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Anglophone Television Series and Their Retranslations (2000s-2020s)

By

Xuesi Yang

This thesis examines the evolving practice of English-to-Simplified Chinese re-subtitling
in mainland China from the early 2000s to the early 2020s. It focuses on how subtitling
strategies and norms shift across time, patronage, and audience orientations. Grounded
in Descriptive Translation Studies (DTS), the study adopts a product-oriented, norm-
based approach that treats re-subtitling as both a textual practice and a cultural
phenomenon. Cultural references (CRs), as key sites of translational challenge and
strategic choice, are used as empirical indicators of shifting norms.

Three comparative case studies are conducted: (1) diachronic fan retranslations of
Doctor Who (2005), (2) synchronic fan retranslations of four Netflix Originals, and (3)
diachronic commercial retranslations of Friends (1994). Each case draws on self-
compiled subtitle corpora, enabling systematic analysis of the strategies used to render
CRs across initial and retranslated versions.

The findings complicate both the assumptions of the Retranslation Hypothesis and the
view that fansubbing is inherently more interventional. Retranslations vary: some display
stronger source orientation and intervention, while others move towards domestication.
These differences cannot be explained by time alone, as they are also shaped by
institutional conditions and audience dynamics, particularly where multiple subtitle
versions circulate and viewers differ in cultural literacy and engagement.

By tracing how CRs are handled across fan and commercial re-subtitling, this study
develops a context-sensitive account of Simplified Chinese subtitling practices. It
challenges the divide between amateur and professional subtitling and shows how re-
subtitling mirrors wider transformations in audience agency, patronage, and platform
governance over time in the digital age.
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Definitions and Abbreviations

Definitions and Abbreviations

A. Theoretical and Methodological Terms

AVT .oeiiiiiicrrreeans Audiovisual Translation
CR(S) cevvereriieeieiinieeeennn, Cultural Reference(s)
DTS, Descriptive Translation Studies
SA e, Source Audience

SC Source Culture

SL i, Source Language

ST e, Source Text

TA e Target Audience

TC e Target Culture

TL e Target Language

TS e Translation Studies

TT e, Target Text

S TS The first mainland Chinese fansub forum; produced initial fan

Friends subtitles.

FRM e, Early mainland Chinese fansub group, active before the 2010s;

produced initial fan Doctor Who subtitles.

YIGUI .o, Well-known mainland Chinese fansub group specialising in fantasy
and sci-fi genres; produced the retranslation of the Netflix series The

Witcher

YYETS . iuiiiieiiiiiiiieeieennans Major mainland Chinese fansub group, active from the 2010s
onward; one of the largest and most influential communities;

produced the retranslation of Doctor Who (S01, 04), Stranger Things
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(S04), Bridgerton (S01), The Queen’s Gambit (S01), and The Witcher
(S01).

C. Commercial Platforms

Bilibili «.covvvvniiiiiiiin,

NetfliX..oovviieiiiiienenen,

Mainland Chinese commercial streaming platform, originally
established as an ACG (anime, comics, games) community in 2009,
which by the 2020s had become a major licensed distributor of
international television. It produced the commercial retranslation of

Friends.

Global subscription-based streaming platform, which began
commissioning and distributing subtitles for its original series
worldwide from the mid-2010s onward (beginning with House of
Cards, 2013). Simplified Chinese is routinely included among its
subtitle languages, although the service itself is not officially
available in mainland China. It produced the initial subtitles for its
Netflix Originals, as well as the retranslated version of Friends. It
produced the initial commercial subtitles for its Netflix Originals and
also provided the official international subtitle version of Friends

(c.2015).

Chinese commercial streaming platform, one of the earliest to
legally introduce Anglophone television series to mainland

audiences, notably since the early 2010s.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Research Context: A General Introduction

On 11 February 2022, the iconic American sitcom Friends (1994) was officially introduced to
mainland Chinese audiences via local streaming platforms, with Bilibili (Chinese: NN b g )
leading the release. However, this was not the first-time mainland viewers had encountered the
show. Since the early 2000s, Friends had already gained a devoted following among Chinese
youth through unofficial channels, circulating online with amateur “fansubs”, i.e., fan-produced
subtitles, in Simplified Chinese. Two decades after achieving grassroots popularity, the series
returned via formal, top-down distribution channels. Yet rather than being welcomed, this 2022

commercial release sparked immediate backlash (see, e.g., Chen, 2022; Stevenson, 2022).

Long-time fans quickly noticed that several key scenes had been altered or entirely omitted.
Most notably, references to a lesbian relationship, which is central to one character’s storyline,
were cut entirely. Sexual innuendo and politically sensitive content were either euphemised,
paraphrased, or excluded completely. For viewers already familiar with earlier fansubbed
versions, the differences were even more glaring. A recurring sentiment quickly emerged on
social media and Bilibili the streaming platform, that viewers would rather revisit older subtitle

versions than engage with the censored new release.

This preference for alternative subtitle versions, and the broader fact that many media texts
circulate in multiple translated versions, is not an isolated case. Over the past two decades,
mainland Chinese audiences have increasingly encountered audiovisual content presented with
multiple coexisting subtitle versions: some fan-made, others corporate; some officially licensed,
others distributed through informal networks. These versions may appear years apart or within
days of each other. This phenomenon, which is termed “re-subtitling” henceforth, has become
widespread yet remains underexplored in academic discourse. Unlike traditional literary
retranslation, which typically occurs after long intervals and for scholarly or editorial reasons, re-
subtitling in the mainland Chinese digital context could sometime be rapid, contested, and

audience-oriented.

Whether driven by concerns over translation quality, ideological disagreement, cultural
adaptation, or regulatory shifts, these subtitle versions provide a rich and revealing entry point
into the dynamics of audiovisual translation (AVT) in the target culture (TC) context. The practice

of re-subtitling, both diachronic and synchronic, challenges the assumption that one “definitive”
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version of a subtitle is enough, and highlights how translation, or more specifically, subtitling
norms, audience expectations, and socio-political influences evolve over time in ways that are

especially visible in the mainland Chinese landscape.

Despite the rising prominence of AVT globally, academic research in the field remains
relatively modest and predominantly Eurocentric. The Journal of Audiovisual Translation, the first
international journal dedicated entirely to AVT, was only established in 2018. In its inaugural
issue, Chaume (2018, p. 40) identified four key methodological “turns” in AVT: descriptive,
cultural, sociological, and cognitive. While increasingly influential, these paradigms echo long-
established trajectories within Translation Studies (TS), reflecting how AVT continues to be
shaped by TS frameworks, particularly Descriptive Translation Studies (DTS), within which this

research is situated.

As Chaume (2018) further observes, while the 1990s in AVT research were largely devoted to
explaining the translation process, its distinctive characteristics, constraints, and the roles of
agents, the 21°' century has witnessed a shift toward a more descriptive approach. This
methodological evolution has enabled a more systematic and scientific engagement with AVT,
allowing the field to grow beyond its early functionalist roots. Building on this shift, the cultural
and sociological turns of the 2010s have “dramatically changed the perspective of audiovisual
translation” (Chaume, 2018, p. 56). Cultural studies have brought ideological dimensions to the
fore, while sociological and cognitive approaches have highlighted a move away from a
traditional “distributor-consumer” modeltoward the rise of the “prosumer”, aconsumer-turned-
producer. This shift, along with what Pérez-Gonzalez (2014, p. 58) terms a more “interventionist”
paradigm, reflects the exponential growth in both active and passive audiovisual engagement by
contemporary audiences. These emerging foci have considerably expanded the scope of AVT
research, allowing it to better capture the complexities of the current media landscape and

contributing to its growth as an autonomous discipline.

By contrast, the development of AVT scholarship in mainland China has followed a more
practice-oriented trajectory. Since the introduction of cinema in 1896 (Zhao, 2011), mainland
Chinese AVT research has largely centred on prescriptive strategies and practical challenges.
The first published scholarly work on AVT in mainland China addressed both technical and
textual difficulties in dubbing scientific documentaries (e.g., Qiao, 1986), setting the tone for
decades of subsequent inquiry. Much of the literature has focused on charting the historical
development of AVT (e.g., Kang, 2007; Hu, 2012; Wang, Zhou and Zhang, 2019), offering
guidelines for dubbing (e.g., Ma, 2005; Gu, 2006), critiquing amateur subtitling practices (e.g.,
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Wang and Wang, 2013; Y. Li, 2016; L. Li, 2016), and tackling specific translation challenges such
as rendering film titles (e.g., Liu, 2003) puns and wordplay (e.g., Qian, 2000), cultural references
(e.g., Ji and Dai, 2009; Zhou, 2015), humour (e.g., Dong, 2007), and taboo language (e.g., He,
2018). On the whole, the dominant approach has been prescriptive, emphasising normative
translation strategies and regulatory compliance (e.g., Wang, 2002; Muo and Cai, 2010; Wu,
2013). Only in recent years, partly influenced by developments in Euro-American scholarship,
has there been growing interest in crowdsourced translation (e.g., Cao, 2018), machine
translation and post-editing (e.g., Zhao, 2021), though these studies have largely retained a

process-focused orientation.

This divergence in research orientations can be attributed, in part, to the limited scholarly
attention and a strong pedagogical focus on the prescriptive and procedural dimensions of AVT
within mainland China’s still-evolving disciplinary framework. To compensate for these
limitations, scholars in mainland China have often turned to the rich and diverse body of
Eurocentric translation theories, adapting them to fit local contexts. This research does not
contend that theoretical development is inherently more valuable than practical application, nor
does it suggest that applying Eurocentric frameworks to Chinese contexts is misguided. Rather,
it seeks to illuminate how AVT research in mainland China has been significantly influenced by
Western theoretical paradigms, ones that were themselves shaped in response to issues rooted
in Western cultural and media environments. As a result, features unique to the Chinese AVT

landscape have frequently been overlooked or underexplored.

Consider, for example, the fansubbing phenomenon, which is one of the most dynamic and
widely studied developments in the global evolution of AVT. While often treated as a universally
emergent trend, the conditions that fostered fansubbing in mainland China (and other parts of
Asia), particularly around Anglophone media, differ meaningfully from those in English-speaking
regions. A key factor is the sociocultural role of English as both a foreign language and a global
lingua franca. In these target contexts, the acceptance of English as a source language (SL)
significantly influences how English-language audiovisual content is received and consumed,
often imbuing it with elevated cultural capital. Consequently, notions of what constitutes an
adequate translation (see Chapter 3), or how much mediation is necessary between the SL and
the target language (TL), are not fixed but shift depending on sociocultural positioning and

historical moment.

In contrast, when the Chinese language functions as the SL and is subtitled for Anglophone

audiences, itdoes not yet occupy a comparable sociocultural position. Chinese has notreceived
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the same global cultural attention as English, and as a result, viewer expectations and subtitling
norms have remained comparatively static. This asymmetry underscores the importance of
examining AVT, and particularly fansubbing, not only through a process-oriented lens (e.g.,
copyright, workflow, quality assurance), but also through a product-focused perspective. Such
an approach highlights how subtitles themselves reflect evolving norms shaped by time, cultural

dynamics, and shifting patterns of intercultural exchange.

Some scholarly work within the mainland Chinese context has already begun moving in this
direction, particularly in areas such as subcultural fandom (e.g., Sun, 2012, 2014), activist
subtitling (e.g., Wang and Zhang, 2017), and censorship (e.g., Liang, 2018). However, much of
this research relies on ad hoc examples and rarely incorporates sustained textual analysis
grounded in larger data sets. There remains a pressing need for more systematic, data-driven
approaches. While the argument may by now seem somewhat clichéd, it bears repeating that
globalisation and digitalisation over the past three decades have profoundly reshaped the
English-Simplified Chinese AVT landscape, and particularly in subtitling, both in terms of
theoretical engagement and production practices. One especially noteworthy development is
the growing trend of television programs being re-subtitled, whether by fans or commercial

entities, which is a phenomenon that needs a closer and more systematic investigation.

With the advent of new technologies at the turn of the century, particularly DVDs and the
Internet, fansubbing became a viable option within mainland China’s emerging digital content
market. By the 2010s, further technological advancements, such as the rise of global streaming
platforms and the proliferation of user-generated subtitles (such as “cybersubtitling”, as termed
by Diaz-Cintas (2018, p. 132), led to the emergence of more mature, participatory modes of AVT.
These developments introduced new standards and expectations for subtitle consumption,
particularly among increasingly discerning digital audiences. For instance, many streaming
platforms have reintroduced older networked television series originally aired decades ago, now

offering subtitles in multiple languages to appeal to a global audience.

Beyond corporate efforts, fansub communities have also begun to revisit and revise earlier
subtitle versions. These newer iterations often emerge in response to perceived shortcomings in
quality, format, ideological framing, cultural relevance, or simply because earlier translations

have become outdated to contemporary audience bases.

Despite its prevalence, this phenomenon of re-subtitling, whether by fans or corporations, has

received limited scholarly attention. Critical questions remain underexplored: What changes
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occur in retranslated subtitles compared to their initial versions? Are patterns of change
consistent between fansub and commercial re-subtitling? What motivates these revisions? Are

they linguistic, ideological, cultural, or regulatory in nature?

To address these questions, this study adopts a data-driven, norm-oriented approach
grounded in the framework of DTS. It draws in particular on the work of Toury (2012), Chesterman
(2016), and Pedersen (2011). Through the analysis of three purpose-built subtitle corpora, each
representing a different re-subtitling scenario, this research traces the evolution of subtitling
norms and examines how these norms shift over time, across agents, and in response to

changing sociocultural conditions in the TC.

1.2 Research Rationale, Gap, and Contribution

As outlined in Section 1.1, re-subtitling, whether carried out by fans or commercial entities, has
become a visible yet under-examined feature of the English-Simplified Chinese AVT landscape.
While AVT research has expanded globally, much of it remains Eurocentric and theory-driven,
with relatively little sustained attention to non-Western, digitally mediated contexts. This study
addresses that imbalance by focusing on re-subtitling as a lens through which to observe shifts
in translation norms, audience expectations, and socio-political influences in mainland China’s

evolving media environment.

Although recent developments in technology, distribution, and audience participation have
encouraged a diversity of subtitling practices, scholarly engagement with re-subtitling in this

context has been limited. In particular:

e Conceptually, re-subtitling has not been consistently looked at as a distinct
phenomenon.

e Empirically, there is little systematic comparison between fan-produced and
commercial re-subtitles in relation to the evolution of norms, the impact of preference
and orientation towards different audiences.

e Theoretically, the Retranslation Hypothesis has rarely been applied within AVT, leaving
open questions about whether norm shifts follow strictly chronological or fidelity-based
trajectories, or are shaped by other sociocultural and agent-specific factors.

e Contextually, the mainland Chinese subtitling environment, characterised by the
interaction of regulatory frameworks, grassroots creativity, and corporate localisation,

remains underrepresented in global AVT scholarship.
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e Practically, there is limited research linking textual variation in re-subtitling to audience

reception and preferences, particularly in digitally converged media environments.

These gaps form the basis for the study’s contributions, each aligned directly to one of the points

above:

e Conceptually, it treats re-subtitling as a distinct practice within AVT, differentiating it
from literary retranslation and expanding the conceptual scope of the field.

e Empirically, it provides a systematic comparison of English-Simplified Chinese subtitles
and their retranslations across fan and commercial domains.

e Theoretically, it re-examines Retranslation Hypothesis in an AVT setting, testing its
relevance against subtitling data and reframingitthrough the lenses of audience, agency,
and regulation.

e Contextually, it situates re-subtitling within the mainland Chinese media environment,
highlighting how translation norms are shaped by regulatory pressures, grassroots
participation, and platform logics.

e Practically, it generates insights relevant to subtitling vendors, localisation teams, and
streaming platforms, by linking subtitling strategies to audience expectations and

credibility in challenging market conditions.

By positioning re-subtitling as a productive site of analysis, this study aims to contribute to a
broader understanding of how subtitling operates not as a fixed process, but as an evolving and

culturally situated form of translation, especially in the current digital age.

1.3 Research Questions

This research seeks to explore the phenomenon of English-Simplified Chinese re-subtitling over
the past two decades, with particular attention to how subtitling norms have evolved across
different time periods, audience bases and patronages. The overarching question guiding this

thesis is:

In the context of English-Simplified Chinese re-subtitling from the 2000s to the 2020s,
what changes have occurred in retranslated subtitles compared to the initial

versions?
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To address this rather broad question, the thesis undertakes a comparative, product-oriented
analysis of three self-built corpora, each representing a distinct re-subtitling scenario and

forming the basis of a dedicated case study:

e Diachronic fan re-subtitling (RQ1, Chapter 6): What changes can be identified between
early and later fan-produced subtitles of the same audiovisual text, and how do these
reflect evolving norms in fansubbing practice?

e Synchronic fan-commercial re-subtitling (RQ2, Chapter 7): How do fan retranslations
differ from coexisting commercial subtitle versions within the same timeframe, what
drives these synchronic retranslation, and what do such differences reveal about
patronage, audience orientation, and subtitling norms?

e Diachronic commercial re-subtitling (RQ3, Chapter 8): How have commercial
retranslations of the same audiovisual text changed over time, and what do these shifts
reveal about the influence of industry practice, regulatory pressures, and audience

expectations?

This framework allows for a structured yet flexible analysis of re-subtitling phenomena across
distinct audience bases, patronages and timeframes. By comparing textually with carefully
selected linguistic markers (i.e., culturalreferences, see Chapter 4) and underlying norms across
these corpora, the study aims to provide a nuanced account of how subtitling practices have
adapted to evolving sociocultural, technological, and institutional conditions in the mainland

Chinese context.

14 Thesis Outline

This thesis is structured across nine chapters.

Chapter One introduces the study by outlining the research context, rationale, identified gaps,

central research questions, and an overview of the chapters that follow.

Chapter Two presents the contextual background of the research. It begins with a historical
overview of AVT in China and moves towards the emergence of fansubbing and re-subtitling
practices. Particular attention is paid to the socio-political, technological, and linguistic

developments that have shaped the AVT landscape over the past two decades.

Chapter Three reviews the theoretical foundations of the study. It focuses on norm theory

within the DTS paradigm, which forms the central analytical lens of this research. This chapter
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also discusses retranslation and the RH, situating the study within broader theoretical

conversations about repeated translation and shifting textual expectations over time.

Chapter Four shifts the focus from theoretical discussion to practical analysis, introducing
cultural references as a key site for identifying translation problems and tracing norm shifts. The
chapter begins by explaining why cultural references are particularly relevant to this study,
before outlining the subtitling strategies used to render them. These strategies, adapted from
Pedersen’s (2011) taxonomy, form the basis for the comparative analysis conducted in later

chapters.

Chapter Five describes the research methodology, including the design of the three self-built
corpora that represent distinct re-subtitling scenarios: diachronic fan re-subtitling, synchronic
fan re-subtitling of commercial subtitles, and diachronic commercial re-subtitling. This chapter
outlines data collection procedures, sampling criteria, and the mixed-methods approach that

combines quantitative and qualitative analysis.

Chapter Six presents the first case study, focusing on diachronic fan re-subtitling through a
comparison of two generations of fan-made subtitles for Doctor Who (2005). The analysis
examines how subtitling strategies, orientation, and intervention shift over time, reflecting
changes in audience expectations, linguistic norms, and fan engagement. This chapter
addresses RQ 1 and explores how the Retranslation Hypothesis applies to evolving fan subtitling

practices.

Chapter Seven turns to synchronic fan re-subtitling of commercial subtitles, using four Netflix
originals, i.e., Stranger Things, Bridgerton, The Queen’s Gambit, and The Witcher, as case studies.
It compares official Simplified Chinese subtitles with near-simultaneously released fansubs to
investigate how fansubbers diverge from or resist commercial norms. Special attention is given
to audience orientation, genre knowledge, and strategies for rendering cultural references. A
focused comparison of two fansub versions of The Witcher explores internal variation within fan

communities. This chapter contributes to answering RQ2.

Chapter Eight investigates diachronic commercial re-subtitling through three successive
subtitle versions of the sitcom Friends, produced by Sohu (2012), Netflix (c. 2015), and Bilibili
(2022). The analysis considers how shifting regulatory policies, platform-specific constraints,
and evolving audience expectations shape translation decisions. Key issues include censorship,

intertextual awareness, and the tension between localisation and faithfulness. This chapter
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examines both linguistic and institutional factors that influence subtitle variation over time and

addresses RQ 3.

Chapter Nine concludes the thesis by synthesising key findings across the three case studies.
It reflects on the broader implications for AVT research, norm theory, and retranslation studies,

and discusses limitations of the current research while proposing directions for future study.
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Chapter 2 Audiovisual Translation in Mainland China

2.1 Introduction

This chapter provides the historical and contextual foundation for the present study, tracing the
evolution of AVT in mainland China and the shifting norms that have emerged under changing
technological, socio-political, and cultural conditions. Understanding this trajectory is essential
for situating the recent phenomenon of re-subtitling within a longer history of translation
practices, media policy, and audience engagement. It also helps to clarify how the conditions
under which subtitles are produced, distributed, and received have changed over time,

influencing both the constraints and possibilities of subtitling in the present day.

The discussion proceeds chronologically. Section 2.2 outlines three broad phases in the
development of AVT: the early film translation era (1896-1949), when subtitling first appeared
during the silent film period; the dubbing era (1949-1990s), marked by state control and
centralised media production; and the digital era (1990s-present), characterised by the rise of
cybersubtitling, fansubbing communities, and, more recently, re-subtitling practices. The
section concludes by summarising how these stages collectively create the conditions for the

re-subtitling scenarios examined in later chapters.

Section 2.3 offers concluding reflections on the implications of this developmental trajectory
for the current research, linking the historical context presented here to the theoretical

framework discussed in Chapter 3.

By situating re-subtitling within this broader historical arc, the chapter highlights the ways in
which past practices, institutional arrangements, and audience behaviours continue to shape,

and at times constrain, contemporary subtitling norms in mainland China.

2.2 AVTDevelopmentin Mainland China

2.2.1 Early Film Translation (1896-1949)

First Exposure

The history of AVT in mainland China is often narrated from the post-1949 era, yet its origins can
be traced as far back as 1896, just one year after the birth of world cinema. On 29 June 1896, a
screening advertised as a “western moving picture” (Chinese: FUV£RZ%K) took place at Xu Yuan

(Chinese: 1% i), a private garden estate in Shanghai’s French Concession. Owned by a
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prominent local entrepreneur and cultural patron, Xu Yuan, also known as “Shuangqging Villa”
(Chinese: XU 7] &), served as a gathering place for Shanghai’s upper classes, who were invited
to enjoy not only early cinematic experiences but also exhibitions of flowers, music, painting, and

calligraphy (Zhao, 2011, p.1).

This event is widely recognised as the earliest recorded film screening in China, and the
Shanghai Library’s ink painting of Xu Yuan (see Figure 2.1) offers rare visual documentation of the
venue and its elite social setting. Despite being described as “public”, the screening was highly
exclusive. An advertisementin Shun Pao (Chinese: H#i, see Figure 2.2), published the same day,
records that admission was set at 0.3 Spanish Dollars, which was a sum far exceeding the daily
income of most Chinese citizens at the time, when average GDP per capita was approximately
10.2 Spanish Dollars annually (Zhao, 2011). This notice is also widely acknowledged by later

Chinese scholars as the first documented reference to film in China (see Cheng, 1980).

Although this moment did not involve translation, it is significant for what it reveals about the
early consumption of foreign audiovisual material in China: from the outset, it was shaped by
wealth, education, and urban privilege. The selective framing of foreign cultural content, a
function that translation would later formalise, was already embedded in class and accessibility
divides. It was not until the 1910s, as imported silent films became increasingly common, that
the demand for translation grew substantially. In this period, four primary modes of early AVT
emerged prior to the rise of dubbing: live commentary, film synopsis handouts, printed-in

subtitles, and the Sino-phone system.

Figure 2.1 An ink painting of Xu Yuan. Archive code:
DY-0153 Figure 2.2 An ink painting of Xu Yuan. Archive code:
DY-0153
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Live Commentary

The earliest recorded method of AVT in the TC was live commentary, adapted from the Japanese
benshi tradition (Japanese: - 1:). In the Chinese context, these benshi, referred to as film
commentators (Chinese: 5% i 1% 1), stood beside the screen and provided real-time narration
of the plot, character backgrounds, and dialogue. As film director Weiyi Wang recalls in an
interview (Li and Li, 2009), such performances were often delivered in regional dialects, with two
commentators seated on either side of the screen, taking turns to animate the story and engage
the audience. Their delivery blended elements of traditional Chinese vernacular storytelling with
early cinematic showmanship, effectively blurring the boundary between translation and

performance.
Wang’s own recollection offers a vivid glimpse of this practice:

“The interaction between audience and film there was fascinating—
something | didn’t see in other cinemas. They placed two tall stools on either
side of the screen, with one person speaking in Suzhou dialect and the other
in Cantonese, because many Cantonese people lived in that area. [...] For
example, the villain’s lines were scolded in Suzhou dialect. | only went once,
butit left a deep impression—the audience was fully engaged in the story, and
many sound effects came from the audience themselves. [...] The atmosphere
was lively” (Li and Li, 2009, p. 98, my translation).

Improvised, performative, and deeply audience-oriented, live commentary prioritised cultural
resonance and audience engagement over linguistic fidelity or fixed standards. Yet, as the
demand for foreign films grew in the 1920s, so too did calls for less intrusive, more standardised

forms of translation, prompting the adoption of alternative methods (Zhang, 2006).

Film synopsis

From the 1920s to the mid-1930s, the post-World War | environment fostered rapid global film
industry growth. In China, this period saw a notable expansion in cinema numbers and the
increasing commercialisation of film exhibition. For many audiences, the primary means of
making foreign films comprehensible was through printed film synopsis handouts (or film
manuals) distributed at theatre entrances (see Figures 2-3 for an example). Typically containing
brief cast introductions and plot summaries (Zhang, 2002), these handouts functioned as both
interpretive guides and promotional material, rather than as interlingual translation in the

modern AVT sense.
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Figure 2.3 Film synopsis for Shirley Temple’s “Bright Eyes” from Grand Theatre in 19357

As competition among urban theatres intensified, synopses became part of venue branding
and marketing (Wang, 2020). Theatres not only increased their imports of foreign films but also
invested in enhancing interiors, with printed synopses serving as a key point of differentiation.
Though a typical synopsis measured approximately 184 mm x 130 mm, printed in duplex colour
over 2-4 pages (or 8-16 for longer narratives), many cinemas commissioned bespoke designs to
match the venue’s aesthetic. For example, as Zhang (2002) notes, for Grand Theatre (Chinese:
KIGIHHLEZFE), both texts and images were printed in a dark coffee-brown hue to match the
warm lighting of the auditorium (as shown in Figure 2.3). High-quality paper, three-panel folding,

and careful layout often turned these handouts into keepsakes for patrons.

Despite their culturalvalue, synopses also reflected socioeconomic boundaries. Foreign films
were concentrated in cities such as Beijing and Shanghai, and remained a luxury largely
accessible to upper-class audiences. As such, these synopses operated as both interpretive
tools and cultural artefacts, bridging the commercial aims of theatre owners with the aspirational

desires of elite viewers (Ding, 2014).

Yet, by the 1930s, rising production costs forced cinemas to shorten synopses, limit print runs,
and impose restrictions on free distribution (Huang and Liu, 2019). In addition, content quality
also declined and widely criticised (Zhang, 2002). As foreign films became more common and

audiences more discerning, a more immediate and textually integrated solution was needed.

" Available at: https://dk.pinterest.com/pin/345932815106538942/ (Accessed on 20 April 2022)
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Printed-in Subtitles

A turning point came in 1922, when the Peacock Motion Picture Corporation (Chinese: .7 HL 5
/~)), registered in the United States, opened a branch in Shanghai (Liu and Kong, 2019). The
following year, it introduced a subtitling innovation for the American film The Toll of the Sea by

printing Chinese subtitles directly onto the film strip, known as “printed-in subtitles” (Chinese:

B 7).

This marked the formal arrival of subtitling in the Chinese film industry and was quickly
embraced by both audiences and distributors. By the spring of 1933, most imported films
screened in Chinese cinemas were accompanied by these integrated subtitles (Liu and Kong,
2019). Compared to previous methods, printed-in subtitles provided a more seamless
experience and allowed viewers to follow dialogue and plot in real time, without relying on

supplementary materials or live narration.

While the method quickly gained traction, its limitations were also clear. Production was
costly (even more so than film synopses), and its effectiveness depended heavily on audience
literacy, which was quite a challenge in a period when literacy rates were still low (Liu and Kong,
2019). For many viewers, especially outside major cities, subtitles remained inaccessible. As a
result, the search continued for solutions that were both more inclusive and less dependent on

reading skills.

Sino-phones

In 1939, the search for a more accessible and less literacy-dependent form of film translation led
to the introduction of the “Sino-phone” system (Chinese: ¥ &), a technological innovation
that replaced text with live audio interpretation. Originally developed for simultaneous
interpretation at international conferences, the system was adapted for cinematic use at

Shanghai’s Grand Theatre (Grand Theatre Film Company, 2009).

A modified version of this system was installed behind cinema seats, with patrons paying a
deposit to rent headsets and receiving a “Sino-phone” coupon before being shown how to use
the device (see Figure 2.5). During the screening, a live interpreter’s voice replaced what
contemporary reviewers described as the “non-sense foreign language” with clear, standard
Mandarin (Anonymous, 1939, my translation). The role was typically performed by a single female
interpreter, known as a “Sino-phone Lady” (Zhang, 2006, p. 44), who narrated dialogue line by
line, adjusted tone to match the scene, and occasionally introduced characters or summarised

plot points. Reviewers praised the clarity and adaptability of these performances, particularly for
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audiences with little or no English (Anonymous, 1939). In scenes with only music, interpreters
encouraged audiences to remove their earpieces and enjoy the atmosphere (Anonymous, 1939),

reflecting an emerging awareness of immersion as central to the viewing experience.

NATIONAL LANGUAGE SINOPHONES
K & F# A g
R HH MARE
o ARBIER et > X8 Fhn o M > ME TR M

Figure 2.4 “Sino-phone” coupon and devices’.

Over time, Sino-phone narration evolved from straightforward plot delivery to a more
expressive and culturally attuned form of interpretation, incorporating emotional nuance,
character differentiation, and references embedded in the SC (Kang, 2007). However, the format
had clear drawbacks: a single voice for all characters reduced dramatic clarity, and the high cost

of equipment prevented widespread adoption beyond well-funded urban theatres.

By the early 1940s, fully dubbed films began to replace the Sino-phone. Dubbing not only
maintained audiovisual fidelity but also offered consistent, character-specific voices without
requiring real-time interpretation, making it a more practical and scalable solution for a growing,

increasingly literate audience in the TC.

2.2.2 The Dubbing Era (1949-1990s)

Film Dubbing

After the foundation of Modern China in 1949, dubbing quickly became the dominant mode of
AVT. The release of Private Aleksandr Matrosov (Russian: PagosBon AnekcaHap MaTtpocos,
Chinese: #i#—£%) in May that year, dubbed by the newly established Northeast Film Studio
(Chinese: ZJbHL52H1 F7) 7, the current Changchun Film Studio, Chinese: K& HHH F) ), was

" Available at: https://finance.sina.cn/2021-03-06/detail-ikkntiak5528170.d.htm(?from=wap (Accessed
on 20 April 2022).
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successfully released and well-received, particularly in the northeast (Tan, 2014). This marked
the beginning of institutionalised dubbing practices in the newly found People’s Republic of
China (hence force, mainland China) and set the tone for AVT norms from the top-down for the

next several decades.

The rise of dubbing coincided with the broader ideological and cultural shifts in mainland
China, as the new government sought to remove Hollywood influence, especially after the
Korean War broke out in 1950 (Rao and Shao, 2006). As a result, it promoted Soviet imports as
politically aligned alternatives. In this context, dubbing quickly became not just a tool for
linguistic transfer, but a means of ideological mediation. By 1950, Northeast Film Studio had
produced 30 dubbed films from the Soviet Union alone, and within a year had expanded its team

to over 100 staff working across seven dubbing units (Tan, 2014).

From early on, dubbing practices were heavily standardised. Translation decisions followed a
top-down structure, with clear expectations for linguistic clarity, tonal uniformity, and full
adaptation into the Chinese language. Audience preferences were assumed to be monolithic,
and the norms that governed dubbing were largely dictated by institutional expectations rather
than audience feedback. These norms were prescriptive in nature, reflecting the centralised,

state-run structure of the media industry at the time.

The dominance of Soviet films also played a role in shaping what counted as a “standard”
dubbed version, as according to Li (2008, pp. 48-52), 421 of the 857 foreign films imported
between 1949 and 1965 came from the Soviet Union. This uniformity further entrenched a narrow
set of stylistic and ideological norms. However, the situation changed dramatically during the
Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). With Sino-Soviet relations already strained, and foreign media
tightly restricted under campaigns of anti-imperialism and anti-revisionism, film translation
almost came to a halt. Only 48 foreign films were imported during the entire ten-year period, most

from countries like North Korea, Vietnam, Albania, and Romania (Tan, 2014).

It was not until after 1976, with the end of the Cultural Revolution, that diverse foreign films
began reappearing in Chinese cinemas. In the 1980s, the return of foreign media and the state’s
renewed openness led to what many consider the golden age of dubbing in China. Shanghai
Dubbing Studio (Chinese: i B34l F] ) and Changchun Film Studio became major players,
translating over 1,300 foreign films between them in less than a decade (Du, Li and Chen, 2013).
Yet even during this flourishing period, the framework for dubbing remained largely unchanged:

state-run, professionally managed, and aimed at a broad, imagined “general public”.
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This historical backdrop is important not just for its institutional context but for understanding
how different the AVT landscape would become after 2000. Where dubbing was top-down and
monologic, later on cybersubtitling, especially in fan or grassroots settings (see Chapter 6, 7 and
8), introduced very different approaches, which are often decentralised, flexible, often
experimental, and shaped by evolving and diverse audience demands. While dubbing had
established a strong foundation for AVT in mainland China, its standardised norms and
production logic stood in contrast to the participatory, bottom-up practices that would emerge

in the era of subtitling.

In this sense, the dubbing era forms both a historical precedent and a point of contrast. The
shift from dubbing to fansubbing, and eventually to re-subtitling by both fans and commercial
entities, reflects not only changes in technology and access, but deeper shifts in how translation

is understood, produced, and consumed in the mainland Chinese context.

Television Dubbing

Similar to the early film dubbing industry, the emergence of television translation in mainland
China was also highly top-down and closely tied to socio-political priorities. With the launch of
Beijing Television (Chinese: Jt 5 L1 &) in 1958, the first television station in the mainland, later
renamed China Central Television (CCTV, Chinese: " 3¢ i ]l &), the domestic television
industry began to take shape, and AVT for television started to develop alongside the already
thriving film dubbing sector. AVT activities at this stage were no longer limited to films alone but
expanded to include international news, television programmes, documentaries, and other

forms of media. Nevertheless, dubbing remained the dominant translation method.

According to Chen (1981), around 1960, CCTV began airing International News (Chinese: [E fx
#1IH) three times a week, each broadcast lasting fifteen minutes. At that time, the majority of
foreign news content came from the former Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, and a few other allied
countries. In 1963, CCTV signed a content-sharing agreement with the British company Visnews,
although cooperation was later interrupted and only resumed in June 1971", which helped

diversify mainland China’s television news sources.

The first formally dubbed foreign television programme aired in mainland China was Around

the World (Chinese: tH: 5 #-1h), launched in October 1977. Focused on life in other countries and

" Available at:
https://baike.baidu.com/item/%E7%BB%B4%E6%96%AF%E6%96%B0%E9%97 %BBY%E7%A4%BE/4680
693#reference-[1]-258672-wrap (Accessed on 20 March, 2022).
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regions, it played a key role in broadening the TA’s worldviews. According to former CCTV
International Department Director (Zhang and Gao, 1998), before 1995, most foreign television
content broadcast on CCTV, including Around the World, came as gifts from foreign embassies
or was acquired through barter and purchases. In 1979, CCTV established its own dedicated
dubbing unit and broadcast its first dubbed foreign series, Povratak otpisanih (English: The
Return of the Written Offs), a 1976 Yugoslav production, laying an important foundation for the

development of television dubbing in mainland China (Ma, 2005).

From 1985 onward, CCTV expanded its international partnerships, signing agreements with
major media organisations such as Columbia Broadcasting System, News Corp Australia, and
Charoen Pokphand Group in Thailand (Zhang, 1997). Meanwhile, the domestic television sector
grew rapidly. In 1979, there were only 32 television stations in mainland China; by the end of 2002,
there were 360 stations, alongside 130 radio stations and 2,058 television channels'. This
expansion inevitably led to a shortage of domestic content, prompting many stations to import

and broadcast foreign programmes to fill their schedules.

Although the then Ministry of Radio, Film and Television? (MRFT, Chinese: | 4% .5 HLALEK)
stipulated that no more than 30% of broadcast content should be foreign imports, in practice,
many stations, especially at county-level, exceeded this limit, with some broadcasting 50% or
even 80% foreign content (Fang, 1998). According to Ma (2005), by October 1996, CCTV alone
aired approximately 400 episodes of dubbed foreign television annually; by 1998, the figure had

risen to between 2,000 and 2,500 episodes, not including anime and cartoons.

This unprecedented exposure to foreign media, or “non-Chineseness”, significantly reshaped
audience expectations. It laid the groundwork for a later mismatch between the growing appetite
for diverse foreign content and the increasingly restrictive media regulations imposed by
authorities. Combined with the rise of the internet in the late 1990s, this shift eventually pushed
AVT in mainland China into the era of cybersubtitling, in which subtitling, instead of dubbing,
resurged among audiences seeking greater control over what and how they consumed foreign

audiovisual media.

! Available at: https://baike.baidu.com/item/Fif} £3/374832?fr=aladdin (Accessed on 20 March 2022).

2 MRFT (1949-1998) was the predecessor of State Administration of Radio, Film and Television (SARFT,
Chinese: [E ) #& 5 AL, 1998-2013), the State Administration of Press, Publication, Radio, Film and
Television (SAPPRFT, Chinese: [E Z 57 8 H ) HL & S5, 2013-2018) and The National Radio and Television
Administration (NRTA, Chinese: [E %) #& HALLL 5, 2018-current).
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2.2.3 Cybersubtitling (1990s-Current)

Pre-cybersubtitling

By the mid-1980s, film translation in mainland China began to decline, while television
translation and digital media technologies were on the rise. Around this time, the circulation of
audiovisual content via videotapes, and later VCDs and DVDs, quickly expanded, offering
mainland Chinese audiences greater access to foreign media. Unlike the limited and state-
approved content available on traditional broadcasting platforms, these formats allowed for

greater diversity and autonomy in viewing choices.

However, this boom also paved the way for rampant piracy. According to a survey by Ye (1998),
pirated contentin Chinawas dominated by American films, followed by productions from regions
such as Hong Kong, Taiwan, and a variety of Western and Asian countries. The surge in pirated
materials dealt a serious blow to the domestic film market and dubbing industry, which entered

a steep decline after 1997 (Deng, 2016).

To meet consumer demand, pirate distributors had to find cost-effective ways to localise
foreign content. Dubbing, with its high production costs and longer turnaround time, was largely
unfeasible. Subtitling, by contrast, offered a quicker and more economical solution. As a result,
subtitles re-emerged in mainland China after decades of relative absence, marking a turning

pointin AVT practices.

Despite the generally poor quality of these subtitles, often created by amateurs seeking to
maximise profits, they quickly gained favour among viewers. A 2000 survey conducted by Sina
News revealed that 70.37% of respondents preferred watching subtitled films over dubbed ones
(Duan, 2001), signalling a shift in audience expectations and laying the groundwork for the

resurgence of subtitling in the digital age.

Fansubbing

As noted earlier, before the rise of home media, access to foreign audiovisual content in
mainland China was highly restricted, curated, and distributed through a top-down model. This
changed significantly with the spread of technologies, which expanded access and diversity
beyond state-approved programming. Shortly thereafter, the rapid development of the Internet
enabled foreign content to bypass physical distribution altogether, allowing user-generated and
user-selected media to flourish. These changes laid the groundwork for participatory subtitling

practices, most notably, fansubbing.
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As in many other countries, fansubbing in mainland China was initially tied to the distribution
of Japanese anime. According to CCTV’s children’s channel’ (2016), the first Japanese animation
series to reach mainland Chinese audiences was the 1980s version of Astro Boy by Osamu
Tezuka (Japanese: %A H1), broadcast on CCTV the same year it aired in Japan with its original
name Mighty Atom (Japanese: #:Mii 7 I 4, Chinese: £/ il # A). Its success ushered in a wave
of foreign animated content, including Mickey Mouse and Transformers, which captivated young
viewers but also raised concerns about foreign influence (Sun, 2014). By the early 2000s, efforts
to prioritise domestic animation led to reduced anime programming on television, pushing fans

to create and circulate their own subtitles online.

The earliest known mainland Chinese fansub group was “Planet” (Chinese: 1T 2 7 %:2H).
Although being an anime fansub group, Planet did not even have proper Japanese-Chinese
translators and had to make secondary translations based on English subtitles that were already
made available in Europe and the U.S.?, which is also one of the practical reasons why most
mainland Chinese fansub groups later mainly translated Anglophone series. According to a
former group member?, in 2000, Planet disbanded and re-formed as the “Wandering Subtitles
Group” (Chinese: 18 7%= 2H) with only five initial members, and one of whom was the inventor

of the well-known timecode software Popsub.

By 2002, as subtitling software and peer-to-peer (P2P) technologies became more accessible
to mainland Chinese users, the domestic distribution of media began shifting from physical
formats like videotapes to digital files shared online. Alongside this transition, fansub groups
evolved beyond anime, increasingly focusing on English- and Korean-language audiovisual
content. These groups also began setting up dedicated websites and forums to coordinate their

work and engage with wider audiences.

One of the  earliest and most influential of these forums was F6

(http://www.friends6.com/forum/index.php), established around 2002 and named after the

popular American sitcom Friends (Wang, 2017). As mainland China’s first major Anglophone
television forum, F6 played a pivotal role in shaping the early fansubbing landscape until its

permanent closure on 7 October 2014 (Modunun, 2022). In its early days, subtitling was a solo

' Available at: https://shaoer.cctv.com/201 6/08/31/VIDAyg4zksUEJGASjriKQP2g160831.shtml (Accessed
on: 28 Jan 2023).

2 Available at: http://news.sina.com.cn/m/2011-11-18/184523489180_2.shtml (Accessed on: 20 April
2022).

3 Available at: http://news.sina.com.cn/m/2011-11-18/184523489180_2.shtml (Accessed on: 20 April
2022).
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effort, with individuals handling the entire process, from translation and proofreading to
timecoding, often taking two to three days to complete a single episode. As the community
matured, collaboration became the norm, with members dividing tasks and streamlining

workflows (Modunun, 2022).

To credit their work, fansubbers listed all participants’ aliases at the end of each subititle file.
Over time, many of these collaborative units adopted distinctive group names, several of which
went on to become iconic in the mainland Chinese fansubbing scene. Notably, TLF (The Last
Fantasy), FRM (Chinese: 2 % XK 7%:41), YDY (Chinese: 4 [ 7 %:4H), and YYeTs (Chinese:
AN %E4H) all trace their origins back to the F6 community. As fanbases expanded and
interests diversified, these teams branched off to form independent forums, often centred on
specific genres. For example, FRM, founded in May 2005, became known for its work on science
fiction series such as Doctor Who (2005) and medical dramas like Grey’s Anatomy (2005). Many
of its translators had medical backgrounds, and the group even recruited healthcare

professionals as consultants to ensure high terminological accuracy’.

Despite the growing dedication and popularity of fansub groups, their early efforts remained
largely under the radar. For the most part, the beneficiaries of this grassroots, participatory
culture were limited to students, researchers, and niche online communities. Fansubbing
functioned as a hidden subculture, enthusiastic but peripheral to mainstream media
consumption (Sun, 2014). Yet, it quickly changed with the explosive popularity of Prison Break

(2005), a Fox television series that became a breakout hitin mainland China.

Before Prison Break, fansub groups at the time, although all derivatives of the original F6 forum,
tended to operate independently, translating different series according to personal or group
interests without much overlap. However, the race to subtitle Prison Break introduced direct
competition among fansub groups, most notably between YDY and FRM. This rivalry thrust
fansubbing into the public eye. In August 2006, The New York Times interviewed Chengtai Ding,
amember of FRM, bringing unprecedented visibility to the community and its practices? (French,
2006). This period saw a rapid proliferation of fansub groups, many of which began establishing
dedicated forums, recruiting volunteers, and cultivating distinct identities. According to Hua
(2007), FRM’s forum had over 420,000 registered members at the time, while YDY’s website had

received more than 400 million visits. With this surge in popularity came a shift in organisation:

"Available at: http://wiki.yyets.net/doku.php?id=yyets:about (Accessed on 20 April 2022).
2 Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2006/08/08/business/worldbusiness/08iht-china.2422918.html
(Accessed on 25 April, 2025).
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fansub groups began to develop their own internal structures, standardised workflows, and
brand awareness. What started as hobbyist collaboration was becoming a more coordinated and

strategic enterprise.

However, the rise of fansubbing did not go unnoticed by authorities. In December 2009, the
State Administration of Radio, Film, and Television (SARFT) launched a widespread crackdown
on copyright infringement, shutting down over 530 unlicensed websites, including btchina.net,
the then largest torrent-sharing site in mainland China. Since fansub groups relied heavily on
such platforms for sourcing content, the crackdown significantly disrupted their operations and

forced a re-evaluation of their future.

In response, most fansub groups reaffirmed their non-commercial and volunteer-driven
identity in an effort to avoid further legal risk. However, the crackdown also prompted new
developments. Some groups began exploring partnerships with officially licensed video
platforms that needed reliable subtitling services. For instance, YYeTs collaborated with the
internet company NetEase to translate a series of online courses from Yale University (Wang,
2017). This collaboration not only demonstrated a shift from grassroots piracy to contributions
to open education and digital learning, but also officially blurred the line between amateur and

professional subtitling practices.

Atthe sametime, as fansubbing communities matured, some began revisiting earlier projects,
editing or entirely retranslating previous subtitles to address criticisms around quality. This
process of reworking older subtitles, driven by internal standards as much as external feedback,
has laid the groundwork for the broader re-subtitling phenomenon that emerged more

prominently in the following decade.

Re-subtitling

Entering the 2010s, the growing demand for online streaming fundamentally reshaped subtitling
practices in the TC context. International platforms such as Netflix, Disney+, and Amazon Prime
not only offered over-the-top (OTT) services but also took responsibility for the global localisation
of their productions, including the re-release of previously aired cable series. To avoid copyright
conflicts, these platforms typically commissioned new translations in multiple languages, even
for titles that already had existing commercial or fansub subtitles in various regions. As a result,
re-subtitling, once a relatively rare phenomenon, became increasingly frequent and

institutionalised across global markets, including mainland China.
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While the scale and speed of such practices are unprecedented, the circulation of multiple
translated versions is not entirely new in the mainland Chinese context. Studies on literary
retranslation in mainland China, for example, have shown that revision, replacement, and
coexistence of translations have long occurred in response to ideological shifts, institutional
change, and evolving audience expectations, particularly in politically sensitive or culturally
salient domains (e.g.,Pan, 2014). This suggests that retranslation functions less as a corrective
mechanism driven by linguistic ageing (see, e.g., “passive retranslation” in Section 3.1.3), and
more as a conscious response to changing sociocultural conditions (see, e.g., “active

retranslation” in Section 3.1.3).

This re-subtitling trend, of course, is not limited to commercial platforms. Within mainland
Chinese fansubbing communities, retranslation also gained momentum. Early fansubs from the
2000s were frequently criticised for their uneven quality, limited technical resources, and
inconsistent cultural mediation (see “fansubbing”). As observed in studies of retranslation and
reinterpretation in mainland Chinese popular culture on screen, participatory translation
environments often encourage iterative revision rather than definitive versions, with later
translations responding both to earlier renderings and to shifting audience literacy (see Jiang,

2020).

These re-subtitling efforts reflect both diachronic motivations, such as changing familiarity
with the source culture (SC) and improving linguistic competence, as well as synchronic
concerns, such as dissatisfaction with newly released official subtitles or the desire to offer
alternative interpretations that better resonate with their audiences. Similar dynamics have been
identified in research on activist and grassroots translation in mainland China, where revision
and retranslation among fansubbing activities are used to negotiate ideological constraints and
to construct alternative discourses alongside official versions (Jiang, 2023). Although not always
labelled as “retranslation” in a strict sense, such practices really normalise of the recurrence of
revision and retranslation in subtitling as well as multiplicity in contemporary mainland Chinese

translation culture.

At the same time, the label “amateur” no longer fully captures the current state of fansubbing
inthe TC. As discussed earlier, many fansubbers have transitioned into professional translation
roles and collaborated with authorities. The boundaries between grassroots and commercial
subtitling have blurred, creating a hybrid landscape where fan-produced and industry-produced

subtitles increasingly coexist, and sometimes compete.
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In light of this, this thesis examines three typical re-subtitling scenarios within the TC

audiovisual landscape:

e Diachronic fan re-subtitling (see Chapter 6), using Doctor Who (2005) as a case study.
This chapter compares two generations of fansubs for the same show, examining how
subtitling norms shifted over a ten-year span, from broadly framing Anglophone
television as cultural “other” to a more nuanced, intertextual engagement. The case
reveals how increased audience familiarity and fandom specificity have transformed
translation strategies over time.

e Synchronic fan re-subtitling (see Chapter 7), focusing on four Netflix original series.
Here, fansub groups released alternative subtitles shortly after official versions became
available. Rather than bridging a temporal availability gap, these re-subtitles, with
different preference and priorities in mind, offered a parallel subtitling service tailored to
different audience needs within the global media ecosystem.

e Diachronic commercial re-subtitling (see Chapter 8), analysing three official
translations of Friends (1994) across two decades. This chapter traces how three
commercial re-subtitling releases, by Sohu in 2012, Netflix around 2015, and Bilibili in
2022 respectively, has been shaped by shifts in platform policy, state regulation, and

sociocultural norms.

These case studies demonstrate how re-subtitling in the TC context reflects not just technical
or temporal shifts, but broader changes in media consumption, cultural literacy, and translation
ideology. As the AVT landscape becomes more decentralised, participatory, and transnational,
re-subtitling as a phenomenon offers a unique site for investigating how translation and subtitling

norms adapt, diverge, and evolve.

2.3 Conclusion

In the early stages of film translation in China, methods such as live film synopses, printed-in
subtitles and Sino-phone system were sufficient to bridge linguistic and cultural gaps. At the time,
a single version, however basic, could satisfy the expectations of a relatively uniform audience,

for whom foreign films remained a niche novelty and a distant cultural other.

In addition, the dominance of dubbing throughout much of the twentieth century reflected not

justtechnological or literacy constraints, but also the broader top-down control of media access.
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AVT practices followed prescriptive norms, and audiences had little room to question or

contribute to the translation they received.

This began to shift around the 1990s with the gradual liberalisation of media access, and more
dramatically ever since the 2000s with the rise of digital technologies. The Internet in particular
allowed audiences to move from passive consumption to active participation, critiquing, revising,

and producing subtitles on their own terms.

These changes triggered a fundamental transformation in AVT norms. A single, authoritative
translation could no longer meet the expectations of increasingly diverse, media-savvy
audiences. Instead, multiple subtitle versions, produced by both fans and professionals, began
to coexist, each shaped by different linguistic proficiencies, cultural literacies, and viewing
priorities. The boundary between amateur and professional has grown increasingly blurred,

especially with the rise of participatory models such as fansubbing and crowdsourcing.

The history of AVT in mainland China thus reveals a deeper evolution in translation norms and
audience agency: from a time when live commentary sufficed, to a present in which re-subtitling
has become a dynamic response to differentiated audienceship. A more systematic discussion

of these evolving norms and variation follows in the next chapter.
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Chapter 3 Retranslation and Norm Theories

3.1 Retranslation: Theories and Practices

3.1.1 Literary Retranslation

either to the act of translating a previously translated work again into the same language, or to
the resulting retranslated text. Given the descriptive nature of this research, the primary focus

here is on analysing the retranslated texts rather than the translation process.

Retranslation as a theoretical concept only began to be systematically explored in TS towards
the end of the twentieth century (Chaume, 2018b). Early scholarship on the topic was almost
exclusively concerned with literary translation, particularly sacred texts, canonical works, and
dramatic texts (Brownlie, 2006; Koskinen and Paloposki, 2010). Non-literary works, such as
scientific or technical texts, also received some attention, but were often seen as less relevant
to discussions of retranslation, given their focus on the transmission of factualinformation rather

than artistic or stylistic nuance (Koskinen and Paloposki, 2003).

This privileging of literary retranslation stems in part from scholarly views like that of Berman
(1990), who saw retranslation as a progressive act of improvement. Berman argues that
successive translations gradually come closer to conveying the essence of the ST, eventually
producing a good or even canonical translation. Retranslations of literary works, therefore, are
seen as desirable because they embody and reveal deeper layers of the original, whereas
retranslations of technical texts, which aim simply at transmitting objective knowledge, are

regarded as unnecessary (Xu, 2003).

Berman’stheory, developed from a strongly source-oriented perspective, views greater fidelity
tothe ST as a sign of translational progression. On another note, Bensimon (1990) offers a slightly
different rationale, as he suggests that first translations tend to be more target-oriented because
a foreign text must initially be adapted to fit the receiving culture’s norms in order to gain
acceptance. Only after the text has become less foreign can later retranslations afford to move

closer to the original (Bensimon, 1990).

Despite some differences in emphasis, both Berman and Bensimon proposed a critical view
centred on the notion of lack. Namely, that retranslations arise to address shortcomings in the

initial translation. These shortcomings might include mistranslations, omissions, stylistic
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awkwardness, or a loss of cultural nuance (Massardier-Kenney, 2015). However, as Massardier-
Kenney (2015) also points out, this discourse of lack has tended to sometimes overlook other

important motivations for retranslation.

Retranslations may as well emerge from the desire to address new or different reception
context, changing cultural dynamics, or simply to explore alternative interpretative possibilities,
which are all functions that do not necessarily imply that earlier translations were deficient. In
this broader perspective, retranslation can be seen as a means of actualising the latent potential
of a text, keeping it alive for the evolving readerships rather than simply correcting perceived

flaws.

3.1.2 Retranslation Hypothesis

This idea, that first translations are more target-oriented while later retranslations are more
source-oriented, has since been further developed, and is commonly referred to as the
Retranslation Hypothesis. It suggests that the first translation of a textinto a given language tends
to adapt the text to the norms and conventions of the TC, while subsequent retranslations move
closer to the original ST. Early translations often suppress the foreignness of the ST, favouring

readability and cultural assimilation (Baker and Saldanha, 2019).

While the Retranslation Hypothesis has been influential, it has also been subject to critique.
Research has shown thatfirst translations are not always domesticating, nor do all retranslations
necessarily adopt a more source-oriented strategy (e.g., (Koskinen and Paloposki, 2003, 2004,
2010; Hanna, 2016). Even in cases where the hypothesis pattern holds, it is now widely
acknowledged that the hypothesis may often simplify a much more complex and variable set of
translational behaviours. Factors such as genre, patronage, commissioning bodies, translator
ideology, and evolving audience preferences all play a role in shaping the orientation of any given

translation.

To account for this complexity, this study treats the Retranslation Hypothesis as a useful point
of entry rather than a universal law. It will be employed in conjunction with DTS (see Section 3.2.1)
and supplemented by more targeted tools, including Toury’s initial norms (Section 3.2.3) and
Pedersen’s orientation norms and intervention strategies (Section 3.2.4). The Retranslation
Hypothesis, in this context, functions not as a prediction model but as a comparative lens,
broadly aligned with Venuti's (1995, 2018) concept of domestication and foreignization, for

exploring how re-subtitling respond to shifting norms over time and across contexts.

40



Chapter 3

3.1.3 Re-subtitling as Active and Passive Retranslation

Although retranslation has traditionally been discussed in literary contexts, it is by no means
limited to them. As outlined in Chapter 2, the past two decades have seen a sharp rise in subtitle
retranslation within mainland China, a phenomenon driven by fansubbing, crowdsourcing, and
the growth of streaming platforms. To better understand the motivations behind this surge, this
section turns to Pym’s (2014, p. 82) distinction between “passive” and “active” retranslations, a

typology that proves especially useful for interpreting re-subtitling practices in this context.

According to Pym (2014), passive retranslations typically appear over extended periods and
tend to respond to slower-moving cultural or linguistic shifts in the TC. They do not necessarily
compete with earlier versions but reflect diachronic evolution (e.g., multiple Bible translations
over centuries). Active retranslations, on the other hand, emerge within the same generation or
cultural moment and often engage critically with earlier translations. They are typically motivated
by dissatisfaction, rivalry, or alternative value systems, and arise in response to differing

patronages or diverging audience expectations.

This distinction becomes particularly important when considered alongside the Retranslation
Hypothesis. While the hypothesis is primarily concerned with passive retranslations, those that
evolve as familiarity with the ST increases, the rise of active retranslation, especially in
fansubbing, complicates this linear, diachronic model. Active retranslations arise not from the
aging of earlier translations, but from immediate, contested negotiations of meaning within the
sametimeframe. Recognising both typesis crucialto understanding the full range of re-subtitling

practices.

Re-subtitling in the mainland Chinese context exhibits characteristics of both passive and
active retranslation. In some cases, earlier subtitle versions become “dated” due to shifts in
language use, audience literacy, or cultural familiarity, prompting passive retranslation. A case
in point is the two fansub versions of the 2005 revival of Doctor Who, where the initial Simplified
Chinese subtitles were released alongside the show’s original broadcast, and a new version was
created a decade later by a different generation of fansubbers (see Chapter 6). By Pym’s

definition, the latter qualifies as a passive retranslation shaped by diachronic change.

Conversely, some re-subtitling efforts are better described as active retranslations. These do
not respond to the passage of time but rather emerge as real-time critiques of existing
translations. A strong example is the fansub versions of Stranger Things (2016), which were

released almost simultaneously with Netflix’s official subtitles (see Chapter 7). Here, the
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retranslation was not merely an update, but an alternative interpretation, offering a parallel

service that challenged the commercial version on stylistic or ideological grounds.

Of course, not all synchronic retranslations are inherently active, nor are all diachronic ones
necessarily passive, yet it remains valuable for examining the shifting motivations, audiences,
and norms underlying different forms of re-subtitling practices. These motivations can also be
examined through Venuti's (2004, pp. 29-30) concepts of the “creation of value” and the
“ideology of commercialism”. Active retranslations, especially in fansubbing, often aim to
reinterpret the ST through new sets of values, generating alternative receptions within the TC.
Fansub versions, for instance, frequently position themselves in opposition to official subtitles,
highlighting different ideological or cultural stances. By contrast, passive retranslations tend to
align with commercialimperatives, aiming to refresh outdated translations for market readability,

comprehension, and relevance.

Whether driven by ideological divergence, linguistic refinement, or audience engagement,
both forms of retranslation justify themselves through difference whether cultural, functional, or
interpretative. Analysing these differences offers a productive lens for tracing the evolution of
subtitling norms (Koskinen and Paloposki, 2004). In a rapidly shifting media environment such as
mainland China’s, where socio-political conditions, platform dynamics, and audience
expectations evolve quickly, re-subtitling becomes a powerful site for observing both diachronic

and synchronic change.

To examine these evolving practices more systematically, the following section introduces the
concept of translation norms, and how these norms provide a structured framework for tracking

shifts in subtitling strategies over time.

3.2 Norm Theories

3.2.1 Descriptive Translation Studies

To systematically examine the evolving subtitling practices discussed earlier, particularly the
shifting norms visible through re-subtitling in the TC context, it is essential to ground the analysis
within an established theoretical framework. One of the mostinfluential approaches for studying
actual translation behaviour is DTS. Rather than prescribing what translations should be, DTS is
concerned with describing and analysing what translations actually are across different
historical and cultural contexts, which is a perfect fit for this rather product-oriented,

comparative research. This section aims to introduce the concept of translational norms as
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developed within the DTS tradition and to explain why DTS offers a particularly suitable paradigm

for this research.

Research on describing what translations and translators actually are, or have been, is by
definition descriptive. In contrast to its competing paradigm supported by prescriptivist scholars
who normally seek a sense of a “good” translation, descriptive studies promoted and refined by
scholars, especially Toury (1981, 1991, 1995, 2012), are based on objective and empirical
observation of actual translation practices, as opposed to prescribing what translation should
be like (see Pedersen, 2018). Gaining more scholarly attention in the 1980s and 1990s, Holmes
(1988) proposed that DTS could be divided into three primary categories of research, focusing on

the product, function and process respectively.

Product-oriented DTS focuses on the description of specific translations, comparative
descriptions of different translations of the same ST (in the same language or in different
languages), and the description of larger corpora of translation, which sparked corpus analysis

in translation studies in the early 1990s.

Function-oriented DTS studies the contexts rather than translated texts, considering the
function, influence, and value of translation in the target context, and the analysis of how

translations affect the context.

Lastly, process-oriented DTS aims for a systematic description of what happens in the
translator's head as they translate, leading to translation psychology, but it may also include the
investigation of more conscious decision-making processes, the choice of global strategies, or

the structuring of translation services.

In accordance with Holmes’ taxonomy, this study adopts a primarily product-oriented
approach, analysing a self-built corpus of actual subtitles and their conscious retranslations
across varied contexts. However, given the influence of sociocultural factors such as censorship,
patronage, and audience expectations, particularly salientin the TC subtitling landscape, it also
incorporates elements of function-oriented DTS. This dual approach allows for a more
comprehensive investigation of how subtitling practices reflect and respond to shifting norms

within specific cultural and institutional frameworks.

Although DTS initially emerged from literary translation studies, it has since been widely
adopted in other fields, including AVT. Scholars such as Remael (2000) and Diaz-Cintas (2004)

have demonstrated that DTS offers a sufficiently coherent yet flexible framework well suited to
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AVT research. As Diaz-Cintas (2004, p. 31) notes, DTS provides a “very valuable starting point”
for studying subtitled texts due to its focus on observable translational behaviour and its

adaptability to media-specific constraints.

Within this framework, Toury (1995, 2012) advocates for a methodology grounded in empirical
observation, one that avoids reliance on isolated or anecdotal examples and instead focuses on
identifying recurring patterns across a corpus of purposefully selected material. This emphasis
on regularities makes DTS particularly suitable for exploring how norms function across time,
space, and audience. A corpus-informed method, when combined with contextual insights, can
thus help illuminate the shifting dynamics between ST and TT, SC and TC, and how these forces

jointly shape AVT practice.

Ultimately, this study positions itself at the intersection of product- and function-oriented DTS,
using textual comparison as a primary mode of analysis while remaining attentive to the broader

sociocultural forces that inform subtitling strategies in the TC context.

3.2.2 Toury’s Concept of Translation Norms

Translation, particularly AVT in an increasingly digitalised context, is a communicative and
collaborative practice typically governed by shared styles, conventions, and expectations. These
are often referred to as translation norms. Terms such as norms, conventions, and rules, as well
as notions of descriptiveness and prescriptiveness, are used differently by various scholars and

carry distinct meanings across disciplinary contexts (Pedersen, 2011).

The concept of normsintranslation theory was firstintroduced by Levy, (1969) and Even-Zohar
(1971, 1979) but has primarily been disseminated by Toury from the late 1970s onwards. For
Toury (2012, p. 63), norms arise from the understanding that translation is a socially learned
activity, and that norms function as the culturally internalised translation of general values into
practical “instructions” that guide behaviour in specific contexts. In other words, they express a
culture’s ideas about what counts as “right or wrong, or adequate or inadequate” in translation

performance.

In the following sections, Toury’s theory of norms will be discussed in more detail through four
key components: (a) the concepts of acceptability and adequacy in translation, (b) the

multiplicity of translational norms, and (c) Toury’s taxonomy of norms.
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The Acceptability and Adequacy of Translation

Toury (1995) frames translation as an act situated within the TC, a target-oriented emphasis that
remains one of the most debated aspects of his theory. His analytical model, particularly the
concept of the “problem + solution” unit or “coupled pair” (Toury, 1995, p. 38), has been
criticised as partial or incomplete for not fully integrating the role of the SC (see Pym, 2014;
Pedersen, 2011). In the revised edition of his seminal work, Toury (2012) acknowledges this
complexity by arguing that translation is not a uniform activity, and no single feature will

characterise all translations across cultures or historical moments.

To address this diversity, Toury (2012, p. 70) proposes two interwoven principles that underpin
translation practice: acceptability and adequacy. Acceptability refers to the production of a text
designed to occupy a specific position within the TC. Adequacy, on the other hand, involves
constituting a representation of a ST from another language and culture. Toury (2012) argues that
translation is always marked by a tension between these two poles: any move toward one
necessitates a move away from the other. Rather than a binary, they form a continuum where

translators negotiate trade-offs depending on the norms and expectations in each case.

To explore this relationship between SC and TC in translation, Toury introduces the concept of
coupled pairs, units of analysis comprising ST items and their corresponding TT solutions.
These may include metaphors, culturalreferences, puns, etc., and serve asindicators of strategy.

As Toury explains:

“lo]nce established, the members of a pair can be compared with each other
in greater detail. After a large number of isolated pairs have been studied,
regular patterns should be looked for which may have governed all these pairs,
or subgroups thereof” (1995, p. 81, italics in original).

Crucially, acceptability and adequacy are not static, as they could evolve under the influence
of temporal, cultural, and socio-political factors. For instance, foreign language policy in
mainland China has had a profound effect on translation norms. English education only gained
national emphasis after the end of the Cultural Revolution in 1979, but rapidly expanded in the
decades that followed. Since 2001, English has been part of mainland China’s nine-year

compulsory education system since primary school programmes (Adamson, 2004). As of April
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2020, China’s Daily Online reported that an estimated 400 million mainland citizens were

learning English, comprising approximately over 28.3% of the population’.

While these figures do not necessarily imply advanced proficiency across the board, they do
point to a significant cultural shift. A broad base of English learners has gained at least a
foundational understanding of its grammar, phonetics, and associated cultures. It follows that
the criteria by which audiences view translations, especially in terms of adequacy and
acceptability, are likely to have shifted as well. For audiences with greater linguistic and cultural
awareness, translation choices that once felt acceptable may now appear insufficient, awkward,
or patronising. These changing expectations in turn reshape the norms that guide subtitling

practices.

Such a cultural transformation is exactly the kind of context Toury (2012, p. 86) refers to when
discussing the “multiplicity of translation norms”, which is addressed in the next section. In the
mainland Chinese context, the rapid rise in English literacy has coincided with the growth of the
Video-On-Demand (VOD) industry and an expanding globalised media environment. These
overlapping forces have intensified demand for AVT, especially subtitling, making the field

particularly ripe for norm-based investigation.

The Multiplicity of Translation Norms

Translational norms, like other social norms, are acquired through socialisation and inherently
involve a degree of sanction, whether formal or informal. As mentioned previously, Toury (2012,
p. 65) notes that norms exist on a “continuum”, ranging from the highly individual and
idiosyncratic to those that closely resemble rules. Some norms are more rigid and prescriptive,

while others are relatively fluid and context-dependent.

Importantly, not all norms are equally binding at any given time or place, and variation within
norms is common. Toury emphasises that norms are not fixed entities but evolve alongside
cultural and historical developments. However, new norms do not simply replace old ones;
rather, different sets of norms tend to coexist. As in any sociocultural domain, this coexistence

results in what Toury (2012, p. 77) calls “trendy”, “old-fashioned”, or “progressive” translations,

each reflecting different value systems or interpretive communities.

! The percentages are calculated approximations based on data from China Statistical Yearbook (Chinese: 77/
L1 E4). According to China Statistical Yearbook, the population in 1985, 2008 and 2020 are 1.059, 1.328,

and 1.412 billion, respectively. Available at: http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/ndsj/2021/indexch.htm (Accessed: 01
September 2022).
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Moreover, translational norms are not only shaped by the broader sociocultural context in
which they operate, but they also vary across and within cultures. As Toury (2012, p. 86) puts it:
“whatever its exact content, there is absolutely no need for a norm to apply to the same extent,
or at all - to all sectors within a culture”, let alone across different cultures. This internal
variability means that even within a single culture, multiple, competing translational norms may
exist simultaneously, depending on the genre, mode, or even the ideological stance of a

translator or translation community.

This recognition of multiplicity is particularly relevant in the field of re-subtitling, where
divergent expectations among audiences, platforms, and subtitlers often result in overlapping
and competing norms. In fast-evolving contexts like the TC audiovisual landscape, such norm
multiplicity provides a useful lens for analysing why different subtitling practices emerge, coexist,

and sometimes contest one another in the form of re-subtitling.

Toury’s Taxonomy of Norms

As discussed earlier, norm variation can occur both within and across cultures, and their binding
force can vary in strength. While some translation norms take on prescriptive functions,
especially those that resemble institutionalised rules, they remain, for scholars working within
the DTS framework, key objects of analysis rather than standards to uphold (Brownlie, 1994).
Toury (2012) argues that translational norms influence not only the final product but also the
entire translation process. Traces of these norms “can be noticed in every aspect of the end

product” (Toury, 2012, p. 81).

To provide a more structured understanding, Toury (2012, pp. 79-84) categorises translational

norms into three major types: initial norms, preliminary norms, and operational norms.

Initial norms concern the translator’s underlying orientation towards the act of translation.
They reflectthe translator’s decision to adhere more closely either to the norms of the TC (leading
to greater acceptability) or to those of the SC (prioritising adequacy). This initial choice shapes
the overall translational approach and indicates where the translator positions the translated

textin relation to its source.

Preliminary norms deal with the broader conditions under which a translation is undertaken.
These include the existence and nature of any translation policy (e.g. institutional or editorial
preferences), and the degree of directness of the translation, whether it is rendered from the

original ST or via an intermediate language. In the context of re-subtitling, where time constraints
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and distribution networks can shape subtitling practices, preliminary norms are often embedded

within platform-specific or industry-level decisions.

Operational norms, by contrast, guide the actual decision-making during the translation
process. They influence the translation’s textual makeup, such as the segmentation,
condensation, and rendering of specific units (e.g. idioms, cultural references, or stylistic
choices). Operational norms govern which elements from the ST are preserved and which are
transformed, and thus play a crucial role in shaping the observable ST-TT relationship. They are
particularly relevant in AVT, where spatial and temporal constraints often lead to systematic

modifications and can reveal clear patterns when studied across corpora.

This taxonomy provides a useful framework for identifying how different layers of norms
operate simultaneously in subtitling practice. In the context of re-subtitling, as will be explored
in subsequent chapters (see Chapter 6, 7 and 8), norm variation can often be traced back to
different configurations of these three types, highlighting shifts not only in textual strategies but

also in broader cultural, audience-based expectations.

3.2.3 Chesterman’s Concept of Norms in Translation

A different but complementary taxonomy of norms is provided by Chesterman (1993, 2016), who
distinguishes between professional norms and expectancy norms, focusing respectively on the

translation process and the translation product.

Professional norms, also known as process norms, govern accepted translation methods and
the translator’s conduct. Chesterman further classifies these into three key subcategories (2016,

pp. 66-68):

Accountability norms, which concern the translator’s responsibility for the choices made

during the translation process;

Communication norms, which reflect the view of translation as an act of social interaction

aimed at optimising communicative efficiency between parties;

Relation norms, which guide the relational dynamics between the ST and TT, i.e., how closely

the translation should adhere to its source.

What sets Chesterman’s approach apart from Toury’s is its evaluative orientation. While

Toury’s framework, rooted in DTS, deliberately avoids making value judgments, Chesterman
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argues that understanding what makes a “good” translation is both necessary and inevitable
within professional practice. His norms are concerned with competent professional behaviour,
not simply with observable regularities across all translations. This has raised questions within

the discipline. As Brownlie (1994, p. 11, italics in original) points out:

“[ilt is unclear whether Chesterman’s higher order professional norms are
based on textual studies or consultation of the people concerned. Similarly
Toury’s claim that all translational phenomena can be accounted for by the
adequacy/acceptability dichotomy needs to be tested. In a descriptive
approach it would seem preferable to postulate only very general types of
norms or even simply the concept of norm, allowing detail to emerge from
actual studies”.

Brownlie’s caution is well taken here. This study treats both the above-mentioned and
subsequent categories of norms not as fixed labels but as guiding tools. Rather than applying
them prescriptively, it allows norms to emerge inductively from close textual and contextual
analysis. This approach not only maintains the descriptive ethos of DTS but also better

accommodates the variability and complexity of re-subtitling practices in the TC context.

That said, in contrast to professional norms. Chesterman’s expectancy norms, or product
norms, are based on recipient expectations. Chesterman defines them as “the expectations of
readers of a translation (of a given type) concerning what a translation (of this type) should be
like” (2016, p. 62, italics in original). These expectations are not limited to linguistic fidelity or
stylistic fluency; they are shaped by multiple factors, including prevailing translation traditions
within the TC, ideological or economic pressures, institutional patronage and censorship, power
dynamics between SC and TC, and the influence of parallel texts or textual conventions common

within the TL.

As Hermans (1991, p. 166) notes, the notion of a “correct” translation is one that aligns with
“the correctness notions prevailing in a particular system”, and adopts the solutions regarded as
normatively appropriate for a given communicative situation. This invites a deeper question,
echoing both Toury’s and Chesterman’s concepts. Correct or acceptable for whom? By whose
standards? To what extent are these standards shared among all readers or, in the context of this

research, among different audience segments within the TL community?

In an era marked by increasing cultural and linguistic fluidity, such notions of correctness or
acceptability are far from fixed. They are especially unstable in the field of subtitling, where

translation often involves complex trade-offs between fidelity, fluency, timing, visual constraints,
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and where audiences may range from casual viewers to culturally literate and highly dedicated

fan/audience communities.

3.2.4 Pedersen’s Subtitling Norms for Television

Within the framework of DTS, Pedersen’s (2011) model presents a subtitling-specific approach
to identifying translation norms, tailored to the audiovisual medium. His work is particularly
relevant to this study for two reasons. First, it is firmly grounded in the practice of television
subtitling, a fast-paced, norm-governed mode of translation with unique constraints. Second, it
centres on what Pedersen (2011, p. 41) terms as “Extralinguistic Cultural References”, which are

items rich in cultural specificity that often require translators to make strategic decisions.

Pedersen’s focus on cultural references, referring to people, institutions, places, food, or
other culturally bound entities unfamiliar to the TA, mirrors Toury’s concept of coupled pairs, i.e.,
problem-solution units extracted from ST and TT for comparative analysis. Like coupled pairs,
culturalreferences highlight points of cultural and interpretive tension in translation and are thus
particularly useful for investigating the subtitler’s strategic choices, which reflects what Toury
terms as operational norms. This study also aims to adopt cultural references as the primary site
of analysis, using them to trace subtitling strategies across multiple versions and explore the

norms that underlie those choices (See Chapter 4).

In his pan-Scandinavian corpus of over 100 subtitled Anglophone films and TV programmes,

Pedersen (2011, pp.190-208) identifies four types of empirical subtitling norms:

Technicalnorms, related to media-specific constraints, such as reading speed, subtitle length,

and condensation.

Orientation norms, indicating whether subtitles are source-oriented (foreignizing) or target-

oriented (domesticating).

Guidance norms, concerning the extent to which subtitles aid comprehension of culturally

unfamiliar material.

Other lower-level norms, habitual translation behaviours that may not be formally codified but

still influence subtitling practice.

Of these, orientation norms and guidance norms are especially relevant to this study.
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Orientation norms offer a direct link to Toury’s initial norms, which address the translator’s
underlying choice between adequacy (more source-oriented) and acceptability (more target-
oriented). This concept is particularly pertinent in cases of re-subtitling, where a later version

may shift this orientation in response to changing audience expectations or evolving norms.

Guidance norms, on the other hand, address when and how translators employ interventional
strategies to aid viewer comprehension of cultural references, particularly when those
references are monocultural (i.e., entirely foreign and unfamiliar to the TA). Pedersen (2011, pp.
106-110) observes that interventional strategies (such as generalisation, specification and
substitution) are used far more frequently for monocultural references than for more accessible
types (e.g., transcultural items). He also notes that these strategies reflect an awareness of
transculturality (the degree of cultural overlap between ST and TT) and extratextuality (whether

the viewer is likely to recognise the reference from outside the text).

This dimension of guidance norms aligns closely with Leppihalme's (1997) typology of
interventional strategies for translating culture-bound elements, particularly her classification of
strategies such as retention, addition of explanations, or full substitution. Both Leppihalme and
Pedersen share a functionalist perspective (see e.g., Reiss and Vermeer, 2014), as in they are
concerned not only with what strategy is used, but with how it facilitates or obstructs

communication between the source and target audiences.

In this regard, Pedersen’s orientation and guidance norms form a bridge between Toury’s
descriptive taxonomy and Chesterman’s functional-evaluative perspective. Orientation norms
parallel Toury’s initial norms, while guidance norms capture the degree of operational
intervention evident in the treatment of cultural references. Both also shed light on broader
expectancy norms in Chesterman’s view, since audience expectations often determine whether

orientation shifts or interventions are perceived as necessary, excessive, or appropriate.

That is to say, Pedersen’s model offers a media-specific yet theoretically connected
framework for this study. By examining how cultural references are treated across multiple
subtitle versions, this study traces variation in orientation (echoing Toury’s initial norms) and
levels of intervention (reflecting Toury’s operational norms and Pedersen’s guidance norms).
These variation, in turn, point to evolving expectancy norms within the TC context as theorised by
Chesterman, and ultimately reveal how subtitling practices evolve in response to changing

audience expectations within the TC context.

51



Chapter 3
3.2.5 Norm Theories in Mainland Chinese Translation Scholarship

While Pedersen’s (2011) model provides a useful operational starting point for this study,
particularly inits treatment of cultural references as sites where subtitling norms becomevisible,
his modelis grounded solely in pan-Scandinavian broadcast contexts, where subtitling practices
are relatively institutionalised and audiences comparatively homogeneous. Applying this model
to the mainland Chinese audiovisual environment therefore requires contextual grounding. This
is not because norm theories are less suited to the mainland Chinese context, but because
subtitling norms in mainland China emerge under a different set of conditions, shaped by
regulation, platform-driven distribution, uneven audience preferences and SC familiarity, as well
as the parallel circulation of professional and participatory subtitles which is unique especially
to the mainland Chinese subtitling landscape. These factors complicate assumptions of a stable

or unified target system on which much early norm-oriented research implicitly relies.

Mainland Chinese TS scholarship, much like the western counterpart, has traditionally
concentrated on literary and institutional translation, where norm theories have provided
productive insights. Diachronic research has traced the evolution of translational norms,
particularly those concerning stylistic register, linguistic choices, and degrees of mediation, as
functions of shifting ideological climates, publishing regimes, and target readerships (see, e.g.,
Li, 2014). These studies align well with Toury’s conception of norms as probabilistic and
historically situated, but they also extend it by foregrounding the interplay between institutional

authority and translator agency.

Building on this perspective, Xu and Tian (2020) conceptualise norm dynamics through centre-
periphery movement within the target system. Their analysis shows how institutional actors such
as publishers, editors, and translators function as “norm entrepreneurs” (Xu and Tian, 2020, p.
660), repositioning translational practices according to ideological, commercial, and aesthetic
priorities. This account is particularly relevant to contemporary AVT, where platform-based
production has expanded the range of agents involved in subtitling and intensified competition

over normative legitimacy.

Similarly, a complementary strand of research emphasises how translators operate under
partially competing norms. Hu's (2020) risk-management model demonstrates how institutional
translators navigate pressures related to fidelity, political appropriateness, and audience
accessibility through strategic judgement. Norms are thus treated as negotiable expectations

whose relative weight varies according to perceived risk and reward. This re-conceptualisation is
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especially pertinent to re-subtitling, where heterogeneous agents respond to divergent

institutional constraints and audience orientations.

Further complicating the dynamics of norm formation are studies that focus on norm deviation
as a strategic and productive act. Yu (2024), for instance, examines the translation of dialects in
Chinese literary translation and shows that norm violations do not always trigger sanctions. In
some cases, such deviations may serve as symbolic capital, legitimised by factors such as
translator prestige, institutional endorsement, or shifts in audience expectations. This strategic
deployment of deviation aligns with Yu and Xu's (2017) sociological account of norm genesis.
Their study traces how norm-breaking can evolve into norm-making, not through random
disruption, but through an agentive process of negotiation and field restructuring. Drawing on
Bourdieu’s field theory (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990), their study highlights how innovations
introduced by strategically positioned translators can stabilise into new norms once they gain

recognition within the field.

At a broader level, mainland Chinese norm-oriented scholarship has also emphasised the role
of institutional authority and cultural self-positioning in shaping translation norms. Chang's
(2015) study of source-initiated translations adds a macro-politicaldimension to this discussion.
Investigating Chinese state-sponsored translations of domestic literature into English, Chang
illustrates how translation strategies, such as the increasing retention of culture-specific items,
correspond to evolving narratives of national self-representation. In this case, shifts in mainland
China’s “auto-image” (Chang, 2015, p. 102) shape the normative parameters of translation
practice, reinforcing the idea that norms are not only textual or institutional, but also entangled

in larger geopolitical and ideological frameworks.

Despite these developments, norm theory in mainland Chinese scholarship has remained
largely concentrated on literary and institutional translation. AVT, and subtitling in particular, has
received comparatively limited attention from a norm-theoretical perspective. Where norms are
addressed in AVT research, they are often framed prescriptively, in terms of technical standards
or regulatory requirements, rather than reconstructed descriptively from translated products.
This risks conflating norms with guidelines and obscures the variability and contestation that

characterise subtitling in digitally mediated, platform-based environments.

These limitations become especially evident in the context of re-subtitling, where multiple
subtitle versions coexist across time, platforms, and distribution channels. Unlike the relatively

stable institutional settings examined in much existing mainland Chinese norm research, re-
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subtitling involves heterogeneous agents, including professional and freelance subtitlers,
streaming platforms, and fan communities, each operating under distinct normative
assumptions. In such contexts, norms are more plausibly identified through recurring patterns

across versions than through reference to centrally imposed standards.

Against this backdrop, the present study adopts a product-oriented, descriptive approach to
norm analysis. Drawing on Pedersen’s (2011) orientation and guidance norms, it situates these
concepts within the mainland Chinese AVT context and uses cultural references as empirical
points of comparison across initial subtitles and their retranslations. Operational norms are
reconstructed through patterned variation in orientation and degrees of intervention. By tracing
how these patterns shift across versions, the study engages with mainland Chinese scholarship
that foregrounds norm dynamics, negotiation, and agency, while extending norm theory to the

underexplored domain of audiovisual re-subtitling.

3.3 Conclusion

This chapter positions the present study within the paradigm of DTS, adopting a primarily
product-oriented and norm-based perspective. Rather than prescribing what subtitling should
be, the aim here is to describe and analyse what subtitling practices were/are, particularly within
the specific sociocultural and historical context of mainland China. In this sense, the study
follows Holmes’ and Toury’s conception of translation as a cultural, norm-governed activity that

reflects shifting audience expectations across changing contexts.

Toury’s framework (1995, 2012) provides the foundation. Of particular relevance are initial
norms, which reveal the translator’s underlying orientation toward the ST or TT, and operational
norms, which indicate the kinds of textual adjustments observable in the translation product.
These categories are well suited to examining how different versions of subtitles for the same

audiovisual texts diverge or evolve.

To tailor this framework to subtitling, the study adopts Pedersen’s (2011) subtitling-specific
model. His orientation norms align well with Toury’s initial norms, and his guidance norms extend
Toury’s operational norms by highlighting the degree and type of intervention in the rendering of
cultural references. The orientation and guidance norms together sharpen the analytical focus
of this study, allowing systematic observation of both where subtitling choices are oriented and

how much intervention is applied (see Chapter 4).
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Finally, the variation observed in orientation and level of intervention across diachronic and
synchronic re-subtitling cases ultimately reflect what Chesterman (1993, 2016) terms
expectancy norms. These norms are shaped by audience expectations, institutional pressures,
and TC conventions, and they materialise in the form and features of the subtitled product. By
triangulating Toury’s descriptive model, Pedersen’s subtitling-specific taxonomy, and
Chesterman’s communicative and product-oriented insights, this study seeks to provide a
theoretically robust and media-appropriate analysis of how orientation and intervention operate
as key dimensions of norm variation in subtitling within the evolving audiovisual landscape of the

TC context.

Before turning to the research methods and overall methodological framework in Chapter 5,
Chapter 4 further establishes the key unit of analysis for this norm-based comparative study, i.e.,
the coupled pair. It explains why cultural references are selected as the primary form of coupled
pairs and outlines how they are identified, categorised, and analysed through the subtitling

strategies applied to them.
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Chapter 4 Subtitling Cultural References

4.1 Introduction: Identifying Translation Problems as Coupled Pairs

While Chapter 3 introduced the norm-based theoretical framework of this study, this chapter
shifts focus to how such norms can be observed in practice through a specific linguistic marker,
i.e., translation problems, with a particular emphasis on cultural references. Broadly speaking,
translation problems associated with cultural references demand more than a straightforward
substitution of ST segments with their TT equivalents but more creative and cognitive effort and

often resultin strategic variation across subtitle versions.

defines a translation problem from a psycholinguistic perspective as occurring “when a
subject realises that, at a given point in time, s/he is unable to transfer or to transfer adequately
a source-language text segment into the target-language”. While this definition is valuable, it
remains largely process-oriented. In this study, translation problems are instead approached
from a product-oriented perspective, by analysing the translated text itself to identify where and
how difficulties surface in the final output. This perspective is particularly useful when the
translator’s internal cognitive processes are inaccessible, as it allows problem-solving

behaviour to be inferred from the textual features and strategies observable in the TT.

Within DTS, Toury (2012, p. 103) expands on the notion of translation problems by introducing
the concept of “coupled pairs”. Thatis, a method of identifying “a series of (ad hoc) coupled pairs
of replacing + replaced segments”. In his view, these pairs do not merely represent one-way
solutions to problems; rather, they illustrate a dynamic interaction between problems and their
corresponding solutions. This approach allows researchers to reconstruct, from the product

itself, what was likely perceived as problematic in a given context.

This two-way analysis is especially relevant here, as this study examines not just one, but two
sets of coupled pairs: (1) STvs. initial TT subtitle translation, and (2) ST vs. retranslated TT subtitle
version. By comparing how similar problems are handled across these different versions, it
becomes possible to trace not only variation in strategic solutions, but also shifts in what is

perceived as a problem in the first place.

Forexample, if a cultural reference is initially treated with an overtinterventional strategy (e.g.,
specification or generalisation), but is later rendered in a more neutral or straightforward way

(e.g., direct translation) in the retranslation, this may suggest that the original problem has
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diminished in relevance, perhaps due to increased SC literacy, hence evolving audience
expectations. Conversely, if a previously unproblematic ST segment is retranslated using a more
interventionist strategy, this may reflect changing assumptions about TA familiarity, sensitivity,

or interpretive needs.

Such variation provide valuable insight into evolving relations between ST and TT, and more
broadly, between the SC and TC. In turn, they enable the identification of shifts in orientation and
interventional norms (see Chapter 3), especially within different subtitling contexts operating

within the same language pair.

The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows: Section 4.2 outlines the rationale for
selecting cultural references as the specific type of translation problems examined in this study
and clarifies the term’s scope within the research. Section 4.3 then introduces the taxonomy of
subtitling strategies adapted from Pedersen (2011), which forms the basis for the comparative
analysisin subsequent chapters. Finally, section 4.4 concludes the chapter and leads to the next

that discusses the research methodology.

4.2 Cultural References in Subtitling

4.2.1 Cultural References as Translation Problems

One of the main challenges in examining translation problems from a primarily product-oriented
perspective lies in the very fact that every translated text is the outcome of a series of choices,
regardless of whether an explicit problem isidentifiable. As Gambier and Van Doorslaer (2010, p.
417) observe, “[e]ven where there is no problem, the translator makes a decision: the absence
of a problem does not lead to a non-strategic behaviour”. Every translation choice is therefore
strategic, whether itinvolves solving a perceived problem or applying a familiar, routine solution,

such as a conventional equivalent for a recurring term.

However, in practice, distinguishing between routine and non-routine solutions is often far
from straightforward, as this boundary largely depends on the translator’s own experience,
expertise, and knowledge (Gambier and Van Doorslaer, 2010). From a product-oriented
perspective, this raises a key methodological question: what kinds of translation problems are
most conducive to comparative analysis, ones that do not depend at the level of individual style

or competence, but in terms of broader systemic or cultural patterns.

T A routine translation can be similar as having an Official Equivalence, which will be discussed in later
section of this chapter.
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This study argues that cultural references provide precisely such an analytical lens. Unlike
purely linguistic issues, the challenge posed by cultural references stems not from syntactic or
grammatical complexity but from their cultural specificity, often tied to a particular historical,
social, or fandom context. As Archer (1991) puts it, these references create cultural bumps,
moments where different knowledge worlds collide, prompting translators to intervene and

mediate in ways that negotiate not only meaning, but also cultural distance and proximity.

This view is echoed by Chiaro (2009, p. 155), who includes cultural references among the
broader category of “translational hurdles” in AVT. Chiaro identifies three macro types of such
“hurdles”: (1) highly culture-specific references (e.g., place names, sports, institutions, famous
people); (2) language-specific features (e.g., terms of address, taboo language); and (3) areas of
overlap between language and culture (e.g., songs, rhymes, jokes). While only the first category
directly concerns cultural references, the third, where language and culture intersect, likewise

involves cultural knowledge.

From this perspective, cultural references offer a relatively objective lens for analysis in a
product-oriented study of AVT. They serve as textual evidence where translation decisions are
likely to vary in response to shifting norms, expectations, and assumptions about the TA’s
encyclopaedic knowledge. This makes them ideal for tracing differences across coupled pairs

and observing how translation problems are addressed, or redefined, across varied versions.

However, despite the prominence of cultural references in translation research as a whole,

there is little consensus on terminology.

Existing studies have referred to them using a range of nomenclature, including culture-bound
lexical units (Tomaszczyk, 1983) and cultural bumps (Archer, 1991; Leppihalme, 1997). Within
AVT scholarship, the most common terms are extralinguistic cultural references (Pedersen,
2011), culture-specific references (Ranzato, 2016) and also simply cultural references (Diaz-

Cintas and Remael, 2021).

This research adopts the term cultural references (henceforth, CRs) following Diaz-Cintas and
Remael (2021), precisely because it serves as a straightforward, general umbrella concept that
accommodates both real-world references and intertextual allusions without overly restricting
its scope or definition. As Hatim and Mason (1990, p. 223) argue, translation is not only a bilingual
activity but also a bicultural one, requiring translators to “mediate between cultures” and

navigate ideological, moral, and sociocultural differences. These cultural incompatibilities
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frequently manifest in textual references to specific histories, geographies, or other cultural

concepts that lackimmediate equivalents in the TT, thereby causing translation problems.

That said, it is also important to acknowledge that, particularly in the context of fansubbing,
the boundaries between what constitutes a “translation problem” and what is treated as a
“strategic choice” are not always clear-cut. In many cases, especially where the TA is presumed
to share a certain level of cultural or fandom literacy, CRs may not necessarily function as
barriers to comprehension. Instead, as later chapters demonstrate, CRs can often become
highly performative sites of negotiation, where subtitlers choose to either preserve, modify, or
heavily intervene, not simply to aid comprehension, but to signal expertise, assert authority, or
even mark their translations as distinct from other available versions. In this sense, the subtitling
of CRs in fansubbing may go beyond a reactively problem-solving act and operate more
proactively as a means of positioning, branding, and community-building, that reflects the

subtitler’s imagined audience bases.

The following section further clarifies the taxonomy of CRs and sets out the subtitling
strategies applied in this study, situating them within the norm-based theories outlined in

Chapter 3.

4.2.2 Categorisation of Cultural References in Subtitling

Within the scope of AVT, extensive research has explored the rendering of CRs, with significant
contributions from Diaz-Cintas and Remael (2007, 2021), Pedersen (2011), and Ranzato (2016).
Diaz-Cintas and Remael (2007, p. 201) offer a broad classification that distinguishes CRs along
“geographical”, “ethnographic”, and “socio-political” lines, showing how these references are

closely tied to specific cultural settings.

Similarly, Pedersen (2011) proposes a detailed lexical taxonomy comprising twelve categories,
including weights and measures, proper names, professional titles, food and beverages,
literature, government, entertainment, education, sports, currency, technical material, and a
miscellaneous “other” category. While comprehensive, Pedersen’s (2011, pp. 59-60) model is
not without limitations. Some categories overlap conceptually (e.g., weights and currency), while
others, such as “entertainment”, are arguably too vague for consistent classification across

diverse texts.

Based on this categorisation, Pedersen (2011, p. 43) introduces the term extralinguistic

cultural reference, and defines it as a reference expressed through language that points to an
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extralinguistic entity or process, identifiable by a culturally relevant audience. However, as Diaz-
Cintas and Remael (2021, p. 202) point out, the line between intralinguistic and extralinguistic
references is often difficult to draw. This is because extralinguistic references are always
conveyed through language but rely on cultural knowledge outside the text for fullunderstanding.
Forinstance, in British English, the phrase “making tea” may appear linguistically straightforward,
which refers to the act of preparing a beverage. Yet, in certain cultural or regional contexts, it
could idiomatically means having dinner. Grasping this alternative meaning depends not on the
language itself, but on familiarity with specific cultural practices. Such cases illustrate how
cultural meaning is often embedded in everyday language, making it hard to categorise a
reference like that as purely idiomatic (e.g., intralinguistic) or strictly culture-bound (e.g.,

extralinguistic).

Other than the perspective of intra- or extra-linguistic, Ranzato (2016, p. 64) offers an
alternative view by distinguishing between real-world and intertextual references, and further
classifying CRs by their cultural origin, i.e., from the “source culture”, “intercultural”, “third
culture”, or “target culture”. While this model is valuable for identifying the perceived origin of a
reference, it becomes less effective in a globalised media environment, where cultural markers
increasingly circulate beyond national or linguistic borders. In such contexts, audience
familiarity with a given reference may hinge less on cultural proximity but more on factors like

media exposure, personal interests, cultural and language proficiency.

To address these complexities, this study adopts Pedersen’s (2011, pp. 106-113) concepts of
transculturality and polysemioticity as more flexible analytical lens. Transculturality, also
informed by Snell-Hornby (1988) and Leppihalme (1997), assesses the cultural distance between
SC and TC. It highlights how familiar or foreign a CR is likely to appear to the TA, which is a factor
that strongly influences subtitling choices. High familiarity may allow a direct rendering, while

greater distance may necessitate adaptation or substitution.

Polysemioticity complements transculturality by drawing attention to the multimodal
environment of subtitling. As Pedersen (2011) notes, subtitles operate within a polysemiotic
framework where meaning is constructed across multiple channels. Following Gottlieb (1997),
these include non-verbal visual (e.g., images), non-verbal audio (e.g., music, sound effects),
verbal audio (e.g., dialogue), and verbal visual (e.g., on-screen text). When a CR is reinforced

across several channels, “intersemiotic redundancy” (Gottlieb, 2001, p. 20) increases, reducing
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the explanatory burden of the subtitle. Conversely, low redundancy may prompt subtitlers to

intervene more explicitly.

(ZHaER)

Figure 4.1 Example of a gloss placed on the top of the screen, which is the official Chinese translation of Death in the
Clouds. S04EQ7, retranslated by YYeTs in 2018.

BT ASERIMRE
(1B%x571)

\

Figure 4.2 Example of a gloss placed at the right corner of the main subtitling area, which reads “the outfit of the Doctor
in this episode, The Man in the Brown Suit” SO4EQ7, retranslated by YYsTs, in 2018.

A good example of this can be found in the Agatha Christie-themed episode of Doctor Who
(2005, S04E07). In one scene, a copy of Christie’s Death in the Clouds is prominently displayed

on screen (see Figure 4.1). The visual cue itself is enough to convey the intertextual reference, yet
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the Simplified Chinese translation of the title also appears at the top of the screen, ensuring
accessibility for viewers less familiar with this work of British literature. This shows how the
subtitles may reinforce a reference even when intersemiotic redundancy is high. By contrast, the
same episode features the character’s brown suit, an allusion to Christie’s The Man in the Brown
Suit, but without any verbal or visual reinforcement (see Figure 4.2). In this case, a gloss is added
within the subtitles to make the covert intertextual reference explicit. In both instances, the
degree of intervention observable in the product reflects assumptions about audience
knowledge and illustrates how subtitles can function as cultural mediation beyond linguistic

transfer.

These two examples also highlight how transculturality and polysemioticity interact, in that
the former concerns cultural distance, while the latter the degree of intersemiotic support. They
illustrate how subtitles can vary both in orientation (towards the ST or the TT) and in the level of

intervention employed.

In short, this study does not aim to apply or challenge existing models, nor to introduce new
terminology. Rather, it builds on Diaz-Cintas and Remael’s (2021) broad classification of CRs.
From the perspective of the TC, all references not originating in mainland China, whether real-
world or intertextual, synchronous or asynchronous (Ranzato, 2016), are treated as CRs relevant
to this research. This definition provides a flexible yet consistent framework for examining
variation in subtitling strategies across commercial and fan practices, and for exploring how
these variation reflect audience expectations and evolving norms in the English-Simplified

Chinese context.

Accordingly, the study adopts a five-category framework: four domains of real-world CRs: (a)
Geographical, (b) Ethnographic, (c) Socio-political, and (d) Asynchronous, together with (e)

Intertextual CRs, which include overt and covert allusions as well as extended macroallusions.

The category of real-world CRs follow Diaz-Cintas and Remael’s (2007, 2021) model, which
includes three primary domains, Geographical, Ethnographic, and Socio-political. Additionally,
this study incorporates a fourth category of real-world CRs: Asynchronous References, as
defined by Ranzato (2016), that “do not belong to the same time in which the members of the
audience live” (Ranzato, 2016, p. 75), which refer to cultural items that are temporally distant for

the contemporary audience but remain contextually relevant within the narrative.

The four categories of real-world CRs are:
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e Geographical CRs: references tied to specific locations or regions;

e Ethnographic CRs: items linked to cultural practices, education, or everyday life;

e Socio-political CRs: events, figures, or institutions with political or historical
significance;

e Asynchronous CRs: culturalitems that are contextually relevant within the narrative but

temporally distant from the audience’s contemporary experience at the time of viewing.

Examples of real-world CRs include:

“This is a photograph of the Daniels family of Southampton.” (Doctor Who, SO1EO1,
Geographical)
“l could do A-levels.” (Doctor Who, SO1EQO1, Ethnographic)

“The assassination of President Kennedy.” (Doctor Who, SO1E01, Socio-political)

“Ugh, you know | don’t do double VHS.” (Stranger Things, SO4E02, Asynchronous)

The fifth category concerned in this study is Intertextual CRs, drawn from Ranzato’s (2016)

typology, which includes:

e Overtintertextual allusions: explicit references to other texts, works, or media;
e Covertintertextual allusions: subtler references that rely on shared cultural knowledge;

e Intertextual macroallusions: extended or episode-long parodies and pastiches.

Examples of intertextual CRs include:

“Do the words ‘Billy, don’t be a hero’ mean anything to you?” (Friends, SO1E01, overt

intertextual allusion)
“- Really? - Mopey Dick.” (Stranger Things, SO4EQ1, covertintertextual allusion, a word play
on Moby Dick)

“Would the Doctor please come to the Diary Room?” (Doctor Who, SO1E12, intertextual
macroallusion, as the whole episode is a parody of various British reality TV game shows,

including an overt reference to the show Big Brother)

The next section outlines the subtitling strategies used to render these CRs, examining how

approaches vary according to transculturality and polysemioticity. These concepts provide extra
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lenses for analysing orientation and intervention norms in subtitling, thereby bridging the

theoretical discussion of Chapter 3 with the empirical findings presented in Chapters 6, 7, and 8.

4.3 Subtitling Strategies of Cultural References

The subtitling strategies adopted in this research for rendering CRs are primarily drawn from
Pedersen’s (2011) work, which offers one of the most detailed and widely cited taxonomies
developed specifically for subtitling. His model, positioned within the DTS framework, is based
on a corpus of English-to-Scandinavian subtitles. While there are considerable linguistic and
cultural differences between these language pairs and the English-to-Simplified Chinese focus
of this study, Pedersen’s taxonomy remains highly relevant however some adaption of ithas been

required for the purpose of this study.

Pedersen (2011, p. 76) identifies seven baseline strategies for rendering what he terms
“extralinguistic” cultural references, which are: Retention, Specification, Direct Translation,

Generalisation, Substitution, Omission and Official Equivalent.

Although this study does not adopt Pedersen’s concept of “extralinguistic” conceptin full, the
strategies derived from his taxonomy still provide a flexible and systematic framework for
analysing how CRs are handled in subtitling practice. In particular, they are useful for examining
two key dimensions introduced in Chapter 3: orientation norms (related to Toury’s initial norm in
terms of source- vs. target-oriented strategies), and levels of intervention (as a part of Pedersen’s
operational norms in terms of the use of interventional strategies ranging from minimal changes

to heavy mediation).

Given the greater structural, orthographic, and cultural distance between English and
Simplified Chinese compared to English and Scandinavian languages, this study refines

Pedersen’s model to better suit the language pair under investigation.

In particular, Retention is divided into two distinct sub-strategies: Complete Retention, where
the ST item s carried over unchanged (usually inits SL script), and Transliteration, where ST items
are rendered phonetically into Simplified Chinese characters to enhance accessibility and

standardisation.

Additionally, this study expands on Pedersen’s framework by incorporating glossing as a key
interventional strategy. These are categorised into three forms based on their placement and
function: “+in-text gloss” (embedded within the subtitle line and accompanied by other

strategies), “+gloss” (appearing outside of the main subtitle lines and accompanied by other
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strategies), and “Gloss” as a standalone strategy (asinitis not accompanied by any other texts).
Glossingis considered here not just as a strategy for aiding comprehension but also as a marker
of audience engagement and community-building, which is particularly common in fansubbing

practices.

The strategies ultimately adopted in this study therefore comprise eleven categories: (a)
Complete Retention, (b) Transliteration, (c) Direct Translation, (d) Specification, (e)
Generalisation, (f) Substitution, (g) Omission, (h) Official Equivalent, (i) Gloss, (j) + in-text gloss,
and (k) + gloss. The following sections present each of these strategies in detail, along with the

rationale behind their adoption and adaptation.

4.3.1 Complete Retention and Transliteration

As Pedersen (2011, p. 77) explains, Retention involves preserving the original CR in the TT, with
only minimal adjustments for linguistic or formatting compatibility. It is often regarded as the
most source-oriented strategy and closely aligns with Levy’s (1969, p. 156) “minimax strategy”,
which proposes that translators favour solutions yielding maximum effect with minimal effort.
Among Eurocentric subtitlers working between closely related languages and writing systems,

this is a relatively common approach (Pedersen, 2011).

When the language pair differs more substantially, however, such as between English as the
SL and Simplified Chinese as the TL, the unmodified retention of Latin script is less accessible
for the TL audience, given the ideographic nature of the Chinese language. In such cases, simple
retention often requires adaptation in the form of transliteration, which allows SL proper names

or culture-bound terms to be rendered in a script familiar to the TL audience.

Pedersen further notes that Retention may take different forms depending on the extent of
adjustment to the TT system. He distinguishes between Complete Retention, where the CR is
reproduced exactly as it appears in the ST (typically in the original script), and TL-adjusted
Retention, where minor modifications are introduced to “ease the transition” (Pedersen, 2011, p.
78). Building on this framework, the present study formalises the distinction by treating Complete
Retention and Transliteration as two analytically separate sub-strategies. This refinement is
particularly important given the marked orthographic and phonological distance between

English and Simplified Chinese.

This distinction also enables tracing diachronic variation between initial and retranslated

subtitles. As later chapters demonstrate (see Chapters 6 and 8), Complete Retention is more
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typical of early subtitle versions, particularly grassroots fansubs from the early 2000s, where
subtitling styles were less uniform and a strong emphasis on ST fidelity prevailed. By contrast,
more recent retranslations, especially those shaped by standardised practices, whether through
commercial guidelines or increasingly professionalised crowdsourced fansubbing, tend to
favour Transliteration as a strategy of normalisation and accessibility enhancement (see
Chapters 6 and 7). This shift suggests an evolution in subtitling norms, where Transliteration
functions not only as a practical adaptation but also as a marker of professionalisation and
institutional influence across both fan and commercial contexts. The following example pair

illustrates this contrastin more detail (Examples 4-1a and 4-1b).

Example 4-1a, Doctor Who, S01E02, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 1 But, hold on, they did this once on Newsround Extra.

Subtitles Initial (F6, 2005)
A2, F—F, A1 &£ 7E Newsround Extra Fid—k

Back Translation But, wait, they did it once at Newsround Extra.

Strategy Complete Retention

Example 4-1b, Doctor Who, S04E01, CR Type: Geographical

Original Dialogue 2 and you got on a bus to Strathclyde.

Subtitles Retranslation (YYeTs, 2018)
ALK B2 T S B e esE

(Gloss) P =il ki

Back Translation Took a coach to Strathclyde

the southwest of Scotland.

Strategy Transliteration + gloss

In Example 4-1a, the early fansub of the ethnographic CR Newsround Extra, a UK-specific
programme, retains the reference verbatim in the original SL script. No translation,
transliteration, or any forms of mediation is provided. This strategy aligns with what Pedersen

(2011) terms Complete Retention and reflects a strongly source-oriented approach.

In contrast, Example 4-1b presents a similar case of a proper-name CR, i.e., Strathclyde,
which may also be considered a monocultural reference with relatively low transculturality, as it
is unlikely to be widely recognised by non-UK audiences. Here, the geographical name is
transliterated into Simplified Chinese characters (i.e., “#4F 7 B 57 345 ”), which makes the item
more recognisable to a TL audience and creates visual coherence by maintaining a consistent
script within the subtitle line. In addition, a line of gloss is provided (i.e., “the southwest of

Scotland”) to further clarify the reference for viewers unfamiliar with the UK’s geography.
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While this solution could be described in Pedersen’s taxonomy as a combination of TL-
adjusted Retention and Specification (see Section 4.3.2), the present study classifies it more
precisely as Transliteration with the addition of gloss. This refinement highlights two key features
of the strategy: (1) the orthographic adaptation, whereby the SL item is re-scripted into Chinese
characters, and (2) the supplementary explanation, which provides semantic elaboration beyond
the transliterated form. Separating these elements is particularly important in the English-
Simplified Chinese context, where significant orthographic and cultural distance often requires

both forms of intervention to work together.

4.3.2 Specification

Specification refers to the strategy of adding information to the TT that is not explicitly presentin
the ST, resulting in a more semantically detailed or explicit CR in the subtitle. Pedersen (2011, p.
76) differentiates between two types: Completion, where abbreviations or names are expanded
in full, and Addition, where supplementary information (such as profession, genre, or function) is
inserted to aid comprehension. Although still relatively source-oriented, Specification
introduces a degree of intervention, as it expands the semantic load of the original reference to
enhance clarity or contextual relevance for the TL audience. It may be seen as complementary to
Generalisation (see Section 4.3.4), since both strategies involve modifying the semantic scope

of the CRin the TT, though in opposite directions, either by reduction or by enrichment.

Examples of cases of Specification via Addition is presented in Example 4-2.

Example 4-2a, Doctor Who, S04E12, CR Type: Ethnographic
Original Dialogue 1 It's like an outer space Facebook.

Subtitles Initial (FRM, 2008)
X 1 ELAL 8 4 K 25 ) Facebook 32

Back Translation It’s just like an outer space Facebook social network.

Strategy Specification

Example 4-2b, Friends, SO1E18, CR Type: Ethnographic
Original Dialogue 2 Yes, and | get my ya-yas from_KEA.

Subtitles Initial (F6, 2005)
Bk, T BB IECE AR M

Back Translation Yes, and | bought it from “IKEA furniture”

Strategy Specification
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In Example 4-2a, “Facebook” is retained in its original SL form (a case of Complete Retention),
while the explanatory term “social network” is appended to clarify its function. This addition
suggests that in 2008, Facebook might not yet have been widely recognised among TL viewers,
and the expansion mediated potential gaps in technological and cultural familiarity. In Example
4-2b, the transliterated brand name “IKEA” (i.e., “ E. %) is specified as “furniture”, reinforcing its
commercial identity and resolving any residual ambiguity. In both cases, Specification enriches

the semantic load of the CR, not by altering the reference itself, but by elaborating its contextual

relevance.

Other than Addition, Specification via Completion is illustrated in Example 4-2c.

Example 4-2c, Stranger Things, SO4E9, CR Type: Geographical

Original Dialogue Yeah, TWA, Pan Am, Eastern.

Subtitles Initial (Netflix, 2022)
Xt FRERLZE . FEME XEEFME

Back Translation Yeah, Trans World Airline, Pan America Airline, American Eastern Airline

Strategy Specification

In this case, the acronyms “TWA”, “Pan Am”, and “Eastern” are each rendered in expanded
form to clarify their referents. This way of rendering not only enhances accessibility for TL viewers
who may be unfamiliar with the historical context of mid-20th-century U.S. aviation, but also
addresses potential ambiguity. The term “Eastern”, for instance, could easily be confused in the
TC with the still-operational China Eastern Airlines (Chinese: % /7 fii ). The addition of
“American” pre-empts this confusion by explicity marking the CR’s national origin,

distinguishing it from any misleading associations.

While Specification is categorised in this research as a relatively more source-oriented
strategy (see Section 4.3.9), its application here, compared to the two types of Retention
discussed previously, reveals a more nuanced and interventional form of mediation. This is
shaped not only by presumed gaps in cultural knowledge but also by the potential for cross-
cultural misrecognition within the TL context. As such, this case illustrates how Specification can
function simultaneously as a source-oriented strategy and a tool for cultural mediation in

subtitling practice.

4.3.3 Direct Translation
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In contrast to Specification and other strategies that involve semantic elaboration, Direct
Translation refers to the rendering of an ST item into the TL without altering its original meaning.
Pedersen (2011, p. 83) conceptualises this strategy as encompassing both calque and literal
translation, drawing on Vinay and Darbelnet (1958) model. In Pedersen’s 2011 taxonomy, calque
denotes a morpheme-by-morpheme rendering, while shifted direct translation corresponds

more closely to conventional literal translation, allowing for minor grammatical adjustments.

However, as he also notes, the boundary between these subcategories is often blurred in
practice, since the final TT outcome tends to be indistinguishable regardless of the specific sub-
process used. Building on this observation, the present study does not separate calque and
literal translation analytically. While the distinction is valid in theory, both strategies result in
outcomes that preserve the original meaning with minimal intervention and a strong ST
orientation. For the purposes of this research, therefore, they are grouped together under the

broader label of Direct Translation, ensuring analytical consistency across subtitle versions.

Example 4-3, Stranger Things, SO4E9, CR Type: Geographical
Original Dialogue Yeah, TWA, Pan Am, Eastern.

Subtitles Retranslated (YYeTs, 2022)
WO ZE KE

Back Translation Yeah, Trans World, Pan America, Eastern
Strategy Direct Translation

See Example 4-3 for an instance. The same set of American airline references (i.e., TWA, Pan
Am, and Eastern) are rendered through straightforward literal translation into the TL. The
references remain semantically intact, undergoing only linguistic transformation. This stands in
contrast to the commercial subtitle example provided by Netflix (see Example 4-2c), where the
same CRs were expanded through Specification, with fullinstitutional names used to clarify each

airline’s identity.

Here, the fan retranslation adopts a more minimalist approach, omitting elaboration and
reflecting both a stronger source orientation and a lower degree of intervention. This choice may
also reflect stylistic preferences for brevity and spatial economy within the subtitle line.
Importantly, since this version constitutes a synchronic fan retranslation (see Chapter 7) of the
commercial Netflix version, the departure from Specification towards Direct Translation may
also indicate a deliberate differentiation in subtitling ethos, aligning the retranslation with

assumptions about a more culturally literate or engaged audience.
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4.3.4 Generalisation

In contrast to Specification, Generalisation as a strategy reduces the specificity of a CRinthe TT
compared to its ST counterpart. This strategy, as outlined by Pedersen (2011, p. 76), normally has
two subtypes: Superordinate Term, where a more general category replaces a specific item, and
Paraphrase, where the CR is reformulated in broader or less culturally anchored terms. In both
cases, Generalisation tends to increase the semantic abstraction of the TT and reduce cultural
specificity, often to enhance comprehensibility, manage spatial constraints, or accommodate

assumed audience unfamiliarity with the source context.

Example 4-4a, Doctor Who, S04E01, CR Type: Geographical

Original Dialogue 1 and you got on a bus to Strathclyde.
Subtitles Initial (YYeTs, 2008)
TR BT BRI LR
Back Translation Even got on a bus to_Scotland.
Strategy Generalisation (via superordinate term)

Example 4-4b, Friends, SO1E01, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 2 There's rocky road and cookie dough and bing cherry vanilla.
Subtitles Initial (F6, 2005)
H MR BRIKEH ...
Back Translation There are a variety of dessert, candy and ice cream...
Strategy Generalisation (via paraphrase)

This strategy is illustrated in the two examples above. In Example 4-4a (Doctor Who, S04E01),
the same geographical name, “Strathclyde” (which in Example 4-1b was rendered through
transliteration) is here replaced by the superordinate term Scotland in the TT. Whereas
transliteration preserved the cultural specificity of the reference, Generalisation abstractsitinto
a broader category that is far more recognisable to a general TL audience. In Example 4-4b, the
culturally embedded American ice cream flavours, i.e., “rocky road”, “cookie dough”, and “bing
cherry vanilla”, are paraphrased as “a variety of desserts, candy, and ice cream”, stripping away
cultural detail in favour of simplified description. Such a rendering aids comprehension,
especially under subtitle space constraints, but clearly leans toward TT accessibility at the

expense of ST cultural fidelity (Pedersen, 2011, p. 89).

This contrasts with the earlier case of American airline abbreviations (Example 4-2c), where
commercial subtitles expanded the acronyms into their full institutional names, i.e., an instance
of Specification. Both Specification and Generalisation are interventional strategies involving

active mediation, but they diverge in orientation and effect. Specification is typically more
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source-oriented and informative, preserving cultural detail by elaborating it for the audience,
whereas Generalisation is more target-oriented and pragmatic, streamlining references for
immediate comprehension. Put simply, both strategies aim to assist the viewer, but one does so

by enriching context, while the other does so by simplifying it.

From a product-oriented perspective, Generalisation foregrounds readability and
acceptability, often at the cost of ST specificity. These choices reveal subtitlers’ assumptions
about what their audience can recognise, what needs clarification, and what can be sacrificed
for fluency. As outlined in Chapter 3, such decisions are embedded within broader shifts in

subtitling norms and audience expectations.

4.3.5 Substitution

Substitution involves replacing the original CR with an alternative item thatis more accessible or
resonant for the TL audience. Pedersen (2011, p. 89) distinguishes two common subtypes:
Cultural Substitution, where an SC reference is replaced by a culturally equivalent term from the
TC, and Situational Substitution, where the item chosen may not be an equivalent but fits the

narrative or communicative purpose in the TT context.

Like Generalisation and Specification, Substitution is an interventional strategy, but it typically
involves a more radical departure from the ST. Instead of translating the original CR, the subtitler
actively replaces it with a different reference or expression. This subtitling strategy often
simplifies the viewing experience or adapts to spatial and temporal constraints, but it also
reflects a greater degree of interpretive agency. Because the substituted item is frequently
subjective and semantically non-aligned with the original, this strategy is considered highly

target-oriented.

Example 4-5a, Doctor Who, S04E01, CR Type: Intertextual
Original Dialogue the holy grail of the modern age.
Subtitles Initial (FRM, 2008)
ERWNE vy
Back Translation Modern people’s heart saving pill.
Strategy Substitution (cultural)

A case of Cultural Substitution is illustrated in Example 4-5a above. In the original dialogue, the
expression “holy grail” is rendered in the TT subtitle as “F.Cr AL” (literally, “a heart-saving pill”).

While not a literal translation, this expression conveys a similar sense of something vital or life-
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saving, but does so through a reference more culturally familiar to a mainland Chinese audience.
The Christian-rooted metaphor is thus replaced with one that resonates more directly in the TL,

shifting the reference while maintaining its functional meaning.

Example 4-5b, Friends, S0O4E07, CR Type: Intertextual
Original Dialogue What's that first letter, "N" Or "M"?

Subtitles Retranslation (YYeTs, 2018)
HAFR A RERK

(Gloss) (&P 9
NorM?
Back Translation What’s that first character, & or & ?
(Gloss) N or M?
N or M?
Strategy Substitution (situational) + gloss

Other than Cultural Substitution, a clear example of Situational Substitution is listed above in
Example 4-5b. In the ST dialogue, the phrase “N or M?” refers to the title of Agatha Christie’s
wartime espionage novel, which plays on the ambiguity of initial letters used as codenames, and
functions as a wordplay within the Agatha Christie-themed episode of Doctor Who. However, the
same phrase is potentially unlikely to carry the same interpretive weight for TL viewers unfamiliar

with Christie’s work or with the stylistic use of initial-based titles in English.

To address this, this CR is transformed into a contextually equivalent form of linguistic
ambiguity by substituting “N or M” with two similar-looking Simplified Chinese characters: “&”
(Wei, literally, “notyet”) and “K” (Mo, literally, “end”). These characters are frequently confused
due to their near-identical structure, and their pairing introduces a comparable sense of
uncertainty. This substitution preserves the spirit of the original pun by recreating its functional
effect, which is a sense of ambiguity rooted in visual similarity. While not a cultural equivalent,
the substitution achieves a parallel effect through a carefully as well as creatively localised

wordplay.

In addition, a gloss is added above the subtitle line, i.e., “ (ZFEH VK%Y *, whichisthe official
Simplified Chinese title of N or M? in published translations (literally, “The Visitor from Sans
Souci”). This secondary layer preserves the intertextual allusion that would otherwise be lostin
the substitution, signalling to genre-savvy or culturally literate viewers that this is a deliberate

Christie reference while also informing less familiar audiences of its literary source.

4.3.6 Omission
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Among all subtitling strategies, Omission is perhaps the most immediately recognisable. It
involves the complete removal of a CR from the TT without replacement or rendering. While
Omission may be perceived as a form of loss or even failure, Pedersen (2011) recognises it as a
legitimate strategy, provided it results from deliberate decision-making rather than negligence.
In this sense, Omission can reflect the subtitler’s prioritisation under spatial, temporal, or
contextual constraints, particularly when the CR is deemed peripheral to the narrative or unlikely

to be understood even with mediation.

Example 4-6a, Doctor Who, S04E07, CR Type: Geographical

Original Dialogue 1 Chief Inspector Smith, from Scotland Yard, known as the Doctor.

Subtitles Initial (FRM, 2008)
Smith S % AFR L

Back Translation Chief Inspector Smith, known as “the Doctor”.

Strategy Omission
Example 4-6a, Doctor Who, S01E12, CR Type: Intertextual

Original Dialogue 2 ever since Big Brother 504 when they all walked out.

Subtitles Retranslation (YYeTs, 2018)

HMEE 504 4 M1kt )G

Back Translation Ever since episode 504, when they all ran away.

Strategy Omission

For instance, in Example 4-6a (above), the CR “Scotland Yard”, a metonym for the British
police force based in London, is omitted entirely in early fansubs. This decision may reflect
subtitler unfamiliarity, assumptions about audience recognition, or a judgment that the
reference was not narratively essential. Produced at a time when subtitling practices in the TC
context were still relatively unstandardised and access to online resources was limited, such
omissions often signalled the practical challenges faced by grassroots fansubbers, especially

when references were not central to plot development.

In contrast, Example 4-6b presents a more calculated instance of Omission. The CR Big
Brother is excluded from the subtitle during its second mention in the same episode, for it has
already been rendered the first time it was introduced. This appears to be a strategic choice to
avoid redundancy, reduce subtitle density, or maintain narrative pacing. In this case, Omission
operates as a pragmatic and selective intervention to cut unnecessary repetition, aiming for a

smoother viewing experience.

Across both cases, Omission demonstrates an active engagement with textual and contextual

factors, whether it is to navigate space constraints, perceived audience familiarity, and the
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narrative relevance of CRs. While Omission is clearly target-oriented, it is not easy to classify in
terms of intervention. As Pedersen (2011, pp.101-102) notes, Omission sits ambiguously
between minimal change and intervention. On one hand, omitting a potentially confusing CR can
be a form of mediation, easing comprehension by reducing cognitive load. On the other, no

additional materialis introduced, and the TT does not overtly reshape the ST content.

This dual nature explains why Omission cannot be firmly placed at either end of the
intervention spectrum (see Section 4.3.9). Nonetheless, it remains a distinctly target-oriented
strategy, as it reflects a tendency to prioritise clarity, accessibility, or perceived relevance for the

TA by moving further away from the ST material.

4.3.7 Official Equivalent

Unlike the other strategies in this taxonomy, Official Equivalent operates less as a subtitler’s
discretionary technique and more as an administrative or institutionalised solution. As Pedersen
(2011, pp. 97-98) points out, these are often proper terms or names that have acquired fixed
translations through repeated use or official adoption, making them effectively “permanent
equivalents”. This is distinct from situational substitutions, which rely on the subtitler’s

judgment and sometimes creative intervention.

Because such equivalents are externally established and widely accepted, their use often
bypasses the subtitler’'s need to assess orientation norms. For this reason, building on
Pedersen’s model, scholars such as Bywood (2019) have opted to exclude this category from
orientation analyses altogether. Pedersen (2011, p. 76) himself even remarks that Official

Equivalent is “not so much a strategy, but rather an equivalent with a distinct status”.

Despite Pedersen’s own reservations about classifying Official Equivalent as a core subtitling
strategy, particularly in relation to the orientation spectrum, this study includes it due to its high
relevance in the English-Simplified Chinese context, where the past two decades have seen a
rapid increase in established equivalents, driven by mainland China’s opening-up, institutional
standardisation as well as community adoption through internet usage. Recognising this
category makes it possible to examine how subtitlers navigate institutional expectations and
respond to processes of linguistic standardisation. Tracking the uptake of such equivalents
across different versions also helps to reveal broader shifts in subtitling practice, especially in

retranslation contexts.
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Example 4-7a, Doctor Who, S04E12, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 1 It's like an outer space Facebook.
Subtitles Initial (FRM, 2008) Retranslation (YYeTs, 2018)
X fA] B8 4P K 5 1) Facebook #:3E M fl B AR AR 2 R B33
Back Translation It’s just like an outer space F k ial network. Just like Outerspace version of Facebook.
Strategy Specification Official Equivalent

Example 4-7b, Friends, SO1E18, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 2 Yes, and | get my ya-yas from_IKEA.

Subtitles Initial (F6, 2005) Retranslation (Bilibili, 2022)
Bt T IR T B R KM ek T B RTE R

Back Translation Yes, and | bought it from “IKEA furniture” Yes, and | bought it from “IKEA”.

Strategy Specification Official Equivalent

Example 4-7c, Doctor Who, S04E07, CR Type: Geographical

Original Dialogue 3 Chief Inspector Smith, from Scotland Yard, known as the Doctor.
Subtitles Initial (FRM, 2008) Retranslation (YYeTs, 2018)
Smith BB % AFR L LRI 1 e B g APk
Back Translation Chief Inspector Smith, known as “the Doctor”. | am Chief Inspector Smith from Scotland Yard,

people call me “the Doctor”.

Strategy Omission Official Equivalent

This can be seen in Examples 4-7a and 4-7b. Revisiting the “Facebook” and “IKEA” cases
(discussed in Section 4.3.2), the retranslated versions adopt the established TL equivalents “ /it
P57 (literally “face book”) and “H ZX” (literally “pleasant home”), both of which were widely
recognised in mainland China at the time. Unlike the initial subtitles, which added glosses such
as “social network” and “furniture” to aid comprehension, the retranslated versions rely solely

on Official Equivalents, reflecting a shift toward lexical standardisation and a growing cultural

familiarity with these CRs.

A similar pattern emerges in Example 4-7c. While “Scotland Yard” was omitted in the initial
subtitles, it reappears in the retranslation using the officially recognised TL equivalent “ 75 #% %

1%” without any additional mediation.

In all these examples above, Official Equivalent functions less as an act of translation than as
an indicator of established linguistic consensus, whether formal or informal. Such equivalents
can originate through different channels. Some, like “734%>%1%”, are officially sanctioned and

widely standardised across institutional and media platforms. Others, such as “/fi: 137, originate
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as widely used vernacular forms, often popularised online, but over time acquire a near-official

status through their recognisability and embeddedness in the TL.

4.3.8 Glosses

In addition to the baseline strategies adapted from Pedersen (2011), this study incorporates
glossing as a subtitling strategy, which is particularly relevant in the TC context. Although not
usually recognised as a professional strategy, glossing is often associated with fansubbing,
where it has been characterised as a form of “abusive mediation” (Pérez-Gonzalez, 2014, p. 79).
While glosses are frequently linked to the use of “headnotes” (i.e., supplementary notes added
above the subtitle line to provide contextual or explanatory information), this study identifies
three distinct types of glosses based on their varied formatting and positioning in the case study

corpora:

a) + in-text gloss: appears within the subtitle line, usually in combination with another
strategy such as Direct Translation or Transliteration.

b) + gloss: appears as a separate subtitle line, again typically accompanying another
strategy.

c) Gloss: appears independently of the main subtitle line, often in headnote style or freely

positioned across the screen.

By distinguishing these types, glossing can be examined here not merely as an ad hoc stylistic
device but as a consistent strategy, particularly in fan-driven retranslation where cultural and

intertextual mediation is often prioritised.

Expanding on this, Figures 4-3 and 4-4 (below) illustrate further variation in the aesthetics and
positioning of glosses. These range from centrally placed screen translations, which use colour
and typography to match the original visual text, to more free-form annotations that identify
franchise-specific elements. Figure 4.3 exemplifies the translation of non-diegetic on-screen text,
while Figure 4.4 functions more explicitly as a gloss by identifying symbolic motifs within the
Witcher franchise and linking them to corresponding episode numbers. The latter is a clear case

of active mediation, supplying fandom-specific knowledge for the TA.
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B=K HMERMMES (FRAEEE)

SBE mSaERNERTEE (HEX) J BT (FSHREE)

SRS WEE (e SHEZNRES)

Figure 4.4 Example of standalone glosses in varied, more free-formed positions across the screen, The Witcher,
SO01E08, retranslated byYIGUI."

Although screen translations of non-diegetic elements, such as the rendering of “Paris” in
Figure 4.3, are not usually classified as glossing because they lack explicit explanation, their

spatial and visual treatment can nevertheless perform a gloss-like, audience-oriented function.

TIn Simplified Chinese (my translation): First line: Episode 3 - Clawed Lily (Kingdom of Temeria)

Second line (left): Episode 1 - The Great Sun (Empire of Nilfgaard); second line (right): Episode 6 - Dragon
Third line: Episode 4 - The Sword of Destiny Broken in Brokilon Forest

Fourth line (left): Episode 2 - Obsidian Star Wrapped in Eels (Yennefer); fourth line (right): Episode 7 -
Golden Lion (Kingdom of Cintra)

Fifth line: Episode 5 - Double-Eared Bottle (The Fateful Bond of Geralt and Yennefer).
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Such interventions operate paratextually, guiding interpretation and highlighting contextual cues.
In this light, glossing is reframed as a multimodal strategy embedded within subtitling on top of

mere linguistic supplementation, particularly in fansubbing.

By broadening the conceptin this way, glossing can account for how contemporary fansubbing
combines translation with commentary and contextualisation. These practices extend beyond
basic equivalence, functioning as tools that actively shape audience reception. They also reflect
the increasingly blurred boundary between subtitling and paratext, as visual markers, formatting,
and embedded explanations influence interpretation. In this sense, glossing is defined less by
format or content than by function: an interpretive act embedded directly in the screen space.

For further discussion of this phenomenon, see Section 7.4.3 in Chapter 7.

Beyond the multimodal aspects, the following examples offer a closer textual analysis of gloss

content-wise.

Example 4-8a, Doctor Who, S01E02, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 1 But, hold on, they did this once on Newsround Extra.

Subtitles Initial (FRM, 2005) Retranslation (YYeTs, 2015)
)2, % —F, filfi1¥ 2 7E Newsround Extra T-id—IX {H S5 DAAT_( JLBTIRRREY b akid

(gloss) / BBC [fi[7 6~16 & )LEMFIEE #HHF FRK
B JLEHE T H

Back Translation But, wait, they did it once at Newsround Extra. But, wait, it's been on "Children's News Special"
before.

(gloss) / BBC's news programme for children aged 6 to

16, the | -~ . hitdren'
programme in the world.

Strategy Complete Retention Generalisation + gloss

Example 4-8b, Doctor Who, S01E13, CR Type: Geographical

Original Dialogue 2 We go to Marbella in 1989.
Subtitles Initial (FRM, 2005) Retranslation (YYeTs, 2015)
A2 1989 15 M A1 1989 4 () T JUbr [T AR A |
Back Translation We go to Marbella in1989. We went to Marbella [Spanish tourist attraction]
in 1989.
Strategy Transliteration Transliteration + in-text gloss

See Example 4-8a for aninstance of separate gloss (“+ gloss”). While the initial subtitle retains
the reference to Newsround Extra without translation or explanation (see Section 4.3.1), the
retranslation replaces the English name with the more generalised “Children’s News Special”,
demonstrating Generalisation via Paraphrase. This is supplemented by a separate line of gloss,
which identifies the programme as a “BBC news programme for children” and adds that itis “the

longest-running children’s news programme in the world”. This twofold additional gloss
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functions as an explicit explanatory tool that aims to offer encyclopaedic knowledge that goes

beyond the semantic scope of the main subtitle.

Example 4-8b illustrates an in-text gloss (“+ in-text gloss”). The geographical CR “Marbella” is
transliterated in both the initial and retranslated versions; however, in the retranslation, a brief
gloss is inserted directly into the subtitle line, identifying it as a “Spanish tourist destination”.
Unlike the additional line in Example 4-8a, this in-text gloss is seamlessly integrated into the TT

and provides immediate clarification in a more concise form.

Both examples demonstrate a high level of intervention, with glossing used as an active form
of cultural and encyclopaedic mediation. Whether presented separately or within the subtitle
line, glosses serve to bridge cultural distance, particularly in cases where more ST-oriented

strategies alone may not sufficiently convey the full meaning or relevance of the SC reference.

4.3.9 Strategy Coding Procedure and Category Boundaries

While the strategy categories outlined in Sections 4.3.1-4.3.8 are defined primarily through
formal linguistic features, subtitlingin practice is rarely reducible to a single, clear-cut operation.
Many translations combine multiple mechanisms, such as phonetic rendering, semantic
transfer, explanatory addition, all within the same line. This section outlines the coding
procedure adopted in this study and explains how overlapping or ambiguous cases are resolved

for analytical consistency.

This study assigns a single dominant strategy to each CR simply for enabling systematic
comparison. The classification reflects a coding decision made for research purposes, not a
claim about the inherent nature of each translation. In cases where multiple strategies are
arguably present, this study applies a principle of intervention priority: the strategy involving
greater interpretive or explanatory effort is prioritised. This aligns with the intervention model
discussed in Section 4.4, where strategies are positioned along a continuum from minimal

change to highly interventional.

Particular care is taken in distinguishing between Transliteration, Direct Translation, and
Official Equivalent, as these often overlap in form but differ in function. The categories are

defined as follows:

e Transliteration: phonetically motivated renderings, often unfamiliar to the TL audience,

and dependent on SL sound.
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e Direct Translation: literal or near-literal semantic transfer of ST components.

e Official Equivalent: TL forms that function as conventionalised, recognisable items,

regardless of how they were rendered.

Official Equivalent is therefore treated as a status-based category rather than a form-based
one. Arendering is coded as an Official Equivalent only when it is demonstrably stabilised in the
target language and no longer perceived as novel or marked as foreign. This logic is illustrated in
Example 4-7c (the 2018 retranslation, Section 4.3.7), where the term “Scotland Yard” isrendered
as “JiH% %1%, Although the TT expression is semantically transparent, consisting of “7if% %
(literally, Scotland)” and “3% (literally, Yard)” and thus resembling a Direct Translation at the
formal level, it is classified as an Official Equivalent because it has become institutionally

entrenched in the mainland Chinese context and is widely recognisable as the conventional

designation for this referent.

A similar rationale applies to the rendering of the term “Scotland” itself. While its TL rendering
“75#% %7 is transliterated in form, it is classified as an Official Equivalent due to its long-standing
familiarity, widespread usage, and stable presence across media, educational materials, and

public discourse in the TC.

By contrast, the transliterated TL form of “Strathclyde” (i.e., “Xr54 H 70 3£ /%7, Section 4.3.1),
although likewise phonetically rendered, is classified as a Transliteration rather than an Official
Equivalent. At the time of this research, no Simplified Chinese-language encyclopaedic entry (e.g.
Baidu Baike) existed for this term, and its occurrence in mainland Chinese media was confined
to highly specialised contexts. This limited circulation suggests that the referent remains
peripheral to general TA awareness, and that the TT form has not yet achieved conventionalised

status. Accordingly, the rendering is treated as Transliteration.

It should be noted that such classifications are historically contingent. With the continued
expansion of SL visibility and cultural circulationinthe TC, referents that are currently unfamiliar,
such as “Strathclyde”, may in future become conventionalised and thus qualify as Official

Equivalent at that time.

To ensure consistency in strategy classification, this study adopts a two-stage coding
procedure. First, a formal analysis is conducted of the TT construction, whether it is phonetic,
semantic, hybrid, or explanatory in nature. Second, a functional assessment determines the

rendering’s status in the TL. This includes consideration of:
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e itsfrequency across media and subtitle corpora;
e itsrecurrence ininstitutional or public discourse;
e and the presence of a dedicated entry in reference platforms such as Baidu Baike.

Importantly, Baidu Baike is not treated as an authoritative source, but as a pragmatic indicator
of public uptake and lexical conventionalisation. The presence of an entry suggests that a term
has entered general awareness in the TL; and likewise its absence points to limited circulation.
These indicators inform, but do not override, contextual and interpretive judgement in

classification.

Itis worthy emphasising again that this study does not claim that each strategy category exists
in isolation. It simply seeks to trace broader translational tendencies and in turn capturing shifts
in subtitling norms, audience expectation, and cultural mediation than rigid, discrete definitions
of individual strategies. The classification system should therefore be read not as an absolute
taxonomy, but as a descriptive tool and spectrum that reflects both the complexity of subtitling

practice and the normative pressures under which subtitlers operate.

4.4 Categorisation of Subtitling Strategies from Two Perspectives:

Orientation and Intervention

As outlined earlier in this chapter, this study categorises subtitling strategies along two analytical
dimensions: orientation norms (source- vs. target-oriented) and levels of interventional (the
degree of intervention, from minimal change to high mediation). While these two dimensions
(orientation and intervention) provide a useful typology for comparing strategy patterns, they do
not operate in isolation from cultural and contextual factors. As discussed in Section 4.3.9,
strategy classificationin this study also reflects subtitlers’ expectations about the TA’s familiarity
with the SC reference. Such expectations influence whether a rendering is constructed anew,
adapted with mediation, or drawn from conventionalised TL forms. The typology below should
therefore be read alongside these reflexive considerations, particularly when interpreting

diachronic shifts or differences across patronage types.

The orientation model builds on Pedersen’s (2011) taxonomy, developed from a product-

oriented perspective. As Pedersen notes, the orientation spectrum is based on semantic rather
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than syntactic operations, making it particularly useful for analysing how CRs are rendered in

existing subtitles, especially in relation to broader strategies of domestication and foreignization.

By contrast, Pedersen conceptualises intervention primarily as a process-oriented category.
This study, however, argues that intervention can also be assessed productively from a product-
oriented perspective. In other words, the degree of intervention is not only visible through
subtitlers’ reported decision-making but also traceable in the textual evidence of the finished
subtitles. This dual focus enables a more holistic view of subtitling as cultural mediation,
especially in fan-generated contexts where interventions tend to be more visible, multimodal,

and paratextual.

In terms of orientation, this study follows Pedersen’s (2011) categorisation along a continuum

from source-oriented to target-oriented.

e Source-oriented strategies include Complete Retention, Transliteration, Direct
Translation, and Specification.

e Target-oriented strategies include Generalisation, Substitution, and Omission.

These poles (ST- vs. TT-oriented) capture the extent to which a strategy preserves the cultural

specificity of the ST reference or adapts it to the TT context.

Pedersen excludes Official Equivalent from his orientation model on the grounds that it
represents a pre-established solution rather than a case-by-case translational choice. This study
follows that reasoning, excluding both Official Equivalent and the glosses from the orientation
spectrum. Both resist neat placement within the ST/TT binary: Official Equivalents are
standardised, top-down forms, while the glosses may be read as either TT-oriented (facilitating

comprehension) or ST-oriented (expanding on and clarifying source meaning).

In terms of intervention, this study adapts Pedersen’s framework to distinguish between:

e Minimal-change strategies: Complete Retention, Transliteration, Direct Translation, and
Official Equivalent. These preserve the ST reference with little interpretive input.

e Interventional strategies: Specification, Generalisation, Substitution, and Glosses.
These involve added explanation, paraphrasing, or cultural adaptation designed to

support comprehension.
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In Pedersen’s 2011 model, Omission falls outside the intervention spectrum. While it involves a
choice and could be seen as interventional, itintroduces no linguistic transfer into the TT. For the

same reason, Omission is also excluded from the intervention binary in this study.

Bringing these distinctions together, the full set of strategies analysed in this research is

categorised as follows in Table 4.1.

Table 4.1 Categorisation of subtitling strategies by orientation and level of intervention

Strategy Orientation Intervention
Complete Retention ST-oriented Minimal Change
Transliteration ST-oriented Minimal Change
Specification ST-oriented Interventional
Direct Translation ST-oriented Minimal Change
Generalisation TT-oriented Interventional
Substitution TT-oriented Interventional
Omission TT-oriented /
Official Equivalent / Minimal Change
Gloss / Interventional
+in-text gloss / Interventional
+gloss / Interventional

As argued above, this revised framework allows for a more holistic analysis of subtitling
strategies by capturing not only the orientation of translation choices but also the varying degrees
of intervention involved, which is particularly significant when comparing both professional and

fan-generated subtitles.

4.5 Conclusion

This chapter has set out the rationale for treating CRs as a distinct category of translation
problem within a primarily product-oriented, DTS framework. The treatment of these references
across different subtitle versions provides insight into wider shifts in subtitling norms. By
adopting a dual categorisation of CRs, i.e., real-world and intertextual, and incorporating the
parameters of transculturality and polysemioticity, the study approaches CRs not as isolated
challenges but as key indicators of how meaning is negotiated between SCs and TCs, as well as

across different TAs.

To enable systematic comparison, the chapter has also presented a revised taxonomy of

subtitling strategies, adapted from Pedersen (2011) and refined for the English-Simplified
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Chinese context. These refinements include distinguishing between Complete Retention and
Transliteration, while recognising glossing as a strategy in its own right, particularly in fansubbing.
The strategies have further been classified along two analytical dimensions: orientation (ranging
from source- to target-orientation) and interventional (ranging from minimal change to high

mediation), as introduced in Chapter 3.

By applying this framework to both initial and retranslated subtitles, the study is able to trace
how CRs are handled over time and across different subtitling contexts. This, in turn, supports a
more precise analysis of how both professional and fan-generated subtitles navigate cultural

distance and respond to evolving audience expectations in later chapters (see Chapter 6, 7, 8).
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Chapter 5 Methodology

5.1 Introduction: Identifying Translation Problems as Coupled Pairs

Following the research background and positioning outlined in Chapter 2, the theoretical
framework introduced in Chapter 3, and the identification of the core units of analysis, i.e.,
namely, the initial and retranslated CRs as “coupled pairs” in Chapter 4, this chapter sets out the
methodological framework adopted in the present study. Focusing on the phenomenon of
English-Simplified Chinese re-subtitling from the early 2000s to the 2020s, the study employs a
comparative case study design and adopts a norm-based, mainly product-oriented approach
grounded in DTS. The aim is to trace how subtitling norms, particularly those governing the
rendering of CRs, have shifted over time, across different types of audiences, and under varying

forms of patronage.

To support this investigation, three self-built subtitle corpora have been compiled, each
corresponding to a distinct re-subtitling scenario in the TC: (a) diachronic fan re-subtitling, (b)
synchronic fan re-subtitling of commercial subtitles, and (c) diachronic commercial re-subtitling
of initial fansubs. Each of these corpora forms the basis of one case study, directly aligned with
the research questions introduced in Chapter 1: Case 1 addresses RQ1 by examining diachronic
fan re-subtitling, Case 2 addresses RQ2 through synchronic comparison of fan and commercial
subtitles, and Case 3 addresses RQ3 by analysing diachronic commercial re-subtitling. The
sections that follow outline the rationale for this research design, the selection criteria for the

case studies, and the analytical procedures used to address the study’s research questions.

5.2 Rationale for A Product-oriented Approach

As discussed in Chapter 2, the motivations behind re-subtitling are complex and multifaceted.
Retranslations arise not only from shifting interlingual and intercultural dynamics between SCs
and TCs, but also from temporal distance, technological development, evolving audience
expectations, and changes in patronage and agency. Compared to other AVT modes that usually
demand higher budgets, longer production timelines, and more specialised personnel (such as
dubbing or voice-over), subtitling is relatively flexible, cost-efficient, and technically accessible.
It is therefore more frequently re-subtitled in response to emerging needs, whether to update
older versions, to meet new institutional demands, or to address different audiences. These

conditions underpin the three re-subtitling scenarios investigated in this study.
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In the English-Simplified Chinese context, most subtitle versions of Anglophone television
series produced in the early 2000s originated from grassroots fansub groups. This trend was
shaped partly by the continued dominance of dubbing in state-sanctioned AVT and partly by
restrictions on foreign media imports (see Chapter 2). As a result, online fan-driven communities
emerged as alternative spaces for accessing and circulating international content. While such
fansubs have sometimes been dismissed in academic discourse as amateurish (see L. Li, 2016),
these assessments are neither fixed nor universal. As argued in Chapter 3, concepts of adequacy
and acceptability are context-dependent, reflecting shifting norms and changing audience

expectations.

Against this backdrop, the present study adopts a primarily product-oriented approach within
the framework of DTS. The focus here is not on subtitlers’ mental processes (as in process-
oriented studies) nor solely on the broader social functions of subtitles (as in function-oriented
research), but on the subtitles themselves as textual artefacts. Product-oriented analysis
provides a systematic way of comparing multiple versions of the same audiovisual STs across
different temporal and production contexts, thereby allowing subtitling strategies to be observed
directly and norm variation to be identified. Contextual information such as patronage and TA
orientation is then inferred from other complementary sources, including uploaded metadata

and production timelines recorded on subtitle-sharing platforms.

By grounding the research in a product-oriented framework, this study ensures that its
analysis remains both empirically focused and methodologically replicable, while still attentive

to the cultural and institutional conditions in which re-subtitling takes place.

5.3 Rationale for Case Selection

This study adopts a comparative case study design to investigate re-subtitling practices inthe TC
over a 20-year span. Each of the selected cases represents a distinct re-subtitling scenario,
allowing for systematic cross-case comparison of subtitling strategies, context-specific

influences and reflected norms and audience expectations.

5.3.1 Case Study 1: Diachronic Fan Re-Subtitling - Doctor Who (2005)

This first case study directly addresses RQ1, which asks what changes can be identified between
early and later fan-produced subtitles of the same audiovisual text, and how these reflect
evolving norms in fansubbing practice. It focuses on diachronic fan re-subtitling, where the

passage of time is the primary driver of retranslation. To examine this type of retranslation, a
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selected case should aim to control for other variables often associated with re-subtitling, such
as changes in patronage or TA demographics. Ideally, both the initial and retranslated subtitles
should be produced under similar patronages (i.e., fansub groups) and intended for comparable

audiences.

The selected programme for such comparisonis Doctor Who (2005), along-running British sci-
fi series that has been consistently subtitled into Simplified Chinese by fansubbers. The show
was initially subtitled by one fansub group (FRM) and circulated online in near real-time with its
UK broadcast since 2005, and it was later retranslated by another fan community (YYeTs) from
2015 onwards'. The ten-year interval between the two fan subtitle generations provides a
suitable timeline for observing potential shifts in translational norms and subtitling strategies

(see Chapter 6, Section 6.2.1).

Doctor Who is chosen not only for its diachronic availability but also for its high density of CRs,
particularly those that are relatively monocultural and UK-specific, as well as intertextual
elements embedded within the Doctor Who fandom discourse. Many of these references are
deeply tied to the show’s internal cultural setting and fandom lore, which may be relatively
unfamiliar to global audiences. Some CRs may have become more recognisable to mainland
Chinese viewers over time due to increased cultural exchange and media exposure, while others

remain foreign or require more specialised knowledge, particularly within fandom subcultures.

This layered complexity of Doctor Who makes it an ideal case for exploring how fansubbers
adapt to shifting audience expectations and changes in cultural familiarity diachronically. With
its long-running global fanbase, a convergence between the role of subtitlers and audiences
becomes particularly visible in the use of interventionist strategies such as frequent glossing.
These practicesraise important questions about how fansubbers decide what counts as relevant,
how they imagine their audiences, and how they navigate cultural boundaries when translating
for a participatory, highly engaged audienceship. In this way, the case provides a concrete basis
for answering RQ1, by tracing how fansubbing practices evolve diachronically through changes

observable in the subtitle product.

5.3.2 Case Study 2: Synchronic Fan Re-Subtitling - Netflix’s Global Hits

! Data information is collected based on the upload information on two of the biggest online subtitle
repositories: ASSRT (https://assrt.net) and SubHD (https://subhd.tv/).
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This second case study directly addresses RQ2, which asks how fan retranslations differ from
their commercial counterparts produced in the same timeframe, and what these differences
reveal about patronage, audience orientation, and subtitling norms. Unlike Case Study 1, where
the passage of time is the key driver of retranslation, the focus here is synchronic comparison:
examining how institutional and grassroots patronage shape subtitling strategies when working

with the same ST.

Synchronic retranslation is relatively uncommon in commercial contexts, since companies
are unlikely to reinvest resources in re-subtitling within a short timeframe. In fan communities,
however, such practices are far more frequent, often arising from perceived shortcomings in the
initial versions, ideological disagreement, or simply a sense of rivalry between groups. Having
already examined fan-fan retranslation, this case turns instead to fan retranslations of

commercially produced subtitles.

Netflix is chosen as the commercial source for initial subtitles in this case due to its highly
structured and centralised approach to subtitling. Subtitles for Netflix originals are typically
prepared ahead of release and follow platform-specific, language-pair style guides designed to
ensure global accessibility and consistency (see, e.g., the Timed Text Style Guide in varied TLs").
Crucially, Simplified Chinese is routinely included among these pre-release subtitle sets,
reinforcing the expectation that Netflix content comes with built-in subtitles. Therefore, any
alternate subtitle versions appearing shortly after release, especially those produced by fans,

can be reliably classified as deliberate retranslations rather than first attempts.

Building on this logic, the case study identifies on four globally popular Netflix original series
that meet this criterion and have been re-subtitled by fans: Stranger Things (Season 4), Bridgerton
(Season 1), The Queen’s Gambit, and The Witcher (Season 1). Each has an official Simplified
Chinese subtitle set alongside a near-synchronous fan retranslation produced by two of
mainland China’s most influential fansub groups (YYeTs and YIGUI, see Section 7.1.1). These
paired versions provide a valuable basis for analysing how the same ST is interpreted and

localised under two contrasting subtitling regimes: corporate and grassroots.

This comparison is further shaped by a divergence in intended audiences. Netflix’s Simplified
Chinese subtitles, though technically accessible worldwide, are not intentionally distributed in

mainland China due to platform restrictions and are therefore more likely aimed at Chinese-

T Available at: https://partnerhelp.netflixstudios.com/hc/en-us/sections/22463232153235-Timed-Text-
Style-Guides (Accessed on 27 August 2025).
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speaking viewers in regions such as Singapore, Malaysia, or the overseas diaspora. By contrast,
fan retranslations of these Netflix Originals are created specifically for mainland audiences,
many of whom are familiar with fansubbing conventions and locally rooted viewing practices.
These different audience orientations highlight how subtitlers’ assumptions about their viewers

directly inform the strategies they employ.

Finally, this case also illustrates the increasingly blurred line between professional and non-
professional subtitling. Since Netflix discontinued its in-house subtitling platform Hermes in
2018, it has relied on a dispersed network of freelancers (see Section 7.1.1). In the English-
Simplified Chinese language pair in particular, many of these freelancers have prior experience
infansubbing (see Chapter 2). This crossover complicates any strictamateur/professional binary,
highlighting how institutional affiliation, rather than individual background alone, shapes the

normative features embedded in the final subtitle product.

5.3.3 Case Study 3: Diachronic Commercial Re-Subtitling - Friends (1994)

This case study relates to RQ3, which considers how commercial retranslations of the same
audiovisual text evolve over time and what these shifts reveal about the influence of industry
norms, censorship, and institutional factors. Unlike the previous two cases, which focus on fan
retranslation, this case traces the trajectory from grassroots subtitling to commercial
retranslations, and then to subsequent commercial updates across different streaming
platforms. In doing so, it highlights how both state regulation and market positioning influence
subtitling practices as the subtitle products move from informal to formal distribution, and from

one institutional context to another.

Friends (1994) is selected for this case due to its uniquely layered subtitling history in the
mainland Chinese context. Originally subtitled by a fansub group in the early 2000s, Friends
became one of the earliest and most influential Anglophone sitcoms introduced to mainland
Chinese audiences via grassroots means. This foundational fansubbing effort was later followed
by three distinct commercial re-subtitling efforts: Sohu’s release in 2012, Netflix’s global version
(c. 2015), and Bilibili’s 2022 retranslation. Each of these versions can be seen as not only a
retranslation of the original fansubs but also, in varying degrees, revisions of each other, which

reflects platform-specific priorities, institutional policy shifts, and evolving cultural sensibilities.

These versions also emerge under markedly different regulatory and industrial conditions.
Sohu’s 2012 release benefited from a relatively relaxed regulatory environment and attempted to

retain elements of fansubbing style to appeal to an already engaged audience. Netflix’s
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international version, in contrast, reflects a more standardised and globally oriented approach,
shaped by platform-wide localisation policies but not bound by mainland Chinese censorship.
Bilibili’s 2022 version, however, was produced under heightened regulatory scrutiny, resulting in

heavy content modification and censorship to comply with contemporary domestic guidelines.

As such, the inclusion of Friends, with its unique history, thus offers a rare opportunity to
examine how commercial subtitling strategies evolve over time, as well as in response to
institutional, ideological, and technological pressures. It also allows for a layered analysis of how
commercial platforms reinterpret and repackage the same audiovisual text to align with new
distribution models and audience orientations. Further details on context, metadata, and

examples are presented in Chapter 8 (see Section 8.1.3).

5.4 Data Collection and Analysis Process

To give a clear overview of the materials forming the basis of this study, Table 5.1 summarises
the three corpora, indicating their seasons and episodes, subtitle versions, subtitling agents, and
release periods. This consolidated view highlights both the diversity of production contexts (fan
vs. commercial) and the comparability of datasets across the three cases. The selection of
specific seasons, episodes, and CRs s discussed in detail in Chapters 6, 7, and 8, in connection

with the respective case studies.

Table 5.1 Overview of the Three Corpora Used in This Study

Case Study Seasons/ Episodes Subtitle Versions Subtitled by g:l;ise
S01 (13 eps) Initial: FRM (fansub) FRM (2005, 2008)
Doctor Who S04 (13 eps) Retranslation: YYeTs (fansub) YYeTs (2015, 2018) 2005, 2018
Stranger Things S4 (9 eps) Initial: Netflix (commercial) Netflix (2019-2022)
Netflix Originals Bridgerton S1 (8 eps) Retranslation 1:  YYeTs (fansub) YYeTs (2019-2022) 2019-2022
Queen’s Gambit (7 eps) Retranslation 2:  YIGUI (fansub) YIGUI (2019-2020)
The Witcher S1 (8 eps)
Initial: F6 (fansub) F6 (2005)
. Retranslation 1:  Sohu (commercial) Sohu (2012)
Friends S01(24eps) Retranslation 2:  Netflix (commercial) Netflix (c.2015) 2005-2022
Retranslation 3:  Bilibili (commercial) Bilibili (2022)

With the rationale for each case study established in the previous section, the following section
outlines the procedures for data collection and the analytical methods used to examine

subtitling strategies across the three re-subtitling scenarios.

Prior to the analysis, all subtitle files (typically in “.srt” or “.ass” format) of each case study

have been collected from open source subtitle platforms such as ASSRT and SubHD, alongside
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official streaming services where available. All files were processed using Aegisub to standardise

timestamp alignment and for subsequent extraction of relevant segments.

Notably, ever since the 2010s, most fan-made and some commercial retranslated subtitles
appear in a bilingual format, displaying the original English dialogue alongside the Simplified
Chinese translation. While primarily intended to aid viewers with varying levels of English
proficiency, this format also proved methodologically advantageous. The simultaneous
presence of ST and TT on screen helped facilitate accurate segment alignment and made it easier

to identify CRs.

Once identified, CRs are extracted from the ST and matched with their corresponding TT
translations to form “coupled pairs” (see Chapter 2). These pairs, as already introduced, serve
as the core analytical units for this study, allowing for close comparison of how the same

reference is rendered across different versions, time periods, and production contexts.

The main analysis proceeds in two stages. First, a quantitative examination of subtitling
strategies is conducted. Drawing on the classification system adapted from Pedersen (2011)
(see Chapter 4), each instance is coded according to its translation strategy (i.e., Complete
Retention, Transliteration, Direct Translation, Specification, Generalisation, Substitution,
Omission, and glosses), orientation (i.e., source- or target-oriented), and level of intervention (i.e.,
minimal changes or interventional). This quantitative stage helps to map patterns and variation

in strategy use across corpora.

To illustrate how this classification was applied in practice, Table 5.2 presents an example of
a set of six Geographical CRs (underlined and bold) identified in Doctor Who SO04E01". For each
instance, the table shows the ST dialogue, the renderings in FRM and YYeTs subtitles, back
translations for clarity, and the corresponding coding decisions. This example demonstrates
step by step how the quantitative dataset was constructed and how the strategies were

categorised.

Table 5.2 Example Coding Sheet with Back Translations (Doctor Who, SO4E01, Geographical CRs)

Episode ST Dialogue CRType FRM Back Strategy YYeTs Back Translation Strategy
(2008) Translation (2018)

I The complete coding dataset comprises 1,353 cultural reference instances across the three corpora (352
in Case 1,683 in Case 2, and 318 in Case 3). Due to its size, the full datasetis not reproduced in this thesis
butis archived digitally by the researcher and can be made available upon request forverification orfurther
research purposes.
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within the Geographical FHAJE{Y We already have Direct XIER A Thisis only the Direct
reater NKAEF amillion Translation KAEFX figure for Greater Translation
London area X customers justin RN &S London area
alone, %ﬁ* Greater London
HJi% ) Aarea
I
andyougot Geographical ff—/N A ouwandered Generalisation 44°K[M3: tookacoachto  Transliteration
onabusto S & & around and got THishr Strathclyde
Strathclyde. #=HR 7 onabusto e
Sfif2  Scotland
T
&P (southwest +Gloss
ol Scotland)
| went to Geographical 2% T3 Iwentto Egypt Official FETHE  IwenttoEgypt,  Official
Egypt. | was )3 Equivalent i planning to go Equivalent
> £ & & o
goingto go . barefoot hiking
barefoot and ;Ejéﬁﬂ/tu and everything
S04E01 everything. W4
ff

4 you don't Geographical RULFI"E By ‘crecheyou Official MiZUtf It shouldn’t be Official
mean a JLI" A& don’tmean Equivalent KNEVET referring to that Equivalent
crechein W T somenurseryin WALFHE  kind of nursery in
Notting Hill. H445), Notting Hill? JLBTIE Notting Hill

prie?

5 You know Geographical L% X Forexample, Official g r%E  Like whenyougo Official
like when HEHMZE  whengoing to Equivalent KIHFER to Cambodia, Equivalent
you go to $T 42 Cambodia you 34T you need to get
Cambodia, 5T T have to get alien Sl vaccinations or

vaccines? B something

6 'Cause my Geographical A My friend Veena  Official K538 Because when Specification
friend Veena Veena = wentto Bahrain Equivalent KUY+ my friend Veena
wentto TE# i andshehadto... EHRSn)  wentto Bahrain
Bahrain and 7= i Island, she...
she...

G L

As noted inrow 2 of Table 5.2, the rendering of cultural references can sometimes involve more
than one strategy (e.g., Transliteration + gloss). For the purposes of quantitative analysis, only
the dominant strategy is categorised, with glosses treated as overriding. This methodological
decision reflects the intrusive and interventional nature of glossing, which exerts a stronger
impact on orientation and intervention than the strategies it accompanies. Thus, when multiple
strategies co-occur, only the gloss is coded, while the secondary strategy is excluded. Although

this necessarily simplifies certain nuances, it avoids double-counting and ensures consistency.

Most importantly, the rule is applied systematically across all three corpora, enabling
comparability and reliability in the statistical analysis. At the same time, it must be stressed that
the quantitative results provide only a supplementary, macro-level view of strategy distribution;
they are not intended to capture every nuance of decision-making, as this is primarily a product-
oriented study. The quantitative stage therefore serves as afoundation for, and is complemented

by, the subsequent qualitative analysis, which explores individual instances in greater depth.
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To further enhance reliability, the coding procedure was piloted on a small subset of CRs prior
to full-scale analysis. Coding decisions were revisited after an interval to check intra-coder
consistency, and ambiguous cases were logged and, where necessary, checked with the
supervision team to ensure consistency. While this study is primarily conducted by a single

researcher, these measures were taken to maximise transparency and replicability.

In the second stage, qualitative analysis is carried out to explore notable examples in depth,
as already demonstrated in Chapter 4. These case-specific observations enrich the
interpretation of the quantitative findings, particularly in relation to evolving norms, perceived
audience needs, and the broader sociocultural and institutional pressures that at times shape

re-subtitling strategies.

This two-stage, mixed-method approach provides a norm-based account of how English-
Simplified Chinese subtitling strategies over CRs have shifted across time, patronage, and
audience expectation. Combining quantitative and qualitative analysis allows the study to trace
macro-leveltrends while offering interpretive depth at the micro level. In doing so, it aims to move
beyond isolated examples and impressionistic readings, which is a common limitation criticised
in retranslation research (see e.g., Gurcgaglar, 2019), to develop a more grounded, evidence-

based understanding of norm variation across re-subtitling scenarios.

5.5 Conclusion

This chapter has outlined the methodological framework for analysing English-Simplified
Chinese re-subtitling across three scenarios: (1) diachronic fan retranslation, (2) synchronic fan
retranslation of commercial subtitles, and (3) diachronic commercial retranslation, each

corresponding to one of the research questions set out in Section 1.3 (RQ1-RQ3).

Grounded in a product-oriented DTS approach, the study employs a mixed-methods design
that combines quantitative analysis of subtitling strategy distribution with qualitative textual
analysis, focusing on CRs as the core analytical units. The three self-compiled and aligned
corpora enable systematic comparison across the dimensions of time, patronage, and audience
orientation, collectively addressing the overarching research question by tracing how subtitling

norms evolve in the context of retranslation.

While this study focuses specifically on the rendering of CRs, it recognises that other subtitling
norms, such as technical parameters relating to segmentation, reading speed, or line length (see,

e.g., Pedersen, 2011; Diaz Cintas and Remael, 2021), also evolve over time. These remain outside
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the scope of the present analysis, which concentrates on cultural and linguistic mediation as the
most productive lens for investigating shifts in re-subtitling practice. The following chapters
present each case in detail, applying the methodological tools set out in this chapter to uncover

patterns of norm variation in the rendering of CRs across the re-subtitling landscape.
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Chapter 6 The Regeneration of Fansubs: The Shifted
Cultural Focus in the Case of Diachronic Fan Re-

Subtitling of Doctor Who (2005)

6.1 Introduction

In the Simplified Chinese-speaking TL context, the term zimuzu (Chinese: ¥ % 41, literally
“subtitle group”) is commonly equated with “fansub” in both academic and informal discourse.
However, itisimportant to note that zimuzu contains no explicitreference to fans or fandom, and
thus does notinherently convey afan orientation but a collective voluntary act from the grassroot.
While it may be argued that the voluntary, non-commercial nature of these groups suggests fan-
like behaviour, such characteristics alone do not clearly indicate what kind of fan investment is

involved, or what the object of fandom actually is.

Rather than assuming a stable or uniform notion of fandom, this chapter examines how the
focus of fan engagement itself may shift over time: from a broad fascination with Anglophone
television as a cultural genre, to a more specific, intertextual affiliation with particular media
texts. In doing so, it considers how diachronic fansubbing practices reflect evolving orientations

of fandom, and how such shifts reshape audience engagement with foreign media.
This chapter is guided by the first research question:

What changes can be identified between early and later fan-produced subtitles of the

same audiovisual text, and how do these reflect evolving norms in fansubbing practice?

As discussed in Chapter 2, two U.S. television programmes were crucial in shaping the formation
of Simplified Chinese subtitling communities: Friends (David Crane and Marta Kauffman, 1994)
and Prison Break (Paul Scheuring, 2005). The first inspired the establishment of F6, an online
forum founded in 2002 that became a hub for sharing amateur subtitles and discussing
Anglophone media. The second, with its fast-paced narrative, sparked a wave of fansubbing
activity as newly formed groups competed to release subtitles with minimal delay. Many of these
groups originated from F6, among them FRM, which gained visibility both domestically and

internationally, even being profiled in the New York Times in 2006 (see Section 2.2.3).

A defining feature of these communities was their rapid subtitling approach, thatis, producing

subtitles week by week in close synchrony with the original broadcasts. For instance, in 2005,
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FRM’s subtitles for Prison Break were typically released with only a one-day delay, allowing the
TL audiences to watch and discuss each episode almost simultaneously with their ST
counterparts. This practice not only facilitated timely access to content but also fostered a more
engaging viewing culture, in which the fansubbing practice functioned not merely as a linguistic
transfer, but also a means of community-building. The emergence of such an engaging and
participatory viewing culture arguably helped cultivate a fanbase among the audience, yet, what

this fanbase was actually centred around remains open to further discussion.

Indeed, forums such as F6 began explicitly around clearly fandom-centred activities, notably
the popular sitcom Friends. Yet, as fansubbing groups like FRM gradually expanded their reach
to subtitling a broad spectrum of Anglophone television, which often spans genres from science
fiction to crime drama and beyond, the central object of fandom started to shift. Rather than
being fans of specific television series, these communities increasingly came to engage with
Anglophone television more broadly, treating it as a genre in itself. In the TC context, this broader
engagement is often reflected in the use of a neologism like meiju (Chinese: 3 |, literally,
American drama) and, by association, yingju (Chinese: % i, literaraly, British drama), which
categorise US and UK television into collective groups of recognisable, genre-like cultural
products. This collective mode of reception might mirror how Western audiences often approach

Japanese anime as a general category, rather than as a collection of individual series.

It is well acknowledged that the fansubbing phenomenon in American and Eurocentric
contexts initially emerged from the amateur subtitling of anime. While anime encompasses a
wide array of genres, which often ranges from comedy to fantasy, it has often been treated as a
singular category in Western contexts. As Pérez-Gonzalez (2007, p. 263) points out, this tendency
toward generalisation stems from the perception of anime as a monolithic cultural “other”. A
similar pattern can be observed in early Simplified Chinese fansubbing activities, where
Anglophone television was likewise approached as a collective otherness. Despite its internal
diversity, Anglophone television was often perceived through a lens of novelty and genre-like

homogeneity, shaped by its unfamiliarity within the TC.

This framing of Anglophone television as a unified foreign category played a key role in shaping
early fansubbing communities. Under the influence of F6, fansubs reached wider audiences,
generating increasing demand and giving rise to groups dedicated to a range of series. However,
italso became increasingly rare for later fansubbing groups to centre themselves around a single
show ever again as F6 had done with Friends. Groups like FRM (as introduced above) and YYeTs

(as frequently discussed in both practice and scholarship, see, e.g., Wang, 2017) subtitled
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across genres, making it difficult to categorise them, or their audiences, as fans of any one
particular show. Instead, they can be understood as fans of Anglophone television as a cultural
category, a phenomenon comparable to Western fandom of anime. For mainland Chinese
audiences newly exposed to this content, enthusiasm often lay less in individual programmes

thanin the cultural genre as a whole, that is, the SC itself.

This enthusiasm was also shaped by local conditions. The rise of fansubbing in mainland
China marked a shift from top-down media dissemination to grassroots, user-generated
practices. At the same time, the expansion of English education in the early 2000s exposed
audiences to English as a SC more intensively than Japanese ever was in Western contexts.
Consequently, the “foreignness” of Anglophone television to the mainland Chinese audiences

was not static: as linguistic and cultural familiarity increased, so too did expectations of subtitles.

To explore how this shifting familiarity influences subtitling practices, this chapter compares
two generations of fansubs for the same show, i.e., Doctor Who (2005). Both sets of subtitles are
analysed from a product-oriented perspective, with attention to orientation and intervention
using the analytical categories outlined in Chapter 4. As O’hagan (2008) observes, fans often
demonstrate an emphasis on genre-specific knowledge. This chapter considers how such
knowledge is mobilised in diachronic fansubbing practices, as earlier subtitles may draw more
broadly on the SC, whereas later subtitles appear to reflect increasing Doctor Who-specific
engagement. In this way, the analysis explores how changing levels of cultural and linguisitc
familiarity shape both the strategies of fansubs and the interpretive expectations of their

audiences.

As explained in Chapter 5, Doctor Who represents both British culture as an SC and a long-
running media text with a complex, self-referential fan discourse. Importantly, neither FRM
(initial fansubs) nor YYeTs (retranslations) was exclusively dedicated to the show. Both were
broad-based fansubbing communities with a generalinterest in Anglophone television, regularly
subtitling a variety of series. This reduces selection bias and allows for a more objective analysis

of how subtitling strategies, and the focus of fansub engagement, shift over time.

6.2 (Re)Subtitling Doctor Who

6.2.1 Introduction

For data consistency and methodological control, this study focuses on Seasons 1 and 4 of the

2005 revival of Doctor Who (see Table 6.1). The initial aim was to examine fansubbing activity
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from the early 2000s, which naturally narrowed the scope to the first four seasons, originally aired
and fansubbed between 2005 and 2009. However, closer examination of subtitling patterns
revealed that Seasons 2 and 3 were primarily retranslated by a single subtitler (see Appendix A),

raising concerns about the influence of individual style or idiosyncrasies on the final product.

Table 6.1 Details of selected Doctor Who seasons and their diachronic fan retranslations.

Seasons Episodes  Length Initially subtitled S.ubtltle available Retranslated by Retl.'anstatl.on
by since available since
FRM 9 May-20 September  YYeTs

Doctor Who S01 13 9.75h (Fansubbed) 2005 (Fansubbed) 17 September 2015
FRM . YYeTs

Doctor Who S04 13 9.75h (Fansubbed) 13 April-9 July 2008 (Fansubbed) 22 June 2018

Total 26 19.5h

By contrast, both Seasons 1 and 4 were initially subtitled by the fansub group FRM and later
retranslated by YYeTs, with multiple contributors involved in each version. This collaborative
production model reduces the risk of personal bias and allows for a more reliable investigation
of recurring strategies and shared norms. As such, these two seasons were selected to provide
a manageable and representative corpus for analysing diachronic variation in fansubbing

practice.

Season 1 was originally subtitled between May and September 2005, and Season 4 between
Apriland July 2008. These subtitles were released in close sync with the original BBC airings, with
FRM typically uploading completed versions within a week of broadcast. This time-sensitive,
episodic mode of fansubbing contrasts with the retrospective nature of YYeTs’ retranslations,
which were uploaded as complete-season packages in September 2015 (Season 1) and June
2018 (Season 4). The roughly ten-year interval between the initial and retranslated versions offers
a clear temporal framework for exploring how fansubbing strategies shift over time in response

to evolving audience expectations, fandom norms, and cultural familiarity.

6.2.2 CRsin Doctor Who

Inthe two selected seasons of Doctor Who (2005), a total of 352 instances of CRs were identified.
These references fall into five main categories, as defined in Chapter 5: Geographical,

Ethnographic, Socio-political, Intertextual and Asynchronous references.
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As shown in Table 6.2, Intertextual CRs are the most prominent category, accounting for
approximately one-third of all instances. In Doctor Who, such references are frequently woven
into dialogue not only to enrich the narrative, but also to characterise the main character (i.e.,
the Doctor) as witty, intellectually agile, and culturally literate, which are all qualities consistent

with his portrayal as a long-lived alien with encyclopaedic knowledge of Earth.

These references are also particularly abundant in episodes with historical settings, such as
those featuring Charles Dickens (SO1EO03) or Agatha Christie (S04EQ7), where the dialogue is
enriched with allusions to their works and biographical details. Such episodes typically feature a
higher density of intertextual references and period-specific language than those set in

contemporary or futuristic contexts.

Table 6.2 CR distribution

Type N %
Geographical 93 26.42%
Ethnographic 74 21.02%
Socio-political 51 14.49%
Intertextual 120 34.09%
Asynchronous 14 3.98%
Total 352 100.00%

By contrast, Asynchronous CRs, that is, references “that do not belong to the same time in
which the members of the audience live” (Ranzato, 2016, p. 75), are the least frequent (N=14,
3.98%). This scarcity reflects the fact that only four of the twenty-six episodes analysed are set
in historical periods distinct from the original 2000s audience. It is important to distinguish
between asynchronous episodes and Asynchronous CRs: an episode may take place in a past
era (such as set in Victorian England or during the Second World War), yet not every reference
within it necessarily functions as temporally distant. For instance, Dickens’s or Christie’s works
are treated as timeless classics and thus recognisable even to a contemporary audience. In such
cases, the asynchronous setting primarily serves as a platform for intertextual engagement,
while Asynchronous CRs signal historical distance more directly (such as the portrayal of a mail-

coach to the modern audience).

Onthe other hand, the real-world CRs, those that are more synchronous and contemporaryin

nature, constitute the majority of the corpora, accounting for over 60% of all instances. These
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include Geographical, Ethnographic, and Socio-political references, with Geographical
references being the most prevalent and Socio-political ones the least frequent (see Table 6.2).
The prominence of real-world CRs reflects the series’ grounding in contemporary contexts setin
the UK and everyday cultural knowledge, particularly through references to proper names, ethnic
identities, and political institutions or ideologies. While these references may appear more
straightforward than Intertextual or Asynchronous CRs, they still present potential challenges in
subtitling, particularly in terms of cultural specificity, relevance, and accessibility for the

different generations of TA and fansubbers in a diachronic sense.

To examine how such challenges are negotiated, the following analysis applies the two key
analytical dimensions introduced in Section 4.4 (i.e., orientation and intervention), which are
used consistently across all three case studies. Here, they provide the framework for evaluating
how different generations of fansubs approach the translation of CRs, and how these strategies

reflect broader diachronic shifts in practice and audience expectation.

6.2.3 Norm Variation

In Tables 6-3 and 6-4 below present a detailed breakdown of orientation and interventional
tendencies across all five types of CRs in both the initial and retranslated fansubs. Overall, the
data suggests that the differences in orientation between the two generations of fansubs remain
relatively marginal, whereas the shift in interventional tendency is more pronounced and

analytically notable.

Table 6.3 Detailed breakdown of orientation tendency across different types of CRs in Doctor Who

ST-orientation Geographical Intertextual Socio-political Asynchronous Ethnographic Overall
Initial 68.42% 56.18% 68.75% 44.44% 46.46% 57.08%
Retranslation 82.86% 57.58% 70.00% 40.00% 38.78% 56.30%
Variation 14.44% (1) 1.4 (1) 1.25% (1) 4.44% (V) 7.68% (V) 0.78% (V)

As shown in Table 6.3, the overall ST-orientation of both sets of subtitles remains comparable,
with the retranslation only 0.78% lower than the initial subtitles, suggesting a marginally more
domesticating tendency. Across most CR categories, variation is minimal: Intertextual and
Socio-political CRs show slight increases in ST-orientation (at 1.4% and 1.25%, respectively),
while Ethnographic and Asynchronous CRs decline (at 7.68% and 4.44%, respectively). The most

notable shift is found in Geographical CRs, with a 14.44% increase in ST-oriented strategies.
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Nonetheless, these overall fluctuations, though subtle, are sufficient to challenge the
assumptions of the Retranslation Hypothesis, which typically anticipates a shift from target-
oriented initial translations to more source-oriented retranslations. This deviation suggests that
this case of diachronic fan retranslation may be shaped by more complicated and context-
specific factors, such as evolving subtitling conventions, shifting perceptions of foreign cultural
accessibility, and changing expectations regarding the TA’s familiarity with and literacy in the SC.
These dynamics may, in turn, influence how different types of CR are subtitled. To further explore
this shift, the analysis now turns to the second analytical dimension, i.e., level of intervention,
which provide a complementary perspective on how fansubs negotiate the balance between SC

and TC through varying degrees of textual mediation and interpretive modification.

Table 6.4 Detailed breakdown of interventional tendency across different types of CRs in Doctor Who

Interventional Intertextual Socio-political Ethnographic Geographical Asynchronous Overall
Initial 50.00% 32.00% 54.39% 24.44% 53.85% 41.18%
Retranslation 73.50% 41.18% 60.27% 26.88% 53.85% 52.72%
Variation 23.50% (1) 9.18(™) 5.88% (1) 2.44% (1) 0.00% (/) 11.54% (1)

Table 6.4 reveals a more substantial diachronic shift in interventional tendency, with the
retranslation showing an increase, to various degrees, across nearly all CR categories. The
overall proportion of the usage of interventional strategies rises from 41.18% in the initial
subtitles to 52.72% in the retranslation, indicating a growing inclination among later fansubs to
mediate more actively in the TT subtitles. This shift is particularly prominent in Intertextual CRs,
which see a 23.5% increase in using more interventional strategies, followed by Socio-political
CRs (at 9.18%) and Ethnographic CRs (5.88%). Even Geographical CRs, which are typically
considered more straightforward due to their frequent reliance on proper names, exhibit a slight
increase at 2.44%. Interestingly, Asynchronous CRs show no variation between the two
generations, which is likely a statistic coincidence due to the lower count of this particular type

of CR (N=14, out of a total of 352, as shown in Table 6.2).

The overall trend toward greater intervention indicates a diachronic change in subtitling
practice. While the quantitative data alone cannot fully explain this development, it may be
associated with factors such as evolving audience expectations, increasing familiarity with the
SC, and a broader acceptance within fansubbing communities of explanatory or inclusive
strategies. These possibilities are explored in greater depth through qualitative examples in the

following section.
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6.3 Strategy Distribution

Figure 6.1 and Table 6.5 illustrate the overall strategy distribution across both generations of
fansubs, that is, the initial subtitles (FRM) and retranslated subtitles (YYeTS) of the series
produced with a ten-year interval. As shown in the bar chart below, Official Equivalent stands out
as the most frequently employed strategy in both generations. In the retranslation, the reliance
on this particular strategy is even higher, making it one of the few strategies that are used more

frequently in the retranslation than in the initial subtitles.

FRM W YYeTs

40.00%

30.00%

20.00%

10.00% I l

N . || —

Complete Retention  Transliteration Direct Translation Specification Generalisation Substitution Omission Official Equivalent Gloss + gloss +in-text gloss

Figure 6.1 Bar chart of strategy distribution in both generation of fansubs

Table 6.5 Overall strategy distribution in Doctor Who

Strategy Initial Retranslation
Complete Retention 25 7.10% 3 0.85%
Transliteration 5 1.42% 11 3.13%
Direct Translation 64 18.18% 37 10.51%
Specification 35 9.94% 25 7.10%
Generalisation 57 16.19% 40 11.36%
Substitution 11 3.13% 16 4.55%
Omission 29 8.24% 3 0.85%
Official Equivalent 96 27.27% 114 32.39%
Gloss 2 0.57% 18 5.11%
+gloss 0 0.00% 77 21.88%
+in-text gloss 28 7.95% 8 2.27%
Total 352 100.00% 352 100.00%

Other than Official Equivalent, Transliteration also demonstrates a modest increase in the
retranslation, suggesting a growing tendency among later fansubs to preserve the phonetic form
of certain SL expressions, particularly for proper names and technical terms. This shift is

especially noteworthy when considered alongside the sharp decrease in Complete Retention
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and Omission. In earlier fansubs, these two strategies are often found employed to address
translation problems posed by CRs that might be considered either untranslatable or self-
explanatory, and thus either retained in their original form or deleted entirely within the
constraints of subtitling. By contrast, the increased use of Transliteration in the retranslation
reflects a more standardised approach adopted by later generations of fansubs, one that
maintains the foreignness of the reference in the TL form. This evolution, alongside the increased
use of Official Equivalent, can be understood in a diachronic context, as fansubbing practice
gradually shift in response to the growing SC literacy and digital competence of both audiences
and fansubbers. As both become more internet-savvy and increasingly accustomed to foreign
media and content, later generations of subtitles appear more confident in preserving the
foreignness more systematically and in identifying appropriate TL equivalents. There is also a
growing trust suggested in the audience’s ability to engage independently with transliterated or
culturally marked content, rather than relying on the earlier strategies of retaining the SL term

verbatim or omitting the reference altogether.

At the same time, however, not all foreignness is left to the audience’s encyclopaedic
knowledge. The most striking diachronic change is the rise of glossing strategies, particularly +
gloss, which appears exclusively in the retranslation. Gloss as a standalone strategy also
increases, while + in-text gloss declines. This suggests a stronger emphasis on explicit mediation:
as outlined in Section 4.3, explanatory contentis placed separately from the main subtitle line to

provide cultural or contextual information with minimal interference in the primary subtitle area.

This rise in glossing, along with increased use of strategies such as Official Equivalent and
Transliteration, collectively contributes to the overall trend toward a more interventional fan
retranslation. These developments suggest a diachronic shiftin fansubbing practice, influenced
by evolving audience expectations and a growing acceptance of mediated subtitling strategies.
The implications of this shift will be examined in greater detail through the qualitative analysis in

the next section.

6.3.1 The Most Prevalent Solution for Both: Official Equivalent

As pointed out above, the most frequently employed strategy in both generations of fansubs is
Official Equivalent, a type of ready-made solution established in the TC. In addition, it is
particularly significant that the retranslation makes even more extensive use of Official

Equivalents than in the initial subtitles.
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As discussed in Chapter 5, an Official Equivalent is categorised as one of the more
interventional strategies and not included in the dichotomy of being ST- or TT- oriented in that the
decision to use it is often “administrative rather than linguistic” (Pedersen, 2011, p. 97). It may
consist of any strategy or combination of strategies that has already been accepted by the TC
audience, either through authoritative usage or conventional practice. Once an Official
Equivalent has been established, it generally poses no further translation problem, regardless of

how linguistically complex or culturally creative the solution may be.

In this context, the increased use of Official Equivalent in the retranslation may signal a shift
toward more standardised, culturally embedded fansubbing norms, which largely answers to a

growing SC familiarity and literacy of such terms among the TA over time.

Example 6-1a, SO1E09, CR Type: Socio-political

Original I'm hanging in the sky in the middle of a German air raid, with a Union Jack across my chest but, hey, my mobile
Dialogue phone's off!
Subtitles Initial (F6, 2005) Retranslation (YYeTs, 2015)
A o YR AR AR A 4R RAE—GIEE R RAEET
FM 1 27 25 S EHE {H U SR S G T RIS o7 B R R AR A
FILFHLRM
Back Translation I’m hanging mid-air, surrounded by German air raid. | am hanging mid-air in a German air raid
| am wearing a British national flag on my chest, but Wearing a rice character flag in front of my chest, but that’s
hey, ok
my phone is off! | turned off my phone!
Strategy Generalisation Official Equivalent

Such an instance is demonstrated in Example 6-1a (above), which is excerpted from an
asynchronous episode set in London in 1941 during World War Il. In the original dialogue, one of
the protagonists describes her perilous situation by emphasising that she is suspended mid-air
during a German air raid while wearing a “Union Jack” T-shirt, which is an ironic contrast that
underscores her precarious position in enemy territory. The CR, i.e., “Union Jack”, functions as
a socio-political symbol that is presumably accessible to the TA, as it may be considered a
transcultural CR. According to Pedersen (2011), a transcultural reference is not bound
exclusively to the SC but is considered retrievable from the shared encyclopaedic knowledge of
both ST and TT audiences, regardless of the origin of the referent. However, the accessibility of
such transculturality is not fixed, as it may shift over time as public education and media

exposure of such knowledge evolve across different generations within the same region.

In the initial subtitle, this CR is paraphrased and generalised as “British national flag”, while
the retranslation adopts a TL-specific Official Equivalent “>KF " (literally, “rice character flag”).

This initial choice may reflect the fansubber’s then priority of clarity and immediate
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comprehension, anticipating that the term “ K FJif” might still have been unfamiliar to many
viewers inthe early 2000s. Such paraphrasingis consistent with early fansubbing practice, which
often assumed lower SC literacy and relied on explanatory or simplifying strategies such as

Specification and Generalisation (see Figure 6.1).

By contrast, the retranslation adopts “ K 7 Jif ”, which is a more solution combines
Specification, by identifying the referent as a flag, with a visual metaphor based on the
resemblance between the character “>K” and the design of the Union Jack. This approach
resonates with the visual orientation of the TL, which, as a logographic system, often exploits

character structure and resemblance to aid comprehension.

Although not an officially codified term, “kji£” has by the time of retranslation (i.e., the
2010s) become ade facto standard inthe TC, appearingin encyclopaedia entries, media reports,
and public discourse. As Pedersen (2011, p. 98) notes, the “official” status of an equivalent
derives not from institutional sanction but from established familiarity and recognisability. In this
sense, the case of “>K 7 Jit” exemplifies how an Official Equivalent may crystallise over time into

a culturally intuitive and visually resonant solution.

The diachronic move from paraphrasing to Official Equivalent illustrates both a change in
subtitling strategy and a shiftin assumptions about audience literacy. Whereas the initial subtitle
sought to mediate potential gaps in encyclopaedic knowledge, the later retranslation reflects
greater confidence in the TA’s familiarity with transcultural references, shaped by broader

cultural shifts and the evolving norms of the fansubbing landscape in the TC.

Example 6-1b, S04E02, CR Type: Geographical

Original - Wait a minute. One mountain, with smoke, which makes this...

Dialogue - Pompeii. We’re in Pompeii.

Subtitles Initial (F6, 2008) Retranslation (YYeTs, 2018)
- GRAE — gLy A B TR . ST R R E A BTLUX R
- B (BRAEIR AR KD FATHEPE I - B I BATRTEE I

Back Translation - wait, one mountain, with smoke, that means... - Wait a minute, just a mountain, and it's smoking, so this is...
- Pompeii (ancient Italian city, destroyed by a - Pompeii. We're in Pompeii.

volcano), we are in Pompeii

Strategy Official Equivalent + in-text gloss Official Equivalent

Example 6-1b presents another case where the diachronic shift in subtitling strategy reflects
a changing expectation of the TA’s growing foreign cultural familiarity, especially with

transcultural CRs. In this example of rendering the geographical CR, “Pompeii”, the initial
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subtitle in 2008 complements an Official Equivalent with an in-text gloss, explicitly clarifying
what “Pompeii” refers to, i.e., “an ancient Italian city destroyed by a volcano”, to support and
maximise audience understanding, particularly in consideration of viewers who may not have
been familiar with the reference at the time. In contrast, the 2018 retranslation relies solely on
the Official Equivalent, which demonstrates more confidence in the established TT equivalent

term without feeling the need for further elaboration.

From a diachronic perspective, this change, again, illustrates how a once potentially
monocultural or simply non-TC reference becomes normalised over time, as a result of broader
exposure to global media and increased public education in general cultural knowledge in the TC
context and an evolving assumption about audience literacy. Later fansubs exhibit less need for
explanatory mediation, not because the reference itself has changed, but because the
successive generations of TA’s encyclopaedic knowledge may have expanded over time,

therefore expecting different rendering approach.

Moreover, as discussed above, strategies such as Complete Retention and Omission are
predominantly employed in the initial fansubs and are rarely used again in the retranslation (see
Figure 6.1). These strategies are particularly common in the early rendering of transcultural,
proper name CRs, such as geographical ones. However, in later retranslation, these approaches
are increasingly supplanted by strategies such as Official Equivalent and Transliteration, as
evidenced by the rise of these strategies in Figure 6.1. In addition to reflecting the presumed
expansion of the TA’s encyclopaedic knowledge of the SC, as previously argued, this shift also
illustrates a broader linguistic trend toward standardisation, whereby CRs are consistently

transliterated into the TL form.

Example 6-2, SO1E03, CR Type: Geographical

Original Dialogue - | got the flight a bit wrong. - | don't care.
-It's not 1860, it's 1869. - | don’t care.
-And it's not Naples. - | don't care.

- It's Cardiff. - ... Right.

Subtitles Initial (F6, 2005)

SIXPRATH T sk - AT

- BUAEAS /& 1860 4, T 1869 4E - ALET
- X LA Naples - RAET-.

-iXJLE Cardiff (BUREEEEH - 171

- This flight has gone a bit wrong. - | don't care.
- Now is not 1860, it’s 1869 instead. - | don’t
care.

-This is not Naples either. - | don't care.

Back-Translation

Complete Retention

Strategy +in-text gloss

- This is Cardiff (major Welsh seaport). - Okay.

Retranslation (YYeTs, 2015)

- WEEEHEMTT T - TATE

- N2 1860 42 1869 4 - LT iH

- T A IR - AT

- RME - e

- Ilanded in the wrong place. - Doesn’t matter.
- 1t’s not 1860, it’s 1869. - Doesn’t matter.

-And it’s not Naples either. - | really don't care.
- It’s Cardiff. - Okay.

Official Equivalent
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Such shift towards standardisation is clearly exemplified in Example 6-2 (above), where the
initial fansub retains the CRs “Naples” and “Cardiff” completely in their original form, with an
additionalin-text gloss provided for the latter, i.e., “Cardiff (major Welsh seaport)”, to clarify the
geographicallocation. This added mediation aligns with the trend observed in previous examples,
reflecting an earlier assumption of the initial fansubbers that such references might not be
readily understood by their TA at the time. However, the mixture of English and Simplified
Chinese within the same subtitle lines is rather conspicuous, particularly given the linguistic
distance between the two very different languages. Furthermore, there is also a certain degree of
inconsistency in the initial subtitles, where only one CR is glossed over while the other is not, as
well as the two CRs are retained in their original English forms yet the gloss puts “Welsh” in the
TL form. This mixture of linguistic forms may also reflect a degree of arbitrariness in the early
fansubber’ choices. while it could be argued that one referent is potentially perceived as more
recognisable than the others, the pattern appears somewhat irregular and unregulated,

suggesting a somewhat more ad hoc approach driven by an individual fansubber.

In contrast, the retranslation exhibits a more standardised rendering of both terms, with each
being putinto their TL Official Equivalent, which are both via Transliteration. “Naples” isrendered
as “HSA#H” (pronounced in Chinese: Na’Bu’Le’Si), and “Cardiff” as “<ifl X” (pronounced in
Chinese: Ka’Di’Fu). This is yet another demonstration on how Official Equivalent as a strategy
may in practice encompass other or a combination of other strategies, in this case
transliterations, depending on convention and usage. The fact that these transliterations have
become the accepted official forms of the proper names of these SC locations reflects the

broader institutionalisation of such renderings in the TL.

In addition, the removal of the in-text gloss in the retranslation further echoes the trend
observed in the previous example, where the gloss for “Pompeii” is similarly omitted. However,
this reduction in glossing for transcultural references, such as geographical locations, should
not be interpreted as a general decline in the use of this type of highly interventional strategies in
later fansubs. On the contrary, as shownin Figure 6.1, the overall frequency of glossing increases
significantly in the retranslation. This suggests that while glosses are still (if not more) actively
employed, they are applied more selectively, often reserved for more culturally embedded
references rather than for terms that have become more recognisable to the TA, such ascommon

encyclopaedic knowledge of transcultural geographical names.

This trend further supports the assumption outlined in the introduction to this chapter, that a

diachronic shift in fansubbing practices may reflect a changing orientation within grassroots

107



Chapter 6

subtitling communities. Whereas earlier fansubs might appear more focused on mediating the
unfamiliarity of the SC due to the limitation of the time period, later retranslations appear to
exhibit a growing confidence in the TA’s common foreign cultural literacy. Consequently, the
function of fansubbing evolves from primarily mediating general cultural gaps to enhancing more

specific genre accessibility and textual engagement in more nuanced ways (see Section 6.4.).

Onthe other hand, in the following section, Transliteration, as another increasingly prominent
strategy, often used to replace earlier approaches such as Complete Retention and Omission,

will be examined separately in greater detail.

6.3.2 The TL-Specific Solution: Transliteration

Transliteration as a translation strategy is by no means exclusive to the TL. In fact, it is widely
employed across various language pairs to approximate the phonetic features of foreign terms.
However, in this context, it is considered a TL-specific solution due to the distinctive structural
and linguistic differences between the SL and the TL. Specifically, the logographic nature of
Simplified Chinese is in stark contrast to the alphabetic structure of English, for the Chinese
characters are usually phono-semantic compounds, which typically consist of a semantic
radical that hints at the general category or meaning of the word, and a phonetic component that
provides a rough indication of pronunciation. This structural disparity creates a unique
translational situation in which phonetic rendering through transliteration is not a purely
phonemic process because the characters used in transliteration inevitably carry their own

semantic meanings, even when chosen primarily for their phonetic value.

Unlike in alphabetic languages, where transliteration typically involves a relatively more
straightforward mapping of sounds or letters, transliteration in Simplified Chinese must navigate
this inherent tension between phonetic approximation and the unavoidable semantic residue
embedded in each character. As a result, transliterations often appear as sequences of
seemingly unrelated characters that do not carry much coherent meaningin the TL, making their
foreignness all the more conspicuous to the TA visually and cognitively. In this way,
transliteration in Simplified Chinese often not only functions as a more complex adaptation but
also as a visible marker of cultural and linguistic otherness as transliteration in the TL is usually

easier to recognise.

Example 6-3a offers a good illustration of the shift from earlier fansubs which often relied on
Complete Retention, where cultural foreignness was found largely left intact and unmediated,

toward more regulated strategies such as Transliteration.
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Example 6-3a, S04E07, CR Type: Geographical

Original Dialogue 1 | was deep in the Ardennes, trying to find Charlemagne.

Subtitles Initial (F6, 2008) Retranslation (YYeTs, 2018)
FAE Ardennes VR Ab F 4R A 8 KA EEAV N TR RN B e O R RN

Back Translation I ventured deep into the Ardennes in search of I delved into the Ardennes Highlands, trying to find
Charlemagne. Charlemagne.

Strategy Complete Retention Transliteration + Specification

In the initial 2008 fansub, the geographical term “Ardennes”, a third-culture CR, is retained
entirely in the TT subtitles. By contrast, the 2018 retranslation adopts a hybrid approach by
combining a phonetically approximate transliteration, i.e., “Fi & ” (pronounced in Chinese:
A’Deng), with an added Specification, i.e., “highlands”. This intervention helps anchor the
reference within a more accessible conceptual frame for the TA by enhancing comprehension
without resorting to an explicit in-text gloss, while still preserving the foreign identity of this

proper name.

From a linguistic and semiotic perspective, the rendering of “Ardennes” as “Bi & ” exemplifies
the inherent complexities of transliteration within a logographic writing system such as
Simplified Chinese. While the constituent characters are primarily selected for their phonetic
correspondence, they each carry inherent semantic load as independent characters. The
character “Bi” is commonly used as a prefix for names or terms of endearment, while “%&”
typically connotes actions such as “to climb” or “to register” depending on the context. This
mismatch often makes transliterated terms semantically opaque while visually marking the
foreign identity of the CR to the TLaudience. Thisis probably the reason why later fansubbers feel
the need to mediate more explicitly by adding a clarifying element, i.e., “highlands”, to specify

the nature of the referent.

Itis also particularly significant when considered alongside the patterns observed in Table 6.3
and Table 6.4, where Geographical CRs exhibit both the highest increase in ST-oriented
renderings in the retranslation and a simultaneous rise in the use of interventional strategies.
Such a finding challenges the conventional assumption that intervention is inherently aligned
with target orientation. As Pedersen (2011, p. 101) notes, intervention usually implies
domestication, aiming to shift the text closer to the TC to aid audience comprehension. In turn,
findings such as this instance suggests a more complex dynamic, where sometimes,
interventional strategies such as Specification are employed not to simplify or culturally adapt

the ST content into the TT, but rather to preserve and promote foreign culture visibility for the TL
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audience. This arguably reflects the often educational and informative nature of fansubs which

often voluntarily promote cross-cultural literacy and engagement.

A parallel trend can be observed in the handling of more monocultural CRs, those embedded
in the specific socio-cultural context of the SC but lacking widespread transcultural salience.
Examples 6-3b and 6-3c both highlight Ethnographic CRs involving real-life British public figures,
where the diachronic shift in subtitling strategy reflects the changing approaches in different

generations of fansubs in terms of mediation and contextualisation of CRs.

In Example 6-3b, the CR, Michael Palin, who is a well-known British travel presenter, is initially
handled via a Complete Retention and accompanied by an in-text gloss integrated directly into
the subtitle line to explain his identity and relevance. In the 2018 retranslation, the same referent

is transliterated into the TL form, with a similar gloss presented in a separate line.

Similarly, in Example 6-3c, the name Patrick Moore is first retained without additional
explanation, while the retranslation transliterates the name and adds a short gloss noting his title,
lifespan, and role as a “renowned amateur astronomer”. This evolution from minimal
intervention to elaborated mediation reflects a shift away from the earlier “minimax” tendency
(Levy, 1969) common in fansubs, where fansubbers often defaulted to retention or omission

when faced with CRs that were difficult to translate or culturally opaque.

Example 6-3b, S0O4E04, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 2 -1 phoned Veena and she said she hadn't seen hide nor hair.
- I've just been travelling.
- Oh, hark at her, Michael Palin.

Subtitles Initial (F6, 2008) Retranslation (YYeTs, 2018)
-4 Veena FTHIE Wi — HIREE IR - AT AT MU AR I N SEHER W
SRARLLERITT -RA LT
- W% T Wi i S #8081 Michael Palin T - WX S B TR Wb D
(CEE 4 By ifdie s HEREA) REEZRITHHEEA

Back Translation -l called Veena. She said she hasn't seenyou atall. - called Veena—she said she hasn’t seen a trace of you.
- ljust... went traveling. -l was just off traveling.
- Oh, listen to you sounding like Michael Palin now. - Listen to that tone, what, you turned into Michael Palin
(a.well-known British travel show host) now?

Famous British travel documentary presenter

Strategy Complete Retention + in-text gloss Transliteration + gloss

Example 6-3c, S01E04, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 3 - Like it said on the news, they’re gathering experts in alien knowledge. Who's the biggest expert of the lot?
- Patrick Moore?
- Apart from him.

Subtitles Initial (F6, 2005) Retranslation (YYeTs, 2015)
- BB I T AT SR A T T - LB IR BB A A AR AR R AR AR L SR A L
1 5% W R 3 16 K e ? A R e
- Patrick Moore - M4 B 3 - AR
- BT b -BRT Al

7T BERB 1 1923-2012 EZ WA
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Back Translation - Just like they said in the news, they’re looking for - Just like the news said, they’re gathering experts in
experts on aliens. Who's the best expert? extraterrestrial knowledge. Who’s the most authoritative
- Patrick Moore? among them?
- Besides him? - Patrick Moore?

- Besides him?

Sir Patrick Moore (1923-2012), renowned amateur

astronomer.

Strategy Complete Retention Transliteration + gloss

Itisimportantto note, however, that early fansubs did intervene at times, but such efforts were
applied selectively and most often to transcultural CRs that were already partly accessible to
audiences. Inthose cases, glosses were typically embedded directly into the subtitle line (i.e. in-
text glosses) to clarify a referent’s identity or significance. Retranslations of the same
transcultural CRs, however, frequently omit such glosses, reflecting the TA’s increased
familiarity with these items over time. Retranslations of the same transcultural CRs, by contrast,

frequently omit such glosses, reflecting the TA’s increased familiarity with these items over time.

More recently, however, glossing practice has shifted toward monocultural or infracultural
CRs, typically terms and proper names with little resonance beyond the SC. These glosses tend
to be brief and separated from the subtitle line (i.e. the + gloss format or standalone glosses).
Rather than functioning as extended explanations intended to ensure comprehension, they
operate as markers of the fansubbers’ cultural fluency, signalling awareness of cultural

specificity while providing only minimal information to aid recognition.

This marks a different kind of evolution, shaped less by assumed increases in SC literacy than
by the rise of internet literacy. In the current digital landscape, audiences are accustomed to
encountering unfamiliar cultural items and are more likely to consult search engines, fan wikis,
or online encyclopaedias for clarification. Subtitlers seem to anticipate this behaviour, offering
glossed transliterations not as full explanations but as searchable cues for further exploration.
In this sense, the growing use of glossing in later fansubs reflects not only a shift in subtitling
norms but also an alignment with the evolving media literacy of digitally native, typically younger

audiences. Glossing strategies in later fansubs are discussed further in Section 6.4.

Example 6-4a, S01E02, CR Type: Geographical

Original Dialogue 1 -l can't open the door. Stay there, don't move.
-Where am | gonna go, Ipswich?

Subtitles Initial (F6, 2005) Retranslation (YYeTs, 2015)

- FRATATFIRRNT SRAETR LA 5l - ATATFIT AL B A E )

- RAEE )L BRBIARTR - R FE R0 A DR E A
Back Translation -l can’t open this door. Stay there, don’t move. -l can’t open the door. Stay inside, don’t move.

-Where could | possibly go? 1 wish | could. - And where would | even go, Ipswich [a British location]?
Strategy Omission Transliteration + in-text gloss
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Example 6-4b, S01E08, CR Type: Geographical

Original Dialogue 2  Third prize at the bowling. First two got to go to Didcot.

Subtitles Initial (F6, 2005) Retranslation (YYeTs, 2015)
TRISERLLFE 58 =44 RO R & TREGERSE =41 W44 7T UL 2 1B R

Back Translation Third place in the bowling match, first two shots Third prize at bowling, the top two get to go to Didcot.
were strikes.

Strategy Omission Transliteration

Examples 6-4a and 6-4b further illustrate the broader trend of standardisation through the
replacement of earlier Omissions with more explicit strategies such as Transliteration and

occasional + in-text glosses.

In Example 6-4a, the CR, i.e., Ipswich, a British town, is entirely omitted in the 2005 fansub and
replaced with a vague, paraphrased response that avoids the geographical CR altogether. This
omission not only removes a monocultural referent but also dampens the dry humour of the
original dialogue, where the protagonist sarcastically proposes Ipswich as an absurd escape
destination while trapped behind a locked door. The understated comedy relies on the town’s
monocultural significance, which is something that the original British audience is expected to
recognise. In the 2015 retranslation, however, the referentis retained through Transliteration and
accompanied by a brief gloss marking it as a British location, although also without any further

elaboration on its specific connotations.

A similar pattern appears in Example 6-4b, where “Didcot” is omitted in the 2005 fansub and
substituted with a line that misrepresents the original context. By contrast, the 2015 retranslation
retains the reference through straightforward Transliteration, consistent with the broader

tendency to render proper names in standardised TL form.

These examples reflect a consistent shift away from Omission, which is previously the go-to
strategy for handling these low-salience and monocultural CRs, toward the preservation of these
referents phonetically. Even when these names hold little cultural significance for TL audiences,
their kept transliterated form signals a subtitling norm that increasingly prioritises consistency
and fidelity to the source text. By contrast, earlier over-localised or non-specific renderings often
obscured these nuances, reflecting both the assumed limitations of the TA’s SC literacy and, at

times, the fansubber’s own restricted digital resources during the early 2000s.
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6.3.3 The TA-Specific Solution: Gloss

If Transliteration can be considered the most TL-specific solution, particularly due to the
fundamental linguistic disparity between English and Simplified Chinese, then the use of glosses
can be argued here as the most TA-specific strategy, asitis almost exclusive to fansubbing within
the broader landscape of AVT practices. Importantly, the term “TA” here, i.e., target audience,
does not refertothe broader TL audience as awhole, but more narrowly to the fansub-consuming
audience within the TC. Those who consume subtitled content via commercial platforms are not
the focus of this case study, as they tend to exhibit distinct preferences and expectations
regarding subtitle style and viewing experience, or at the very least, different priorities (see

Chapter 7).

Pérez-Gonzalez (2014, pp. 79-80) characterises glosses, or “headnotes”, as one of the most
“abusive” forms of mediation in fansubbing; that is, a form of “aesthetic activism” designed to
counteract the “shortage and cultural insensitivity of commercial translations”, echoing earlier
anime fansubbing practices. Typically appearing at the top of the screen, these glosses are not
only supplemental but often also central to the fansubbers’ efforts to resist smoothing over
foreignness. As Pérez-Gonzalez (2014) observes, conventional subtitles compress and
domesticate in order to preserve synchronicity, whereas fansubbing deliberately breaches those

norms through experimental forms of mediation.

Such notion of “abusive mediation” is visible both textually and graphically in the fansubs
analysed here, particularly in the retranslation ones, which shows a notably more liberal and
experimental use of glosses (see also Pérez-Gonzalez, 2006; Nornes, 1999). This practice clearly
reflects the so-called breach of conventional subtitling norms, where glossing is typically not

considered as an option.

Textually, glosses explain and comment, often functioning as informal annotations beyond
diegetic content. Graphically, they are not confined to “headnotes”. In this study, glosses are
also found appearing in multiple screen positions, sometimes signalled through distinct fonts,

colours, or sizes.

In terms of formatting, the glosses identified in this corpus fall into three main types:

a) Gloss, a standalone explanation outside the subtitle area;
b) + gloss, an external gloss accompanying another subtitling strategy;

c) +tin-textgloss, an embedded gloss within the subtitle line, usually in brackets.
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Notably, the standalone Gloss strategy is found applied exclusively to Intertextual CRs in both
corpora, whereas both the + gloss and + in-text gloss formats appear across all CR categories
and are most frequently paired with ST-oriented strategies. Itis also worth noting that the + gloss
format occurs only in the retranslations, indicating a temporal shift in glossing conventions
within the TC fansubbing landscape. Supported by both quantitative and qualitative data, the
following sections examine these patterns further in terms of visibility, intervention, and

orientation.

Gloss as a standalone strategy

As mentioned above, the increased usage of glosses in the retranslations marks one of the most
noticeable variation observed in this study. Referring back to Table 6.5 (in Section 6.3.), itis clear
thatthere are only 2 instances of Gloss as a standalone strategy in the initial subtitles, compared

to 18 occurrences in the retranslations.

Inthe initial fansubs, both instances of Gloss occur in the same episode (Doctor Who, SO1E02),
where two diegetic soundtracks are introduced just before the destruction of the planet Earth.
These two soundtracks (see Examples 6-5a and 6-5b below) are framed within the dialogue as
“classical music” and a “traditional ballad” to mourn Earth’s final moments, though they are in
fact Soft Cell’s Tainted Love and Britney Spears’ Toxic. The humour of the scene lies in this
deliberate mismatch between the solemn framing and the actual pop content, which the
contemporary 2005 audience, both domestic and international, would likely have recognised,

particularly the Spears track.

Example 6-5a&b, S01E02 CRs Type: Intertextual

Context Host: According to the archives, this was called an iPod, it stores classical music from humanity's greatest composers.
Play on!
“Tainted Love” from Soft Cell playing

Host: Earth death in ten minutes. The planet's end! Come gather, come gather! Bid farewell to the cradle of civilisation.
Let us mourn her with a traditional ballad.
“Toxic” from Britney Spears playing

Subtitles Initial (F6, 2005) Retranslation (YYeTs, 2015)
B LR "HiIE M F 15 R Soft Cell ZH 1980 SEARFHITM AL A "Soft Cell" HREASE (Tainted Love)
éﬂ:ﬁ'ﬁ: "fp#&" Britney Spears /g Z‘ﬁé%%ﬁﬁ‘iﬁ\’% CPIRET Y

NRRTROXTE RIARR R HIAE T 2 58 i B RRLBCVE A R

Back Jazz, “Tainted Love”, Sung by Soft Cell “Tainted Love”, the representative work of the British duo Soft
Translation Cell from the early 1980s
Jazz, “Poisoned”, Sung by Britney Spears” Britney Spears, “Poisoned by You”
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The crew created a vinyl version of this single especially for this
scene.

Strategy Gloss Gloss

Although these intertextual references are not explicitly named in the SL dialogue, they are
embedded in the plot and carry clear narrative and comedic weight. As such, both generations
of fansubbers appear to have considered them important enough to carry intra-linguistic
mediation for the TA. The presence of Gloss in the 2005 versions suggests that even within the
more restrained subtitling practices of the time, constrained by less developed subtitling
technology and more limited SC and internet literacy in the TC, fansubbers were still willing to
intervene when a CR was recognisable. Crucially, however, the initial glosses are minimal and
descriptive: both are formatted in much the same way, simply identifying the music genre, song
title, and artist, with only minor differences in punctuation. These glosses aim to aid
comprehension in a compact, unobtrusive manner, supporting the audience without disrupting

the flow of the scene.

By contrast, the retranslations adopt a more expansive and paratextual approach. For the first
CR, i.e., Tainted Love by Soft Cell, the gloss includes not only the artist’s name and the song title,
but also additional cultural context to specify that “Soft Cell” is a British duo from the early 1980s,
and that this particular track is regarded as their most representative work. The use of Complete
Retention for both the artist and the song title, along with the added explanatory layer, appears
to be motivated by several factors: the increasing temporal distance between the 1980s and the
2015 audience, the absence of a Baidu Baike (the Chinese Wikipedia equivalent) entry for the
song or the artist at the time, as well as the fact that this CR is likely considered monocultural
from the perspective of the TL-speaking audience. Although Tainted Love might be regarded as a
classicin British musical history, its recognition and culturalrelevance do not necessarily extend
into the TC context. This additional cultural distance may have prompted fansubbers to intervene
more explicitly and extensively by offering more context to ensure the impact of the scene is not

lost on the audience.

On the other hand, the second CR, i.e., Britney Spears’ Toxic, is treated quite differently. The
artist’s name is transliterated, and the song title is rendered using its official TL equivalent. The
gloss here is notably more concise, likely reflecting the artist’s transcultural status and the
assumption that fewer contextual cues are necessary. Spears’ globalfame and the song’s chart-
topping success likely reduce both generations of fansubbers’ perceived need to mediate

meaning for the TA.
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However, a more “abusive” form of mediation emerges in the second gloss for this CR in the
retranslation, which appears justtwo seconds after the first. Unlike the initial gloss, this one goes
beyond cultural explanation and offers behind-the-scenes trivia, noting that the production team
created a 7” 45 rpm vinyl version of Toxic specifically for filming (Burk and Smith, 2018). Although
seemingly trivial, this type of information represents genre- or production-based insider
knowledge valued within fan communities. It reflects a mode of fan knowledge exchange that
aligns with Jenkins’ (2006, p. 135) idea of a new participatory culture, in which fans
collaboratively contribute to a deeper understanding of the media text. In this way, the glosses
function not only as a subtitling device, but also as gestures of fan-to-fan communication,
delivering a piece of paratext that transforms the subtitling space into a site of shared cultural

production.

Drawing on Baym’s (1998) work on soap opera fandom, Jenkins (2006, p. 139) argues that
“[flans are motivated by epistemophilia—not simply a pleasure in knowing but a pleasure in
exchanging knowledge”. With the advent of the Internet, this epistemic drive has been further
amplified in fansubbing practice, arguably more than in any other form of grassroots fandom.
Fansubbers exercise full control not only over the production and distribution of subtitles, but
also over deciding what kinds of information are worth sharing. Through collaborative effort, fan
communities can “accumulate, retain, and continually recirculate unprecedented amounts of
information”, whichis a capacity that far exceeds what any individual could achieve alone (Baym,

1998, pp. 115-116).

This includes types of knowledge that go well beyond the scope of inter-linguistic translation,
such as production trivia, that would normally be excluded from conventional subtitling practice
due to institutional constraints and stricter quality control. With the convergence of consumer
and producer roles, however, a new generation of “prosumers” (lwabuchi, 2010; Denision, 2011),
brings a more audience-driven and fandom-oriented ethos to subtitling. This sense of
epistemophilia, a shared enthusiasm not just for consuming but for curating and circulating
knowledge, is one of the most distinctive features of fansubbing, especially as it manifests in the
breach of mainstream subtitling norms. In this case study, it is most visible through two

intertwined agendas: to inform and to include.

The informative function has already been touched upon in earlier sections. As with the
categorisation of CRs, this agenda involves two main types of knowledge: real-world information
(e.g., geographical, ethnographic or socio-political CRs) and intertextual references, which

include not only cultural allusions but also production trivia, asin Examples 6-5a and 6-5b. These
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interventions are not arbitrary; rather, they reflect a desire to enhance the TA’s engagement with
the text while reinforcing a sense of insider status, both for the fansubbers and the audience base
they expect. In particular, the mediation of real-world CRs in fansubs is typically oriented toward
transcultural and monocultural encyclopaedic knowledge from the SC, anticipating that the TA
may not have acquired or recognised such information due to cultural and linguistic barriers.
Rather than adhering rigidly to professional subtitling norms, or worrying whether such
interventions might appear condescending, fansubbers often prioritise accessibility to all
potential audiences. Their aim is to be as considerate as possible to the TA by catering to the
lowest common denominator in terms of SC literacy. This form of mediation spans all CR
categories identified in this research and is most frequently achieved through glosses used in

combination with other strategies (see the next subsection).

The inclusive agenda extends this ethos further. Here, glosses are employed not simply to
guarantee comprehension, but to ensure that even highly specialised or obscure references
remain open to all viewers. This is particularly relevant for infracultural CRs, those that, as
Pedersen (2011, p. 108) notes, “could not be assumed to be within the encyclopaedic knowledge
of the ST nor the TT audience, as itis too specialised or too local to be known even by the majority
of the relevant ST audience”. The anecdotal gloss accompanying the Toxic scene fits neatly into
thisinclusive category. Further examples of such glossing are shown in Figures 6-2 to 6-5 (below),
which are all elaborate intertextual CRs likely familiar only to dedicated Whovians, a highly

specialised audience subset.
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i BA R & Bk 4 FDoctor Who(## 7 8 +)iX — FRFE

CAST

Doclor Whe CHRISTOPHER ECCLESTON

Figure 6.2 Example ofanecdotalg[oss1 positioned at top centre (headnotes) of the screen, SOTEQ1.

Figure 6.3 Example of anecdotal gloss’® positioned at top right corner of the screen, SO1E02.

" Gloss translation, “This is the first time the term ‘Doctor Who' is ever used in the credits”. Unlike the
ones in season 4, Glosses like this is present in every episode of season 1 and each appears individually
instead of altogetherin a block (see Figure 6.5).

2 Gloss translation, “This is the first time in the show’s history that the Doctor has been shown crying”.
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el 8 B AR iR 1

Why a Belgian detective?

Figure 6.4 Example of gloss’ positioned at top-right corner of the subtitling area, SO4EQ7.
wimy UIe
STEVE REES

Bommtibe R WM L0
{E i i 2 W 0 ey i O (e ) R ad fiE P LA T 4h 2
Avid CE2 I e A B0 9 W IRRT 17 K A DVDIER
KA R BT E bBr Ao BE i R 2o AU D
W15 1 7T GRS E) $Reth kA ik sh
Bl ORI A TSN fES03E0 S ELE0Y ke )
Hi FRRSSEHER B0 b LR
XA TR M B T A
Aok T MR #5800 e e e i
MR 1T E S o 0 R i A0
A b e I e A RS S R
fELRE WO P i b o e D e 20 ] R

CLIVEBBHNSON
BENIGRIFFITHS

Figure 6.5 Example ofanecdotalgloss2 of the episode, which is positioned in the middle of the frame with a blue
coloured block, SO4E01. Glosses like this is present at the end of every episode in season 4.

! Gloss translation, “Refers to detective Poirot”.

2 Gloss translation, “The original character was supposed to be Donna’s father. However, the actor who
played Donna’s father unfortunately passed away during filming, so the role was changed to her
grandfather. Footage that had already been shot was kept and included in the DVD extras. The scenes
featuring a large number of Adipose (the alien fat babies) on the streets were a major challenge for the
visual effects team. In the end, they had to use special effects software originally developed for The Lord
of the Rings to complete the work. The window-cleaning basket accident was originally intended for
S03EO01 during Martha’s adventure, but due to budget and other constraints, it was changed to a shop
incident. That design was later repurposed for this episode. The plot pointin this episode about taking diet
pills leading to body transformation was inspired by people using botox injections in pursuit of beauty. The
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Figure 6.2 presents an anecdotal gloss placed as a headnote at the top-centre of the screen,
embedded within the episode’s credit sequence. The gloss explains that this was the first time
the actor’s name appeared alongside the title “Doctor Who”. This is a piece of insider knowledge
that, while trivial for casualviewers, holds weight for long-time fans attuned to the meta-narrative

surrounding casting and branding in this particular fandom and franchise.

Figure 6.3 demonstrates a more subtle case of glossing, which is positioned in the top-right
corner of the screen, again clearly separated from the main subtitle line. The gloss clarifies that
this particular shot features the first time ever that the character, the Doctor, is crying on screen,
which is yet another intertextual detail more likely to resonate with long-time fans than general
audience. This placement and phrasing imply that the gloss is not essential for understanding
the story, but rather enriches the emotional and historical context for those already engaged in

the franchise’s continuity.

Figure 6.4 shows a more refined glossing strategy, with the gloss placed in the top-right corner
of the subtitling area. The on-screen dialogue, “Why a Belgian detective?”, is a somewhat
humorous, offhand line whose fullimpact depends on recognising its reference to Hercule Poirot,
and the gloss clarifies this intertextual allusion by naming the character overtly, i.e., “refers to
Detective Poirot”. Positioned just above the subtitle line, it functions as an optional cue: close
enough to be noticed without cluttering the main subtitle, and easier to process than headnotes

at the very top of the screen, which require a shift of gaze away from the central viewing area.

Figure 6.5, by contrast, represents the most visually and textually expansive, and arguably the
most “abusive” form of glossing. Here, a coloured block appears at the centre of the screen after
the episode ends, compiling multiple items of trivia ranging from behind-the-scenes decisions to
season-long narrative arcs. Present atthe end of every episode in Season 4 and remaining visible
for around 25 seconds, these extended translator’s notes resemble a DVD “extras” feature more

than a subtitle, transforming the fansub into a fan-produced paratextual artefact.

These four cases exemplify the full range of the inclusive agenda. Glosses are used not merely
to bridge cultural gaps but to open access to infracultural knowledge that might otherwise
remain inaccessible, even to SL audiences. Such choices reflect an understanding of the TA not

as a passive mass but as a layered, participatory community of insiders and newcomers, SC-

disappearing bees in this episode are a foreshadowing of this season’s finale, but in real life, the rapid
decline of bee populations is also a serious issue”.
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literate and less informed alike. Whether subtle or conspicuous, these glosses are deliberate
acts of inclusion, inviting viewers into deeper engagement with both the text and the fandom that

surrounds it.

Gloss combined with other strategies: the + gloss and + in-text gloss formats

Aside from non-diegetic cases, where Gloss as a standalone strategy is common, the most
frequent glossing occurs when CRs are explicitly referenced in the ST dialogue. As noted earlier,
the retranslations introduce a visual/structural format absent from the initial fansubs: glosses
presented as separate lines that accompany other subtitling strategies. Unlike the earlier in-text
gloss format (embedded within the subtitle line in brackets or parentheses, see Example 6-1b, 6-
2, 6-3b, 6-4a), these new glosses, here termed + gloss, are visually separated and placed at the
top-right corner of the subtitling area (see Figure 6.4). This layout keeps the gloss spatially close

to the CR while minimising disruption to the main subtitle.

As shown in Table 6.6, the initial fansubs from 2005 and 2009 exclusively rely on the in-text
gloss format (N=28). In the retranslation corpus, however, this format declines noticeably (N=8),
while the use of + gloss rises sharply and becomes the dominant glossing style in the 2015 and
2018 fansubs. This shift reflects a broader movement away from embedding explanatory
information within the subtitle line towards a more spatially strategic and aesthetically
streamlined presentation. This technical shift reflects a broader norm variation in fansubbing
practice over time, likely driven by (a) advances in subtitling technology that enable flexible
placement/formatting and (b) conventions consolidated through generations of community

experience, experimentation, and standardisation from the grassroot over time.

Table 6.6 Strategies that are employed with glosses and their orientation tendencies

Initials Retranslations

Strategy +gloss +in-text gloss +gloss +in-text gloss
Complete 0 3 10.71% 0 0.00% 0 0.00%
Retention
Transliteration 0 1 3.57% 6 7.79% 2 25.00%

0% 77.27% 76.92% 80%
Direct 0 12 42.86% 38 49.35% 2 25.00%
Translation
Specification 0 1 3.57% 6 7.79% 0 0.00%
Generalisation 0 5 17.86% 14 18.18% 1 12.50%
Substitution 0 0% 0 0.00% 22.73% 0 0.00% 23.08% 0 0.00% 20%
Omission 0 0 0.00% 1 1.30% 0 0.00%
Official

leta 0 / 6 21.43% / 12 15.58%  / 3 37.50% /

Equivalent
Total 0 28 100.00% 77 100.00% 8 100.00%
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More importantly, Table 6.6 shows that the + gloss format is overwhelmingly paired with ST-
oriented strategies in both the initial and retranslated fansubs, most notably with Direct
Translation. This suggests a consistent preference across both generations to preserve the
foreignness of the original in the main subtitle while shifting supplementary explanation to the

accompanying gloss.

Alongside Direct Translation, Generalisation and Official Equivalent are also frequently paired
with + gloss. In these instances, Generalisation tends to be paraphrastic rather than a shiftto a
clear “Superordinate Term” (see Chapter 4; Pedersen, 2011, p. 85). Such formalised renderings
maintain recognisability, avoid intrusive explanation in the main line, and resist the more
domesticating effects of Substitution or Omission. This recurring pattern across both
generations of fansubs underscores a continued fansubbing ethos, i.e., to include and to inform,

as argued above, and is further illustrated through the detailed examples discussed below.

The strategic reliance on + glosses alongside ST-oriented approaches is exemplified in
Examples 6-6a and 6-6b, both of which involve overt (i.e., directly mentioned) intertextual CRs
drawn from historical or literary contexts. In Example 6-6a (below), the line “Watson, come here.
| need you” quotes the first intelligible sentence ever transmitted by Alexander Graham Bell in
1876. Both fansub versions preserve the original ST wording via Direct Translation, but the
retranslation supplements it with a gloss that offers the brief historical context. This piece of
paratext not only clarifies the CR but also elevates its narrative weight by anchoring it in real-
world history, while simultaneously showcasing the later fansubber’s encyclopaedic knowledge.
Notably, the main subtitle remains untouched by this explanatory layer, preserving both pacing

and textual fidelity.

Example 6-6a, SO1E08, CR Type: Intertextual

Original Dialogue 1 Watson, come here. | need you.

Subtitles Initial (F6, 2005) Retranslation (YYeTs, 2015)
1876 £ 3 H 10 H JURE B i ] [F e 2 A s B
EENERLAE eI

Back Translation Watson, come here. | need you. Watson, come here. | need you.

On March 10, 1876, Bell called for help from his colleague
ver the telephone — the first wor ver ken vi

telephone in human history.

Strategy Direct Translation Direct Translation + gloss

Example 6-6b, S01E03, CR Type: Intertextual

Original Dialogue 2  For God's sake, that American bit in Martin Chuzzlewit, what's that about?

Subtitles Initial (F6, 2005) Retranslation (YYeTs, 2015)
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S [H AN T Martin Chuzzlewit, & B 4 [A] 55?2 i (T -BWE) RmmAEEA

REARFE
AT R B A B AR
AN ZEENDHER S NS BRBEAE
Back Translation Why are Americans so obsessed with Martin Well, what’s the deal with that American character in Martin
Chuzzlewit? Chuzzlewit?

It’s true that Dickens added that small American character
to the story when its serialized sales were struggling,
hoping to boost interest, but it didn’t work very well.

Strategy Complete Retention Official Equivalent + gloss

Similarly, in Example 6-6b, the CR is the direct mention of the name of a character from
Charles Dickens’s Martin Chuzzlewit. In the initial subtitle, the reference is retained in its original
SL form with no additional explanation, which reflects the “minimax” preference that prevails in
early fansubbing practice as discussed in the previous section. The retranslation, however,
renders the title into its official TL equivalent, and dedicate two long separate lines of gloss
explaining that Dickens did in fact introduced an American character into the narrative in
response to poor sales of the serialised novel, albeit with limited success. In this way, the gloss
not only identifies the novel but situates it within Dickens’s transatlantic reception history. What
reads in English as a throwaway joke thus becomes, in translation, a moment of collective meta-

literary commentary.

In both examples, the main subtitle lines in the retranslations are preserved with minimal
intervention and a clear ST-oriented focus, while any clarification is delegated to the visual
margins. These examples reinforce the argument that later fansubbers increasingly favour
preserving the foreignness of the ST in the central subtitle, using paratextual glosses to provide
additional elaboration. Unlike the in-text glosses typical of the initial fansubs, which are often
more intrusive in the main subtitle lines, these + glosses function more asinterpretive cues which
represent subtle invitations for audiences to engage further based on their own curiosity, media
literacy, or willingness to seek out additionalinformation. This stylistic and strategic shiftreflects
a growing assumption of cultural fluency and digital agency among the TA, and exemplifies a
subtitling approach that seeks to balance fidelity to the SC with accessibility and engagement for

a diverse and participatory audienceship.

Example 6-7a, S01E03 CR Type: Socio-political & Intertextual

Dialogue I pushed boxes at the Boston Tea Party.
Subtitles Initial (F6, 2005) Retranslation (YYeTs, 2015)
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REF L BT E T JUHER [ZZhX S02E04-E09 {HL-RIAERRRR B be AU B %]
TR PO R R B MRS T K2R
Back Translation I dumped boxes of tea at the Boston Tea Classic Who S02E04-E09
Pouring Incident. The Doctor's companion's rhetoric to confuse the Dalek]

And Poured Tea in Boston [The fuse of the American War of

Ind ndenc

Strategy Specification Generalisation + Gloss

This combination of informative and inclusive glossing is not confined to real-life CRs or
established literary allusions, but extends into the Doctor Who franchise itself. Example 6-7a
illustrates this layered mediation, where a single line of dialogue contains multiple CRs. The
phrase “l pushed boxes at the Boston Tea Party” invokes both a real-world socio-political event
and an intertextual allusion to the character’s supposed involvement in it. Given the Boston Tea
Party’s prominence in Western history and its coverage in Chinese school curricula, the use of
an Official Equivalent in the initial subtitles suffices, as the reference already forms part of the

TL’s encyclopaedic knowledge.

In the retranslation, however, the CR is treated with more complexity. The subtitle is
accompanied by two types of glosses, each aimed at different aspects of the reference. The first
gloss provides intertextual genre-specific knowledge, identifying the original episode humbers
(i.e., “Classic Who S02E04-E09”) in which a character once used this line to confuse a Dalek, an
alien antagonist creature in the Doctor Who universe. The second in-text gloss offers real-world
contextualisation, labelling the Boston Tea Party as “the fuse of the American War of

Independence”.

The glosses here are compact yet meaningful. The first acts as a breadcrumb for fans
interested in exploring the show’s extended canon, while the second anchors the reference
historically for any viewers that might be less familiar with Western political history. This dual
mediation not only enhances comprehension but actively welcomes diverse audience groups

from curious newcomers to dedicated Whovians.

This more liberated approach to glossing reinforces both the inclusive and informative
agendas of later fansubbers. As Pérez-Gonzalez (2014, p. 75) notes, fansubbers, as “media co-
creators”, are expected to possess genre fluency informed by shared values, practices, and
expectations of the fandom. This knowledge becomes crucial in fostering what he calls the

“internal cohesion of audienceships”, which is in fact improved by the involvement of
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knowledgeable community members sharing their expertise in translation tasks. The fansubbers’
visible presence as a knowledgeable and generous guide fosters a collaborative, dialogic viewing
experience. Through such paratextual interventions, fansubbers build a subtitling norm that
accommodates both culturalinsiders and outsiders, crafting a space where even a brief line like
“l pushed boxes at the Boston Tea Party” becomes a layered, interactive point of engagement

between the broader SC and specific franchise knowledge.

Example 6-7b, S01E02 CR Type: Intertextual
Dialogue Go on, Jimbo. Go home.
Subtitles Initial (F6, 2005) Retranslation (YYeTs, 2015)
akel, ANFLK, FIEIE M AMKTF 15K %

REH 80 FHRFEA (A WHLEH) BHAFELIEEAREF
BREFHENTH

Back Translation Go on, little guy, go home. Come on, laddie, go home.
The 1980s British animated series Jimbo and the Jet-Set
The Seventh Doctor's companion 's favourite TV show as a
child.

Strategy Generalisation Generalisation + Gloss

Another example appears in Example 6-7b, where the original line contains a subtle
intertextual CR that draws on both the Doctor Who universe and broader British pop culture. The
CR, “Jimbo”, is rendered quite generically in both versions of subtitles (“little guy” / “laddie”),
preserving the tone of the line while omitting the specific referent. Yet the retranslation also
supplements this with a + gloss, identifying “Jimbo” as a 1980s British children’s cartoon and

further noting its place in the backstory of a Classic Who companion.

What stands out here is not so much the gloss’s informative or inclusive function, but rather
its triviality. The reference itself is peripheral to the plot and unlikely to affect narrative
comprehension or character development. Moreover, the companion in question is not part of
the revived television series post-2005, but of Classic Who since 1963, making the gloss
dependent on an extended canon that is even less familiar to the modern, casual audiences. The
inclusion of this information, then, appears less about general viewer comprehension but more

about asserting a form of genre fluency of the fansubbers.

This kind of glossing also reflects the key shift observed across the retranslations in this case,
in which the “fan” status shifts from general SC literacy toward franchise-specific expertise.

While earlier fansubs often highlighted the fansubber’s interest in Western culture more
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generally, later ones foreground fandom-specific authority. This is visible too in Example 6-6a
(Boston Tea Party), where glosses provide both real-world context and Classic Who continuity.
In both cases, the glosses function less as essential interpretive aids and more as subtle
declarations of fan identity, which serves as paratextual nods to viewers who share, and

potentially want to share in the future, the same encyclopaedic knowledge.

This paratextual signalling becomes even more explicit in intertextual glosses from the 2005
revival itself, where such CRs are arguably more recognisable to the contemporary audience of

the series in this century.

In Example 6-8a, a line about “900 years” is glossed with a note reconciling a continuity
mismatch (i.e., his age was reset from the original 953 back in classic era to 900 in the modern
era) which is trivia enough that only long-time audiences or particularly detail-oriented fans

would even notice.

Likewise, in Example 6-8b (excerpted from SO01E11), a brief reference to “Platform One” is
accompanied by a gloss directing the viewers back to a previous episode in the same season (i.e.,
S01E02), so reframing what could otherwise be seen as a generic science fiction made-up name

as a deliberate call-back in a narrative canon.

In the same logic, in Example 6-8c, a remark about a “giant spider” is tied back to the 2006
Christmas special. While none of these glosses are essential to comprehension, each effectively
anchors the reference in the series’ narrative, encouraging audiences to read across episodes

and engage with the series as a cumulative, interconnected text.

Example 6-8a, S01E04, CR Type: Intertextual
Dialogue 1 Whenyou say 900 years. . .
Subtitles Initial (F6, 2005) Retranslation (YYeTs, 2015)
R ULE] 900 4 PRRIA B LB
2R S24E01 FHE LRI HC 953 & HEFEFERE
LEER RN 900 %
Back Translation When you say 900 years... Just now, you said nine hundred years
In Classic Who S24E01, the Doctor stated his age as
953, but starting from this episode, the Doctor’s age
was reset to 900.
Strategy Direct Translation Direct Translation + Gloss
Example 6-8b, S01E11, CR Type: Intertextual
Dialogue 2 -You don'tneed a passport.
- It's all very well going to Platform One, in Justicia and the Glass Pyramid, but what if we end up in Brazil? |
might need it.
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Subtitles Initial (F6, 2005) Retranslation (YYeTs, 2015)
- IR EA - IRAAE R
-BEETIHR AL — 5 H G MAE Rl & ISR - TR H R RAK R & 78 LRS- PR ERHAH W
RN RN E D TER A R T e ? RFZERXA Ji—ELEETE LR

—5F & W S01E02

Back Translation -You don't need a passport. -You won'tneed a passport.
- It's greatyou can get to Platform One on Justicia - You wouldn't need one on the Justice planet, or the
and the Glass Pyramid, but what if we end in Brazil? Crystal Pyramid, or Platform One, but what if we go to
I might need it. Brazil? | might need it.

Platform One referen in SO1E02

Strategy Direct Translation Direct Translation + Gloss

Example 6-8c, S04E07, CR Type: Intertextual

Dialogue 3 - | found my husband with another woman. A younger, prettier woman. Isn't it always the way?
- Well, mine was with_a giant spider, but, same difference.

Subtitles Initial (F6, 2005) Retranslation (YYeTs, 2015)
- PORPBCRA N8 A HAERR IR - RARPOLR WAL T4 T — MR s AR B
SR LN SRR SR IXFE? XFED
- FCSEFRAAN AN SRR A U1 - A ERIGRRE 7 T A ZEA L

SH 7 T RARTIE L B — R
[2006 SEFFEAFEE (TERUFTIRY 1

Back Translation - | found my husband with another woman, a - | found out my husband cheated on me with someone
younger, prettier woman. Isn’t that always the way? younger and prettier. Isn’t it always like that?
- Actually, mine was having an affair with a giant -1 got replaced by a giant spider monster, but pretty
spider. Apart from that, exactly the same. much the same thing.

[2006 Christmas Special "The Runaway Bride"]

Strategy Direct Translation Specification + Gloss

These instances demonstrate that even within the more narratively accessible story arcs of
the 2005 revival of Doctor Who, later generations of fansubbers often intervene with additional,
archival detail and fandom-specific knowledge. The + gloss format functions not merely as a
linguistic or cultural aid, but as a tool of intra-fandom orientation that aims to guide casual
viewers back to earlier episodes, seasons even, and to cultivate a potential audienceship thatis

not only informed but actively engaged in the show’s evolving narrative.

More significantly, these glosses reinforce the “fan” status and interpretive authority of the
fansubbing group. By demonstrating this level of genre-specific expertise, later fansubbers
increasingly position themselves as cultural ambassadors not only for the SC but also for the

specific franchise.

In this sense, the examination of diachronic retranslations here reflects a broader shift in
fansubbing over the past two decades, which redirects from early fandubbers’ approach to
Anglophone television as a genre, to later generations’ focus within specific fandoms such as
Doctor Who within the SC. This change, arguably, has been shaped by factors such as the

expansion of English-language education, increased access to digital platforms, and the growing
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availability of foreign media within the TC context. As a result, fan identity has become more
specialised, reflected not only in choices of subtitling strategies of CRs but also in paratextual
interventions aimed to include and inform as well as engaging a more SC-literate and fandom-

savvy new audience.

6.4 Conclusion

This chapter has addressed RQ1: What changes can be identified between early and later fan-
produced subtitles of the same audiovisual text, and how do these reflect evolving norms in
fansubbing practice? By comparing initial fansubs of Doctor Who from the mid-2000s with
retranslations from the mid-2010s, the analysis has demonstrated that diachronic change is

evident both in the strategies employed and in the underlying norms that guide fansubbing.

Three major changes characterise the shift. First, strategy-wise, there is a decline in Complete
Retention and a corresponding increase in Transliteration and Official Equivalents, reflecting a
move toward greater consistency and standardisation, and signalling increased SC literacy
among both fansubbers and their audiences. Second, glossing emerges as the most striking
diachronic development. What began as occasional, in-text clarifications in the initial subtitles
expands in the retranslations into multiple formats (+ in-text gloss, + gloss, and Gloss). These
later glosses are more visible and flexible, functioning not only as explanatory notes but also as
paratexts that circulate trivia, intertextual cues, and fandom knowledge. Third, there is a broader
normative shift in interventional tendency. Early fansubs typically operated under a “minimax”
ethos, minimising intervention unless necessary for comprehension, whereas later fansubs, by
contrast, are more willing to intervene, shaped by an epistemophilic drive to inform and include

their audiences.

Although the aggregate balance between source- and target-oriented strategies shifts only
minimally, the retranslations nevertheless reveal a thematic and cultural transformation. Early
fansubs reflect a broad fascination with Anglophone television as a foreign genre, whereas later
fansubs display a more participatory engagement with Doctor Who as a franchise. This transition
illustrates how fansubbing evolved alongside its communities: from subtitles produced primarily
as tools of access to subtitles positioned as vehicles for fandom performance, interpretive

commentary, and collective knowledge circulation.

Inthis sense, diachronic retranslation is not simply a matter of moving closer to or further from
the source. It instead embodies a hybrid ethos shaped by community expectations and media

literacy. Later fansubs preserve foreignness more systematically while also scaffolding
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interpretation through paratextual cues. In doing so, fansubbers increasingly put themselves
less as invisible intermediaries and more as visible cultural insiders, curating and circulating
fandom knowledge. In short, the diachronic changes identified here in this case demonstrate
how retranslation can reflect evolving fansubbing norms in the TC context, from pragmatic,
access-driven subtitles in the early 2000s to more participatory, fandom-oriented practices in

the 2010s.
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Chapter 7 Fan Re-Subtitling of Netflix’s Global Hits:

The Case of Synchronic Retranslations

7.1  Introduction

7.1.1 The Ones with Active Retranslations

While Chapter 6 examined diachronic retranslation within fansubbing communities in the TC by
analysing two generations of Doctor Who fansubs produced a decade apart, this chapter shifts
the focus to synchronic fan re-subtitling. Specifically, it investigates the active retranslation of
four Netflix original series by mainland Chinese fansub groups, where both official and fan-

produced subtitles coexist within a compressed timeframe, i.e., synchronic retranslation.
This chapter is guided by the second research question:

How do fan retranslations differ from coexisting commercial subtitle versions within the
same timeframe, what drives these synchronic retranslations, and what do such

differences reveal about patronage, audience orientation, and subtitling norms?

Building on the thesis’s overarching inquiry into the phenomenon of English-Simplified Chinese
re-subtitling from the 2000s to the 2020s, this chapter focuses on how subtitles diverge when
produced in parallel rather than on how they change over time. In other words, it explores how
fan-produced subtitles operate as alternatives that respond to, resist, or reframe existing

commercial translations.

It is important to clarify that the use of the term “synchronic” here does not imply that the
retranslated subtitles were produced simultaneously with the initial ones. Rather, it
distinguishes them from diachronic retranslations (as in Chapter 6), where the passage of time
plays a decisive role in prompting updates or revisions. In contrast, synchronic retranslations are
produced in close temporal proximity to the initial versions. These cases align with Pym’s (2014)
notion of “active” retranslation (see Section 3.1.3), in that they are created with full awareness
of existing translations and often in direct response to them. The motivation behind such
retranslations is not to correct outdated work or reflect evolving linguistic norms, but instead to
offer alternative interpretations of the source material, fulfil different audience expectations, or
even assert a sense of rivalry with the initial subtitles, challenging, critiquing, or reframing their

reception within particular audience bases.
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The four series selected for this case study were drawn from Netflix’s “Top 10 Most Popular
Shows (English)” list (global and all-time), as featured on Tudum®', the platform’s official
companion site. This list was cross-referenced with two of the largest subtitle-sharing platforms

in the TC context: SubHD (https://subhd.tv/) and ASSRT (https://assrt.net/). Of the ten most

popular series, five had not yet been retranslated according to these fansub databases. Among
the remaining five, which had all been retranslated by YYeTs, the largest and most influential
fansub group in the TC since the late 2000s (see Chapters 2 and 6). Two of these entries (Stranger
Things) represented different seasons of the same programme (see Table 7.1), and one title (The

Witcher) was also retranslated by a second group, YIGUI, as discussed later.

Table 7.1 Top Netflix titles (by 25 February 2024) by hours viewed and their retranslation status in the TC.

Title Year of Release Hours Viewed Runtime Views Retranslations
Wednesday: Season 1 2022 1,718,800,000 6:49 252,100,000 No
Stranger Things 4 2022 1,838,000,000 13:04 140,700,000 Yes
DAHMER: Monster: The 2022 1,031,100,000 8:55 115,600,000 No

Jeffrey Dahmer Story

Bridgerton: Season 1 2020 929,300,000 8:12 113,300,000 Yes
The Queen's Gambit: Limited 2020 746,400,000 6:37 112,800,000 Yes
Series

The Night Agent: Season 1 2023 803,200,000 8:11 98,200,000 No
Stranger Things 3 2019 716,100,000 7:33 94,800,000 Yes
Bridgerton: Season 2 2022 797,200,000 8:30 93,800,000 No
Fool Me Once: Limited 2024 591,200,000 6:25 92,100,000 No
Series

The Witcher: Season 1 2019 663,600,000 8:00 83,000,000 Yes

Only one season per series was selected to keep the scope manageable and ensure balanced
representation within the synchronic re-subtitling corpora. Stranger Things Season 4 was chosen
over Season 3 due to its higher view count. For The Witcher (Season 1), however, both

retranslated versions were included.

The YYeTs version is grouped with their other retranslations in the Retranslation 1 corpus,
whichincludes all four series handled by YYeTs. By contrast, the Retranslation 2 corpus concerns

only The Witcher (Season 1), the sole series with two distinct fan retranslations. This corpus

" Available at: https://www.netflix.com/tudum/top10/most-popular/tv (Accessed on 25 February 2024).
The statistics is calculated based on views in their first 91 days on Netflix.
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therefore brings together the initial Netflix subtitles, the YYeTs version, and the YIGUI version.
Comparing both fan-produced versions really address that they may be created under different
workflows, employ different strategies, and appear to target different audiences. This distinction

will be examined further in Section 7.4.

The final corpora therefore comprise the initial and retranslated subtitles of four Netflix series:
Stranger Things (Season 4), Bridgerton (Season 1), The Queen’s Gambit, and The Witcher (Season
1), the last of which includes two distinct fansub versions (YYeTs and YIGUI). As shown in Table
7.2, all four series were released between 2019 and 2022 with official Simplified Chinese
subtitles. In most cases, fansubs followed within a week: YYeTs produced versions for all four
series almostimmediately, while YIGUI’s The Witcher retranslation unfolded within three months’
time. This extended timeline likely reflects both the complexity of the fantasy setting and YIGUI’s
emphasis on genre-specific nuance. The coexistence of official and YYeTs subtitles may also
have reduced the pressure for speed, allowing YIGUI to focus on meeting the expectations of a

more niche, genre-savvy audience (see Section 7.4).

Table 7.2 Details of selected retranslated Netflix titles and their fan retranslations.

Titte Episode Length Inl'tlally Subtltl(? available Retranslated by Retranslation avall?ble
s subtitled by since since
Stranger Things 9 13h Netflix 27 May 2022 (Part 1) YYeTs 28 May-3 June 2022 (Part 1)
4 (Commercial) 1July 2022 (Part 2) (Fansubbed) 8 July 2022 (Part 2)
Bridgerton: Netflix YYeTs 27 December 2020
Season 1 8 8h &m (Commercial) 25 December 2020 (Fansubbed) - 3January 2021
The Queen’s .
Gambit: 7 6h 34m Netflix 23 October 2020 vyeTs 25-29 October 2020
L . (Commercial) (Fansubbed)
Limited Series
YYeTs 20-22 December 2019
i : i F bbed
The Witcher: 8 7h 58m Netflix ' 20 Decernber 2019 (Fansubbed)
Season 1 (Commercial) YIGUI 30 December 2019
(Fansubbed) -4 March 2020

Total 32 35h 40m

A crucialdistinction must be made between official Simplified Chinese subtitles and mainland
Chinese fansubs. Netflix’s official subtitles are commercial interlingual translations, released
simultaneously with content for a global audience. Given the late-2010s/early-2020s context of
rapid internet expansion and streaming platform dominance, it is highly unlikely that fansubbers
were unaware of these official versions, regardless of how they accessed the content (e.g., via
Netflix subscription, torrenting, or other informal channels). For this reason, any Simplified
Chinese subtitles published after the official release but not produced by Netflix are considered
active retranslations here: unofficial versions created with full awareness of, and in deliberate

response to, official ones.
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This contrasts with diachronic re-subtitling, where later generations revisited “outdated”
translations or filled gaps left by the absence of official subtitles. In the synchronic retranslation
examined here, the question is no longer why fansubbers return to older texts, but why they
choose to retranslate content that is already available and accessible, often within a short
timeframe. This motivates the second research question, as in what drives synchronic variation

in fan re-subtitling of official translations in the early 2020s?

This chapter argues that the answer lies in patronage and potentially divergent audience bases.
On the surface, the distinction appears straightforward: official subtitles are commissioned by
commercial entities such as Netflix, while fansubs are produced by grassroots communities like
YYeTs and YIGUI. Yet, as discussed in Chapter 2 (Section 2.2.3), the boundary between these

spheres has become increasingly blurred.

Netflix, for example, originally managed subtitling in-house and later launched the Hermes
test system (test.hermes.nflx.io) to recruit freelance subtitlers directly. Yet by March 2018, just
one year after its launch, the company discontinued the programme. At the Languages & The
Media 2018 conference, Netflix’s Localization Solutions Manager suggested that vendors could
contribute more effectively to the localization process by focusing on their strengths and taking
responsibility for recruiting, training, and onboarding (Bond, 2018). This marked a strategic shift
away from internal oversight toward a scalable outsourcing modelin which subtitling tasks were

assigned to external language service providers (LSPs).

These LSPs, in turn, often contract freelance translators, many of whom may have prior
experience as fansubbers. This is particularly visible in the English-Simplified Chinese language
pair, where many professional subtitlers have emerged from grassroots fan communities (see
Section 2.2.3). However, this personnel overlap does not imply equivalence in the final products,
since the same subtitler may operate according to very different norms in professional and

fansubbing contexts.

While fansubs are guided by community values, cultural knowledge, and the preferences of
particular texts, commercial subtitles are more systematically governed by institutional
constraints. Platforms like Netflix manage consistency across markets through highly
prescriptive tools such as the Timed Text Style Guides (TTSGs). These documents regulate
various aspects of subtitle production from character limits and segmentation to terminology
and timing, and, as of August 2025, covered 52 languages (Netflix, 2025). While these guides

ensure uniformity and legibility across languages, they also restrict subtitlers’ autonomy, often
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prioritising global standardisation over cultural specificity. Other streaming platforms such as
Disney+ follow a similar model, outsourcing localisation to external vendors while focusing
internally on broader workflows and product delivery (cf. Bond, 2018; Kim, 2021). Although
efficient, this model reinforces the structural divide between corporate and grassroots subtitling

from the top down.

By contrast, fansubs are not so much bound by platform-imposed style guides. Many groups
develop their own conventions and guidelines, but these are generally more flexible and less
prescriptive than their commercial equivalents. Fansubbers are normally able to retain control
over tone, terminology, and translation strategy. Their priorities typically emphasise audience

expectations, community norms, and cultural resonance over scalability and consistency.

In terms of audience expectations, fansubbing in the TC context has long been perceived as a
countercultural practice that resists both corporate influence and state censorship (Wang and
Zhang, 2017). For Netflix content, however, censorship is not the main concern, since the
platform is unavailable in mainland China. Instead, precisely because the platform does not
operate locally, mainland fansub communities may assume that Netflix’s official Simplified
Chinese subtitles are aimed at diaspora audiences or global viewers rather than those in
mainland China. This perception, in turn, may motivate the production of alternative versions

that speak more directly to local viewers.

Consequently, differences in audience expectations may directly shape the subtitling
strategies adopted in these fan retranslations. These variations can be observed in the rendering
of CRs, the use of genre-specific terminology, and even in subtitling aesthetics and preferences.

These elements willbe explored in greater depth in the comparative analysis sections that follow.

7.1.2 Thelmagined Target Audiences

Before turning to the case analyses, this section offers a brief clarification of how this chapter
uses the concept of TA(s). Rather than treating TA as a stable viewer group or a demographic
category, this term is used to refer to the imagined audiences constructed by different subtitling
agencies at the moment of production. In other words, each version of subtitles, whether
produced officially by a platform like Netflix, or unofficially by fansub groups such as YYeTs or
YIGUI, is shaped by assumptions about who the viewers are, what they know, and how they are

likely to engage with the content.
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These assumptions are closely tied to the patronage model and production context under
which subtitles are created. As outlined in Section 5.3.2, Netflix is not officially available in
mainland China. Despite this, official Simplified Chinese subtitle tracks circulate widely through
informal channels, often alongside locally distributed fansub versions. This creates a situation
where subtitle producers are not all addressing the same audience. While official subtitles may
be oriented towards a generalised global TA, retranslations often reflect alternative audience
positioning in the mainland that are shaped by different circulation environments, genre

knowledge, and viewing preferences.

As aresult, each subtitling agency (e.g., commercial or grassroots) constructs its own TA. For
platforms like Netflix, the TA is typically general, platform-based, and international. For
generalist fansub groups such as YYeTs, the TA is most likely to be imagined as mainland Chinese
audiences accessing content via torrents or subtitle repositories. For more niche groups like
YIGUI, the TA is often defined even more narrowly, shaped by shared genre expectations,

participatory viewing norms, or fandom familiarity.

These differences inimagined TA do not merely reflect stylistic choices, as they actively shape
the logic of retranslation practices, particularly synchronic ones. In this context, subtitle
variation emerges less as an effort to correct or improve previous versions (like the ones
discussed in Chapter 6), but more as a way of addressing TAs that the existing subtitles do not
fully accommodate. This dynamic is specific to the Simplified Chinese subtitling ecology
surrounding this Netflix case, where informal circulation intersects with regional platform

restrictions and overlapping subtitling communities.

That is to say, this chapter examines how these differences in TA are reflected in the subtitles
of the four Netflix series, without assuming a single audience model. It explores how fansubs
assert their agency through synchronic re-subtitling and what this phenomenon reveals about
the TC subtitling industry in the era of global streaming. To do so, the following sections combine
quantitative and qualitative analyses to trace how subtitling norms shift across different

retranslation contexts.

The discussion begins with a quantitative overview of strategy distribution across the official
subtitles and the first retranslation corpus, namely, the YYeTs versions of all four selected series.
This is followed by qualitative examples that shed light on how subtitling choices may reflect
differences in audience expectations, viewing preferences, and genre familiarity, even when

dealing with the same CRs.
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In addition, Section 7.4 offers a focused comparative analysis of The Witcher (Season 1),
examining two fan retranslated versions: one produced by YYeTs, a generalist fansubbing
community with broad appeal, and the other by YIGUI, a group specialising in fantasy content.
This complementary case reflects how subtitling norms can be shaped not only by audiences but

also by each group’s expertise, thematic focus, and priorities.

7.2 Strategy Distribution

In the case study of Retranslation 1, a total of 683 CRs were identified. Subtitling strategies are
compared across the initial Netflix subtitles and the Retranslation 1 corpus, which consists of
YYeTs’s versions of all four series. The results are presented in Table 7.3 and visualised in Figure
7.1. The Retranslation 2 corpus, which contains YIGUI’s independent version of The Witcher

(Season 1), is treated separately and will be presented in Section 7.4.

Table 7.3 Overall strategy distribution of four Netflix Originals

Strategy Netflix (Initial) YYeTs (Retranslation 1)

Complete Retention 2 0.29% 3 0.44%
Transliteration 49 7.17% 63 9.22%
Direct Translation 98 14.35% 119 17.42%
Specification 96 14.06% 72 10.54%
Generalisation 105 15.37% 85 12.45%
Substitution 19 2.78% 18 2.64%
Omission 11 1.61% 2 0.29%
Official Equivalent 302 44.22% 309 45.24%
Gloss 0 0.00% 0 0.00%
+Gloss 0 0.00% 9 1.32%
+in-text gloss 1 0.15% 3 0.44%
Total 683 100.00% 683 100.00%

In the main corpus (Retranslation 1), the most frequent strategy in both the initial and
retranslated versions is Official Equivalent, accounting for 44.22% in the former and rising slightly
t045.24% in the latter. Transliteration (from 7.17% t0 9.22%) and Direct Translation (from 14.35%
to 17.42%) also show moderate increases, suggesting a general shift toward greater ST

orientation in the fan-produced subtitles.

136



Chapter 7

W Netflix YYeTs
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Figure 7.1 Bar chart of overall strategy distribution of four Netflix Originals

In contrast, more TT-oriented strategies such as Specification and Generalisation decrease,
falling from 14.06% to 10.54% and from 15.37% to 12.45%, respectively. Although glossing
remains relatively infrequent, the appearance of + gloss and + in-text gloss formats in the
retranslations (both absent from the initial subtitles) suggests a subtle yet deliberate effort to
enhance contextual clarity when rendering CRs. This tendency aligns with features often

associated with mainland Chinese fansubbing practices, as discussed in Chapter 6.

Compared with the diachronic retranslation patterns in Chapter 6, where shifts across time
and generational change were more pronounced, the differences here are more restrained. In
synchronic re-subtitling, fansubs work alongside current, professionally commissioned
translations, with far less linguistic and temporal distance between versions, even when both

target the same language but potentially address different audiences.

In addition, the increasing standardisation of subtitling practices across both professionaland
amateur domains may also have contributed to the convergence of norms. As discussed in the
previous chapter, fansubbing today often follows more systematised workflows, influenced by
the broader industry environment. At the same time, as outlined in the previous subsection, the
growing reliance on freelance and outsourced subtitlers operating through cloud-based systems
has already blurred the distinction between fansubbers and professionals. Many now work
across both spheres, sharing tools and platforms with comparable subtitling strategies and

habits.

Moreover, improved English proficiency and digital literacy among younger generations in the
TC context have further raised the standard of fansubbing, narrowing the gap between fan and
professional outputs. Therefore, in this context, when discrepancies in strategy or conventions
do arise, they become especially revealing. Rather than reflecting differences inindividual ability,

such variations really highlight the institutional frameworks and audience orientations that

137



Chapter 7

shape each form of subtitle production. The following two sections (7.2 and 7.3) explore these
norm variations in greater depth, focusing on the two dimensions introduced in Chapter 5:

orientation and interventions, illustrated with detailed examples.

7.3 Variation in Orientation Norms

7.3.1 Overall Trends in Orientation

A closer breakdown of orientation norms across different types of CRs reveals that not all
categories follow the overall trend to the same extent. While the YYeTs retranslations
demonstrate an overall increase of 6.52% in ST orientation, the degree of change varies more
notably across CR types. As shown in Table 7.4, Socio-political CRs exhibit the most significant
shift, increasing by 16.17%, followed by Asynchronous CRs at 13.28%. Notably, these two
categories also represent the lowest levels of ST-orientation in both the initial subtitles and the
retranslations, whereas all other categories (Ethnographic, Geographical, and Intertextual)
consistently align with a more foreignizing tendency, in line with the overall corpora trend in both

the initial and retranslated subtitles.

Table 7.4 Variation in Orientation across different CR types in four Netflix Originals

ST-oriented Socio-political Asynchronous Ethnographic Geographical Intertextual Overall
n=56 n=47 n=264 n=128 n=188
Initial (Netflix) 47.83% 38.24% 63.01% 82.46% 69.15% 64.47%
1 0,
Retranslation 1 64.00 % 51.52% 72.9% 86.54% 67.71% 70.99%
(YYeTs)
Variation 16.17% (1) 13.28% (1) 9.89% (1) 4.08% (1) -1.44% (v) (1) 6.52%

The relatively limited representation of Socio-political and Asynchronous CRs in this case may
partially explain their more domesticating tendencies in both initial and retranslated subtitles.
As discussed in Chapter 4 (and consistent with findings from Chapter 6) the cultural distance
between TC and SC audiences may present a greater challenge, in which this cultural ‘bump’ is
further intensified by the historical settings of all four series, which range from the
mediaevalesque era to the 1980s, periods that are temporally distant from contemporary
audiences in the TC. In response to this considerable temporal and cultural gap, initial
commercial subtitlers may adopt more TT-oriented strategies for these CR types to mitigate
unfamiliarity, contrasting with their more foreignizing treatment of other, more frequently

encountered categories.

7.3.2 Strategy Shifts
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Example 7-1 (below) from Stranger Things (Season 4, Episode 5) illustrates how a Socio-political
CRis treated differently in the initial subtitles and the retranslation. In the official Netflix version,
the metaphoricalreference “Uncle Sam” is paraphrased as “the U.S. government”, replacing the
figurative term with its literal referent and generalising the expression for clarity and accessibility.
This shifts the focus from what is actually said to what is meant. By contrast, the fan retranslation
preserves the metaphor, using the established Chinese equivalent “ 1} K#H(” (literally, uncle

Sam) that maintains both rhetorical tone and fidelity.

Example 7-1, Stranger Things, SO4E05, CR Type: Socio-political
Original Dialogue Uncle Sam wants me to go fight some war in the jungle.
Subtitles Netflix (Initial), 2022 YYeTs (Retranslation 1), 2022
EEBUR A S RN S I SRR AR TR 22 AR AT AL
Back Translation The U.S. government wanted me to enlist in the Vietnam Uncle Sam wanted me to fight a war in the
War. jungle.
Strategy Generalisation Official Equivalent

Interestingly, this treatment recalls patterns noted in Chapter 6, where early-2000s
fansubbers often opted for more accessible renderings, assuming their audience had limited SC
literacy. That tendency was shaped by the context of the time (e.g., restricted internet access

and narrower exposure to global media) which affected both subtitlers and audiences.

By the early 2020s, however, professional subtitlers no longer faced these constraints. Their
continued preference for paraphrasing seems less about competence and more about risk-
averse choices designed to maximise comprehension. It reflects an underlying assumption that
viewers may lack the cultural knowledge to decode “Uncle Sam” unaided. Fansubbers such as
YYeTs, by contrast, appear either more confident in their audience’s cultural competence or
more ideologically committed to preserving the ST. Their decision to retain “Uncle Sam” reflects
a clearly ST-oriented strategy, diverging from the cautious, domesticated approach of the

commercial version.

Beyond transcultural CRs such as “Uncle Sam”, this domesticating tendency in the initial,
commercial subtitles is also evident in the treatment of infracultural references, expressions
embedded in the SC but potentially unfamiliar to the TA. These CRs often fall outside the
encyclopaedic knowledge of the TA, which might require subtitles to adapt for greater
accessibility. As illustrated in the three examples (Example 7-2a, b and c) below, the Netflix

subtitles display a more domesticating approach by generalising three of the most frequent
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forms of address associated with British peerage titles found in the corpus, i.e., “Lord”, “my lord”,

and “your grace”.

While peerage titles (e.g. baron, viscount, duke) are classified as Socio-political CRs due to
their enduring institutional significance in the SC, the associated forms of address (e.g. “your
grace”) are categorised as Asynchronous (see Chapter 4). These expressions were historically
relevant during the Regency era but have largely disappeared from everyday usage, even among
native English-speaking audiences. This temporal distance can create translational challenges,
as eventhe SA may experience a sense of historical distance, and let alone the TA, forwhom such

references are both culturally and socially distanced from their daily life.

Example 7-2a, Bridgerton, SO1E01, CR Type: Asynchronous

Original Dialogue 1 [Lady Bridgerton, a viscountess, to her daughter] Should your brother wish to be obeyed as_Lord Bridgerton,
Subtitles Netflix (Initial), 2020 YYeTs, (Retranslation 1), 2020
PREFEFELR AR AL ) A B At A AR [P S SRt PNE WAE TERGR I ]
Back Translation If your brother wants people to honour him as If your brother wishes to be honoured as Lord Bridgerton.
Master Bridgerton.
Strategy Generalisation Official Equivalent

Example 7-2b, Bridgerton, SO1E04, CR Type: Asynchronous

Original Dialogue 2 [Lady Featherington, a baroness, to her husband] My Lord?

Subtitles Netflix (Initial), 2020 YYeTs, (Retranslation 1), 2020
AA? 25

Back Translation Master? (history) Husband

Strategy Generalisation Specification

Example 7-2c, Bridgerton, SO1E04, CR Type: Asynchronous

Original Dialogue 3 [A maid to Daphne, the duchess] Your Grace.

Subtitles Netflix (Initial), 2020 YYeTs, (Retranslation 1), 2020
KA AKBRRA

Back Translation Master Duchess

Strategy Generalisation Specification

To address this, the initial Netflix subtitles adopt generalised honorifics in the TL, prioritising
comprehension and functional equivalence over historical or cultural specificity. This approach
ensures that viewers can follow the interpersonal dynamics without needing prior knowledge of
the British peerage system. In Example 7-2, three distinctforms of address, i.e., “Lord”, “my lord”,
and “your grace”, are all rendered as “_ K A\”. This Chinese term, historically used to address
officials or patriarchs, conveys respect and authority and isroughly equivalent to “master” or “sir”

in English. However, while it signals deference, this TL term “} N” does not concern rank
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distinctions, flattening status differences into a single domesticating solution designed for

immediate accessibility.

By contrast, the fan retranslations take a more specific and culturally attentive approach. In
Example 7-2a, “Lord” becomes “Jif| ", a formal literary equivalent that has no modern function
but evokes Classical Chinese and reinforces the historical tone. In Example 7-2b, “my lord” is
rendered as “¥347”, a term historically used in premodern China to address the male head of a
household. While not an exact match for a British title, it carries comparable domestic authority
and resonates with TC audiences familiar with period drama and literature. Here, the fansub
departs from strict equivalence and opts for strategic localisation. In Example 7-2c, “your grace”
is specified as “/A B X \” (literally, duchess), explicitly identifying both rank and gender. Unlike

English, where “your grace” applies to both dukes and duchesses, the fansub chooses a gender-

exclusive term that mirrors what is already visually quite apparent on screen.

From the perspective of Gottlieb’s model, this level of specification could be read as
redundant, as the visual channel already conveys the necessary information, i.e. “intersemiotic
redundancy” (Gottlieb, 2001, p. 20). In a typical commercial subtitling context, such redundancy
would likely be avoided for the sake of efficiency and readability, especially in this case, where a
more generalised “-K A\ ” as used in the Netflix subtitles is two characters shorter than the
fansubbed “/A B & \.”. On the other hand, Pedersen’s (2011, p. 113) concept of “polysemiotics”
offers an alternative point of view for understanding this choice. By recognising audiovisual texts
as inherently multimodal, Pedersen emphasises that subtitlers must often navigate meaning
across different channels and face the challenge of deciding when to reduce or reinforce
information. And in this case, the fansubs deliberately reassert the referent verbally, showing a

commitment to semantic precision and ST adequacy even at the cost of brevity.

Moreover, what counts as “redundancy” is not the same for all audiences. What commercial
subtitlers and general viewers may consider unnecessary detail can be valued by fansub
audiences as added precision. This contrast aligns with Toury’s (1995) continuum between
adequacy and acceptability: commercial subtitles usually lean toward acceptability, privileging
fluency and accessibility, while fansubs lean toward adequacy, privileging SC and ST specificity.
The choice to retain or specify certain CRs reflects attentiveness to a more informed or invested
audience. More broadly, this tendency marks a shift in later fansubbing practices, which push
back against the accessibility-focused constraints of both commercial subtitling and earlier

fansub models. Contemporary fansubbers often prioritise adequacy, even at the risk of seeming
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redundant, e.g., through detailed, long lines of intertextual glosses (see Chapter 6). In doing so,
they emphasise their distinct identity within the subtitling ecosystem and position their work in

contrast to commercial subtitles, at times as a subtle expression of rivalry.

However, fansubs are not always adhering to a ST orientation. While the previous examples
illustrate a clear ST-oriented tendency in the retranslation, it is important to note that fansubs do
not always adhere rigidly to this approach. In practice, their strategies are applied flexibly,
depending on the CR type, the genre context, and the perceived ideological or political
sensitivities of the TA. The following example shows how ST fidelity can be moderated in

politically sensitive cases.

Example 7-3, Stranger Things, SO4E07, CR Type: Socio-political
Original Dialogue -What?
-The commies.
Subtitles Netflix (Initial), 2022 YYeTs (Retranslation 1), 2022
-t -4
- FEEE ? -3
Back Translation -What? -What
-Th mmunist bandit? -Th viet communist
Strategy Substitution Specification

In Example 7-3, the CR “commies” appears in a fictional exchange between American
protagonists referencing their Soviet antagonists, against the backdrop of the Cold War. Theterm
is aninformal, derogatory label for all communists, which reflects political hostility to an extent.
Although this term is not inherently a swear word, it conveys the antagonistic sentiment within

Cold War discourse.

In the commercial subtitles, “commies” is translated as “communist bandit”, an expression
originated during the Chinese Civil War (1927-1949), where it was used by the Nationalist Party
(KMT) to delegitimise the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Although this term is historically and
politically specific to the CCP rather than Soviet communists, it effectively conveys the sense of
aggression and ideological contempt that is in line with the original tone. However, this is not an
Official Equivalent but a cultural substitution, shifting the reference from a Cold War Western

context to one politically significantin the TC.

In contrast, the fan retranslation specifies the referent as “Soviet communists”, avoiding both
the broader category of “communists” and the derogatory language of the initial commercial

version. This strategic choice of Specification distances the subtitle from contemporary CCP
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associations and can be read as more of an act of self-censorship than a precise fidelity to the

ST.

This suggests an interesting contradiction in the traditional view of fansubbing practice. While
often framed as ideologically resistant to state regulation, fansubbers may still make strategic
choices that align with dominant socio-political norms extend to fansubbing activities, especially
when dealing with relatively sensitive content. Rather than challenging state narratives, the
fansubber’s decision here seems to then reflect a cautious approach, potentially aimed at

reducing risk and avoiding controversy.

7.3.3 Summary

The analysis in this section points to a moderate but consistent shift toward greater ST-
orientationinthe YYeTs retranslations compared with the official Netflix subtitles. Quantitatively,
this tendency is most pronounced in categories that pose greater cultural or temporal distance,
such as socio-political and asynchronous CRs. Qualitatively, the examples show how this
orientation manifests in practice. Fansubs often preserve cultural resonance that the official
versions flatten for accessibility. At the same time, fansubs also adopt more cautious strategies
in politically sensitive contexts, suggesting that their orientation is at times flexible and

responsive to ideological as well as cultural considerations.

Overall, then, YYeTs’ retranslation practice reveal both a stronger inclination to retain ST
features and a flexible awareness of audience and ideological constraints, complicating

traditional, simple binary between foreignizing fansubs and domesticating commercial subtitles.

7.4 Variation on Interventional Tendency

7.4.1 Overall Trends in Intervention

In contrast to the diachronic case (Chapter 6), where retranslations showed slightly greater TT-
orientation and a marked rise in intervention (+11.54%), the synchronic retranslations here use

fewer interventional strategies overall, with a 5.43% decrease (see Table 7.5).

Table 7.5 Variation in Intervention across different CR types in four Netflix Originals

Interventional Geographical Ethnographic Socio-political Asynchronous Intertextual Overall

Initial (Netflix) 24.80% 44.19% 23.21% 52.17% 22.34% 32.89%
i 0,

Retranslation 1 13.28% 34.09% 26.79% 55.32% 21.81% 27.46%

(YYeTs)

Variation -11.52% (¥) -10.10% (V) 3.58% (1) 3.15% (1) -0.53% (v) (+)5.43%
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The steepest reductions occur in Geographical and Ethnographic CRs (-11.52% and -10.10%),
both of which also register higher ST orientation (see Table 7.4). This pattern supports Pedersen’s
(2011, p. 101) claim that intervention typically pushes translations toward TT orientation, since

subtitlers are “unlikely to intervene to make a TT more foreignized”.

7.4.2 Strategy Shifts

This reduced reliance on intervention is particularly evident in Example 7-4 (below), where
Geographical CRs are treated differently in the two versions. The initial Netflix subtitles
generalise “England” to “Britain”, specify “London’s East End”, and clarify that “Oaxaca” is a city,
all interventions designed to aid comprehension. By contrast, the fan retranslations retain the

original terms with minimal adjustment, reflecting a preference for Official Equivalents or direct

renderings.
Example 7-4a, Bridgerton, SO1E03, CR Type: Geographical
Original We must bring forward our plans to vacate England as soon as possible.
Dialogue 1
Subtitles Netflix (Initial), 2020 YYeTs, (Retranslation 1), 2020
A RT R KR MR AT E IR IF AR Z TR AR LT
Back We need to get out of Britain as soon as possible. We need to accelerate our plans to leave England, and the
Translation sooner the better.
Strategy Generalisation Official Equivalent
Example 7-4b, Bridgerton, SO1E06, CR Type: Geographical
Original with a right hook like an East End prizefighter.
Dialogue 2
Subtitles Netflix (Initial), 2020 YYeTs, (Retranslation 1), 2020
Wb AMEARBOR Y BEXEEE LT X AH%E
BTN A 25
Back She's got a right hook like a champion boxer from the east Arighthook like an East End champion boxer.

Translation end of London.

Strategy Specification Direct Translation

Example 7-4c, The Queen’s Gambit, SO1E04, CR Type: Geographical

Original He had business in Oaxaca.

Dialogue 3

Subtitles Netflix (Initial), 2020 YYeTs, (Retranslation 1), 2020
fth 22 3 BUIERTE tH 72 fih 2 L BLRER H 72

Back He's on a business trip to Oaxaca City. He's on a business trip to Oaxaca

Translation

Strategy Specification Official Equivalent

As Pedersen (2011) explains, audiences can process CRs via encyclopaedic knowledge,
deictic cues, or interventional mediation. Unlike the “your grace” to “duchess” example in 7.2c,

where fansubbers intervened selectively for accessibility, the examples above show commercial
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subtitlers mediating even monocultural or transcultural CRs. This suggests an assumption that
their TA either lacks the knowledge to decode such references or prefers less foreignness, which

are both expectations not typically shared by fansub audiences.

Later generations of fansub viewers, particularly in the 2020s, generally have stronger English
proficiency and greater global media literacy than their early 2000s predecessors. This shift
raises tolerance, and even preference, for a sense of foreignness in subtitles (see Chapter 6).
Fansubs thus tend to preserve ST specificity while trusting their TA to interpret foreign elements,
whereas commercial subtitlers operating under platform-imposed norms more likely to continue

relying on interventions to secure maximum accessibility.

Another reason for the higher level of intervention in the Netflix subtitles may come from the
prescriptive guidelines that commercial subtitlers are expected to follow. Netflix’s Timed Text
Style Guides (TTSGs), for example, while mostly only set out general style rules (e.g., character
limits, punctuation, line treatment, on-screen text), can still shape interlingual subtitling
decisions. The Simplified Chinese TTSG, for instance, requires that “measurements should be
converted to the metric system unless the original unit of measurement is plot relevant” '. Such

prescription directly shapes subtitling choices, as illustrated in Example 7-5.

These examplesreveal the contrasting orientations of commercialand fan-produced subtitles
in rendering units of measurement. Commercial subtitles, operating under prescriptive
guidelines, are primarily concerned with readability and accessibility for a broad, often casual
audience on streaming platforms. Fansubs, by contrast, privilege cultural fidelity and immersive

engagement appealing to dedicated viewers drawn to specific series and more receptive to SC

elements.
Example 7-5a, Stranger Things, SO4E04, CR Type: Ethnographic
Original Stand five feet away from the bars at all times.
Dialogue 1
Subtitles Netflix (Initial), 2022 YYeTs (Retranslation 1), 2022
% SRR RE 12K 5 LA AR RS I 22 BRAAT ORISR 7
Back Keep a distance of 1.5 metre or more from the guardrail at all Keep five feet away from the bars at all times.

Translation times

Strategy Substitution Official Equivalent

Example 7-5b, Stranger Things, S04E07, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Well, they took about a pound of flesh.
Dialogue 2

I Available at: https://partnerhelp.netflixstudios.com/hc/en-us/articles/215986007-Chinese-Simplified-
Timed-Text-Style-Guide (Accessed on 5 July 2022).
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Subtitles Netflix (Initial), 2022 YYeTs (Retranslation 1), 2022
EMNERZBE T R—TH B T B

Back They took almost a catty of my flesh. They took a pound of flesh.

Translation

Strategy Substitution Official Equivalent

Example 7-5c, Bridgerton, SO1E01, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original What she is is two stone heavier than she ought to be.

Dialogue 3

Subtitles Netflix (Initial), 2020 YYeTs (Retranslation 1), 2020
Db L fb ey R AE AR L R R T SRR HIEMHE T 2 AL 13 A)T]

Back She's two stone heavier than her ideal weight. The truth is that she was 2 stone [about 13

Translation kilogrammes] overweight

Strategy Official Equivalent Official Equivalent + in-text gloss

This divergence is particularly clear in Example 7-5a, where the Netflix version replaces “five
feet” with “1.5 metres” in accordance with the Simplified Chinese TTSG. While this strategy
facilitates instant comprehension for viewers unfamiliar with imperial measures, it precludes the
TA’s encounter with the original SC convention. The fansub, in contrast, retains the CR, aligning
with its audience’s expectation of authenticity and willingness to engage with foreign units.
Example 7-5b displays a similar pattern. Netflix localises “a pound” as “a catty”, deploying a
familiar Chinese unit, whereas the fansub keeps the Official Equivalent to preserve the SC

element and its potential informative intention’.

There are, however, exceptions. In Example 7-5c¢, the culturally specific unit “stone” is
retained in the Netflix subtitles, likely because it is plot-relevant and closely tied to the historical
and cultural setting of Bridgerton, where conversion to a metric unit would disrupt the period
authenticity. The fansub likewise preserves the term “stone” but supplements it with an in-text
gloss, a hybrid strategy that balances fidelity to the ST with selective clarification. Notably, this
selective glossing suggests that fansubbers operate under situational rather than prescriptive

guidelines, intervening only where they perceive a high cultural or educational value.

This overall shift away from interventionis also evident in the notably restrained use of glossing
strategies in the YYeTs retranslations. Unlike in Chapter 6, where YYeTs made frequent use of
glosses to clarify intertextual references in Doctor Who, glossing is rarely employed in the fan

retranslations in this case. Out of 683 CRs, only 12 involve glossing, 9 of which are concentrated

"The phrase “a pound of flesh” also carries an intertextual resonance with Shakespeare’s The Merchant of
Venice. Neither the Netflix subtitles nor the YYeTs version signal this resonance which suggests that both
sides of the subtitlers either did not recognise the allusion or, more simply, chose not to foreground it,
prioritising the literal semantic meaning of the phrase.
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in The Queen’s Gambit to explain specialised chess terms or biblical allusions. Glossing thus
appears reserved for domain-specific or infracultural content less likely to be inferred from

context alone.

While the lack of glossing is expected in Netflix subtitles since platform guidelines discourage
explanatory notes, itis more striking for YYeTs, which faces no such constraints. One explanation
may lie in the synchronic nature of these retranslations. YYeTs may have felt less need to
intervene when working alongside a professionally produced, broadly accessible version already
positioned as authoritative for general viewers. In this context, their sense of rivalry seems to rest
less on being more explanatory and more on offering a version that is distinctly ST-oriented and

culturally adequate for their own TA.

As noted earlier, glossing and other interventional strategies typically function to domesticate
or mediate foreign elements for the TT. YYeTs’ preference for more ST-oriented renderings
naturally reduces the use of such strategies. Moreover, as a large and generalist fansub group,
YYeTs may show variation across sub-teams. Itis not unlikely, for instance, that the subtitlers of
Doctor Who as shown in Chapter 6 were more dedicated fans of those specific programmes, and

thus more inclined to provide detailed contextualisation when needed.

Still, the broader trend toward minimal glossing likely reflects shifts in fansubbing practice,
especially among generalist groups. By the early 2020s, TC fansub audiences had become more
globally and culturally literate, reducing their reliance on explanatory notes. For transcultural or
widely recognisable CRs (e.g., Geographical and Ethnographic references) there is simply less
need to mediate or guide comprehension. This is consistent with the quantitative data (see Table
7.5), which shows these two categories register the steepest reductions in interventional

strategies in the retranslations compared to the Netflix versions.

7.4.3 Summary

The overall decrease in interventional strategies in these synchronic retranslations is best
understood in terms of the normative frameworks governing subtitle production. Commercial
subtitles, bound by prescriptive style guides, tend to privilege accessibility and standardisation,
whereas fansubs, operating outside such constraints, have greater freedom to pursue adequacy

and specificity.

These differing conditions of practice in turn reflect assumptions about audience needs.

Commercial subtitles prioritise clarity and universality, targeting casual or generalviewers, while
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fansubs appeal to a more culturally engaged audience that values foreignness and fidelity to the

original.

Furthermore, this contrast is not confined to the commercial-fan divide alone. As the next
section will demonstrate, it becomes even clearer when different fan retranslations of the same
programme are compared. The two fan versions of The Witcher provide a particularly striking
case, revealing how even within fansubbing, different groups adopt distinct norms, shaped by

their particular focus and intended audiences.

7.5 The One with Two Retranslations: The Witcher (2019)

7.5.1 Introduction

As noted in Section 7.1.1, among the Top 10 series in Netflix’s Global Hits, only half have been
retranslated into the TL, with the others presumably not considered worth re-subtitling by
fansubbers, possibly due to their relative lack of popularity inthe TC. However, The Witcher (2019)
stands out for having been retranslated twice: first by YYeTs, the largest fansubbing community

in the TC, and later by YIGUI, a group specialising in the fantasy genre.

YIGUI initially gained recognition as a fansub group for its work on the popular HBO series
Game of Thrones (Benioff and Weiss, 2011-2019). They produced subtitles for the series as well
as localised many of its derivative works, including comics, reviews, fanfictions, fandom wiki
pages and more. Over time, YIGUI expanded beyond this particular fandom, transitioning to
subtitling other popular fantasy series, including The Witcher, which was one of their prominent
projects. Their early focus on this iconic series was important in establishing their reputation

among mainland Chinese audiences.

What distinguishes YIGUI’s work on The Witcher is their distinctive subtitling style and their
awareness of the franchise’s transmedia complexity. The whole Witcher universe spans the
original Polish novels by Andrzej Sapkowski, the globally popular role-playing games published
by CD Projekt, and, more recently, the Netflix adaptation. Each of these iterations carries its own
narrative logic, fan base, and terminology. Whereas subtitling practices typically focus on
translating the audiovisual productinisolation, YIGUIl adopt a more holistic approach by drawing
on the established Chinese translations of the novels and the localised versions of the games to

ensure consistency and narrative cohesion across media.

This approach stands in contrast to that of YYeTs, whose version of The Witcher takes a more

generalist stance for a broader audience (see previous sections). YIGUI operates with a much
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narrower TA in mind, that is the dedicated fans of the fantasy genre who are likely familiar with

the broader Witcher universe and expect the fansubs to reflect that depth.

As such, YIGUI’s subtitles are notably more interventional. They frequently incorporate
additional information (e.g., character backstories, timeline clarifications, and lore references,
see more in Section 7.4.3) to enhance coherence and immersion. This section compares the
initial Netflix subtitles with both sets of fan retranslations, with particular attention to the
divergent glossing strategies employed by YYeTs and YIGUI. In doing so, it highlights how YYeTs’
generalist orientation contrasts with YIGUI’s fan-oriented approach, setting the stage for the

detailed analysis in Section 7.4.3.

What renders this Witcher case particularly distinctive, both among the rest of the Netflix titles
examined in this chapter and across the thesis as a whole, is the extent to which glossing
functions a paratextual supplement as well as the organising logic of the subtitle stream. In
contrast to other Netflix case studies, where fan-added glosses typically serve to translate on-
screen text or occasionally unpack CRs, YIGUI's subtitling of The Witcher transforms glossing
into a sustained and deliberate interpretive strategy. Crucially, this move is both stylistic and
responsive to the structural complexity of the ST, which operates across multiple media (novels,
games, series), temporalities, and fandom-specific discourses. While the use of interventional
strategies appears sporadically in other cases, here it becomes systematic and, more
importantly, expected, producing a subtitle track that reads as both translation and paratext. In
this sense, The Witcher exemplifies an extreme case where fandom epistemologies (see Chapter
6) and transmedia density recalibrate what counts as normative subtitling practice in the fansub

culture inthe TC.

7.5.2 Strategy Distribution and Norm Variations

W Netflix YYeTs W vicul

50.00%
37.50%
25.00%
12.50%

0.00%
Complete Retention Transliteration  Direct Translation Specification Generalisation Substitution Omission Official Equivalent Gloss + Gloss + in-text gloss

Figure 7.2 Bar charts of strategy distribution across three versions.
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As illustrated in Figure 7.2, the strategy distribution in YIGUI’'s fansubs of The Witcher reveals
striking differences that are even more pronounced than those observed between the initial
Netflix subtitles and YYeTs’ version, despite the fact that both YYeTs and YIGUI operate within the
fansubbing sphere. What most clearly distinguishes YIGUI’s version is its dramatically higher
reliance on glossing strategies. This comes alongside a noticeably lower reliance on strategies
such as Direct Translation, Generalisation, and Official Equivalent. Instead, YIGUI lean heavily

on additional textual explanation as their primary technique for handling CRs.

This quantitative shift points to a fundamentally different subtitling logic, one that reflects a
very particular set of assumptions about their audience. Rather than prioritising brevity or
seamlessness, YIGUI seems to approach its work with an expectation that its viewers value
detailed explanation, clarification, and active engagement with specialised or genre-specific
references even at the cost of textual economy or reading fluency that normally concerns

subtitlers in the industry. This is further expanded on in Section 7.5.3.

Tables 7-6 and 7-7 reinforce this finding. Both sets of fan retranslations show a stronger
tendency toward ST-orientation than the initial Netflix subtitles, but YIGUI stand out for their very
different handling of interventional strategies. Whereas YYeTs show a slight decrease (4.49%
lower than the initial subtitles, see Table 7.5 in Section 7.3), YIGUI present a dramatic increase
of 49.51%, driven almost exclusively by their extensive use of glossing. Glossing here is no longer

a supplementary tool anymore but a defining feature of YIGUI’s subtitling style.

Table 7.6 Variation in orientation across three versions in The Witcher

Strategy Netflix (Initial) YYeTs (Retranslation 1) YIGUI (Retranslation 2) Tendency Variation1 Vibration 2
Complete 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00%
Retention
Transliteration 3 3.33% 4 4.44% 62.22 1 0.97% ST-
53.33% 0' 56.67% . (1) 8.89% (1) 3.34%
Direct % oriented
. 19 21.11% 21 23.33% 11 10.68%
Translation
Specification 2 2.22% 3 3.33% 5 4.85%
Generalisation 19 21.11% 14 15.56% 12 11.65%
_— 37.78 TT-
Substitution 1 1.11% 46.67% 2 2.22% 1 0.97% 43.33% . (¥)8.89% (¥)3.34%
% oriented
Omission 1 1.11% 1 1.11% 0 0.00%
Gtoss ] # # ¢ 7 # 13 7 7
+Gtoss [} 7 7 [} 7 4 47 7 7 7 / 7
+in=textgtoss + 7 # 3] # # ¢ 7 #
45 45 30
0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0,
Total (90) 100% 100% (90) 100% 100% (103) 100% 100%
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Table 7.7 Variation in intervention across three versions in The Witcher

Strategy Netflix (Initial) YYeTs (Retranslation 1)  YIGUI (Retranslation 2) Tendency Variation 1Variation 2
Complete 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00%
Retention
Transliteration 3 3.37% 4 4.49% 1 0.97%
o o o Minimal S o
Direct 74.16% 78.65% 24.27% Change (1) 4.49% (¥) 49.51%
. 19 21.35% 21  23.60% 11 10.68% g
Translation
Official
ic1a 44 49.44% 45  50.56% 13 12.62%
Equivalent
Specification 2 2.25% 3 3.37% 5 4.85%
Generalisation 19  21.35% 14  15.73% 12 11.65%
Substitution 1 1.12% 2 2.25% 1 0.97%
25.84% 21.35% 75.73% Interventional (V) 4.49% (1) 49.51%
Gloss 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 13 12.62%
+Gloss 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 47  45.63%
+in-text gloss 1 1.12% 0 0.00% 0 0.00%
Omission + ++1% # + ++1% # ¢ 0:66% 7 7 # #
89 89 103
Total 100.00%  100% 100.00% 100% 100.00%
ota (90) ° ° (90) ° (103 °

YIGUI’s extensive reliance on glosses, especially when contrasted with the restrained
approach of Netflix’s commercial subtitles and YYeTs’ generalist version, reflects a
fundamentally different subtitling logic. It presumes a fandom-literate audience that values
detailed contextualisation over conciseness and signals the emergence of subtitling norms
shaped by YIGUI’'s niche positioning within the fansubbing community. This statistical
prominence provides empirical support for the broader claim made in Section 7.5.1, that The
Witcher’'s transmedia density and interpretive demands create conditions under which

intervention becomes the norm rather than a random exception.

The next section examines this shift in greater detail through a qualitative analysis of glossing
types, focusing on their forms, functions, and what they reveal about the group’s subtitling ethos,
audience expectations, and strategies for engaging with the highly genre-specific world of The

Witcher.

7.5.3 Extra Glossingin YIGUI’s Retranslation

As Tables 7-6 and 7-7 show, the total number of CRs identified in The Witcher varies slightly
across the three versions: both the Netflix subtitles and YYeTs’ retranslation include 90 CRs,
while YIGUI’s version records 103. The extra 13 CRs appear only in YIGUI’s version and all stem
from standalone glosses, i.e., explanatory insertions with no direct ST cues. Most of these
glosses expand on visual or paratextual elements, reflecting YIGUI’s highly interventional

approach.
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In total, 60 glosses are identified in YIGUI’s retranslation, making up nearly 60% of all CRs in
their version. This stands in sharp contrast to the near absence of glossing in Netflix and the 12
instances in YYeTs. Of these 60 glosses, the majority (i.e., the other 47 cases) functions in ways
already discussed in Chapter 6’s analysis of Doctor Who fan retranslations of the late 2010s,
where glosses largely appear as translator’s notes or clarifications of intertextual references
embedded in the SC and fandom. This kind of glossing, while still typical of fansubbing practice
and rarely found in commercial subtitles, are often confined to less intrusive placements, such

as at the edge of the screen or during the credits.

What distinguishes this The Witcher case is YIGUI’s 13 standalone glosses, which are far more
visual, spatial, and integrated directly into the on-screen content. Unlike in the Doctor Who case,
these glosses here interact more creatively with the visual environment of the scene, expanding
the communicative space of the subtitles beyond conventional boundaries. This strategy reflects
both YIGUI’'s assumptions about their audience’s familiarity with the SC and their expectation

that viewers will actually welcome this denser, more immersive, information-rich approach.

These extra 13 glosses can be further categorised into four distinct groups based on their

function and focus:

a) glosses addressing visual information (e.g., on-screen text, maps, symbols);
b) glosses addressing the audio channel (e.g., lyrics, fictional languages);

c) glosses unpackingintertextual macro-allusions (e.g., parody, franchise lore);
d) translator’s notes (e.g., meta-commentary, justification, correction).

This interventional ethos is also reflected in how their subtitles are packaged and distributed.
In addition to the standalone glosses discussed above, YIGUI consistently offer two parallel
subtitle files for each episode of The Witcher, a pattern observable across all episodes they
uploaded on the SubHD repository (i.e., one of the two subtitle file sources used for this research,
see Section 5.3.2). For every episode, audiences are offered a “5¢ 373 Behit” (Chinese: complete
annotation version) and a “ JG 7 B it ” (Chinese: non-annotated version)'. This distinction
appearsinthe file names themselves and is further reinforced through metadata and paratextual

P =0=!

release notes. The group explicitly states in the repository page: “& i fd H 5 B Beh, 3K15 &
IR BRI . BRAEX 2 /N AR T 0, & A g 30 fd B Sy BERRR” (Chinese: We

recommend using the complete annotated version for the best viewing experience. Unless you

! See https://subhd.tv/a/UKHTHL (accessed on 7 February 2026).
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are thoroughly familiar with the original novels, we do not recommend using the non-annotated
version.) Such explicit guidance suggests a high level of audience awareness and a deliberate
anticipation of varying degrees of familiarity with the Witcher franchise. Audiences who are
already deeply embedded in the narrative universe or who prefer a more minimal subtitle
experience can choose the streamlined version, while those seeking richer interpretive support
can opt into the annotated track. This approach demonstrates an understanding of subtitling, as
well as a well-established working pathway for subtitling, as an audience-oriented act of media
curation. This design of YIGUI’s offers optionality instead of standardising reception, enabling
capable, digital literate audiences to self-select their preferred level of engagement. It also
reflects a conception of subtitling, especially fansubbing, as infrastructural labour, as it
facilitates access, scaffolds comprehension, and tailors the text for differentiated publics. In this
light, the act of releasing dual versions (on top of the fact that they are already actively
retranslating) serves both practical and ideological functions. YIGUI as a standout case caters to
the uneven distribution of fan knowledge, while reinforcing the group’s authority as
knowledgeable mediators who organise and manage the conditions of reception across diverse

audience positions.

This level of intentional audience design, manifested both in subtitle content and distribution
format, provides the contextual backdrop against which the following examples of YIGUI’s

standalone glosses can be more fully understood and categorised.

Glosses for information on the visual channel
These glosses translate or contextualise elements visible on screen, such as symbols, texts, or

genre-specific details notimmediately recognisable to the TA.

In fansubbing scholarship, glossing is typically understood as an added explanatory device
accompanying a source term or concept, offering context otherwise inaccessible. In YIGUI's
practice, however, the boundary between translation and gloss is blurred. While translating
visible on-screen text may not traditionally qualify as glossing, what stands out here is not simply
the act of translating but the density, visibility, and stylistic design of YIGUI’s renderings over
information on the visual channel. Frequently paired with extra notes or contextual cues in the

same visual space, YIGUI’s handling of on-screen text often takes on a gloss-like function.

These interventions are not only desighed to translate but also to explain, label, and categorise

information for its audience, extending far beyond the typical remit of commercial subtitling.
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Even in more generalist fansubbing, such as YYeTs’ work discussed in Chapter 6, this level of

visual intervention is rare.

EHEETE FANAHE

Figure 7.4 Examples of headnotes, The Witcher, SO1E01 (left), SO1E03 (right)

As shown in Figures 7-3 and 7-4 below, YIGUI’s retranslation exemplifies a form of heavy
screen translation absent from both the Netflix subtitles and the YYeTs version. Through the
angled placement of glosses aligned with the semiotic structure of the on-screen text (see the
letter in Figure 7.3, left), combined with colour-coded categories (see the map in Figure 7.3, right,
i.e., green for rivers and mountains, red for cities, white for countries, YIGUI departs significantly
from conventional subtitling norms. While more conventional approaches tend to prioritise plot-
relevant content, conciseness, and unobtrusive readability, YIGUI notably embraces a more

interventional and visually layered method.

These examples reflect what Pérez-Gonzalez (2014, pp. 81-82) terms “pictorial subtitles”,
which “creatively exploit the semiotic affordances of submodes [...] such as colour, font,
perspective, and other compositional variables [...] to articulate an immersive spectatorial
experience for their viewers”. By engaging such semiotic resources, YIGUI aims to provide
additional contextual information as well as a more immersive, genre-sensitive experience for

their TA.
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This strategy presupposes a highly engaged audience, both capable of and willing to process
denser visual input. Rather than perceiving such density as excessive, YIGUI’s viewers are likely
to value the integration of visual, textual, and spatial information as an enhancement of their

fandom experience.

Furthermore, beyond translating on-screen texts, YIGUI extends its subtitling practice to
clarify visual references that are significant primarily within fan communities, using glosses to
explicate elements that casual viewers might overlook. In Figure 7.4 (above, left), glosses are
employed to unpack the symbolic meaning of the emblem associated with the Nilfgaardian
Empire, offering contextual insight into its narrative and thematic relevance. Figure 7.4 (above,
right) presents a case where a magical sign cast by the protagonist is accompanied by two lines
of glosses, one identifying the specific spell (“Aard”) and another explaining how signs function
within the lore of the Witcher universe. These are both highly genre-specific knowledge, likely to
resonate with viewers familiar with the video game series or broader franchise. While casual
viewers may regard such density as excessive, fandom-oriented audiences are more likely to

interpret these glosses as enriching, deepening immersion and interpretive engagement.

Example 7-6, YIGUI’s The Witcher, SO1E02, CR Type: Intertextual

Context The character on screen is a bard singing about monsters in the world.
TT Gloss (Top) XA B R RN (R s LR A RAR R R .
Back Translation The lyrics are an adaptation of the monsters described by the villagers of Upper Posada in the short story The Edge
of the World.
TT Gloss (Middle) WHTFR
] T &Rk, FHE LA
A4 R 22 B IR IR T AR e b K
HILEATIN
Back Translation Jaskier

In Simplified Chinese & video game: Dandelion
Full name: Julian Alfred Pankratz

Bard
TT Subtitle PHRIKR T E2
Back Translation The pike with the spike
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XEaa{tAEER/NE (tHFRING) - EREEETT AR Y.

Figure 7.5 Example of name tags of characters (middle), The Witcher, SO1E02, by YIGUI.

Other than the four examples discussed above, another distinctive feature of YIGUlI’s
subtitling practice is their use of glosses to introduce characters as they appear on screen (see
the middle TT gloss in Example 7-6 and demonstrated beside the character in Figure 7.5). This
strategy has been a hallmark of YIGUI’s work since their work on the second season of Game of
Thrones (Guancanghai, 2019). At that time, they observed that many viewers struggled to recall
characters after the year-long hiatus between seasons. In response, YIGUIl began adding “name
tags” to nearly every character introduction, a move that has since become one of the group’s

defining stylistic signatures and a competitive advantage within the fansubbing community.

Interestingly, this practice bears some resemblance to SDH (Subtitles for the Deaf and Hard-
of-Hearing), where speaker identification is used when the source of dialogue is unclear. Yet
YIGUI's approach is far more elaborate: while SDH typically confines itself to a simple speaker
label, YIGUI’s name tags offer multiple layers of information beyond basic identification. In a way,
YIGUI appropriates and expands this SDH convention, transforming it from a purely functional

cue into a more complicated, fandom-driven practice of contextualisation.

This technique works particularly well in The Witcher, where the narrative complexity of the
first season is further deepened by multiple timelines and storylines across different kingdoms.
The inclusion of name tags helps the audience, especially those less familiar with the franchise,
to follow the plot more easily. At the same time, YIGUI is clearly aware of the risk of visual

overload. To balance informativeness with readability, the name tags are carefully designed with
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varied font sizes, styles, and layout to highlight the most relevant details without overwhelming

the viewer by drawing attention to every text equally (see the top and middle gloss in Figure 7.5).

As shown in Figure 7.5, the most prominent element in this “tag” is the character’s name as
rendered in the Netflix series, followed by other existing, alternative Simplified Chinese
translations drawn from the novels and the video game adaptation. These translations
sometimes differ due to their localisation history and context. In this particular example, Netflix
translates the character’s name according to the original Polish name “Jaskier” instead of the
English equivalent “Dandelion” used in other media products. YIGUI’'s gloss explicitly
acknowledges this variation, accommodating readers, players, and viewers across different
branches of The Witcher fandom. Subsequent lines provide the character’s full name and their

role or position within the storyworld, creating a layered yet accessible reference system.

Overall, this approach exemplifies the epistemophilia characteristic of fansubbing
communities (see Chapter 6), where dense contextualisation is prized not only for clarity but as
an integral part of the fan experience itself. At the same time, YIGUI’s attention to visual design

ensures that information density enhances rather than disrupts the viewing experience.

Glosses for information on the audio channel

These glosses address auditory elements, most notably lyrics and the use of fictional or foreign
languages in dialogue. They may clarify the significance of specific lyrics or explore the linguistic
roots of fictional languages, offering insights that deepen audience engagement with the auditory

dimension of the text.

In the same example as shown in Figure 7.5, where glosses are used to provide diegetic
information by contextualising lyrics within the narrative. The TT subtitle line here is framed with
two eighth-note symbols, clearly marking it as song lyrics. This typographic device distinguishes
musical content from spoken dialogue and echoes SDH conventions, where visual cues are
employed to signal different sound modes. By deliberately highlighting the present of music,
YIGUI acknowledges the multimodal nature of audiovisual storytelling and guides audiences to

attend to the interplay of sound, image, and narrative.
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Example 7-7, YIGUI’s The Witcher, SO1E02
CR Type: Intertextual

Dialogue [in Elder] Beast!

TT Gloss AR O TEEI N BRI R
CE&HAD ERIES.
JR P L RN E AR IR
W BRI SRR EE

M

Back The green subtitles for this show are
Translation allin Elder Speech, which is the
language spoken by the Elves (an
ancient race).
The original Elder vocabulary
Figure 7.6 The Witcher, SO1E02, by YIGUI barraws matarfal mainly from
languages such as Irish, Welsh and
Scottish Gaelic.

TT Subtitle ‘B!

Back Beast!
Translation

A similar strategy is employed in the case of multilingual dialogue. As listed in Example 7-7 and
illustrated in Figure 7.6 (above), green font is used to signal the use of “Elder Speech”, a fictional
language spoken by the Elves. This colour-coded differentiation is accompanied by two lines of
glosses explaining the narrative function of “Elder Speech” and its linguistic origins in real-world
languages such as Irish, Welsh, and Scottish Gaelic. This dual strategy of visual marking plus
contextual glossing again resonates with SDH to some extent, where colour is often used to
separate voices or audio sources. Rather than serving accessibility alone, YIGUI’s approach here
extend such techniques beyond accessibility, using them to foreground the cultural and

linguistic depth of the Witcher’s world.

These interventions do more than aid comprehension. They reflect an insider’s familiarity with
the genre and an appreciation of the narrative’s complexity. In this way, they reinforce fansubbing
as a product made by fans for fans, while celebrating the linguistic and cultural layers embedded

in the source material.

Interestingly, the only gloss in the Netflix subtitles (an in-text gloss, see Table 7.9) also occurs
in this context, marking “Elder Speech” with a square bracket. This choice likely reflects
platform-level adherence to SDH or accessibility guidelines. Such conventions, however, are not
common in English-to-Simplified Chinese subtitling within the TC, particularly in mainland China.
The contrast points to broader differences in priorities. While commercial subtitles emphasise
accessibility, dedicated fansubbing teams like YIGUI privilege often prioritise community-
oriented engagement and interpretive depth, shaped by the expectations and viewing habits of

their audiences.
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Glosses for Intertextual Macro Allusions
These glosses situate CRs within the wider Witcher universe and beyond, drawing connections

to the original novels, the video games, and even broader cultural traditions.

Example 7-8 shows how YIGUI uses glosses to unpack what Ranzato (2016) terms covert
macroallusions (see Chapter 4) within a particular The Witcher episode that draws directly from
several well-known stories such as Rapunzel, Snow White, and Sleeping Beauty. This move
further illustrates YIGUI’'s commitment to informing their TA and guiding them through the

layered intertextuality of the series.

Example 7-8, YIGUI’s The Witcher, SO1E01
CR Type: Intertextual

Gloss At rh AR IR R A T 4000 1233 48

g B RN (Z1LAE/N)  (Mniejsze zto, The Lesser Evil, iy 3 B %)
HE (GEEAL—: AMUEE) (Ostatnie zyczenie, The Last Wish, J8BE 1+ 4% (IBHEE)

T CKREEIRY (AEAEMEANNMEN) (BEEAN) 55 HiEHSH

Back Translation In this episode, Gerald’s story takes place in the year 1233.
Adapted from the short story Mniejsze zto, The Lesser Evil
From Ostatnie zyczenie, The Last Wish
A parody of fairy tales such as Rapunzel, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Sleeping Beauty, etc.

Much like the Agatha Christie episode of Doctor Who discussed in Chapter 6, which operates
simultaneously as homage and parody, this episode of The Witcher similarly engages with the
conventions of European folk and fairy tales. The glosses provided by YIGUI help navigate
intertextual CRs both within The Witcher universe and beyond, bridging the gap between SC
references and the TA’s encyclopaedic cultural knowledge. Thatis, on the one hand, they anchor
the episode within Sapkowski’s literary canon by identifying the specific short stories adapted.
On the other, they explicitly point out the broader intertextual allusions which may otherwise go

unnoticed by viewers unfamiliar with such rewriting of genre tropes.

This layered glossing strategy does more than just inform. It invites both casual viewers and
dedicated fans into a shared cultural and narrative space. By explicitly mapping out these
intertextual links, YIGUI enhances accessibility for newcomers while reinforcing the depth and
richness of the story and world for invested fans, i.e., to inform and to include, as argued in

Chapter 6, which is a signature fansubbing practice in the mediation of genre-specific knowledge.

Translator’s Notes
Translator’s notes often are direct commentary from the fansubbers, offering insights,
justifications for specific translation choices, and, at times, corrections of perceived errors in

earlier translations.
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These glosses also highlight one of the clearest differences between commercial subtitling
and fansubbing. Commercial subtitles, subject to stricter industry regulation, leave little room
for personal commentary. By contrast, fansubbers, especially in smaller, more specialised
groups, often use these notes as a way to communicate directly with their audience. These not
only provide extra context or clarification but also help strengthen a sense of connection and

shared community between subtitlers and viewers.

This practice recalls the translator’s notes discussed in Chapter 6, where later-generation
Doctor Who fansubbers added blocks of commentary at the end of episodes, sometimes in the
form of columns or mini-essays during the closing credits, offering production trivia, background
context, or anecdotes. While YIGUI’s notes in The Witcher appear more frequently as headnotes
accompanying specific scenes, the ethos is similar. Both practices reflect a fansubbing culture
that goes beyond interlingual translation and into a more dialogic and participatory mode of

communication with their audience.

Example 7-9, YIGUI’'s The Witcher, SO1E06
CR Type: Intertextual

Dialogue Est Est, small.
TT Gloss IR AR 1 W AR R v A T 2

B 44 T RYR T B R 5 B K X 8 4 T o L “Est! Est!! Est!!! di Montefiascone” .

Est &4 T30, « (X)) A MBS ARRPECRH, 530 East B A X R,
Back Translation The "East of East" is a premium wine produced in the Duchy of Toussaint.

Its name is inspired by the Italian wine brand "Est! Est!! Est!!! di Montefiascone" from the Lazio region.
"Est" is the third-person singular form of the Latin verb meaning "is" or "there is", and has no relation to the English

word "East".
TT Subtitle RZ AR I
Back Translation East of Easrt, small glass.

A clear example of this somewhat communicative glossing, particularly in correcting what
fansubbers perceive as past translation inaccuracies, can be seen in Example 7-9. In this scene,
the subtitle renders the line “Est Est” as “East of East” (Chinese: 42 7<), adopting an already
established Official Equivalent widely used in the mainland Chinese Witcher fandom to refer to
an in-universe wine. This translation has long circulated in previous fan translations and game
localisations, becoming a sort of default, ready-made solution that is familiar to the TL fandom

and poses little to no translation challenge for subtitlers.

But interestingly, despite choosing this minimal-change strategy in the main subtitle line,
YIGUI still opts to intervene, notin the translation itself, butin the gloss that accompaniesit. The
gloss takes the opportunity to explain that “Est” actually comes from Latin, meaning “is” or

“there is”, and has absolutely nothing to do with the English word “East”. In other words, YIGUI
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overtly points out in this three-line long gloss that while the translation “East of East” may be

functionally correct and readily accepted, itis, strictly speaking, a misreading of the original term.

This intervention is highly characteristic of YIGUI’s practice, as its work is not confined to
subtitling dialogue alone but also extends to informing the audience and positioning itself as both
a community led by and for knowledgeable fans and a reliable, responsible mediator of the ST.
In this sense, by adding translator’s notes, or more broadly, inserting a voice, YIGUI’s gloss here
serves a communicative and explanatory function as well as a community-building one,
reinforcing YIGUI’s dual identity as both a group of fansubbers and cultural insiders that are

deeply invested in the integrity of the ST and who its TA can trust.

This practice, then, can be seen as a contemporary extension of what Nornes (1999, p. 29)
terms “abusive subtitling”, though not in the sense of preserving linguistic foreignness, butin a
broader way of resisting the conventional limits of subtitling practice itself. While Nornes
originally developed this concept to critique the domestication and sanitisation of foreign
audiovisual content in commercial translation, YIGUI’'s subtitling operates abusively in a
different register that is aesthetic and epistemic. This is further explored in Pérez-Gonzalez’s

(2014) notion of abusive mediation paradigm in fansubbing, as discussed in Chapter 6.

Here, the “abuse” is not directed at the SL or SC per se, but rather at the normative
assumptions of fansubbing itself, particularly the expectation that subtitlers should remain
invisible and refrain from overly shaping how the audience interprets the text, i.e., the translator’s
invisibility (see Venuti, 1995, 2018). YIGUI’s fansubs, however, refuse to leave meaning-making
entirely to the audience. Crucially, this is not the same kind of intervention seen in commercial
subtitles, which often step into aid comprehension on the assumption of lower SC literacy.
Instead, YIGUI’s glosses actively guide how the text ought to be read, by embedding fandom
knowledge, correcting perceived errors, clarifying narrative ambiguity, and at times, asserting

their own authority as leaders within the fan community.

In this sense, YIGUI’'s approach might be read as a fandom-specific evolution of abusive
mediation, one that turns subtitling into a highly authored, participatory space of fandom media.
Rather than preserving otherness in Nornes’ sense, what is foregrounded here is a sense of
insiderness, a way of subtitling across languages and across fandom boundaries with an

emphasis on the epistemophilia and on the expectations of their intended audiences.

However, this level of intervention is not without risk. Returning to the “name tags” technique

discussed earlier (in the “Glosses for information on the visual channel” subsection), Example
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7-10 (and illustrated in Figure 7.7 below) offers a case where this otherwise helpful strategy

arguably overreaches.

Example 7-10, YIGUI’s The Witcher, SO1E06, CR Type: Intertextual

Context In this scene, main character Ciri the princess and the druid Mousesack are walking through the forest, while
the disguised doppler who has taken on Mousesack’s appearance accompanies her, while she had no idea.

TT Gloss (Top) Aerh FERL R R A T 200 1263 4R

Back Translation In this episode, Ciri's story takes place in the year 1263

TT Gloss (Middle left) SRR A B

Gl ERRFL AT AR Wk SRR A BUHE
ECZRCELENE 2 A (R (o
“SERFRL AN R A

Back Translation Cirilla of Cintra
In Traditional Chinese: Cirilla of Cintra; In video game: Cirilla of Cintra
Full name: Cirilla Fiona Elen Riannon
“Lion cub of Cintra” Princess Cirilla

TT Gloss (Middle right) ZRERT AR AR TR
Back Translation A shapeshifter transformed into Mousesack’s appearance

As noted, YIGUI’s use of “name tags” often serves to clarify character identities, relationships,
or affiliations to help viewers navigate The Witcher’s layered universe. Yet in this particular scene,
that very intervention risks undermining one of the episode’s most crucial narrative moments. In
this scene, Ciri, the main character, is walking with what appears to be Mousesack, a trusted
druid from her past (see Figure 7.7, Ciri, on the left; “Mousesack”, on the right). Crucially,
attentive viewers, who have stayed tuned for the past episodes, would already know that this is
in fact a doppelganger in disguise. In this sense, despite YIGUI’s gloss identifying the character
as “a shapeshifter transformed into Mousesack’s appearance” does not technically spoil
unknown information, it does end up eliminating any lingering ambiguity within the immediate
scene, cutting short the suspense that might otherwise emerge from the audience’s own

inference.
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Figure 7.7 The Witcher, SO1E06, by YIGUI. Extensive glossing used to annotate character identity and narrative
timeline. Top gloss provides temporal context; clustered glosses on the left is the “name tag” the character Ciri with
franchise-specific metadata, including her name variants across different media; right gloss identifies the
shapeshifter disguised as Mousesack.

Rather than allowing time and space for the audience to recall and process, the name tag
directly reveals the character’s true identity, highly prioritising information delivery over natural
narrative pacing or subtlety. In this regard, the “abuse” in YIGUI’s practice lies in fact more in its
active manipulation of how the audience experiences and processes the story. This intervention
reflects YIGUI’s multifaceted role within the fandom: they are subtitlers, as well as community
leaders and knowledge brokers who often claim authority to mediate and manipulate the text
from the top down. Their intervention here exemplifies both the power and the risk of a subtitling
practice that extends beyond translation to inform, include, correct, and at times even reframe

the ST on behalf of its intended audience.

7.5.4 Summary

The comparison of the three versions of The Witcher (2019) subtitles reveals that variation in
subtitling practice emerges not only between commercial and fansubbed versions, but also
across different modes of fansubbing itself, shaped above all by subtitlers’ assumptions about
their intended TA. While generalist groups like YYeTs prioritise accessibility and clarity within a
relatively ST-oriented framework, more specialised collectives such as YIGUI cater to general

viewers but place particular emphasis on dedicated, fandom-driven audiences.
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YIGUI’s practice reflects a deeper engagement with the source material, drawing not only on
the Netflix series but also on the wider Witcher universe of novels, video games, and other
transmedia artefacts. This expertise, combined with the epistemophilia characteristic of fan

communities, underpins their more interventional subtitling strategy.

Through frequent glossing and contextual commentary, YIGUI’s fansubs seek to enrich the
viewing experience, foster cultural literacy, and assert their role as authoritative mediators of The
Witcher's complex storyworld. This may also explain their decision to undertake a retranslation
despite the availability of both an official version and a fan retranslation. Their intervention
positions YIGUI in contrast to commercial subtitles as well as in competition with other
fansubbing efforts, presenting their work as, from their perspective, simultaneously more

accessible to their intended fandom and more faithful to the ST.

7.6 Conclusion

This chapter has addressed RQ2: How do fan retranslations differ from coexisting commercial
subtitle versions within the same timeframe, what drives these synchronic retranslations, and
what do such differences reveal about patronage, audience orientation, and subtitling norms?
The comparative analysis demonstrates that synchronic variation emerges a reflection of
institutional constraints, community positioning, and assumptions about audience literacy and

preference.

Netflix subtitles, produced under vendor contracts and prescriptive style guides, privilege
accessibility, standardisation, and cross-market scalability. Generalist fansub groups such as
YYeTs display a stronger ST orientation, but their restrained visual style and relative lack of
intervention mean their outputs converge with commercial norms more than diverge from them.
By contrast, specialist groups such as YIGUI operate within a notably different logic. Their
subtitles are highly interventional and visually elaborate, incorporating glosses, colour coding,
name tags, and translator’s notes that transform fansubbing into a site of paratextual mediation

for a more immersive, fandom-specific mode of viewing experience.

What drives these synchronic differences, then, is the patronage structures and audience
orientations that underpin each version. Commercial subtitles are bound by platform-level
priorities that assume a broad, heterogeneous viewership. YYeTs, while situated within
fansubbing traditions, still address a relatively general audience and therefore maintain
readability and restraint. YIGUI, by contrast, target a genre-savvy audience and position

themselves as both cultural mediators and fandom leaders. In this context, retranslation
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becomes a mode of differentiation and rivalry, a way of asserting interpretive authority and
marking one’s work as more adequate than coexisting alternatives. Crucially, these competing
strategies are always framed through assumptions about who the audience is and how they are
expected to engage with the texts. Synchronic retranslation therefore reveals how subtitling
norms are reshaped in practice through this ongoing negotiation of audience expectations in the

streaming era and in the wider digital age.
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Chapter 8 From Classic Six to Censored Sex: The Case
of Diachronic Commercial Re-Subtitling of Friends

(1994)

8.1 Introduction

Building on the analyses of diachronic and synchronic fan retranslations in the previous two
chapters, this chapter shifts the focus to commercial re-subtitling. It examines how the same
audiovisualtext,i.e., Friends (1994), has beenretranslated across different institutional contexts

over two decades.
In doing so, this chapter is guided by the third research question:

How have commercial retranslations of the same audiovisual text changed over time, and
what do these shifts reveal about the influence of industry practice, regulatory pressures,

and audience expectations?

To answer this, this chapter traces the trajectory from the F6 fansubs to three major commercial
retranslations released by Sohu (2012), Netflix (c. 2015), and Bilibili (2022). The analysis

proceeds as follows.

Section 8.1 introduces the case by tracing the decade-long retranslation history of Friends
within its broader regulatory and institutional context. Section 8.2 analyses F6’s initial fansubs
(2005) as a baseline for comparison. Section 8.3 examines Sohu’s 2012 retranslation, produced
under relatively permissive conditions yet already displaying fan-oriented features. Section 8.4
turns to Netflix’s version (c. 2015), which reflects global corporate subtitling norms rather than
mainland Chinese state regulation. Section 8.5 analyses Bilibili’s 2022 version, produced under
heightened censorship and met with strong audience criticism, as evidenced in danmu, a type of
on-screen comments characteristic of platforms such as Bilibili. The chapter concludes with a
diachronic comparison, showing how commercial subtitling in the TC has been progressively
shaped by, and responsive to, evolving regulatory frameworks and institutional pressures from
the top down, but also by audience expectations and participatory practices made visible in

digital spaces from the grassroots.
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Itis worth noting that this chapter is also the only case study in the thesis that incorporates an
analysis of danmu. This is a deliberate methodological choice rather than an omission. Among
the three case studies in Chapter 6, 7, and 8, Friends occupies a distinctive position: it has
circulated in mainland China for over two decades, exists in multiple fan-produced and
commercial subtitle versions, and enjoys a particularly high level of audience familiarity and
cultural literacy. These conditions create a viewing environment in which audiences are both
able and motivated to comment explicitly on translation choices, censorship, and perceived
shifts in meaning (which will be discussed further in Section 8.5). Moreover, Bilibili’s unique
danmu affordance makes such reception visible in away that is not available for the earlier fan-
based cases such asthe ones examined in Chapters 6 and 7. As aresult, Friends offers a uniquely
suitable site for examining audience reception alongside diachronic commercial re-subtitling,
without extending this dimension to cases where comparable reception data are not consistently

available.

8.1.1 The One with Three Commercial Retranslations

Although Friends was never introduced into mainland China through official channels during its
original run, its strong reception, primarily facilitated by F6’s voluntary fansubs, eventually
attracted the attention of official distributors. Over the past two decades, this led to multiple
licensed releases across commercial streaming platforms. Among these, three stand out as
representative of their respective eras: Sohu (2012), Netflix (c. 2015), and Bilibili (2022). Each
platform provided Simplified Chinese subtitles that may be regarded as active retranslations of
the initial F6 fansubs, albeit to varying degrees. Some involved only minimal revisions to align
with platform guidelines (particularly Netflix, discussed further in Section 8.4), while others were
extensively reshaped by censorship and institutional requirements (as with Bilibili, see Section

8.5).

Despite all three being commercial retranslations, audience reception varied substantially.
These differences were shaped not only by subtitling strategies but also by sociocultural,

regulatory, and institutional conditions that defined subtitling practices in the TC region.

Sohu and Bilibili, two of the largest mainland streaming platforms, acquired the rights to
stream all ten seasons of Friends in 2012 and 2022, respectively. Their acquisitions took place
under very different regulatory environments with increasing scrutiny applied to foreign mediain

mainland China. Regulations governing imported television significantly influenced both the
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accessibility and localisation of Friends, often requiring modifications to ensure compliance with

censorship guidelines and cultural policies.

By contrast, Netflix, a U.S.-based streaming service, secured the rights to stream Friends in the U.S.
beginning 1 January 2015 (D’Addario, 2014). Although there is no official record of when Simplified
Chinese subtitles were introduced, it is likely they were added in 2015 or 2016, in conjunction with
the platform’s expansion into international markets, including the launch of a Simplified Chinese-
language service in Singapore in January 2016". Unlike Sohu and Bilibili, Netflix’s version was shaped
not so much by state-imposed regulation but rather commercial licensing agreements and corporate
subtitling policies. As will be shown in Section 8.4, Netflix’s subtitles broadly align with the patterns
identified in the previous chapter, which examined the platform’s initial subtitling practices alongside

synchronous fan retranslations (see Chapter 7).

Viewed diachronically, the three commercial versions of Friends provide a comparative lens
for examining how commercial re-subtitling has been shaped. While the primary focus of this
chapter remains on Sohu (2012) and Bilibili (2022), as both were subject to state regulation but
under different conditions, Netflix’s version offers a supplementary perspective, illustrating how
platform-specific policies and global norms influence translation practices outside a state-

imposed regulatory framework.

8.1.2 The influence of evolving state regulations on audience reception

Sohu’s acquisition of Friends in 2012 took place during a formative stage in mainland China’s
streaming industry, when foreign audiovisual content was subject to relatively limited oversight.
As one of the first platforms to introduce Western television to mainland Chinese audiences,
Sohu capitalised on the show’s enduring popularity and on the loyal fanbase cultivated by F6

fansubs ever since the early 2000s.

By contrast, Bilibili’s acquisition of Friends in 2022 occurred within a much more restrictive
regulatory landscape. Since 2014, the National Radio and Television Administration (NRTA) has
introduced increasingly stringent controls on imported programming, including mandatory
permits, quotas, and ideological scrutiny. NRTA’s September 2014 directive requiring pre-
approval for all foreign shows (Luo and Su, 2014), which effectively ended simultaneous release
with overseas markets. Further restrictions followed in 2018, when the NRTA imposed a 30%

ceiling on foreign content in the daily schedules of streaming platforms (Alderson, 2018). Within

! Available at: https://www.tnp.sg/news/singapore/what-you-need-know-about-netflixs-singapore-
launch (Accessed 3 February 2025).
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this tightened environment, Bilibili’s ability to broadcast Friends in 2022 underscored its market

position but also demonstrated its capacity for regulatory compliance.

Such compliance, however, came at the expense of textualintegrity. Bilibili’s 2022 version was
heavily modified to conform to censorship standards, with the removal or alteration of LGBTQ+
references, sexually suggestive dialogue, and politically sensitive jokes (Wang, 2022). These
interventions went beyond isolated edits, at times excising entire scenes, thereby disrupting
character development and narrative coherence. The effects were particularly visible to long-
time fans who had previously engaged with uncensored versions of the series. For this audience,
the cuts were not only conspicuous but also perceived as disrespectful both to the integrity of

the source material and to marginalised communities whose representation was erased.

Censorship also extended to interlingual translation. Jokes involving innuendo or taboo topics
were frequently paraphrased or replaced with euphemisms in the Simplified Chinese subtitles,
creating dissonance with the unaltered English audio track. The problem was further magnified
by the widespread TC convention of bilingual subtitling (see Section 5.4). Because English
captions appeared directly beneath the censored Chinese subtitles, discrepancies were
immediately evident. For viewers with even modest English proficiency, these mismatches
increased cognitive load and drew attention to the very interventions they were intended to
conceal. As a result, the flow of the programme was repeatedly disrupted, undermining the

overall viewing experience for both first-time audiences and returning fans.

This negative reception of Bilibili’s release was intensified by direct comparison with Sohu’s
earlier version. Before 2012, Friends, like most Anglophone television, had never been
commercially subtitled in mainland China. Grassroots fansubbing groups such as F6 had been
central in introducing the series to mainland Chinese audiences, operating outside state
channels and offering uncensored access. At a time when imported foreign programmes were
scarce and often dubbed under the supervision of state bodies such as the State Administration
of Press, Publication, Radio, Film and Television (SAPPRFT), these fansubs were widely regarded
as more authentic, faithful, and audience-oriented than commercial alternatives. This history
cultivated a deep scepticism toward institutional subtitles, often associated with state and

corporate interference.

Against this backdrop, Sohu’s 2012 version was surprisingly well received, even among
viewers loyal to fansubs. Several factors explain this reception. First, Sohu benefitted from

operating in a comparatively permissive regulatory moment, enabling the release of uncut
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content. Second, the platform adopted subtitling practices resonant with grassroots
conventions, including the use of glosses, an uncommon feature in commercial subtitling at the
time, and the creation of a dedicated online portal that fostered a sense of fan community (see
more in Section 8.3). Most notably, Sohu offered audiences the extended cut of Friends, material
unavailable even on U.S. streaming services or broadcast networks. These strategies positioned
Sohu not simply as a distributor but as a mediator between grassroots and institutional practices,

bridging sceptical fans and commercial audiences.

Bilibili’s censored version, by contrast, was widely viewed as a regressive step. Its extensive
cuts clashed with the expectations formed by both fansubs and Sohu’s precedent, fuelling
disappointment among audiences who had waited years for the series to return legally after its
removal from Sohu in 2013 and again in 2018 due to copyright expiration (Yao, 2019). Whereas
Sohu had demonstrated that Friends could be made available in full a decade ago, Bilibili’s
approach epitomised the constraints of contemporary state regulation. Further evidence of
audience frustration is presented in Section 8.5 through a brief corpus linguistic analysis of

danmu comments posted on Bilibili alongside the series.

In short, the divergent receptions of Sohu’s and Bilibili’s retranslations illustrate how shifts in
state regulation have directly influenced both subtitling practices and audience response. While
Sohu leveraged a relatively flexible regulatory environment to align commercial subtitling with
fan expectations, Bilibili’s heavily censored version highlighted the intensifying reach of state
intervention. These diachronic contrasts underscore how evolving frameworks of patronage have
determined both the availability of the final product and the prevailing norms of subtitling

orientation and intervention in mainland Chinese context, as explored in the following sections.

8.1.3 Overall Strategies across Three Retranslations

Table 8.1 presents the frequencies and proportions of different strategies used for CRs across
the four versions of Friends Season One (1994). Out of a total of 318 instances, all were subtitled,
with the sole exception of Bilibili’s 2022 version, which contains 317, one fewer due to the
omission of a censored scene. The missing scene, in which the main characters attempt to set
fire to someone’s belongings as part of a ritual, may have been removed to comply with
SAPPRFT’s 2014 regulations against content that “propagates cults and superstition” (Wang and
Zhang, 2017, p. 304). Alternatively, the deletion may reflect concerns about depictions of arson,
which, in the absence of an official rating system in mainland China (Grealy et al., 2019), could

be deemed unsuitable for minors.
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Table 8.1 Overall strategy distribution across four versions of Friends

Strategies F6 SOHU NETFLIX BILIBILI

N % N % N % N %
Complete Retention 9 2.83% 1 0.31% 1 0.31% 0 0.00%
Transliteration 37 11.64% 21 6.60% 29 9.12% 17 5.36%
Direct Translation 85 26.73% 53 16.67% 79 24.84% 50 15.77%
Specification 22 6.92% 38 12.26% 43 13.84% 37 11.99%
Generalisation 66 20.75% 59 18.55% 63 19.81% 67 21.14%
Substitution 12 3.77% 14 4.40% 15 4.72% 12 3.79%
Omission 22 6.92% 1 0.31% 1 0.31% 2 0.63%
Official Equivalent 54 16.98% 66 20.44% 85 26.42% 71 22.08%
Gloss 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00%
+in-text gloss 11 3.46% 30 9.43% 0 0.00% 27 8.52%
+ gloss 0 0.00% 35 11.01% 2 0.63% 34 10.73%
Total 318 100.00% 318 100.00% 318 100.00% 317 100.00%

M Fs SOHU W NETFLIX B BILIBILI
30.00%

22.50%

15.00%

7.50%

0.00%
Complete Retention " Direct Ger Substitution Omission Official Equivalent Gloss +in-text gloss +gloss

Figure 8.1 Overall strategy distribution across four versions in barcharts

Figure 8.1 illustrates these distributions in bar chart form. Each set of bars (from left to right:
F6, Sohu, Netflix, Bilibili) shows how the relative proportions of subtitling strategies vary across
versions. The chart makes clear that strategies such as Complete Retention and Omission are
much more common in theinitial fansubs but largely disappear in the commercialretranslations.
Similarly, the use of Transliteration and Direct Translation declines over time, with the exception

of Netflix, where both remain comparatively frequent.

Some strategies, notably Generalisation and Substitution, remain relatively stable across
versions. Others, particularly Specification and Official Equivalent, are consistently more
prominentinthe commercial retranslations, reflecting broader shifts inindustry norms within the

TC. The general upward trend is interrupted only by Bilibili, which shows a slight decrease.

Finally, glossing strategies (+ in-text gloss and + gloss) become increasingly visible in mainland
commercial subtitling, with the exception of Netflix’s global version. This finding is consistent
with Chapter 7 and with Netflix’s own prescriptive subtitling guidelines (TTSGs, see Section

2.2.3.3), which explicitly discourage more free-formed practices such as glossing. The following
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sections analyse each version in detail, with particular attention to orientation and intervention

normative variation.

8.2 The Initial Subtitle: F6’s Fansub in 2005

As discussed in Chapters 2 and 6, F6 was the first mainland Chinese online forum dedicated to
Anglophone television and film, established in the early 2000s with the release of subtitles for
Friends, from which the forum took its name (i.e., Friends Six, or F6). It quickly became a hub for
both fansubbing and discussion, playing a pivotal role in shaping mainland Chinese audiences’

early grassroots engagement with international television.

When Friends entered its final run with Seasons Nine (2002-2003) and Ten (2003-2004), F6
prioritised subtitling these episodes as they aired in the U.S., rather than immediately translating
the earlier seasons. This approach allowed the group to provide mainland audiences with a
timely, week-by-week viewing experience that closely paralleled that of American viewers. Once
the series concluded, F6 gradually returned to subtitle the earlier seasons. Although the precise
timeline is difficult to establish, the earliest available version of F6’s Season One subtitles can

be traced to April 2005, based on upload records on ASSRT.

This timeline directly informs the methodological choice to focus on Season One as a case
study. First, the majority of the series was translated between 2003 and 2006, within a relatively
short span, meaning that significant diachronic variation across seasons is unlikely. Second, all
three subsequent commercial retranslations (i.e., Sohu, Netflix, and Bilibili) were all released as
complete ten-season sets, suggesting that they too were commissioned in their entirety prior to
release. Analysing one season therefore provides a representative and efficient sample without

compromising validity.

Referring back to Table 8.1, F6’s overall orientation and interventional tendencies are further
broken down in Tables 8-2 and 8-3. As shown, F6’s subtitles display a predominantly ST
orientation, coupled with limited reliance on interventional strategies. This pattern is consistent
with findings from Chapter 6 on early fansubs of Doctor Who (2005, 2008), reflecting a broader

tendency in early 21st-century mainland Chinese fansubbing toward minimal intervention.

Complete Retention 9
s . : Transliteration 37
Table 8.2 F6’s orientation tendency 60.47%  ST-oriented
Direct Translation 85
Strategies N % Tendency Specification 22

173



Chapter 8

Generalisation 66 Direct Translation 85
Substitution 12 39.53%  TT-oriented Official Equivalent 54
Omission 22 Specification 22
Total 253 100% Generalisation 66
Substitution 12
37.50% Interventional
, . . Gloss 0
Table 8.3 F6’s interventional tendency
+in-text gloss 1
Strategies N % Tendency +gloss 0
Complete Retention 9 Minimal Total 296 100%
62.50% ch
Transliteration 37 anges

The following sections identify and discuss several idiosyncrasies of the F6 fansub,
emphasising its alignment with ST-orientation and minimal changes. These features are
considered within the then cultural and societal context while also point to the limitations of
fansubs in meeting wider audience needs, helping to explain the later demand for commercial

retranslations such as Sohu’s.

8.2.1 The Most Frequent Strategy: Direct Translation

Overall, Direct Translation emerges as the most frequently employed strategy in F6’s version,
accounting for 26.73% of all cases (see Table 8.1). As a highly ST-oriented and minimally
interventional method, it represents one of the most straightforward approaches to subtitling,
demanding little cognitive effort to “transfer connotations or guide the TT audience in any way”

(Pedersen, 2011, p. 83).

Example 8-1a, Friends, SO1E03, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 1

Subtitles (F6)

Back Translation

Strategy

| personally could have a gallon of Alan.
AN LA R —pns A
| could personally drink a gallon of Alan.

Direct Translation

Original Dialogue 2

Subtitles (F6)

Back Translation

Strategy

Example 8-1b, Friends, SO1EQ9, CR Type: Ethnographic

Come on. An 80-foot inflatable dog let loose over the city. How often does that happen?

K, 80 FE R HIFE AL IT 2055 -
BREMH A2

Come on. Eighty-foot-long inflatable dogs roaming over the city.
What are the chances of that?

Direct Translation

Example 8-1c, Friends, SO1E15, CR Type: Ethnographic
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Original Dialogue 3 How about Tony's? If you finish a 32-ounce steak, it's free.
Subtitles (F6) RIBET anfer?
2N 32 I Himt S B
Back Translation How about Tony restaurant? Finish eating 32 ounces of steak, it's free.
Strategy Direct Translation

For example, in Examples 8-1a, 8-1b & 8-1c¢, conventional non-mainland Chinese units of
measurement (i.e., gallon, foot, ounce) were rendered exactly as in the source material, without
substitution or any mediation. While this version of the subtitles dates back to the early 2000s, it
aligns with findings from the previous chapter on subtitles from the early 2020s, where fansubs
similarly favoured preserving CRs in their original form (see Example 7-5b, Section 7.4.2). This
longstanding trend underscores the fansubbing ethos of retaining foreign elements while

remaining accessible to domestic audiences (see Chapter 6).

Example 8-2a, Friends, SO1E08, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue Me and the gang at Java Joe's.

Subtitles (F6) TARAI LR 12 RETF R

Back Translation Me and the guys photographed at Java Joe's place.
Strategy Direct Translation

Despite F6’s intent to remain straightforward and ST-oriented through direct translations, this
strategy sometimes resulted in CRs being inadequately, or even inaccurately, rendered in the TT.

Example 8-2a illustrates this issue.

According to the IMDb page for this specific episode, the CR “Java Joe’s” is as a precursor to
“Central Perk”, the café where the main characters regularly meet. And in this episode, a
character simply mentioned the café by this earlier name. F6’s literal rendering is faithful to the
ST at a lexical level but fails to signal the intended referent of a coffeehouse. In American English,
“Java” is a well-established slang term for coffee, a usage rooted in Java Island’s historical role
as a major coffee producer. While this association would be more readily accessible to the ST
audience, it is far less familiar to the mainland viewers, leaving the directly translated TT

semantically hollow.

In consequence, F6’s translation provides neither the intertextual cue within the series (that
“Java Joe’s” was the precursor to “Central Perk”) nor the broader cultural association with coffee.

Although this example may be dismissed as relatively minor, since proper names often invite
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ambiguity, the next case, Example 8-2b, illustrates a more significant instance in which Direct

Translation produces outright mistranslation rather than mere vagueness.

In this case, the CR “Pennsylvanian Dutch” poses a particular challenge. Although both
components, i.e., “Pennsylvanian” and “Dutch”, are individually straightforward to translate,
F6’s literal rendering as “a Dutch in Pennsylvania” misrepresents the term’s actual meaning. In
reality, “Pennsylvanian Dutch” refers not to Dutch nationals but to the descendants of early
German-speaking immigrants who settled in Pennsylvania before 1800 (Bronner and Brown,

2017).

Example 8-2b, Friends, SO1E21, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue - Hi, I'm Mon...Nana.
- Monana.
- It's Dutch.
- You're kidding. | spent three years in Amsterdam. [character started to speak Dutch]
- Pennsylvania Dutch.

Subtitles (F6) - RN JEE G
- FEIRGE
-5, REBZARZFE
- RAEFFBUENE B AT BT U W P HE T =4
- RN

Back Translation - My name is Monana.
-Monana.
-Yeah, it's a Dutch name.
- You’re kidding. | lived in Amsterdam for three years.
- I’m a Dutch in Pennsylvania.

Strategy Direct Translation

The humour of the scene depends entirely on this ethnographic nuance. The character, having
invented a false identity, is exposed when the person she is deceiving, who had “spent three
years in Amsterdam?”, begins speaking Dutch. To cover her lie, she improvises by claiming to be
Pennsylvanian Dutch. The joke works precisely because Pennsylvanian Dutch communities are

known not to speak Dutch, rendering her explanation both clumsy and absurd.

In this case, Direct Translation does more than distort the cultural and ethnographic
significance of the CR. It also generates misinformation in the TT and undermines the scene’s
humour. By missing the cultural specificity of the CR, the subtitles strip the exchange of its

intended irony, depriving the TT audience of the comedic effect accessible to the ST audience.

Similar issues appear in Examples 8-2c¢ and 8-2d, where “Chunky” and “The New School” are
rendered literally. Both function as CRs familiar to the American SC audience, serving as

punchlines accompanied by canned laughter even without visual cues. Their comedic impact
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relies on cultural recognition. “Chunky”, a Nestlé candy bar’ produced in New York, is a widely
recognised product; whereas “The New School”, an educational institution in New York City?, is
more infracultural, likely familiar to local or academic circles rather than the general public.
Within the show’s New York setting, both references resonate with a domestic audience, but

their recognition diminishes outside that context, especially for international audiences.

Example 8-2c, Friends, S01E23, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 1 I was looking at stuffed animals, and Susan wanted a_Chunky.
Subtitles (F6) A IR DLH FR AR S IRk

Back Translation | wanted to buy stuff toy and Susan wanted to buy “short and fat”.
Strategy Direct Translation

Example 8-2d, Friends, SO1E21, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 2 - Do | take classes at the New School?
- No.

Subtitles (F6) - R R Fak i
-BH

Back Translation - Have | taken lessons in a new school?
- No.

Strategy Direct Translation

The literal translations, i.e., “short and fat” for “Chunky” and “a new school” for “The New
School”, reduce these CRs to surface-level definitions that obscure their intended meanings.
Although quotation marks around “Chunky” mark it as a proper noun, this typographic signal
alone does not supply sufficient context, resulting in partial loss of meaning. Similarly, “The New
School” is stripped of its specificity as a cultural marker, comparable to the earlier case of

“Pennsylvanian Dutch”, where lexical accuracy came at the expense of cultural relevance.

Such examples demonstrate a recurring pattern in F6’s subtitles: Direct Translation applied
without sufficient bicultural consideration. This tendency can be partly attributed to the TC
audience’s more limited exposure to American references back in 2005, when these fansubs
were produced. Since then, however, socio-cultural shifts, such as the nationwide expansion of

English education (see Chapter 3), have raised audience expectations and cultural awareness.

" Available at:
https://web.archive.org/web/20180327161700/https://www.nestleusa.com/brands/chocolate/chunky
(Accessed 11 February 2025).

2 Available at: https://www.newschool.edu/ (Accessed 7 March 2025).
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These shifts render the F6 version a typical case of an “aged” translation, where evolving SC-TC

dynamics and shifting audience competencies create a demand for retranslations.

In sum, while Direct Translation is ST-oriented and preserves the foreignness of the original
text, it risks generating ambiguity or outright errors when cultural context is overlooked. This was
a common limitation of early fansubbing practices that often led to partial misinterpretation or
humour loss. As TA familiarity with the SC has increased, later commercial retranslations have
attempted to correct such shortcomings through more contextually sensitive strategies (see

Section 8.3).

8.2.2 “Minimax” Strategies: the exclusive usage of Complete Retention and Omission

As mentioned earlier, there are two types of strategies, i.e., Complete Retention and Omission,
that are almost exclusively employed in F6’s fansub and rarely used in any of the retranslations
(see Table 8.2). Interestingly, these two strategies represent opposite ends of the orientation
normative spectrum: Complete Retention, among the most ST-oriented approaches, preserves
the original CR in its entirety; while Omission, one of the most TT-oriented, removes the CR
altogether to prevent potentialcomprehensionissues for the TA. As Pedersen (2011, p. 96) notes,
when used responsibly, Omission effectively “stops a problematic foreign item from entering the
TT in any form at all”, and this strategy is fairly common in the subtitling practice where spatial
and temporal constraints often necessitate selective omission to maintain readability and

coherence for the TA.

Example 8-3a, Friends, SO1E12, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 1 [Character looks into a photo] Hey, when did you and Susan meet Huey Lewis?
Subtitles (F6) W, R AN 5 I AT 4 BHE LR Huey Lewis?

Back Translation Hey, when did you and Susan meet Huey Lewis?

Strategy Complete Retention

Example 8-3b, Friends, SO1E15, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 2 Sorry, that's, that's 'pathet’, which is Sanskrit for 'really cool way to live'.
Subtitles (F6) Hi#:, 7 pathet

FERLIE T AR AR 9 B35 77 50

Back Translation Sorry, it's pathet.
It's Sanskrit for cool lifestyle.

Strategy Complete Retention
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In the two examples above (Example 8-3a and 8-3b), Complete Retention is applied to two
different kinds of CRs: American singer and actor “Huey Lewis”, and a foreign term from a third
culture, “pathet”. However, the effectiveness of this strategy differs in each case due to the way

these references function within the dialogue and how they are delivered.

In the case of Huey Lewis, the referentitself serves a comedic purpose, as the main character
mistakenly identifies a female in the photograph as a male, i.e., Huey Lewis. The humour relies
on the audience recognising the referent’s appearance or at least their gender. However, F6’s
decision to retain the CR without additional context, although very ST-oriented, may resultin a
loss of meaning for its TA, who may not be familiar with the singer and thus miss the intended

reference and potentially reduce the impact of the line.

In contrast, the Sanskrit term “pathet”, which loosely translates to “a cool way to live”, does
not demand the same level of external knowledge. Within the dialogue, the character
immediately explains the term, using it as a display of intellectual superiority. Here, the humour
arises from the character’s often pretentious use of obscure vocabulary, so even if the TA does
not grasp the word fully, the ambiguity itself reinforces the comic effect. In this case, retention

as a strategy is actually quite effective.

While Complete Retention adheres closely to the ST, F6 also made frequent use of Omission,

primarily to enhance TT readability, as illustrated in Examples 8-4a to 8-4d.

Example 8-4a, Friends, SO1E08, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 1 Nothing, just your overcoat sounds remarkably like Brent Mussberger.
Subtitles (F6) Wt 4, RISNEIRYS

Back Translation Nothing. Your coat is noisy.

Strategy Omission

Example 8-4b, Friends, SO1E05, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 2 I just couldn't stop laughing at your Norman Mailer story.
Subtitles (F6) RIS A A

Back Translation | couldn’t stop laughing at your story.

Strategy Omission

Example 8-4c, Friends, SO1E16, CR Type: Intertextual

Original Dialogue 4 When Iwas 8, and | wouldn’t let her have my Judy Jetson thermos,

Subtitles (F6) K 8 Z i AL M F I HOKE
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Back Translation When I was 8 | didn’t give her my thermos

Strategy Omission

Example 8-4d, Friends, SO1E03, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 3 Hey, Pheebs, you gonna have the rest of that Pop Tart?
Subtitles (F6) e, PRIE RIS 2

Back Translation Pheebs, you still want to eat that?

Strategy Omission

The reference to Brent Mussberger (in Example 8-4a), an American sports broadcaster, occurs
during a scene where one of the characters, at a funeral, tries to discreetly listen to a football
game while maintaining an appearance of respect. He hides the radio in his coat to avoid being
noticed but is eventually caught when the volume becomes too loud. F6 omitted the reference to
Mussberger entirely, likely because he might not be considered widely recognisable to the TA at
the time. Instead, the subtitles use a more general description by referring to the coat as “noisy”.
This approach shifts the focus from a specific reference to a broader comedic situation, thereby
making the humour more accessible to the TA. However, while the joke is partially retained
through its absurdity, the omission also strips away the cultural specificity of the original
reference, ultimately compromising the authenticity of the viewing experience compared to that

of the SC audience.

Similar omissions occur in Examples 8-4b and 8-4c, where references to “your Norman Mailer
story” and “my Judy Jetson thermos” are simplified into “your story” and “my thermos”. These
changes preserve sentence structure but at the expense of intertextual depth. Such omissions
may reflect F6’s assumption that these CRs would be unfamiliar to the TA, but they may also
point to the subtitlers’ own limited familiarity with American literary or pop culture. Evidence
from Section 8.2.3, where F6 sometimes used glosses to explain CRs, suggests that these
omissions were not always systematic strategies but sometimes ad hoc responses to gaps in

knowledge.

In comparison, Example 8-4d can be seen as a more justifiable instance of intentional
omission. The CR “Pop Tart” is visually represented on screen, so reducing simply to “that” does
not necessarily hinder comprehension. Although “Pop Tart” is a well-known brand in the U.S., F6
may not have considered it culturally significant or recognisable enough for the TA. In this context,
Omission arguably makes the line more accessible, as otherwise aliteralrendering or other more
interventional approach might end up disrupting the flow of the scene, by drawing unnecessary

attention to a referent already clarified visually.
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The incorporation of both Complete Retention and Omission in F6’s fansub also suggests that
the group was not strictly guided by an ST-/TT-orientation dichotomy. Rather, they appear to have
relied on what Levy (1969, see Section 4.3.1) terms minimax strategies, i.e., solutions that aim
for a passable translation with minimal effort and intervention. Complete Retention can be seen
as one of the least-interventionist approaches, preserving the CR in its original form without
modification. Omission, though categorised in this study as falling outside the minimal-
change/intervention continuum (see Section 4.4), could nonetheless be seen in this minmax
sense, asinthe CRisremoved entirely, with no attempt to modify or replace it. In both cases, the
subtitles avoid engaging directly with the CR. The choice to employ such strategies likely reflects
the relatively low level of foreign cultural literacy in the TC at the time, much like the frequent
reliance on Direct Translation discussed earlier. Both subtitlers and audiences appear to have

accepted a lower threshold for what counted as adequate subtitling.

This pragmatic yet inconsistent use of strategies is characteristic of F6’s subtitles, which, as
the only available version at the time, faced no immediate competition. With little pressure to
refine their work or adopt more systematic approaches, minimax solutions were sufficient. As
cultural literacy and English education expanded, and as fansubbing communities proliferated,
the landscape, and with later commercial subtitling, became increasingly competitive. Once
multiple versions were available, audiences began to compare them more critically, which
pushed both fansubbers and later professionals to correct earlier mistranslations and adopt

more sophisticated strategies.

8.2.3 Other Early Fansubbing Features: In-text glosses only and outdated Official
Equivalents

Alongside F6’s preference for less interventional strategies and its reliance on minimax solutions,

two further traits stand out as characteristic of early 2000s fansubbing: the exclusive use of in-

text glosses and the persistence of outdated Official Equivalents. Both features highlight how

early fansubs balanced their commitment to informing audiences with the technical and cultural

constraints of the time.

The Exclusive Use of In-text Gloss

Despite a general tendency toward minimal intervention, with 62.5% of F6’s strategies fall into
minimal-change approaches (see Table 8.3), its subtitles did at times employ more
interventional strategies, such as glossing. Glossing is a defining feature of fansubbing practice,
reflecting both a desire to inform and a commitment to include the audience. As discussed in

Chapter 6, this practice responds to a strong epistemophilia among fan communities, rooted in
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the wish to preserve and share cultural and linguistic nuance rather than settling for a surface-

level, passable translation.

Yet, when F6 incorporated glosses, they were always confined to the subtitle line itself, i.e. in-
text glosses, rather than more dynamic forms such as standalone or repositioned glosses that
became common in later fansubbing practices. This pattern aligns with the findings in Chapter 6
(see Table 6.15), where other mid-2000s fansubs also relied entirely on in-text glosses. In this

sense, in-text glossing can be regarded as a defining feature of early fansubbingin the TC context.

This tendency can also be largely attributed to technical constraints, as the subtitling tools
available at the time offered only basic formatting and positioning options. Within these
limitations, in-text glosses were the most practical way to provide explanatory details while still

meeting fansubbers’ informative agenda.

Example 8-5, Friends, SO1E10, CR Type: Intertextual
Original Dialogue 1 The fifth dentist caved, and now they're all recommending Trident?

Subtitles (F6) FANFEMEATERT?
AT TELAE B HEFE Trident & L8 T2
(FEOR4: 4/5 FIFEHEFE Trident)

Back Translation And the fifth dentist has finally caved in?
They now all recommend Trident gum?

(cr I . 4/5 denti I Trident)

Strategy Complete Retention + Specification + in-text gloss

This practice is illustrated in Example 8-5 (above). The line “the fifth dentist caved, and now
they’re allrecommending Trident” alludes to the slogan “4 out of 5 dentists recommend Trident”
from a popular chewing gum commercial. Since this intertextual CR likely fell outside the TA’s
encyclopaedic knowledge, F6 added clarification, specifying that Trident is a chewing gum and
appending a bracketed gloss. The brackets distinguish the gloss from the dialogue while also
signalling that this line references an advertisement. Without this extra context, the “fifth dentist”

remark might otherwise appear random to the TA.

As subtitling technology advanced over time, greater access to more sophisticated software
has allowed later generations of subtitlers, including both fansubbers and, attimes, commercial
subtitlers, to position glosses more dynamically. These glosses can now appear in separate lines,
placed elsewhere on the screen, or seamlessly integrated into the frame itself (see Chapter 7).
These advancements in subtitling practices have improved readability and preserved the visual

integrity of the original media, ensuring a more refined and viewer-friendly presentation.
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Outdated Official Equivalents

One advantage of diachronic research on norms is its ability to trace how subtitling practices
evolve across different periods. In this case, retranslations also reveal variation between
patronages as well as reflect broader shifts in subtitling conventions over time. A particularly
clear marker of such shifts is the iteration of Official Equivalents, most evident in the translation

of film titles.

As mentioned in Chapter 2, during the early reform period, mainland China’s dubbing and
subtitling infrastructure was limited and still developing. As a result, mainland distributors often
relied on the established translation practices from Taiwan and Hong Kong, both of which had a
head start in foreign film translation (Yu, 1993). Consequently, many films circulated in the
mainland were initially under Taiwanese or Hong Kong titles, which functioned as de facto official

equivalents at the time.

When restrictions on foreign imports later eased, films began to receive new official titles
sanctioned by mainland authorities. This created a transitional phase, in which earlier
equivalents, already familiar to the mainland audiences, gradually gave way to updated mainland

versions. F6’s subtitles, produced in 2005, reflect this moment of overlap, as seen in Examples

8-6a and 8-6b.
Example 8-6a, Friends, SO1E19, CR Type: Intertextual
Original Dialogue 1 This is me in The Sound of Music.
Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation, 2012)
B CE R MK KRB ABFLZE)
Back Translation This is me playing in “Truth, Goodness and Beauty” This is me playing in Sound of Music
Strategy Official Equivalent Official Equivalent

Example 8-6b, Friends, SO1E21, CR Type: Intertextual

Original Dialogue 2 Did you ever see Dead Poets Society?

Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation, 2012)
B iLF R 2 &I _CGETRrAEY 1

Back Translation Have you seen Spring Wind and Rain? Have you seen Dead Poets Club?

Strategy Official Equivalent Official Equivalent

lllustrated above, both “Truth, Goodness, and Beauty” (Chinese: H 333, for The Sound of
Music) and “Spring Wind and Rain” (Chinese: % X {L[, for Dead Poet Society), used in F6’s
subtitles, were the official Taiwanese titles of these films, rooted in established Chinese idioms.

The former conveys moral values directly, while the latter metaphorically praises teachers
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through the image of spring wind and nourishing rain. Such poetic renderings exemplify a
common practice in Taiwan, where translated film titles often offered audiences a thematic

preview.

By contrast, later mainland Official Equivalents (such as Sohu’s), i.e., literally “sound of music”
and “dead poets (or poem) club”, adopt more literal approaches. Though less evocative, they

align more closely with the ST, reflecting a tendency consistent with the Retranslation Hypothesis.

This diachronic shift, from Taiwanese idiomatic titles to updated mainland equivalents,
illustrates both changing translation conventions and evolving audience expectations as
mainland China has developed (and still been developing) its own subtitling infrastructure. It
further exemplifies the broader transition in Simplified Chinese subtitling as Taiwan and Hong

Kong gradually ceded their earlier influence on mainland authorities.

8.3 The First Retranslation: Sohuin 2012

8.3.1 Introduction

From the early 2010s, several mainland streaming platforms, which had previously focused on
domestic content, began acquiring licenses for Anglophone series, especially American ones.
This move, supported by major investments in licensing (Sun, 2014), reflected both the
established demand fostered by fansubs since the early 2000s and a gradual turn away from
piracy. Among these platforms, Sohu stood out. It not only imported a wide range of American
series but also created a dedicated catalogue under the fan-coined term meiju (Chinese: 35,
literally, American dramas), thereby attracting and legitimising audiences who had long engaged

with foreign television through unofficial channels.

In 2012, Sohu became the first platform to legally stream Friends in mainland China, a
milestone for viewers accustomed to F6’s fansubbed versions. Its release included subtitles
prepared for the extended cut of the series, an unusual choice, since most international
distributors used the original NBC broadcast length, with extended editions typically limited to
DVDs'. By offering this rarer version, Sohu positioned itself as fan-oriented in a way that even

Netflix U.S. later did not.

Beyond episode length, Sohu also integrated fandom-oriented features into its platform,

including interactive elements such as fan surveys, a “Friends loyalty test”, and dedicated

T Available at: https://www.looper.com/1399346/friends-why-two-versions-sitcom-syndicated-unedited-
dvd/ (Accessed 20 February 2025).
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sections like “What Friends Has Taught Us” and “Friends in China” on the series’ official
streaming page'. Additionally, Sohu also encouraged viewer engagement via Sina Weibo (a
mainland Chinese equivalent for Twitter, or X) hashtags. These initiatives brought fandom-driven
practices into an officially sanctioned space, bridging grassroots participation with commercial

distribution.

From providing the extended cuts to including fandom-friendly features, these strategies both
marked a turning point for Friends in mainland China and reflected the broader cultural climate
of the early 2010s, when foreign, particularly Anglophone, media was entering mainstream
circulation under relatively lenient state regulation. By acknowledging the existing fan culture
and incorporating its practices, Sohu set a precedent for later commercial subtitling, mirroringin
many ways the evolutionary trajectory observed in later fansubbing practice discussed in the

previous two chapters.

8.3.2 Norm Variations

In line with the broader cultural trend toward global media consumption in the TC, this shift is
also reflected in Sohu’s subtitling strategies. As shown in Tables 8-4 and 8-5, while the overall
orientation between F6’s fansubs and Sohu’s retranslation differs only marginally (Sohu being
just 0.17% more ST-oriented), the latter shows a marked increase in intervention, with an 18.34%

rise in interventional strategies compared to its predecessor.

Table 8.4 Sohu’s orientation tendency compared with F6’s

Strategy F6 SOHU Tendency
N % N %
Complete Retention 9 1
Transliteration 37 21
60.47% 60.64% ST-oriented
Direct Translation 85 53
Specification 22 38
Generalisation 66 59
Substitution 12 39.53% 14 39.36% TT-oriented
Omission 22 1
Total 253 100% 187 100%

This pattern suggests a deliberate effort by Sohu to correct potential mistranslations in F6’s
version through more interventionist choices, most notably the increased use of glosses. The

significance of this shift lies both in the sheer frequency of glossing and in the fact that this was

" Available at: https://tv.sohu.com/s2012/friends/ (Accessed 20 February 2025).
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the first-time commercial subtitles in the TC openly adopted a technique previously associated
with fansubbing. Through traditionally regarded as less professional within commercial AVT,

glossing here signals a more audience-sensitive approach.

Table 8.5 Sohu’s interventional tendency compared with F6’s

Strategy Fé SOHU Tendency
N % N %
Complete Retention 9 1
Transliteration 37 21
62.50% 44.16% Minimal Changes
Direct Translation 85 53
Official Equivalent 54 66
Specification 22 38
Generalisation 66 59
Substitution 12 14
37.50% 55.84% Interventional
Gloss 0 0
+in-text gloss 1 30
+gloss 0 35
Total 296 100% 317 100%

Sohu’s subtitles for Friends thus demonstrate a hybrid orientation, which are fan-friendly in
their willingness to supplement contextthrough glosses, yet also professionalin their systematic
effort to restore previously omitted CRs and avoid mistranslations. These strategies were not
simply about improving readability, but about preserving the cultural essence of the ST for
audiences who were becoming increasingly familiar with Western media. This approach reflects
both growing accessibility to foreign cultural content and shifting expectations among a more

engaged and media-literate TA.

The following section examines these interventional strategies in greater detail, highlighting
how Sohu’s subtitles correct earlier errors, provide additional context for CRs, and strategically

deploy glosses to enhance comprehension while retaining the original’s cultural resonance.

8.3.3 Increased Implementation of Interventional Strategies

Improving Accuracy: Correcting Earlier Mistranslations

In response to the limitations of Direct Translation as a subtitling strategy in the initial F6 fansubs
as discussed in Section 8.2.1, Sohu’s commercial subtitles in 2012, not even a decade later,
demonstrate a more adept ability to accurately render the source material. This improvement
can likely be attributed to the involvement of more professionals in contrast to their fansubbing
predecessors, who were entirely unpaid and worked voluntarily in an era with relatively lower SC

literacy and less cultural familiarity.
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At the same time, the continuity of certain strategies, most notably glossing, also raises the
possibility of personnel transfer between the two domains (see Chapter 7). Some fansubbers
may have moved into professional subtitling and carried their practices with them, blurring the
boundary between amateur and institutional norms. While direct evidence of such migration is
limited (and not the focus of this research), the overlap suggests that fan-driven techniques not
only influenced commercial subtitling from the outside but may also have been internalised

through the movement of practitioners themselves.

Example 8-7a, Friends, SO1E21, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 1 Pennsylvanian Dutch.

Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation, 2012)
FREMBFEZA RRERRYERTMA

Back Translation I’m a Dutch in Pennsylvania. I'm a Pennsylvanian of German descent.

Strategy Direct Translation Generalisation

Example 8-7b, Friends, SO1E23, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 2 | was looking at stuffed animals, and Susan wanted a_Chunky.

Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation, 2012)

Main Subtitle A S TR0 A AR SE SRR FARLA TGS 758 LTG5 ke

Gloss Chunky -4 HLK — 3K & IR T v /T 1

Back Translation I wanted to buy stuff toy and Susan wanted to buy | wanted to buy stuff toy. Susan wanted to buy chocolate
(Main subtitle) “short and fat”. bar.

(Gloss) / Chunky is a Nestlé chocolate bar containing nuts.
Strategy Direct Translation Generalisation + Gloss

In the same examples of “Pennsylvania Dutch” and “Chunky” discussed earlier, Sohu’s
retranslation (as seen in Example 8-7a and 8-7b above) manages to convey the correct meaning

of the CRs through more interventional strategies, such as Generalisation and + gloss.

For instance, “Pennsylvanian Dutch” is clarified as “a Pennsylvanian of German descent”, an
intervention that sacrifices brevity but captures the ethnographic nuance and restores the
humour built on the false equivalence with “Dutch”. Similarly, Sohu’s retranslation of “Chunky”
attempts to improve F6’s literal rendering, i.e., “short and fat”. By generalising it to “a chocolate
bar” in the main subtitle, while providing a more detailed gloss with additional, even trivial,
context (such as the manufacturer “Nestlé”, the product type “a chocolate bar”, and its

ingredients “nuts”), the referent is very clearly explained and described to the TA.

The division of strategies here is clear. The main subtitle ensures accessibility for general

viewers, while the gloss caters to more engaged audiences seeking cultural depth. This

187



Chapter 8

combined strategy mirrors later fansubbing practices (post-2015, see Chapter 6), which
increasingly balanced inclusivity with epistemophilia. By adopting this fan-driven model, Sohu
aimed to improve semantic accuracy as well as acknowledging fandom’s appetite for contextual
enrichment. Such choices set Sohu apart from subsequent platforms like Netflix and Bilibili (see

Sections 8.4 and 8.5), which pursued very different subtitling priorities.

Enhancing Clarity: Providing Additional Glosses

As previously noted (see Section 8.2.3), early fansubs did employ glossing, but only in the form
of in-text glosses (N=11), likely due to technical limitations at the time. By contrast, Sohu’s
commercial retranslation makes much heavier use of glosses (see Table 8.5): in-text glosses
remain common (N=30), but there is also a notable rise in the “+ gloss” format (N=35), where
explanations appear in separate lines. As argued in Chapter 6, this format allows for more
information than in-text glosses, which are confined to the subtitle line and therefore tend to be

concise.

For instance, in the same “noisy coat” example discussed in Section 8.2.2, F6 omits the CR
“Brent Musburger” altogether. In contrast, Sohu’s retranslation (see Example 8-8a below) retains
the CR, consistent with the Retranslation Hypothesis by reverting to the ST through transliteration.
Recognising, however, that the reference might still be unfamiliar to the TA, Sohu supplements it
with an in-text gloss identifying Brent Musburger as a sports commentator. This balances fidelity
with accessibility but differs from the more elaborate “+ gloss” format seen in the “Chunky”
example, where added context is presented in separate lines. In-text glosses, by comparison,

provide concise clarification, maintaining clarity without interrupting the flow of the subtitle.

Therefore, in-text glosses are most commonly employed to clarify straightforward references,
such asjob titles, brief descriptions, or instances of language variation. Examples 8-8b and 8-8c

illustrate this well.

Example 8-8a, Friends, SO1E21, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 1 Nothing, just your overcoat sounds remarkably like Brent Mussberger.

Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation, 2012)
B4, RE £ /H Wb N . .
Bft4, fRisERY el RIOSDEIT | 3R (R AT T A PP A
A]
Back Translation Nothing. Your coat is noisy. Nothing, your coat sounds like Brent Mussberger [sports
commentator].
Strategy Omission Transliteration + in-text gloss

Example 8-8b, Friends, SO1E21, CR Type: Ethnographic
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Original Dialogue 1 - Excuse me?
- There's an open call for Cats. I'm thinking we go down there, sing "Memories".

Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation, 2012)
-4 -4
- R IR A — A EE RARTRAT R AR B {27 - Y REAT — N JRAEIRATT AT L2 0E _CBIZ) R
£ |
Back Translation -What? -What?
- There is still an open spot for the “Cats” musical. - There is still an open spot for the “Cats” musical.
| think we can go sing “Memories”. | think we can go sing “Memories” [fam ngin th
musical].
Strategy Direct Translation Direct Translation + in-text gloss

Example 8-8c, Friends, SO1E15, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 2 - Cappuccino.
- Grazie
Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation, 2012)
- W EKANE]
Back Translation Cappuccino. - Cappuccino.
- Thank you [ltalian].
Strategy Omission Direct Translation + in-text gloss

In the first case, the CR “Memories”, a well-known number from Cats, was initially rendered
literally in F6’s version, whereas the Sohu retranslation adds concise context, explicitly

identifying it as afamous song from the musical for viewers who may not recognise the reference.

In the second case, F6 omits the line entirely when a character thanks the barista with a
“Grazie” in Italian, likely for its brevity and the fact that gratitude is already visually conveyed.
Sohu, by contrast, retains the line and adds an in-text gloss marking it as Italian. This strategy
preserves the linguistic diversity of the scene while also signals Sohu’s commitment to faithfully

rendering the source material well.

By ensuring that even subtle cultural and linguistic details are retained, Sohu demonstrates
an approach reminiscent of fansubbing practice, which often prioritises the SC for the TA. At the
same time, as a commercial platform, this strategy also enhances Sohu’s reputation by
positioning it as both culturally attentive and responsive to audience expectations. Beyond in-
text glosses, which by nature remain concise, Sohu’s frequent use of the “+ gloss” format in

separate lines further demonstrates this commitment.

Example 8-9a, Friends, SO1E21, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue - That's probably because of your Amish background.
- What?
- You're Pennsylvania Dutch, right?

- Right. Till | bought a blow dryer. Then | was shunned.
Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation, 2012)

(Main subtitte) - R 4 T i LR TR 5 5
A R
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- ARASSE M A 22 A - IR R A e T AT
-%, HFRE T RRNIBE S - HRARE T RRNL BB OZE
(Gloss) / TIEEHOR 5 Az B AL e i R AE S
Back Translation - Because you have Amish heritage. - That's probably because of your Mennonite religion
(Main subtitle) -What? background.
- Aren’tyou a Dutch from Pennsylvania? -What?
- Yes, until | bought a hair dryer and was banished - Aren’t you a Pennsylvanian of German descent?
from the village. - Yeah, until | bought a hair dryer and got banished.
(Gloss) / Mennonites live an agrarian lifestyle away from
technological products.
Strategy Direct Translation + Generalisation Direct Translation + Official Equivalent + gloss

In Example 8-9a, returning to the “Pennsylvania Dutch” scene, the characters engage in a
follow-up exchange. One character, who had earlier lied about being Pennsylvania Dutch, is
confronted with areference to her supposed “Amish background”. Caught off guard, likely having
forgotten her previous fabrication, she escalates the lie by claiming she was banished from her
community for using a blow dryer, an exaggeration of stereotypes surrounding Amish and
Mennonite rejection of modern technology. The humour in this scene thus relies heavily on the
audience’s understanding of the two ethnographic references (i.e., the Pennsylvania Dutch and
Amish communities) and the relationship between them, particularly their distinct cultural

practices.

While F6’s subtitles remain largely ST-oriented, a certain level of cultural knowledge is
essential to fully appreciate the comic effect. As such, the lack of explanation for these cultural
references may lead to confusion or reduced comprehension for the TA. This likely explains why
Sohu’s retranslations include additional contextual information, by updating “Amish” to the
Official Equivalent “Mennonite religion” and adding a gloss explaining their agrarian, technology-
averse lifestyle. This additional gloss allows for a more detailed explanation compared to in-text

glosses, offering the necessary cultural background for its TA.

A similar pattern is evident in Example 8-9b, where a character is called “Yoko”, an allusion to
Yoko Ono and her association with the breakup of the band Beatles. The initial subtitle specifies
her full name, following TC convention, but leaves the allusion unexplained. Sohu’s retranslation,
however, supplements the reference with a gloss that makes the connection explicit. This

ensures that the CR, as well as the underlying joke, remain accessible to the TA.

Example 8-9b, Friends, SO1E10, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue - Hi, Max.
-Yoko.

Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation, 2012)
- Bt - iR G
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-, INEFRET BT
M ETF RS TR RAT &
Back Translation - Max -Hi Max.
- Hi, Yoko Ono. - Yoko.
Yoko On the members of the Beatles to fall
out.
Strategy Specification Direct Translation + gloss

With a good number of examples, to conclude briefly, Sohu’s use of glosses represents a
notable shift in the TC commercial subtitling industry, directly drawing on fansubbing
conventions. Whereas commercial platforms often favour simplification for the sake of broad
accessibility (see Chapter 7), Sohu adopts a more inclusive strategy that mirrors fansubbing

practices valuing cultural explanation and audience engagement.

Preserving Nuance: Restoring Omitted CRs

Beyond glossing, Sohu’s retranslation also employs more interventional strategies, particularly
Specification (see Table 8.4). This mediating approach clarifies references that in F6’s fansubs
were often retained unmediated, transliterated without explanation, or omitted altogether (see
Section 8.2). By doing so, Sohu makes previously ambiguous CRs more comprehensible, bridging

cultural gaps without relying solely on glosses. See the below three instances for example.

In Example 8-10a, the CR “Danielle Steel” refers to a possibly well-known American author
among the SC audience, i.e., a monocultural reference, and is used in the original dialogue by a
love-struck character to describe her romantic feelings. The initial F6 subtitle simply retains the
name, assuming either recognition or inference from context. In contrast, Sohu’s retranslation
specifies Steel’s association with the romance genre and explicitly links the character’s
emotions to the type of literature she is referencing to, i.e., romance. Without this clarification,
the metaphoricalweight of the reference anditsrole in reinforcing the character’s sentiment may

not be represented in full to the TA.

Example 8-10a, Friends, SO1E12, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 1 I mean, I'm feeling things I've read about in Danielle Steel books you know?

Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation, 2012)
FRIUAE (¥ K5 H AT 7F Danielle Steele (K145 7 #6744 FRINAEA T BB IR K538 R IR 2 B AN i (1) & 5
2.

Back Translation The way I'm feeling right now can only be found in I'm feeling like in a Danielle Steel romance novel.
Danielle Steele" ks.

Strategy Complete Retention Specification

Example 8-10b, Friends, SO1E18, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 2 Allright. Cincinnati. No blinds. Everybody, ante.
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Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation, 2012)
ARG T, T il EEIPRPLEE FIEI

Back Translation No blinds, ante. Come on. Cincinnati style, ante.

Strategy Omission Specification

Example 8-10c, Friends, SO1E14, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue 3 That's right, each. And a rob roy.

Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation, 2012)

Xt BANE B EPFE X RN BRI RRER
Back Translation That’s right, a bottle of rob roy each. That’s right, each. And a bottle of rob roy whisky too.
Strategy Transliteration Specification

Similarly, in Example 8-10b, the CR “Cincinnati” appears within a poker game setting, which
is very much visible on screen. The initial F6 subtitle omits the reference completely, simplifying
the line within the already established poker context of the scene. While this omission prevents
potential confusion among non-expert viewers, it comes at the cost of a semantic loss of the
original dialogue. Sohu’s retranslation, in turn, restores the referent and specifies that it denotes
a particular poker style, thus preserving the reference while still keeping it intelligible for viewers

unfamiliar with the game.

A similar intervention appears in Example 8-10c, where the CR “Rob Roy” is initially handled
through bare transliteration. As argued in Chapter 6, this strategy contributes little to semantic
transfer. The Sohu retranslation improves on this transliteration by specifying that Rob Roy is a
whisky, ensuring that the reference functions meaningfully without the need for further

elaboration.

To wrap up this section, Sohu’s subtitles consistently address gaps left in the initial fansubs
by clarifying CRs that would otherwise risk ambiguity or miscomprehension. This shift toward a
more interventionist approach aligns with the Retranslation Hypothesis, which holds that later
retranslations refine earlier versions and move closer to the ST. Notably, this retranslation
represents a significant step in the commercial subtitling industry within the TC context, as it
integrates fansubbing techniques and ideologies that were once exclusive to non-commercial,
grassroot practices. Sohu’s retranslation emerged during a period of substantial social and
cultural transformation, when the TC became increasingly receptive to globalised media. The
loosening of state control, coupled with the growing influence of the internet and international
media consumption, created a unique momentin the history of subtitling in mainland China. This

short-lived phase allowed for a more dynamic and diverse cultural exchange in the commercial
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subtitling landscape, which, unfortunately, has not been sustained in the subsequent decade

(see Bilibili’s case in Section 8.5.).

8.4 The Revised Version: Netflix around 2015

8.4.1 Introduction

Before analysing the quantitative and qualitative data for this section, itis necessary to note that
Netflix’s version of Friends is unlikely to be a newly commissioned retranslation. Instead, the

evidence indicates that it represents a revision of Sohu’s 2012 subtitles.

As outlined in Chapter 7, Netflix differs from mainland Chinese platforms such as Sohu or
Bilibili not only in terms of its patronage but also in its TA. Since Netflix is unavailable in mainland
China, its Simplified Chinese subtitles were very much likely intended for TL viewers in other
Netflix-accessible regions. These audiences may differ from mainland viewers in language
proficiency and viewing habits, which in turn could shape subtitling strategies. Moreover, since
Netflix’s subtitles are not subject to mainland Chinese state regulation, one might expect

significant divergence from versions produced under domestic constraints.

However, a preliminary examination suggests otherwise. Netflix’s subtitles are almost
identical to Sohu’s 2012 release and, unlike the platform’s usual practice’, do not include
subtitle credits by the end of each episode. This indicates that Netflix’s version, rather than a full-
scale retranslation, aligns more closely with what Paloposki and Koskinen (2010) describe as

revisions, likely motivated by pragmatic concerns such as cost or speed of release.

According to Paloposki and Koskinen (2010), retranslation entails the creation of a new
translation where one already exists, typically introducing new stylistic, linguistic, or ideological
approaches. Revision, by contrast, involves working primarily from an existing translation rather
than producing a new version directly from the ST, and may range from minor surface-level

changes to extensive rewriting.

In Netflix’s Friends subtitles, the changes are minimal: glosses found in Sohu’s version have
been removed (see Table 8.1), in line with commercial subtitling standards that avoid glossing.
Additional alterations are largely confined to minor corrections, unit conversions, and

terminology updates.

T Available at: https://partnerhelp.netflixstudios.com/hc/en-us/articles/115000303072-What-is-my-
responsibility-when-it-comes-to-supplying-Netflix-with-translator-credits (Accessed on: 6 Sept 2025)
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The inclusion of Netflix’s version in this study is justified not by the scale of its textual
interventions but by what it reveals about subtitling norms. While retranslation and revision are
theoretically distinct, both represent adaptive processes shaped by external pressures,
including sociocultural shifts, financial considerations, industry conventions, and audience
expectations. As Koskinen (2018) observe, the choice between revision and retranslation may be
influenced by factors such as gender or genre. For the present study, however, the distinction is
less critical. What matters is that Netflix’s version, though closer to a revision, offers a useful
perspective on how platform-specific policies and global industry standards influence subtitling

practices beyond state-governed supervision.

8.4.2 Norm variations

Tables 8-6 and 8-7 summarise the orientation and interventional tendencies of the three subtitle
versions'. Compared with Sohu’s 2012 retranslation, Netflix’s revision displays a 16.72%
decrease in intervention, primarily due to the removal of glosses, though it remains marginally
more interventionistthan the F6 fansub (+1.62%). In orientation, Netflix shows a modestincrease

in ST-orientation relative to F6 (+5.48%).

Table 8.6 Netflix’s orientation tendency compared with F6’s and Sohu’s

F6 SOHU NETFLIX
Complete Retention 9 3.56% 1 0.53% 1 0.43%
Transliteration 37 14.62% 60.47% 21 11.17% 60.64% 29 12.50% 65.95%
Direct Translation 85 33.60% 53 28.19% 79 34.05%
Specification 22 8.70% 39 20.74% 44 18.97%
Generalisation 66 26.09% 59 31.38% 63 27.16%
Substitution 12 4.74% 39.53% 14 7.45% 39.36% 15 6.47% 34.05%
Omission 22 8.70% 1 0.53% 1 0.43%

253  100.00% 100% 188 100.00% 100% 232 100.00% 100%

Table 8.7 Netflix’s interventional tendency compared with F6’s and Sohu’s

F6 SOHU NETFLIX
Complete Retention 9 3.04% 1 0.32% 1 0.32%
62.50% 44.16% 60.88%
Transliteration 37 12.50% 21 6.62% 29 9.15%

I Before comparing the statistics, it is necessary to clarify why two nearly identical versions (Sohu’s
retranslation and Netflix’s revision) nonetheless produce variationsin Tables 8-6 and 8-7. Although the two
versions are textually very similar, the difference arises from the treatment of glosses. As explained in
Chapter 5 (section 5.4), glosses are coded as overriding strategies in the quantitative analysis. Because
Netflix removed glosses while otherwise preserving Sohu’s translations, items coded as “+ gloss” in Sohu
reappear as their base strategies (e.g. Direct Translation) in Netflix. This methodological rule accounts for
the slightly higher ST-orientation in Netflix’s data despite the overall similarity of the two versions.
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Direct Translation 85 28.72% 53 16.72% 79 24.92%
Official Equivalent 54 18.24% 65 20.50% 84 26.50%
Specification 22 7.43% 39 12.30% 44 13.88%
Generalisation 66 22.30% 59 18.61% 63 19.87%
Substitution 12 4.05% 14 4.42% 15 4.73%
37.50% 55.84% 39.12%
Gloss 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00%
+in-text gloss 11 3.72% 30 9.46% 0 0.00%
+gloss 0 0.00% 35 11.04% 2 0.63%
296  100.00% 100% 317 100.00% 100% 317  100.00% 100%

At first sight, this pattern appears inconsistent with Pedersen’s (2011, p. 101) claim that
subtitlers are “unlikely to intervene to make a TT more foreignized” (see Chapter 7). The
explanation lies in Netflix’s use of Specification. Rather than clarifying CRs via glosses, Netflix
tends to specify terms directly, thereby increasing intervention while simultaneously heightening
ST-orientation. This practice demonstrates how revision can complicate the assumed
correlation between intervention and domestication. Examples 8-11a and 8-11b (below)

illustrate this pattern.

In Example 8-11a, the CRs “Showtime”, “HBQO”, and “Cinemax” are generalised as “movie
station” in the initial F6 fansub, a strategy that prioritises accessibility at the expense of
specificity. Sohu’s retranslation, by contrast, retains the original terms, reflecting a strongly ST-
oriented approach. Netflix largely follows Sohu but introduces a subtle modification by adding
the clarification “television network” to the CR “Showtime”. This adjustment suggests a
deliberate anticipation of audience expectations: while “HBO” and “Cinemax” were judged
recognisable enough to remain untranslated, “Showtime” was deemed to require explanation.
The intervention illustrates how Netflix’s revision, though minimal overall, strategically targets

areas where its intended Simplified Chinese audience might need additional support.

Example 8-11a, Friends, SO1E11, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue Weekend At Bernie's is on Showtime, HBO, and Cinemax.
1

Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation 1, 2012) Netflix (Retranslation 2, c. 2015)
iV - A-RERE A TLiN-7 Showtime HBO fi! Cinemax #f Showtime H3AK . HBO Al
IEFERE CEMEERZED) W Cinemax
IEERE CEREMRZE) T
Back Translation ~The movie station has lots of good = Showtime, HBO, and_ Cinemax are all Showtime television network, HBO,
movies. play Weekend At Bernie’s. and_Cinemax are all play Weekend At
Bernie’s.
Strategy Generalisation Complete Retention Specification

Example 8-11b, Friends, SO1E18, CR Type: Intertextual

Original Dialogue Bye Bye Birdie!
2

Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation 1, 2012) Netflix (Retranslation 2, c. 2015)
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... "BRT .S HEEE T (BAY
Back Translation Goodbye...little bird “Goodbye...little bird” [movie title] Goodbye Birdy
Strategy Direct Translation Direct Translation + in-text gloss Specification

Asimilar patternisvisible in Example 8-11b, which involves the intertextual CR Bye Bye Birdie!,
a reference to a 1963 musical and Broadway production. F6 renders this literally as
“Goodbye...little bird”, reducing the reference to a generic farewell and losing its intertextual
force. Sohu adds an in-text gloss (“[movie title]”), signalling the CR despite the absence of an
official Chinese equivalent. Netflix, however, translates the CRas (& A\) (literally, Birdman),
most likely due to confusion with the film Birdy (1984). While the use of guillemets (“ () ”)
correctly marks it as a title, the mistranslation undermines accessibility by replacing one cultural

reference with another.

This example highlights a key limitation of commercial subtitling. Professional practices
streamline form and avoid glosses, but they do not always ensure cultural accuracy. By contrast,
as discussed in Chapters 6 and 7, later fansubbing practices often demonstrate greater
contextual research and explanatory commitment. Netflix’s selective revisions therefore reveal
the platform’s broader agenda: to update and standardise earlier subtitles in line with
institutional guidelines and audience assumptions. Even when minimal or flawed, such revisions

function as strategically motivated interventions rather than mechanical updates.

Beyond Specification, two additional patterns emerge in Netflix’s revision: the conversion of

units via Substitution and the adoption of Official Equivalents.

Example 8-12, Friends, SO1EQ09, CR Type: Ethnographic
Original Dialogue Come on. An 80-foot inflatable dog let loose over the city.
Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation 1, 2012) Netflix (Retranslation 2, c. 2015)
K, 80 FRAKHIFE UMM £ kil 80 JERMFE MM Laiies SR 24 RE78 8
Back Translation ~Come on. An 80-foot long inflatable = Come on. An 80-foot inflatable dog Come on. An 24-meter inflatable dog
dog roaming over the city sky. roaming over the city sky. roaming over the city sky.
Strategy Direct Translation Direct Translation Substitution

In Example 8-12, the CR “80-foot” is rendered literally in both F6 and Sohu, but in Netflix’s
revision itis converted into the metric equivalent “24-meter”. This substitution reflects Netflix’s
Timed Text Style Guides (TTSGs) for Simplified Chinese, which mandate conversion of imperial
measurements into the metric system unless plot-relevant (see Chapter 7). Unlike its
predecessors, Netflix’s version thus prioritises standardisation and ease of comprehension for a

Simplified Chinese-speaking audience, sparing viewers the effort of converting units themselves.
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Later fansubbing conventions, by contrast, tend to retain the imperial unit while adding a gloss
with the metric equivalent. Such a hybrid approach arguably balances fidelity to the ST with
accessibility in the TC, offering a more inclusive solution than either strict foreignization or full
domestication. The absence of glosses in commercial versions once again underscores the
divide between fansubbing and professional subtitling. Regardless of how “fan-friendly” a
commercial platform might appear (e.g., Sohu, see Section 8.3), it just simply cannot replicate
the community-driven ethos of fansubbing, which privileges explanation and cultural mediation.
Commercial subtitles remain more bound by efficiency-oriented industry norms, which

discourage such interventions in favour of fluency and standardisation.

Yet Standardisation is certainly not merely restrictive. In certain contexts it enhances
consistency, improves accessibility, and over time reflects rising levels of foreign cultural literacy
inthe TC. As audiences become more familiar with foreign CRs, ready-made Official Equivalents
emerge, reducingreliance on ad hoc or descriptive strategies. The following examples (8-13a and
8-13b) illustrate this process, showing how foreign references undergo revision and regulation

through the process of retranslation.

Example 8-13a, Friends, SO1E06, CR Type: Geographical

Original Dialogue Suddenly, we realized we were in Yemen.
1

Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation 1, 2012) Netflix (Retranslation 2, c. 2015)
RRBATRIE CHLEMT] RRBATRILE S LEMT] RRBATRIE CHEW]

Back Translation  Suddenly we found we were in Suddenly we found we were in Yemen. Suddenly we found we were in
Yemen. Yemen.

Strategy Transliteration Transliteration Official Equivalent

Example 8-13b, Friends, SO1E12, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Dialogue If you'd told me vegetarian lasagna, | would've made vegetarian lasagna.

2

Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation 1, 2012) Netflix (Retranslation 2, c. 2015)
IR AR SRR IRAR S RS B AR R IR H R R ERRT B
REREF RASGHRBHENT. RSB HREERNT ey 2 NG eI

Back Translation  If you told me you want vegetarian  If you told me you want vegetarian If you told me you want vegetarian
noodles, | would’ve made you noodles, | would’ve made you vegetarian lasagna, | would’ve made you
vegetarian ones. ones. vegetarian ones.

Strategy Generalisation Generalisation Official Equivalent

In Example 8-13a, the retranslations reflect a deliberate move toward standardisation. The CR
“Yemen” is transliterated as “M-[]” (ye’men) in both the initial fansubs and Sohu’s version, but
revised in Netflix’s subtitles to “%]7]”. adopting the Official Equivalent of the country’s name in
the TT. This shift from “IH” to “1” illustrates the evolution of linguistic conventions: earlier

translations relied on provisional transliterations in the absence of an established equivalent. A
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parallel development is evident in Example 8-13b, where “lasagna”, previously generalised as
simply “noodles,” is updated in Netflix’s version to the official translation “T/Z[f”, providing a
more precise and culturally appropriate rendering. These revisions demonstrate how
retranslations promote terminological consistency by aligning subtitles with prevailing
equivalents, while also signalling increased confidence in the TA’s familiarity with foreign CRs.
They thus reflect a broader shift away from excessive mediation as SC literacy expands within

the TC context.

8.4.3 Conclusion

Netflix’s version of Friends constitutes a revision rather than a full retranslation, with changes
shaped less by stylistic intervention than by commercial subtitling standards and platform-
specific policies. The removal of glosses, the specification of CRs, and the systematic conversion
of units follow prescriptive guidelines designed to enhance accessibility and readability (see
Chapter 7). At the same time, the increased use of Official Equivalents reflects a gradual rise in
SC literacy and the ongoing standardisation of foreign terms within the TC. Overall, Netflix’s
minimal revisions demonstrate how even small-scale interventions can regulate subtitling
practice, enforcing industry standards while also signalling shifting assumptions about the TA’s

cultural competence.

8.5 Bilibili’s retranslationin 2022: The one with censorship

8.5.1 Norm Variations

Bilibili’s 2022 version of Friends diverges significantly from Sohu’s 2012 retranslation and
Netflix’s revision, above all because of its extensive censorship, ideological modifications, and
strict regulatory compliance. While all three represent commercial retranslations of the initial F6
fansubs, Bilibili’s subtitles emerge as the least ST-oriented (Table 8.8) yet the most interventional
(Table 8.9). This tendency reflects not only linguistic and cultural mediation but also the imprint

of state-imposed constraints on foreign media within the TC context.

Table 8.8 Bilibili’s orientation tendency compared with F6’s, Sohu’s and Netflix’s

F6 SOHU NETFLIX BILIBILI
Complete 9 3.56% 1 0.53% 1 0.43% 0 0.00%
Retention
Transliteration 37 14.62% 21 11.17% 29 12.50% 17  9.14%

60.47% 60.64% 65.95% 56.45%

Direct 85  33.60% 53 28.19% 79 34.05% 50 26.88%
Translation
Specification 22 8.70% 39 20.74% 44 18.97% 38 20.43%

Generalisation 66 26.09%  39.53% 59 31.38%  39.36% 63 27.16%  34.05% 67 36.02%  43.55%
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Substitution 12 4.74% 14 7.45% 15 6.47% 12 6.45%
Omission 22 8.70% 1 0.53% 1 0.43% 2 1.08%
253 100.00% 100% 188 100.00% 100% 232 100.00% 100% 186 100.00% 100%

Table 8.9 Bilibili’s interventional tendency compared with F6’s, Sohu’s and Netflix’s

F6 SOHU NETFLIX BILIBILI
Complete 9 3.04% 1 0.32% 1 0.32% 0 0.00%
Retention
Transliteration 37 12.50% 21 6.62% 29 9.15% 17  5.40%
Direct 62.50% 44.16% 60.88% 43.49%
. 85  28.72% 53 16.72% 79 24.92% 50 15.87%
Translation
Official 54 18.24% 65  20.50% 84  26.50% 70 22.22%
Equivalent
Specification 22 7.43% 39 12.30% 44 13.88% 38 12.06%
Generalisation 66 22.30% 59 18.61% 63 19.87% 67 21.27%
Substitution 12 4.05% 14 4.42% 15 4.73% 12 3.81%
37.50% 55.84% 39.12% 56.51%
Gloss 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00%
+in-textgloss 11  3.72% 30 9.46% 0 0.00% 27 8.57%
+gloss 0 0.00% 35 11.04% 2 0.63% 34 10.79%
296 100.00% 100% 317 100.00% 100% 317 100.00% 100% 315 100.00% 100%

Tables 8-8 and 8-9 provide a detailed breakdown of the strategies used across all four versions
of the Friends case, categorised by orientation and intervention tendencies. The data reveal that
Bilibili’s retranslation records a 4.02% decrease in ST-orientation and a 19.01% increase in

interventional strategies compared with the initial F6 fansubs.

Given the relative similarity in patronage and TA between Bilibili and Sohu, compared with the
greater differences between Bilibili and either F6 (as a grassroots fansubbing community) or
Netflix (as an overseas commercial platform), Sohu’s version provides the most relevant
benchmark. While both Bilibili and Sohu display comparable levels of intervention (55.84% and
56.51% respectively), the nature of their interventions differs markedly. Sohu’s subtitles typically
intervene to clarify CRs for its audience and to remain closer to the ST, whereas Bilibili’s
interventions primarily render CRs more TT-oriented. This distinction is particularly evident in
Bilibili’s markedly higher reliance on Generalisation, the only strategy it employs more frequently
than the other retranslations or the initial subtitles (see Figure 8.1 in Section 8.1.3). As a TT-
oriented strategy, this reliance can be attributed both to regulatory pressures, which encourage
paraphrasing to comply with censorship requirements, and to Bilibili’s commercial preference

for domesticated content that reduces the foreignness of the ST.
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The following sections explore specific instances where CRs have been over-generalised in
this context, illustrating how Bilibili’s subtitling practice reflects the combined influence of

censorship and commercial priorities.

8.5.2 Mediation for broader accessibility

A key feature of Bilibili’s retranslation is its consistent reliance on generalisation and explanatory
paraphrase. These strategies serve to streamline viewing, ensuring that potentially unfamiliar
CRs are rendered into easily grasped terms. However, in doing so, Bilibili frequently suppresses

the ST’s cultural density, offering a more homogenised, TT-oriented product.

Example 8-14a, Friends, SO1E08, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Me and the gang at Java Joe's.
Dialogue 1
Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation 1, 2012) Netflix (Retranslation 2, c. 2015)  Bilibili (Retranslation 3, 2022)
FARYIUR TN AR TFEJRE FeR AR T7E U K Ao P 5 B
TR
Back Me and the guys Me and the guys Me and the guys photographed Coffee shop memories.
Translation photographed at Java photographed at Java Joe's atJavaJloe's place
Joe's place place
Strategy Direct Translation Direct Translation Direct Translation Generalisation

Example 8-14b, Friends, SO1E11, CR Type: Intertextual

Original - Right. No big deal.
Dialogue 3 - Okay.
- In bizarro world.
Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation 1, 2012) Netflix (Retranslation 2, c. 2015)  Bilibili (Retranslation 3, 2022)
X, BAAKRATH -2 B4 R T el B A RAT 1 - W At AR T
- TERAEHE S P oA I - 4 -4 -1
4 - BARE R R P RBEE - BRARERAEH R 4 B AR R AT
AT
Back - Right. No big deal. - Right. No big deal. - Right. No big deal. - Right. No big deal.
Translation - It’s not a big deal in - Okay. - Okay. - Okay.
crazy world. - Unless it’s in crazy world [a - Unless it’s in crazy world - Unless he’s crazy.
place in Superman comics]
Strategy Generalisation Generalisation + in-text gloss Generalisation Generalisation

See Example 8-14a (above), the same “Java Joe’s” reference, as previously discussed (in
Section 8.2.1), for an instance. Although the initial fansubs and the two earlier commercial
retranslations all retain the name “Java Joe’s” through Direct Translation, they all fail to activate
its cultural and linguistic resonance. The connection between “Java” and coffee remains opaque,
and the fandom-specific knowledge that “Java Joe’s” anticipates the later café setting is lost.
Bilibili, by contrast, replaces the CR with a generic “coffee shop”, which makes the semantic link
explicit but simultaneously erases the particular referent. Although generalised, the rendering
improves quick comprehension by signalling the café setting, yet simultaneously erases the
specific reference to “Java Joe’s” and its narrative role in the original dialogue. Such a move

typifies commercial subtitling practices, as seen also in Netflix’s version (see Chapter 7).
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A similar pattern emerges in Example 8-14b. The CR “Bizarro World”, drawn from the
Superman universe and denoting a world where everything is reversed, is used here sarcastically
to mean the opposite of “no big deal”; namely, that it is a big deal. Bilibili reduces this to the
paraphrase “Unless he’s crazy”, eliminating both the intertext and the ironic reversal. retaining
only the pragmatic force of the line. Sohu’s 2012 version, by contrast, generalises the term as
“crazy world” but supplements it with an in-text gloss identifying the Superman reference. This
rare fansub-oriented move preserved intertextuality in a commercial context (see Section 8.3).
The fact that Bilibili, working later and with access to both the initial fansub and Sohu’s subtitles,
still chose further domestication is especially telling. Despite Sohu’s more ST-oriented
precedent, Bilibili opts for a TT-centred rendering, likely based on an assumption that its
audience would benefit more from a domesticated phrasing. This illustrates how patronage and
broader sociocultural conditions shape subtitling choices, and how the Retranslation

Hypothesis fails here, i.e., rather than moving closer to the ST, the later version diverges further.

Example 8-15a, Friends, SO1E11, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Weekend At Bernie's is on Showtime, HBO, and Cinemax.
Dialogue 3
Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation 1, 2012) Netflix (Retranslation 2, c. 2015)  Bilibili (Retranslation 3, 2022)
HEAEH LY Showtime HBO il Cinemax Showtime HL M. HBO fil SEHE LM HBO BN A1 LRSI
#B Cinemax B
IEERE CEBUERZ) e IEERE CEMUEMRZ) We A RS AR
Back The movie station Showtime, HBO, and Showtime television U.S television network, HBO
Translation has lots of good Cinemax are all play Weekend network, HBO, and Cinemax television network and the
movies. At Bernie’s. are all play Weekend At movie channel all have Weekend
Bernie’s. At Bernie’s.
Strategy Generalisation Complete Retention Specification Generalisation + Specification

Example 8-15b, Friends, SO1E08, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original It's like Mardi Gras without the paper-maché heads.

Dialogue 4

Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation 1, 2012) Netflix (Retranslation 2, c. 2015)  Bilibili (Retranslation 3, 2022)
FME—H#L B GBEERYRERTY S GEEEERERCE AR BCE B RERTS JER

PRA: ]

Back It's amess. It's like a carnival without the It's like a carnival without the It's like a_carnival without the

Translation mascot. mascot. mascot. It's lifeless.

Strategy Omission Generalisation Generalisation Generalisation

This tendency is not confined to simplification but extends to over-explanation. Example 8-15a
exemplifies this pattern (the same examples discussed in Section 8.4.2). Here, Bilibili
generalises “Showtime” and “Cinemax” into their basic functions (“television network” and
“movie channel”), while explicitly labelling “HBO” as a television network. This added
specification can be perceived as unnecessary, given that Sohu’s 2012 version retains the
original CRs without any modification, suggesting they were already sufficiently recognisable to

the TA Considering this precedent, Bilibili’s excessive mediation in 2022 reflects an overcautious
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approach to ensuring comprehension, even in cases where the audience may not necessarily

need further intervention.

A similar pattern is evident in Example 8-15b. The phrase “Mardi Gras without the paper-
maché heads” references the famous New Orleans festival, with its parades, elaborate
costumes, and oversized masks, to convey that the situation feels dull and inauthentic without
its defining elements. Across all four versions, however, these referents are paraphrased away

to varying degrees.

F6 reduces the line to the generic statement “It’s a mess”, which omits the nuance in the
original completely. Sohu and Netflix both generalise “Mardi Gras” as “carnival” and “paper-
maché heads” as “mascot”, diluting the cultural specificity while retaining some of the structural
logic of the comparison. Bilibili, as the most recent retranslation, might have restored the missing
CRs, but instead it reproduces the same generalisations and further expands the line with a
descriptive addition “It’s lifeless”. This extension reinforces the affective tone but leaves the CRs
absent. The increased subtitle length thus functions not to recover the ST but to ensure the

audience grasps the intended meaning with minimal effort.

The analysis of this case here does not necessarily suggest that Bilibili is obliged to be closely
to the ST, nor that returning to the ST would automatically produce a “better” translation. Rather,
it illustrates how different forms of patronage and sociocultural pressures complicate the
Retranslation Hypothesis. In Bilibili’s case, the preference for domestication and explanatory
mediation reflects subtitling priorities distinct from both fansubbing practices and more fan-

friendly commercial approaches such as Sohu'’s.

8.5.3 Mediation for censorship compliance

As mentioned in the Introduction, Bilibili’s 2022 release of Friends drew significant criticism for
its extensive censorship. This research identifies two primary methods of censorship in its

execution:

a) textual mediation through altered dialogue, which dilutes, obscures, or in some cases
distorts the meaning of the original lines;
a) omission of entire scenes, particularly where sensitive themes cannot be managed

through subtitling alone.
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Textual Mediation

Textual mediation in subtitling most frequently appears in relation to LGBTQ+ themes and other
politically or socially sensitive topics. Professional subtitlers in mainland China tend to exercise
caution in these areas by employing techniques such as substitution, generalisation, omission,

or, where unavoidable, the deletion of scenes altogether (see Wang, 2020).

In Example 8-16a, the initial fansubs and the first two commercial retranslations all employ
Specification, as a strategy, explicitly rendering “strip” as “strip dance” to preserve the referent,
if not even further enhance clarity for their audiences. Bilibili’s 2022 version, however,
substantially modifies its original meaning by rephrasing the line as “go out and have fun”. This
modification effectively obscures any reference that even remotely resembles adult
entertainment and neutralises potentially sensitive or forbidden content in order to appeal to a

broader audience and reduce regulatory risks.

Example 8-16a, Friends, SO1E01, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original Strip joint!

Dialogue 1

Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation 1, 2012) Netflix (Retranslation 2, c. 2015)  Bilibili (Retranslation 3, 2022)
AR )E . AR IRER BREERTE HEHIIL

Back tri nce hotel Strip dance club. Strip dance club. Go out and have fun.

Translation

Strategy Specification Specification Specification Generalisation

Example 8-16b, Friends, SO1E15, CR Type: Ethnographic

Original -What's up?

Dialogue 2 -In the cab on the way over, Steve blazed up a doobie.

-What?
- Smoked a joint, you know? Lit a bone. Weed, hemp, ganja...

Subtitles F6 (Initial, 2005) Sohu (Retranslation 1, 2012) Netflix (Retranslation 2, c. 2015)  Bilibili (Retranslation 3, 2022)
-BAT -BAT -BAT BAaT
SABAR T RR RN BR - AR AR SRR T — - AR AR RS SRR T — -FRATARTHR R SRR KRB BIR
T—RE R RBRAA YN 59 XBY
-4 -4 -4 RA
- — . N - AW —Fii4

Wy MR 2 K T AR ... s 7 —FR AR

Back - What's up? - What's up? -What's up? -What's up?

Translation -Helitup agrass in -In the cab onthe way over, -In the cab onthe way over, -When we took the cab on the
the cab on the way Steve smoked a marijuana Steve smoked a marijuana  way over, Steve fell k to hi
over cigarette. cigarette. old habit again.

- What? - What? - What? - What?
- Smoked a piece of - Smoked a piece of marijuana - Smoked a piece of marijuana - He smoked a type of very weird
marijuana... something like that... something like that... medicine.

Strategy Direct Translation Direct Translation Direct Translation Generalisation

Asimilar divergence is evident in Example 8-16b. Both Sohu and Netflix translate the colloquial
terms “doobie” and “joint” directly as “marijuana cigarette” and “marijuana”, straightforward
renderings that align with dictionary definitions and involve little deliberate mediation.

Interestingly, the initial F6 fansub uses the colloquial “grass”, which captures some of the
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original’s informal register while preserving its reference to drugs. Bilibili’s version, nevertheless,
paraphrases the entire passage: “fell back to his old habit” replaces “doobie”, and “weird
medicine” substitutes for “joint”. These shifts deliberately obscure the reference to drug use

altogether, recasting it in vague and morally ambiguous terms.

Although thisis consistent with mainland China’s stringent regulations on the portrayal of drug
use in the media, known as the “zero-tolerance policy” (Lin, 2023), which forbid any positive or
neutral depiction of illegal substances, it does raise concerns about the necessity of such
censorship, asits more directrenderings in previous versions did not appear to cause any issues.
This may indicate that Bilibili’s enhanced censorship measures are pre-emptive, in addition to
being a direct manifestation of the heightened state scrutiny of foreign media that was previously
discussed. Commercial platforms like Bilibili especially under the stricter regulation may
implement even more strict “self-censoring” strategies to avoid conflicts with censors or to keep
their translations within mainstream audience expectations (Pérez-Gonzalez, 2014, p.130). This
could also be accounted for as another explanation of the increased use of strategies such as

Generalisation observed in Bilibili’s retranslation, where paraphrases to circumvent often occur.

Omission of entire scenes

Although scene deletions are not the main focus of this research, they nonetheless provide
valuable insight into how censorship operates in subtitling. Bilibili’s extensive editing of a family-
friendly series like Friends reflects both regulatory compliance and commercial pragmatism.
While government regulations drive most of the restrictions, Bilibili’s editorial decisions
emphasise its strategic focus on accessibility and controversy avoidance. By strictly adhering to
regulatory expectations, the platform ensures its ability to maintain official distributionrights (i.e.,

licensed rather than pirated content) within the TC media landscape.

The choice to cut entire scenes or instead to alter dialogue through subtitling often depends on
the nature of the content and its degree of visual dependency. For instance, it is found in this

research that:

a) Politically or legally controversial content is typically removed in its entirety, as its

ideological implications cannot be mitigated through textual modification alone.
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A striking example is Season 4, Episode 11, which on Bilibili runs only 13 minutes and 17 seconds
of its original 22". The episode’s central storyline follows one of the main characters becoming a
surrogate mother for her brother, a plotline that directly contravenes mainland China’s ban on
surrogacy, which prohibits all forms of surrogacy arrangements (Luo, 2024). Given that surrogacy
is both illegal and central to the episode, either regulators or Bilibili itself likely deemed the
content too sensitive to release in any form. Rather than modifying dialogue, nearly half of the

episode was excised, ensuring compliance and avoiding scrutiny.

b) Sexualortaboo contentis more often mediated through textual alteration in the subtitles,
reducing directness or explicitness while keeping the general scene structure intact (see

Examples 8-16a and 8-16b for the mediation on “strip joint” and “marijuana”).

c) LGBTQ+ themes are censored to varying degrees depending on visibility. When the
references are purely textual (e.g., dialogue-based), the TT subtitles can be rewritten to
neutralise or alter meaning. Where representation is visually explicit, however, entire

scenes are usually cut to comply with regulation.

In fact, the LGBTQ+ related censorship is one of the most widely criticised aspects of Bilibili’s
release of Friends. It reflects strict regulatory guidelines laid out in the General Rules for Auditing
the Content of Online Audiovisual Programmes (Chinese: { M Z5ALWT =5 H P & 5 AZ @ N ) ),
issued on June 30, 2017 by the China Netcasting Services Association (CNSA, Chinese: ' [£ [
LE AT B AR %5 152) under SAPPRFT supervision. According to Article 8 of this 2017 document,
certain prohibited content must be edited or removed before they can be broadcast. Specifically,
Article 8.6.2 explicitly categorises “homosexuality” under the broader umbrella of “obscenity,
pornography, vulgarity, and low taste”, listing it alongside “incest, sexual perversion, sexual

assault, sexual abuse, and sexual violence” (my translation)?.

By aligning itself so closely with government policies and exercising an extra layer of caution,
Bilibili’s removal of LGBTQ+ content in Friends has drawn criticism not only from long-time fans
but also from the general public. Its strict adherence to regulation, or arguably self-censorship,

was widely seen as excessive, especially given that earlier versions of the show circulated in

" Available at:
https://www.bilibili.com/bangumi/play/ep511823?spm_id_from=333.1391.0.0&from_spmid=666.25.epi
sode.0 (Accessed 4 March 2025).

2 Available at http://www.xinhuanet.com/zgjx/2017-07/01/c_136409024.htm (Accessed 4 March 2025).
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mainland China with fewer alterations. Alongside these deletions, subtitling itself became a tool
of censorship, with lines rewritten or significantly altered to comply with ideological expectations.
Although less visible than outright cuts, such textual manipulation is equally controversial, since

it directly reshapes characterisation and narrative intent.

This censorship was particularly poorly received among younger audiences, who tend to be
more globally connected, familiar with unedited versions, and technologically literate enough to
voice their dissatisfaction online. A key site for this criticism was within Bilibili’s own danmu (or
danmaku) feature, a pseudo-simultaneous commenting interface that overlays viewer
comments directly onto the screen. As will be discussed in the next section, danmu has evolved
from a tool of audience engagement into a form of voluntary subtitling and digital activism,
enabling viewers to collectively critique censorship, reconstruct deleted dialogue, provide
glosses and cultural notes, and even correct mistranslations in real time. Unlike conventional
comment sections, its time-synchronised format intensifies interactivity, creating an immersive

and visually immediate space for audience resistance.

8.5.4 Danmu-facilitated subtitling

Before examining specific instances of danmu-facilitated subtitling and reception, itis necessary
to clarify how danmu are conceptualised in this study. Danmu are treated here both as empirical
material and as an analytical lens. As empirical material, they consist of audience-produced
comments that are synchronised with particular subtitle segments and CRs, and that recur
across episodes and viewing contexts. As an analytical lens, danmu make visible forms of
audience response that are embedded in the platform environment itself, allowing reception to
be examined without shifting the focus of the study towards interviews or ethnographic
observation. This use of danmu remains compatible with the product-oriented framework of DTS
adopted throughout the thesis, as the emphasis lies not on individual subjective reactions, but
on patterned and publicly articulated responses that emerge in relation to translated products.
In this sense, danmu operate as a supplementary layer of evidence that situates subtitle choices

within their immediate reception context, rather than replacing close textual analysis.

Danmu (Chinese: #.%%, literally “barrage curtain”) refers to the overlaying of comments that
“fly” across the screen or appear at the top or bottom Yang (2021, p. 2). Typically, these
comments move from right to left, producing a dynamic flow across the viewing interface. This

directionality exploits established reading habits in most languages (i.e., left to right, top to
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bottom), creating a visual convergence effect that allows viewers to process the scrolling text

with relative ease’ (see Figure 8.2).

Originating from the Japanese term danmaku and first popularised on Nico Nico Douga
(Japanese: = 2 = 2 §jij?) in 2006, danmu creates a highly participatory viewing experience by
synchronising comments with precise video moments (Hamasaki et al., 2009). Unlike traditional
comment sections, which remain spatially and temporally detached, danmu fosters an
immersive, pseudo-synchronous mode of communication that enhances collective engagement
(Johnson, 2013). It is considered pseudo-synchronous because the real-time interaction it
seems to create s, in fact, anillusion. User audiences post comments as they watch, which then
reappear at the corresponding timestamp for all subsequent audiences. Since most users do not
watch simultaneously (except during particularly popular releases), the act of posting remains
asynchronous. Yet, because danmu is anchored to the video timeline rather than to a
chronological thread, it generates a sense of immediacy and shared presence even across
staggered viewing. The accumulation of comments strengthens thisillusion, making earlier posts
appear as part of an ongoing discussion and creating the distinctive experience of watching

“alone yet together” (Chen, Gao and Rau, 2017).

Resultant direction

cEcsmsscsssssssEsscsssssssasssssssscasseed

Reading Direction

>

MUEMENGIEIR G eI EanELEEE dellentesque rhoncus at ut tellus.

<

Moving direction

Figure 8.2 Schematic of the reading direction of danmu, cited from the Danmaku Use Case Specification (Chinese: #
T PIFEE) https://w3c.github.io/danmaku/usecase.zh.html#fig-generatedID-5 (accessed 6 March 2025).

T Available at: https://w3c.github.io/danmaku/usecase.zh.html#fig-generated|D-5 (Accessed 6 March
2025).
2 Available at: https://www.nicovideo.jp/ (Accessed 6 March 2025).
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Followingits success inJapan, danmu spread rapidly in mainland China, first on platforms like
Bilibili and later integrated into Tencent Video (Yin, Jia and Lu, 2025). It soon became a more
direct and dynamic channel for audience reactions, meme creation, and educational

discussions, shaping a new form of digital co-viewing (Ouyang and Zhao, 2016).

In the context of AVT, danmu’s voluntary nature, i.e., any registered user can post freely, and
its flexible modes of display have given rise to a subtitling practice even more grassroots than
fansubbing: danmu subtitling. This emergent form of collaborative translation allows viewers to
provide translations, most commonly for untranslated foreign-language videos (Yang, 2021).
Unlike fansubbing, which, despite being voluntary and community-driven, still relies on semi-
structured teams, danmu subtitling is more decentralised and personal. All viewers with bilingual
proficiency can contribute instant, crowd-sourced translations, fostering a dynamic and

collective mode of knowledge-sharing.

This aligns closely with Jenkins’ (2006) concept of participatory culture, where users actively
engage in media production, blurring the line between producers and consumers. Danmu
subtitling further lowers the threshold for becoming a “prosumer”, since contributions do not
require affiliation with a fansub group or adherence to fixed translation standards. Instead of
formal quality control, subsequent viewers act as both audience and assessors, enabling

multiple translations to coexist and evolve through interaction.

In this way, danmu subtitling reflects Johnson’s (2013, p. 299) idea of “meta-interactive
sociality”, in which video consumption becomes communal and participatory. Unlike traditional
subtitles, including fansubs, it is free-form and spontaneous, cultivating a shared space where
translations are constantly negotiated and refined. As Yang (2021, p. 4) suggests, this form of
engagement is even “dethroning content as the most important element on such websites”,

shifting emphasis from content consumption to user interaction and interpretation.

An example of this danmu-facilitated communal translation process can be seen in Example
8-17 (illustrated in Figure 8.3), where an intertextual reference sparks discussion and

collaborative improvement among viewers.

In this example, one character deliberately plays hard to get with his date, prompting his friend
to criticise his behaviour as “testosterone-y”, a display of toxic masculinity. In response, the
male character uses humour as a defence mechanism (which is a critical trait of his character)

by stating “Which, by the way, isthe real San Francisco treat”. The CR here, “San Francisco Treat”,
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references Rice-A-Roni, a pasta and rice dish that originated in San Francisco'. The humour in

this response is derived from the phonetic similarity between “Rice-A-Roni” and “testosterone-

y”, making the comeback a form of wordplay.

Subtitle

Type D

Type E

Example 8-17, Friends, SO1E20 (Accompanying Figure 8.3)

ST Dialogue

- Call her. Stop being so
testosterone-y.

- Which, by the way, is the
real San Francisco treat.
Intention

An inquiry

A simple explanation

A detailed explanation

Expression of gratitude

A correction

TT subtitles

ST BIRARBTEX
- A — ) X E HEL RS

Danmu Text
NS treat I
testosterone =2fifi

WX B A AT T N ERER A I B R A X R
ETUARIE T, IR BB T, Wt
#& testosterone-y.

BT LAV R A T —F) “testosterone-y H
I TH 4 L (1 2 R

BRG TR R
Ry &S

SLFEELRRYE, SEFR L& —/N i Rice-a-
roni, San Francisco treat i &4l

TT subtitles (back translation)

- Call her, don’t be such a male chauvinist
- | have to say, this is a San Francisco
characteristic.

Danmu Text (back translation)

Why is it a treat?
testosterone, testosterone [in Chinese]

The girls here resent Chandler for playing hard to
get when he clearly likes his date, which is very
‘typically a pig of aman", aka testosterone-y.
That's why Chandler picked up on the line
‘testosterone-y is really a delicacy in San
Francisco.”

Praise the green text explaining guy.
Thank you green text.

The green word explains it wrong. it is actually a
word play on a product called “Rice-a-roni", a
San

Franciso treat.

T Available at: https://www.ricearoni.com/heritage (Accessed 7 March 2025).
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Epressuring

f'SE{]ﬁE,« :

stosterone:

EAF20J,

RIS —0 XARIAE LS E

Which, by:'the way, is the real aneisco treat.

Ll
bt

< 1 5 4 S

IR ey,
:i@rﬁffh o

A h

i e e L, f;-:-_ e

%/ 2 Al %mﬁ% uﬁ
* | -lﬂ MAaCHNERSHE AN SWE Hin ﬁa‘chine?

Figure 8.3 Example of danmu explaining, debating, and correcting the real referent and meaning of Chandler’s line “the

real San Francisco treat”, Friends SO1E20 on Bilibili (screenshot 3 March 2025).

Bilibili’s subtitles, however, obscure this humour. “Testosterone-y” is paraphrased as “male
chauvinist”, which conveys the sense but drops the specific term, while “San Francisco Treat” is
rendered as “a San Francisco characteristic”, which, though not inaccurate, strips the line of
contextual relevance and the intended pun. Because of this partial loss of meaning, danmu
comments quickly emerge. One user asks why the line suddenly mentions a “treat” (see Type A

in Example 8-17). This is a common usage of danmu in which viewers seek clarification on
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unfamiliar, or puzzling, references. Such inquiry type of danmu typically promptthe following two

types of danmu responses:

e Basic explanations (see Type B) provide dictionary-level clarification, such as glossing
“testosterone” into TL, but without any further contextual elaboration of the joke.

e In-depth explanations (see Type C) offer more elaborate interpretations. In this case, this
type of danmu elaborates that, allegedly, the character’s joke relies on gender
stereotypes, equating “testosterone-y” to being “a pig of a man”, and thus inferably

linking pig, or pork, as the “San Francisco Treat”.

These responses, in turn, often prompt appreciation (see Type D), where other viewers thank or
praise the user who supplied the explanation. Yet corrections (see Type E) may also follow, as in
this case, one danmu refines the explanation given in the previous in-depth response, critiquing
its speculative nature while explicitly linking “San Francisco Treat” to its intended referent, Rice-

A-Roni, i.e. correcting the previous comments.

This chain of inquiry, explanation, gratitude, and correction demonstrates how danmu can
function as a participatory translation and negotiation channel. Viewers collaboratively clarify
and refine meaning, even when official subtitles fail to convey it. Although the process is
asynchronous, its time-synchronised display of accumulations of danmu products creates an
illusion of simultaneity, allowing subsequent viewers to engage as if the discussion were
unfolding live. This fosters the “alone yet together” experience, where users asynchronously
contribute while feeling as part of a collective viewing community. Through a combination of
interactive exchanges, danmu facilitates a way of cross-linguistic and cross-cultural

communication that the conventional static, linear subtitles may not fully achieve.

Beyond audience discussions, danmu is also used to correct or supplement official subtitles,
often resembling a form of crowdsourced glossing similar to fansubbing. This practice is
frequently driven by epistemophilia, i.e., a desire to share and refine knowledge, within fan

communities (see Chapter 6).

An example can be seen in Figure 8.4, where the characters fold envelopes while whistling a
tune. Since there is no dialogue, neither Bilibili’s official subtitles nor Netflix’s English Closed
Captions provide mediation. Certain danmu users, however, identify the tune as the March from
the River Kwai (Chinese: (FEI] KHF#EATHI) ), also known as the Colonel Bogey March (Chinese:
R ER#E4T Hl, from the film The Bridge on the River Kwai (Chinese: (FEW] KHF) ). Here, a
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handful of highly SC-literate viewers facilitate audience understanding by annotating the covert
reference that is not even critical to the main narrative. Such detail is not always achievable in
conventional subtitling, which depends heavily on the individual subtitler’s literacy. Danmu, by
contrast, enables a collective knowledge-sharing site, enhancing cultural accessibility beyond
what traditional subtitles typically allow. This screenshot (Figure 8.4) also illustrates the dynamic
nature of danmu: some glosses remain fixed on the screen while others scroll actively across it

(from left to right on top of the frame).

SB18ER IR

R e

) W

t‘t\

—— — i (
= e, "-.tl -—-m.,.! 01‘ 1
4 P P 0003/ 2145 720P ®HiE fEE O &

Figure 8.4 Danmu pointing out the name of the whistled tune (the top-middle texts), Friends SO1E18 on Bilibili
(screenshot 3 March 2025).

A comparable case appears in Figure 8.5, revisiting the frequently discussed “Pennsylvania
Dutch” scene. When a character falsely claiming to be Dutch is confronted with actual Dutch
dialogue, danmu users collaboratively provide both the original Dutch text and a TT translation
(in green). Unlike pre-prepared fansub glosses, which are finalised before release, danmu
glossing emerges organically, with multiple users contributing, verifying, and refining
translations as new viewers engage. A further instance of correctionis shownin Figure 8.6, where

users rectify the mistranslation of “The New School”.
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R, b ET=1EE0F . R AW RS/ K B A AR 1T 2ZHY
EHH '

banana X 25H

-

a FE WA 538

$IE? dutch2fa = A

RREEFRYZRIMA FE
Pennsylvania Dutch.

Figure 8.5 Danmu typing out foreign dialogue (the top-middle texts in green), Friends SO1E21 on Bilibili (screenshot 3
March 2025).

seAEERl —ER T, %ﬂl}iﬁfﬁ' R f= R e~
X HEZDbra new'school ZliHFxHr 15
M RE R AFNRE [BY: the new school is PARSONS
IS eSS IR S Tt
?
R E V'S ool i, <t PECE
IS £ =TE o 1ER 2 SR

XEANET ilFHREEN—)
This is so unfair! She's got everything | want,
Figure 8.6 Danmu correcting the meaning of The New School, Friends SO01E21 on Bilibili (screenshot 3 March 2025).

The accuracy of these glosses and corrections derives from the breadth of contributors and
the cumulative nature of participation. Unlike traditional subtitling, which depends on a fixed
group of subtitlers (whether professional or amateur), danmu subtitling draws from a vast and
diverse pool of users over time. This crowd-driven process embodies Lévy’s (1997) concept of
collective intelligence in action in the digital age, as knowledge is continuously co-constructed

through interaction instead of delivered from a single authority. Such a participatory model has
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the potential to foster more precise, nuanced interpretations of source material and evolves
organically as new insights emerge.
8.5.5 Danmu-facilitated audience reception

In addition to qualitative examples, this research includes a supplementary danmu corpus
covering all 24 episodes of Friends Season One on Bilibili'. A brief quantitative analysis was
conducted using AntConc’s collocation feature to examine the term “%H1%” (translation). Its ten

most frequent collocates are presented in Table 8.10.

Table 8.10 Collocation of the word “#}1#” (Translation) on AntConc sorted by FreqR

Collocate Collocate (backtranslation) Rank  Freq(Scaled) FreqLR FreqL FreqR Range Likelihood Effect
i wrong 1 288 25 1 24 17 140.516 5.388
w Didn’t 2 1620 17 5 12 10 28.112 2.339
IAEA Should be 3 1056 14 3 11 1 28.571 2.677
% [a structural particle] 3 888 12 1 1 1" 24.867 2.704
58 Implicit 5 60 8 1 7 6 52.000 6.007
Hik out 5 344 7 0 7 6 19.547 3.295
XL here 7 3000 28 22 6 16 41.217 2.170
W Not wrong 8 76 5 0 5 4 25.222 4.988
T Not good 9 132 5 2 3 3 19.788 4.191
XA This 10 4428 34 32 2 16 40.012 1.889
FE Hardworking 10 40 4 2 2 2 23.583 5.592
4 changed 10 52 4 2 2 4 21.436 5.213
HER yesterday 10 48 4 2 2 3 22.087 5.329
ZEi Euphemistic 10 40 3 1 2 2 15.921 5.177
R Wow cool 10 8 2 0 2 1 15.745 6.914

By examining on the right-hand frequency (FreqR) of the word “&i%” (literally, “translation”),
a common evaluative pattern in audience feedback emerges. Since evaluative expressions in
Chinese typically follow the noun or verb, these collocates reveal how viewers discuss

“translation” in danmu.

Among the most frequent collocates are “f” (“wrong”, 24), “¥#” (“did not”, 12), and “MN.i%”
(“should be”, 11). Their prominence suggests widespread dissatisfaction with Bilibili’s subtitles,
particularly in relation to mistranslation (“wrong”), omission of meaning (“did not”), and
corrective proposals (“should be”). The latter is especially revealing, as it demonstrates active

audience participation in proposing alternatives. Importantly, not all critiques reflect subtitling

" Data collected on 1 January 2025.
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errors per se; some also respond to omissions mandated by regulatory guidelines, which require

the removal of politically sensitive or otherwise controversial content, as discussed earlier.

Beyond accuracy and omission, collocates such as “ & & ” (“implicit”, 7) and “ % Wi ”
(“euphemistic”, 2) suggest that audiences perceive the subtitles as overly subtle or softened at
times. While not always negative, such comments indicate awareness of paraphrasing or
dilution, whether motivated by linguistic simplification or censorship. By contrast, collocates like
“ET” (“hardworking”, 2), in the context of those danmu, are more likely acknowledgments of
the subtitlers’ effort in carefully rephrasing content under constraint than general praise for
subtitling labour. This again points to audience awareness of the pressures shaping subtitle

production and the difficulty of balancing accuracy with compliance.

This pattern of collocates shows how audience responses are not just spontaneous reactions,
but in fact tied directly to subtitle content. Because these comments cluster around specific
lines and strategies, they offer a way to trace how translation is received, contested, or
supplemented on the platform. What follows is a short reflection on why danmu appears only in

this case and how it fits within the methodological approach of this thesis.

8.5.6 Danmu as Reception Data and Analytical Resource

This section outlines the role of danmu in this chapter and explains how it contributes to a
product-oriented approach. Danmu is not used across all case studies but becomes analytically
relevant in the Friends retranslation due to a specific combination of factors: a familiar ST, a
platform that enables danmu commentary, and a subtitle version shaped by regulation. These
conditions create points of meaning loss or distortion that are not addressed through
conventional subtitle strategies. Danmu responses make these disruptions visible and offer

insight into how audiences respond to and repair them.

As shown in the previous sections, viewers use danmu to reintroduce omitted dialogue, offer
clarifications, and recall previous subtitle versions. These interventions are not scattered or
incidental. They tend to cluster around the disrupted segments, highlighting shared expectations
around continuity and accuracy. This kind of viewer engagement is usually hard to capture in
subtitling research, especially without interviews or ethnographic methods. On Bilibili, however,
danmu comments are time-stamped and anchored to specific subtitle lines, making this
reception layer textually observable, as the danmu interface enables real-time interaction with
translation, producing a type of “pseudo-synchronous” co-viewing (see Section 8.5.4). This

allows norm contestation, memory work, and retranslation to happen within the same space
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where official subtitles are consumed. Rather than discussing the subtitles after the fact, viewers

respond as they unfold, shaping how meaning is constructed and recovered on screen.

From a methodological point of view, danmu in this case work as reception data that directly
engage with translation choices. They do not replace textual analysis, nor are they treated here
as expressions of personal opinion. Following Yang (2023), danmu here can be read as a kind of
“meta-“ or “archi-text”, i.e., audience-produced paratexts that shape how the subtitles are
interpreted, and at times, evaluated (see Section 8.5.5). Their role in this chapter is interpretive,
offering direct evidence of how viewers with prior knowledge respond to translation shifts,

especially those produced under constraint.

This reception layer does not shift this study away from a product-oriented approach. Danmu
comments are analysed in relation to specific subtitle strategies, using the same descriptive
categories applied across the case studies. This remains consistent with the overall DTS
framework. As Yang (2020) argues, danmu is structured by the platform as a semiotic channel,
not simply as an open social space. In this context, danmu is part of the translational
environment, as it forms a visible layer of audience engagement with the subtitled text, and
allows certain forms of reception to become textually traceable without departing from product-

based analysis.

What this case suggests is that in platform-based, heavily regulated environments like Bilibili,
re-subtitling is no longer limited to professional teams, institutions, or even fansubbing
communities. Audiences engage in the translational process within the same space where
subtitles are distributed and consumed. This kind of participation, embedded in the platform
interface, differs from traditional fansubbing by taking place in a sense of “real time” and in direct
response to official subtitle output. It pushes the boundary and scope of the “prosumer” even
further, as authority over meaningis no longer held by a single actor. This in turn points to a more
distributed subtitling ecology, where norm negotiation happens across different layers of
production and visibility. Future research may explore this further, but for the Friends case here,
danmu offer a rare and situated form of audience intervention, and a way to make reception

analytically useful without departing from a product-based framework.
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8.6 Conclusion

This chapter has addressed RQ3: How have commercial retranslations of the same audiovisual
text changed over time, and what do these shifts reveal about the influence of industry practice,

regulatory pressures, and audience expectations?

The initial fansubs produced by F6 demonstrate a strong reliance on “minimax” strategies,
such as Direct Translation, Complete Retention, and Omission. These approaches created a
straightforward but often inconsistent subtitling style, frequently resulting in mistranslations.
Such features can be linked to the historical context of early fansubbing, when SC literacy was
lower and subtitling technologies restricted glossing to simple in-line formats. In this sense, F6’s
subtitles exemplify the formative characteristics of grassroots subtitling in the early 2000s:
pragmatic, minimally mediated, and at times uneven in quality. These characteristics also
provided the baseline against which later commercial retranslations positioned themselves,
whether by correcting errors, formalising glossing practices, or standardising terminology.

Commercial retranslations that followed can be understood in three broad tendencies.

First, there is a gradual consolidation of norms on an institutional level. While Sohu’s early-
2010s retranslation adopted fansub-inspired glossing and sought to balance cultural specificity
with accessibility, both Netflix’s and Bilibili’s later versions stripped away these features in favour
of prescriptive guidelines, Official Equivalents, and platform-level standardisation. Netflix’s
removal of glosses for CRs and its conversion of imperial to metric units, for example, show how
international style guides and scalability across markets increasingly outweighed creative

mediation.

Second, the most recent commercial version, i.e., Bilibili’s 2022 release, marks a more radical
turn, shaped primarily by censorship. Interventional strategies were used not to clarify the SC but
to neutralise sensitive references, while at times entire scenes were removed to ensure
compliance with regulation. This regulatory turn prioritised risk avoidance but was widely

criticised, as evidenced in the danmu comments discussed in this chapter.

Third, due the common dissatisfaction, the role of audience has also undergone a marked shift
and becomes particularly visible, especially in the Bilibili retranslation. Unlike earlier
commercial versions, Bilibili’s often censored subtitles generated sustained audience
intervention via danmu. These interventions concentrate on moments where meaning is
perceived to be interrupted, weakened, or removed, and are shaped by audience’s familiarity

with earlier fansub and commercial versions. Audience responses frequently mobilise this prior
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knowledge to recalibrate meaning, reconstruct omitted dialogue, and reintroduce contextual
information, thereby reactivating forms of mediation that have been curtailed in most
institutional and commercial context. What emerges is a collective orientation towards
maintaining continuity across versions and upholding shared expectations of subtitling

adequacy that have developed through the programme’s long history of circulation in the TC.

Furthermore, from an analytical perspective, danmu foreground dimensions of diachronic
commercial re-subtitling that extend beyond the scope of textual comparison. While product-
oriented analysis captures how strategies and norms shift across successive versions, danmu
illuminate how such shifts are negotiated in situ within the platform environment. In contrast to
more conventional forms of reception, which are typically limited to post-hoc evaluation, danmu
enable audiences to intervene directly in the subtitling process at the point of consumption,
effectively supplementing the official subtitles as they are being read. This form of technology-
enabled, hands-on reception reshapes the relationship between translated text and audience
response, and points towards an emerging re-subtitling ecology in which institutional
standardisation and regulatory compliance coexist with platform-facilitated audience mediation.
Although this study does not pursue this dimension further, the interplay between re-subtitling,
platform affordances, and participatory reception suggests a promising direction for future AVT
research into how translation authority and responsibility are redistributed in digitally mediated

environments.

In sum, from the perspective of RQ3, the diachronic retranslations of Friends demonstrate that
subtitling practices in the TC context have not followed a straightforward trajectory toward
source fidelity (as the Retranslation Hypothesis suggests). They are instead shaped more
decisively by the interplay of institutional pragmatism, regulatory pressures, and audience
expectations. While commercial practice has moved toward standardisation and compliance,
participatory interventions on the digital space (such as through danmu) increasingly blur the
boundaries between professional and grassroots subtitling. This participatory turn signals a
reconfiguration of subtitling agency in the current era, challenging conventional notions of
authority and opening new directions for AVT research into technology-enabled collaboration

and collective intelligence.
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Chapter 9 Conclusion and Future Directions

9.1 Overview of the Study

This thesis has examined the practice of English-to-Simplified Chinese re-subtitling in mainland
China between the early 2000s and 2020s. The central focus has been on how re-subtitling
operates as a norm-governed and socially situated form of AVT. Drawing on the framework of DTS,
this study has employed a product-oriented, comparative approach to investigate how subtitling

strategies vary across the passage of time, patronage conditions, and audience bases.

Three case studies were constructed to explore diachronic and synchronic re-subtitling
across both fan and commercial domains. These included diachronic fan re-subtitling of Doctor
Who (in Chapter 6), synchronic commercial and fan re-subtitling of four Netflix Originals (in
Chapter 7), and the several iterations of diachronic commercial re-subtitling of Friends (in
Chapter 8). CRs served as the primary site of analysis, functioning as empirical markers through

which translational orientation and intervention tendencies were identified.

The findings of this study has proposed that re-subtitling should be approached as a specific
mode of AVT, whose norms emerge from the interaction of social, institutional, and technological
conditions. These findings speak directly to norm theories within DTS, while also offering
empirical perspectives that invite reconsideration of theories such as the Retranslation

Hypothesis in contemporary digital environments and open up new directions for future research.

9.2 Summary of Findings

9.2.1 Shiftsin Orientation: Revisiting the Retranslation Hypothesis

This study defines orientation norms as the relative balance between foreignizing and
domesticating strategies, identified through strategy patterns such as Complete Retention,
Transliteration, Direct Translation, and Specification. Across all three case studies, orientation
shifts did not follow a singular direction, as no overarching tendency toward or away from source
fidelity could be established. What emerged was a series of patterned variations, shaped by the
ways in which subtitlers positioned their audiences and navigated the institutional or community

frameworks in which their work was embedded.

In the diachronic fansubbing of Doctor Who, the first case study, later subtitles displayed a
mild decrease in overt source orientation. This shift did not indicate a decline in fidelity but

reflected an evolving conception of adequacy. Subtitlers appeared to assume a more culturally
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literate and genre-familiar audience, one less in need of explanatory mediation, especially
regarding general knowledge of the SC. Translation strategies adjusted accordingly, with greater

reliance on more specific intertextual references and shared fandom knowledge.

Inthe second case of the Netflix Originals, the fan-commercial contrast was more pronounced.
While Netflix’s official subtitles tended toward standardisation and general accessibility, fansub
groups revealed differing approaches. YYeTs, as a generalist team, did lean more consistently
toward source orientation, appealing to audiences presumed to value linguistic precision and
cultural fidelity. YIGUI, with a more specific fanbase and stronger genre affiliation, engaged
selectively with the ST. Their translations prioritised fan resonance and narrative depth over
formal consistency, therefore often resorting to intervention rather than a simple source or target

orientation.

The third case, the re-subtitling of Friends, revealed even greatest divergence. Sohu’s version
(an early commercial retranslation) echoed the strategies of early fansubs, while Netflix’s later
version leaned into globally consistent norms. Bilibili’s latest version, shaped heavily by
censorship and platform regulation, relied on omission, paraphrase, and domestication. Its
orientation was not determined by textual priorities, but by compliance with ideological and

institutional requirements, alongside assumptions about audience familiarity and acceptability.

These case studies suggest that shifts in orientation do not follow temporal progression alone.
In fan contexts, a shared cultural frame often enabled higher degrees of source orientation.
Commercial platforms, on the other hand, particularly those operating under intensified
regulatory scrutiny, leaned toward accessibility and compliance. These findings in the
orientation norms open up a space for re-engaging with the Retranslation Hypothesis. While this
thesis does not aim to simply test the hypothesis, it offers observations that complicate its
assumptions when applied especially to digital, fast-moving, and multi-agent translation
environments such as AVT. Re-subtitling in these contexts reflects a set of negotiated responses
to changing translational ecologies instead of a single linguistic trajectory. From a DTS
perspective, the observed patterns of orientation reinforce the need to theorise re-subtitling not
only through abstract models of translational progression, but via the shifting configurations of

agency, regulation, and audience engagement that can better define subtitling in the digital age.

9.2.2 Shiftsin Intervention: Beyond Explanation to Engagement

In this study, interventional norm refers to the extent to modify or mediate subtitles through

strategies such as Specification, Generalisation, Omission, and glossing. Importantly,
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intervention is not inherently progressive or regressive. Its significance lies in what it aims to
achieve, whether clarification, alignment with platform constraints, or the performance of group

identity.

The diachronic case of Doctor Who fansubs showed that later fan versions featured more
intervention, but not to simply explain CRs. Instead, subtitlers increasingly drew on insider cues,
intertextual allusions, and genre-specific phrasing to speak directly to an imagined, media-savvy
audience. Intervention here was more about affective positioning, fostering a sense of

community immersion and signalling who the translation was for and how it should be read.

The Netflix Originals further demonstrated how interventional norms shift across groups and
contexts. A generalist fansub group such as YYeTs, reduced intervention relative to Netflix,
producing direct and fluent subtitles aimed at a linguistically competent audience familiar with
fansubbing conventions. YIGUI, by contrast, with a specific fandom positioning, embraced heavy
intervention, using annotations, glosses, and playful commentary to strengthen connections
within niche fandoms. These divergent strategies show that intervention was not standardised
even within the fan domain. It reflected different group ethos, assumptions about audience

needs, and the subtitler’s own stance toward the ST.

In commercial re-subtitling, the Friends case revealed how institutional conditions shape
intervention. Sohu’s 2012 version adopted fansubbing-style interventions to appeal to digitally
native viewers during a period of looser regulation. Netflix later reduced intervention, aligning
with its global brand and preference for consistency across markets globally. Bilibili’s 2022
version, operating under tighter censorship, intervened heavily through euphemism and
omission for the sake of pre-empting scrutiny. In this case, intervention became a defensive

strategy shaped by institutional risk and platform governance.

Within a DTS framework, these patterns highlight the need to understand intervention as a
context-sensitive practice emerging from how subtitlers position themselves in relation to
audiences, institutions, and platform affordances. Agency in re-subtitling was not located in the
individual alone anymore, but distributed across subtitler collectives, regulatory conditions, and
participatory infrastructures. Emerging audience-facing features such as danmu further blurred
the lines between production and reception, inserting viewer responses into the subtitle space

and reshaping how translation was interpreted in real time.

Intervention, then, is best understood as a strategic negotiation of visibility and control, rather

than a fixed stylistic feature. What counts as appropriate mediation is shaped by the specific
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guidance, constraints, expectations, and more relational dynamics that modern subtitlers need

to navigate across the more recent platform-based and participatory translation settings.

9.2.3 Explaining Norm Variation: Patronage, Audience and Subtitler Positioning

The findings across all three case studies indicate that subtitling norms in re-subtitling are not
determined in isolation. Norm variation emerges from the interaction of multiple dimensions
within specific translational contexts, where subtitling strategies are negotiated in relation to
evolving community conventions, institutional constraints, and forms of audience affiliation.
Subtitler positioning further mediates these relationships, shaping how such contextual

pressures are interpreted and enacted in practice.

To answer the research questions directly, with regard to RQ1, diachronic developments in
fansubbing reflect changing community knowledge, genre familiarity, and expectations of
interpretive competence rather than a progression toward either foreignization or domestication.
Temporal change therefore functions as a conditioning influence on subtitling practice without

prescribing a singular developmental direction.

For RQ2, synchronic contrasts between commercial subtitles and fan retranslations
foreground a primary structural distinction between institutionally governed and community-
based subtitling practices. Commercial platforms tend to prioritise accessibility and attimes risk
management in addressing a rather heterogeneous audience group, whereas fansubbing often
operates within shared cultural and interpretive frameworks that permit closer engagement with
more source-oriented strategies. Within the fan sphere itself, however, strategic orientations
diverge according to audience scope and community specialisation. Generalist fansub groups
more often emphasise linguistic fidelity and informational clarity for broadly culturally literate
viewers, while specialised fan communities adopt stronger forms of intervention to cultivate
affective resonance and shared interpretive positioning within the fandom. This layered pattern
indicates that translational strategies are shaped both by the commercial-fan divide and the
differentiated orientations within participatory subtitling cultures, reflecting the social and

institutional locations from which subtitles emerge.

Concerning RQS3, institutional governance and regulatory pressure frequently outweigh
temporal development as organising forces in commercial re-subtitling. Earlier versions
produced under comparatively loose regulation display mediation practices that even at times
resemble fansubbing conventions, whereas later global and domestic platforms increasingly

stress on standardisation or compliance in response to branding logics and tightened oversight.
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The findings here therefore position re-subtitling in the contemporary AVT landscape as a
negotiated practice shaped by a convergence of factors (such as temporality, patronage
structures, as well as audience and translator positioning). They also reflect broader
transformations in platform-mediated media culture, where boundaries between “professional”
and “amateur” subtitling, as well as between cultural production and consumption (i.e., the rise
of “prosumers”), become increasingly blurry. Re-subtitling, in this view, operates as a socially
situated and platform-mediated translational practice in which traditional positions of

translatorship and audienceship are continuously reconfigured.

9.3 Contribution of the Study

This thesis contributes to AVT and retranslation studies at conceptual, empirical, theoretical,
contextual, and practical levels (as addressed in Chapter 1), while placing particular emphasis

on the implications of re-subtitling in platformised digital media environments.

Conceptually, the study defines re-subtitling as a distinct translational phenomenon within
AVT. Unlike literary retranslation, which is typically characterised by temporal distance and
canon formation, re-subtitling unfolds within accelerated cycles of circulation shaped by
streaming infrastructures, participatory cultures, and regulatory intervention. By foregrounding
immediacy, multiplicity, and sociotechnical mediation, this re-conceptualisation expands the

analytical scope of retranslation research beyond text-centred, literary paradigms.

Empirically, the thesis constructs three purpose-built subtitle corpora that enable systematic
comparison across diachronic and synchronic dimensionsin both fan and commercial contexts.
The findings demonstrate that norm variations in English-Simplified Chinese re-subtitling are
neither temporally nor institutionally linear, but patterned through shifting relations among
subtitler communities, platform governance, and audience positioning. This data-driven account
provides rare corpus-based evidence for re-subtitling practices in mainland China and

contributes to the still limited empirical foundation of AVT norm research.

Theoretically, the study re-examines the explanatory scope of the Retranslation Hypothesis in
the context of contemporary AVT. Rather than indicating a progressive movement toward ST
adequacy, re-subtitling in platform-based environments operates through iterative re-
negotiation of translational norms under changing sociotechnical and institutional conditions.
The hypothesis, therefore, while remains valuable, requires re-conceptualisation as context-
contingent and medium-specific, rather than universally developmental. At the same time, the

findings also call for a reassessment of translator agency. (Re)subtitling decisions emerge not
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solely from individual translators but from distributed configurations of collectives, platforms,
and regulatory structures, signalling a shift from individual-centred translatorship toward
networked and institutionally mediated norm production in digital AVT. Closely related to this
shift is exactly the increasing convergence of professional and amateur subtitling roles within
participatory media environments, where audiences, fansubbers, and commercial translators
occupy fluid and overlapping positions in processes of cultural production. Re-subtitling thus
exemplifies a form of participatory and platform-mediated translational practice that challenges

binary distinctions traditionally assumed in audiovisual translation research.

Contextually, by centring mainland Chinese subtitling ecologies, the thesis addresses the
Eurocentric orientation of much AVT scholarship. The interaction of censorship regimes,
grassroots fansubbing traditions, and global streaming platforms reveals translational dynamics
that diverge from dominant Western production models, thereby broadening the comparative

horizon of retranslation and norm theories.

Practically, the findings offer implications for localisation workflows and platform subtitling
policies. They indicate that audience engagement is closely tied to cultural framing, genre
competence, and ideological positioning, and that excessive standardisation may limit
interpretive resonance in digitally literate viewing communities. At the same time, institutional
constraints and regulatory risk remain decisive factors in commercial environments.
Recognising re-subtitling as a site of negotiated mediation can therefore support more context-

responsive subtitling strategies across global streaming infrastructures.

That is to say, this thesis positions re-subtitling as a key focus for understanding how
translational norms are reconfigured in contemporary media circulation within AVT. [t
demonstrates the continued relevance of DTS while also extending its scope toward platform-

governed, participatory, and rapidly evolving translation environments.

9.4 Limitations and Future Directions

This study has provided a focused investigation of English-to-Simplified Chinese re-subtitling

practices, but several limitations should be acknowledged.

First, the research focused exclusively on English-to-Simplified Chinese subtitling. This pairing,
situated within a distinctive socio-political and regulatory environment, provides a valuable site
for analysis but also limits the transferability of findings to other language pairs, modalities, or

cultural contexts.
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Second, the norm-based case study approach, though enabling detailed qualitative analysis
supported by some quantitative data, necessarily drew on a small number of cases. The

conclusions should therefore be read as illustrative rather than statistically generalisable.

Third, the study was primarily product-oriented, grounded in DTS. Although process- and
function-oriented elements, such as platform guidance, state regulation, and audience
reception, are acknowledged to some extent, these dimensions are addressed only partially due
to scope and word count constraints. Moreover, the reception analysis is limited to publicly
visible feedback (e.g., danmu), which, while valuable, may not fully reflect broader audience

interpretations or demographic variations.

Finally, the focus on popular media genres, particularly science fiction and sitcoms, narrows
the extent to which findings can be applied to other media types. Subtitling practices may differ
substantially in educational, documentary, or niche cultural content, where textual constraints

and audience expectations diverge.

Despite these limitations, the research opens up several productive directions for future

inquiry:

e Audience reception. Empirical methods such as surveys, interviews, or focus groups
could provide more granular insights into how audiences interpret, evaluate, and
negotiate multiple subtitle versions.

e Process-oriented research. Studies that investigate the cognitive, collaborative, and
institutional dynamics behind subtitling would complement product-focused analyses.

e Cross-linguistic comparison. Comparative work on other language pairs and
translation cultures, especially in East Asia and the Global South, would enrich
understanding of re-subtitling trends and norm shifts in diverse contexts.

e Translator identity and fan culture. Examining the blurred boundaries between
fansubbing and professional subtitling would shed light on the sociological and labour
dimensions of AVT today.

e Danmu subtitling. As discussed in Section 8.5.4, danmu represents a uniquely
participatory and decentralised subtitling phenomenon in the mainland Chinese digital
landscape. Future research could explore how it constitutes a form of grassroots

translation, reframing notions of authorship, collectivity, and viewer agency.
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By building on these areas, future research can continue to challenge monolithic views of
subtitling (especially fansubbing) and offer deeper insight into the evolving dynamics of

translation in digital, globalised media ecosystems.
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Appendix A Subtitler Personnel Details

A.1 Doctor Who (Seasons 1-4, Subtitler Personnel Details)

This table provides subtitler personnel details for the first four seasons of the 2005 Doctor Who
revival. Although the main analysis in Chapter 6 focuses on Seasons 1 and 4, all four seasons are
included here to demonstrate the rationale for case selection. As shown, Seasons 2 and 3 were
predominantly retranslated by a single subtitler, raising concerns about the influence of
individual style or idiosyncrasies on the results. By contrast, Seasons 1 and 4 involved multiple
contributorsin both the initial FRM subtitles and the YYeTs retranslations, thereby offering a more

reliable basis for analysing recurring strategies and shared norms.

FRM YYeTs
Subtitler Proof-reader Subtitler Proof-reader
Doctor Who S01E01 1 1 4 3
Doctor Who S01E02 1 1 4 3
Doctor Who S01E03 2 1 4 2
Doctor Who S01E04 1 1 4 2
Doctor Who S01E05 1 1 4 3
Doctor Who S01E06 1 1 4 2
Doctor Who S01E07 1 1 3 3
Doctor Who S01E08 1 1 1 2
Doctor Who S01E09 1 1 2 2
Doctor Who SO01E10 1 1 1 2
Doctor Who SO01E11 1 1 2 2
Doctor Who S01E12 1 1 1 2
Doctor Who S01E13 2 1 3 2
Doctor Who S02E01 1 1 1 2
Doctor Who S02E02 1 1 1 2
Doctor Who S02E03 1 1 2 2
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Doctor Who S02E04

Doctor Who S02E05

Doctor Who S02E06

Doctor Who S02E07

Doctor Who S02E08

Doctor Who S02E09

Doctor Who S02E10

Doctor Who S02E11

Doctor Who S02E12

Doctor Who S02E13

Doctor Who S03E01

Doctor Who SO03E02

Doctor Who SO03E03

Doctor Who S03E04

Doctor Who SO03E05

Doctor Who SO03E06

Doctor Who S03E07

Doctor Who SO03E08

Doctor Who SO03E09

Doctor Who S03E10

Doctor Who S03E11

Doctor Who S03E12

Doctor Who S03E13

Doctor Who S04E01

Doctor Who S04E02

Doctor Who S04E03
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Doctor Who S04E04 2 1 3 2
Doctor Who S04E05 2 1 2 2
Doctor Who S04E06 2 3 3 2
Doctor Who S04E07 3 1 2 2
Doctor Who S04E08 2 1 1 1
Doctor Who S04E09 2 1 1 1
Doctor Who S04E10 2 1 1 1
Doctor Who S04E11 2 1 1 1
Doctor Who S04E12 3 1 1 1
Doctor Who S04E13 2 1 1 1
Notes:

e Unknown = no subtitler credit was specified in the available subtitle files or episode
credits; attribution could not be verified.

e n/a=rolenot applicable for that version.

e Merged cell =the same individual(s) carried out both roles for the whole series.
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A.2 Netflix Originals (Subtitler Personnel Details)

This table presents subtitler personnel details for the four Netflix Originals analysed in Chapter 7
(Stranger Things S04, Bridgerton S01, The Queen’s Gambit S01, and The Witcher S01). While the
main text summarises group-level and institutional distinctions, this appendix provides a more
detailed breakdown of personnel involvement episode by episode. As shown, Netflix
commissioned one subtitler per series (with the exception of Bridgerton S1, which was split
between two subtitlers), whereas YYeTs operated through ateam-based modelinvolving multiple
subtitlers and typically one proofreader per series. YIGUI adopted a similar collaborative model
but also employed an additional consultant role. These contrasts in personnel structure illustrate
the institutional and organisational differences underlying commercial and fan-produced

subtitles.

Netflix YYeTs YIGUI

Subtitler Proof-reader Subtitler Proof-reader Subtitler Proof-reader Consultant

Stranger

Things S04E01 !

Stranger
Things S04E02

Stranger
Things S04E03

Stranger
Things S04E04

Stranger

Things S04E05 1 unknown 1 ] .

Stranger
Things S04E06

Stranger
Things S04E07

Stranger
Things S04E08

Stranger
Things S04E09

Bridgerton
S01E01

Bridgerton
S01E02

Bridgerton
SO01E03

Bridgerton
S01E04

unknown 1 n/a

Bridgerton

SO01E05

Bridgerton
SO01E06

Bridgerton
SO01E07

Bridgerton
SO01E08

Queen’s
Gambit SO1E01
1 unknown 1 n/a

Queen’s
Gambit S01E02
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Queen’s
Gambit S0O1E03

Queen’s
Gambit S01E04

Queen’s
Gambit SO1E05

Queen’s
Gambit S01E06

Queen’s
Gambit SO1E07

The Witcher

SO01E01 10 2 4 2 2

The Witcher

SO01E02 10 2 4 2 2

The Witcher
S01E03

The Witcher

S01E04
1 unknown
The Witcher

SO01E05

The Witcher
S01E06

The Witcher
S01E07

The Witcher
SO01E08

Notes:

e Unknown = no subtitler credit was specified in the available subtitle files or episode
credits; attribution could not be verified.

e n/a=role not applicable for that version.

e Merged cell = the same individual(s) carried out both roles for the whole series.

A.3 Friends (Season 1, Subtitler Personnel Details)

This table summarises subtitler and proof-reader personnel for all four versions of Friends
Season 1 (F6, Sohu, Netflix, Bilibili). Unlike Doctor Who and the Netflix Originals, no contributor
names or team information were specified in the available subtitle files or episode credits for any
version. Accordingly, all entries are recorded as unknown.

F6 Sohu Netflix Bilibili

Subtitler Proof-reader Subtitler Proof-reader Subtitler Proof-reader Subtitler Proof-reader

So01 unknown unknown unknown unknown unknown unknown unknown unknown

Notes:

e Unknown = no subtitler credit was specified in the available subtitle files or episode
credits; attribution could not be verified.

e n/a=role not applicable for that version.

e Merged cell = the same individual(s) carried out both roles for the whole series.
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