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Abstract

Translation and interpreting (T & I) is a social practice with various 
ethical implications. As the themes of translation, interpreting and 
intercultural communication become more prominent in Australian 
language and professional training, it becomes all the more important 
to address issues identified in T & I ethics training, including 
by taking a deontologist approach uncritical of the rules and the 
apparent lack of relevance of ethics as part of a language program. 
This chapter asks how training on T & I ethics can be made more 
relevant and meaningful for all students, not only as T & I trainees 
but also more broadly as ‘independent, proactive and critical users of 
languages’ (Nakane & Hayes, 2021, p. 11). To start answering this 
question, I apply an ethical pluralism approach (Taylor, 2002) to the 
case of two distinctive role images of the interpreter: the impartial 
role image in Australia and the ‘empathetic’ role image in Japan. 
By elucidating some of the moral values and norms underpinning 



ENABLING LEARNING

206

these contrasting role images, I demonstrate that recognising the 
cultural differences in interpreter ethics provides us with a space 
to (self-)reflect from  an intercultural and pluralist perspective 
on normalised values and  expectations, which leads to a more 
humanising translator and interpreter ethics and practice. I conclude 
that the T & I ethics class can create a low-risk environment for 
T & I students and critical language users to dialogically and self-
reflectively engage in ethical heteroglossia and habituate the process 
of moral cultivation, which nurtures crucial competencies for global 
citizens.

Keywords: interpreters, translators, ethics, ethical pluralism, 
training, critical language users, empathy, Japan

1. Introduction
Translators and interpreters play a significant role in communications 
between people who belong to different linguistic and cultural communities 
and, therefore, in the exchange of knowledge and cultures. Yet translation 
and interpreting (T & I) is not practised in a social and cultural vacuum. 
The practice of T & I is always performed within certain sociocultural values 
and norms, and the norms of the T & I field are embedded in the values and 
norms that surround it. This means that some of the norms of T & I practice 
in one society may differ from those of T & I practice in another society, 
with each society possessing a somehow distinctive T & I culture.

Therefore, comparing T & I norms in differing cultures can provide us 
with new insights that allow us to reflect on our own familiar T & I norms 
and practices, no matter which culture(s) each of us is familiar with. This 
self-reflective practice can be useful not only in addressing practical issues 
present in the T & I field but also in cultivating our intercultural and ethical 
competencies in the university classroom as well as in professional training. 
Thus, training and dialogue on translator and interpreter ethics can be made 
more relevant and meaningful for a broad cohort of students, including 
those in the disciplines of languages and intercultural communication 
beyond T & I trainees. To explore this potentiality, I will apply an ethical 
pluralism approach to a comparative case study of interpreting culture in 
Australia and Japan, specifically in the fields of community interpreting 
in Australia and consultation interpreting in Japan. The case study focuses 
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on interpreters’ ethical roles; however, the approach to ethical reflection 
drawn from the case is intended to be applicable to both translation and 
interpreting.

I will first provide a background of T & I courses in Australian universities, 
raise issues of T & I ethics training and define the ethical pluralism approach 
applied in this study. I will then present a comparative case of ethical role 
images of the interpreter, specifically in the fields of community interpreting 
in Australia and consultation interpreting in Japan. After identifying the 
moral values and norms underpinning the different role images, I will apply 
an ethical pluralism approach to this comparative case study and argue 
that learning and examining new values and ideas from an intercultural 
perspective not only improves interpreter practice in a particular T & I field 
but also helps critical language users self-cultivate their own moral values 
and characters. Finally, I conclude by suggesting that the T & I ethics class 
should be harnessed as a safe environment for all of us to explore humanising 
translator and interpreter ethics and grow as global citizens.

2. Background

2.1. T & I course in Australian universities

T & I courses can be classified into two types that, in some cases, intertwine 
in students’ study paths and program structures. The first type is those 
courses offered as part of a specialised T & I degree program for the purpose 
of professional training. In Australia, 12 universities1 offer programs, such as 
master’s degrees, graduate diplomas, diplomas and certificates in translation 
and interpreting, endorsed by the T & I certification body, the National 
Accreditation Authority for Translators and Interpreters (NAATI), as pre-
requisites for NAATI certification testing for professional qualifications.

The second type comprises T & I courses offered as advanced or upper-
advanced level language courses. For example, of the 43 universities in 
Australia, 22 offer Japanese language courses at advanced or upper-advanced 

1	  As of December 2021, the following universities offer NAATI-endorsed T & I programs: Macquarie 
University, Monash University, RMIT University, The Australian National University, the University of 
Melbourne, the University of New South Wales, the University of Queensland, the University of Sydney, 
the University of Adelaide, the University of Newcastle, the University of Western Australia and Western 
Sydney University. www.naati.com.au/services/endorsed-qualification/endorsed-qualification-institutions/.

http://www.naati.com.au/services/endorsed-qualification/endorsed-qualification-institutions/
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levels.2 Of these 22 universities, five of the Group of Eight universities3 
offer translation and/or interpreting courses, including the Japanese–
English language pairing, as advanced or upper-advanced language courses 
(Table 8.1).

Table 8.1 List of T & I courses offered as an extension of language courses

University Course title

The Australian National University Japanese–English Translation

Monash University Translating across Cultures

University of Melbourne Japanese through Translation

University of Queensland Japanese/English Interpreting and Translation

University of Sydney Syntax and Translation

Source: Nakane & Hayes (2021, Appendix 2).

It can be anticipated that both types of T & I courses will become more 
relevant in Australian higher education and language learning for the 
following reasons. First, the intended learning outcomes of T & I courses 
support the aim of twenty-first-century higher education, in and beyond 
Australia—namely, educating global citizens (Oliver & de St Jorre, 2018). 
In view of the fact that T & I courses require the development of a high level 
of linguistic skills as well as critical perspectives and sensibilities in regard 
to diverse languages, people, cultures and societies, T & I courses are a 
suitable interdisciplinary field for nurturing the critical, analytic, reflective, 
communicative and intercultural competencies desired of global citizens. 
T & I courses, as well as language courses as the foundation of T & I, 
can contribute to this aim as a means for individuals as global citizens to 
communicate with one another, broaden and cultivate their perspectives 
and ethically engage with communities, cultures and nations. With the 
emphasis on global citizenship in language education, the traditional 

2	  Nakane and Hayes (2021, Appendix 1) list 19 Australian universities offering advanced or upper-
advanced Japanese courses. Additionally, the university websites indicate that, as of 2021, the following 
three universities offer Japanese language courses at advanced level: Murdoch University (as in-country 
courses; www.murdoch.edu.au/study/courses/undergraduate/mj-jpna), University of Newcastle (www.
newcastle.edu.au/degrees/bachelor-of-arts/handbook) and University of New England (www.une.edu.
au/study/units/japanese-through-contemporary-culture-japn522). 
3	  The Group of Eight is a group of the following eight leading research-intensive universities in 
Australia: the University of Melbourne, The Australian National University, the University of Sydney, 
the University of Queensland, the University of Western Australia, the University of Adelaide, Monash 
University and the University of New South Wales (Group of Eight Australia, n.d.).

http://www.murdoch.edu.au/study/courses/undergraduate/mj-jpna
http://www.newcastle.edu.au/degrees/bachelor-of-arts/handbook
http://www.newcastle.edu.au/degrees/bachelor-of-arts/handbook
http://www.une.edu.au/study/units/japanese-through-contemporary-culture-japn522
http://www.une.edu.au/study/units/japanese-through-contemporary-culture-japn522
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notion of ‘language learners’ juxtaposed with the ‘native speaker’ status is re-
conceptualised as ‘independent, proactive and critical users’ of language(s) 
(hereafter, critical language users) (Nakane & Hayes, 2021, p. 11).

Additionally, the attributes associated with global citizenship, such as 
engaging and collaborating with people from various cultural backgrounds, 
are desired by employers in Australia (Oliver & de St Jorre, 2018). This 
means that cultivating these attributes, especially through learning 
languages, intercultural communication, translation and interpreting, can 
lead to enhanced employability, which is the current target of the Australian 
government’s higher education reforms (Department of Education, Skills 
and Employment, 2021). A further justification for offering T & I courses 
can be found in a strategy that advanced language courses apply to sustain 
the numbers of their enrolments—namely, by building a project-based 
course that accommodates multiple languages or students at a wider range 
of proficiency levels in the same course (Nakane & Hayes, 2021).

2.2. Ethics in T & I courses: Importance, issues 
and a question

The topic of ethics and code(s) of ethics is an integral part of the 
professionalisation of the T & I field and therefore an essential part of T & I 
training (Hale, 2007). Professional ethics and a code of ethics are particularly 
important for community-based translation and interpreting. Whether it is 
practised in a health, legal, education or public service domain, community 
translation and interpreting has direct implications for securing the human 
rights of the members of multicultural communities (Hale, 2007; Taibi 
& Ozolins, 2016), including communities in Australia and Japan, with 
different contents and implementations of multicultural policies. Therefore, 
it is critical that anyone who may work as a translator or interpreter in a 
multicultural society is aware of the ethical implications of their practice and 
has undertaken training in T & I ethics. In the Australian case, all NAATI-
endorsed programs (the first type of T & I courses) are therefore required to 
include a class or course on T & I ethics and the code of ethics maintained 
by the T & I professional body, the Australian Institute of Interpreters and 
Translators (AUSIT, 2012). Furthermore, ethical sensitivity and thinking 
constitute an attribute that is not only desirable in professional translators 
and interpreters but also in critical language users who are able to engage 
ethically and constructively with global and local communities (Oliver & 
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de St Jorre, 2018). Therefore, T & I ethics training can form an important 
part of T & I professional training as well as of T & I courses offered as an 
extension of language studies (the second type of T & I courses).

However, previous studies identified several issues with T & I ethics training, 
which can be relevant in cases occurring in the Australian field of T & I 
ethics and university training. First, the approach to professional ethics is 
often reduced to a deontologist approach that views a code of ethics and its 
principles simply as rules to follow and overlooks the fact that applications 
of the code of ethics always require individual interpretation and judgement 
in specific intercultural situations (Drugan & Megone, 2011; Donovan, 
2011; Martín Ruano, 2015; Lambert, 2018). As in critiques of Kant’s 
categorical imperatives, it must be pointed out that ethical principles are 
inevitably the reflection of moral values and norms in specific cultures and 
societies (MacIntyre, 1981/2007; Martín Ruano, 2015).

In Australia, this issue is highly visible in the professional field of T & I 
training because of the mandatory inclusion of a professional ethics topic 
in NAATI-endorsed training. Some specialised T & I degree programs 
offer courses that adopt more analytic and critical approaches to T & I, 
such as the comparative analysis of various international codes of ethics 
(Monash University, 2021) or the evaluation of adherence to professional 
ethics in textual products of translation (University of Melbourne, 2021). 
However, the rules-focused discourse is exemplified by dilemma-triggering 
expressions, such as ‘[a]s an interpreter, I need to be impartial and accurate’ 
and ‘make sure you are familiar with the AUSIT Code of Ethics, which 
all NAATI interpreters are bound by’ (Zhao, 2019). One of the primary 
objectives of Australian T & I training is to provide students with practical 
training suitable for passing NAATI certification test(s) (e.g. the Graduate 
Diploma in Translation offered by Western Sydney University). Therefore, 
the rules-focused approach and the lack of intercultural considerations 
in ethical thinking seem to stem from the epistemological norms set by 
the national certification system (NAATI), where ethical knowledge 
and understanding are categorised as an independent competency tested 
separately from intercultural competency (NAATI, 2019a; 2019b). 
Moreover, the AUSIT Code of Ethics (2012), knowledge of which is tested 
by NAATI or studied for as a pre-requisite for NAATI testing, is presented 
as a list of ethical principles. Therefore, those principles, although the term 
‘values’ is used twice in the preamble (AUSIT, 2012, p. 4), seem to be 
commonly interpreted as rules to follow.
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Second, when T & I ethics are viewed as a set of rules promulgated for the 
professional field (Drugan & Megone, 2011), it may seem less relevant to 
students who are taking T & I courses as part of their language program. 
This may be reflected in the fact that out of the courses listed in Table 8.1, 
only one T & I course offered by the University of Sydney mentions ethics 
in the course overviews (University of Sydney, 2021, Appendix A). A key 
element described in the overviews are the issues that arise from cultural and 
linguistic differences between English and Japanese. The Japanese through 
Translation course offered by the University of Melbourne lists intended 
learning outcomes that may include ethical thinking in T & I practice, such 
as ‘[c]ritically reflect on their own translation and interpretation practice 
between Japanese and English’ and ‘[c]ritically reflect on and evaluate 
intercultural understanding in relation to translation and interpreting’ 
(University of Melbourne, 2022, Appendix A). The course description of 
Japanese/English Interpreting and Translation offered by the University of 
Queensland refers to ‘some professional aspects of the practice’ which may 
also include ethical issues and considerations in T & I practice (University 
of Queensland, 2021, Appendix A). However, a specific focus on T & I 
ethics is absent from these courses that are structured as part of language 
programs. What, then, is the relevance of engaging with a professional code 
of ethics if I do not become a community translator or interpreter?

These issues lead to the following question that I aim to explore: How can 
training on ethics be made more relevant and meaningful for both T & I 
students and critical language users?

2.3. Ethical pluralism approach

I explore the possibility of a pluralist perspective on ethics that can provide 
a framework for thinking about diversity and heteroglossia in ethical 
thinking. The ethical pluralism approach proposed by Charles C. Taylor 
(2002) considers that the differences between two parties, societies or 
cultures enrich each other and help the parties’ self-reflection, understanding 
and criticism, which leads to a fuller realisation of the self and of society. 
Taylor (2002, p. 191) proposed his approach of ethical pluralism based on 
the conviction that ‘people can also bond not in spite of but because of 
difference’. Taylor’s approach (2002) is heavily influenced by philosophers 
such as Herder, Durkheim, von Humboldt and Gadamar, who argued that 
humanity flourishes not in individual persons but in the communion of 
all human beings. In this view of humanity, the attempt to understand 
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the other in an authentic way brings about an interest for each member 
of society as it leads them to a ‘fusion of horizon’ (Taylor, 2002, p. 192, 
drawing on Gadamer’s term). At the fusion of horizon, we can then realise 
that our way of living and their way of living are, equally, two of many 
possible ways of living in the world, which leads to a self-understanding and 
constructive criticism of one’s own way of living. In this way, ‘the difference 
defines a complementarity’ for humanity to flourish (Taylor, 2002, p. 191). 
It is because of differences that we can learn from each other’s knowledge, 
capacity and practice and unite to realise a fuller potential of humanity.

Mutual enrichment can be achieved not from simply obtaining knowledge 
of differences but from the ‘exchange and communion’ between the parties 
together with self-reflection and examination (Taylor, 2002, p. 191). In this 
light, T & I students and critical language users are situated in an optimal 
position of interculturality. It is generally desired that advanced language 
users, including translators and interpreters, possess the intercultural 
knowledge and competency necessary to communicate freely at semantic 
and pragmatic levels as appropriate for various communicative situations. 
Therefore, they possess not only opportunities for ongoing learning, 
reflection and practice in and outside the classroom but also linguistic and 
cultural knowledge, experience and resources in multiple cultures with 
which to dialogise and reflect on moral values from a pluralist perspective. It 
is also through this intermediary position that translators can carry out the 
core of their professional purpose—namely, fostering cooperation between 
cultures (Pym, 2012). Thus, T & I courses dealing with the topic of ethics 
can provide a suitable space for students and teachers to reflect together on 
diverse moral and cultural value systems from a pluralist standpoint, learn 
from differences, and enrich their ethical judgement and sensibility from a 
space of cultural in-between.

The following section compares ethical role images of the interpreter in 
Australian community interpreting and Japanese consultation interpreting, 
and examines their cultural underpinnings. It then explores how an ethical 
pluralism approach to this type of cultural diversity in interpreter ethics can 
create a space for critical language users to cultivate dialogic perspectives on 
cultural and moral values in intercultural contexts and foster an ethically 
heteroglossic society.
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3. Ethical discourses on the interpreter’s 
role: A comparative case study

3.1. The impartial role image

In Australia, there seems to be a unified role image of the interpreter 
throughout the profession: that of the impartial interpreter who can 
accurately and fluently interpret a message from one language into another. 
Venuti (1995, p. 1) used the term ‘invisibility’ to highlight the dominant 
expectation placed on translators in Anglo cultures to produce a fluent 
translation that reads as if it was the original, and critiqued it as ‘conceal[ing] 
the number of conditions under which the translation is made, starting 
with the translator’s crucial intervention’. The interpreter in Australia is 
not free from this expectation. The discourse of invisibility sometimes even 
seems to suggest the ideal goal for the interpreter is to render the message 
between parties who do not share the same language so smoothly that they 
can communicate as if they shared the same language. This discourse is 
characterised by metaphors used to depict the role of the interpreter such 
as ‘tube’, ‘conduit’, ‘channel’, ‘machine’, ‘telephone’, ‘window’, ‘bridge’ 
and even ‘bilingual ghost’ (Hale 2007). Professional detachment from any 
parties involved in the interpreting context is thus considered an ideal moral 
quality of the interpreter (AUSIT, 2012, p. 9).

This role image focusing on impartiality and invisibility seems to be 
prevalent across different domains of interpreting, including conference, 
legal and community, and to be inscribed in a range of professional codes 
of ethics for interpreters around the world, including Australia (Hale, 2007; 
Angelelli, 2004; Lambert, 2018). The image is maintained and reproduced 
in the professional discourse as professional associations, training programs 
and certification organisations reference the impartiality principle inscribed 
in the codes of ethics with the purpose of prescribing what the interpreter’s 
role should be. In the Australian case, it is enforced by the central code of 
ethics maintained by AUSIT.4 The AUSIT Code of Ethics (2012, pp. 5–6) 
crystallises the impartial and invisible role image of interpreters and 
translators under the principles of impartiality and clarity of role boundaries:

4	  However, it must be noted that recent years have seen the development of health interpreter 
guidelines in Australia, which envisage a somewhat expanded role for the interpreter compared with 
the impartiality tradition. As examples, see Hlavac (2017), Australian Psychological Society (2013) and 
Migrant and Refugee Women’s Health Partnership (2019).
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4. IMPARTIALITY Interpreters and translators observe impartiality 
in all professional contacts. Interpreters remain unbiased throughout 
the communication exchanged between the participants in any 
interpreted encounter. Translators do not show bias towards either the 
author of the source text or the intended readers of their translation.

6. CLARITY OF ROLE BOUNDARIES Interpreters and translators 
maintain clear boundaries between their task as facilitators of 
communication through message transfer and any tasks that may be 
undertaken by other parties involved in the assignment.

This role image prevails despite numerous studies showing interpreters 
playing a co-participatory, active and visible role with the agency in the 
interpreted interaction (e.g. Iida, 2012; Wadensjö, 1995) and critiquing 
an overly simplistic view of impartiality and neutrality in the interpreter’s 
practice (Lambert, 2018; McDonough-Dolmaya, 2011; Donovan, 2011; 
Maltby, 2010; Martín Ruano, 2015). The impartial role image can also put 
interpreters in ethically challenging situations where they are torn between 
their ethical, impartial role image and the expectations of their clients, 
who may expect, or who the interpreters think may benefit from, more 
emotional and empathetic support from them (Hale, 2007; Zhao, 2019).

3.2. The ‘empathetic’ role image

While the neutral and invisible interpreter image is widely shared in various 
parts of the world, including Australia, to the extent that Angelelli (2004, 
p. 13) refers to it as a ‘professional ideology’, a new model of interpreting 
called ‘consultation interpreting’ has emerged in Japan. The tasks and 
roles expected of a consultation interpreter are distinctively different from 
those associated with the interpreter role image prevalent in Australia. The 
differences between the roles expected of interpreters in Australia and those 
of consultation interpreters in Japan, outlined in this section, are analogous 
to the differences in the European Union (EU) between the roles of 
interpreters and those of intercultural mediators. Compared with the roles 
of interpreters as a registered profession in the EU, the roles of intercultural 
mediators are less clearly defined; however, the latter are differentiated 
from the former as entailing a ‘more enriched means of communicating 
messages’, beyond the accurate and complete meaning transfer between 
parties, to bridge between cultures in a form of facilitating communication, 
assisting in the resolution of conflicts or mediating to transform society for 
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new intercultural relations (Theodosiou & Aspioti, 2015, p. 16). For ease of 
understanding, this section on consultation interpreting will draw on some 
comparisons with the EU’s intercultural mediation.

While it can be said in the European context that interpreters and intercultural 
mediators are two distinctive roles for interpersonal communication 
between migrants and public service providers, (Theodosiou & Aspioti, 
2015), consultation interpreting in Japan was developed as a subdomain of 
community interpreting developed by Tokyo University of Foreign Studies 
beginning in 2006. Commissioned by the Ministry of Education, Culture, 
Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT), the project identified issues and 
needs related to rapidly progressing multilingualism and multiculturalism 
in Japan,5 and established the framework of professionals needed in Japanese 
society and the training mechanism for those professionals through research, 
education and social collaboration. One of the key professionals identified 
by the project was the ‘consultation interpreter’, who interprets for cases 
where linguistic and cultural minorities seek consultation with experts 
(Sugisawa et al., 2015, p. 187).

As the number of residents in Japan who do not have sufficient command 
of Japanese, the mainstream language, has increased, the administrative 
need to respond to diverse concerns and issues faced by residents has also 
increased. To address those concerns and issues, governments have organised 
professional expert consultation sessions. One type of session where 
consultation interpreters work is the ‘relay expert consultation session’. 
A relay consultation session has professional experts in a range of domains 
ready to meet and help consultation clients. These experts include lawyers, 
solicitors, clinical psychologists, counsellors, social insurance consultants, 
tax accountants and labour counsellors. A client can see multiple experts 
as needed during one session. The relay expert consultation session was 
established on the basis of the understanding that the issues faced by non-
Japanese residents can be so complex and multifaceted that one expert in 
one domain cannot fully assist them.

The common process by which a relay expert consultation session operates 
is as follows. When a client arrives at the venue, a consultation interpreter 
first conducts a short hearing session with the consultation client to identify 

5	  The number of non-Japanese citizenship holders in Japan increased by 44 per cent from 2,033,656 
to 2,933,137 between December 2012 and December 2019, with a decrease to 2,887,116 in December 
2020 (Immigration Services Agency of Japan, 2021).
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their core issues. Based on the hearing sheet summarised by the interpreter, 
a matching coordinator identifies a list of appropriate experts, and the 
client and the interpreter meet with each of these experts. The fundamental 
purpose of a consultation interpreter is to resolve the client’s issues in 
cooperation with other experts, as epitomised in the following aspects of 
the code of ethics for consultation interpreters (Sugisawa et al., 2015).

From the outset, the statement in the preamble and article 1 foregrounds 
that the aim of a consultation interpreter is to resolve the issues faced by the 
linguistic-cultural minority client and actively help improve their life.

Preamble

We, community interpreters, aim, at all sites of expert consultation 
sessions and foreign language consultation service desks, to read 
into and understand fundamental issues faced by linguistic-cultural 
minorities and to resolve those challenges in collaboration with 
other experts beyond the interpreting act between languages.

Definition of consultation interpreting

Consultation interpreting is a profession that plays a ‘bridging role’ 
that supports linguistic-cultural minorities through the means of 
interpreting and translating and links the minorities to the host 
society in the legal, administration, education and health domains 
specialised by community interpreting. (Sugisawa et al., 2015, 
p. 184 [chapter author translation from Japanese])

The aim of resolving the client’s issues shows a similarity to one of the 
three types6 of intercultural mediation—namely, assisting in the resolution 
of conflicts between migrants and public service providers (Theodosiou 
& Aspioti, 2015, drawing on Cohen-Emerique’s theory of intercultural 
mediator for immigrants). However, a significant difference to be 
noted is that consultation interpreters’ interventions are not framed as a 
conflict resolution between the migrant and the public service provider. 
Consultation interpreters serve, rather, as part of a supporting team with 
other professionals and service providers, to assist in resolving the migrant 
client’s issues.

6	  The other two types of intercultural mediation presented by Theodosiou & Aspioti (2015) are the 
mediation through facilitating communication and understanding between people of different cultures, 
as ensuring the prevention of conflicts, and the meditation through transforming social rules, based on 
the new intercultural relations that emerged in society. 
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Second, under the principle of technical skills, the consultation interpreter 
is expected to be an empathetic listener to the consultation client.

2-2 Technical skills

The consultation interpreter conducts a hearing appropriately with 
the cardinal ‘hearing’ skills which consist of a skill of ‘taking in’ 
the information accurately, a skill of empathetic ‘listening’, and a 
skill of ‘enquiring’ to understand the problem by asking questions. 
(Sugisawa et al., 2015, p. 184 [chapter author translation from 
Japanese])

These skills are considered particularly important when the interpreter 
conducts the initial hearing session with the consultation client, because their 
role is to listen accurately and empathetically and to inquire, understand, 
unpack and analyse the full extent of the issues that the client faces (Sugisawa 
et al., 2015). Although the framing of conflicts differs between the two 
contexts, as discussed above, the importance of the hearing session is also 
identified in the EU’s intercultural mediation, particularly for the purpose 
of building a shared understanding of the problem through the ‘stories’ of 
the migrant client and the public service provider (Theodosiou & Aspioti, 
2015). However, in the case of consultation interpreting, because of the 
client-centred relationships between the consultation interpreter and other 
professional(s), the focus of the hearing session is on hearing the client’s 
story and account. As also clarified in the preamble, these normalised tasks 
in consultation interpreting go beyond meaning transfer between languages.

Third, consultation interpreters are visible in the interpreted interaction. 
They are required, in respect of the principle of technical skills, to advise 
the expert when they judge that the expert’s utterance cannot be sufficiently 
understood by the consultation client or that the client’s utterance 
may possibly be misunderstood by the expert due to linguistic-cultural 
differences. Additionally, the principle of attitudes and manners requires 
the interpreter to play an active role in realising equal communication 
between the expert and consultation client by considering their different 
social statuses and positions. These interventions by the interpreter make 
the interpreter’s presence clearly visible, in contrast with the professional 
ideology of an invisible interpreter.
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2-2 Technical skills

…

•	 When the consultation interpreter judges from their standpoint 
that the utterance of the expert cannot be sufficiently understood 
by the consultation client, the interpreter explains the situation 
to the expert.

•	 When the consultation interpreter judges that the utterance 
of the consultation client can be misunderstood because of 
linguistic and cultural differences, the interpreter appropriately 
informs the expert of that and facilitates the communication.

2-3 Attitude/manner

… (The consultation interpreter) ensures equal communication is 
achieved by taking into account the differences of [social] positions 
between the parties involved. (Sugisawa et al., 2015, p. 184 [chapter 
author translation from Japanese])

A similar level of mediators’ visibility can also be found in the EU’s 
intercultural mediation, especially for the purpose of conflict resolution. 
The intercultural mediator, as the third party, is to create a new narrative 
shared between ‘us’, constituted by the migrant client and public service 
provider, to help both parties come up with solutions together (Theodosiou 
& Aspioti, 2015). In this process, the intercultural mediator is visible and 
expected to balance out the two parties’ interests and objectives by means 
of empowerment, for which they need to deliberately balance out the 
relation between these parties. These works of active mediation differentiate 
intercultural mediators’ roles, similarly to consultation interpreters’, from 
those of invisible interpreters.

As reflected in these aspects of the code of ethics and similarities, and 
differences, with the EU’s intercultural mediators, the resultant role image 
of a consultation interpreter is empathetic, advocative, proactive and 
visible. The role image and purpose of a consultation interpreter are thus 
in striking contrast with the ethical role image of the interpreter prevalent in 
Australia, which focuses on meaning transfer from an impartial standpoint, 
maintaining clear boundaries between the role of the interpreter and the 
roles of any of the other parties involved in the interpreting context. The 
Australian code further states that interpreters must maintain the emotions 
of the speakers in their interpreting without softening or enhancing the force 
of the message or language (AUSIT, 2012). However, interpreters are not 
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expected to exercise their own emotions and empathy. Rather, the impartial 
role image prohibits the interpreter’s bias, whether positive or negative, 
from affecting the interpreting practice. Therefore, in the Australian field, 
the interpreter’s emotion and empathy can be considered unnecessary or 
even disturbing for ethical interpreting practice. Does this contrast then 
mean that one of these role images is morally wrong or unethical because it 
is not consistent with the counterpart’s code of ethics? What factors underlie 
this contrast?

3.3. Cultural values and norms behind the impartial 
and ‘empathetic’ models

As mentioned in the introduction, interpreter practice and ethics do not 
exist in a sociocultural vacuum but are embedded in a broader social, 
cultural and political system. Therefore, an interpreter’s ethics and role 
image can be viewed as a window into a system of social, cultural and 
political values and norms where the interpreter is situated. As the main 
aim of this chapter is to explore how a T & I ethics class can be made 
more relevant and meaningful for all critical language users, including T & I 
students, I focus on an example of moral values and an example of norms of 
social interaction as cultural factors7 that underpin some of the differences 
between the ‘empathetic’ model in Japan and the impartial model in the 
predominantly Anglo field of Australian interpreting.

3.3.1. Moral value of omoiyari and empathy
‘Culture’ itself is a concept that has been developed and used in Western 
historical contexts for various purposes from the construction of national 
and social identities to the justifications for racism and colonialism (Riley, 
2007). The definitions of the term in and beyond the Western tradition 
are, therefore, far from being unified and universal and its uses are pervasive 
not only in academia but also in social contexts involving groups sharing 
specific characteristics. One use of the term ‘culture’ is exemplified in the 
official English title of the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science 
and Technology (MEXT) of the Japanese government. The definition of 
culture by MEXT seems to centre on the idea of being inherited through 

7	  Among other underlying factors, for a cross-cultural comparison of approaches to moral standards, 
rules and regulations between the Chinese and Western (Australian and US) traditions, see Feng (2014); 
for a comparison between Australia and Japan of configurations and institutional contexts of T & I 
codes of ethics, see Fukuno (2020).
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generations in Japan, embodied as heritage, such as arts and properties, and 
as practice, including language (Agency for Cultural Affairs, Government 
of Japan, n.d.). Simultaneously, culture can also be seen as a ‘defining 
epistemological structure’ of social anthropology and an essential concept to 
understanding the questions arising in humanities and social sciences (Riley, 
2007, p. 21), including the fields of translation studies, linguistics and 
psychology. Situated in this epistemological tradition of ‘culture’, this study 
aims to elucidate cultural factors that may underlie the above-mentioned 
role images of interpreters. Thus, I find particularly relevant the definition 
of culture that Lawley et al. (2019) gave in their study on cross-cultural 
comparisons of emotional responses to support provision. Lawley et al. 
(2019, p. 2) defined culture as ‘the system of meaning, folk beliefs, values, 
practices and customs’ shared by a group of people; therefore, people in a 
culture form their own sets of values and value-based practices. With this in 
view, I argue that the emergence of the ‘empathetic’ model of interpreting 
in Japan reflects the distinct characteristics of a moral value of omoiyari in 
Japanese society, often glossed as ‘empathy’ in English.

Omoiyari can be defined as ‘a kind of “intuitive” understanding of the 
unexpressed feelings, desires and thoughts of others, and doing something 
for them on the basis of this understanding’ (Travis, 1998, p. 55). Travis 
(1992, cited in Travis, 1998), in a study of what constitutes ‘a good person’ 
in Japanese and Anglo-Australian societies, demonstrated that omoiyari is a 
core moral value in Japanese society. In Travis’s study, omoiyari was the third 
most commonly ascribed term while ‘empathetic’ was not mentioned at all 
by Anglo-Australian respondents. Lebra (1976, p. 38) also maintained: ‘For 
the Japanese, empathy (omoiyari) ranks high among the virtues considered 
indispensable for one to be really human, morally mature, and deserving of 
respect. I am even tempted to call Japanese an “omoiyari culture”’. These 
studies illustrate the significant importance of omoiyari as a value in Japanese 
society, in contrast with the importance placed on empathy in Anglo-
Australian culture. As a core cultural value, omoiyari is often researched in 
relation to child and youth psychological development and training. For 
example, Koshiba et al. (2018) conducted a survey in 2017 which asked 
high school and university students in Japan how important they consider a 
range of virtues to be and to what level they think they have attained those 
virtues. The survey responses showed that omoiyari was ranked top in terms 
of both its importance and the participants’ current level of attainment.
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As mentioned above, omoiyari is commonly translated as ‘empathy’ in English, 
but there are distinct differences between their semantic components. For 
Travis (1998), the semantics of omoiyari are characterised by two main 
components: 1) One interprets and understands the unverbalised feelings, 
wants and thoughts of others through one’s own intuition and 2)  one 
actually does things for others based on this intuitive understanding. On the 
other hand, ‘empathy’ in English is represented by Travis (1998) as 1) one’s 
ability to understand the way another person feels as a result of their bad 
experience and 2) putting oneself in that person’s shoes and imagining how 
one would feel in the same situation.

The semantic descriptions highlight two main differences between the two 
values. First, omoiyari expects one to understand the other’s unverbalised 
feelings and thoughts, while empathy does not have that specification. 
Second, with omoiyari, one is expected to act for the other based on intuitive 
understanding, while the focus of empathy is on understanding and 
imagining the other’s feelings rather than acting in response to those feelings. 
These differences between omoiyari and empathy are argued in terms of 
communicative and interactional norms (Travis, 1998). In Japanese culture, 
indirect and intuitive communication is more normative, as opposed to the 
Anglo norm which values the explicit expression of one’s own feelings and 
needs. Therefore, in Japan, understanding others’ unsaid feelings, wants and 
needs through one’s own intuition and acting for them without being asked 
are normative and considered an ideal form of interaction. In contrast, 
in Anglo society, the best way to understand another’s feelings and needs 
is considered to be through the person’s direct expressions; allowing the 
person their autonomy and their right to make decisions is more highly 
valued than acting for others.

I argue that this moral value of omoiyari makes the empathetic, advocative and 
proactive role image of a consultation interpreter rather desirable for ethical 
practice. The practice of a consultation interpreter, for example, reading 
between the lines of the consultation client’s explanations, unpacking their 
problems and aiming to resolve their issues with the other experts, accords 
well with the core value of omoiyari. So does the interpreter’s practice of 
advising the interlocutors of possible communication risk factors based on 
their own judgement, while the advice and explanations may be in turn 
crucial for the interpreter’s omoiyari-based practice to be understood and 
accepted by the interlocutors. With the value of omoiyari, understanding 
each other’s unsaid feelings, desires and needs and acting for others and 
having others act for oneself are perceived as a ‘demonstration of mutual 
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understanding of each other’s feelings and desires, and thus [heighten] both 
one’s sense of belonging to, and the closeness of, the group’ (Travis, 1998, 
p. 69). Therefore, in light of the value of omoiyari, the ‘empathetic’ role image 
of a consultation interpreter is ethical. It is in turn a reasonable assumption 
that in Anglo society, where individual differences and autonomy are highly 
valued (Travis, 1998), what the consultation interpreter offers may be 
considered exceptional interventions, stepping outside of the interpreter’s 
ethical role.

Hence, reflecting on the ‘empathetic’ role image of a consultation interpreter 
and their practice in contrast with the impartial and invisible role image of 
the interpreter (and the translator) in Australia provides critical language 
users with the space to think about differences in moral values between 
societies, which may cause them miscommunication challenges or ethical 
dilemmas. This is a valuable pedagogical opportunity for any intercultural 
communication beyond T & I contexts. These differences illustrated in 
the cases of omoiyari in Japan and ‘empathy’ in Anglo society subsequently 
led to the considerations of collectivistic and individualistic cultural 
schemata (Uchida & Kitayama, 2001). Considering that a key function of 
consultation interpreting is for the interpreter and other professionals to 
support the client, I now turn to differences in the perceptions of providing 
and receiving social support in collectivistic and individualistic cultures.

3.3.2. Collectivistic and individualistic perceptions 
of providing and receiving social support
Social support is defined as ‘the perception or experience that one is 
loved and cared for, esteemed and valued, and part of a social network 
of mutual assistance and obligations’ (Mojaverian & Kim, 2013, p. 88). 
The interpreter, client and expert(s) involved in an interpreting context are 
usually not in personally close relationships. However, the clients in many 
community interpreting contexts tend to have some kind of problem(s) 
they wish to resolve through the interpreted interactions and, therefore, are 
exposed to stressors. They are also often unable to, or prefer not to, seek 
support from close others in their social network, which is why they come 
to the interpreted session. Additionally, being unable to fully understand 
necessary information given in the mainstream language can detrimentally 
increase the level of stress and sense of helplessness and isolation they feel. 
Under these circumstances, what the interpreted session can provide is 
the feeling that one is cared for, is valued, and belongs to society—that is, 
social support.
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Previous studies on cultural psychology show how emotional responses to 
the receipt and provision of different types of social support vary between 
individualistic, independent cultures (focusing on Europe), and collectivistic, 
interdependent cultures (focusing on East Asia) (e.g. Mojaverian & Kim, 
2013; Lawley et al., 2019; Taylor et al., 2007; Kim et al., 2006). They 
also add to their analyses types of social support as variables (solicited vs. 
unsolicited, implicit vs. explicit, problem- or emotion-focused). Among 
various taxonomies of social support, the most relevant type of support 
for community interpreting contexts is unsolicited or solicited, problem-
focused support, which aims to remove the cause of stress for the support 
recipient by providing advice or instrumental assistance whether requested 
or not (Lawley et al., 2019).

With regard to support receivers’ perceptions, Mojaverian and Kim (2013) 
investigated variations in the effectiveness of solicited and unsolicited 
social support between European Americans and Asian Americans. They 
reported that Asian Americans were less likely to solicit support than 
European Americans and they experienced more negative effects from 
directly solicited support than European Americans (also see Taylor et al., 
2007; Kim et al., 2006; Taylor et al., 2004). Further, the effects of receiving 
unsolicited support were more positive for Asian Americans than were 
those of receiving solicited support. This tendency to prefer and more 
effectively benefit from unsolicited support in collectivistic cultures can 
be linked to recipients’ concerns about potential relational ramifications 
disturbing the harmony of the group (Kim et al., 2006; Taylor et al., 2004; 
Taylor  al., 2007).

These studies do not focus specifically on Japanese culture. However, the 
receivers’ preference for receiving unsolicited support without disclosing 
details of their problems seems consistent with the pro-social, collectivistic 
and harmony-driven nature of Japanese culture, where interdependence 
between group members is highly valued in both cultural practice and 
individual behaviours (Uchida & Kitayama, 2001). This tendency also 
seems to reflect the value of omoiyari, which expects one to understand the 
other’s needs and act based on that understanding.

Holistically viewed, these considerations of moral values and the perceptions 
of receiving social support in the collectivistic and individualistic cultural 
schemata foreground how these cultural factors result in diverse practices 
and purposes of interpreting. In turn, these field-specific norms provide 
role image resources for interpreters. An exemplary phenomenon is the 
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empathetic, advocative and proactive role image of a consultation interpreter, 
which is consistent with the moral values and interactional expectations 
considered important in Japan.

The discussion so far has provided some evidence that exploring the 
differences in interpreter ethics between cultures and societies in T & 
I ethics classes can provide critical language users with a conceptual 
window through which to recognise and self-reflect on moral values and 
interactional expectations normalised in the society where they are located 
and examine them from the position of the cultural in-between. The final 
section considers how the dialogue on cultural differences in translator and 
interpreter ethics and practices can transcend the recognition of ethical 
diversity and heteroglossia to the mutual enrichment and fuller realisation 
of humanity—namely, by humanising interpreter ethics.

4. Ethical pluralism approach for 
humanising translator and interpreter 
ethics
This section explores how we can apply an ethical pluralism approach to 
the diversity and heteroglossia in translator and interpreter ethics in order 
to humanise both interpreter practice and our ethical thinking. Focusing 
on the case of learning in the Australian context from the viewpoint of 
the ‘empathetic’ model in Japan, I argue for humanising translator and 
interpreter ethics in two ways: 1) making translation and interpreting 
practice more human-centred; and 2) cultivating our humanity through 
reflections on translator and interpreter ethics.

The humanising process in the first sense includes learning from the 
‘empathetic’ model to contribute to ongoing discussions about the dilemmas 
that challenge both translators/interpreters and clients in Australia. For 
example, community interpreters report, in many professional development 
seminars, their emotional dilemmas of being torn between the clients’ needs 
and expectations on the one hand and the professional role image of an 
impartial interpreter on the other. In some cases, the interpreter senses 
the client is left feeling lost with unresolved problems after the interpreted 
interaction with an expert, but at the same the interpreter feels obliged not to 
raise this concern (see the example in Zhao, 2019). These dilemmas, which 
are deeply connected with the interpreter’s and the client’s humanity, may 
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be navigated better if the interpreter takes a more human-centred approach 
that embraces and utilises emotional understanding in the interpreting 
context. This approach may help the interpreter respond to such situations 
in a more emotionally sensitive, responsive and humanised way. The 
humanised approach taken by the interpreter may then bring practical 
solutions more efficiently and effectively to the complex and multilayered 
issues faced by the client.

As in the second sense of humanising, I argue that studying and examining 
heteroglossia in T & I ethics leads critical language users with advanced or 
upper-advanced language skills, including translators and interpreters, to 
cultivate their moral character and ultimately their humanity as professionals 
and as people. This effect is not limited to specific languages and cultures 
but is generalisable to any dialogic interactions between cultural and moral 
systems. As Vallor (2016) argued about techno-moral virtues, the self-
cultivation of moral character is possible through cultivating the habits of 
understanding our relations to others, engaging in reflective self-examination, 
practising self-directed moral development, recognising morally salient facts 
in specific situations, executing prudent moral judgement and extending 
our moral concern and caring to other people in the appropriate situation 
and manner. When this process is projected onto the comparative case 
of interpreter ethics discussed in this study, it is revealed that examining 
new values and ideas and integrating aspects of them into one’s T & I field 
and ethical schema provide a very similar process of moral self-cultivation 
to that proposed by Vallor (2016). For example, practising the above-
mentioned humanised approach in the Australian context would require 
one to re-examine one’s interpersonal relations to the other parties involved 
in the interpreting context; to make a moral judgement responsive and 
appropriate to the client and to other professionals’ needs and the purpose 
of the interpreted session; to self-reflect on one’s own beliefs, feelings and 
ideal moral self; and to decide to take a certain interpreting approach to 
action. Therefore, the ethical pluralism approach to cross-cultural diversity 
in translator and interpreter ethics provides continuous opportunities for 
translators and interpreters, trainees and, more broadly, critical language 
users to self-reflect on and cultivate their moral values and character, not 
only as professionals but also as individual humans—in other words, to 
humanise through ethical thinking.

However, the pluralist dialogue between diverse T & I ethics must include 
discussions of potential issues that may arise with the incorporation of new 
perspectives and values into the existing moral schema. As an example, it must 
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be noted that the ‘empathetic’ model in Japan may be built on the assumption 
that a society is still largely homogeneous. Therefore, the members’ feelings, 
desires and needs may also be considered largely homogeneous. However, 
the backgrounds, experiences, issues and needs present in society are, in 
reality, diverse, and the diversity becomes greater as the society becomes more 
multicultural. If sensitivity to the local diversity and ethical heteroglossia is 
absent, the ‘empathetic’ model risks becoming paternalistic, condescending, 
alienating, stereotyping or gatekeeping, depending on the interpreter’s self-
sufficient moral judgements (Iida, 2012). Can, then, the ‘empathetic’ or 
humanised model function effectively in multicultural Australia? What are 
the possible risks associated with the empathetic, advocative and proactive 
interpreter? How can one differentiate between ethical interventions and 
unethical ones? Discussions of the challenges, as well as the opportunities, 
of learning through the pluralist dialogue are also a critical part of enriching 
one’s own ethical thinking and sensibility.

Above, I argued that learning and critically examining both familiar 
and new, or less familiar, values in translator and interpreter ethics by 
applying a pluralist approach can bring solutions to the practical challenges 
faced in translation and interpreting practice and professional training. 
Simultaneously, this ethical learning and examination from a pluralist 
perspective provides considerable opportunities for any critical language 
users, including students engaging in translation and interpreting at the 
advanced and upper-advanced levels of language courses and their teachers, 
through the dialogic process of intercultural ethical thinking. This self-
cultivation and habituation of its process are themselves critical competencies 
of employable global citizens—in whom they can be further developed—
citizens whom Australian higher education aims to nurture. To practise this 
process in the classroom, the class on T & I ethics as a part of language 
or T & I specific courses should be recognised and utilised as a low-risk, 
safe environment for T & I students and critical language users to freely 
engage in ethical heteroglossia, challenge one’s existing values, learn from 
new values and ideas, and habituate the self-cultivation process of morality.

5. Conclusion
In the exploration of the different role images for interpreters that can exist 
in diverse cultures, it has become clear that cultural factors are inseparable 
from the ethical implications of T & I practice. The specific case studied, 
that of the impartial model in Australia contrasted with the ‘empathetic’ 
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model in Japan, demonstrates how differently two cultures can construct 
and view the interpreter’s role. It follows from this cultural difference that 
T & I ethics classes should be utilised as a safe space for students and teachers 
to recognise, (self )-examine and learn from intercultural moral possibilities, 
not only as part of their practical professional training but also as part of 
their moral cultivation. In turn, integrating the pluralist approach into 
T & I ethics classes makes translator and interpreter ethics more meaningful 
and humanising for all critical language users, not limited to T & I students, 
to grow as global citizens, who can effectively and sensitively operate in 
diverse linguistic and cultural communities.

I have limited the scope of this chapter to conceptually exploring the 
possibility of effective learning of T & I ethics for critical language users 
beyond the narrow context of professional training. Hence, I must leave to 
future studies further descriptions of inter-relations between social, cultural, 
institutional and political factors underpinning the differences in interpreter 
practice and ethics presented here. Future studies will also need to investigate 
how these observations are being, or can be, discussed in the classroom, 
as well as examine opportunities and challenges in curriculum design, 
interdisciplinary collaborations, and pedagogical grounds and devices.
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