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Profession and Ethics of Legal Translation Service

Chien-lin Wu

Abstract

This paper aims to explore whether legal translation service (here an umbrella
term for all legal translation services provided through oral, written, sign language
and other means) may qualify as a profession and has a specific service ideal not
shared by other translation services. Although there seems to be no generally accepted
definition of what constitutes a profession, its central features can be summarized as
including: (1) arather extensive training, (2) a significant intellectual component,
and (3) the provision of an important service in society. Legal translation service
meets the first two criteria, as can be seen from the curriculum of the master’s degrees
in legal translation offered by the Open University of Hong Kong and the University
of Ottawa. As to the third, the use of legal translation services is statutorily required in
jurisdictions like Canada, Hong Kong, and the European Union, and a similar legal
basis is also specified in Taiwan’s laws such as the Code of Civil Procedure, the Court
Organization Act, and the Indigenous Peoples Basic Act. These statutory requirements
reflect the two basic human rights enshrined in the International Bill of Human Rights
of the United Nations: the right to language and the right to fair trial. These two spirits,
language justice and justice in judicial proceedings, are indeed the basic social values
served by legal translators, which provides an important service to society. This paper
also suggests that legal translation work should be seen as a part of the judicial and
legal system, and its service ideal can be outlined accordingly. If judges, prosecutors,
and lawyers are agents of justice promoting its administration, then legal translators
can be said to be agents of justice across languages, whose utmost goal is to serve, not
specific persons, but justice. Lastly, this paper points out the performative nature of
“profession” as professing and promising: when identifying themselves as
professionals, legal translators are making a public declaration that involves public
trust and ethics. Therefore, as professionals they should above all reflect on the
function they fulfil in society and its social ramifications.

Keywords: legal translation, profession, ethics, service ideal
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