian 3

Polish 3

Spanish 3

Somali   1

Dutch    1

French  1

Persian  1

Filipino  1

Norwegian 1

Swedish 1

Example 3

JUD: Judge, Danish 

INT: Interpreter, Danish/French (expansions and clarifications in bold)

The interpreter facilitates understanding through different types of expansions:
• Location & mediation: from prison, by video, in an adjacent room
• Time & uncertainty: in case there is a renewal
• Contextualization of participants: police & authorities, 

(a lawyer) appointed for your defense
• Contextualization of purpose: to discuss and to know what your defence will result in
• Addressivity: we will go with him

The interpreter standardizes the accused's 
contributions (e.g. non-standard Spanish) 
and normalizes spoken language features
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