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Abstract

The thesis is an initial attempt to discuss interpreter’s initiatives from the
perspective of Relevance Theory (RT). RT was first put forward by Sperber and
Wilson in 1986. A few modifications have been made since then, making it more
perfect and persuasive. RT is a pragmatics approach to explore communication as a
process of search for optimal relevance with initiatives from communicators. Shared
cognitive environment between them lays the foundation for communication. By
providing each other with the most relevant utterances communicators ensure the
achievement of utmost contextual effects with least processing efforts. Only when
optimal relevance is established can communicative intentions be delivered.

Interpreting is a special kind of communication because language obstacles urge
communicators to resort to the interpreter to guarantee optimal relevance. To
successfully communicate intentions, the interpreter as a communicator bears more
responsibilities and takes more initiatives compared with the other single language
communicators. With three parties involved interpreting is divided into two
ostensive-inferential processes. Whether or not optimal relevance is achieved in the
previous process exerts direct influence on the latter one. Hence the interpreter is
crucial and he/she must take all initiatives to facilitate communication.

Exploration on interpreter’s role and subjectivity started only at the end of last
century. Years of research reveals that interpreter’s active role and initiatives are
gaining increasing recognition against traditional negative impressions on interpreters.
However research under the title “interpreter’s initiatives” is rare. This thesis is an
attempt in this field to define interpreter’s initiatives, verify its significance and
provide with approaches to improve it. Literature reviews of interpreter’s subjectivity
and roles are presented in chapter two. RT and interpreting under RT have been given
detailed illustration in chapter three. Chapter four focuses on the significance of

interpreter’s initiatives in interpreting and chapter five offers ways to enhance
I



interpreter’s initiatives.
This thesis is only a preliminary exploration of interpreter’s initiatives from the

perspective of RT. It is hoped that more related studies can be carried out in the future.

Key words: Relevance Theory; interpreting; interpreter’s initiatives
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Chapter 1 Introduction

Chapter 1 Introduction

The practice of interpreting enjoys thousands of years of history, but
professionalization of it started only after WW II. Evolution of its definition reveals a
growing positive attitude towards interpreting from being merely a lexical and
syntactical equivalence practice to a kind of communication facilitated by the
interpreter. Traditionally, interpreter is regarded as a “machine”, “conduit” or
“bridge” and is required not to involve in communication process except for
transforming one langue into another. As time goes on, this kind of attitude has
changed greatly. Today, interpreter is thought to be an active participant who
facilitates the process of communication. A growing number of studies have been
conducted in this perspective over recent years. Despite widespread discussions on
interpreter’s role and subjectivity, there is rare study on the subject of initiatives. This
thesis will focus on argumentation of the significance and ways of improvement of

interpreter’s initiatives at length from the perspective of RT.

1.1 Definition of Interpreter’s Initiatives

Few studies have been conducted under the theme “Interpreter’s Initiatives” by now,
so there is no existing definition to refer to and thus the necessity to clarify the
concept first. In the Oxford Advanced Learner’s English-Chinese Dictionary,
explanation of “Initiative” is: the ability to decide and act on your own without
waiting for somebody to tell you what to do. In this sense, an interpreter’s initiatives
are an interpreter’s ability to decide and act on his/her own without waiting for
somebody to tell him/her what to do in interpreting process. That is to say,
interpreter’s initiatives are his/her ability to spontaneously and actively interpret

information.



Chapter 1 Introduction

1.2 Relations among Interpreter’s Subjectivity, Subjectivity

Consciousness, Roles and Initiatives

Quite a lot of research has been done on interpreters with focus on “interpreter’s role”,
“interpreter’s subjectivity consciousness” and “interpreter’s subjectivity”. Initiatives
are closely related with these concepts and as a matter of fact it is a subset of them.
According to Ren Wen (2010), the core of people’s subjectivity includes practical
ability and creativity. It has two attributes, namely initiatives and passivity.
Subjectivity consciousness is people’s awareness of their subjectivity. In interpreting,
it means the interpreter has the awareness to creatively deal with information.
Research on interpreter’s role belongs to that on subjectivity and subjectivity
consciousness. It equals to the study of visibility and invisibility under the two
subjects. With above explanation the author attempts to categorize interpreter’s
initiatives under the other three, which can be regarded as an active and visible role, a
kind of subjectivity and subjectivity consciousness. Based on this clarification, this
thesis is actually a specific exploration of interpreter’s visible role—initiatives

throughout interpreting process.

1.3 Reasons for Conducting the Present Study

A lack of study on interpreter’s initiatives gives the author an opportunity to tap into
this subject. Birth of RT and a wide range of applications of it to explain interpreting
phenomena offer the author another chance to combine study of interpreter’s
initiatives with RT. Whether or not giving full play to interpreter’s initiatives is
directly related with interpreting quality due to the fact that interpreter takes a crucial
part in communicating information and intentions. Generally speaking, the more
initiatives, the better interpreting quality. Interpreter’s initiatives are reflected
throughout interpreting process. Study of it involves tremendous efforts in analyzing
the whole process, which will undoubtedly offer guidance to interpreting teaching,

training and evaluation.
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