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Abstract

	Translation science is going through a preliminary stage of self-definition. Jakobson’s essay “On linguistic aspects of translation”, whose title is re-echoed in the title of this article, despite the linguistic approach suggested, opened, in 1959, the study of translation to disciplines other than linguistics, semiotics to start with. Many developments in the semiotics of translation – particularly Torop’s theory of total translation – take their cue from the celebrated category “Intersemiotic translation or transmutation” outlined in that 1959 article. I intend to outline here the contributions that the science of translation –following a semiotic perspective opened by Peirce and continued by Torop – can gather from another discipline: psychology. The “totalistic” approach to translation provided by Torop can be more deeply enforced by applying to it the consequences deriving from the psychological insight offered by the concept of “interpretant” as mental sign; the perceptual interpretation of the prototext; reading and writing as intersemiotic translation processes; unlimited semiosis as interminable analysis; primary and secondary process in dreams and in other kinds of translation; metaphor and disambiguation as mental processes; the defenses activated when translation criticism (review) and self-criticism (revision) are made.

	 


“There are days when everything I see seems to me charged

	with meaning: messages it would be difficult for me

	to communicate to others, define,

	translate into words [...]” (Calvino 1998:55).

	1. From psycholinguistics to psycho-semio-translation

	Psycholinguistic approaches to translation traditionally focus on a behavioral analysis of translation. Translation is considered as a behavior, and the focus of analysis is “the problem of investigating translator-behavior” (Bell 1998:189). A translator is compared to a hardware component: “All text processing is, to a large extent, a matter of problem solving. Translators, just like other text-processors, encounter problems [...]” (Bell 1998:187) One of the main issues is memory. As in the behavioral tradition, the translator is considered a “black box”, out of focus, while the analysis is on the input and the output, cause and effect. Such an approach tends to consider translational behavior on a large, objective, scale, rather than the subjective mechanisms underlying text interpretation. Moreover, “translation” means here just “interlingual translation”.

	After all a translator, and even more so a translation researcher, is induced to think in terms of passing directly from prototext to metatext by the evaluative-oriented exercises occurring in his higher schooling; by the existence and use of bilingual dictionaries, that are presented not as temporary, tentative, incomplete and potentially misleading aids, but as lists of “equivalents”; by the existence of monolingual dictionaries, that are presented not as lists of partial and possible interpretations, but as lists of “meanings”; and by the low awareness of translation processes (also in terms of perception, reading, writing) in our culture.

	I don’t consider translation as a mental activity on its own, but as a set of specific operations ranging from reading to writing, from interpreting to reviewing, on which a vast psychological literature is available. I see each process – reading, for example – in terms of intersemiotic translation from one type of code to another – from verbal code to mental code, in this example.

	Translators do not limit themselves to input-output, source-target transfer, like telegraph operators transcribing the dots and lines of Morse code into the Latin (or other natural code) alphabet characters. Language, being used more or less efficiently to communicate with other individuals, does not contradict the subjectivity of the individual’s linguistic experience: it undergoes another passage, i.e. the translation from inner speech into the outer world when we want to be understood by another person. 

	If Freud guessed the existence of an entity – the unconscious – that revolutionized the concept of human and free will, contemporary psychology, postulating the existence of an inner language of which we are unaware but we continually use, revolutionizes the way to think of sign-object relations and, in translation studies, prototext sign - metatext sign relations. The active (but often unconscious) participation of the translator’s mind in interpreting and reworking the text, and the consequent unavoidable infiltration of the translator’s personal, private material (affects, sensations, feelings, memories, experiences, traumas, idiosyncrasies, just to name a few) make the translation process an unaware, unwilling manipulation (apart from any willing, outer, ideologically-driven manipulation of which the translator is aware). Reconsidering the not so fortunate spatial-ballistic metaphor of the translation as a path, the translator’s mind is another of the places – beyond “source” and “target” – in which translation occurs, all the more interesting and potentially insidious because it is neglected by most arguments on translation. A place of perdition, a Dantean selva, meaning that here occurs the fatidic loss of a part of the message’s content that, according to Torop’s total translation view, can be recovered only by means of a metatextual translation.
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