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Abstract 

Social Representations Theory provides a comprehensive theoretical model for researching 
translators’ socio-cognitive processes. Developed in social psychology in the 1960s, the theory 
offers an integrative view of both individual and social processes in the construction and re-
construction of knowledge. It draws attention to embodied meaning-making and the effect 
of material surroundings in perpetuating and disseminating social representations. 
Importantly, Social Representations Theory does not see representations as individual, solely 
conscious, or static mental constructions but as dynamic social–psychological phenomena 
that are enacted in discourse and social interaction. This article discusses Social 
Representations Theory as an approach to the empirical study of translators’ cognitive 
processes. Introducing the main concepts of the theory and using translators’ 
conceptualizations of source-text authors and target-text readers as an example, the article 
suggests avenues for using the theory in Cognitive Translation Studies.  

Keywords: Social Representations Theory; cognition; Cognitive Translation Studies; social 
psychology 

1. Introduction 

This article introduces Social Representations Theory as a potential theoretical model for 
studying socio-cognitive aspects of translation. Since its inception in French social psychology 
in the 1960s (Moscovici, 1961/2008), it has been widely used in the social sciences (Duveen, 
2000; Flick & Foster, 2008; Sammut et al., 2015). At its core, Social Representations Theory 
seeks to explain “the processes through which knowledge is generated, transformed and 
projected into the social world” (Duveen, 2000, p. 2). The theory is not tied to any specific 
method; rather, studies in this field often make use of a variety of methodological approaches 
as demanded by the research problem at hand (Flick et al., 2015). For example, Moscovici’s 
seminal work (1961/2008) included complex sampling methods, interviews, questionnaires, 
and the thematic analysis of journalistic texts. In this paper, a social representation is not 
defined as a static mental construction held by individuals but as: 
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system(s) of values, ideas and practices with a two-fold function; first, to establish an order 
which will enable individuals to orientate themselves in their material and social world and to 
master it; and secondly to enable communication to take place among the members of a 
community by providing them with a code for social exchange and a code for naming and 
classifying unambiguously the various aspects of their world and their individual and group 
history. (Moscovici, 1973, p. xiii) 

This definition highlights the role of social representations in enabling us to understand and 
function in the social world and also to communicate with others. In short, social 
representations are “ways of world making” (Moscovici, 1988, p. 231) where thoughts, 
affects, and discourse construct the social world we live in, along with its material, cultural, 
political, and ideological realities. 

By examining the key concepts of Social Representations Theory and applying them to one 
aspect of translators’ cognitive processing, I propose a theoretical approach to the study of 
translation that effectively combines individual, interindividual, and social aspects of 
translation cognition. The main strength of the theory is the way it connects individual 
cognitive processes and social processes and offers the researcher “an effortless transition” 
between the two (Wagner, 2015, p. 27). Instead of treating cognitive and social processes as 
separate entities or as one embedded in the other, as is often the case with traditional models 
in Translation Studies (see Muñoz Martín, 2016), Social Representations Theory views the two 
as inseparable. The theory, I argue, therefore fits in well with the current situated and 
embodied approaches to cognition in translation studies. 

Originating in social psychology, Social Representations Theory asserts that there is no clear 
break between an individual mind and its social and material environment, but that human 
cognition is fundamentally social and relational (Moscovici, 1961/2008, 1984). The theory 
may further develop the field of Cognitive Translation Studies because it directs attention 
away both from treating a translator’s cognition as an individual “black box” disconnected 
from affective, embodied, material, and social realities (see Jodelet, 1989/1991), and from 
treating cognitive processes in isolation from historical developments, in terms of individuals’ 
life histories and cultural change (Moscovici 1984). Therefore, Social Representations Theory 
may assist the field of Cognitive Translation Studies in further integrating cognition and 
culture. 

To my knowledge, Social Representations Theory has been applied at least once previously in 
Translation and Interpreting Studies. Leanza et al. (2017) used the theory in an examination 
of Canadian physicians’ conceptualizations of working with public-service interpreters. The 
study included focus group interviews with physicians in three different career stages (n = 98) 
and traced the influence of professional development and work experience on their social 
representations. The representations of third-year medical students were more unstructured 
and reflected ideals expounded in their education, whereas senior physicians expressed a 
more nuanced understanding that reflected their own need to be in control of the medical 
consultation—and, consequently, of the interpreter. This study points to an important aspect 
of translators’ and interpreters’ cognitive processes: their work is affected not only by their 
own cognition but by that of other professionals working with them.  
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The aim of this article is to discuss the core elements of Social Representations Theory and 
suggest ways in which it could be applied to the study of translators’ socio-cognitive 
processes. As an example, I examine the way in which the translator’s conceptualizations of 
source-text (ST) authors and target-text (TT) readers could be studied empirically through the 
lens of the theory. It has been called a near-truism in our field that translators should think 
about their readers when translating (Suojanen et al., 2015), and the importance of thinking 
about both the ST authors and the future recipients of the translation is a core element of 
many established translation theories, such as functionalism (e.g., Nord, 2012). 

Despite this seemingly widespread consensus and despite repeated calls for the use of 
empirical evidence to support translators’ conceptualizations of especially their readers (e.g., 
Jääskeläinen, 2012; Kruger & Kruger, 2017; Suojanen et al., 2015), there seems to be a lack of 
theoretical explanations for the conceptualization process itself (Nord, 2012). Social 
Representations Theory, I suggest, would offer such a theoretical explanation and an avenue 
for the empirical study of this and other socio-cognitive processes related to translation.  

In this article, I first explain the key concepts of the theory in Sections 2 and 3. While focusing 
on theoretical questions, the article also suggests methods for studying social representations 
in Section 4, which relates the key concepts of the theory to translators’ socio-cognitive 
processes. Conclusions are provided in Section 5. 

2. Basic concepts of Social Representations Theory 

According to Moscovici (1984), “the purpose of all representations is to make something 
unfamiliar, or unfamiliarity itself, familiar” (p. 24). This means that we need existing 
categories and points of reference that we have come across in interaction with other people 
and the material world in order to connect new things with previous knowledge. To this end, 
we make use of two mechanisms, anchoring and objectification. 

2.1 Anchoring 

Anchoring refers to the cognitive process of connecting new phenomena to existing, socially 
derived and socially shared structures of knowledge. In this process, we compare a new object 
or idea to an existing category; we “anchor” it to a familiar context in order to make sense of 
it (Moscovici, 1984). Through the process of anchoring, “one copes with the complexity of the 
world by grouping events and objects together and treating them as similar or equivalent” 
(Marková, 1996, p. 187). Whereas such processes of categorization may be approached as 
purely cognitive information processing that occurs inside an individual brain, the process of 
anchoring in Social Representations Theory is decidedly social. This is because the categories 
and classifications available to individuals are derived from “everyday communications and 
[are] accepted and conventionalized in the social or cultural context” (Flick, 1995, p. 76). 
Indeed, according to the theory and to social psychology in general, whatever we perceive as 
reality refers to and originates in specific social contexts (Carugati, 1990). For the human 
agent, there are no objective “facts” outside of the social world, only socially situated 
knowledge. 
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In addition to categorizing, the anchoring process also entails naming, and here the social 
character of anchoring is highlighted further. When we give a name to an object, we aim to 
bring clarity to an otherwise ambiguous and inchoate experience of the world (Moscovici, 
1984). Individuals rarely assign names to objects in isolation from pre-existing networks of 
meaning and social understandings, however. Others must be able to understand the name 
we use for an object, even if they contest our choices—which also makes the process of 
naming dependent on social negotiation. Indeed, assigning a name to a thing gives it a socially 
accessible meaning (Moscovici, 1984).  

Moreover, the process of naming is not a value-free activity. Rather, it reflects social attitudes 
and is closely related to political and ideological realities (Moscovici, 1984). For example, the 
words we use to refer to marginal or stigmatized groups may reveal and perpetuate social 
inequality (Marková, 1996). This is because social representations are not only knowledge 
“‘about something’; they are also expressive of how communities hand down, sustain and 
negotiate their cultural identities, ways of life and strategies for survival and living” (Campbell 
& Jovchelovitch, 2000, p. 265). 

Because of this value-laden character of the anchoring process, social representations 
activated in points of contact between cultures are especially at risk of generating or 
perpetuating harmful cultural stereotypes. This risk may be useful for us to bear in mind since 
translation and interpreting are inherently cross-cultural activities. As pointed out by Marková 
(2012), categorization is a fundamental cognitive process, but it has been seen in socio-
psychological literature as the main mechanism underlying prejudice, racism, and 
discrimination. However, an encounter between knowledge systems always has the potential 
to lead to either dialogical or non-dialogical outcomes (Jovchelovitch, 2007, Chapter 5). As 
Jovchelovitch argues, these outcomes are dependent on the cognitive processes of 
perspective-taking and recognition of the legitimacy of different knowledge systems, on the 
one hand, and on the social processes related to hierarchies and power differentials between 
the knowledge systems in question, on the other. Cultural stereotyping in relation to 
translation is discussed further in Section 4. 

2.2 Objectification 

Another important mechanism in the formation of social representations is that of 
objectification. Similarly to anchoring, objectification also aims to make the world more 
understandable by allowing us to connect unfamiliar phenomena to something we already 
know. In objectification, abstract and complex ideas are shaped into concrete objects or 
images, therefore making these ideas “almost tangible” (Moscovici, 1984, p. 29). Through the 
process of objectification, we create iconic images, tropes, and symbols to rely on, as a 
shorthand, instead of processing complex concepts. For example, images of polar bears on 
melting ice come to represent climate change (Smith & Joffe, 2009) or the computer becomes 
a metaphor explaining human cognition (Moscovici, 1988). 

Often, the core of a social representation is a web of interrelated images or metaphors, which 
is sometimes called a “figurative nucleus” (Moscovici, 1984, pp. 38–39). This image structure 
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“captures the essence of the phenomenon, makes it intelligible for people and weaves it into 
the fabric of the group’s common sense” (Wagner et al., 1999, p. 99). As the metaphor of a 
computer for human cognition makes clear, however, this “essence” of the phenomenon is 
not contingent on any relationship between the metaphor and reality, and the social 
representation may endure even after it has been disproven by research. 

The attribution of images and metaphors to a phenomenon is neither random nor subjective 
but contingent on the social group in question and its immediate life world (Wagner et al., 
1999; see also Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). For example, in a classic study in the literature on 
social representations, Jodelet (1989/1991) discovered that the social representations held 
by villagers in the French countryside about mental health outpatients living among them as 
lodgers made extensive use of metaphors that were related to farming. The images at the 
core of the villagers’ social representation of mental illness included going sour like milk, 
which for them signified decay.  

The images used by social groups in the process of objectification may not have to be 
intellectually familiar; they may also be familiar to us as bodily experiences (Wagner, 2015, 
2017; see also O’Connor, 2017). When discussing the difference between languages, for 
instance, we use the experience of physical distance and proximity as we talk about “distant” 
languages that may be difficult to translate. We also often conceptualize the translation 
strategies of domestication and foreignization in terms of a physical distance that either the 
reader or the writer must traverse—an image originating from Schleiermacher—even though 
we could also conceptualize these strategies in other ways, such as affective familiarity 
(Koskinen, 2012). The mechanism of objectification may, therefore, link Social 
Representations Theory to embodied cognition and other approaches foregrounding the 
significance of embodiment in social meaning-making (O’Connor, 2017; Wagner, 2017; see 
also Barsalou, 1999; Gibbs, 2005). 

Objectification frequently makes people unaware of social representations. When a complex 
idea becomes simplified in a figurative form, the notion becomes more automatic, “[sinking] 
under the level of awareness” and eventually “incorporated into the symbolic social 
environment” such as in works of art or physical objects (Marková, 1996, p. 187). The 
representation will then perpetuate itself through individuals’ unconscious activities in that 
environment (see, e.g., Section 3.3 on restroom arrangements and social representations of 
gender). Social representations or their figurative nuclei should not, in other words, be 
understood as explicit, fully conscious mental representations or mental images; rather, the 
theory takes into account the fact that much of our mental processing is unconscious (see, 
e.g., Barsalou, 1999; Clark & Chalmers, 1998). 

These largely unconscious images and metaphors, often derived from embodied experiences, 
seem to be compatible with more recent understandings of the role of perceptual symbols 
(Barsalou, 1999), metaphors (e.g., Lakoff & Johnson, 1980), and embodiment in cognition 
(e.g., Gibbs, 2005). All cognition—even conceptual knowledge—works through perceptual 
symbols, or a subset of the neural activation that occurs during perception (Barsalou, 1999). 
This is not to say that these perceptual symbols were static mental images that we experience 
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consciously. They rather function as unconscious neural representations of sensory-motor 
experiences (Barsalou, 1999). In a similar vein, Lakoff and Johnson (1980) posit that basic 
embodied experiences of spatiality structure most of our fundamental concepts. They also 
argue that the ability to turn human experience into a metaphor of something concrete—
such as in the process of objectification—is a necessity for us to deal with these experiences 
rationally. Furthermore, as Gibbs (2005) claims, the basis of cognition is not only in embodied 
experiences, but in phenomenological experiences of the body in action: even perception is 
not a passive, internal reconstruction of external stimuli, but “an act of the whole animal, the 
act of perceptually guided exploration of the environment” (p. 43). The role of embodied 
action in the formation of social representations is discussed further in Section 3.1. 

3. The processes of social representation  

This section introduces three processes by which social representations are generated and 
transformed: socio-, onto-, and microgenesis. An explanation of these three processes helps 
to clarify the different levels at which social representations may be examined: the social 
group, the individual, and interindividual interaction. 

3.1 Sociogenesis 

Sociogenesis refers to the generation of social representations at the level of social groups 
(Duveen & Lloyd, 1990). At this level, the social group is taken as the main analytic category. 
A sociogenetic approach to social representations therefore examines how certain 
phenomena are understood in a social group and how the understanding is distributed in that 
group and transformed over time (Duveen & Lloyd, 1990). As illustrated by Moscovici’s 
original study on the ways the French public understood and felt about psychoanalysis in the 
1960s, social representations are rarely distributed evenly within social groups and cultures, 
but different representations may exist concurrently and generate negotiation, debate, and 
even conflict (Moscovici, 1961/2008). 

This multiplicity of representations is captured well in the concept of cognitive polyphasia. 
This refers to the ability of social groups (but also of individuals) to use “different logical 
registers” to explain and make sense of the world in a way that even mutually exclusive or 
contradictory logical registers share a “dynamic coexistence” (Moscovici, 1961/2008, p. 180). 
In Moscovici’s original study, these logical registers refer mainly to different kinds of folk 
knowledge, on the one hand, and scientific theories, on the other. In addition to different 
logics or modes of thinking (e.g., religion vs. science), the multiplicity of social representations 
evident in cognitive polyphasia may also relate to the actual content of the representation 
(e.g., illness is a curse vs. illness is a medical phenomenon) or to the affects raised by the 
representation (e.g., fear of vs. empathy towards the mentally ill; Jovchelovitch & Priego-
Hernández, 2015). Cognitive polyphasia is a natural consequence of human life since different 
groups of people “produce different representations, symbols and narratives about what is 
real” (p. 163) and since people simultaneously possess multiple social identities and inhabit 
multiple social worlds. Nevertheless, cognitive polyphasia does not mean that different 
modes of explanation would be treated equally—political and cultural circumstances often 
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bestow more power on certain registers and suppress or marginalize others (Jovchelovitch & 
Priego-Hernández, 2015). 

3.2 Ontogenesis 

A researcher of social representations may also take the individual as an analytic category, 
although not in isolation from the sociogenetic perspective. This individual view has been 
called the ontogenetic level (Duveen & Lloyd, 1990). Ontogenesis concerns the process by 
which individuals gain access to surrounding social representations and reconstruct these 
social representations for themselves. This process is most visible in the development of 
children who grow up in a specific environment of social representations and acquire the 
competence to participate in that environment (Duveen & Lloyd, 1990; Moscovici, 1984). 
However, ontogenesis is not restricted to children’s development but continues throughout 
a person’s lifecycle, as individuals enter new social groups or encounter new social 
representations in their existing social environment (Duveen & Lloyd, 1990). Besides 
childhood, professional development is a particularly active time in the construction and re-
construction of social representations at the ontogenetic level. For example, translation 
instructors often encourage students new to the field to approach a ST in a particular way, 
therefore fostering a specific professional vision (Goodwin, 1994) regarding texts. One 
element in this vision is seeing a piece of writing as representative of a certain genre instead 
of an isolated linguistic expression, therefore necessitating research on typical features of 
that genre as part of the translation task. 

Cognitive polyphasia may also be observed at the ontogenetic level, and it aptly illustrates the 
interconnectivity of sociogenesis and ontogenesis. Because different modes of thinking and 
conceptualizing the world are prevalent in different social groups and because individuals are 
members of several social groups simultaneously, they have multiple logical registers at their 
disposal to make sense of any given social object. As Wagner et al. (2000) argue, each social 
world “requires its own distinct form of discourse and thought” (p. 303); but even 
contradictory conceptualizations are usually not problematic if they are not verbalized in the 
same discussion with the same participants. Rather, when people anchor a new phenomenon, 
they typically draw on different forms of thought depending on the social situation at hand. 
Cognitive polyphasia at the individual level is therefore a typical aspect of human life, but 
something we only occasionally realize about ourselves: “the cognitive contradiction 
between … representational fields is probably only felt when attention is explicitly directed 
towards it” (p. 311). 

3.3 Microgenesis 

Both sociogenesis and ontogenesis are made possible through microgenesis, described as the 
motor driving the two, and it refers to the evocation and processing of social representations 
in interaction and communication (Duveen & Lloyd, 1990; Wagner, 2015). Through the course 
of social interaction, people negotiate social identities and establish mutual frames of 
reference, and they do so by drawing on social representations (Duveen & Lloyd, 1990; 
Moscovici, 1961/2008). The microgenetic process functions as a motor for sociogenesis in the 



Hokkanen, S. (2020). Social representations theory: An approach to studying translators’ socio-
cognitive processes. Linguistica Antverpiensia, New Series: Themes in Translation Studies, 19, 94–110. 

 

101 

 

sense that communication helps disseminate certain social representations in the social 
group, be it via face-to-face or media communications (Duveen & Lloyd, 1990; see also Smith 
& Joffe, 2009). Conversely, the microgenetic process also functions as a motor for ontogenesis 
in the sense that communication is the means by which individuals come in contact with social 
representations prevalent in their social groups (see also Jovchelovitch, 2007). However, the 
ontogenetic changes taking place in interaction may be transitory and strategic rather than 
permanent and ontological, helping individuals to pursue certain communicative and 
interactional goals rather than altering their perception of reality (Duveen & Lloyd, 1990; 
Wagner, 2015). 

However, not all social representations are distributed through language and discourse; 
microgenesis entails not only verbal communication but also embodied action (Wagner, 2015, 
2017). This is because “the social world exists before and initially independent of an 
individual” and “he or she inadvertently has to interact with the existing objects and issues in 
order to get a ‘feeling’ for the world’s constitution” (Wagner, 2015, p. 20; see also Gibbs, 
2005). Therefore, by navigating our material and social surroundings, we are subjected to 
existing social representations. For example, social representations of gender are often 
reflected in public restroom arrangements, and the way the physical environments guide 
individuals’ actions forces them to enact these representations—and we sometimes become 
aware of this only if the social representations in the material arrangements disagree with 
our own. 

The processes of sociogenesis, ontogenesis, and microgenesis illuminate different aspects of 
the formation and transformation of social representations, but they are fundamentally 
intertwined. This offers a framework for empirical research designs that aim to tackle issues 
related to socially situated cognition. Many studies on social representations are based on an 
“epistemology of interaction” (Marková, 2012, p. 12), in which the lives of social groups are 
seen as linked to their cultural, historical, and political surroundings through interaction, and 
this link, in turn, is seen as providing “meaning and structure to the mind and society” (see 
also Gillespie, 2012). Furthermore, Wagner (2015) argues that the link created by interaction 
between the individual and the social context yields Social Representations Theory its 
comprehensive nature: 

Due to its overarching character, the concept of social representations allows for an effortless 
transition from the individual level to the collective level: on the one hand we have individuals 
with their motivations, beliefs, knowledge and affiliation preferences that entail a person’s 
actions; on the other hand, individuals in concert enact social representations, the pattern of 
which constitutes what we call social reality. Thus, the two conceptual levels are linked by 
[bodily] action. (pp. 27–28) 
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4. In the study of translators’ socio-cognitive processes 

In this section, I suggest ways in which Social Representations Theory could be applied to 
empirical studies of translators’ socio-cognitive processes. As an example, I take translators’ 
conceptualizations of ST authors and TT readers. The suggestions are structured according to 
the key concepts of the theory introduced above. 

4.1 Anchoring and objectification 

When translators encounter a new translation task, how do they conceptualize the ST authors 
and the TT readers? And how could we study this conceptualization? To begin with the 
process of anchoring, a first step would be to examine which sources of existing knowledge 
the translator relies on. For example, the translator may research the author or the corporate 
body or institution that produced the ST. The information obtained in this manner would help 
the translator to connect the ST author to their existing knowledge about the world; if the 
author turns out to be a journalist working for a British lifestyle magazine, what existing 
notions of journalists, lifestyle magazines, or British people will become relevant for the 
translator in interpreting the ST? In addition to explicit research, translators may also rely on 
other sources that help them to anchor aspects of the unfamiliar ST author to existing 
knowledge. These may include translator training and education, previous work assignments, 
popular culture, personal relationships, or any other aspect of their lived experience. All of 
this also applies to their conceptualization of the TT readers.  

These anchors to existing social representations could be elicited through think-aloud 
protocols where the translator is asked to verbalize their thinking process, through interviews 
that include direct questions about the translator’s conceptualizations, or through textual 
analysis, where both the ST and the translation are examined for traces revealing the 
translator’s conceptualization of the authors. It may be assumed that none of these methods 
alone would provide a comprehensive understanding of the translator’s anchoring process, 
but together they may begin to shed some light on the phenomenon. 

Moving on to the process of objectification inherent in the formation of social 
representations, it can be hypothesized that translators may—at times, at least, and not 
always consciously—create a visual image of their ST authors or TT readers. While there do 
not seem to be empirical studies as yet verifying that such (conscious) image-forming 
processes would indeed take place, the phenomenon seems to be recognized in pedagogically 
oriented Translation Studies literature. One explicit approach to creating a visual image of TT 
readers is presented in the User-Centred Translation (UCT) approach put forward by Suojanen 
et al. (2015). Their UCT model specifies the explicit construction of mental models about TT 
readers as one step towards usable translations (pp. 4–6). Among several suggested methods 
for constructing these mental models, they describe personas, which lean heavily on visual 
imagery. Personas are fictive, archetypal characters that the translator creates after acquiring 
empirical information about the translation’s future audience(s) (p. 70). A persona usually 
consists of personal details about the fictive archetypal TT reader and a photograph or a 
drawing. Suojanen et al. (2015) suggest that one strength of this method is its intuitiveness 
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regarding translators’ usual work processes: “it is common for translators to imagine what 
the readers of their translations are like” (p. 71).  

Personas are, then, one method with which trainee translators are explicitly taught to 
conceptualize TT readers, but the method could also be used to study the objectification 
process and potential cultural stereotypes among translators. As discussed in Section 2.1, 
categorization processes related to anchoring can be linked to harmful stereotyping, and it 
may be relevant to professionals working in cross-cultural communication to be become more 
aware of this risk. Personas prompt participants to evoke certain social categories based on a 
real or hypothetical translation assignment. After participants have generated a persona for 
an ST author or a TT reader, it could be discussed further in focus groups, which may provide 
not only additional insight into the participants’ anchoring processes but also evidence of the 
images they use to conceptualize authors or readers—and the extent to which these reflect 
cultural stereotypes. It might also prove illuminating to ask the participants to produce 
personas after they have completed a translation task. In this case, textual analysis could be 
combined with the persona task and subsequent interviews with the participants. The 
interview or focus-group situation may guide the participants to reflect further on and to 
verbalize their conceptualizations. This may indicate potential cases of cognitive polyphasia 
or bring to light previously unconscious or implicit images and categories (see Wagner et al., 
2000).  

To summarize, an empirical research agenda informed by Social Representations Theory and 
taking into account the processes of anchoring and objectification could expand our 
knowledge of  

• the sources of knowledge and experience that translators use to connect ST authors 
and TT readers to existing categories;  

• the extent to which translators construct explicit visual images of ST authors and 
TT readers; and 

• how accurate or useful their constructions are and whether they have an effect on 
the translations they produce.  

Importantly, the theory would contribute to these lines of enquiry by including social and 
situated perspectives—instead of seeing these conceptualizations as individual cognitive 
functions, they would be seen as socially and historically constructed. This applies not only to 
the content of the social representations of certain ST authors or TT readers, but also to the 
techniques of producing such conceptualizations, which can be seen in the working methods 
that translators adopt in their professional socialization process. This interplay between 
individuals and social groups in social representations processes is examined in more depth 
in the following section. 

4.2 Sociogenesis, ontogenesis, and microgenesis 

How might sociogenetic, ontogenetic, and microgenetic processes be examined in the study 
of translators’ socio-cognitive processes and, specifically, of their conceptualizations of ST 
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authors and TT readers? To begin with sociogenesis, empirical applications of Social 
Representations Theory in Cognitive Translation Studies could examine the distribution of 
these conceptualizations in the profession, potentially creating comparisons between 
professional and non-professional translators (however they might be defined), between 
translators and other writing professionals such as technical writers, or between translators 
and interpreters. These and other comparisons would help to elucidate the distinct 
characteristics of the ways in which translators as a social group construct and uphold certain 
social representations. In addition, the distribution of certain social representations among 
translators could possibly reveal differences between sub-groups—for instance, between 
translators with different working languages or educational backgrounds or between those 
working in different professional or cultural contexts. Such research could be conducted 
through individual or focus-group interviews or surveys, even though the study of social 
representations is not usually carried out with exclusively quantitative methods (Flick & 
Foster, 2008; Moscovici, 1961/2008). 

The distribution of the social representations of ST authors and TT readers among translators 
could also be studied by focusing on sites of professional development. For example, 
translator training and education may be assumed to actively propagate preferred or 
accepted social representations relevant to the profession. To take an anecdotal example 
from personal experience, my own translator training included memorable classroom 
discussions about TT readers that also highlight some of the negative aspects of social 
representations regarding the harmful stereotypes discussed earlier. In one course on 
translation from Finnish into English, some students expressed their frustration with the need 
to increase textual cohesion and adapt somewhat obscurely written Finnish STs into a clearer 
information structure. The instructor explained these textual differences between the Finnish 
and the Anglo-American culture in terms of a different conceptualization of respecting the 
reader: if a Finnish text would over-explain a matter, it would be seen as an insult to the 
reader’s intelligence, whereas a maxim of clarity and explicitness in Anglo-American texts 
would be seen as respect for the reader’s time and effort. In class discussions, some students 
(in a class where all but the instructor were Finnish) subsequently began to conceptualize the 
TT recipient as a caricature of the simple American. It may be assumed that similar (albeit 
hopefully more constructive) discussions are a daily occurrence in almost any institution 
providing translation education and training, and these discussions could be analysed 
according to the social representations of ST authors and TT readers that are constructed and 
disseminated in education. Educational discourse would also provide an interesting site for 
studying the need to conceptualize ST authors and TT readers; thus, we could examine not 
only the spread of certain conceptualizations (the content of the social representations) but 
the processes of conceptualizing (the cognitive mechanisms discussed). 

Sociogenetic processes among translators could also be studied with more product-oriented 
approaches (see Saldanha & O’Brien, 2013). In this case, researchers could investigate the 
ways in which translators in certain language pairs tend to treat different knowledge systems: 
If the logical registers between source and target cultures differ, which one is privileged? 
Researchers could also investigate the ways in which certain translation solutions reflect 
potential social representations about ST authors and TT readers: Which elements are 
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censored or modified in anticipation of different affective responses in TT readers (Koskinen, 
2012) and what does this reveal about the translators’ social representations of them?  

This latter line of enquiry has many similarities with an approach in translation research 
known as imagology (van Doorslaer et al., 2016). Imagological studies focus on national 
representations evident in translations and derive their methods largely from comparative 
literature. Imagology aims to deconstruct ethnotypes as they are manifested in texts, 
traditionally in literary genres, and to investigate what happens to them in translation. Such 
textual analysis of translations, combined with the contextual and cultural analysis that is 
typical of imagological studies, could also be employed in studies on the social 
representations of ST authors and TT readers, since it would provide insight into the 
sociogenetic processes that leave their traces in translated texts. 

In addition to taking cognitive polyphasia into account at the sociogenetic level, the concept 
also has important implications at the ontogenetic level. As mentioned previously, not only 
do social groups have diverse social representations, but individuals can also employ multiple 
logical registers simultaneously, understand certain social objects in more than one way, or 
experience conflicting affects about them. Furthermore, individuals may be more conscious 
of some of these registers, understandings, or affects than others, so that direct questions 
about social representations rarely capture the full picture (Flick & Foster, 2008). If, for 
example, translators are asked in an interview about how they conceptualize ST authors or 
TT readers (either in general or in relation to a specific text), they are prompted to reflect on 
their conceptualization, which will reveal something about how they verbalize and justify 
their cognitive processing in an interview situation (see also Wagner et al., 2000); but it will 
probably reveal little about the unconscious, often figurative elements of social 
representations (Marková, 1996).  

Because social representations operate at multiple levels of human consciousness, it is usually 
necessary to use a variety of empirical methods in their investigation (Flick & Foster, 2008; 
Marková, 1996). Some suggested ways of tapping into the more unconscious levels of social 
representations at the ontogenetic level include visual methods (e.g., drawing tasks) and 
word-association methods where participants are asked to list individual words they associate 
with a key word or phenomenon (Flick & Foster, 2008; Moliner & Abric, 2015). Other 
suggested approaches include interview methods in which participants either freely construct 
narratives about the phenomenon under study (e.g., narrative interviews; see Given, 2008) 
or are prompted to recount key episodes in their life related to the phenomenon (e.g., 
episodic interviews; see Flick, 2014). Interviewees’ narrative or episodic accounts usually 
contain implied meanings that would be difficult to verbalize directly, but they can be 
scrutinized for the more tacit and taken-for-granted elements in participants’ social 
representations. 

The ontogenetic study of social representations usually focuses not only on individuals but 
also on how their social representations change over time (Duveen & Lloyd, 1990). For the 
study of translators’ conceptualizations of ST authors and TT readers, it might prove 
illuminating to investigate the changes in these social representations in longitudinal studies 
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that follow certain individuals along their educational and professional trajectories. Such 
longitudinal studies seem rather rare in our field (Liu, 2017), and if studies do follow the same 
individuals, the study period does not necessarily extend beyond a few years (Kujamäki, 2019; 
Liu, 2017; see, however, Hansen, 2013). In a study on social representations regarding ST 
authors and TT readers, the study period would ideally extend from the beginning of 
translation students’ education—which has been shown to be a formative time for at least 
some professional skills (Hansen, 2013)—well into their professional careers, potentially 
following changes in places of work, work communities, and job descriptions. This would 
illuminate the way in which cognitive processes are moulded by individuals socializing into 
new environments, since “the social world has a fundamental impact on not only what we 
think but, crucially, how we think” (Voelklein & Howarth, 2005, p. 437 [original emphasis]). 

In addition to investigating changes in translators’ social representations over a longer period, 
it might also be fruitful to examine more sudden transformations or enduring conflicts in their 
representational processes, for example, during a single translation task. These could be 
studied by using pre- and post-task interviews, ethnographic observation, or think-aloud 
protocols. Such task-specific studies may reveal, on the one hand, how the act of translation 
as a knowledge encounter (Jovchelovitch, 2007) may change what translators think about 
their ST authors and TT readers, which logical registers they use while doing so, and which 
affective responses they have towards these people or the groups they represent 
(Jovchelovitch & Priego-Hernández, 2015). On the other hand, it might be interesting to 
investigate the lingering conflicts between these different components of translators’ social 
representations of ST authors and TT readers (cf. Voelklein & Howarth, 2005). 

The level of microgenesis has been posited as the starting point for studying intergroup 
processes (Gillespie, 2012; see also Flick & Foster, 2008), and this resonates clearly with 
situated and embodied approaches to translation cognition (e.g., Muñoz Martín, 2010; Risku, 
2010). For example, Muñoz Martín (2010, p. 176) points out that in order to create meaning, 
speakers “build, blend, and use concepts” on the basis of “very similar bodily experiences, 
and they also modify these concepts constantly through social interaction, mainly thanks to 
the social tool of language”. Similarly, Risku (2010) draws attention to the embodied and 
socially situated nature of cognition and argues that it leads to the necessity of studying 
translation practices in situ, with methods such as ethnography that allow for the analysis of 
participants’ interactions in their social and material surroundings (see also Risku et al., 2019). 
The view expressed by Moscovici (1961/2008) that “there is no definite break between the 
outside world and the world of the individual (or group)” (p. 8), which underlies Social 
Representations Theory, therefore shares common ground with current thinking in Cognitive 
Translation Studies. 

5. Conclusions 

The aim of this article was to suggest that Social Representations Theory could be fruitfully 
applied to the study of translators’ socio-cognitive processes. An example case referred to in 
the article was translators’ conceptualizations of ST authors and TT readers. The basic 
concepts used in the theory were introduced and suggestions were offered on how the theory 
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could be applied in Cognitive Translation Studies. As the discussion indicated, the theory 
provides “conceptual richness” (Bauer & Gaskell, 1999, p. 163) and an overarching model of 
socio-cognitive processes that is compatible with situated and embodied approaches to 
cognition. 

The potential contribution of the theory to Cognitive Translation Studies is, I would argue, the 
fact that it provides Translation Studies scholars with a comprehensive theoretical model for 
studying the social construction of knowledge. It directs attention not only at individuals 
(ontogenesis) but also at social groups (sociogenesis) and at the social interaction and 
embodied actions (microgenesis) that link individuals to their social surroundings. Therefore, 
studies informed by the theory should be able to see the construction and reconstruction of 
knowledge as a dynamic process embedded in specific social and material environments. 
Social representations theory therefore promotes a move away from empirical applications 
that treat knowledge as intra-individual, static, and conscious mental structures—a view that 
is widely discarded in cognitive research (see, e.g., Barsalou, 1999; Muñoz Martín, 2010)—
and towards more holistic approaches to translators’ socio-cognitive processes. 

While this article discussed the potential of social representations theory to help in the study 
of translators’ socio-cognitive processes, the discussion drew mainly on assumptions and 
hypothesizing, leaving the empirical verification of how—and whether—the theory is 
applicable to Cognitive Translation Studies for later work. However, a previous study by 
Leanza et al. (2017), focusing on the conceptualizations of users of public-service interpreting, 
points to the usefulness of the theory in the study of interpreting as a socially situated 
practice. Indeed, the social character of the human mind is ingrained in the theory, and it 
would therefore benefit researchers interested in the way translators’ cognition is 
fundamentally moulded by their social and material surroundings. 
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