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Abstract 

Translation Psychology, as an umbrella concept, is heterogeneous and can be investigated 

from different perspectives. The past few decades have witnessed the development of the 

cognitive–psychological approach, the social–psychological approach, the gestalt–

psychological approach, and the embodied cognitive approach. These interdisciplinary 

approaches have spawned theoretical advances and methodological innovation, and also 

substantial research findings in Translation Psychology, although there are some aspects 

awaiting improvements. This article offers a panoramic theoretical and methodological review 

of these approaches: it presents their achievements, discusses the problems in their 

theoretical development and foresees the prospect of more integrated research on translation 

psychology. Multidimensional research projects on translation psychology are expected, with 

broader coverage of more factors influencing the translator’s psychology and more holistic 

views of translators in their authentic, personally, socio-culturally and historically embedded 

environments and networks.  

Keywords: translation psychology; cognitive–psychological approach; social–psychological 

approach; gestalt–psychological approach; embodied cognitive approach 

1. Introduction: Translation Psychology defined  

The term “psychology” may refer to the psychology of a person, that is, what makes them 

think or behave in the way that they do. It can also mean the scientific study of the workings 

of the human mind through observable behaviour (see Bolaños Medina, 2016, p. 59; 

VandenBos, 2015, p. 860). This is Cognitive Psychology, the scientific study of the thinking 

mind, and it involves the total range of psychological processes – from sensation to perception, 

pattern recognition, attention, consciousness, learning, memory, concept formation, thinking, 
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remembering, imaging, language, intelligence, emotions and developmental process – and 

cuts across all the diverse fields of behaviour (Solso et al., 2005, p. 2). 

Translation psychology, accordingly, may have two basic levels of meaning. On the one hand, 

it means the translator’s psychological states in the process of translating or interpreting, as 

well as in the process of skill acquisition and professional development. On the other hand, it 

means the research area that investigates the workings of translators’ minds. As a research 

area and a branch of Translation Studies, Translation Psychology may be defined either 

narrowly or broadly. In a narrow sense, it is about the psychology of the translation process 

and translation act itself, as defined by Holmes (1972/1988), within process-oriented 

Descriptive Translation Studies (DTS). It deals with the problem of what exactly takes place in 

the “black box” of the translators’ minds as they create a new, more or less matching text in 

another language (Holmes, 1988, p. 72). In a broad sense, “it can be seen to comprise a great 

deal more than what is happening in the translating mind during the translation process” 

(Jääskeläinen, 2012, p. 191), because the scope of psychology is wide, ranging from cognition 

to affect or emotion and also personality (p. 191). It investigates various aspects of the 

translator’s psychology relevant to translation activities. 

For example, it may cover the developmental psychology of the translator’s skill acquisition as 

well as the psychological analysis of the elements and properties of the translator’s mental 

operation.1 It may even be related to the reception psychology of the translated text. This broad 

sense of Translation Psychology, in general, is “a psychological angle to most translation-related 

phenomena, which could offer interesting avenues for fruitful, multi-disciplinary research 

cooperation within Translation Studies as well as with other disciplines” (Jääskeläinen, 2012, 

p. 192). From this broad perspective, Bolaños Medina (2016) also highlighted the multifaceted 

nature of Translation Psychology, which was defined as “the subdiscipline of translatology that 

addresses the study of translators as complex individuals functioning as a whole” (p. 59). In 

Bolaños Medina’s (2016) view,  

[t]his perspective thus embraces the underlying emotional, cognition, behavioral and social factors 

at play; but it also takes into account their interaction with the translators’ professional 

environment and with other agents participating in the translation process, from both an objective 

standpoint and as perceived by the translators themselves (p. 59). 

Therefore, Translation Psychology, as an umbrella concept, is heterogeneous and can be 

investigated from different perspectives. So far, the past few decades have witnessed the 

development of different approaches in this field, including the cognitive–psychological 

approach, social–psychological approach, gestalt–psychological approach, and the embodied 

cognitive approach (see Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Different approaches to Translation Psychology 

The research approaches in Figure 1 are all interdisciplinary, drawing upon research 

methodology and theoretical ideas from relevant disciplines or fields. The different 

approaches, which focus on different aspects of the translator’s psychology, are 

interconnected and represent the complexity of Translation Psychology. In the past few 

decades, their development has spawned inspiring research groups, innovative research 

projects and methodologies and substantial research findings in Translation Studies, although 

there are some aspects awaiting improvements. We now consider each of these approaches 

more closely. 

2. Approaches and achievements 

2.1 The cognitive–psychological approach 

In Cognitive Translation Studies, Cognitive Psychology has become one of the principal sources 

of theoretical inspiration. An important research area in Cognitive Psychology is language 

processing, including lexical access, perceptual span, word recognition, comprehension, short-

term memory and long-term memory. In this area, “cognitive psychology and psycholinguistics 

converged to study how people produce and comprehend language” (Jay, 2000, p. 23). The 

cognitive–psychological approach to Translation Studies turns to those theories and concepts 

about different layers and phases of language processing in cognitive psychology and 

psycholinguistics and investigates source text (ST) comprehension and target text (TT) 

reformulation in the translation process. Hatzidaki (2013) provided an overview of the 

multiple psycholinguistic methods and techniques to be adopted in Cognitive Translation 

Studies. Zasyekin’s (2010) psycholinguistic text analysis using a semantic differential method 

helps to explain how a translator’s inappropriate linguistic choices may influence the target 

language (TL) readers’ aesthetic reaction.  

However, the “black box” of the translator cannot be directly observed and analysed. It can 

be investigated indirectly by collecting and analysing relevant data about the translator’s 
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behaviours and neural responses in the translation process and also about the linguistic 

features of the translated texts. Methodologically, translation process research (TPR) has 

drawn upon theories and methods from psycholinguistics, which have established more 

effective methodologies on the basis of “controlled experimental studies conducted in the 

laboratory, naturalistic observations in the field, case studies, cross-linguistic comparisons, 

and psychobiological measures” (Jay, 2004, pp. 15–16). The most commonly used empirical 

method for collecting data in the early period was thinking aloud (TA), an introspective way of 

self-reporting the ongoing mental processes of the translator (see Krings, 1987; Lörscher, 1986; 

Tirkkonen-Condit, 1991). Because of its much-criticized weaknesses, such as its unavoidable 

interference with the translator’s task, its “inability to access automatic processing” (Campbell, 

2000, p. 30) and the limitations of its elicited data (cf. Jakobsen, 2003, 2017), the TA method 

was unsatisfactory in TPR, “particularly as automatization was generally taken to be evidence 

of expert translation” (Jakobsen, 2017, p. 28). The more recent review on the use of verbal 

reports to elicit data in TPR can be found in Jääskeläinen (2017). 

The development of computer technology has paved the way for new research methods in 

TPR. The commonly used methods include keystroke logging, eye-tracking (Alves et al., 2016; 

Hvelplund, 2017) and screen recording (Angelone, 2015; Ehrensberger-Dow, 2014), which 

were employed to collect observable data of “what the translator actually did during the 

translation process as opposed to what they think they did” (O’Brien, 2011, p. 3). Besides 

these methods, brain-imaging techniques and neurophysiological measures, such as fMRI 

scans (Hervais-Adelman et al., 2015), EPR (Proverbio et al., 2004), PET scans (Rinne et al., 2000) 

and EEG (Elmer et al., 2010), have been used to detect the active parts of the brain with certain 

cognitive processing or in response to certain stimuli by measuring relative neurophysiological 

indexes. 

Research projects using those techniques need to be well designed: the questions asked and 

the steps of measurement should be combined with expertise in relevant areas and careful 

consideration of the advantages and disadvantages of laboratory studies. Hatzidaki’s (2019) 

discussion of methodological issues in experimental research in Translation Studies is helpful 

in improving this line of research. Investigating aspects of cognitive psychology involves sets 

of hypotheses and requires systematic research designs. As Jay (2004, p. 16) observed, 

“Research is generally not a ‘one-shot deal’ but a programmatic one, asking a series of 

questions that converge on an answer to a particular problem.” In this light, any experimental 

method mentioned above can hardly test a set of hypotheses when used on its own. Different 

methods and techniques, therefore, should be mutually complemented in data collection and 

analysis in order to shed light on the nature of the translation process.  

In summary, data-collection methodologies in Translation Studies could be process-, product-, 

participant- and context-oriented, as indicated in Figure 2. This figure offers a systematic view 

of the approaches to probing the mental process of translating on the basis of a summary of 

the major research methodologies engaged in to date in Translation Studies (cf. Saldanha & 
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O’Brien, 2014). It may, of course, not cover all the possible approaches, but it does indicate 

substantial methodological progress in this field in the past few decades. 

 

Figure 2. The steps and methods for probing into the mental process of translating 

Scholars in Cognitive Translation Studies have formed some research groups and become 

increasingly connected with each other by joint research projects, seminars and publications. 

The TREC (Translation, Research, Empiricism and Cognition) network has been set up as a 

bridge that currently links 65 researchers from 35 universities in 18 different countries 

distributed throughout Europe, Asia, Australia and the Americas. They are united by their joint 

interests in empirical and experimental research on the translation process, especially with 

respect to cognition. The network includes such well-known groups or centres as CRITT, LETRA, 

PACTE and PETRA and CSTIC.2  Their research issues involve translation competence and 

expertise, cognitive cost and rhythm of the translation process, translation community, 

professional translation tools and environments, etc.3  

The pioneering studies on the cognitive–psychological approach, represented by Krings (1987) 

and collected papers in Danks et al. (1997), O’Brien (2011), Shreve and Angelone (2010), etc., 

present the first steps in “formalizing the cooperation between cognitive psychology, 
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neurology, bilingualism studies, and the applied fields of translation and interpreting” (Shreve 

& Koby, 1997, p. xviii), and the  

continuing methodological innovation, an increasing attention to research standards and 

research design, and an increasing commitment to the integration of research results with the 

findings and research apparatus of the disciplines of cognitive science (Shreve & Angelone, 2010, 

p. 6).  

Further development of the cognitive exploration of translation and interpreting has also been 

witnessed in more recent publications by Carl et al. (2016), Ferreira and Schwieter (2015), 

García (2019), Göpferich et al. (2011), Mees et al. (2009), Rojo and Ibarretxe-Antuñano (2013) 

and Schwieter and Ferreira (2017), among others. Focusing on theoretical advances and 

methodological innovation, they have presented the increasing diversity and ever-deepening 

exploration of various cognitive aspects of translation and interpreting: cognitive–

psychological, psycholinguistic, neurocognitive and cognitive–linguistic explorations. These 

studies, including their findings, data-collection methods, tools and techniques, have shed 

new light on further research on translation psychology. 

Regarding cognitive–psychological models of translating and interpreting, the main 

theoretical framework in the early period was the psychological version of the information-

processing model from machine translation. Bell’s (1991) model is representative, based as it 

is on information-processing theories of cognitive psychology and extensive knowledge of 

linguistics (including text linguistics, systemic–functional linguistics, semantics and 

pragmatics). The whole process of translating, as Bell (1991, p. 60) argued, can be modelled 

as a cascaded and interactive process that consists of three major processing stages: syntactic, 

semantic and pragmatic. For the first time, Bell’s model offered an integrated cognitive model 

of the translation process. 

In addition, Kiraly (1997) presented a psycholinguistic model of the translation process which 

covered not only the controlled process of mental space but paid special attention to the 

uncontrolled intuitive workspace in the translator’s brain. This is a noticeable aspect, one 

distinct from some studies in TPR that focused only on the rational, conscious level of 

workspace in laboratory conditions and ignored the intuitive level of the translation process. 

In fact, the psychology of the translation process involves both the conscious and the 

unconscious (intuitive) aspects of processing (Gabryś-Barker, 2009, pp. 26–33) and intuition 

has always been an indispensable element of it, as has been argued by many scholars (see 

Hubscher-Davidson, 2013; Kiraly, 1995; Komissarov, 1995; Robinson, 1991, 1997; Wilss, 1996 ). 

Other well-known psychological models of translating or interpreting were proposed in Gerver 

(1976), Moser-Mercer (1978, 1997), Setton (1999), which, similar to the models in Bell (1991) 

and Kiraly (1997), were invariably developed out of the monolingual language comprehension 

and production theory in cognitive psychology. They focus on the explanation of the serial 

procedure of information processing from source-language (SL) comprehension to meaning 
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transfer and then to reformulation in the target language (TL) at various linguistic levels 

(phonological, lexical, syntactic and semantic). However, they neglected the bilingual parallel 

procedure of information processing in the translating and interpreting process (see Section 

3 for a detailed discussion of the problem).4 

In China, the past decades have also witnessed the publication of monographs and papers on 

the cognitive psychology of translation between English and Chinese. The earlier studies are 

mainly theoretical contributions from the perspective of cognitive psychology and 

psycholinguistics, such as those of Li and Liu (2008), S. Liu (2007), H. Liu (2009) and Yan 

(2008),which explored how to apply the theories of cognitive psychology and psycholinguistics 

to Translation Studies. More specifically, Yan (2008), similar to Bell (1991), drawing from 

information-processing theories and memory theories, and discourse analysis theories, 

analogically formulated the cognitive model of translation, describing the cognitive process of 

different layers of comprehension and the production process of translating. Yan’s (2008, p. 61) 

model, in its nature, is very similar to Bell’s, although it adopts different terms to describe the 

two stages of comprehension and production. The major difference between them is that Yan 

added pre-translation and post-translation stages to the psychological model and highlighted 

the impact of the translation intention on the translation process and the choice of the ST.  

Another difference is that Yan (2008) briefly mentioned translation thinking by drawing on the 

theory about thinking patterns from psychology and the relevance theory from cognitive 

pragmatics. In brief, Yan (2008) offers basic knowledge of cognitive psychology in 

comprehension and production and puts forward the psychological analysis of different stages 

of translation respectively, including lexical, sentence and textual comprehension, and lexical 

choice and the translation of meaning, intention, situation and pragmatic intention (see Yan, 

2008, p. 61). It could be regarded as an introductory text for those readers who also need to 

know more about cognitive psychology and translation. 

In contrast to Bell (1991) and Yan (2008), who separately described the processing mechanism 

of comprehension (analysis) and production (synthesis) in the translation process, S. Liu (2007) 

decomposed the psychology of translation into different cognitive elements in his explanation 

by drawing on relevant theories of cognitive psychology. S. Liu introduced each element of 

human cognition respectively and discussed their individual influence on the corresponding 

elements of translation psychology without integrating them into a more comprehensive 

explanatory framework of the translation process from a holistic perspective. This way of 

segmenting the translator’s psychology cannot provide a global view of the translation process, 

which, because of the complexity and connectionism of human cognitive psychology, is not a 

simple combination of those segments (see Jay, 2000, 2004). Besides, Bell (1991) and Yan (2008) 

focused mainly on translating, whereas S. Liu also touched upon the psychology of interpreting. 

The empirical research on the translation process between English and Chinese has been 

developed recently in China. It has been presented mainly in a few doctoral theses, such as 

those by J. Feng (2018), and papers (e.g., those by Dong & Lin, 2013; Kang, 2018; Lin & Dong, 
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2011; Lin et al., 2015; Lu & Sun, 2018; Zhao, 2013). The empirical studies come mainly from 

two circles: one is the circle of Translation Studies scholars who are interested in TPR, and the 

other is the circle of Psycholinguistics scholars, who have focused on psycholinguistic issues in 

interpreting. In the former circle, for example, J. Feng (2018) investigated the difference in 

attention allocation in the directionality of translating between English and Chinese, using 

eye-tracking and keylogging methods, and confirmed the hypothesis that the cognitive load 

during L2 translation is higher than that during L1 translation. The eye-tracking study by Lu 

and Sun (2018) found, in addition, that the cognitive efforts of translators in post-editing tasks 

were more heavily influenced by the text type than by their language proficiency. In the latter 

circle, for example, Zhao (2013) provided some support for the horizontal processing theory 

and concluded that task schemas play a very important role in interpreting. In addition, Lin et 

al. (2015) observed the hierarchical relationship in resource allocation between ST 

comprehension and TL reformulation in interpreting. Based on the distinct advantages of the 

two circles, the joint research between them may produce more fruitful research findings. 

A distinct sphere of research referred to as “translation thinking” exists in China; it can be 

classified under Translation Psychology because thinking constitutes the most complex 

component of cognitive psychology. But this field of research was hardly found in Western 

publications, perhaps due to the greater difference in the mode of thinking between Western 

language speakers and Chinese speakers than that between Western language speakers, as 

argued by Huang (2012). Translation thinking is concerned with the specific cognitive 

processes of bilingual and bicultural understanding and transfer in the translation process. 

Traditional research on translation thinking is mainly experiential and theoretical, and it 

focuses on three aspects:  

• the blueprint for establishing the discipline of translation thinking (Gong, 2004; 

Zhang, 2001);  

• the cultural and thinking differences between Chinese and Western languages and 

their influence on translation (B. Wang, 1992; Y. Wang, 2001); and  

• various types of thinking from the perspective of the translation process, such as 

monitoring, metaphorical, abstract, image, intuitive and logical thinking (e.g., B. 

Feng, 1994; H. Wang, 2002).  

The research on translation thinking highlights the particular nature of translation between 

English and Chinese. With the development of modern technological tools for Cognitive 

Translation Studies, it is believed that the incorporation of empirical methods will stimulate 

this line of research.  

In summary, the cognitive–psychological approach explores the mental operations of 

translating in such aspects as consciousness and cognitive effort, working memory and long-

term memory, automaticity, novice and experts, bilinguals and translators, variability in 

translation, cognition and the evolution of translation competence, a professional translator’s 
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self-concept, reading and translation, and the psychology of interpreting. It has laid a solid 

ground for comprehensive research into translation psychology, although it simultaneously 

exposes certain deficiencies in the theoretical and methodological aspects of this research, 

deficiencies that are aired in Section 3 below.  

2.2 The social–psychological approach 

The social–psychological approach to Translation Studies investigates the psychological 

features and processes of the translator not only as a bilingual agent but as a social member 

of the translation marketplace situated in certain sociocultural contexts (see Risku, 2014 

Robinson, 2001). This approach has been regarded more as a theoretical perspective on 

translation and translators. In it, the translator is seen as an emotional, active and creative 

mediator between two languages and cultures in general and also between two texts (ST and 

TT) in particular. 

The translator’s decision-making is inevitably influenced by multiple factors in society as a 

conglomerate of various socio-cultural systems, such as patronage, ideology and poetics (see 

Lefevere, 1992). Scholars in this theoretical perspective are interested in investigating the 

heterogeneous inner state of the practising translator in dealing with diverse texts under the 

influence of various social factors. This exploration can draw theoretical ideas from multiple 

disciplines, such as sociology, social psychology, communication theory, philosophy, linguistic 

sub-disciplines and cultural studies.  

The “cultural turn” of the 1980s has broadened the horizon of Translation Studies by situating 

translation in a broader sociocultural and historical context. The translator’s social psychology 

in the broader context has received more attention and has been touched upon by a few 

scholars. Chesterman’s (2009) proposal of “Translator Studies” places the translator in focus 

and brings together translation process research and translation sociological research, among 

other points of focus, which partly overlaps with the scope of the social–psychological 

approach (also see Jääskeläinen, 2012, p. 196). 

Robinson (1991) put forward “the translator’s turn” in the climate of the “cultural turn” of 

translation Studies, which highlighted translator-oriented research. His translator-centred 

theories (as in Robinson, 1991, 1996, 1997, 2001, 2003), from a social–constructivist 

perspective, “present a deep concern for the translator’s social status, working environments, 

translation process, social–psychological characters, etc.” (Zhu, 2012a, p. 27). These theories 

invariably challenge the traditional assumption of the dualistic, rationalist, instrumentalist and 

perfectionist conceptions of the translator’s absolute submission to the ST author, and 

reformulate the translator’s social cognitive characteristics and process (see further in Zhu 

2012a). For instance, Robinson’s (1991) somatics of translation explains “the translator’s 

social–psychological process – a process that integrates the translator’s personal and unique 

(idiosomatic) experience with the translator’s response to the community’s (ideosomatic) 

programming” (Zhu, 2012a, p. 142).  
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In addition, Robinson’s (2001) theory of post-rationalist translator subjectivities argues against 

the rationalist view of translator subjectivity that presupposes the translator’s psychology of 

pure reason, and brings to the fore the translator’s heterogeneous inner state, both rational 

(consciously analytical) and intuitive (unconsciously analytical), in the multiply-voiced 

translation marketplace where "translations are produced less and less by individual 

translators, more and more by disaggregated agencies consisting of project managers, 

editorial assistance, freelance translators and research assistance" (Robinson, 2001, p. 193). 

Moreover, Robinson (2003, p. 93), with his figure of “the wheel of experience”, illustrates the 

psychological process of the translator’s socialized transformative process of professional 

development.  

In summary, the above theories of Robinson present his social–psychological approach to 

translation, which focuses on the heterogeneity of the translator’s psychological structure and 

the socialized process of the translator’s psychological development and decision-making in 

translating. They demonstrate the tension between personal creativity and social (interpersonal) 

regulation in the translator’s psychology (see Robinson, 1991, 2001, 2003). 

Simeoni (1998) applied Bourdieu’s sociological notion of habitus to his research on the 

translator’s social psychology of shaping the habitus. Simeoni (1998) pointed out that the 

important point here is not to reduce the translator’s habitus to a collection of purely 

intellectual skills or a mindset. It is an embodied, somatic disposition comprising affective and 

cognitive dimensions (cf. Hermans, 1999, p. 135). This develops habitus into a productive 

concept for investigating the translator’s psychology in shaping various translation 

experiences.  

In addition, Risku (2002, 2010, 2014) and Risku and Windhager (2013) focus on how to use 

the concepts of embodied, extended and situated cognition as methodologies for developing 

research on the “socio-cognitive aspects of [the] translation process” (see Risku, 2014; Zhu, 

2018, p. 136). The research on the cognitive ergonomics of translation (as Ehrensberger-Dow 

& Massey, 2014) also contributes to knowledge about the distributed cognition features of 

the translator’s psychology. Generally speaking, these studies, with their attention to the 

“historical and environmental embeddedness of cognition in translation” (Risku, 2014, p. 336), 

also belong to the social–psychological approach discussed in this section.  

In China, the social–psychological approach has been less developed than Sociological 

Translation Studies has. Very few studies in this area have been found so far. One such study 

is that of Zhu (2017), who drew upon Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory of triadic 

reciprocal determinism to put forward a social–cognitive way of thinking about translation 

norms. This theory is centred on the translator’s social–cognitive psychology (see Figure 3 

below).  
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Note: “A-B-C” in the central part “NORM” in Figure 3 represents different layers of 

operational norms (“N” stands for “norm” and “Ns” for “norms”): norms of the manner of 

translation (such as cooperative translation, localization and machine translation), matricial 

norms (including genre features) and textual–linguistic norms.5 

Figure 3. An integrated description of translation in its sociocultural context (see Zhu, 2012b, p. 75) 

In Figure 3, the sociocultural, textual (linguistic), psychological and ideological factors involved 

in the translation process are all incorporated into this model. All the parts extending arrows 

towards the central part NORM present the influencing factors of translation norms. The looping 

connection by arrows connecting the three parts below (i.e., the channels of acquiring norms, 

the translator’s competence and their feeling/thinking, and the translator’s decisions) to the 

central part NORM constitutes the dynamic process of norm-regulating translation. The dotted 

lines connecting any two parts in the figure signify the relationship of influence between them. 

The part facing the arrow is influenced by its opposite (see Zhu, 2012b, p. 73). 

In addition, from the embodied cognition perspective, Zhong and Zhu (2015) explained in 

detailed the embodied, integrated and systematic features of the translator’s social–cognitive 

psychology. Here they focused on the architecture of the translator’s social–psychological 

process and the mechanism of the translator’s embodied bilingual processing. In fact, 

Sociological Translation Studies, with its broad horizon of translation in society, can provide 

theoretical inspiration for research on the social psychology of the translator. With increasing 

recognition of the inseparability of translation from its given sociocultural and interpersonal 

contexts, the translator’s social psychology will necessarily receive more and more attention 

and through this the social–psychological approach will stimulate more integrated research 

on translation psychology.  
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2.3 The gestalt–psychological approach 

Gestalt psychology, as a theory of mind and brain, maintains that the brain is holistic, parallel 

and analogue, with self-organizing tendencies, and because of this we perceive things in their 

entirety before perceiving their individual parts. The holistic principle of human perception 

underlies the holistic approach to comprehension. To put it simply, our mind tends to establish 

connections between various stimuli even though they seem not so coherent in a given 

context of comprehension. This principle has been applied to and reformulated in other 

disciplines such as Linguistics (as in discourse comprehension, linguistic and prototype gestalt), 

Literary Studies (as in reception aesthetics) and Translation Studies (in textual comprehension 

and reconstruction).  

The gestalt–psychological approach to discourse comprehension and literary reception has 

shed light on Translation Studies in the sense of considering the translator’s comprehension 

of the ST and reconstruction of the TT. In her monograph, Aesthetic Progression in Literary 

Translation: Image-G Actualization, Jiang (2002) proposed the gestalt quality of images in 

literary works and argued that  

the gestalt image in literary work of art is found to possess two features: it establishes a pattern 

within a textual organization, focusing on the meaning of a textual organization as a whole; it 

creates gestalt qualities such as atmosphere, tone (p. 72).  

Jiang (2002) developed the concept of image-gestalt (Image-G) in literary reception and 

proposed an image-gestalt translation model in literary translation on the basis of her position 

that “when the original text is actualized in the translated text in a gestalt image, higher 

aesthetic equivalence will be acquired” (p. 40). 

More specifically, Jiang explained the gestalt perception of linguistic structures and literary 

images and also their actualization in the translation process. In addition, she explained the 

psychological faculties that contribute to the active operation in the image-G actualization, 

which include the imaginative faculty and the reflective or accommodative operation. The 

psychological mechanism of image-G perception and actualization in literary translation 

contributes to further research on the complex psychology of the literary translation process.  

In contrast to Jiang’s gestalt–psychological approach to the literary translation process, Snell-

Hornby (1995), in a broader view, argued for an integrated approach to Translation Studies, one 

based on a dynamic and gestalt-like system of the relationship between basic text types – as 

prototypes – and the crucial aspects of translation. As Snell-Hornby (1995) stated, “it is the 

holistic principle of the gestalt that will be essential in our integrated approach to translation” 

(p. 28). Inspired by gestalt psychology, Snell-Hornby’s integrated approach, in fact, was aimed at 

epistemological improvement in Translation Studies and for the purpose of shaping “our 

conception of translation studies as an integrated and independent discipline that covers all 

kinds of translation, from literary to technical” (Snell-Hornby, 1995, pp. 34–35). The two major 
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epistemological aspects improved should be the replacement of the rigid objectivist concept of 

text typology with prototypology. Prototypology is based on the blurred edges and overlappings 

of category members (a gradual transition of text types) and the substitution of a top-down 

approach (integrated) to Translation Studies for the traditional bottom-up approach because 

“an analysis of the parts cannot provide an understanding of the whole” (Snell-Hornby, 1995, 

p. 35). 

In summary, from different angles, Jiang (2002) and Snell-Hornby (1995) applied the gestalt 

principle of human perception to different levels of Translation Studies, one to the translation 

psychology of literary translation and the other to the epistemology of Translation Studies.  

2.4 The embodied cognitive approach 

The embodied cognitive approach to Translation Studies draws epistemological and 

methodological inspiration from the embodied cognition paradigm underlying the second 

generation of cognitive science (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). For embodied cognitive scientists, 

experiences of the body are represented as ideas in the mind, and the body provides valuable 

resources for offloading cognition in such a way that the mind is distributed across the brain–

body–world interactions (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999, p. 12). Therefore, cognition is not simply 

embodied but also (environmentally and experientially) situated, (socially and culturally) 

extended and embedded, and (body–world–mind-interactively) distributed (see Clancey, 1997; 

Clark, 1997, 1999; Dawson, 2014).  

The idea of embodied cognition has shed light on language performance, including 

translation/interpreting (as a complex and embodied cognitive task), and has revealed the 

embodied nature of language and translation. It has therefore provided conceptual and 

theoretical underpinnings for research on the cognitive aspects of translation (O’Brien, 2013). 

The concepts of embodied, extended and situated cognition as methodologies have been 

adopted to help develop research on the socio-cognitive translation process (see Risku, 2002, 

2010, 2014; Risku & Windhager, 2013). The scholars who work within the embodied cognitive 

translation paradigm maintain that the translation process should be examined in terms of 

translation networks, actors and environments. They argue for “a comprehensive picture of the 

dynamics and the embodied, extended and situated cognitions involved in translation processes” 

(Risku, 2014, p. 333). 

In addition, Muñoz Martín (2010a, 2010b, 2013, 2014, 2016) argued for Cognitive 

Translatology as a sub-discipline of Cognitive Translation Studies characterized by its two 

commitments (namely, empirical and cognitive) and by the use of the common grounds of the 

second-generation cognitive paradigms referred to above as a referential framework. As an 

applied scientific discipline, Cognitive Translatology seeks to improve translation quality, 

processes and training. Expertise therefore lies at the core of its endeavours (Muñoz Martín, 

2014, p. 3). From this embodied perspective, Muñoz Martín (p. 3) and his colleagues in the 

PETRA research group (now at the MC2 Lab of the University of Bologna, Italy) have conducted 
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research on the embodied cognitive psychology of the professional translation process and 

also on professional translation abilities and translator training. Based on their research, they 

put forward the characteristics of the embodied cognitive psychology of professional 

translator training and training methods (Olvera Lobo et al., 2007, 2009).  

Christensen (2011) – applying the embodied view of cognition, especially the distributed view 

of cognition in this paradigm – argued that the translator’s mental process in translation 

memory (TM)-assisted translation is a distributed cognitive phenomenon across individuals 

and across internal and external representations, which are termed artefacts, and therefore 

also argued for the necessity of investigating the impact of TM tools on mental cognitive 

processes. Moreover, she also suggested that studies which combine the investigation of what 

happens in the individual translator’s mind (internal processes) with what happens in the 

translator’s environment (external processes) are needed in order for us to learn more about 

situated and distributed translation and the increasingly relevant role played by tools and 

teams (Christensen, 2011, p. 155).  

In China, the embodied cognitive approach in the research on language and cognition is 

mainly represented by Cognitive Linguistics. Cognitive–linguistic theories and concepts are 

employed to explain the cognitive psychology of the translating process (e.g., Rojo & 

Ibarretxe-Antuñano, 2013). This is also a mainstream of Cognitive Translation Studies in China, 

as presented by the recent publications Cognitive Translatology (Wen & Xiao, 2019) and 

Prolegomena to Cognitive Translatology: Cognitive Paths and Constraints of Creative 

Translation (Tan, 2012).6 Other representative researchers in this area include Ding (2011), H. 

Liu (2009), Ma (2016), Xiao (2017) and Yan (2016). Theirs are all cognitive–linguistic studies of 

the translating process, drawing upon such theories as cognitive grammar, frame semantics, 

conceptual integration, image schema, categorization and mental space blending. 

Based on the corpus of translation between English and Chinese, these studies provide new 

propositions on the psychology of the translation process. For example, Yan (2016) argued 

that translation is a cognitive process of recategorization. H. Liu (2009) explained the 

cognitive–linguistic operations in Chinese–English (C–E) translation, such as cross-lingual 

metonymic substitution, event-reconceptualization and re-lexicalization of motion-event in C–

E translation. Xiao (2017) elaborated on the frame operations in poetry translation. Tan (2012) 

explained the translator’s psychology of creativity from the perspective of cognitive linguistics. 

These studies have also provided some inspiration for further research on translation 

psychology, particularly on the psychological process relevant to the translator’s decision-

making.  

In summary, the four approaches to the research on Translation Psychology, drawing different 

theoretical inspiration from relevant psychological studies, have demonstrated their 

respective advantages in exploring the different layers or aspects of the heterogonous nature 

of translation psychology. Preliminary as they are, these approaches are in the process of 

improvement, needing to incorporate more aspects involved in the psychology of the 
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translation process at both the social–psychological level and the cognitive–psychological 

level (see Section 3.2 for detailed suggestions). 

3. Problems and prospects  

3.1 Problems 

Investigation of the psychological translation process, as mentioned, has notched up certain 

achievements in probing into the process of the translator’s mind from the perspectives of 

cognitive psychology, social psychology and gestalt psychology. Those approaches to the 

investigation, however, also present certain problems in both the methodology and the 

epistemology of the research. The cognitive–psychological approach was based mainly on the 

rationalist, disembodied perspective on cognition, which is rooted in the longstanding Western 

philosophy of mind–body dualism (see Muñoz Martín, 2016). 

Bell’s (1991) model, S. Liu’s (2007) formulation and Yan’s (2008) model, from a disembodied 

perspective, all put emphasis on the translator’s information processing in the stages of ST 

decoding and TT recoding respectively, without considering the manner in which the variety of 

the translator’s social psychology (shaped by their embodied experience) may influence those 

stages of processing. This rationalist epistemology of the cognitive–psychological approach, 

which regards the mind as a disembodied/depersonalized computer, originates in the same 

rationalist philosophy that underlies the traditional (disembodied) cognitive psychology from 

which the cognitive–psychological approach draws theory. 

Another noticeable problem with the cognitive–psychological approach lies in its theoretical 

bases being invariably related to monolingual processing without reference to the relevant 

studies of bilingual psychology. In fact, there are both similarities and differences between the 

psychology of non-translator bilinguals and translation psychology as a special case of bilingual 

processing. Therefore, it is difficult to conduct effective research on translation psychology until 

we have a good mastery of the progress made in the research on bilingual (cognitive) psychology, 

which developed much earlier and more productively. As Shreve (2012) pointed out, “Any 

comprehensive model of translation competence must necessarily accommodate empirical 

findings about the nature of the bilingual brain” (p. 2). 

Indeed, research on bilingualism has provided us with fundamental knowledge about bilingual 

brain and memory, lexical access, lexical selection and bilingual control. The relevant findings in 

the above cognitive aspects underlie any research because translation psychology, first of all, is 

about bilingual processing. Halverson (2010, p. 353) also argued that a cognitive theory of 

translation must integrate a cognitive theory of bilingualism and pointed out that the task of 

combining a general theory of language and a specific theory of bilingualism requires finding 

theories that are compatible in their most fundamental assumption. This is why bilingualism 
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research becomes one of the theoretical underpinnings of the research on Translation 

Psychology. 

In addition, a more noticeable weakness of the cognitive–psychological approach is its lack of 

detailed and convincing illustration of the way in which the ST decoding stages are cognitively 

connected to the TT recoding stages in those cognitive models, although some of them 

generally indicate certain connections between the two stages. These include semantic, 

pragmatic and syntactic connections, as presented in Bell’s and Yan’s models (see other 

models in Hansen (2008) and Wilss (1996)). The comprehension stage and the translation 

(reproduction) stage in this approach are treated principally as only two consecutive steps 

without any consideration of their concurrent processes. 

As a matter of fact, the translator’s processing in the two stages is both serial and parallel, 

which gives rise to a complicated psychological process comprising multiple levels of 

connections between ST decoding and TT recoding, as argued by Translation Studies scholars 

(Carl & Dragsted, 2012; Danks & Griffin, 1997; Kussmaul, 1997) and cognitive psychologists 

(De Groot, 1997; Dong & Lin, 2013; Gerver, 1976). The former group of scholars maintained 

the inseparability of comprehension and production in the whole translating/interpreting 

process; the latter group corroborated the parallel processing of the TL during SL 

comprehension by multiple approaches of experimental studies. 

Moreover, the two stages, mutually influenced and interconnected in the translation process, 

are much more complex than monolingual comprehension and production. As Shreve and 

Lacruz (2017) argued: "An important future thread of research in cognitive translation studies 

will be to explain how the fundamental models of bilingualism can be fruitfully used to 

understand translation" (p. 138).  

The complexity of the bilingual processing in the two stages should be a focus of a cognitive 

investigation into the translating process. The studies in the cognitive-psychological approach 

mentioned above, mainly dealing with comprehension and expression separately, were 

unable to achieve that goal, though.  

In contrast to the cognitive–psychological approach that pays more attention to the 

translator’s rational information processing and disregards the translator’s embodied 

experience shaped in a given social context, the social–psychological approach emphasises 

the socially shaping process of translation psychology and highlights the translator not only as 

a creative, personalized individual but as a socialized one with certain social and professional 

norms internalized in their psychology. But the social–psychological approach, owing to its 

broader socio-cultural concern, easily neglects to pay attention to psycholinguistic 

considerations. Therefore, the cognitive–psychological and the social–psychological 

approaches, as two different layers of research, rarely have intersections. However, the two 

layers should be complementary to each other and the relevant factors influencing translation 

on the two layers should be integrated into a holistic view of the translator’s cognitive 
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psychology. Chesterman (2009) argued for more comprehensive Translation Studies, which 

places the translator in focus and brings together translation process research and sociological 

research on translation (see Jääskeläinen, 2012, p. 196). 

The point here is to seek an effective means of integration in further research, which should 

be translator-oriented and integrate the linguistic, literary, textual, sociocultural and even 

political and economic factors into a comprehensive framework for explaining the psychology 

of translation. This integrated approach to research was outlined in the expanded “Translator 

Studies” by Bolaños Medina (2016, p. 69), whose starting point is Chesterman’s (2009) 

conception of “Translator Studies”. This expanded outline includes more psychological 

perspectives (as cultural psychology, social psychology, organizational psychology, differential 

and personality psychology and educational psychology), which, classified into three 

categories of instrumental focus, individual’s functioning focus and applied focus, are neither 

systematic nor logically clear in the classification of the research field. Systematically, research 

perspectives, research areas, research methods (including instruments) and applied research 

should be different categories in a hierarchical research proposal of Translation Psychology.  

According to the holistic way of thinking, the gestalt–psychological approach should be most 

inspiring in the epistemology of Translation Studies. The holistic principle of human 

perception has inspired us to adopt not only the holistic approach to translation psychology 

(of gestalt feature) but also the integrated approach to Translation Studies as both an 

independent discipline and an interdiscipline. As Snell-Hornby (1995) pointed out:  

Translation draws on many disciplines, but is not equal to the sum total of their overlapping 

areas and is not dependent on any one of them. As a discipline in its own right, translation 

studies needs to develop its own methods based not on outside models and conventions from 

other disciplines, but on the complexities of translation. (p. 35)  

Indeed, an integrated approach to translation problems not only conforms to the holistic 

principle of human perception but is based on the complexity of translation psychology. The 

integrated approach, however, does not mean a once-and-for-all solution to the problems of 

translation. It not only means methodological cooperation between neighbouring disciplines 

and research fields but also requires the epistemological inclusion of a broader spectrum of 

elements involved in the whole translation process and in the web of various relationships 

concerning translation and translators (as individuals and/or groups). This integrated 

approach concerns epistemological and methodological innovation, which is crucial to the 

development of Translation Studies towards a well-developed science. As Wilss (1982) 

pointed out, “what distinguishes the modern science of translation from previous 

consideration of translation theory is its interest in knowledge of methodology and its keener 

awareness of the problems involved” (p. 53). The abovementioned problems with the 

different approaches can inform us of the direction of methodological improvement.  
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3.2 Prospects  

In research on translation psychology, it is suggested that scholars from the integrated 

perspective take the following three aspects into consideration in their further research:  

• The complexity of translation psychology as an integrated and dynamic system of 

cognition comprising multilevel processing and concerning multilayer contexts 

(textual, social, cultural and communicative).  

• Integrated research on translation psychology should incorporate multiple 

perspectives (as the cognitive–psychological, the social–psychological, the gestalt–

psychological, the embodied cognitive perspectives, etc.) into systematic thinking 

about the enquiry into translation psychology.  

• The research on translation psychology should be translator-centered, highlighting 

the translator’s embodied cognition shaped by their embodied experience as a 

complex combination of various personal, social (interpersonal) and professional 

experience. 

In fact, the above three aspects also constitute the basic principles followed by the embodied 

cognition perspective on Translation Psychology, as mentioned above. Fundamentally, 

research on Translation Psychology, by its nature, involves multidisciplinary cognitive 

approaches. Epistemologically, the embodied cognition perspective indicates that the 

translation or interpreting behaviour or the translator’s habitus cannot be reduced to a 

collection of purely intellectual skills or a mindset. It is an embodied, somatic disposition 

comprising both affective and cognitive dimensions based on certain informational and 

environmental features. 7  The above theoretical idea can lead the embodied cognitive 

approach to a more comprehensive way of multidimensional research on translation 

psychology, as argued by Zhu (2012c). 

The embodied cognitive translation studies are still at an infant stage of thinking about the 

integrated way cognition is explored and need to be expanded by incorporating more relevant 

elements that influence translation into a comprehensive explanatory framework of 

translation psychology. As to making the research more integrated, first of all, we may 

consider a multidisciplinary theoretical integration centred on the core issues and relevant 

elements of translation psychology. These issues and elements could include bilingual 

processing and the psychology of transfer in the translation/interpreting process, which can 

be developed on the basis of the embodied cognition paradigm and the research on 

bilingualism and cognition in psycholinguistics, neurolinguistics, etc. 

Meanwhile, the multidisciplinary theoretical integration needs to be based on 

multidimensional research on translation psychology. The multiple dimensions of the research 

cover not only the translator’s cognitive psychology of skill acquisition in broad sociocultural 

and professional contexts but also their multi-model and dynamic psychology of bilingual 

processing in the translation process. In addition, the research must also explain the major 
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properties and mental faculties of translation psychology and the neurocognition of the 

translation process. Finally, it may also involve the impact of the technology-driven translation 

profession on the translator’s psychology and the translator’s distributed cognition in the new 

networking environment. It is hoped that the above tentative suggestion might draw more 

attention to this line of research. 

4. Conclusion 

Taken together, the four approaches to Translation Psychology discussed in this article 

highlight the complexity of the phenomena involved. These complex phenomena broaden our 

horizon of research not only with a more panoramic view of the translator in the socio-

culturally, historically and professionally embedded working environments and networks but 

also with more systematic and hierarchical research areas and theoretical perspectives related 

to the translator’s psychology. The complexity of Translation Psychology may, of course, not 

be completely covered by these four approaches. However, the psychological angles remind 

us of the fact that the translator is not merely an intelligent bilingual agent but also an 

emotional, active and creative mediator between two languages and cultures in general and 

two texts (ST and TT) in particular. Therefore, perhaps what we derive most from the four 

approaches discussed here is a more holistic and connectionist way of thinking, one that is 

necessary for Cognitive Translation Studies in addition to the specific theoretical and 

methodological issues.  
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