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Fuzzy concepts in translators’ minds: A cognitive-translational 

approach to tackling the difficulties of legal translation 

Cornelia Griebel - University of Geneva 

1. Introductory remarks 

Legal translation is fundamentally different from specialized translation in 

other domains. The reason is that legal texts—except texts from 

supranational law—are firmly anchored in their national legal system, 

which, for its part, is subject to the social order and the specific cultural 

values of that nation. Nevertheless, while communication between legal 

experts often ends at their national borders (Pommer 2006, 17), legal 

translators have to look beyond national and legal boundaries and bridge the 

gap between legal orders and different legal arguments and interpretation of 

the everyday reality. It is generally known that, on the one hand, 

professional legal translators have to be familiar with their own legal order, 

legal language, and legal reasoning and, on the other, with the legal orders 

and legal discourses of their respective working languages. They have to be 

aware of the fundamental divergences between legal concepts, legal 

practices, and texts, as well as their implications and difficulties for 

translation.  

Typically, research in the field of legal translation studies has concentrated 

on legal text, lexis, legal and institutional issues, legal semantics and legal 
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language issues, or professional aspects of legal translation (to name just a 

few, see Borja Albi and Ramos 2013; Prieto Ramos 2014a; Prieto Ramos 

2014b; Sandrini 1999; Šarčević 1997; Wiesmann 2004). Likewise, cognitive 

approaches in this field are based on legal linguistics, legal semantics, 

and/or the translation product (e.g., Engberg 2009a; Engberg 2009b; 

Engberg 2012; Simonnæs 2012).1 

So far, little attention has been paid to the cognitive processes implicated in 

the understanding and translation of legal texts. Nonetheless, the 

comprehension of these texts demands substantial cognitive effort, 

especially for the legal nonexpert. Throughout the reading process, mental 

representations of the legal and extralegal text content have to be 

constructed. As part of an ongoing learning process, knowledge is acquired 

and has to be incorporated and schematized in the semantic memory of the 

individual. Only after successful integration of this knowledge into the long-

term memory, it can be activated and instantiated in actual communication 

or, in the case of this article, in actual text reception. 

In contrast to the abovementioned text-based cognitive approaches in legal 

translation studies, the theoretical framework presented here uses theoretical 

models and empirical evidence from research in cognitive science and 

psycholinguistics. Nevertheless, these approaches focus mainly on 

comprehension processes in general communication situations of everyday 

life (for an introduction see, e.g., Anderson 2007; Rickheit, Weiss, and 
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Eikmeyer 2010; Schwarz-Friesel 2008), but do not take into account neither 

expert communication nor translational issues. Thus, in order to explain 

comprehension of highly specialized content, on the one hand, and 

translational aspects underlying and controlling the reading process, on the 

other, these general approaches have to be adapted.  

The cognitive-translational model presented in this article attempts to 

identify and illustrate the processes and challenges of legal text 

comprehension by adapting general approaches from the neighbouring 

discipline of cognitive linguistics to the issues of comprehension within the 

translation legal expert utterances. Therefore, it should not only be 

considered as a theoretical explanation of the difficulties of legal text 

understanding, but also as a basis for further reflection in process-oriented 

(legal) translation studies as well as legal translation training. 

The article is divided into three parts. The first explains the general 

theoretical models of mental organization of word knowledge and speech 

comprehension developed in cognitive and psycholinguistics. In the second 

part these general models are adapted to the understanding of legal text 

comprehension, focusing on the mental representation of highly abstract 

legal language and legal arguing. Finally, the conclusion discusses the use 

of the model, taking into account the particular position of the legal 

translator within the communication process. 
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2. Cognitive processes during reading 

What processes are in place during speech comprehension? Text 

comprehension (and more in general speech comprehension) comprises 

various subprocesses, starting from the lexical decoding of the words to the 

semantic processing of the whole sentence or text and the intention of the 

sender of the utterance. Psycholinguistic and cognitive linguistic approaches 

focus on the different subprocesses of reading and understanding.  

This section first describes how the organization of lexical knowledge in the 

long-term memory can be modeled. Then, a comprehensive psycholinguistic 

model of general speech comprehension is presented, which will form the 

basis for a cognitive-translational model of legal text understanding.  

 

2.1 Storage and retrieval of concepts in long-term memory 

How is information stored and organized in memory? In psycholinguistics 

and cognitive linguistics this question has led to different approaches.2 The 

most common approach postulates a word storage, or mental lexicon, 

containing the phonological and graphemic, lexematic, and lemmatic 

attributes of each word entry. Levelt defines the mental lexicon as “a 

passive store of declarative knowledge about words” (Levelt 1998 [1989], 

185). This basic lexicon is supposed to be connected to a conceptual system 

containing the elementary, prototypical features of the word entry and which 

is, again, connected to larger, interlinked units of world or encyclopedic 
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knowledge.3 These encyclopedic units form part of the semantic memory 

and are assumed to be organized as networks or clusters of features—for 

example, as mental schemata with slots and fillers (Anderson 2007, 188)—

or as larger mental modals consisting of concepts and interrelations 

(Johnson-Laird 1983). Furthermore, they not only consist of schematized 

representations of static referents but also include so-called scripts 

(Anderson 2007, 195), which are schematized representations of a course of 

events—for example, visiting a restaurant. 

In other words, in the semantic memory, which is part of the long-term 

memory, schematized representations of extralinguistic entities or referents 

are built. In addition to this storage of schematized declarative knowledge, 

Baddeley et al. propose an episodic memory that contains our personal 

experience and “underpins the capacity to remember specific single 

episodes or events” (2010, 11). It is therefore often called autobiographic 

memory (Rickheit, Weiss, and Eikmeyer 2010, 36; Schwarz-Friesel 2008, 

107). The representations stored in both parts of the long-term memory are 

then recalled and instantiated in the actual communication situation. 

Returning to the conceptualization of extralinguistic entities, Anderson 

proposes a conceptual hierarchy consisting of three levels (2007, 184).4 
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Has a skin
Moves
Eats
Breathes

Has wings
Flys
Has feathers

Level 1

Level  2

Level 3

Bird

Ani-
mal

Canary bird Is yellow
Sings

Ostrich

Has long, 
thin legs

Is tall

Cannot
fly

Fish
Has fins
Swims
Has gills

Shark
Bites
Is dangerous

 

Figure 1. Conceptual hierarchy, adapted from Anderson (2007; translation 

my own). 

Figure 1 shows that on each level the entries have an increased degree of 

abstraction compared to the entries on the next lower level. On the third 

level the concrete specimen of a category is represented. The recall of this 

specimen also triggers the activation of the connected conceptual attributes 

(e.g., canary bird  can sing, has yellow feathers, can fly, has two legs with 

claws, etc.). Some of these conceptual attributes are represented in verbal 

form, others are connected to an image, and still others are auditory. This 

third level permits the recall of mental images. The next level, level 2, 

represents the next higher level of abstraction but always allows for the 
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recall of visual representations. Nevertheless, conceptualization on this level 

requires access to a concrete specimen on the lower level. In other words, 

the word bird would be visualized by the representation of a special or 

prototypical specimen of a bird, like a canary (rather than, say, a penguin). 

The first level refers to the highest degree of abstraction. Mental imagery 

linked to the entries on this level requires the recall of concrete entries on 

the second and third levels. The next higher level would be the conceptual 

level of creature, which could only be conceptualized in verbal form and 

would require access to the visual and sensorial representations on the lower 

levels (see Griebel 2013, 25). Regarding the concept attributes on the 

different levels, all attributes of the higher levels also apply for all concepts 

on the lower levels, whereas the conceptual attributes on the lowest levels 

are only valid for this specimen of the category. 

One important issue—particularly with regard to the legal context—is the 

mental representation of abstract words without any concrete extralingustic 

referent. It is assumed that abstract concepts like religion, truth, or law are 

represented in the memory in the form of verbal structures (for details see 

Griebel 2013, 63–74); they are not immediately linked to a mental image 

and therefore have to be instantiated by activating a network of larger 

encyclopedic units. Only by activating those encyclopedic units can the 

recipient simultaneously recall visually represented concepts with concrete 

extralinguistic referents like church, priest, etc. (see also Paivio 2007, 46). 
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Furthermore, empirical studies have shown that concepts with concrete 

extralinguistic referents are memorized more stably and can be better 

recalled than abstract concepts. Thus, mental imagery seems to be a secure 

anchor for memorization as well as improves memorization (see Paivio 

2007, 58–79; Anderson 2007, 169). This will be important when discussing 

the mental representation of legal terms in section 3.2. 

 

2.2 Cognitive speech processing 

Obviously, language processing isn’t a matter of processing isolated words 

but of understanding complex utterances embedded in a specific 

communication situation. The sender and the recipient form part of this 

communication event. During the entire communication process—in this 

case, during reading a text—knowledge stored in the long-term memory is 

instantiated and new information is integrated and interlinked in the 

memory. Moreover, presuppositions about the content and the structure of 

the text and the intention of the sender are built before starting to read and 

control the reading process.  

The psycholinguists Rickheit, Sichelschmidt, and Strohner (2002, 112) 

propose the following basic model of the cognitive processes involved in 

reading a text or understanding an utterance in general.  
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Schematized conceptual representations of the 

extralinguistic world

Mental model of the situation

Propositional representation of the utterance

Inferences

Extralinguistic world

Utterance

 

Figure 2. Model of language comprehension (Rickheit, Sichelschmidt, and 

Strohner 2002, 112). 

 

The authors describe their model as an integrative approach to language 

processing, combining both bottom-up and top-down cognitive processes. 

This means the cognitive processing of an utterance is, on the one hand, 

driven by the utterance (i.e., the text actually read—bottom-up) and, on the 

other hand, by activating and instantiating knowledge about the 

extralinguistic world stored in the long-term memory (Rickheit, 

Sichelschmidt, and Strohner 2002). 
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The utterance constitutes the bottom of the model. Concerning the 

processing of the utterance, Rickheit, Sichelschmidt, and Strohner (2002, 

109) refer to the propositional model of text processing proposed by Kintsch 

and van Dijk (1978; 1983). In their strictly bottom-up-driven approach, 

Kintsch and von Dijk assume that the comprehender transfers the text into a 

mental syntax consisting of micropropositions. In a cyclical process 

consisting of subprocesses of integration and deletion, those 

micropropositions are integrated into increasingly abstract 

macropropositions containing only the information relevant for the 

processing of the text. Throughout this cyclical construction process, the 

comprehender forms, step by step, a semantic text base that contains the 

text’s central information (Kintsch and van Dijk 1978). 

At the same time, the reader activates his knowledge about the 

extralinguistic world stored in his semantic memory (top-down processing) 

in order to facilitate comprehension and/or enrich text information by 

drawing inferences. Even before starting the reading process sensu stricto, 

presuppositions are formed about the intention of the sender (Rickheit and 

Strohner 1999; Sanford and Garrod 1998), while at the same time a known 

text schema is activated that controls the comprehension process on a 

macrostructural level (see Kintsch and van Dijk 1978).  

Whereas the propositional level is a text-based, elementaristic mental 

representation of the utterance, the mental model of the text situation and of 
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the extratextual communication situation, figuring in the middle of the 

model of text processing (see Figure 2), can be defined as the holistic 

representation of the intended message (see Rickheit, Weiss, and Eikmeyer 

2010). This holistic representation is built by drawing inferences throughout 

the reading process. These inferences are drawn both by extracting new 

information from the text (see Figure 2, arrow on the right side of the 

model) and by recalling and instantiating memorized knowledge (arrow on 

the left) to enrich the propositional text base.  

Whether bottom-up– or top-down–driven processes dominate the reception 

notably depends on how strongly the recipient himself is embedded in the 

communication situation (Rickheit, Weiss, and Eikmeyer 2010), as well as 

how familiar he is with the subject of the text. In other words, the higher the 

degree of familiarity with the subject of the text and the communication 

situation, the more the recipient will be able to draw enriching inferences by 

activating his knowledge. The less the subject is known, the more the 

understanding of the text will depend on the processes at the micro- and 

macropropositional levels. Thus, it is evident how much the successful 

understanding of a text depends on the linguistic and extralinguistic 

knowledge of the reader and on successful inference processes. 
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3. Cognitive approach to the translation-oriented understanding of 

legal texts 

Based on the perspective of cognitive semantics, this section now examines 

the understanding of legal texts. How does the reader (or the reader-

translator) construct the legal and extralegal meaning of the source text in 

order to be able to translate it to the target language? What processes allow 

him to infer, from the text to be translated, the legal and extralegal 

information presented in the text, explicitly or implicitly, to establish 

connections between the law case explicated in the expert utterance and the 

real world, as well as to memorize and activate knowledge in the (legal) 

languages and legal contexts involved? “As one cannot translate what has 

not been understood, interpretation as a means of understanding is therefore 

of the utmost importance in translation studies” (Simonnæs 2013, 150). 

From a cognitive point of view, this statement can also be inverted. 

Understanding, in terms of activating memorized knowledge and building a 

mental model of the information given by the utterance, is a means of 

interpreting the communication situation in which the utterance is 

embedded, the situation set forth in the utterance, and, consequently, the 

extralinguistic world to which the utterance refers.  
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3.1 Modeling legal text comprehension 

How can the general approach presented in section 2.2 be applied to the 

comprehension of legal texts characterized by a high degree of complexity, 

specialization, and abstraction? We will illustrate the reception of legal texts 

with the following model of legal text comprehension (Figure 3). In this 

adaption of the model by Rickheit, Sichelschmidt, and Strohner (2002), the 

general components of the original will be differentiated in order to 

encompass all the issues of legal text understanding. 

EXTRALINGUSTIC WORLD

Schematized conceptual representations of the world(s)

Holstic mental 
models/situation models of 

parts of the world(s) 
(episodic memory)

Mental models of particular 
facts and situations of the 

extralinguistic world(s) 
(semantic memory)

Textual knowledge
(text schemas)

Mental lexicon: lexical-
conceptual knowledge, i.e., 
knowledge of the concept’s 

extralinguistic reality

Mental situation model (of the situation exposed in the text)

Propositional representation of the utterance

UTTERANCE/TEXT

Consisting of numerous partial worlds, including specialized worlds. 
Together, these worlds constitute the extralinguistic reality.

Refers to the extralinguistic world 
or to partial worlds, including 

specialized worlds)

Inferences

 

Figure 3. Model of legal text comprehension (Griebel 2013). 
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Just as in the model developed by Rickheit, Sichelschmidt, and Strohner 

(2002; see Figure 2), the legal text constitutes the basis of the reception 

process. The utterance refers to the extralinguistic world of the sender; 

ideally his world corresponds to the world of the recipient so that the latter 

can construct a mental model of the situation exposed in the text. 

At the top of the model is the extralinguistic reality, as in the original model. 

This reality is a very individual universe consisting of many partial worlds, 

among them the worlds of the specialization of every person.  

The mental constituents involved in the cognitive processing of the 

utterance are, again, located in the center of the model. As mentioned 

before, episodic memory contains our personal experience and specific 

single episodes or events. Episodic memory is closely linked to semantic 

memory, which contains schematized declarative knowledge. Schematized 

representations are recalled and instantiated in order to be applied to the 

actual communication and text situation (Schwarz-Friesel 2008, 107). These 

schemas not only refer to mental representations of extralinguistic facts but 

also comprise text models in terms of schematized textual macrostructures 

(e.g., of prototypical contracts, court judgements, or notarial deeds). They 

allow the construction of presuppositions controlling future text 

understanding.5 

Returning to the top of the model, the extralinguistic world has to be 

described in more detail. In contrast to the general idea of extralinguistic 
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reality, the legal world is not a concrete one but, rather, a legal–linguistic 

world that covers the everyday reality like a veil. The model of legal text 

comprehension has to take into account the two dimensions of the 

extralinguistic or extratextual world: that of the legal world, characterized 

by abstraction from and preparation of the reality, and that of the concrete 

extralinguistic reality, which underlies the constructed world of law. In 

order to reduce complexity, Figure 4 contains only parts of the general 

model presented in Figure 3. 

Mental model of the extralegal situation to which the text refers explicitly or
implicitly

Schematized conceptual representations of the world(s)

Mental models of concrete facts and situations (semantic memory)

Holstic mental 
models/situation models of 

parts of the world(s) 
(episodic memory)

Extralinguistic world in country ABExtralinguistic world in country XY

Schmatized mental models of 
legal facts – epistemic units 
which are parts of the legal 

knowledge frames 
encompassing legal terms and 

institutions
(semantic memory)

Mental lexicon: : lexical-conceptual 
knowledge, i.e., knowledge of the term’s 

legal, extralegal and extralinguistic reality. 
“Entrance” to the conceptual system. 

Contains the basic features of the 
term/word which allows the distinction 

between general and specialized 
language. Links the concept with the legal 

knowledge frames.

Mental model of the legal and institutional situation of the text

Legal order of country XY – legal-
linguistic world

Legal order of country AB – legal-
linguistic world

 

Figure 4. Model of legal text comprehension integrating the legally shaped 

world and the concrete extralinguistic world. 
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As mentioned above, the legal world differs substantially from the real-life 

extralinguistic world, as it is a constructed world generally shaped by the 

linguistically fixed legal order that defines the rules for the actions of the 

individual subject to the law, social life, and functioning. Thus, while texts, 

as defined by Rickheit, Sichelschmidt, and Strohner (2002), refer, in 

general, to extralinguistic facts in terms of a concrete, perceptible world, 

legal texts refer—at least partly, though often primarily—to a legal and 

legal-linguistic world, being only indirectly connected with extralinguistic 

referents. Therefore, when drawing inferences from semantic memory, those 

schematized conceptual representations are not only models of 

extralinguistic facts but, again, models of linguistically fixed, legally 

constructed facts that refer only secondly and indirectly to an extralinguistic 

world—an extralegal world (see Griebel 2013, 152–160). 

Hence, due to the high degree of abstraction of legal language and 

terminology, it is not surprising that memorization and recall of legal 

knowledge require high cognitive effort. We are only able to build stable 

and instantiable schematized models in long-term memory if those concepts 

are cross-linked to other concepts with concrete extralinguistic referents. In 

other words, the memorization also takes place on two levels in the 

extralinguistic world: the legal and legalized abstract world and, behind this 

abstract universe of law, the everyday reality that is covered and shaped by 

law. Abstraction is the result of the work of legal experts. Especially in the 
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code-based German and French civil law systems, the work of legal experts 

consists of the preparation of everyday reality in order to construct legally 

evaluable facts that can be subsumed under legal provisions. In the opposite 

case, the case of legislation, lawmakers strive for a high degree of 

abstraction and generalization in order to guarantee that a provision is 

applicable to the maximum number of real-life cases. In both cases, the 

recipient of the legal text, in our case the legal translator, must establish the 

link between the extralinguistic and extralegal world and the utterance of the 

legal expert. Often, nonexperts—including students in legal translation 

classes—discern the concrete, real–life situation only as a shadow behind 

the legal formulations. 

 

3.2 Mental representation of legal lexis  

Mental representation of legal terms and organization of declarative legal 

knowledge form part of the semantic memory (see Figure 3). Regarding the 

abstract legal lexis, on which level do we have to place concepts like 

homicide, negligence, or offence in the conceptual hierarchy presented in 

Figure 1? It seems obvious that most legal terms have to be located on a 

higher level than those presented in Anderson’s hierarchy. The mental 

representation of such legal abstracts seems only possible by connecting 

them to concrete legal acts on lower levels of abstraction. Even a rental 

contract, as a concrete specimen of a contract in general, is located on a 
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higher level of abstraction than bird or animal and, thus, requires extensive 

and interrelated networks of verbally represented concepts and mental 

images, as well as scripts, in order to be comprehended in all its dimensions.  

A special form of networks or agglomerations of legal knowledge has been 

described by Busse (1992; 1999; 2005), who calls them juristische 

Wissensrahmen—frames of legal knowledge. Busse defines these legal 

knowledge frames as structured complexes of concepts and intertextual 

relations relevant for comprehending a legal term (Busse 1992, 37). Hence, 

before translating a legal term or phraseologism, the translator must 

comprehend the extension and the intension of the term, as well as the 

function the term fulfills in the respective legal order (Wiesmann 2004, 40). 

The construction of the full meaning of a legal term, the constitution of an 

extensive frame of legal knowledge including both intertextual relations 

to—and likewise interrelated with—norm texts, jurisprudence, and 

academic writings, as well as (and primarily) relations to the concrete 

everyday reality, is one of the major obstacles of the (future) legal 

translator. In contrast, while the legal layperson defines terms on the basis 

of a common understanding, the lexical and textual comprehension of the 

legal expert is driven, firstly, by those structured frames of legal knowledge 

and, secondly, on a second and implicit level, by referring the legal context 

to the extralinguistic world.  
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Figure 5 illustrates this cognitive process of conceptual delineation between 

the common and the legal concept with the example of the lexical entry 

murder.6  

 

Encyclopedic
knowledge unit
referring to the

concept of weapon

Encyclopedic
knowledge unit
referring to the

concept of murder

(gl) concept
murder

concept
weapon

(ll) concept
murder

concept
manslaughter

(Totschlag)

Connections to concepts situated
on the different hierarchical

levels of abstraction

Encyclopedic, legal
knowledge unit
referring to the

concept of murder

Encyclopedic, legal
knowledge unit
referring to the

concept of
manslaughter

Connections to
encyclopedic entities

Entry element
murder (Mord)

concept
revenge (Rache)

concept
homicide (Tötung)

concept crime
(Verbrechen)

concept
intent (Vorsatz)

 

Figure 5. Cognitive representation of the abstract legal term murder (see 

Griebel 2013, 73; “gl”—general language; “ll”—legal language) 

Processed by the legal layperson, the entry element murder will primarily 

activate the general concept of a murder. This concept may be also linked to 

scripts of known or prototypical scenarios for a murder. Nevertheless, 

during the reception and translation of a legal text, the reader must also 

recall the legal conceptualization of murder, itself connected to other 
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concepts and encyclopedic units of knowledge. At the same time, the 

concept is delineated to other, related legal concepts or facts, like 

manslaughter. Furthermore, broader legal knowledge frames englobing 

large agglomerations of intertextual knowledge about the interrelation 

between statutory texts, interpretation by courts, commentaries, and 

academic writings have to be activated. Ultimately, the expert reader is 

aware of the development of law, including the semantic modification of 

legal terms resulting from the development of law by jurisprudence and 

doctrine, as well as by social changes themselves (e.g., modifying the 

definition of legal and social institutions like family, marriage, etc.). In 

addition to that, the legal expert has the required procedural and metatextual 

knowledge to build these intertextual relations, to find the sources of law, 

and to bridge the gap between the abstract and the concrete (and vice versa). 

These stages of conceptualization and delineation have to be executed by 

the legal translator—to a lesser extent with regard to legal interpretation but 

to a greater extent regarding the rendering of the legal meaning in the target 

text.  

 

4. Concluding remarks  

This article has shown a different view on the difficulties of legal translation 

and on the individual cognitive processes involved in legal text 
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comprehension. With this aim, psycholinguistic models of memorization 

and mental organization of linguistic knowledge and speech (i.e., text 

comprehension) were presented in the first section. In the second section 

these general models were applied to the special issues of the 

institutionalized legal communication and, namely, to the cognitive 

challenges a translator has to face in order to understand an expert utterance 

in all its legal, legal-linguistic, and factual dimensions.  

Most of the issues could only be outlined here. In particular, it hasn’t been 

possible to take into account research on the bilingual mental lexicon (see, 

e.g., Kroll and Stewart 1994; Ameel et al. 2009) or on speech production 

processes, a substantial part of the translation process. Nevertheless, the 

cognitive-translational model set forth in this article can be applied to many 

other aspects of legal translation—as well as to comprehension processes in 

translation in general.  

To conclude this article, I want to stress an important aspect of the 

translation-oriented comprehension process. Within legal communication, 

the translator plays a key role whenever expert communication crosses the 

border of one’s own legal order. Furthermore, most legal texts are addressed 

to various recipients: They are read and applied by legal experts, and at the 

same time—and without losing their high specialization—they are read by 

legal laypersons who are subject to them. In most cases, except for 

international law, the source text to be translated is addressed to legal 
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experts and/or laypersons situated within the same legal order. For both 

groups of recipients, the purpose of the text can be performative or 

informative (Wiesmann 2004, 60). Thus, even before reading the text, the 

recipient will construct presuppositions about the underlying 

communication situation. This situational knowledge facilitates the 

understanding of the text. But, in which position is the reader-translator 

situated within the communication process? How does the reader-translator 

construct a mental model of the text situation (i.e., the communication 

situation)?  

In contrast to the actual recipients of the source text and of the target text to 

be produced, the legal translator is situated at the periphery or even outside 

the initial communication situation. He doesn’t read the text for his own use 

but, rather, for the needs of other communication participants (Reinart 2009, 

495). That is, the reader-translator has to comprehend the text situation with 

regard to the legal frame as well as to the facts. In addition to his linguistic, 

legal-linguistic, legal, metatextual, and procedural knowledge, the translator 

needs to have metacognitive knowledge that allows him to be aware of and 

deal with his position at the periphery or outside the actual communication 

situation. And although this marginal position applies to all translators, the 

legal translator has to face major challenges. In view of the superposition of 

the institutional and the everyday reality in legal texts, the reader-translator 

must be able to place himself in the communication situation within a 



 

 

Published in : Translation and Translanguaging in Multilingual Contexts 3:1 (2017), 97-113. 

DOI 10.1075/ttmc.3.1.07gri ISSN 2352-1805 / E-ISSN 2352-1813 

® John Benjamins Publishing Company 

 

23 

 

foreign-source legal order and to discern the extralegal reality behind the 

text in order to render this two-level communication situation in the 

language of the target legal order. In a certain way, he must be able to tear 

the veil covering the foreign legal situation as well as the everyday reality 

that the legal layperson sees from afar behind a strongly institutionalized 

discourse. 

Finally, taking into account the complex and multilayered knowledge of 

legal translators, the cognitive-translational approach proposes a new 

perspective on legal translator training. Over the last 15 years within the 

field of legal translation studies increasing emphasis has also been given to 

legal translation training. With the objective of developing and improving 

specialized translation training, taking into consideration the particular 

challenges of legal translation, different conceptual focuses have been set. 

The methodological and thematic propositions range from a holistic 

methodological approach to legal translation training, proposed by Prieto 

Ramos (2014c), to special focuses like the use of tools and resources 

(Wiesmann 2007), translating in multilingual legal orders (Dullion 2014), 

hermeneutic understanding in legal translation (Simonnæs 2012), and the 

combination of legal translation and comparative law (Dullion 2015; 

Engberg 2013), to mention just a few. 

As teaching experience in legal translation training classes shows, very 

often students are not able to infer, from the text to be translated, the legal 
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and extralegal information explicitly or implicitly present in the text; to 

establish connections between the law case explicated in the expert 

utterance and the real world; or to memorize and activate knowledge in the 

(legal) languages and legal contexts involved. According to Cornu (2005, 

209), for the nonexpert, the high degree of abstraction is one of the most 

visible and, at the same time, one of the most blinding features of legal 

discourse. In this regard, the theoretical model presented here should be 

considered as a supplementary approach to tackling the difficulties of legal 

translation learners from a cognitive perspective. It can contribute to the 

generation of new teaching concepts for legal translation training, focusing 

more on the frame of reference of the legal expert, who shifts his gaze back 

and forth between the institutionalized legal text and the everyday reality.  
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Notes  

1 In a very interesting approach, Engberg (2009b; 2012) discusses the 

relation between common or collective knowledge and meaning and 

individual construction of meaning from the perspective of (legal) linguistic 

semantics. In contrast, the theoretical model presented in this article is based 

on the assumption that a common meaning agreed upon at a collective level 

is a prerequisite for the construction of meaning on an individual level. 

2 See, e.g., Engelkamp and Rummer 1999; Rummer and Engelkamp 2006; 

Levelt 1998 (1989); or the dual coding theory (DCT) by Paivio (2007), 

assuming a system of interconnected logogens and imagens.  

3 See Strohner (1990, 98) who criticizes the assumption of a separate 

lexicon with an atomistic architecture and proposes a larger conceptual 

network linking concept features to larger encyclopedic units.  

4 In its basic structure, this hierarchy corresponds to the hierarchical 

classification of folk genera in E. Rosch’s (1976) prototype theory, also 

consisting of three levels of prototypicality (see Kleiber 1998, 58).  

5 The relevance of text models for the comprehension of legal texts is 

discussed in detail by Griebel (2013, 232–246). 

6 This example is based on the discussion and the model by Griebel (2013, 

72–74), illustrating the conceptualization of the legal term Mord, based on 

the German criminal law. 
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