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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis presents a study on the subtitler’s visibility management as 

manifested by their subtitling approaches. The special textuality and the recent 

digitization of subtitling practices make the subtitler’s visibility management 

through subtitling an issue that is rather distinctive from the translator’s visibility 

in general. Previous studies that directly investigate subtitler’s visibility tend to 

focus on subtitler’s relatively restricted and/or linear social interactions, while 

relevant discussion that examines their non-linear social interactions such as 

subtitling is very rare. Almost no study has provided either a conceptualization of 

subtitler’s visibility or a systematic analytical framework specifically for 

analysing the subtitler’s visibility management through subtitling.  

In the current study, the author examines the subtitler’s visibility 

management through subtitling by comparing WHV industrial subtitlers’ and 

YYeTs fansubbers’ subtitling approaches to The Big Bang Theory. Based on 

Nornes’s (2007) notions of corrupt and abusive subtitling and Ortabasi’s critiques 

on the lack of multimodality in these notions, it has been hypothesized that the 

two groups of subtitlers’ approaches differ in two dimensions and three aspects of 

issues. Accordingly, an analytical framework is constructed to systematically 

interrogate the two groups of subtitlers’ visibility management as reflected by 

their subtitling approaches: 1) comparing their subtitling approaches to the verbal 

and nonverbal issues identified in the represented dimension; 2) comparing their 

subtitling approaches to the technical issues identified in the representing 

dimension; 3) comparing and discussing how their relatively different approaches 

in the two dimensions demonstrate their different visibility management.  

The findings suggest that the ways in which WHV industrial subtitlers and 

YYeTs fansubbers manage their visibility differently are multifaceted and 

bidimensional. First, the industrial subtitlers tend to adopt a relatively corrupt 

approach and the fansubbers tend to adopt a relatively abusive approach in the 

represented dimension, while the relative differences between their approaches 

are more drastic in the verbal aspect than in the nonverbal aspect. Second, the 

above-found relative differences between the two groups of subtitlers’ approaches 

are even more explicitly consistent in the technical aspect of the representing 

dimension. Third, in both dimensions, the industrial subtitlers gain less visibility 

through the relatively corrupt approach and the fansubbers acquire more visibility 

through the relatively abusive approach. More profoundly, by adopting the 

relatively corrupt approach, the industrial subtitlers perform gatekeepers in the 

represented dimension and adherents in the representing dimension; by using the 

relatively abusive approach, the fansubbers present themselves as educators in the 

represented dimension and as innovators in the representing dimension.  

Beyond these findings, this thesis also makes broader theoretical and 

methodological contributions. It has demonstrated how a nonbinary and 

generative conceptualization of the subtitler’s visibility from a sociological 

perspective, hitherto never provided by previous discussions, can lead to more 

fruitful investigations on the subtitler’s visibility management. This combination 

of Nornes’s (2007) notions of corrupt and abusive subtitling and Ortabasi’s (2007) 
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critiques on them offers us a set of analytical tools for thoroughly investigating 

how subtitlers manage their visibility differently through subtitling.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

1.1 Research Background 

Our understandings of a translator’s (in)visibility seem to still dwell with 

Lawrence Venuti’s (1995) explanation, although he himself, in 2008, revised his 

1995 work by clarifying certain terms and updating data and cases. The current 

author would not claim that his historical approach and insightful understanding 

are false; rather, his position of seeing translation as influenced by Anglo-

American culture in history still holds true, to some extent.  

Historically resulted, English is still the lingua franca. With the advantage of 

language, the Anglo-American culture has occupied most of the literary world and 

the world in real life. The cultural imbalance between Anglo-American culture 

and cultural others can have dramatic influences on the translation activities 

happening in the other-to-English direction, as Venuti (2008) argues. Under the 

hegemony of English culture, many translators tend to conform their English 

translations to the target English culture. Borrowing Friedrich Schleiermacher’s 

(2004) concept, Venuti (2008) theorizes this tendency as ‘domestication’. He 

argues that the massive domesticating approaches to translation to English make 

the consumption of the translations a fluent experience for English native speakers 

and, thus, hide the translators themselves from the readers. Hence, ‘[t]he 

translator’s invisibility is symptomatic of a complacency in British and American 

relations with cultural others’ (ibid., 13). Through the notion of visibility, 

Venuti’s (2008) discussion has examined the translator’s social position as being 

trapped in the contextualised cultural imbalance between English culture and 

cultural others. While this thread of argument proves very insightful for the 

translation of print-based media, it may not be sufficient to explain the subtitler’s 

visibility, particularly in the current digital age.  

Transformations in social structures or contexts and social interactions drive 

changes in social actors’ power relations, or vice versa, involving the changes of 

visibility relationships. According to sociologist Andrea Brighenti (2007, 1), 

visibility does not simply represent the visual outcome of physical perception, but 

also the symbolic meanings assigned to the physically visual. Visibility has a 

physical value that measures how an object exposes itself to be seen or physically 
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perceived through the visual channel by a subject during an interaction among 

social agents such as the making of subtitles by subtitlers and the using of 

subtitles by audience. However, an object is meaningless for the subject if it is 

physically visual without being recognised in social interactions. To make the 

interaction meaningful, the object – the physically visual – has to be assigned 

meaning so the subject can make sense of it, in which case, it becomes a symbol. 

Visibility, thus, also has a symbolic value, measured according to how an object is 

recognised as a meaningful symbol by a subject during a social interaction. 

Assigning meaning to an object refers to cultivating rituals and customs or 

establishing rules and social structures and, thus, social power relations. By 

assigning meaning to an object to be recognised by a subject, not only is the 

interaction between the object and the subject made meaningful, but it also 

establishes a rule or a social structure and, in turn, a social power relation. 

Conversely, such established social structures and power relations directly inform 

how an object will be recognised by another subject in the future, shaping the 

object’s visibility relationships with new subjects. The translator’s visibility is 

both a result of the structures already established in the social contexts through 

previous social interactions and a result of current social interactions.  

The social context for discussing the subtitler’s visibility can be quite different 

from that of translators in general, particularly in the current digital age. Drawing 

from film studies scholar Nornes’s (2007) and digital media scholar Denison’s 

(2011) critiques, Pérez-González contends that even subtitling scholars tend to 

‘overlook the connections between the mechanical aspects of this mediation 

activity and the wider contexts in which audiovisual texts are embedded’ (2014, 

14). On the one hand, the ‘mechanical aspects’ refer to the audiovisual textuality 

of subtitling, which is evidenced through the history of Audiovisual Translation 

(AVT); on the other hand, the ‘wider contexts’ refer to the digital mediascape 

where subtitling is increasingly conducted. These two specialties within the social 

context of subtitling both make the discussions on not only the subtitler’s 

visibility, but any social aspects of subtitling distinctive from those on translation 

in general, which will be illustrated below in Section 1.1.1 and 1.1.2 respectively.   
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1.1.1 Roots in the Audiovisual Industry 

The development of AVT is closely bonded with the film industry and, later, the 

audiovisual industry in general. Rooted in the film industry, AVT fulfils 

filmmakers’ need to help the audience understand increasingly realistic filmic 

narratives. From motion picture to plot-embedded silent films, a series of AVT 

methods were invented, such as ‘screen-side lectures’1, ‘talking pictures’2, and 

‘intertitles’3. All these methods were used to contextualise the scenes shown on 

the screen and/or convey characters’ speeches (Pérez-González 2014, 42). It was 

not until the advent of sound, around 1930, that AVT started to be used to 

translate only the dialogue in the source audiovisual texts. The invention of sound 

tracks first troubled film producers, as people who only spoke foreign languages 

would only be able to understand the characters’ dialogue in domestic languages. 

During that time, this problem seriously worried major film industries, like 

Hollywood, particularly with respect to their ‘financial viability’ in international 

markets (Pérez-González 2014, 45). Without the dialogue translated, their film 

products were grounded in the domestic market, which cut off a substantial share 

of profits that had been obtainable in the international markets during the silent-

film era.  

Under their profit-driven agenda, film industries started to experiment with new 

translation means again, to tackle this language problem. In the end, two AVT 

methods lasted and became what we know today as post-synchronised dubbing 

and subtitling. Post-synchronised dubbing was inspired by the doubling process to 

replace the original dialogue record with one recorded in another language or with 

translations (Pérez-González 2014, 46). It is worth noting that the use of post-

synchronised dubbing marked the first time AVT had been employed for 

                                                           
1 Screen-side lectures: In-house commentators were employed to give spoken comments on the 

exhibition of scrolling pictures to facilitate the audience’s reception of the motion pictures (Pérez-

González 2014, 37).  
2 Talking pictures: Off-stage music performance and behind-screen dialogue matching were 

employed in America around the end of the 19th century (Musser 1991, 400-401). 
3 Intertitles: ‘a piece of filmed, printed text that appear[s] between scenes’ (Díaz Cintas and 

Remael 2007, 26).  
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translating only the dialogue, regardless of all the other semiotic resources in the 

audiovisual texts. This shift also occurred in the development of using titles. 

During the 1920s, technological progress enabled the superimposition of titles 

directly on the film strip images, instead of intertitles between scenes (Ivarsson 

2002). The titling practice later developed into today’s subtitling with more 

technical perfection; it ‘consists of the production of snippets of written text 

(subtitles or captions in American English) to be superimposed on visual footage 

– normally near the bottom of the frame – while an audiovisual text is projected, 

played or broadcast’ (Pérez-González 2011, 14). At this time, the major AVT 

methods of subtitling and dubbing were both used almost exclusively to translate 

the dialogues by film industries, while essentially, the source of AVT has always 

been the whole audiovisual text, without question. After decades of practice, 

many people, even filmmakers themselves, have assumed that AVT will ‘deliver 

approximate linguistic representations of the original dialogue’ to people who 

have no access to the language of the dialogue (Pérez-González 2014, 53). Such 

an assumption has also been adopted by AVT scholarships. As Gambier notes, it 

is paradoxical that the dominant research perspective of AVT scholars ‘remains 

largely linguistic’ (2006, 7).  

There are several reasons for the paradoxical turn from whole-audiovisual-text-

focused AVT practices to dialogue-focused AVT practices in the industrial sector. 

Besides financial reasons, dialogue-focused AVT practices are also 

conventionalized for sociocultural reasons. Advanced by new production 

technologies, ‘the powerful representational force of language’ (Pérez-González 

2014, 47) in increasingly realistic filmic narratives has been realised by the film 

industry. Dominating the world market, the American film industry, among others, 

started to export their cultural values by distributing films in other countries, 

which is another reason for the turn. Contrastively, the importing countries started 

to use AVT to censor imported films in the translation process and to control the 

reception of imported films to protect their own national cultures (ibid.). With the 

development of the media industry, AVT was used on a more heterogeneous set 

of audiovisual products other than films, such as TV series, videogames, animes, 

and advertisements (ibid.). The popularity of audiovisual products further 
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strengthened the convention that dialogue was deemed the sole target of AVT so 

as to make use of the powerful narrative function of language. On a different note, 

in light of the massive international trade of audiovisual products, it is easy to 

imagine that national gatekeepers would resort to domestication-oriented AVT for 

cultural and trade protection. Consequently, AVT is subjected to media industries’ 

and institutions’ strict control, not only in Anglo-American cultures, but in almost 

every society, including China.4  

 

1.1.2 Bloom in the Digital Age 

Subtitlers’ circumstances have changed drastically since the advent of digitisation, 

around 2000. Before digitisation, only the media industry was able to conduct 

AVT, due to financial and technological reasons. To some extent, AVT was, and 

still is, controlled by the industry and institutions for the previously mentioned 

reasons, leading it to be a site of political and cultural negotiation (Pérez-

González 2014). Consequently, audiovisual translators were controlled without a 

choice, as they were employed by the industry. Around the end of the 20th century, 

digital technologies became increasingly available, accessible, and popular. Not 

only are the media industries’ production and distribution largely digitised, but 

even ordinary people who are not necessarily in the media industry are able to 

practise media production, distribution, and consumption (including translation) 

by and among themselves (Pérez-González 2007, 71). Thus, ordinary people have 

become producers and/or distributors (including translators) of media content on a 

relatively inexpensive basis. Through this digitising process, subtitling, among 

many other processes of media production and distribution, has been freed from 

the monopoly of media institutions and corporations, evolving into a more open 

and diverse field of practice.  

                                                           
4 In June 2012, the People’s Republic of China State Council passed the Regulation on the 

Construction of Barrier-Free Environment, which stipulates that publicly published audiovisual 

products should be provided with subtitles. For the original regulation published with the title Wu 

Zhang Ai Huan Jing Jian She Tiao Li (无障碍环境建设条例), please see 

http://www.gov.cn/flfg/2012-07/10/content_2179947.htm, accessed on 14 Dec. 2018.  

http://www.gov.cn/flfg/2012-07/10/content_2179947.htm
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After decades of evolution, the subtitling field in the digital age now is typified by 

the coexistence of industrial subtitling and fansubbing. Industrial subtitling refers 

to the subtitling mode in which the subtitlers are recognised and employed by 

audiovisual media corporations, and their labours are paid to make extended 

profits of the original products achieved by translation. In China, industrial 

subtitling is often combined with top-down censorship policies and institutions 

(Zhang and Mao 2013, 49). However, the popularisation of digital media has 

largely freed subtitling activities. Facing such consumption control, but with the 

help of digital technologies, many internet users who are fans of foreign 

audiovisual products have formed online groups. They combine their foreign 

linguacultural competences, subtitling skills, and digital technology literacy into a 

collective intelligence through online networking platforms; in doing so, they 

become capable of translating their favourite audiovisual products collectively 

(becoming what is known as fansub groups). Fan-initiated subtitling, or 

fansubbing, refers to the subtitling of audiovisual products, conducted by fans 

who subtitle the audiovisual texts via their collective intelligence for free. It seems 

that the internet or even ‘intranet’ (Nielsen 1994; Telleen 1998) appears to be 

more difficult for national gatekeepers to monitor than other media spaces. 

Fansubbers (i.e., fan subtitlers) voluntarily collaborate in collecting, editing, 

translating, archiving, and redistributing audiovisual products; thus, they actively 

cater to the massive domestic demands for these products. They not only have 

been empowered by the internet but have also gradually gained much support 

from other fans of the audiovisual products and the general Chinese society 

(Zhang and Mao 2013), providing competition for industrial subtitling. This 

situation is what the current author has referred to as the coexistence of industrial 

subtitling and fansubbing.  

This unique social context of subtitling has led to three major factors – the 

audiovisual textuality, the diversity of translators, and the digital new visibility – 

that distinguish the discussion of the subtitler’s visibility in the current digital age 

from the discussion of the translator’s visibility in general. These factors 

challenge our understanding of the translator’s visibility, based on Venuti’s (2008) 

discussion, and they will be presented in the next section.  
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1.2 Research Rationale 

Firstly, the essentially audiovisual textuality of subtitling makes the matter 

particularly different from the traditional print-based translation. Subtitling 

belongs to the wider discipline of Audiovisual Translation. ‘Audiovisual 

translation (AVT) is a branch of translation studies concerned with the transfer of 

multimodal and multimedial texts into another language and/or culture’ (Pérez-

González 2011, 13). Audiovisual texts are multimodal, as they generally use 

multiple sign systems or semiotic ‘modes’ (Pérez-González 2014, 187) to produce 

meaning; they are multimedial, since these assemblies of meaningful signs are 

delivered to users through multiple media channels simultaneously. For 

audiovisual texts, language is not necessarily the only source for translation. 

Although language is often cultural by nature, other sign systems (e.g., music or 

images) can also be cultural, without necessarily embodying the same cultural 

sense as that of language. In contrast, the source for the traditional print-based 

translation is usually language and at the most, includes images. In the field of 

subtitling, the old dichotomy of cultural self and other, as in English culture and 

cultural others or as in the culture of any one language and the culture of another 

language, is problematised. It can be problematic to take a cultural framework that 

is based on or divided by language and apply it to a more diverse set of semiotic 

texts, such as those combined with images, music, and sound effects. If, for a 

print-based translation, language fluency means hiding the traces of the 

linguacultural source and the translator(s) (Venuti 2008), this fluency would 

hardly be possible for audiovisual translation, as most parts of the source 

audiovisual texts are synchronic with the translation in the target text (hereinafter, 

TT). Subtitling, in particular, keeps almost all the source text (hereinafter, ST) in 

the TT; also, for revoicing or dubbing5, the ST, except for the dialogues, is 

accessible with the TT.  

                                                           
5 Revoicing refers to a range of oral language transfer such as voice-over, narration, audio 

description, free commentary, and, technically, lip-synch dubbing. Dubbing, or lip-synchronised 

dubbing, is a kind of audiovisual translation that restores the original voice track in the texts with 

dubbing actors’ voices in the target language, which is different from other revoicing procedures, 
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The binary understanding of the translator’s visibility collapses due to the 

diversity of translators – a second factor in context, which must be addressed. If 

fluency erases a translator’s visibility, it can be argued that the translators who 

subtitle would then be more visible than the translators of revoicing or dubbing, as 

the ST is more exposed in subtitling than in dubbing. And the translators of 

dubbing would, in turn, be more visible than the traditional print-based translators, 

as the ST is more exposed in dubbing than in print-based translation. Since the 

translator’s visibility is, therefore, found to be relative, to claim translators as 

either completely invisible or visible would be problematic. Simply put, there are 

various kinds of translators. The binary definition of translator’s visibility is, thus, 

problematised by the multiple channels of translation now in the digital human 

society– multiple TTs. One may still argue that the different kinds of translators 

are not comparable, due to their practical differences. However, this binary 

problem would also appear within the same kind of translation, when there are 

multiple translations of the same kind for the same ST. Again, if a domesticating 

approach is employed to make the TT seem more fluent to a target audience in 

order for it to exist in place of the ST, then the fluency of two domesticated TTs 

can be compared. At that point, one may be tempted to ask which version is more 

fluent, and why it is so. If one version is more fluent than the other, the 

translator(s) of that version must be less visible than the translator(s) of the other 

version. Visibility, thus, cannot be simplistically understood as a default or as 

having a binary value; it is certainly worthy of further investigation. The subtitler 

is not an exception to the problematisation of the binary understanding of the 

translator’s visibility, particularly in the situation of the co-existence of industrial 

subtitling and fansubbing.   

The current co-existence of industrial subtitling and fansubbing typifies the 

diversification of TTs of the same type. On the one hand, industrial subtitling is 

inevitably institutionalised to comply with governmental control and the 

authority’s own financial interests; on the other hand, fansubbers appear to play 

an active role in complementing the inadequate industrial supply of foreign 

                                                                                                                                                               
as it replaces the original voice track. All these procedures prevent the audience from accessing the 

original sound track (the main content of the ST) to some extent, while subtitling does not.  
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audiovisual products and translations, thus, undermining the ‘profit-ridden agenda’ 

of the media industry and institutions (Pérez-González 2014, 58). Driven by 

different causes, industrial subtitling and fansubbing represent two different 

settings of subtitling. Industrial subtitling is conducted by corporate in-house or 

freelance subtitlers who are paid to contribute to make a profit; thus, industrial 

subtitling is found within corporate and institutional settings. Fansubbing, in 

contrast, is conducted for nonindustrial reasons by voluntary subtitlers who are 

capable of freely subtitling audiovisual texts; fansubbing, hence, is found within 

voluntary and free settings.  

Different subtitling settings (social structures) may have established different 

social positions and statuses for the subtitlers, thereby potentially resulting in 

different subtitling practices and subtitle products (social interactions). In China, 

industrial subtitling and fansubbing have been coexisting since around 2002 (Li 

2015). This coexistence diversifies the outcomes of subtitle translations for the 

same audiovisual products. As argued, different subtitling practices may provide 

different visibilities to the subtitlers. One may be tempted to ask who are more 

visible and how they manage their visibility differently. At this point, it should be 

understood that, as digitization has complicated the field of subtitling, and even 

translation at large, the power relations involved in this activity are also 

complicated; a translator’s visibility as a symbol of power relations should lead to 

a more robust exploration than a mere ‘critique’ of cultural imbalance (Venuti 

2008, 13), let alone dismissal.  

Lastly, digital technology not only has established the groundwork for the 

existence of nonindustrial subtitling (e.g., fansubbing), but has also provided new 

visibility for the subtitlers and translators in general. Before the digital platform 

existed, the only ways translators could generate visions of their existence were 

by either leaving traces in their translation or receiving credit somewhere in the 

final product (Pedersen 2011, 214). Currently, the new digital media provides 

more opportunities for translators to interact with their readers/spectators and, 

thus, generate new visibilities. Many subtitlers have established their profiles in 

online platforms, set up their own websites, created forums, and so forth. By 
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doing this, subtitlers acquire multiple channels through which to manage their 

visibility. This new visibility resulting from digital technology is referred to as 

‘the new digital visibility’ by Desjardins (2017, 10). When the new digital 

visibility becomes more influential, the cultural imbalance reflected by the 

translations or even any relatively stable social structures may not sufficiently 

explain the subtitlers’ or translators’ visibility – an increasingly dynamic and 

complicated relationship managed through social interactions activated by digital 

technologies.  

In light of such contextual differences, the discussion of the translator’s visibility 

is necessarily narrowed down to the field of subtitling, while Venuti’s (2008) 

discussion ceases to be relevant. The complex audiovisual textuality, diversity of 

target subtitles typified by the coexistence of industrial subtitling and fansubbing, 

and subtitler’s new digital visibility make subtitling in the digital age a rather 

complicated domain for discussing the translator’s visibility, which requires 

continuous and contextualised investigations. It can be of great significance to 

investigate how the subtitlers manage their visibility through social interactions, 

in order to understand how they attempt to place themselves in a more 

advantageous position in social power relations. 

 

1.3 Research Aims 

In the present study, the author attempts to explore the subtitler’s visibility by 

regarding subtitling as a significant form of social interaction by which subtitlers 

manage their visibility. First and foremost, the term – subtitler – should be 

properly defined. Based on the background and rationale described in Section 1.1 

and Section 1.2 respectively, it is understood that subtitling can be practised 

differently in the industrial setting from that in the nonindustrial setting. Subtitlers 

even take on various roles within the industrial setting. Sometimes, subtitlers are 

only required to provide the translation, while in other cases, subtitlers are also 

responsible for technical works (e.g., deciding the timing of subtitles) or revision 

and proofreading (Díaz Cintas and Remael 2007, 33-5). The general tendency 

now witnessed in the subtitling field is that a subtitler is in charge of all three 
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tasks: the technical work, the translation, and the editing (ibid., 35). In the 

nonindustrial setting, fansubbers, for example, have been dependent on 

themselves to manage every process that is needed for the subtitles to be seen on 

the screen by audience. Fansubbers, thus, has been used as a general term to refer 

to those who are involved in producing subtitles (translating and technical works) 

in the fansubbing setting by many scholars, such as Zhang and Mao (2013), Rong 

(2015), Dwyer (2016), Orrego-Carmona and Lee (2017), to name just a few. In 

the current research, subtitles, through which I analyse subtitlers’ subtitling 

approaches, are a product collectively completed through a series of subtitling 

processes without necessarily clear-cut task divisions, whereby there is no need to 

distinguish different tasks within the role of subtitlers. Therefore, ‘subtitler’ here 

is used as an overarching term to refer to those who provide translations (subtitles 

or captions) for audiovisual texts and those who manage the (technical) 

appearance of the translations on the screen6.  

Previous scholars have examined the subtitler’s visibility from various 

perspectives (see Section 2.2). These scholarships, however, have rarely examined 

subtitler’s visibility through their subtitles in a descriptive manner nor provided a 

consistent conceptualization of the subtitler’s visibility (see Section 2.2). Studies 

of the subtitler’s visibility that involve the systematic investigation of subtitles – 

using a systematic analytical framework specifically for subtitle analysis in order 

to examine the subtitler’s visibility – is even rarer. In addition to clarifying the 

concept of the subtitler’s visibility, this study aims to provide a creative and 

systematic analytical framework for examining the subtitler’s visibility through 

subtitles. This framework is built upon film studies scholar Abé Nornes’s (1999 

and 2007) notions of corrupt and abusive subtitling and AVT scholar Melek 

Ortabasi’s (2007) critiques of those notions, combined with an understanding of 

visibility based on sociologist Andrea Brighenti’s (2007) concept of visibility (see 

Section 3.1 and 3.2).  

To fulfil this aim with a delimited scope, this study is organised to examine the 

visibility of subtitlers from different subtitling settings by investigating and 
                                                           
6 This is why subtitling involves a technical aspect, when different types of subtitling issues are 

identified in Section 3.2.4.  
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comparing the industrial subtitler’s and the fansubber’s visibilities in the English-

to-Chinese discourse. As industrial subtitling and fansubbing are found in very 

different social settings, the social interactions of the two groups should be 

different. Based on Brighenti’s (2007) concept of visibility, it is hypothesized that 

their visibilities, managed through their respective social interactions in their 

social settings, should also be different. Since ‘the roots of visibility relationships 

are grounded in and emerging from social interaction’ (ibid., 1), it is argued that 

the subtitling practice represents the subtitlers’ most significant and typical social 

interactions conducted in their name. Thus, this study aims to examine how the 

industrial subtitlers and the fansubbers differ in managing their visibilities by 

adopting different subtitling approaches. Through this comparison, it is hoped that 

the dynamics of the subtitler’s visibility in the digital age can be reflected upon 

from a sociological perspective.  

Under such aims, the research is based on the exploration of an overarching 

question:  

How do industrial subtitlers and fansubbers manage their visibility differently 

through subtitling?  

Based on Nornes’s (2007) notions of corrupt and abusive subtitling and Ortabasi’s 

(2007) critiques on those notions and on previous studies involving subtitling 

analysis, the framework by which to analyse how subtitlers subtitle by following a 

general trend – subtitling approaches – can be further delineated according to the 

multidimensional mechanisms of subtitling (see Section 3.2). This delineation of 

framework would also further specify the overarching research question (see 

Section 3.3). A detailed design of the investigation is illustrated in Chapter 3, 

including the selection of research cases, focus of analyses, and discussions of 

potential copyright issues.  

 

1.4 Thesis Structure 

In this section, the thesis structure is briefly presented.  
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Following the introduction, Chapter 2 reviews studies relevant to the research 

topic of the subtitler’s visibility through a reverse pyramid model. It firstly 

explores how Brighenti’s (2007) concept of visibility informs the understanding 

of the subtitler’s visibility and social interactions in the current research. The 

review then addresses how the subtitler’s visibility has been discussed from 

various perspectives. It closes by focusing on how the subtitler’s visibility has 

been rarely examined specifically through subtitle analysis, while introducing 

Nornes’s (2007) notions and Ortabasi’s (2007) critiques.  

Chapter 3 is the research methodology. Acknowledging previous discussions 

regarding the subtitler’s visibility, this chapter proposes a comparative approach 

to the examination of the subtitler’s visibility. Through a top-down approach, the 

study applies Nornes’ (2007) discussion of subtitling approaches and Ortabasi’s 

(2007) critiques on it, but also tries to extend them to an analytical framework 

specifically intended to examine the subtitler’s visibility through a comparative 

analysis of subtitles. To narrow the analysis, the study adds a bottom-up approach 

in combination with the top-down framework by considering subtitling issues 

from previous studies involving subtitle analysis and focusing on some of the 

most typical ones. Based on the focused list of subtitling issues, the research 

framework is shaped by two dimensions and three aspects of subtitling: 

represented (verbal and nonverbal aspects7) and representing (technical aspect). 

With the framework, the research questions are also specified accordingly.   

Chapter 4 offers a presentation of the analytical research conducted on WHV’s 

industrial subtitlers and YYeTs’s fansubs for The Big Bang Theory (TBBT), 

Season Nine (S9) (Lorre and Prady 2016-17), and their corresponding ways of 

visibility management. It first introduces the analytical points – subtitling issues 

identified from the case(s). Informed by the framework established in Chapter 3, 

this presentation of the analysis is also segmented into two dimensions and further 

divided by the three subtitling aspects. The presentation of each section will 

follow the same order: introduction to the analytical points, comparative analysis 

                                                           
7 Here, the term verbal is used to indicate the expression through words or the use of words as 

opposed to expressions through images, music, and so forth; it includes both spoken and written 

expressions.  
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of the two groups of subtitles at these analytical points in terms of relative 

corruptness and abusiveness, and a discussion of visibility management 

demonstrated by the relative difference between their subtitling approaches (by 

dimensions). This chapter ends with a summary of the analytical results, 

comparing the ways of visibility management adopted by the two groups of 

subtitlers and manifested through their different subtitling approaches in different 

dimensions, while reflecting on the social aspect of the comparative results.  

Chapter 5 is the conclusion chapter. This chapter summarises the main argument 

before it provides the answers to the research questions. A brief account on the 

theoretical and methodological contributions made by the present research is 

given. In the end, the limitations of the current research are observed and new 

directions for future studies are proposed.  
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

Although Venuti (1986 and 2008) first proposed the topic more than thirty years 

ago, the notion of the translator’s visibility has hardly been developed in the field 

of subtitling. Mostly drawing on the subtitler’s restricted or/and linear social 

interactions, previous discussions on the subtitler’s visibility tend to be led either 

in a prescriptive manner or through a binary approach, which unsurprisingly, finds 

the topic definite and unnecessary. This chapter starts, in Section 2.1, by detailing 

how a sociological concept of visibility informs the understanding of the 

translator’s visibility in the current research. Section 2.2 provides a review of the 

various perspectives in previous studies that involved specific discussions of the 

subtitler’s visibility. The last section, Section 2.3, explores how the issue of the 

subtitler’s visibility has been examined through subtitle analysis.  

 

2.1 Sociological Visibility and the Translator’s Visibility 

To date, there has not been a unified definition for the term visibility. As Andrea 

Brighenti (2007) has written in the Blackwell Encyclopedia of Sociology, visibility 

has often been used as a local concept, with different meanings suggested by a 

number of social theorists. These usages have conceptualised visibility with such 

diversity that it is very difficult to formulate a general definition for the term. 

Every time visibility is studied, the field is expanded, as new meanings are added. 

Thus, it is the various usages of visibility, rather than a unified definition, that 

inform our understanding of visibility. In this section, the author will briefly 

review how visibility has been discussed by Brighenti (2007) in relation to many 

of its usages, and the author will describe the features of visibility that can inform 

our understanding of the translator’s visibility.  

The visible is commonly understood to mean the physically visual. According to 

the Oxford English Dictionary, the English word visibility stems from the Latin 

word vīsibilis, which means ‘capacity of being seen’ (OUP 2018). In that sense, 

the visible refers to ‘perceptible by the sense of sight’ (ibid.), or the physically 

visual. Thus, visibility belongs to the domain of physical perception, or ‘aesthetics’ 
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(Brighenti 2007, 1). The act of ‘being seen’ involves at least one object and one 

subject who are found in an interactive relationship where the object is being 

physically seen by the subject. If the object and the subject involve at least one 

human, this relationship of ‘being seen’ becomes slightly complicated, however, 

since humans have consciousness and free will. In this relationship, the seeing 

subject (if human) only sees what it wants to see of the object,8 while the seen 

object (if human) exposes only what it wants the subject to see of itself. 

Measuring the physical outcome of this visual interaction results in a physical 

value. In other words, visibility measures how an object is revealed to be 

physically seen by a subject through an interaction between them.  

However, the visible is not only the physically visual. For civilised human beings, 

the physically visual usually has meaning(s) assigned to it so that it can be 

understood and make interactions meaningful. If the subject and the object of the 

interaction of ‘being seen’ involve at least one civilised, interactive, and sociable 

human, the relationship of ‘being seen’ previously referred to becomes slightly 

more complicated. In a social interaction between two actors, with at least one of 

them being a civilised human, the act of ‘being seen’ without the act of being 

understood is a meaningless interaction. To make the interaction meaningful, the 

seen object, or the physically visual, must be assigned meaning to be recognised 

by the subject and to become actually visible (recognizable) to the subject. When 

physical perception is inextricably intertwined with cognition (Howes 2003), 

visibility also involves the capacity of being recognised, and ‘the visible is not 

simply the visual’, but also the cognitive (Brighenti 2007, 1). Analytically, 

visibility not only measures the visual interaction, but also the cognitive 

interaction that follows.  

When both the visual and cognitive aspects of social interactions are measured, 

visibility has both a physical value that is intrinsic to the physically visual and 

another value that is later added through the human cognitive process. The value-

                                                           
8 Despite the fact that the author has specified that the subject here refers to a human subject, he 

still uses the pronoun ‘it’ to represent the subject here and consistently throughout the discussion 

afterwards, simply to avoid involving the discussion of gender. Gender as a social construct is one 

of the most relevant issues of visibility studies. However, it is not the focus of the current research, 

and thus, it was obscured.  
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adding process is achieved when meaning is assigned to the physically visual, 

rendering it a symbol. When the physically visual is seen as a symbol by a subject, 

the subject can immediately recognise the physically visual by referring to the 

meaning(s) of the symbol, whereby the interaction becomes meaningful. In this 

aspect, the quality that visibility measures through the cognitive interaction is not 

physical, but symbolic. By measuring the symbolic outcome of a cognitive 

interaction, visibility also has a symbolic value. However simple it may sound, the 

meaning-adding process is rather complex. A seen object (the physically visual) 

can become a symbol or something meaningful for a subject through the subject’s 

individual interaction with it. A seen object can also become a meaningful symbol 

for a group of subjects through their shared experience with it, whereby they may 

share similar understandings of the object. If an object is meant to be understood 

and shared by a large community of people, the symbolic meaning of the object is 

usually cultivated through traditions, customs, cultures, or rules in the community. 

Howes contends that assigning meaning to any seen object to make it a visual 

symbol is not only informed by ‘personal history’, but it is also a sociocultural 

practice of ‘structuring social roles and interactions’ and, thus, power relations 

(2003, XI). Following Howes’s argument, Brighenti adds that visibility also 

belongs to the domain of power relations or ‘politics’ (2007, 1).  

Visibility, therefore, has both a physical value and a symbolic value. On the one 

hand, the physical value is the result of measuring the physical outcome of the 

visual interaction between an object and a subject. In this visual interaction, the 

object is simply a physically visual item for the subject. On the other hand, 

symbolic value is the result of measuring the symbolic outcome of the cognitive 

interaction between an object and a subject, which is based on the physically 

visual interaction. In the cognitive interaction, the object is a (cluster of) symbolic 

meaning(s) for the subject. However, in a real social interaction, the visibility 

relationship is far from clear-cut; rather, as previously stated, physical perception 

is inextricably intermixed with cognition (Howes 2003, quoted in Brighenti 2007, 

1). Without physical perception, a subject has no means to make sense of a social 

interaction through the visual channel. Without cognition, the subject cannot make 

a visual interaction meaningful, either. Both physical perception and cognition 
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and their outcomes – physical and symbolic visibility – are indispensable and 

inseparable for making a meaningful social interaction through the visual channel. 

Conversely, without social interaction, there would be no such visibility.  

So far, visibility can be understood as a kind of relationship generated in social 

interactions through the visual channel. According to Brighenti, ‘the roots of 

visibility relationships are grounded in and emerging from social interaction, 

which reveals visibility as a relational, strategic, and processual feature of social 

life’ (2007, 1). Firstly, a subject can only interact in relation to an object whereby 

visibility is produced (i.e., one can only be [in]visible in relation to another), 

which makes visibility relational and a relationship (ibid.). Besides, normally, an 

object is not completely visible to a subject because either the object’s physical 

being is not fully exposed to the subject or the object has symbolic meanings that 

are not recognised by the subject. ‘In most social settings, asymmetries of 

visibility . . . are the norm’ (ibid., 1). Since neither physical perception nor 

cognition of a single object is able to be ensured or fully controlled, let alone 

those of different objects, even two identical objects can only be relatively more 

or less visible for the same subject. This relativity also accounts for visibility 

being relational. Secondly, a human object usually learns through social 

interaction with other members of a society about what is acceptable or even 

appreciated (e.g., what is considered beautiful). In order to gain recognition or 

power in this society, the object would strategically expose itself to members of 

the society (e.g., posing pictures of itself in a way that is recognised as beautiful 

on a frequented social media account). The visibility relationship is thus strategic 

because such social interactions are strategically arranged, either consciously or 

subconsciously, in order to manage the outcome of being seen and recognised 

(ibid.). Thirdly, a human is a subject who can be powerful enough to make other 

members of its community share its own understanding of a physically visual 

object and, thus, assign its own meaning to the object, whereby the subject 

becomes recognised by other community members. A human subject can also be 

informed, consciously or subconsciously, by its society to recognise a symbolic 

meaning already constructed for the object by other members of the community. 

Either way, the visibility relationship between the object and members of the 
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community is formed through a continuous process of assigning and reassigning 

meaning. In this way, the visibility relationship is processual (ibid.). Visibility 

emerges from social interactions among at least two relational social actors who 

interact with each other in a strategic manner that is recognised and thus shaped 

by a stabilised social construct in a processual way, and that has processual effects 

on the recognised and, hence, stabilised social structures.  

On a different note, it is the processual feature that illustrates the close relevance 

between the visibility relationship and social power relations. Whenever power is 

discussed, the concepts – human, meaning negotiation, recognition, and social 

structures – cannot be dismissed. Although physical visibility and symbolic 

visibility cannot really be separated, power is arguably played out more directly 

through cognition – the source of symbolic visibility – when there is a meaning-

assigning process. As previously discussed, the processual feature of the visibility 

relationship reveals that the human subject who is more powerful in a society is 

more capable of assigning meaning to a physically visual object through the 

meaning-negotiation process, whereby this subject can make other less powerful 

subjects in society recognise its meaning assigning or itself. The meaning 

assigned to a physical visual object, in turn, directly shapes the outcome of 

cognition – symbolic visibility. Moreover, the subject whose meaning assigning is 

recognised by other subjects becomes even more powerful. Assigning meaning 

refers to establishing rules, rituals, traditions, cultures, and other social structures 

to be followed by other social members. Thus, the one who assigns meaning 

resides, at least for that case, at a higher place of social power relations than those 

who follow. Through this processual feature, the interrelation between visibility 

and power is found to be reciprocal. In this sense, the visible is not only the 

physically visual and the symbolic meaning, but also a symbol of power 

relation(s). In Brighenti’s words, visibility is a field that ‘lies at the intersection of 

the two domains of aesthetics (relations of perception) and politics (relations of 

power)’ (2007, 1).  

The disguise of social stability or of the stability of social power relations is 

uncovered when social interactions are activated. If the meaning assigned to a 
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physically visual object or the social structures established is continuously 

recognised and adhered to by members of a society, the power of the subject who 

assigns the meaning or establishes the structure is being constantly strengthened 

and stabilised. However, in a society where the free will of humans is ensured, 

such interactions of meaning assigning and of structure recognition happen 

endlessly everywhere between a subject and an object. Every time a meaning is 

assigned to a physically visual object or a structure is established and recognised, 

someone is empowered and someone else is disempowered. The powerful are not 

the only ones who can assign meaning; the powerless can also assign meaning 

that is then recognised by those equally powerless or even less powerful. Like 

visibility, power is relational – in relation and relative. When such interactions are 

active in a society, the meaning assigned to the physically visual or the structure 

recognised is actively changing, whereby the social power relations are 

destabilised. This is why the effects of visibility – the outcome of physical 

perception and cognition – ‘prolong into more stable social patterns’ (Brighenti 

2007, 1). Although a subject’s physical perception and cognition of an object 

cannot be completely controlled by the object, the object can attempt to direct the 

outcome – visibility – towards a general target by adjusting itself. Visibility 

management through active social interactions, therefore, provides opportunities 

for power negotiation against stabilised social structures.  

However, the correlation between visibility and power is not necessarily positive. 

High visibility does not always lead to empowerment, and low visibility does not 

necessarily lead to disempowerment. When two civilised humans are involved in 

a social interaction, the visibility relationship and the power relations that emerge 

between them can be very complex and dynamic. In an environment where there 

is only a visual channel among interactors who do not know each other at all, if an 

object cannot be seen by any subject, there is no interaction, and the object does 

not even form the physically visual. In this extreme case, in which there is 

mutually only a visual channel but no sight, the object is totally invisible and 

powerless to the subject in the environment. If the object can only be seen by a 

subject through an interaction, then the object can manage its own image in an 

attempt to make itself appealing to the subject and gain its recognition. By 
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interacting in this way with the subject or even more subjects, the object becomes 

more and more recognised and visible and, thus, increasingly influential or 

powerful in the environment. The increasingly powerful object is even sought for 

recognition by other objects, and it becomes a subject in the environment, in 

which case, the correlation between visibility and power appears to be positive. In 

such a case, ‘a significant other makes it possible for one to become a subject’ 

(Mead 1959, quoted in Brighenti 2007, 1). However, as the subject(s) recognises 

more and more about the object, it will be able to predict the object. Every time 

the object makes a move or attempts to partake in an interaction with someone, 

the subject(s) who well recognises the object will be aware and will know what 

the interaction means. In this extreme case in which an object is totally exposed 

and visible to the subject(s) in the environment, the object is powerless beneath 

the subject’s control. Visibility, thus, can also be a ‘trap’ (Foucault 1977), where 

the correlation between visibility and power is negative. In this case, the object is 

disempowered not merely due to its exposure to the subject(s), but because the 

exposure between them is largely one-directional and asymmetrical. In order to 

retain a balance of power in the relationship, the object needs to maintain a certain 

level of invisibility toward the subject(s) or it needs to exchange positions with 

the subject(s) in order to balance the visibility relationship between them. Overall, 

visibility oscillates on a power spectrum, with recognition (empowering) and 

control (disempowering) at its two poles (Brighenti 2007, 2).  

Through visibility, it is easy to understand that people whose social interactions 

with other social members are under restrictions or control are very likely to face 

disempowerment, social inequality, or injustice. One legal conduction of such a 

principle to expropriate a social subject’s power is the punishment for law-

breakers. Criminals are isolated from the rest of society by being put in jail or 

prisons where even the interactions among themselves are under severe restriction 

and surveillance (Foucault 1977). In such a situation, they are prohibited from 

being visible to society or each other in prison. Without even the most basic 

visibility and/or recognition, they are made powerless. The legal conduction of 

such a principle is not always just for social members, particularly for social 

minorities, such as sexual minorities or people of colour, and more so in a 
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visibility marketplace like a mediascape, where what should be seen and what 

should not be seen is prescribed (Brighenti 2017, 2). In China, depictions of gay 

people on television were banned by the Chinese government in 2016 (Ellis-

Petersen 2016); even online, one of China’s largest social media platforms, Sina 

Weibo, expressly prohibited homosexual content in April 2018 (Kuo 2018). 

Consequently, sexual minorities have minimal visibility in Chinese society and 

are disempowered. Wrongful visibility control is sometimes embedded in social 

customs without written prescription. One of the most well-known awarding 

systems in the film industry – the Oscar Film Academy – has to date bestowed 

more than 3,000 awards, but only 36 of them were awarded to black contributors9. 

It is notorious that in the White-dominant society of America, Black people and 

people of colour have often been marginalised. Even as the current author is 

making exemplifications here, he has only given visibility to the People’s 

Republic of China (PRC) and the United States of America (USA) – the so-called 

two most powerful countries in the world – with the rest of the world 

underrepresented. However, these examples do show that social actors whose 

interactions are being restricted by those in higher power positions are not in 

control of their own visibility but are controlled by those who implement 

restrictions. Thus, those being controlled become more invisible, powerless, and 

likely to face social injustice. Translators belong to this group.  

Throughout the history of translation, human translators have almost always been 

restricted in their interactions with the rest of society. Translators’ interactions 

with the rest of the society here refer to the interactions where people are seen and 

recognized as translators by other society members. As professional translators, 

they foremost need to interact with their commissioners (e.g., publishers, 

producers, distributors). In the first step towards visibility, translators barely have 

any legal terms in their favour to help them interact with their commissioners to 

acquire a satisfactory contract (Venuti 2008). In this interaction, translators’ 

visibility refers not only to how they are physically perceived, but also to how 

they are recognised and afforded meaning in formal terms by their commissioners. 

                                                           
9 Retrieved from Wikipedia on Mar. 22, 2019: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African-

American_representation_in_Hollywood#Black_Academy_Awards_Winners.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African-American_representation_in_Hollywood#Black_Academy_Awards_Winners
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African-American_representation_in_Hollywood#Black_Academy_Awards_Winners
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As translators, they are as visible as they are physically perceived through the 

visual channel,10 and as visible as they are recognised or valued in their contract 

wherein, in most cases, they are underpaid, not copyrighted, and sometimes not 

even credited (very common for the subtitlers), to give but a few examples. In this 

case, the translator’s social interaction is restricted by an unfavourable legal 

system. Sometimes in the translation process, translators can interact with the 

author(s) of the original works to better understand and translate them. In such 

interactions, translators can also gain visibility from the author(s) as long as there 

is a visual channel in the interaction (words are visible extensions of the users, 

e.g., in emails). Although author(s) are at most several individuals, as celebrity 

authors, they are usually visible enough in an environment to give plenty of 

visibility to those whom they see . However, translators are only as much visible 

to author(s) as they still value the authors’ originality. As long as translations are 

considered secondary to the so-called original works of the authors, translators 

will be less visible to the author(s) than the author(s) will be to them. In this case, 

a translator’s interaction is again restricted by professional conventions and the 

legal system, in which they are deemed secondary or not the original ‘authorship’ 

(Venuti 2008, 6). These are common linear modes of interaction where translators 

interact, mostly under restrictions, with only one other individual (individual 

producer, individual distributor, individual author, or individual group of authors 

of the same work, etc.). In such restricted and linear interactions, they cannot 

manage their visibility at their own will and are forced to accept unequal 

treatment.  

Human beings also conduct nonlinear mode interactions to gain visibility as 

translators, mainly with their audiences. In nonlinear interactions, a translator’s 

one act of interaction can reach countless others, with unpredictable routes and 

directions. There are mainly two ways in which translators can make such 

nonlinear interactions to gain visibility in the current digital age. Firstly, 

translation/translating is the most typical way for an individual to be physically 

                                                           
10 In this case, where translators negotiate with their commissioners formally and face-to-face, the 

visual channel is not the only channel of physical perception, as translators can also be heard, 

smelt, touched, or even tasted. But visibility can only be acquired through the visual channel of 

physical interaction.  



24 
 
 

 

perceived through the visual channel and recognised as a translator in a nonlinear 

mode by many translation users. Translations are inseparable extensions of 

translators and of their visibility, although translators and translation users do not 

often see each other face-to-face through translation. In such interactions, ideally, 

translators as objects can organise their translations to lead their audience to see 

and recognise them as they intend. However, in many cases, particularly in the 

industrial sectors, translators who work for industrial commissioners must follow 

these commissioners’ conventions and rules to create the translation, whereby the 

interaction through translation is restricted by those who command.  

This situation has been changed, to some extent, since the advent of digital 

technologies. The lack of formal and explicit legal establishments in terms of the 

virtual world has allowed the circulation of self-initiated translations online. 

Drawing on digital technologies, users of translations have been able to access 

source texts, acquire translation skills, and employ distribution channels. They 

therefore can interact with other audiences through their self-initiated/generated 

translation without much interference from producers, distributors, and other 

industrial sectors or institutions, enabling them to become translators and manage 

their translator’s visibility relatively freely. Such self-initiated translation belongs 

to the wider genre of user-generated content (UGC), which not only disrupts the 

notion of ‘derivative works’ and ‘originality’ (Desjardins 2017, 105-106), but also 

marks the end of industrial and institutional authoritarianism on translation. 

Enabling translators to be seen and recognised in the ways they intend, UGC or 

self-initiated translations give translators what Desjardins calls ‘new visibility’ 

(2017, 104). Digital technologies are now claiming not only that translation as 

UGC can be relatively openly or freely conducted by translators to manage their 

visibility, but also that the prevalence of UGC or Online Collaborative Translation 

(OCT) can make translators extremely visible everywhere online; it is ‘as if 

everyone can translate’ (Jiménez-Crespo 2017, 212). As illustrated above, the 

correlation between a visibility relationship and power relations is not necessarily 

a positive correlation. Indeed, enhanced visibility does not definitely improve the 

working conditions of professionals (McDonough-Dolmaya 2011). This has again 

underscored that the discussion of the translator’s visibility cannot rest based on 
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translators simply being visible or invisible; a more in-depth investigation is 

needed.  

Secondly, a translator’s ‘new visibility’ provided by digital technologies can be 

gained through the nonlinear mode of social interactions based on Online Social 

Media (OSM) (Desjardins 2017, 106). Through OSM, people can establish their 

online profiles and clearly identify themselves as translators. On online platforms 

such as LinkedIn, Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, Weibo, YouTube, and self-

established forums, translators can directly interact with hundreds of thousands of 

audiences, sometimes with just a single post. Such self-introductory posts then 

can be reposted to reach more audiences from different places and times. Through 

such open nonlinear interactions online, translators as objects are capable of 

controlling, to a greater extent than through restricted and/or linear interactions, 

the visual representations of themselves to be physically seen and recognised by 

numerous subjects and, hence, to gain visibility from them. Although also shaped 

by the digital settings, UGC and OSM are relatively open means of social 

interactions whereby translators can direct their own visibility towards intended 

outcomes with few restrictions from established powers; they can renegotiate 

power relations through their activated interactions and gained visibility.  

Through this illustration, a translator’s visibility can be clearly understood to be 

his or her capacity to be seen and recognized in social interactions. It is both a 

physical value, as the outcome of physical perception through the visual channel, 

and a symbolic value, as the outcome of cognition in people’s interactions with 

the rest of the society as translators. Combining the two values, a translator’s 

visibility measures simultaneously both how much a translator as an object is seen 

by a subject(s) and how the seen translator is recognised by the subject(s) in a 

social interaction between them. However, given their intertwined contribution, 

these two values cannot really be separated to make social interactions meaningful. 

Characteristically, a translator’s visibility emerges from people’s social 

interactions, with at least one relational side of the interaction represented by 

translators, in a strategic manner that has been recognised and thus shaped by a 

stabilised social construct in a processual way, and that is to be recognised and 
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thus has processual effects on the stabilised social structures. The translators’ 

social power relations are correlated (not necessarily positively) to their visibility 

relationships mainly through the processual feature of visibility whereby the 

social structures that construct a translator’s social power relations have a role in 

shaping and in being shaped by their visibility relationships.  

Although translators cannot ensure the outcome of either physical perception or 

cognition, attempts can be made by translators as objects to direct the visibility 

outcomes by strategically adjusting themselves in social interactions – visibility 

management. Regarding such essences of visibility, social interactions provide 

opportunities for translators to manage their visibility relationships and, thus, to 

negotiate their power relations, which seem to be stabilised by social structures in 

a society. Whether the processual feature of the translator’s visibility relationship 

appears in the direction from social structures, to social interactions, and to power 

relations or in the direction from social interactions, to social structures, and to 

power relations depends on the translator’s visibility management. Passive 

translators allow social structures to control their social interactions and their 

visibility, whereby they appear less powerful than those active translators who 

initiate social interactions to drive changes in social structures and in their 

visibility. This contrast between different modes of visibility management can be 

obviously witnessed between translators with different social settings such as 

industrial subtitlers and fansubbers, which is discussed in Section 4.3. Social 

interactions where people can gain visibility as translators include relatively 

restricted linear interactions with producers, distributors, other industrial sectors, 

and institutions; relatively restricted nonlinear interactions with audiences through 

mainly industrial translations; relatively open linear interactions with industrial 

sectors and institutions through collaboration and negotiation; relatively open 

nonlinear interactions with audiences through self-initiated or nonindustrial 

translation (or UGC) and online media platforms (or OSM); and other forms of 

interaction with the rest of society, where people can be seen and recognised as 

translators.  

 



27 
 
 

 

2.2 Subtitler’s Visibility (Managements): From Various Perspectives 

As illustrated in Section 2.1, the subtitler’s visibility is a direct result of both the 

social interactions in which subtitlers are seen and recognised by having meaning 

assigned to them and the evolution of the rules, conventions, and other social 

structures that were established through earlier interactions but are subjected to 

change through later interactions and negotiations. Early subtitling studies that 

involve explicit discussions of the subtitler’s visibility tend to draw on (the 

changes of) previously established rules or conventions that shape the subtitler’s 

visibility, that is, the subtitler’s restricted interactions with industrial sectors and 

institutions. The social structures that have been discussed in these studies include 

established subtitling conventions, codes of professional conduct, legal terms, and 

so forth.  

Subtitling conventions represent one of the most effective means of controlling 

the subtitler’s visibility through preventing the subtitlers from interacting with 

large audiences openly or freely through their subtitles. In the predigital age, 

subtitling was a totally industrial process that naturally served the agendas of the 

media industry and institutions. As introduced in Section 1.1, the media industry 

and institutions tend to focus on the powerful representational capability of 

language and, thus, allowed translations of only the dialogue. In order to control 

the reception of values and cultures embedded in imported or exported 

audiovisual products, subtitles, as the bridges of meaning, are severely restricted 

by media industries and institutions. Serving the purpose of reception control, 

early practitioners have developed conventions to standardise or professionalise 

industrial subtitling practices (e.g., Ivarsson and Carroll 1998; Karamitroglou 

1998):  

• ‘Simple syntactic units should be used.’ 

• ‘The language register must be appropriate and correspond to locution.’ 

• ‘The language should be grammatically correct since subtitles serve as a 

model for literacy.’ 

(Ivarsson and Carroll 1998, 1-2) 
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• ‘Number of lines: A maximum of two lines of subtitles should be 

presented at a time.’ 

• ‘Font colour and background: Type characters should be coloured pale 

white (not “snow-bright” white) because a too flashy pigment would 

render them tiring to the viewers’ eye.’ 

(Karamitroglou 1998, 2-3) 

Unsurprisingly, many of these conventional terms form strict standards, such as 

simplicity, locution, correctness, and technical norms in order for the subtitles to 

distract viewers to the least extent, so that they will be less likely to notice the 

translationess. Such terms are hardly different from a prescription explicitly 

endorsing invisibility: ‘the sign of a good subtitle translator is to go unnoticed’ 

(Castro Roig 2001, quoted in Caffrey 2009, 17). These terms have standardised 

subtitling at the price of hiding the subtitlers (Ulrych 2000), i.e., the subtitler’s 

visibility generated through the restricted interaction of subtitling is prescriptively 

toned down. However, there are also codes of professional conduct in such 

conventions that tend to maintain the subtitler’s visibility in the interaction of 

subtitling:  

• ‘The (main) subtitler should be acknowledged at the end of the film or, if 

the credits are at the beginning, then close to the credit for the script 

writer.’ 

• ‘The year of subtitle production and the copyright for the version should 

be displayed at the end of the film.’ 

(Ivarsson and Carroll 1998, 2) 

In formal terms, these codes have prescribed that the subtitler’s name (as an 

extension of the subtitlers) should be seen beside their products and recognised by 

being acknowledged and copyrighted. By prescribing that the subtitlers should be 

seen and recognised in positive terms, such codes should give rise to the 

subtitler’s visibility. Either by restricting subtitling practices or by prescribing 

acknowledgement to the subtitlers in their interaction of subtitling, the subtitler’s 

visibility is largely determined by such subtitling conventions.  
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Drawing on such conventions that tend to decisively shape the subtitler’s visibility, 

scholars like Díaz Cintas and Remael (2007) and Pedersen (2011) have discussed 

the subtitler’s visibility explicitly only to a limited extent. Both Díaz Cintas and 

Remael (2007) and Pedersen (2011) agree that the subtitler’s visibility is 

preserved as long as the subtitlers are acknowledged and copyrighted in the end 

products. However, they disagree about the subtitler’s visibility in the subtitles per 

se. On the one hand, Díaz Cintas and Remael (2007) generalise the principle of 

such terms: ‘the less attention [subtitles] call to themselves, the less we notice 

them, and therefore the better they are’ (ibid., 139). Regardless of how much 

industrial sectors have followed such codes, they contend that such conventions 

‘can be considered an attempt at [the subtitler’s] invisibility’ (ibid., 40). On the 

other hand, Pedersen argues that ‘[the subtitler’s] visibility manifests itself in two 

ways’: in addition to being visible in the acknowledgment, the subtitlers leave 

traces of their work or ideology in the TT, where, he adds, subtitles are ‘obviously 

superimposed’ on the screen (2011, 214). Eventually, he concludes that ‘it really 

does not make much sense to talk about invisible translation’ (ibid.). Despite their 

different positions regarding the subtitler’s invisibility or visibility, both 

discussions (Díaz Cintas and Remael 2007; Pedersen 2011) consider the 

subtitler’s visibility as a preset default and binary, reaching an abrupt conclusion 

that the examination of this topic is supposedly definitive, so further investigation 

would be unnecessary.  

In reference to nonindustrial practices, specifically fansubbing, Zhang and Mao 

(2013) have explicitly discussed the fansubber’s visibility, however, also by 

drawing on previously established legal structures. Despite its strong ethical 

impetus, fansubbing is primarily considered to be digital piracy or simply ‘illegal’ 

by the media industry (Díaz Cintas and Muñoz-Sánchez 2006; Lee 2011) because 

it is not formally commissioned or copyrighted like industrial subtitling. 

Established legal systems that downplay the legitimacy of fansubbing tend to 

result in the negative recognition of fansubbers from the general public. Drawing 

on such negative effects of established legal systems on fansubber’s visibility, 

Zhang and Mao (2013) argue that fansubber’s visibility could be seriously 

compromised by strict copyright protections for original producers. In contrast to 
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Díaz Cintas and Remael (2007) and Pedersen (2011), Zhang and Mao do not stop 

there but contend that, in terms of their ambiguous legal status, the fansubbers’ 

visibility is threatened by their attempt ‘to commodify translation and devalue the 

spirit of volunteerism’ (2013, 58). As such, fansubbers’ diverse conductions in the 

online sphere would result in various visibilities (ibid.). The thread of this 

argument underlines the diversity of fansubbers’ or subtitlers’ visibility, which is 

not necessarily prescribed by previously established structures. The pity is that 

this study does not examine the various interactions explicitly in terms of the 

subtitler’s visibility, failing to uncover the role that fansubbers’ active interactions 

play in managing their visibilities and negotiating their social power relations.  

Instead of drawing on established structures, studies that focus directly on the 

subtitler’s active social interactions tend to find the topic of visibility more 

promising. Dwyer (2016) has given evidence to such promise by drawing on a 

fansubbing case that refuses to be either negated or defined by established legal 

systems. Fansubbing was primarily considered illegal, as fansubbers are not 

formally commissioned or permitted by the original producers of audiovisual 

products. ViKi11 is a special case concerning this legal issue, as this video 

platform, as a legal distributor in the industry, chooses to exploit fansubbing 

labours by formally commercialising fansubs. This commercialisation process has 

simultaneously legalised fansubbing by formally contracting and commissioning 

fansubbers. Through this social interaction between fansubbers and industrial 

media distributors, fansubbers have been identified and recognised; consequently, 

their legal status has changed, and they have gained ‘new levels of visibility […] 

in the screen media marketplace’ (Dwyer 2016, 156). This has confirmed the 

argument that active social interactions provide ample opportunities for subtitlers 

to manage their visibilities and renegotiate their power relations. However, what 

is equally worthy of attention in this case is that commercialisation not only 

legalises fansubbing, but also turns fansubbers to work for the industry, like the 

industrial subtitlers do. Commercialising fansubbing may give fansubbers ‘new 

                                                           
11 ViKi is a community-powered or ‘crowdsourced’ internet platform allowing ‘anyone to discover 

and enjoy the best of world TV and movies in their own language’ (ViKi 2010, quoted in Dwyer 

2012, 217–218). Their official website is www.viki.com/, accessed on Dec. 14, 2018. 

http://www.viki.com/
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levels of visibility’ at the risk of sabotaging their old visibility by subjecting 

fansubbing to industrial conventions that restrict the subtitler’s nonlinear social 

interactions through their subtitles. This study (Dwyer 2016) may have given 

evidence to the potential diversity of the subtitler’s visibility, but the diverse 

social interactions, including the commercialisation per se, that potentially change 

the fansubber’s visibility are, again, not examined in depth.  

In contrast, Rong (2015) has investigated the consequential changes brought to the 

fansubbers’ visibility by their cooperation with industrial sectors. In his research, 

interviews with Chinese fansub group members indicate that they have received 

three major ‘benefits’ by cooperating with commercial organisations (ibid., 23). 

Firstly, fansubbers’ usual self-acknowledgement at the end of each subtitled 

audiovisual product is spread even further abroad via the large audienceship of the 

commercial video sites, ‘bringing significant visibility and influence for fansub 

groups’ (ibid.). Secondly, the fansub group’s organisation and production have to 

be altered ‘to meet the companies’ high requirements for speed, quality and 

quantity’ (ibid.). Thirdly, cooperation with commercials prevents fansub groups 

from ‘legal disputes’ (ibid., 24). Although Rong (2015) only relates spreading 

group names to the rise of visibility, this study has identified three changes that 

can influence fansubbers’ visibility by interacting with commercial video 

platforms. Overall, through cooperation as social interaction with commercials, 

fansubbers may change their visibility by 1) making use of the large audienceship 

of commercial video websites to make themselves seen by more social subjects, 2) 

altering the nonlinear mode of social interactions via subtitles (i.e., alterations in 

organisations and productions), and 3) changing their legal status by being 

commissioned and commercialised. Despite its meagre involvement with the 

visibility perspective, the use of interviews in this research gives us a close look at 

how fansubbers’ active social interactions enable them to manage their visibility 

against unfavourable social structures. It also proves the existence of risks that 

alterations may be made on fansub groups’ organizations and productions during 

the commercialisation of fansubbing, albeit without examining the specific 

transformations that have been made. As such, whether and/or how such changes 
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in social interaction through subtitles influence fansubbers’ visibility is still a 

mystery.  

Orrego-Carmona (2011) uses interviews to directly investigate the subtitlers’ 

social interactions in terms of their visibility. For gaining visibility through 

subtitling, fansubbers are different from industrial subtitlers because fansubs as 

UGC are hardly restricted by industrial conventions; to the contrary, they produce 

at their free will. As illustrated in Section 2.1, digital technologies can bring ‘new 

visibility’ to the subtitlers or translators in general, not only through UCG, but 

also via OSM (Desjardins 2017, 106). Unlike UCG, OSM is not exclusive to 

fansubbers, but is open to all internet users, including industrial subtitlers. 

Through OSM, both fansubbers and industrial subtitlers can directly interact with 

their audiences, which is the second channel of nonlinear social interaction 

addressed in Section 2.1. OSM is used by fansubbers to activate interactions with 

fansub users to gain visibility from these users in multiples ways. Specifically, 

fansubbers usually find source audiovisual texts, subtitle tools, archiving sites, 

and distributing platforms on OSM. To distribute their subtitled files, they often 

make a post, attach the file and description of contributing fansubbers, and ask 

others to share the files. Orrego-Carmona regards such posts as ‘part of the profile 

page’ of these fansubbers, as they clarify the specific roles played by these 

fansubbers (2011, 38). In other words, they assign meaning to themselves. 

Through this nonlinear interaction with numerous online fansub users, fansubbers 

make themselves visible by revealing themselves and assigning specific meanings 

to themselves in order to be recognised by the mass audiences. By interviewing 

these fansubbers, Orrego-Carmona (2011) has directly investigated fansubbers’ 

satisfaction with their visibility gained through such an online profiling process. 

The study suggests that such a self-profiling post, as a nonlinear social interaction, 

can satisfy the fansubbers’ expectations of their visibility relationships (ibid., 38-

39). This indicates that fansubbers are sometimes conscious of their visibility 

management through social interactions. It is also interesting to note that the 

fansubbers’ self-profiling post is hardly different from the acknowledgement that 

industrial subtitling conventions have prescribed (Ivarsson and Carrol 1998). 

However, Orrego-Carmona argues that ‘this [acknowledgment] practice is 
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relatively new on professional [or industrial] subtitling’ (2011, 44-45), forming a 

significant contrast between fansubbers’ visibility management and industrial 

subtitlers’ visibility management through their social interactions based on OSM. 

This study has provided another example of the plentiful opportunities for active 

social interactions, such as OSM or UGC, enabled by digital technologies, which 

allow subtitlers to manage their visibility and negotiate their power relations 

against unfavourable social structures. These social interactions of the subtitlers, 

however, are barely examined systematically in terms of visibility.  

Overall, previous studies have discussed the subtitler’s visibility from various 

perspectives, as reviewed in this section. However, these previously mentioned 

arguments each comprised no more than three sentences in their respective 

scholarly works, which were thousands of words long. Unsurprisingly, together, 

these studies have identified a huge gap in the knowledge about the subtitler’s 

visibility and correlating ways of visibility management. Mainly drawing on 

established structures, such as industrial conventions and legal terms, early 

discussions of the subtitler’s visibility tend to find the topic definitive and 

unnecessary, despite either providing contradictory conclusions (Díaz Cintas and 

Remael 2007; Pedersen 2011) or potential differences regarding the subtitler’s 

visibility (Zhang and Mao 2013). In light of the potential fertility of discussing the 

nonindustrial subtitler’s visibility, some of these scholars have chosen to focus on 

fansubbers being commercialised, with an emphasis on changes to the formal 

terms (i.e., legality) through linear interactions with industrial sectors and 

institutions (Rong 2015; Dwyer 2016). The fansubber’s relatively open nonlinear 

interactions through UGC and OSM are essentially activated by digital 

technologies and provide ample opportunities for the subtitlers to manage their 

visibility. In stark contrast, scholars have only mentioned the changes in the 

subtitler’s visibility brought about by fansubbers’ nonlinear interactions through 

OSM, such as taking advantage of the large audienceship of commercial video 

websites (Rong 2015) or online profiling (Orrego-Carmona 2011), without 

examining the nonlinear interactions through UGC, such as fansubbing (or 

fansubs). Despite the lack of depth in these discussions of the subtitler’s visibility, 

most of the previously mentioned studies have confirmed the potential and 
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necessity to revisit the topic of the translator’s visibility in the field of subtitling, 

given its increasing diversity and complexity.  

 

2.3 Subtitler’s Visibility (Management): Manifested through Subtitles 

Some studies have explicitly examined the subtitler’s visibility by investigating 

the subtitler’s nonlinear social interactions with their audiences through subtitles, 

particularly those of fansubs, whose diversity makes such discussion more 

promising. While some of these studies only focus on selected features of fansubs, 

others tend to generalise concepts to describe subtitling approaches that may have 

different effects on the subtitler’s visibility.  

Díaz Cintas (2010) has examined the subtitler’s visibility by identifying some 

technical features of fansubs. In the industrial sectors, the technical norms have 

been established since the publication of industrial subtitling conventions, such as 

those of Ivarsson and Carroll (1998) and Karamitroglou (1998). After subtitling 

had been professionalised and institutionalised – commissioned to be conducted 

and taught in institutions, textbooks were published (e.g., Díaz Cintas and Remael 

2007), offering detailed suggestions about technical settings for the subtitles. As 

introduced in Section 2.2, most of these technical norms are prescribed in order to 

minimise distractions by the subtitles, albeit at the price of erasing the subtitlers, 

per se. Fansubbers, however, have seldom taken such technical norms into 

consideration. Díaz Cintas (2010) has found that fansubs typically tend to differ 

from industrial subtitles in technical settings according to the number of lines, 

length of the lines, position of the subtitles, and use of colours; fansubbers also 

tend to use cumulative subtitles, karaoke styles, and headnotes with ‘metatextual 

information’ (ibid., 120), to name just a few. He contends that subtitlers ‘make 

their unequivocal appearance on the screen …, question[ing] preconceived ideas 

about the visibility or invisibility of the subtitler’ (ibid., 121). In such nonlinear 

interaction through subtitles, fansubbers attempt to make themselves more easily 

seen by audiences via subtitles with eye-catching technical settings. However, the 

identification of such visibility management is only focused on scattered technical 
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features in this and other studies, without an in-depth discussion of new conceived 

ideas about the subtitler’s visibility.  

For instance, Pérez-González (2007) has focused on only one technical feature of 

fansubs – headnotes – to account for fansubbers’ extraordinary visibility. 

Although subtitles as extensions of the subtitlers are very obvious on the screen, 

audiences are easily drawn to the realistic diegetic world unfolding through the 

exchange of characters’ dialogue translated by the subtitles, forgetting the 

existence of the subtitlers. As part of the subtitles, headnotes are different from 

the traditional subtitles at the bottom of the screen. Instead, headnotes are 

displayed near the top of the screen with various durations to provide information 

about the elements in the source audiovisual texts, the context of the happening 

scene onscreen, or ‘a material aspect’ of the dialogue (Pérez-González 2007, 75-

76). Headnotes are particularly different from traditional subtitles because they 

‘introduce a non-diegetic dimension into the interlingual and intercultural 

mediation process’ (ibid., 76), which redirects the audience’s attention from the 

diegetic dimension of the fiction world to the nondiegetic dimension created by 

the subtitlers. This convention of using headnotes thus ‘allows fansubbers to 

maximize their visibility as translators’ (ibid.), as headnotes embedded in the 

interaction through subtitles ‘resonate strongly with the audience’s narrative 

location’ (Pérez-González 2014, 255). This extra-diegetic dimension has helped 

us to understand how the nonlinear interaction through subtitles contributes to the 

subtitler’s visibility management, but only to the extent that headnotes allow to 

reveal.  

Different from the previously mentioned studies, Nornes (1999 and 2007) has 

provided some conceptual tools specifically designed for examining the subtitler’s 

visibility through subtitle analysis. The designation starts with the characterisation 

of subtitling trends or approaches. According to the prevailing trend of subtitling 

appearing at different times in Japan, Nornes divides the history of sound films 

into ‘three epochs’ (1999, 28). Particularly, he uses the concepts of corrupt and 

abusive to describe the prevailing trends of subtitling in the second and third 

epochs, respectively (ibid., 28-29). In the second epoch, when the media industry 
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was the only one capable of making subtitles, subtitling was thoroughly 

domesticated, territorialised, and professionalised by regulations and conventions 

(ibid.); in the third epoch, when digital technologies began to free subtitling from 

the industrial monopoly, inventive subtitles that disregarded industrial 

conventions (ibid., 29) started to appear. However, he emphasises that a given 

mode of translation is not confined to any period of cinema (ibid., 28). In the 

digital era, which largely overlaps with Nornes’s third epoch, both corrupt and 

abusive modes of subtitling exist, which resonates with what the author has 

introduced as ‘the co-existence of industrial subtitling and fansubbing’ in Section 

1.2. This is not to imply that the industrial subtitlers are corrupt, while fansubbers 

are abusive. Rather, like Nornes clarifies, it is the practice, or the approach, 

instead of the subtitlers themselves, that can be corrupt or abusive (ibid., 18). In 

other words, both corrupt and abusive subtitling approaches currently exist and 

can be used by both industrial subtitlers and fansubbers.  

The concepts of corrupt subtitling and abusive subtitling are particularly helpful 

for the examination of the subtitler’s visibility acquired through subtitles because 

the subtitling approaches that these two concepts describe have different effects 

on the subtitler’s visibility. According to Nornes (1999), subtitling is inevitably 

violent, due to both the dissimilarity between the source and target of subtitling 

and the technical constraints of subtitles per se. On the one hand, corrupt 

subtitling ‘confirms the foreign to the framework of the target language and its 

cultural codes’ through a ‘solidly sense to sense’ translation of the source, as 

much as the severe limits of the technical regulation allow (1999, 29). By erasing 

the difference between the source (‘foreign’ or ‘unknown’) and target (‘familiar’ 

or ‘known’) within the conventionalised technical limits, corrupt subtitling hides 

the violence of subtitling, the traces of subtitling work, and thus, the subtitlers 

themselves from the audience (1999, 18). Corrupt subtitling thus decreases the 

subtitler’s visibility by decreasing the audience’s awareness and recognition of the 

subtitlers. This might not be a surprise, given that this corrupt approach first 

prevailed in an age when the industry tried everything to tighten its authoritarian 

grip on subtitling, either for profit or for cultural and political negotiation (see 

Section 1.1 for detailed explanations). On the other hand, abusive subtitling 
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‘strives to translate from and within the place of the other by an inventive 

approach to language use and the steady refusal of rules’ (1999, 29). It circulates 

between a sense-for-sense translation and a word-for-word translation (1999, 29-

30), instead of moving directly toward the word-for-word end with an intentional 

disruption of the target’s cultural code, however unintelligible, as suggested by 

Venuti’s ‘foreignization’ or ‘foreignizing’ (2008, 15-16). By not erasing the 

difference between the source (‘foreign’ or ‘unknown’) and the target (‘familiar’ 

or ‘known’) and by breaking conventions or rules, abusive subtitling foregrounds 

and tests the violence of subtitling, reveals the subtitling process, ‘intensif[ies] the 

interaction between the reader and the foreign’, and thus exposes the subtitlers 

(1999, 29). Abusive subtitling, hence, increases the subtitler’s visibility by 

increasing the likelihood that the subtitlers will be seen and recognised by their 

audience. Again, this should not be a surprise, given that abusive subtitling started 

to prevail right after the advent of digital technologies, when fans of foreign 

audiovisual products were becoming the subtitlers themselves to reveal what had 

been hidden from them by the industrial practices. Yet, however unsurprising, 

these are just hypotheses yet to be testified, at least so in the Chinese discourse, 

regarding that neither corrupt subtitling nor abusive subtitling is an approach 

exclusive to either the industrial subtitlers or the fansubbers.  

Nornes’s (1999 and 2007) notions prove useful for the examination of the 

subtitler’s visibility through subtitle analysis, but they are not ready to be applied. 

To find out whether subtitles decrease or increase the subtitler’s visibility, the 

subtitler’s subtitling approaches have to be identified through subtitle analysis. 

Subtitle analysis in terms of corrupt subtitling and abusive subtitling has to be 

based on Nornes’s (1999 and 2007) claims that corrupt subtitling hides the 

violence of subtitling by erasing the difference between the source and the target 

within the conventionalised technical limits and that abusive subtitling exposes 

the violence of subtitling by revealing the difference between the source and the 

target in the inventive experiments related to subtitles. Although Nornes’s 

definitions of source and target are hard to find and descriptively vague, he has 

provided the valuable concepts of foreign and unknown in reference to the source 

and familiar and known to refer to the target (2007, 185), instead of the traditional 
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pair of foreign and domestic that are unlikely to be applicable to audiovisual texts. 

It is, however, difficult to ignore that all of his examples used to demonstrate 

abusive subtitling are based on the subtitles of original dialogues or, at most, 

based on the subtitles of the written verbal information on the screen, leaving 

other signs (i.e., nonverbal ones) in the audiovisual texts unanalysed.  

Regarding the unjustified emphasis on the verbal or linguistic channel of 

subtitling, Ortabasi (2007) critiques Nornes (1999) and other AVT scholars and 

practitioners who have often discarded the nonlinguistic realm. Starting from the 

predigital age, or what Nornes calls ‘the second epoch’ (1999, 28), subtitling 

among other AVT has been firmly targeted on the dialogues in the audiovisual 

texts or any verbal texts appearing onscreen by the industrial sectors and 

institutions (see Section 1.1). This convention has become somewhat of an 

assumption, even for subtitle scholars, so much as if ‘actually addressing the non-

linguistic realm is something of a taboo’ (Ortabasi 2007, 280). Agreeing with 

what Nornes (1999) has proposed about abusive subtitling, Ortabasi, however, 

emphasises that if linguistic ‘cultural references’ are regarded as ‘untranslatable’ 

or make subtitling inevitably violent, ‘this holds even more true for visual cultural 

references’ (2007, 283). In other words, what Nornes calls ‘source’ should not 

necessarily be only linguistically or verbally ‘foreign’ and ‘unknown’ (2007, 185), 

but also visually yet nonverbally ‘foreign’ and ‘unknown’ (Ortabasi 2007, 283). 

Although Ortabasi’s (2007) critique proves insightful in terms of what Nornes 

(2007) has left ambiguous, her study falls short of a systemic application of 

multimodal theories in using Nornes’s (2007) overarching concepts. This has 

resulted in her own bias towards the visual realm of subtitling, leaving the audio 

but nonverbal realms unexamined.  

How Ortabasi (2007) has inspired the current research is exactly that the 

application of Nornes’s (1999 and 2007) notions in examining the subtitler’s 

visibility through subtitle analysis should go through a systematic combination 

with the special audiovisual textuality of subtitling per se and previous analytical 

studies on it. Also, one of Nornes’s (1999) original intentions in using corrupt and 

abusive subtitling to label prevailing subtitling trends in different historical 
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periods has led him to later contrast them into a double-standard binary. Indeed, it 

is the subtitling approaches rather than the subtitlers that are corrupt or abusive. 

However, with corrupt subtitling decreasing the subtitler’s visibility and abusive 

subtitling increasing the subtitler’ visibility, it would be hardly possible to 

measure whether the visibility decreased by corruptness equates to the visibility 

increased by abusiveness. To that end, it is meaningless to identify subtitles as 

either corrupt or abusive, more so when the subtitlers are found to be neither 

invisible nor visible. As an extension of the subtitlers, subtitles are already very 

visible on the screen. Rather, it is the variation of the subtitler’s visibilities that is 

worth an in-depth and systematic examination.   

 

To briefly summarise the literature review, previous studies have not only 

revealed a promising thread of enquiry regarding the issue of the subtitler’s 

visibility, but also mapped out a huge gap among the investigations. Andrea 

Brighenti’s (2007) sociological concept of visibility depicts significant 

connections between the subtitler’s visibility and other social aspects of subtitling 

or subtitlers, such as the subtitler’s social power relations. It has revealed that the 

subtitler’s visibility, or the translator’s visibility in general, is far from a binary or 

default, but that various aspects can be explored with reference to local variations. 

Previous subtitling studies have identified strong diversity in the subtitler’s 

visibility in the current digital age, and various definitive conclusions were drawn 

after implicitly discussing the subtitler’s various restricted social interactions (see 

Díaz Cintas and Remael 2007; Pedersen 2011; Zhang and Mao 2013; Rong 2015; 

Dwyer 2016) and relatively open nonlinear social interactions through OSM 

(online profiling by Orrego-Carmona 2011) and UGC (subtitles by Nornes 1999 

and 2007). Nornes (1999 and 2007) and Ortabasi (2007) have provided useful 

notions for examining the subtitler’s visibility through subtitle analysis, although 

without demonstrating either a reliable conceptual model like Brighenti’s (2007) 

visibility or a systematic analytical framework incorporating the local specialties 

of subtitling.  
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Chapter 3 Research Methodology 

The current study aims to examine the subtitlers’ visibility management through 

subtitle analysis, that is, to analyse the subtitlers’ visibility management as 

manifested through their typical social interaction – subtitling. The literature 

review revealed that there is a lack of both the adoption of a conceptual 

framework for visibility and a specialised analytical framework for such an 

examination. Thus, ultimately, the current research aims to incorporate a 

sociological concept of visibility provided by Andre Brighenti (2007) in the 

examination of the subtitler’s visibility and to provide an analytical framework 

incorporating the local specialties of subtitling. This chapter first illustrates, in 

Section 3.1, why an examination of the subtitler’s visibility should be and is 

conducted through a comparative approach. Section 3.2 presents the establishment 

of an analytical framework by incorporating Nornes’s (2007) notions of corrupt 

and abusive subtitling, Ortabasi’s (2007) critiques of those notions, and insights 

from previous studies focused on subtitle analysis. Shaped by the analytical 

framework, the overarching research question raised in Section 1.3 is further 

specified into three research questions in Section 3.3. In Section 3.4, the selection 

of research cases, the collection of data, and potential copyright issues are 

discussed.  

 

3.1 Research Approach: Comparative  

A comparative approach is necessary to examine the subtitlers’ hypothetically 

diverse visibilities. As introduced in Section 1.2 with digital communication 

technologies, the subtitlers have become not only increasingly visible, but also 

visible to varying degrees, as they draw on digital technologies to different extents 

to interact with other human agents. With that being said, the urgent questions in 

studies of the subtitler’s visibility become how and why one group of subtitlers is 

more or less visible than another, rather than whether and why the subtitlers are 

invisible or visible. As discussed in Section 2.1, visibility is managed through 

social interactions that are shaped by and are changing social structures. It is, thus, 

reasonable to deduce that the subtitlers’ different ways of visibility management 
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result from their different social settings with different social structures. To 

understand such social diversity within the subtitlers’ ways of visibility 

management requires an investigation of the differences between the ways of 

visibility management of subtitlers from different social settings – a comparative 

approach.  

The diversity of subtitlers’ social settings is typified by the coexistence of the 

industrial subtitlers and fansubbers. Given the distinctions between the industrial 

setting and the fansubbing setting, hypothetically, substantial differences between 

the industrial subtitlers’ and fansubbers’ social interactions and ways of visibility 

management can be found. Besides, subtitlers in the industry have long suffered 

from being treated with injustice, where their social interactions are severely 

restricted (see Section 2.1 and 2.2). Investigations that reveal differences between 

the industrial subtitlers’ and fansubbers’ social interactions and ways of visibility 

management can provide evidence for critiques regarding unfavourable social 

structures in the industry that keep the subtitlers at the bottom of the social power 

pyramid (Pérez-González 2014). In the current study, aiming to examine the 

subtitler’s visibility management through subtitling, the comparative 

investigations are thus implemented on the industrial subtitlers’ and fansubbers’ 

subtitles.  

 

3.2 Analytical Framework  

An analytical framework is needed for the comparative analysis of subtitles in 

terms of the subtitler’s visibility. Nornes’s (2007) notions of corrupt and abusive 

subtitling and Ortabasi’s (2007) critiques on those notions have provided 

significant theoretical foundations for comparatively analysing subtitles in terms 

of visibility. Based on their discussions, this section of the analytical framework is 

separated into four parts to explain how to analyse, what to analyse, and why to 

do so.  
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3.2.1 Subtitling Approaches – Corrupt and Abusive 

Approach means ‘a way of considering or doing something’ (CUP 2018), and a 

subtitling approach refers to a way of considering the most intrinsic issue of 

making subtitles (subtitling). Intrinsically, subtitling means to selectively use the 

available semiotic submodes attached to a subtitle to represent audiovisual texts as 

the filmic narrative continuously unfolds with the storyline within the frame of the 

screen (Pérez-González 2007). The subtitle, thus, is somewhat limited by this 

temporally and spatially confined storytelling. In addition, as a form of translation, 

subtitling is also compromised by the dissimilarity between the source and target. 

According to Nornes (2007), these characteristics generated by the subtitling 

apparatus itself make subtitling an inevitably violent activity; the violence is 

inevitably subjected on both the source and target. It is the subtitlers’ reactions to 

such violence that influence their approaches to subtitling. Nornes (2007, 177-179) 

argues that there are only two approaches to subtitling: corrupt or abusive. 

Corrupt subtitlers disavow the violence of subtitling; thus, they attempt to hide the 

violence by regulating the erasure of the dissimilarity between source and target, 

that is, by domesticating the source with a readily digestible package of target 

texts. As the dissimilarity between the source and target is erased, the interaction 

between the foreign material (the unknown) and the viewer is removed, and the 

subtitler is hidden. On the other hand, abusive subtitlers accept the violence of 

subtitling; they try to make use of the violence by demonstrating the difference 

between the source and target, that is, by exposing the subtitling process. As the 

difference between the source and the target is exposed, the interaction between 

the foreign material (the unknown) and the viewer is intensified, and the subtitler 

is revealed. Therefore, corrupt subtitlers minimise their visibility, while abusive 

the subtitlers maximise it.   

However, given that some subtitlers are less restricted now in the digital age, it is 

the ways of subtitling rather than the subtitlers themselves that can be 

characterised as corrupt or abusive. Subtitling practices used to be stabilised under 

industrial hegemony in the predigital age. As subtitling now is freed from the 

industrial monopoly by digitisation, nonindustrial subtitlers strive to experiment 
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with subtitling mechanisms, so as to maximise the potential of the mediation. 

Subtitlers from different sectors of the market even start to learn from each other’s 

subtitling practices (Pérez-González 2014, 270). Such mutual adaptations frustrate 

attempts to identify any subtitlers or groups of subtitlers as corrupt or abusive, 

although they were easily identified when they were stably controlled. However, 

to a large extent, the general trend that a (group of) subtitler(s) follows can still be 

identified through the subtitles. Thus, it is the subtitlers’ subtitles and general 

approaches to subtitling, rather than the subtitlers per se, that can be identified as 

corrupt or abusive.  

Furthermore, the division of corrupt subtitling and abusive subtitling is still a 

double-standard binary, inapplicable just yet for a comparative analysis of the 

subtitler’s visibility. Based on Nornes’s (2007) descriptions, by hiding the 

difference between the source and the target, and thus, the violence caused by the 

difference, corrupt subtitling decreases the subtitler’s visibility in subtitles; by 

exposing the difference and violence, abusive subtitling increases the subtitler’s 

visibility in subtitles. However, a set of subtitles does not simply either hide or 

expose the difference and the violence. Instead, a set of subtitles hides some 

differences, while exposing other differences. As there are infinite differences 

between the source and target, it would hardly be possible to measure whether the 

difference that was hidden or exposed by the subtitles is sufficient to define the 

approach as either corrupt or abusive in a consistent manner, as every case of 

subtitling is different.  
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Figure 3.2.1 Subtitling Approaches 

The analysis of the subtitlers’ ways of visibility management through their 

subtitling approaches should be focused on the differences exposed instead of on 

both those exposed and hidden by the subtitles. With the presence of subtitles, the 

subtitlers are already obvious onscreen. Thus, it is the subtitler’s visibility rather 

than invisibility that is under discussion. The subtitlers’ visibility in their subtitles 

is gained through the difference between the source and the target and managed 

by their approaches to such difference and the violence of subtitling caused by 

such difference. All subtitles inevitably expose the difference between the source 

and the target, but to different extents, generating various degrees of visibility. 

This variation leads the analysis of subtitling approaches to a single standard – the 

difference between the source and the target as exposed by the subtitles, instead of 

a double standard whereby subtitles are judged on the differences both hidden and 

exposed by them. See Figure 3.2.1 for the graphical adaptation of Nornes’s (2007) 

notions of the two subtitling approaches. In that sense, the corruptness and 

abusiveness of subtitling approaches are more of a spectrum, depicting relativity. 

A subtitling approach that exposes fewer differences between the source and the 

target is relatively corrupt, whereas a subtitling approach that exposes more 

differences is relatively abusive. Since both approaches are measured by the 

differences exposed between the source and the target, their visibility can be more 

scientifically compared. In other words, with more differences exposed by the 
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relatively abusive subtitles, more visibility is gained by the subtitlers. Therefore, 

the industrial subtitlers’ and fansubbers’ ways of visibility management through 

their subtitles can be examined by comparatively analysing their subtitling 

approaches in terms of the relative corruptness and abusiveness of their subtitles. 

To clarify, in this thesis, the two terms of corrupt and abusive subtitling are only 

used to describe subtitling approaches for the mere function of analysing subtitlers’ 

visibility, without any implication to judge or to criticize subtitlers.  

 

3.2.2 Subtitling Dimensions – Represented and Representing 

There are two dimensions of subtitling in which the subtitlers can practise their 

relative corruptness and abusiveness, that is, manage their visibilities, and in 

which their visibility management can be comparatively analysed. According to 

Nornes (2007), the violence of subtitling is inevitably subjected on both the 

source and the target, which means that the violence is part of two dimensions. 

Looking at subtitling from different perspectives can make explicit the violence to 

the two dimensions respectively: 1) from the perspective of source, source is 

being represented by target – represented dimension; 2) from the perspective of 

target, target is representing source – representing dimension. In the represented 

dimension, whereby the perspective is targeted on the source, the source is 

violently represented by the target, and the violence on the source is made explicit. 

In the representing dimension, where the perspective is set on the target, the target 

is violently used to represent the source, and the violence on the target is made 

explicit. See Figure 3.2.2 for a graphical elaboration of the two dimensions of 

subtitling.   
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The division into two dimensions does not merely make the two-headed violence 

appear to be explicit; it is analytically necessary because of the distinctive ways in 

which relatively corrupt and abusive subtitling approaches are embodied 

separately in the two dimensions. In the represented dimension, the violence on 

the source is made explicit, which means that the subtitling approaches are 

comparatively analysed by investigating the sources violently represented in two 

sets of target subtitles. The reason is that the more intended to accept the violence 

the subtitles show, the more the source is violently represented, and the more 

differences will be exposed between the source and target. In the representing 

dimension, however, the violence on the target is made explicit, which means the 

subtitling approach is analysed by comparing the targets violently used in 

representing two sets of target subtitles. The reason is that the more intended to 

accept the violence the subtitles show, the more the target is violently used, and 

the more differences will be revealed between the source and target. In other 

words, subtitling approaches can be comparatively analysed from two 

perspectives. The analysis would be incomplete without determining the subtitling 

approaches to violence on either the source or the target. A thorough, systematic, 

and consistent comparative analysis of the subtitlers’ subtitling approaches 

Figure 3.2.2: Subtitling Dimensions 
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requires dividing subtitling into the represented dimension and the representing 

dimension.   

 

3.2.3 The Source and the Target – The Foreign and the Familiar, the 

Unknown and the Known  

The comparative analyses that are focused on the subtitlers’ approaches to the 

violence of subtitling on the source and target requires a clarification of the terms 

source and target used in the current research. In his metaphorical description of 

corrupt and abusive subtitling, Nornes points out that corrupt subtitles smooth the 

rough edges of foreignness, while ‘abusive subtitles circulate between the foreign 

and the familiar, the known and the unknown’ (2007, 185). In other words, in 

Nornes’s (2007) framework, what differentiates the source and target of subtitling 

is whether the signs in a text are foreign/unknown or familiar/known to audiences, 

rather than whether the signs in a text are linguaculturally foreign or domestic, as 

stated in Venuti’s (2008) use of domestication and foreignization.  

 

Although Nornes (2007, 176) has implicitly considered the verbal foreign as the 

source of subtitling by discussing the dissimilarity between languages as the 

origin of the violence of subtitling, he does not define the source as only verbal. 

Rather, Nornes’s (2007) framework can be extended through clarification to the 

Figure 3.2.3: The Source and the Target 
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extent that everything, verbal or nonverbal, in an audiovisual text can be 

foreign/unknown to a group of heterogeneous audiences and, thus, the source of 

subtitling; everything about subtitles that can be familiar/known to these 

audiences can be the target of subtitling. If the linguacultural references are 

considered foreign and somewhat untranslatable, this consideration holds even 

more true for the visual ones (Ortabasi 2007, 283) and/or other nonverbal ones, 

since there is little doubt that the target is a mere collection of snippets of verbal 

texts. As Egyoyan and Balfour have stated, ‘[e]very film is a foreign film, foreign 

to some audience somewhere – and not simply in terms of language’ (2006, 21). 

In other words, the whole audiovisual text can be foreign/unknown to audiences, 

and thus, the source of subtitling, while everything about subtitles that is 

familiar/known to audiences can be the target of subtitling. See Figure 3.2.3 for a 

graphic elaboration of the source and target and their relevance to the analysis.  

The inclusion of all signs in an audiovisual text as the source of subtitling does 

not mean the comparative analysis has to be inclusive. The above-discussed part 

of the framework is useful in the practical sense that the subtitlers consider every 

portion of an audiovisual text as a possible source of subtitling for audiences, 

instead of problematically assuming the homogeneity of a set of audiences. 

However, this also means that every subtitle of every portion of an audiovisual 

text can be analysed as the source in terms of relative corruptness and abusiveness, 

which, however, is unnecessary. The current study is a comparative research 

seeking differences between industrial subtitles and fansubs in terms of relative 

corruptness and abusiveness based on a same source audiovisual text. The 

differences can be efficiently investigated by focusing on the analytical points in 

the ST and TT systems that are sufficient to highlight the differences between the 

source and the target, so as to make fairly explicit the subtitling approaches of 

both groups of subtitlers for comparison – which is illustrated in the next section.  

 

3.2.4 Analytical Points – Subtitling Issues 

According to Pederson (2011), certain points in either the source or the target tend 

to be more explicitly difficult during subtitling than others, as they ‘stand out from 
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run-of-the-mill translation and require extra special care and the active and 

conscious employment of subtitling strategies’, which he calls ‘translation 

problems’ (ibid., 41). These explicit difficulties stimulate the subtitlers to provide 

more explicit reactions. However, Nornes contends that both the explicit 

difficulties and the violence of subtitling would be inevitable due to the intrinsic 

dissimilarity between the source and target systems (2007, 179). These explicit 

dissimilarities can be points where the subtitlers enjoy testing the limits of 

subtitling by bringing the foreign material and the audience into encounters, 

ceasing to be considered as problems (ibid.). Hence, Nornes calls the subtitlers’ 

explicit reactions to such dissimilarities ‘approach[es]’ (ibid.) rather than 

‘strategies’ (Pederson 2011). Since the current research aims to comparatively 

analyse the subtitlers’ subtitling approaches that have different effects on the 

subtitlers’ visibility, Díaz Cintas and Remael’s (2007) term, subtitling issues, is 

used to refer to the difficult points in the source and target systems that clarify the 

difference between the source and target, the violence of subtitling, and thus, the 

subtitlers’ approaches to that violence for comparative analysis. As such, 

subtitling issues are used to identify analytical points in the current research to 

make the analysis focused and more efficient.  

As mentioned in Section 2.3, many scholars have investigated subtitling practices, 

although they rarely analyse subtitling in terms of the subtitler’s visibility. Despite 

their different purposes from that of the current research, these scholars also tend 

to make their research more efficient by focusing on many difficult points, similar 

to the subtitling issues defined here. Thus, their lists of focuses have provided 

insights for locating analytical points – specific points in the texts that resemble 

subtitling issues or difficulties – in the current research. By focusing on these 

subtitling issues, the subtitlers’ reactions to these issues can be comparatively 

analysed, as can the general trend of their reactions, or subtitling approaches.  

Subtitling issues can be divided into different dimensions and aspects of subtitling. 

The term subtitling issues refers to difficult points of subtitling that exist in both 

the source systems and the target systems. Since the violence explicit in the source 

and the target has already divided subtitling into two dimensions (see Section 
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3.3.2), subtitling issues generated from the source and target also fall into two 

categories, respectively: source issues from the represented dimension and target 

issues from the representing dimension. In the represented dimension, source 

issues make explicit the violence of subtitling on the source and, thus, the 

subtitlers’ subtitling approaches to the violence on the source, for analysis. In the 

representing dimension, target issues highlight the violence of subtitling on the 

target and, thus, the subtitlers’ subtitling approaches to violence on the target, for 

analysis.  

Under the two dimensions, subtitling issues can be further divided by aspects. In 

dealing with the difficulties of the source being represented by the target, 

scholarly works generally follow two directions: those who address the verbal 

aspect (mostly dialogues) by focusing on the linguacultural frameworks, and those 

who do not exclude the nonverbal aspect by resorting to multimodal theories. 

Source issues, thus, can be further divided into verbal issues and nonverbal issues 

from the represented dimension. For the representing dimension, the violence of 

subtitling is more explicit on the target than on the source; hence, the subtitlers’ 

approaches to the violence on the target systems is highlighted. When addressing 

issues of the representing dimension, subtitling scholars usually focus on the 

technical aspect of a target subtitle, although there is also a verbal aspect, since 

the target is verbal text. Target issues, thus, can be further divided into technical 

issues and verbal issues from the representing dimension.  
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Figure 3.2.4 Subtitling Issues 

However, verbal issues from the representing dimension are impossible to 

identify fairly in both sets of subtitles, due to the inconsistency of the subtitlers’ 

usages. On a lexical level, for instance, a term of target language that is used in 

one set of target subtitles to translate a sign in ST does not necessarily have a 

corresponding term in the other set of target subtitles. If this term is analysed 

while another set of subtitles is not, it would be unfair for the latter. Besides, the 

analysis requires that an equal number of corresponding analytical points from 

both sets of target subtitles be compared. On other, more systematic, verbal levels, 

such as grammatical or semantical levels, the comparative analysis would require 

methods based on a fair number of analytical points, such as a corpus-based 

comparative analysis, to identify the different patterns between two sets of verbal 

targets, which is beyond the scope of the current research. In light of the 

impossibility of identifying verbal issues from the representing dimension or 

conducting a large-scale comparative analysis on the subtitlers’ approaches to the 

violence on the target verbal systems (e.g., grammar or semantics), the current 

study focuses only on the verbal issues and nonverbal issues from the represented 

dimension and technical issues from the representing dimension – these are 

presented in the rest of this section separately, with references to the relevant 

scholarly works that include such issues. See Figure 3.2.4 for a graphic 

elaboration of using subtitling issues for identifying analytical points.  
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Represented Dimension – Verbal Issues 

Verbal issues from the represented dimension that make explicit the violence of 

subtitling on a verbal source mostly, but not completely, correspond with 

traditional verbal translation issues. As a form of translation, subtitling is 

compromised partly by the dissimilarity between the source languages and target 

languages. Commonly recognised through Translation Studies (TS), the verbal is 

not only linguistic, but also cultural. Thus, it is not only the linguistic variations 

but also the cultural differences that make translation violent. However, subtitling 

is different from traditional verbal translation (particularly, the print-based ones), 

as it is spatial–temporally limited by technical matters and synchronised with ST. 

Certain violence on the verbal source that would not be considered to be an issue 

in traditional TS can be debatable in subtitling, such as punctuation and numeral 

usage. In other words, verbal issues from the represented dimension are the 

difficult points in the verbal source that manifest difference between the source 

and the target and that make explicit the violence of subtitling on the verbal 

source due to not only such difference, but also the technical limits and 

synchronicity of subtitling per se. Focusing on verbal issues from the represented 

dimension, this subsection mainly discusses verbal issues (including examples) 

prevailing in the verbal source of the English language.  

Several scholarly works have explored a vast set of verbal source issues involved 

in subtitling: Nedergaard-Larsen (1993), Perego (2004), Díaz Cintas and Remael 

(2007), Geogakopoulou (2009), Gottlieb (2009), Pettit (2009), and Pedersen 

(2011). Together, they have provided a detailed list of verbal issues from the 

represented dimension that stand out among all the difficulties of subtitling.  
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Chart 3.2.4 – a: A List of Studied Verbal Source Issues  

Verbal Issues from the 

Represented Dimension 
Subcategory Examples12 

Specific (Verbal) References 
Geographical, Ethnographic, 

Sociopolitical, etc. 

The Grand Canyon, Bob 

Dylan, Shadow Cabinet, etc. 

Emotionally Charged 

Expressions 

Religion-related Swearing, Sex-

related Swearing, Other Swearing, 

Interjections, Modal Particles, etc. 

Jesus Christ, motherfucker, 

shit, you know, um, etc. 

Linguistic Variations Dialects, Sociolects, Idiolects, etc. 
bug off, Nothin, ‘I know 

right?’, etc. 

Figures of Speech 

Alliterations, Anaphora, 

Metaphor, Repetition, Assonance, 

Euphemism, etc. 

‘Can you can a can?’, ‘I 

can’t, I just can’t!’, etc. 

Register/Style 

Patterned Wordings, Grammatical 

Structures, Literary Devices, 

Politeness & Humour, etc. 

 

Punctuation Hyphens, Question Marks, etc.  

Numeral Usages 

Units or Measurements, Cardinal 

(Time and Measurements), 

Ordinals, etc. 

80℉, 4pm, last but not least, 

etc. 

-  Partly extracted from the above-mentioned studies 

 

This list, partly extracted from different scholarly works, is not used to present a 

comprehensive and clearly segmented chart of verbal issues from the represented 

dimension for categorisation. Rather, it is presented here to show the many 

possible verbal issues that showcase the violence of subtitling on the verbal source 

and, thus, can be used to identify analytical points. Specifically, in the current 

research pertaining to this type of issue, the analysis is focused on specific (verbal) 

reference, as this type of verbal issue proves very controversial and is arguably the 

most popular one (analysed in five of the above seven studies). Being more 

controversial than others means that this specific (verbal) reference issue makes 

all the more explicit the violence of subtitling on the verbal source and the 

                                                           
12 These examples in Chart 3.2.4 and all the examples in the charts hereinafter are provided by the 

current author.  
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subtitlers’ approaches to such violence, as compared to other verbal issues from 

the represented dimension.  

Of all the above-listed verbal issues from the represented dimension, only the 

term specific (verbal) reference was not originally used by any of the previous 

studies; different terms have been used to refer to this type of issue, such as 

extralinguistic culture-bound problems (Nedergaard-Larsen 1993), culture-bound 

terms (Díaz Cintas and Remael 2007), verbal cultural signs (Pettit 2009), and 

extralinguistic cultural(-specific) reference (Gottlieb 2009; Pedersen 2011). 

However, none of these terms completely applies to the framework of the current 

research.  

The first reason that they are inapplicable to the current research is their use of the 

term cultural. The term cultural is used with the term extralinguistic culture-

bound problems (Nedergaard-Larsen 1993), which is the earliest coinage among 

the listed terms referring to reference issues. In the beginning of her discussion, 

Nedergaard-Larsen uses the term culture-bound problems to describe ‘different 

phenomena or events that exist in the source language culture’ (ibid., 209), which 

can be difficult to describe in another language. Recognizing that ‘language itself 

is often also culture-bound’, she changes the term into extralinguistic culture-

bound problems to exclude the other linguistic problems and narrow the scope of 

her discussion (ibid.). Using the phrase culture-bound terms, Díaz Cintas and 

Remael (2007) find it more convenient to replace problems with terms, as the 

word term already exclusively refers to the linguistic terms used to refer to 

phenomena and events in another language culture. In contrast, Pettit (2009) 

discusses this type of reference issue from a semiotic perspective by using verbal 

signs instead of terms in his expression verbal cultural signs. However, it is 

unnecessary to specify cultural, as it has been argued that language (either verbal 

sign or terms) itself is intrinsically cultural. In fact, Section 3.2.3 addresses that 

Nornes’s (2007) source and target are not divided by the linguacultural foreign 

and domestic categories, due to the heterogeneity of audiences. Since the 

linguacultural foreign and domestic categories are irrelevant in the current 

analysis, there is no need to specify either a phenomenon being referred to by an 
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expression or the expression referring to the phenomenon as cultural, as long as 

the reference is specific. Thus, the previously discussed three terms do not fit in 

the current framework. 

The second reason they are inapplicable to the current research is their use of the 

term extralinguistic. Both Gottlieb (2009) and Pedersen (2011) refer to the term 

extralinguistic culture-bound problems (Nedergaard-Larsen 1993) in their 

discussions. Although they still regard such issues as problems, they have 

changed the term to extralinguistic cultural(-specific) reference to emphasise that 

they are discussing reference issues without separating a linguistic term from the 

entity that it refers to. The word reference depicts a referring phenomenon that 

includes both the expression and the entity being referred to by the expression. As 

is their intention, adding extralinguistic excludes the linguistic problems involved 

in a referring phenomenon. However, translation between languages itself is a 

form of reference, whereby a term from one language is referred to with a term in 

another language. In such a case, the entity being referred to is linguistic rather 

than extralinguistic. Using extralinguistic would be self-contradictory because 

linguistic problems cannot be simply excluded from a reference issue that is 

intrinsically linguistic.  

Insights, however, can still be drawn from these coinages when choosing a term to 

correspond with the current framework. Firstly, Pedersen (2011) defines 

extralinguistic cultural reference as a ‘reference that is attempted by means of any 

cultural linguistic expression, which refers to an extralinguistic entity or process’ 

(ibid., 43). Since reference phenomenon includes both the linguistic expression 

and the entity being referred to by the expression, he has to exclude the linguistic 

entity or process that can be referred to by adding extralinguistic to narrow his 

scope. The use of reference is valid for the current framework, as it includes both 

the referring and the referred, of which the latter does not necessarily exclude the 

linguistic ones. It corresponds with the current framework in the sense that, while 

subtitling can be generally from language A to language B, a reference in 

language B is not necessarily known to every single audience who speaks 

language B and thus, when it appears, can be the source of subtitling by using 
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another reference in language B, where the referred is also linguistic. Secondly, it 

is very insightful of Pettit (2009) to look at this issue from a semiotic perspective 

by using verbal cultural signs, whereby references – the referring – can be not 

only verbal, but also nonverbal. Since the current subsection is focused on the 

discussion of verbal issues, the use of verbal can be deemed valid. In the current 

research, the above-described issue is referred to by the term specific (verbal) 

reference and defined as the phenomenon of using verbal expressions to 

specifically refer to certain (fictional and nonfictional) entities or processes that 

can be verbal and/or nonverbal.  

The information that specific (verbal) reference includes in the current research 

largely overlaps with Díaz Cintas and Remael’s (2007) list of culture-bound terms, 

which is arguably the most comprehensive of all the terms listed previously. Díaz 

Cintas and Remael (2007) categorise the list into geographical, ethnographic, and 

sociopolitical references with subcategories based on Vandeweghe’s (2005, 40-41) 

classification. However, by classifying these references based on the term culture, 

which is often appropriated by geopolitical boundaries, Díaz Cintas and Remael 

(2007) may have overlooked other boundaries that also divide the source and 

target, such as the boundaries between different professions or different academic 

disciplines. It is also often in these technical situations that verbal references 

explicitly refer to verbal entities or processes, rather than nonverbal entities or 

processes. Thus, the term specific (verbal) reference includes Díaz Cintas and 

Remael’s (2007) classifications of geographical, ethnographic, and sociopolitical 

references, with an addition of technical terms under ethnographic references. 

Technical terms refer to the technical expressions that are assumed to be 

identifiable to the audiences who belong to certain professional fields and that 

refer to certain technical entities or processes of the fields. Again, this list may not 

be comprehensive or clear-cut or applicable to all discussions, but it is sufficient 

to use it to identify analytical points to be focused on in the current analysis of the 

subtitlers’ approaches to verbal issues from the represented dimension and of 

their ways of visibility management in this verbal aspect.  
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Chart 3.2.4 – b: A Categorisation of Specific (Verbal) Reference Issues 

Specific (Verbal) 

Reference Issues 
Inclusions Examples 

•  Geographical 

References  

•  Objects from physical geography 

•  Geographical objects  

•  Endemic animal and plant species 

Gulf Stream, The Grand 

Canyon, fauna, etc. 

•  Ethnographic 

References 

•  Objects from daily life  

•  References to work  

•  References to art and regional culture   

•  References to descent  

•  Technical terms  

expresso, tenure professor, 

jazz, negro, the plague, etc. 

•  Sociopolitical 

References 

•  References to administrative or 

territorial units  

•  References to institutions and functions  

•  References to sociocultural life  

•  References to military institutions and 

objects  

states, FBI, prom, the 

Pentagon, etc. 

- Mostly extracted from Section 7.4 of Díaz Cintas and Remael (2007) 

 

Represented Dimension – Nonverbal Issues 

Different from verbal issues in the represented dimension, nonverbal issues refer 

to the difficult points in the nonverbal source of subtitling that make explicit the 

difference between the source and the target, the violence of subtitling on the 

nonverbal source, and thus, the subtitlers’ approaches to such violence. Nonverbal 

issues have been recognised only in recent years by scholars in order to 

understand subtitling through semiotics instead of mere linguistics. These scholars 

have thus argued that the source of subtitling is not only the languages, but 

ensembles of various semiotic resources that can be foreign to audiences. Given 

the long tradition of focusing on the verbal aspect of subtitling, many scholars 

tend to divide the source of subtitling as being verbal and nonverbal (e.g., 

Delabastita 1989; Zabalbeascoa 2008). Considered distinctive from verbal 

elements, nonverbal source issues can only make even more explicit the violence 

of subtitling compared to verbal source issues, since subtitles per se are verbal. 

Due to this distinction between verbal sources and nonverbal sources, the 
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discussion of the sources is generally divided into verbal and nonverbal in the 

represented dimension. Focusing on nonverbal issues from the represented 

dimension of subtitling, this subsection discusses nonverbal issues (including 

examples) prevailing in the subtitling studies that use multimodal theories, rather 

than the studies of general semiotics.  

Few AVT scholars have systematically explored the nonverbal aspect of subtitling. 

Those who have systematically applied semiotics in subtitling studies (e.g., de 

Linde and Kay 1999; Díaz Cintas and Remael 2007; Zabalbeascoa 2008; 

Georgakopoulou 2009; Perego 2009; Pérez-González 2014) have previously 

categorised the signs in audiovisual texts in different ways, some more useful than 

others, depending upon the purpose of using them. The rather sophisticated 

version below is largely based on Stöckl (2004), as applied in Pérez-González 

(2014). Although he does not generally divide the source of subtitling into verbal 

and nonverbal, Pérez-González’s (2014) categorisation of the source of subtitling 

on the medial level is very specific and, thus, useful and used for identifying 

analytical points for the current research purpose.  

According to Pérez-González (2014), the assemblage of meaningful resources in 

audiovisual texts can be categorised and subcategorised into different ‘modes’, 

‘medial variants’, and ‘submodes’ on different levels. There are four core modes 

in audiovisual text – language, image, sound, and music – which ‘are those sets of 

meaning-making resources that we intuitively fall back on to articulate our 

opinions on [our produced or consumed] audiovisual texts’ (ibid., 192). The four 

core modes of audiovisual texts are the semiotic resources that are abstract and, 

thus, ‘need to be instantiated in a specific medial variant’ (Pérez-González 2014, 

193); the medial variants, in turn, are different forms of collective constructions of 

the available submodes of each core mode. Based on this multimodal account of 

audiovisual texts, the nonverbal source of subtitling can be divided into three core 

modes – image, sound, and music. The three types of nonverbal sources are 

instantiated by six types of medial variants – static image, dynamic image, sound 

effects, spectrograms, performed or incidental music, and score/sheet music. 
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These medial variants can be furthered disassembled into different combinations 

of submodes.  

Chart 3.2.4 – c: A Multimodal Categorisation of Audiovisual Texts 

Core Modes Medial Variants Submodes 

Language (verbal) 

•  Speech 

Volume, Intonation, Accent/Phonetics 

of Linguistic Variation, Voice 

Quality, Rhythm, Speed, Pausing 

•  Static Writing 
Typography, Layout, Font, Colour, 

Ornaments, Spacing, Margins 

•  Animated Writing 

All Submodes for Static Writing, 

Direction, Speed, Rhythm, Special 

Effects 

Image 

•  Static (still) 

Elements, Vectors, Colour, Lighting, 

Size, Distance, Angle/Perspective, 

Composition 

•  Dynamic (moving) 

All Submodes for Static (still) Image, 

Camera Panning, Colours, Camera 

Titling, Camera Cuts, Visual Effects, 

Nonverbal/Body Language 

Sound 

•  Sound Effects Intensity, Volume, Quality 

•  Spectrograms 
Horizontal Axis (time), Vertical Axis 

(frequency), Amplitude 

Music 

•  Performed or Incidental Music 

Melody/Tune, Orchestration, 

Rhythm/Time, Speed, Provenance, 

Lyrics 

•  Score/Sheet Music 
Typography, Layout, Colours, 

Ornaments, Spacing, Margins 

- Extracted from Pérez-González (2014) 

Out of the three levels of categorisation of audiovisual texts, the level of medial 

variants can best help with identifying analytical points for the current research. 

On the one hand, the four core modes are too ‘abstract’ to capture the variations of 

different core modes, which may lead to the loss of valuable analytical points. On 

the other hand, the submodes are too specific to form a meaningful source for 

subtitling, which may lead to an inch-by-inch mentality and, thus, inefficient ways 

of analysis. In contrast, the medial variants are variations of different core modes 
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of the nonverbal source, which are often already meaningful assemblages of 

meaningless submodes. Although they are not as sophisticated as the verbal issues 

from the represented dimension, such as the three kinds of specific (verbal) 

reference, the nonverbal medial variants are specific and different enough from 

the verbal target to make it very difficult to subtitle and, thus, to make explicit the 

violence of subtitling on the nonverbal source. This list of medial variants 

provided by Pérez-González (2014) is partly used in the current research to 

identify analytical points of nonverbal issues from the represented dimension to 

comparatively analyse the subtitlers’ approaches to the violence of subtitling on 

the nonverbal source and their ways of visibility management in this nonverbal 

aspect. Of the six nonverbal medial variants, the dynamic images, 

performed/incidental music, and sound effects are more often used than the others 

by producers in their composition of meaningful audiovisual products (Pérez-

González 2014, 193-194). Specifically, the current analysis on nonverbal issues 

from the represented dimension is focused on dynamic images, performed or 

incidental music, and sound effects.  

Chart 3.2.4 – d: Frequently Used Medial Variants 

Specific Nonverbal Medial 

Variants Issues 

Superordinate Core 

Modes 
Examples 

Dynamic (moving) Images •  Image 

A specific scene arranged with 

special meaning in the source 

audiovisual texts, etc. 

Sound Effects •  Sound 
A peculiar sound of someone 

knocking on the door, etc.  

Performed or Incidental 

Music 
•  Music 

Background or foreground music , 

etc. 

- Extracted from Pérez-González’s (2014) List 

To focus the analysis on individual medial variants does not mean that each 

instance of a medial variant found in an audiovisual text can always form meaning 

of its own to be perceived by the audience or analysed by AVT scholars. Rather, 

as entailed by the ‘resource integration principle’ of multimodal communication, 

the meaning-making process of integrating different modes and variants ‘cannot 

be reduced to or explained in terms of the mere sum of its separate parts’ (Baldry 
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and Thibault 2006, 18). As each mode requires a different form of cognitive 

orientation, one mode may allow for faster processing than another, and thus, 

there are times in the integration as well as the perception that a certain mode 

plays a dominant role (Pérez-González 2014, 220-221). In such cases, the 

dominated mode or medial variants ‘can only be made to mean and communicate 

specific contents by a combination with other modes’ (Stöckl 2004, 18). 

Therefore, there are certain identified individual nonverbal medial variants that 

have to be analysed in combination with other modes (such as language), as is 

done in the current research (see Comparative Analyses 4.1.2.2.a, 4.1.2.2.b, and 

4.1.2.2.c in Section 4.1.2, for instance).  

 

Representing Dimension – Technical Issues 

In contrast to the represented dimension, the representing dimension of subtitling 

highlights how the target, that is, subtitles, is violently used to represent the source, 

which makes explicit the violence of subtitling on the target rather than on the 

source. Specifically, technical issues from the representing dimension refer to the 

difficult points in the target technical systems for subtitling, which underlines the 

difference between the source and the target and, thus, make explicit the violence 

of subtitling on the technical target and the subtitlers’ approaches to such violence 

for comparative analysis. Difficulties can arise in the technical aspect, not only 

due to the dissimilarity between the source and the target, but due to the technical 

limits of subtitles. Similar to verbal systems, technical limitations of subtitling are 

similar to grammar, based on scholars’ examinations of the technical settings of 

audiovisual narratives (Díaz Cintas and Remael 2007). Different from verbal 

systems, these technical limits of subtitling have been invented or 

conventionalised by scholars much more recently. In the process of 

conventionalising the technical settings of subtitling, many scholars, such as 

Luyken et al. (1991), Ivarsson and Carroll (1998), Karamitroglou (1998), Díaz 

Cintas and Remael (2007), Díaz Cintas (2008), and Georgakopoulou (2009), have 

proposed that technical conventions be followed by the subtitlers in their practices, 

and that lists of different aspects of technical issues be provided. However, with 
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increasingly diverse styles of subtitling, many of these technical conventions that 

form stabilised technical target systems are constantly experimented upon or 

violated by various subtitlers. Therefore, the violence of subtitling on the 

technical target can be made explicit by focusing on the conventional technical 

issues from the representing dimension.  

The previously mentioned scholars’ lists of technical conventions mostly overlap 

with each other in certain categories. The classification below is largely based on 

Georgakopoulou’s (2009) categorisation, whereas the comprehensive list of 

different types of technical conventions are mostly drawn from Díaz Cintas and 

Remael (2007). Despite all the lists that exist, this list is enough, and it is used for 

the purpose of efficiently identifying technical issues that make explicit the 

violence of subtitling on the technical target for the current research.  

Chart 3.2.4 – e: A List of Studied Technical Conventions in Subtitling 

Technical Aspects Types of Technical Conventions Settings (or Issues) 

Characters 

•  Font Styles 
Typography, Size, Colour, 

Bold/Nonbold, Italicisation, etc. 

•  Number of Languages  Monolingual or Bilingual, etc. 

•  Use of Symbols  
Musical Symbols, Mathematical 

Symbols, etc. 

Spatial 

•  Use of Notation 
Top Notation, Side Notation, 

Embedded Notation, etc. 

•  Number of Words per Line Maximum Numbers 

•  Number of Lines per Subtitle Maximum Numbers 

•  Position on Screen Fixed or nonfixed, etc. 

Temporal 

•  Simultaneous Voices Situation 

Sequential Subtitles, Simultaneous 

Subtitles, Differentiated Subtitles, 

etc. 

•  Timing (or Spotting) 

Spotting and Duration (in and out), 

Shot Changes, Synchronisation, 

In-between Delay, etc. 

- Largely extracted from Chapter 4 of Díaz Cintas and Remael (2007) 

Technical issues from the representing dimension are very different from the 

verbal or nonverbal issues from the represented dimension in two ways. Firstly, 

not all technical issues can be directly observed or analysed based on the 
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researcher’s eyes. Issues like typography, the maximum number of words per line, 

and the duration have to be elicited from subtitle files (not always accessible 

through the video file), as they show trivial differences onscreen. Only issues such 

as monolingual or bilingual,13 top notation,14 and shot changes15 can be directly 

observed through the subtitles displayed onscreen. Secondly, the technical settings 

are part of TT, whereas the verbal or nonverbal issues are part of ST. As a part of 

TT, technical issues from the representing dimension should be analysed in terms 

of how the technical target systems are (violently) used. As a part of ST, 

(non)verbal issues from the represented dimension should be analysed in terms of 

how they are (violently) dealt with. Since there is only one ST, the analytical 

points of source issues can be found directly in the ST, based on the list of issues 

from the represented dimension. Analytical points of target technical issues, 

however, cannot always be directly found in TTs, since there are two TTs under 

comparison, unless the technical issues analysed are the ones that are continuous 

throughout a whole subtitle file, such as bilingual or monolingual. There are 

occasional ones such as notations, which are consistently acceptable in a subtitle 

file but only show up occasionally when they are used. Such technical issues have  

to be searched throughout two TTs. To make the analysis efficient and also be 

able to shed light on the different ways the subtitlers practise relative corruptness 

and abusiveness on the violence on technical target, the current research focuses 

on three directly observable technical issues, including both continuous and 

occasional ones, specifically, monolingual or bilingual, top notation, and shot 

change.  

 

 

                                                           
13 Whether subtitles are shown in only one language (usually the target language) or in two 

languages (usually the target and source languages).  
14 Notation refers to adding notes in addition to the normal subtitles that are usually at the bottom 

of the screen; top notation refers to adding notes near the top of the screen.  
15 Shot change refers to the changing of subtitles. The change of subtitles can be based on the 

switch of scene shots or on the switch of dialogues, if the subtitle is intended to accompany the 

dialogue.  
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Chart 3.2.4 – f: Directly Observable Technical Settings 

Specific Technical Issues 
Superordinate Technical 

Aspects 
Current Author’s Elaborations 

Monolingual or Bilingual 

Subtitles (continuous 

character features) 

•  Characters 
Chinese subtitle only or Chinese and 

English synchronic subtitle 

Top Notation (occasional 

spatial features) 
•  Spatial 

Use of notation near the top of the 

screen  

Shot Change (continuous 

temporal features) 
•  Temporal 

Whether subtitle changes when the 

scene switches 

- extracted from Díaz Cintas and Remael (2007) 

Overall, nine subtitling issues are selected as the focus of the current comparative 

analysis on the subtitlers’ approaches to subtitling in three aspects of the two 

dimensions. Specific (verbal) reference issues from the represented dimension 

make explicit the difference between the verbal source and the target, the violence 

of subtitling on the verbal source, and thus, the subtitlers’ approaches to such 

violence. Nonverbal medial variant issues from the represented dimension make 

explicit the difference between the nonverbal source and the target, the violence 

of subtitling on nonverbal source, and thus, the subtitlers’ approaches to such 

violence. Directly observable technical issues from the representing dimension 

make explicit the difference between the source and the technical target, the 

violence of subtitling on the technical target, and thus, the subtitlers’ approaches 

to such violence. By comparatively analysing the subtitlers’ approaches to the 

nine issues which make explicit the violence of subtitling on the verbal source, 

nonverbal source, and technical target, the subtitlers’ ways of visibility 

management through subtitling can be systematically and efficiently examined.  
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Chart 3.2.4 – g: The List of Subtitling Issues for Identifying Analytical Points 

Selected Subtitling Issues Aspects of Subtitling Dimensions of Subtitling 

Geographical References 
Verbal Issues – Reference 

Issues 

Represented Dimension 

Ethnographical References 

Sociopolitical References 

Dynamic (moving) Image Nonverbal Issues – Image  

Sound Effects Nonverbal Issues – Sound  

Performed or Incidental Music Nonverbal Issues – Music  

Monolingual or Bilingual 

Subtitles 
Technical Issues – Character  

Representing Dimension 
Top Notation Technical Issues – Spatial  

Shot Change Technical Issues – Temporal  

- Selected according to the above discussions 

 

3.3 Research Questions 

The present study aims at investigating the differences between the industrial 

subtitlers’ and fansubbers’ ways of visibility management through subtitling – 

subtitling approaches. The framework in Section 3.2 has further illustrated the 

different aspects and dimensions where the subtitlers can practise their relatively 

corrupt or abusive approaches. Informed by this framework, the general enquiry – 

How do the industrial subtitlers and fansubbers manage their visibility differently 

through subtitling? – can be further specified into three research questions:  

RQ1: How are the industrial subtitlers’ and fansubbers’ subtitling approaches 

relatively different in terms of corruptness and abusiveness in the verbal and 

nonverbal aspects of the represented dimension?  

RQ2: How are the industrial subtitlers’ and fansubbers’ subtitling approaches 

relatively different in terms of corruptness and abusiveness in the technical aspect 

of the representing dimension?  

RQ3: How do the industrial subtitlers’ and fansubbers’ relatively different 

subtitling approaches demonstrate their different ways of visibility management 

through subtitling?  
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3.4 Data Production  

This section sets out to present the aspects related to data in the current research. 

The relevant copyright issues about the texts analysed will also be clarified in this 

section.  

 

3.4.1 Cases and Data Sources 

Based on the current analytical framework, TBBT (The Big Bang Theory)16 (S9) 

was selected to be the case of the source audiovisual texts in the current research. 

The analytical framework adopted by the author has generated nine types of 

subtitling issues as the focus of the current analysis. Based on the analytical 

framework, the source audiovisual texts that contain rich subtitling issues of the 

nine types should be consciously selected to enrich the data. According to Nornes 

(2007), the divergence of using corrupt subtitling or abusive subtitling is more 

likely to occur in audiovisual texts ‘that are themselves transgressive or essayistic’, 

such as comedies, animation, art films, and documentaries (ibid., 187). TBBT is a 

situation comedy that contains audiovisual texts with rich usages of semiotic 

resources. The producers of this comedy try to make creative use of both verbal 

and nonverbal signs to produce meaningful content in the texts, which in turn, 

generates many subtitling issues from the represented dimension. Moreover, 

when its most recent episode aired on May 12, 2016, in the USA, the S9 of TBBT 

was the latest season with complete both industrial traditional Chinese subtitles 

and traditional Chinese fansubs available when this research project was kick-

started in the summer of 2017. In light of its richness in subtitling issues from the 

represented dimension and the timeliness of its release, TBBT (S9) was selected to 

be the ST of the current analysis.  

                                                           
16 The Big Bang Theory is an American situation comedy created by Chuck Lorre and Bill Prady, 

and produced by Chuck Lorre Production and Warner Bros. Television. It is aired on CBS in the 

USA. So far, this comedy has run for 12 seasons in total since September 2007. For detailed 

information about this show, please see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Big_Bang 

_Theory#Syndication, accessed on Dec. 14, 2018.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Big_Bang%20_Theory#Syndication
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Big_Bang%20_Theory#Syndication
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For the target texts (subtitles), Warner Home Video17 (hereinafter abbreviated as 

WHV) industrial subtitles, and YYeTs18 fansubs were selected as cases of TTs in 

the current research. On the one hand, the WHV traditional Chinese subtitles of 

TBBT (S9) were selected to be the industrial set of target subtitle texts, as WHV is 

the distributing division of the Warner Bro. Corporation, which is the original 

producing company of TBBT. Given that the WHV subtitles are produced by the 

subtitlers who are employed by and for the commercial company of WHV, WHV 

subtitles are recognised as industrial subtitles. However, it should be pointed out 

that there are other licensed resources for industrial Chinese subtitles of TBBT, 

such as Sohu.19 Sohu, however, firstly, buys subtitles from anonymous subtitlers 

instead of producing subtitles themselves, and secondly, does not directly charge 

for access to all of their broadcasted TBBT series; thus, Sohu subtitles are not 

completely industrial nor traditional Chinese.20 By contrast, WHV’s subtitle is 

produced from a fully industrial setting with a clarification of the source of the 

subtitles (where the subtitlers are paid to produce the subtitle and the copyrights 

of the subtitles are sold). In addition, regarding the brand effect of WHV and its 

long history of film manufacturing and large audiences, the popularity and 

typicality of its subtitles as industrial subtitles can be ensured. On the other hand, 

YYeTs subtitles of TBBT (S9) were chosen as the fansubbing set of target subtitle 

texts because YYeTs is the only fansub group that has consistently and 

completely subtitled TBBT since the beginning of this show and it is the most 

popular fansub group in China (Yeh and Davis 2017). As YYeTs’ subtitles are 

                                                           
17 Warner Home Video, a distribution division of Warner Bros. Home Entertainment Companies. 

For detailed information about this company, please refer to   https://www.warnerbros.com/studio 

/divisions/home-entertainment/warner-home-video,  accessed on Dec. 14, 2018.  
18 YYeTs (Simplified Chinese Name: 人人影视; Pinyin: Ren Ying Shi), established in 2004 by 

several Chinese students in Canada, is currently (as of 2018) one of the most prominent Chinese 

fansub groups; the group members voluntarily subtitle a variety of foreign and domestic 

audiovisual material based on their interests. To see more about their history and affiliation, please 

refer to http://m.zimuzu.tv/index/about, accessed on Dec. 14, 2018.   
19 Sohu is a major video website in mainland China; it not only broadcasts Chinese audiovisual 

products, but also buys copyrights of foreign audiovisual products and provides Chinese subtitles 

for distribution in mainland China. The official website for Sohu is  http://tv.sohu.com/, accessed 

on Dec. 14, 2018. 
20 Sohu has a business relationship with fansub groups, as Sohu buys and uses anonymous fansubs 

for The Big Bang Theory. For the reference to a vague source of Sohu’s subtitles: 

http://tieba.baidu.com/p/2476548034, accessed on Dec. 14, 2018. Sohu’s subtitles are too vague to 

be used in the current analysis.  

https://www.warnerbros.com/studio%20/divisions/home-entertainment/warner-home-video
https://www.warnerbros.com/studio%20/divisions/home-entertainment/warner-home-video
http://m.zimuzu.tv/index/about
http://tv.sohu.com/
http://tieba.baidu.com/p/2476548034
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voluntarily produced by YYeTs fansubbers outside the media industry, and not for 

commercial purposes, the YYeTs subtitles are recognised as fansubs’ in the 

current research. Regarding YYeTs’s consistency in fansubbing TBBT and its 

large community of audiences, the completeness and popularity of their fansubs 

are ensured.  

 

3.4.2 Copyright Issues 

Making use of copies in any substantial form or part of a publication, for any 

reason, generally requires the consent of the copyright holder(s). To use 

copyrighted material for academic or educational purposes, the researcher needs 

to follow a legal process or principles regarding the concerned issues. However, 

copyright laws and practices may vary considerably from institution to institution. 

In that case, the researcher must check with his/her own home institution and the 

local protocols for dealing with issues involved in using such copyrighted 

materials. According to the Hong Kong Intellectual Property Department (IPD), to 

be considered ‘fair dealing’, an ‘act’ on a copyrighted work has to satisfy four 

factors (copied from the IPD official website)21:  

‘•  the purpose and nature of the dealing, including whether the 

dealing is for a nonprofit-making purpose and whether the dealing is 

of a commercial nature;  

•  the nature of the work;  

•  the amount and substantiality of the portion dealt with in relation to 

the work as a whole; and  

•  the effect of the dealing on the potential market for or value of the 

work.’ 

The current analytical work and written thesis can be justified as fair dealing 

according to the terms listed above. Firstly, the analytical work and thesis writing 

                                                           
21 For detailed information, please refer to the IPD official website:   https://www.ipd.gov.hk/eng 

/intellectual_property/copyright/copy_edu.htm, accessed on Dec. 14, 2018, or the file of specific 

terms for Copyright in Education in Hong Kong: https://www.ipd.gov.hk/eng/pub_press 

/publications/cpr_ed_e.pdf, accessed on Dec. 14, 2018.  

https://www.ipd.gov.hk/eng%20/intellectual_property/copyright/copy_edu.htm
https://www.ipd.gov.hk/eng%20/intellectual_property/copyright/copy_edu.htm
https://www.ipd.gov.hk/eng/pub_press%20/publications/cpr_ed_e.pdf
https://www.ipd.gov.hk/eng/pub_press%20/publications/cpr_ed_e.pdf
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are conducted for the purpose of research and learning; secondly, the nature of the 

audiovisual texts and subtitles are artistic works;22 thirdly, the selected parts of the 

copyrighted texts for analysis do not contain a significant part of the original 

works; lastly, given the descriptive-oriented nature of the current research, the 

current dealing should not have any direct effects on the potential market of the 

original works. Based on the correspondence with the fair dealing factors and 

other terms expressly stipulated by the IPD, the current research and thesis writing 

meet the definition of fair dealing. Nevertheless, the original authors of the works 

are consistently acknowledged in the latest Chicago citation style through in-text 

citations, footnotes, reference lists, and so forth.  

 

To briefly summarise, the subtitlers’ ways of visibility management through 

subtitling can be systematically investigated through comparatively analysing 

their subtitling approaches, based on the analytical framework established in this 

chapter. Since it is the subtitler’s visibility instead of invisibility that is being 

investigated, the focus should be on the difference exposed, rather than hidden, 

between the source and the target by the subtitles, which serves as a single 

standard for analysing the relative corruptness and abusiveness of the subtitlers’ 

approaches. Such relatively corrupt and abusive approaches are practised on the 

inevitable violence of subtitling on both the source and target, which can be made 

explicit respectively from two dimensions: violence on the source from the 

represented dimension and violence on the target from the representing 

dimension. Due to their complexity, the source and target of subtitling can be 

further disassembled and concretised according to different subtitling issues that 

explicitly distinguish the source and the target, the multidirectional violence of 

subtitling on them, and thus, the subtitlers’ approaches to such multidirectional 

violence for analysis. Shaped by this framework, the overarching enquiry is 

specified into three research questions; the cases of ST and TTs are selected to 

                                                           
22 The copyrighted works used in the current research include the audiovisual texts of TBBT (S9), 

WHV industrial subtitles, YYeTs fansubs, and the many scholarly works being referred to. 

However, the copyright or legality of fansubs is arguable. For a detailed discussion about the 

legality of fansubs, please see Contry (2010), Denison (2011), He (2014), or Leonard (2005a and 

2005b).  
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enrich data from their rich inclusion of subtitling issues; potential copyright 

problems are also discussed.  
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Chapter 4 Visibility Management Comparative Analysis: WHV 

Subtitlers’ and YYeTs Subtitlers’ Subtitling Approaches to The 

Big Bang Theory 

In this chapter, the attention focuses on the actual textual analyses. This will allow 

a more detailed elucidation of the analyses and exemplifications pertaining to the 

subtitling approaches of two groups of subtitlers, specifically, their approaches 

from the two dimensions and three aspects. The relevant sections in this chapter 

also discuss how the two groups of subtitlers manage their visibility through the 

subtitling approaches.   

 

4.1 Visibility Management Through Subtitling Approaches: The Represented 

Dimension 

Firstly, the comparative analyses on the subtitlers’ approaches to the violence of 

subtitling on verbal and nonverbal sources focus on the verbal source issues of 

specific (verbal) reference and on the nonverbal source issues of nonverbal medial 

variant, which are presented in Section 4.1.1 and 4.1.2, respectively. Section 4.1.3 

addresses how their relatively corrupt and abusive approaches in the represented 

dimension of subtitling have different effects on their visibility.  

 

4.1.1 Approaches to Verbal Issues: Specific (Verbal) References 

A focus on the verbal issues of specific (verbal) reference in the represented 

dimension explicates the subtitlers’ approaches to the violence of subtitling on 

verbal sources for comparative analysis. Based on Díaz Cintas and Remael’s 

(2007) category, specific (verbal) reference includes three kinds of references: 

geographical, ethnographic, and sociopolitical. Analytical results indicate that 

specific (verbal) reference issues occur a total of 1,610 times in the 24 episodes of 

TBBT (S9), among which, repeated occurrences take place 443 times within a 
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single episode.23 This means that a list of 1,167 specific (verbal) reference issues 

without repetition are identified in the source audiovisual texts, including 27 

geographical reference issues, 1027 ethnographic reference issues, and 113 

sociopolitical reference issues. This list of specific (verbal) reference issues 

includes the analytical points for the comparative analyses of the subtitlers’ 

approaches to verbal issues, that is, to the violence of subtitling on verbal sources 

(see Table 4.1.1.a for details).  

Table 4.1.1.a: Number of Analytical Points for Specific (Verbal) Reference Issues by Reference 

Types 

Specific (Verbal) 

Reference Issues 

Time of Issue 

Occurrences 

Time of Repeated Issue 

Occurrences 

Number of Final 

Analytical Points 

Geographical Reference 

Issues 
29 2 27 

Ethnographic Reference 

Issues 
1444 417 1027 

Sociopolitical 

Reference Issues 
137 24 113 

Total 1610 443 1167 

 

Based on a comparative approach to Nornes’s (2007) notions of corrupt and 

abusive subtitling, the subtitles that are made through a relatively corrupt 

approach reveal less difference between the source (the unknown) and the target 

(the known) than subtitles that are made through a relatively abusive approach. In 

the verbal aspect of subtitling, this relativity is achieved and, thus, analytical 

because the subtitles of the relatively corrupt approach have less unknown 

information about the verbal source represented in the target than do the subtitles 

of the relatively abusive approach. Specific (verbal) references are a kind of 

verbal source in which the difference between the source (the unknown) and the 

target (the known) is very explicit. Comparatively, by having more unknown 

information about the specific (verbal) references represented in the target 

                                                           
23 A repeated occurrence means that the same specific (verbal) reference repeatedly occurs after its 

first occurrence within one episode; if the same reference emerges for the first time in another 

episode but not the first time in the whole season, it will not be counted as a repeated occurrence.  
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subtitles, the relatively abusive approach reveals more differences between the 

source (the unknown) and the target (the known) than the relatively corrupt 

approach does.  

Through the comparative analysis, two patterns in general have been found 

between the WHV’s subtitles and the YYeTs’s subtitles for the 1167 specific 

(verbal) reference issues (see Table 4.1.1.b for details). There are 446 analytical 

cases24 of specific (verbal) reference issues where the WHV subtitles and YYeTs 

subtitles are considerably different in terms of the amount of unknown 

information they provide about the specific (verbal) references. By having 

considerably different amounts of unknown information represented about the 

references, the two groups of target subtitles reveal considerably different 

amounts of difference between the source (the unknown) and the target (the 

known). For the remaining 721 analytical cases, the WHV subtitles and YYeTs 

subtitles have the specific (verbal) references represented basically to the same 

extent. In these cases, the two groups of subtitles reveal difference between source 

and target basically to the same extent. The rest of this section describes the two 

analytical patterns separately.  

Table 4.1.1.b: Number of Analytical Cases for Specific (Verbal) Reference Issues by Analytical 

Patterns 

Analytical Patterns in Terms of the Amount of Difference 

between Source and Target Revealed by the Two Groups of 

Subtitles for the Specific (Verbal) Reference Issues  

Number of 

Analytical Cases 

Considerably Different  446 

Basically Same  721 

 

• Revealing Considerably Different Amount of Difference between Source and 

Target through Specific (Verbal) Reference Issues  

The 446 analytical cases of specific (verbal) reference issues, where the WHV 

subtitles and YYeTs subtitles are considerably different in terms of the amount of 

                                                           
24 Analytical cases are analytical points that have been comparatively analysed in terms of 

subtitling approaches and, thus, marked under specific analytical patterns, such as considerably 

different or basically same, which can be demonstrated to illustrate the analytical patterns.  
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unknown information they have represented about the references, includes eight 

geographical reference issues, 410 ethnographic reference issues, and 28 

sociopolitical reference issues (see details of this pattern in Table 4.1.1.1). Among 

these 446 analytical cases of specific (verbal) reference issues, the YYeTs 

subtitles reveal considerably more unknown information about 355 references, 

whereas the WHV subtitles reveal considerably more unknown information about 

the remaining 91 references. In terms of different types of references, the 

analytical cases that the YYeTs subtitles reveal relatively more unknown 

information about the references contain eight out of the eight geographical 

reference issues, 328 out of the 410 ethnographic reference issues, and 19 out of 

the 28 sociopolitical reference issues. For the rest of each of the three types of 

reference issues, the WHV subtitles reveal relatively more unknown information 

about the references. Respective analyses are illustrated for each of the three types 

of references hereinafter.  

Table 4.1.1.1: Number of Analytical Cases in the Pattern of Revealing Considerably Different 

Amount of Difference between Source and Target through Specific (Verbal) Reference Issues 

Types of Specific 

(Verbal) 

Reference Issues 

Number of Analytical 

Cases: WHV Subtitles 

Reveal Relatively More 

Unknown Information 

Number of Analytical Cases: 

YYeTs Subtitles Reveal Relatively 

More Unknown Information 

Total 

Geographical 

Reference Issues 
0 8 8 

Ethnographic 

Reference Issues 
82 328 410 

Sociopolitical 

Reference Issues 
9 19 28 

Total 91 355 446 

 

• Revealing Considerably Different Amount of Difference Between Source and 

Target through Geographical Reference Issues  

The eight analytical cases of geographical reference issues show the references 

being represented by the two sets of subtitles to considerably different extents. 

The set of subtitles that offers comparatively more unknown information about a 
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geographical reference represented reveals more difference between the source 

(the unknown) and the target (the known) than the other set of subtitles does.   

Here is one analytical case from TBBT (S9E3),25 in which the YYeTs subtitles 

reveal more unknown information about a geographical reference than the WHV 

subtitles do. In that episode, Leonard, Sheldon, Howard, and Rajesh (four 

protagonists) were driving to Mexico to throw a bachelor party for Leonard after 

his wedding with Penny. In the car, Sheldon suddenly asked everyone whether 

they were up-to-date on their yellow-fever inoculations. Howard said, ‘You don’t 

need a yellow fever shot to go to Mexico’. Sheldon replied, ‘You can never be too 

careful. I got one last year before I went to Epcot’ (see Figure 4.1.1.1.a.ST for the 

scene). The term Epcot is identified as a geographical reference issue, as Epcot is 

a term that specifically refers to a geographical location: a theme park at the Walt 

Disney World Resort in Bay Lake, Florida. It makes explicit the violence of 

subtitling on verbal sources, because a limited subtitle cannot fully interpret what 

can be unknown about this reference in verbal sources. It, thus, makes explicit the 

subtitlers’ approaches to the violence of subtitling on verbal sources for 

comparative analysis.  

 

Figure 4.1.1.1.a.ST: Epcot 

Addressing this reference issue, Epcot, the WHV subtitlers and the YYeTs 

                                                           
25 Season Nine, Episode Three. This abbreviation form is used for all the terms referring to a 

specific episode of TBBT in this thesis.  
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subtitlers translate the reference differently (see Figure 4.1.1.1.a.WHV and Figure 

4.1.1.1.a.YYeTs for their respective subtitles). The WHV subtitlers subtitle Epcot 

as 迪斯尼未來世界, while the YYeTs subtitlers subtitle Epcot as 未來世界主題

公園 with a headnote near the top of the screen: 位於美國佛羅里達州迪士尼度

假區.   

   

                 Figure 4.1.1.1.a.WHV: Epcot                           Figure 4.1.1.1.a.YYeTs: Epcot 

The reference Epcot can be foreign or unknown for some audience members. It is 

how much of the foreign or unknown about Epcot is represented in the two groups 

of target subtitles that demonstrates the differences between the two targets (see 

Comparative Analyses 4.1.1.1.a for a comparison and my backtranslations). In 

their subtitles, both the WHV subtitlers and YYeTs subtitlers translate Epcot as 未

來世界 (future world); but differently, the WHV subtitlers add 迪士尼 (Di Shi 

Ni), while the YYeTs subtitlers add 主題公園 (theme park). So far, it can be 

difficult to compare which one reveals more unknown information, as it is 

difficult or impossible to weigh whether 迪士尼 (Di Shi Ni) or 主題公園 (theme 

park) represents more unknown information. However, the YYeTs subtitlers add a 

headnote – 位於美國佛羅里達州迪士尼世界度假區 (located in the USA, 

Florida State, Di Shi Ni World Resort) – that explains where Epcot is located with 

the information 迪斯尼 (Di Si Ni) in it.  
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Comparative Analyses 4.1.1.1.a: An Analytical Case in the Sub-pattern of Revealing Considerably 

Different Amount of Difference between Source and Target through Geographical Reference 

Issues  

Example of Geographical 

Reference Issues in the 

Source Dialogue 

‘I got one last year before I went to Epcot.’ (S09E03) 

WHV Subtitles 

& 

My Backtranslations 

去年我去迪斯尼未來世界就打了一次 

Last Year I went to Di Si Ni Future World, I got (shot) once 

YYeTs Subtitles 

& 

My Backtranslations 

位於美國佛羅里達州迪士尼世界度假區 

 

我去年去未來世界主題公園時就打了一針 

Located in the USA, Florida State, Di Shi Ni World Resort 

 

I, last year when going to the Future World theme park, got a shot 

 

With the headnote, it now becomes obvious that the YYeTs subtitles have more 

unknown information about the geographical reference represented than the WHV 

subtitles do. What WHV subtitlers translated as the known in their target subtitles 

but as unknown about Epcot are 迪斯尼 (Di Si Ni) and 未來世界 (future world), 

whereas what the YYeTs subtitlers rendered as the known in their target subtitles 

but as unknown about Epcot are  迪士尼 (Di Shi Ni), 未來世界 (future world), 主

題公園 (theme park), and its location in 美國佛羅里達州 (the USA, Florida 

State). The same source term – Epcot – has more foreign or unknown information 

represented by the YYeTs subtitlers in their target subtitles than by the WHV 

subtitlers in their target subtitles. As more unknown information about Epcot is 

represented in the YYeTs subtitles, that is, 主題公園 (theme park) and the 

location, the YYeTs subtitles display more difference between what can be 

unknown about the source term – Epcot – and what can already be known by the 

target audience – 迪士尼 (Di Shi Ni), 未來世界 (future world), 主題公園 (theme 

park), and 美國佛羅里達州 (the USA, Florida State) than the WHV subtitles do 

with only 迪斯尼 (Di Si Ni) and 未來世界 (future world). In other words, the 
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YYeTs subtitles display relatively more difference between the source (the 

unknown) and the target (the known) than the WHV subtitles do in the analytical 

case of Epcot and the other seven cases of geographical reference issues.  

 

• Revealing Considerably Different Amount of Difference Between Source and 

Target through Ethnographic Reference Issues  

The analyses have identified 410 ethnographic reference issues, for which the 

YYeTs subtitles and the WHV subtitles have the references represented to 

considerably different extents. As with the geographical reference issues, the 

group of subtitles that has more unknown information about an ethnographic 

reference represented reveals more difference between the source and the target 

compared to the other group, which has less unknown information represented.  

One’s personal name is one example of an ethnographic reference issue. A 

personal name that refers to a person with an important historical and cultural 

background can be very controversial in subtitling between different languages 

and cultures. In TBBT (S9E23), Sheldon, Leonard, Howard, and Rajesh were 

waiting in line at a theatre for the premiere of the new Avengers film. A man cut 

the line to join his friends, who were ahead of Sheldon and his friends in the 

queue. After Sheldon failed to persuade the man who cut in line to go waiting at 

the end of the line, he sought the attention of the people at the back of the line in 

order to make the line-cutter feel ashamed. Specifically, Sheldon said, ‘Right now, 

at the back of this line, there’s a movie fan like you who’s not going to get in 

because this person simply doesn’t care. Yeah, well, 61 years ago, there was 

another person at the back of the line, and her name was Rosa Parks’ (see Figure 

4.1.1.1.b.ST for the scene). The name Rosa Parks refers to a famous figure in a 

civil movement in American history; thus, it is identified as an ethnographic 

reference issue. This name makes explicit the violence of subtitling on verbal 

sources, because a limited subtitle cannot fully interpret the unknown information 

about this name from the verbal source. This example showcases the subtitlers’ 

approaches to the violence of subtitling on verbal sources for comparative 

analysis.  
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Figure 4.1.1.1.b.ST: Rosa Parks 

Again, the WHV subtitlers and YYeTs subtitlers represent the name Rosa Parks 

to considerably different extents (see Figure 4.1.1.1.b.WHV and Figure 

4.1.1.1.b.YYeTs for their respective subtitles). The WHV subtitles for Rosa Parks 

are 羅莎帕克斯, whereas the YYeTs subtitles for this name are 羅莎 • 帕克斯 

and a headnote near the top of the screen, explaining that 美國五六十年代的女性

黑人民權運動者, 因爲拒絕公車司機要求黑人給白人讓座的要求而被捕.  

   

Figure 4.1.1.1.b.WHV: Rosa Parks               Figure 4.1.1.1.b.YYeTs: Rosa Parks 

This name, as an ethnographic reference issue, showcases the many details that 

can be foreign or unknown to some audience members (see Comparative 

Analyses 4.1.1.1.b for a comparison and my backtranslations). The only unknown 

thing about Rosa Parks that is represented by the WHV subtitles is the 

pronunciation and that it refers to a person, as the WHV subtitlers give a 

transliteration of the name – 羅莎帕克斯 (Luo Sha Pa Ke Si). The YYeTs 

subtitlers also provide a transliteration of the name, but they place a separation dot 
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between the two parts of the name: 羅莎 • 帕克斯 (Luo Sha • Pa Ke Si). By 

comparing the two transliterations of the name, among everything that can be 

unknown about Rosa Parks, similar Chinese pronunciations of the name can be 

learned through both transliterations. However, the existence of two parts of the 

name Rosa Parks can only be learned through the YYeTs subtitles, as a separation 

mark divides the two parts of the name. In other words, everything can be 

unknown or foreign about Rosa Parks; what becomes known through WHV 

subtitles is the pronunciation of the name; what become known through YYeTs 

subtitles are the pronunciation and its two parts.   

Comparative Analyses 4.1.1.1.b: An Analytical Case in the Sub-pattern of Revealing Considerably 

Different Amount of Difference between Source and Target through Ethnographic Reference 

Issues  

Example of 

Ethnographic 

Reference Issues in 

the Source Dialogue 

‘61 years ago, there was another person at the back of the line, and her 

name was Rosa Parks.’ (S09E23) 

WHV Subtitles 

& 

My Backtranslations  

在 61 年前 有一個人在隊伍後面 她的名字叫羅莎帕克斯 

61 years ago 

There was a person at the back of the queue 

Her name was Luo Sha Pa Ke Si 

YYeTs Subtitles 

& 

My Backtranslations  

美國五六十年代的女性黑人民權運動者 

因爲拒絕公車司機要求黑人給白人讓座的要求而被捕 

 

在 61 年前的隊伍裏 後面也站著一個人 她的名字就叫羅莎 • 帕克斯 

Female black human rights activists in the 1950s-1960s USA 

Arrested for refusing the bus driver’s requirement that asks black people 

to give seats to white people 

 

In the queue 61 years ago 

There was also a person standing at the back 

Her name was called Luo Sha • Pa Ke Si 
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There are two lines of headnotes in the YYeTs subtitles that tell the historical 

background about Rosa Parks, which supplies more unknown information about 

the name that become known through the YYeTs subtitles. Since the YYeTs 

subtitles bring out more unknown information about Rosa Parks than the WHV 

subtitles do, they show more difference between the unknown and the known, as 

compared to the WHV subtitles. It is found that the YYeTs subtitles reveal 

relatively more difference between the source (unknown) and the target (known) 

in 328 analytical cases of ethnographic reference issues, whereas the WHV 

subtitles reveal relatively more difference between the source and the target in 82 

analytical cases of this type of issues.  

 

• Revealing Considerably Different Amount of Difference Between Source and 

Target through Sociopolitical Reference Issues  

One observation to note before providing a final category of this pattern is that the 

headnote is not the only means for YYeTs fansubbers to reveal more difference 

between the source and the target, than WHV industrial subtitles do. Previous 

scholars have drawn on headnote-like strategies to characterise fansubs (e.g., 

Nornes 2007; Díaz Cintas 2010; Pérez-González 2014). Based on the previous 

examples of Epcot and Rosa Parks, it may seem that YYeTs fansubbers mainly 

resort to headnotes to have relatively more unknown information represented 

about the references. However, as we shall see from the next example and the 

remaining analyses, the reason YYeTs subtitles reveal more difference between 

the source and the target as compared to the WHV subtitles is not solely because 

of the headnotes, although the headnotes are a very frequently used strategy of 

fansubbers like the YYeTs subtitlers.  

There are 28 analytical cases of sociopolitical reference that show considerable 

difference between the WHV subtitles and the YYeTs subtitles in terms of the 

unknown information that they provide about the references. One very typical 

issue of sociopolitical references identified in the source audiovisual texts is the 

name of countries or administrative divisions (40 out of 113 in total). These 

names are identified as sociopolitical reference issues because they are names or 
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titles that are used to refer to sociopolitically constructed entities. They make 

explicit the violence of subtitling on verbal sources because limited subtitles 

cannot fully interpret what can be unknown about these sociopolitical entities 

referred in the verbal sources. Thus, they make explicit the subtitlers’ approaches 

to the violence of subtitling on verbal sources for comparative analysis.  

Below are a few examples from different episodes (see Comparative Analyses 

4.1.1.1.c for a comparison and my backtranslations) in which the YYeTs subtitles 

and the WHV subtitles have the difference between the source and the target 

revealed to different extents.  

Comparative Analyses 4.1.1.1.c: Analytical Cases in the Sub-pattern of Revealing Considerably 

Different Amount of Difference between Source and Target through Sociopolitical Reference 

Issues 

Season 9 

Episodes 

Examples of 

Sociopolitical 

Reference Issues 

WHV Subtitles 

& 

My Backtranslations 

YYeTs Subtitles 

& 

My Backtranslations 

Episode 3 Méjico 
（西班牙語）墨西哥 墨喜哥 

(Spanish) Mo Xi Ge Mo Xi Ge 

Episode 9 

Modesto 
莫德斯托 莫德斯托市 

Mo De Si Tuo Mo De Si Tuo city 

Bakersfield 
貝克斯菲爾德 貝克斯菲爾德市 

Bei Ke Si Fei Er De Bei Ke Si Fei Er De city 

Episode 11 

Pasadena 
帕薩迪納 帕薩迪納市 

Pa Sa Di Na Pa Sa Di Na city 

Wisconsin 
維斯康森 威斯康辛州 

Wei Si Kang Sen Wei Si Kang Xin state 

Episode 15 The Isle of Man 
曼島 英屬曼島 

Man Isle British Man Isle 

 

YYeTs subtitles have more unknown information about five of these 

sociopolitical references represented than WHV subtitles do: Modesto, 

Bakersfield, Pasadena, Wisconsin, and The Isle of Man. However, the WHV 

subtitles have more unknown information about the sociopolitical reference of 

Méjico represented than the YYeTs subtitles do. Everything about these 
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references can be foreign or unknown; both the WHV subtitlers and the YYeTs 

subtitlers have used transliterations with the same or similar Chinese characters in 

order to mimic the English pronunciations of the original names. Through those 

transliterations, the unknown sounds of the original references are represented by 

known Chinese characters. The significant difference between the YYeTs 

subtitles and the WHV subtitles is that the YYeTs subtitlers have supplied the 

unknown administrative divisions by correlating to what can be known in Chinese 

as 市 (city) or 州 (state), or even 英屬 (British), which provides information about 

the reigning country of the administrative division; the WHV subtitlers have not 

done so. Another significant difference is that the WHV subtitlers have uncovered 

the Spanish nature of the unknown pronunciation of Méjico by adding 西班牙語 

(Spanish) in brackets before the transliteration 墨西哥 (Mo Xi Ge), whereas the 

YYeTs subtitlers have not done so. On the one hand, because more unknown 

information about the sociopolitical references Modesto, Bakersfield, Pasadena, 

Wisconsin and The Isle of Man is provided by the YYeTs subtitles than by the 

WHV subtitles, more difference between the source (the unknown) and the target 

(the known) are shown in the YYeTs subtitles than in the WHV subtitles in these 

analytical cases. On the other hand, more unknown information about the 

sociopolitical reference Méjico is represented by the WHV subtitles than by the 

YYeTs subtitles. Thus, more difference between the source (the unknown) and the 

target (the known) are shown in the WHV subtitles than in the YYeTs subtitles in 

the analytical case of Méjico. The YYeTs subtitles reveal more such difference 

between the source and the target in 19 of the sociopolitical references, including 

those previously listed. For the remaining nine analytical cases of sociopolitical 

references under this pattern, the WHV subtitles reveal relatively more such 

difference in comparison with the YYeTs subtitles.  

 

• Revealing Basically Same Amount of Difference between Source and Target 

through Specific (Verbal) Reference Issues  

There are 721 analytical cases of specific (verbal) reference issues in which the 

WHV subtitles provide basically same amounts of unknown information about the 
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references as the YYeTs subtitles. In so doing, the two groups of subtitles reveal 

the difference between source (the unknown) and target (the known) to basically 

the same extent in these cases. Three specific subpatterns can be identified with 

this pattern (see details of this pattern in Table 4.1.1.2). In the first subpattern, the 

two groups of subtitles provide different characters with basically the same 

meanings that have the same unknown information represented about the 

references; 109 analytical cases were identified in this subpattern. In the second 

subpattern, the two groups of subtitles have same number of different unknown 

aspects of the references represented; this subpattern contains 125 analytical cases. 

In the last subpattern, the two groups of subtitles for the same specific (verbal) 

references are the same (including cases that both have no subtitle for same 

references); the last subpattern covers 487 analytical cases. In all of these cases, 

the two groups of subtitles reveal same levels of difference between the source 

and the target. Since they do not show considerable differences between the 

different subcategories of specific (verbal) reference issues, they will be 

illustrated together, without reference subcategories.  

Table 4.1.1.2: Number of Analytical Cases in the Pattern of Revealing Basically Same Amount of 

Difference between Source and Target through Specific (Verbal) References Issues 

Subpatterns of Revealing Basically Same Amount of 

Difference between S & T 

Number of 

Analytical Cases 

Different Subtitles with Same Meanings 109 

Subtitling Same Number of Different Unknown Aspects 125 

Same Subtitles or Both No Subtitles 487 

Total 721 

 

• Revealing Basically Same Amount of Difference between Source and Target: 

Different Subtitles with Same Meanings about the Specific (Verbal) References  

For some English verbal references, more than one corresponding Chinese 

reference could be used to translate them; for others, however, it is sometimes 

challenging to find even one corresponding Chinese reference. The WHV 
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subtitlers and YYeTs subtitlers typically use different Chinese references to 

translate the same English verbal reference. In terms of meaning, these Chinese 

references are fairly similar; there are 109 such analytical cases identified in the 

current research. Since the WHV subtitles and the YYeTs subtitles for the same 

references have the same meanings, despite their different expressions, they have 

basically same amount of unknown information represented about the same 

references. In such cases, the two groups of subtitles reveal the same level of 

difference between the source (the unknown) and the target (the known). 

Examples of this are shown in the specific (verbal) references: laser discs, HCI, 

guidance system, sinus irrigator, and angular momentum (see Comparative 

Analyses 4.1.1.2.a for a comparison and my backtranslations).  

Comparative Analyses 4.1.1.2.a: Analytical Cases in the Sub-pattern of Revealing Basically Same 

Amount of Difference between Source and Target through Different Subtitles with Same Meanings  

Season 9 

Episodes 

Examples of Specific 

(Verbal) Reference 

Issues  

WHV Subtitles 

& 

My Backtranslations 

YYeTs Subtitles 

& 

My Backtranslations 

Episode 1 Madonna 
瑪丹娜 麥當娜 

Ma Dan Na Mai Dang Na 

Episode 3 laser discs 
镭射影碟 激光光盤 

laser video disk laser video disk 

Episode 6 Picasso 
畢卡索 畢加索 

Bi Ka Suo Bi Jia Suo 

Episode 7 Texas Rangers 
德州騎警 德州游騎兵 

De State Rangers De State Rangers 

Episode 15 Valentino 
范倫提諾 華倫天奴 

Fan Lun Ti Nuo Hua Lun Tian Nu 

Episode 18 sinus irrigator 
鼻竇衝洗器 鼻腔衝洗器 

sinus irrigator sinus irrigator 

Episode 22 angular momentum 
角動力 角動量 

angular momentum angular momentum 

Episode 23 Ganesh 
甘奈許 甘尼什 

Gan Nai Xu Gan Ni Shi 
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As shown in the examples listed above, the WHV subtitlers and YYeTs subtitlers 

use different Chinese terms to translate the same English references. However, the 

backtranslations reveal that the different Chinese terms used for the same English 

references have same meanings. For instance, both 镭射影碟 and 激光光盤 mean 

laser video disk, i.e. translating the reference ‘laser discs’ in the source. Likewise, 

both 范倫提諾 and 華倫天奴 are similar transliterations for the reference 

Valentino in the source, providing the same unknown information – the 

pronunciation – about the reference. Because they have the same meanings, both 

Chinese terms from the two groups of subtitles for each of these English 

references have same unknown information represented about the specific (verbal) 

references. The two groups of subtitles, hence, reveal same level of difference 

between the source (the unknown) and the target (the known).  

On a different note, one may argue that these different uses of Chinese characters 

may be caused by geopolitical reasons. Indeed, even though most people in both 

mainland China and Taiwan speak Mandarin/Putonghua as their official language, 

traditional Chinese characters are officially used in Hong Kong, Macau, and 

Taiwan, while simplified Chinese characters are adopted only in mainland China. 

However, there are a number of reasons why such potential geopolitical causes 

are made implicit in the current discussion. Firstly, as discussed in Section 1.1.1, 

the institutional control on AVT (including subtitling) is prevalent as a means of 

political gatekeeping not only in dominant world cultures such as Anglo-

American cultures or Chinese cultures, but in every society (Pérez-González 

2014). It is therefore more of a social issue than a geopolitical issue. Also, given 

the current digital context of subtitling and of this research, it seems paradoxical 

to consider any subtitles as targeting at audiences that are grouped by geopolitical 

boundaries, let alone the fact that traditional Chinese characters are used in both 

the WHV industrial subtitles and the YYeTs fansubs, which are available online 

not only to audiences in both mainland China and Hong Kong, Macau, and 

Taiwan, but to audiences around the globe. More importantly, investigating the 

reasons behind such differences is beyond the scope of the current research. It 

must be reminded that the current analysis aims to examine the effects of different 
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subtitles on the subtitlers’ visibility, rather than the reasons behind the differences.  

 

• Revealing Basically Same Amount of Difference between Source and Target: 

Subtitling Same Number of Different Unknown Aspects of the Specific (Verbal) 

References 

The second subpattern refers to the 125 cases in which the two groups of subtitles 

have represented different, but same number of, unknown aspects of the same 

Specific (Verbal) References. In such cases, the two sets of subtitles are different. 

Their differences represent different unknown aspects of the same references, but 

they represent same number of unknown aspects of the same references. As 

everything about a source can be equally foreign, this analytical framework 

disregards the possible asymmetrical significance of the different unknown 

aspects of a source, because these asymmetries are social constructs; thus, they 

vary from audience to audience. It would be problematic to simply regard one 

aspect as more important than another. Consider a beverage, for example: some 

people are concerned about whether their drink is sweet or sour, whereas others 

consider whether it is cold or hot. For the former, the flavour is the more 

important aspect; for the latter, the temperature is the more important. Hence, for 

the researcher to maintain objectivity, there should be no hierarchy among 

different aspects of the source. In other words, all unknown aspects of the same 

source are equally important. If two sets of subtitles represent different unknown 

information, but the same number of unknown aspects about the same verbal 

source, they should be regarded as having the same amount of unknown 

information about the same references represented, thus, revealing the same 

amount of difference between the source and the target (see Comparative 

Analyses 4.1.1.2.b for a comparison and my backtranslations).  
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Comparative Analyses 4.1.1.2.b: Analytical Cases in the Sub-pattern of Revealing Basically Same 

Amount of Difference between Source and Target through Subtitling Same Number of Different 

Unknown Aspects  

Season 9 

Episodes 

Examples of 

Specific 

(Verbal) 

Reference 

Issues  

WHV Subtitles 

& 

My Backtranslations 

YYeTs Subtitles 

& 

My Backtranslations 

Episode 2 brownies 
布朗尼蛋糕 巧克力蛋糕 

Bu Lang Ni cake chocolate cake 

Episode 3 mustard 
芥末醬 黃芥末 

mustard sauce yellow mustard 

Episode 9 soup kitchen 
流動厨房 粥棚 

mobile kitchen porridge shack 

Episode 15 New Zealand 
紐西蘭 新西蘭 

Niu Xi Lan New Xi Lan 

Episode 22 melba toast 
薄脆土司 梅爾巴土司 

thin and crispy toast Mei Er Ba toast 

 

Consider brownies, for example; the WHV subtitle is 布朗尼蛋糕, whereas the 

YYeTs subtitle is 巧克力蛋糕. Although the two groups of subtitlers use 蛋糕 

(cake) to represent what the word brownies means, one group translates brownies 

as 布朗尼 (Bu Lang Ni), and the other translates it as 巧克力 (chocolate). By 布

朗尼 (Bu Lang Ni), the unknown pronunciation of brownies is represented in the 

WHV subtitles; by 巧克力 (chocolate),26 the unknown ingredient of brownies is 

represented in the YYeTs subtitles. The term 蛋糕 (cake) is the same unknown 

aspect of the reference brownies and is shown in both sets of subtitles. However, 

布朗尼 (Bu Lang Ni) and 巧克力 (chocolate) are different unknown aspects of 

brownies, and are represented in the WHV and YYeTs subtitles, respectively. 

Thus, the two groups of subtitles have different unknown information, but the 

                                                           
26 While 巧克力 (Qiao Ke Li) was a transliteration of chocolate after chocolate was first 

introduced into China about a century ago, 巧克力 (chocolate) has since become a Chinese word 

recognised by the Chinese public.  



89 
 
 

 

same number of unknown aspects of the same reference represented, by which 

they reveal basically the same amount of difference between the source and the 

target.  

 

• Revealing Basically Same Amount of Difference between Source and Target: 

Same Subtitles or Both No Subtitle 

Comparative Analyses 4.1.1.2.c: Analytical Cases in the Sub-pattern of Revealing Basically Same 

Amount of Difference between Source and Target through Same Subtitles or Both No Subtitle 

Season 9 

Episodes 

Examples of 

Specific (Verbal) 

Reference Issues  

WHV Subtitles 

& 

My Backtranslations 

YYeTs Subtitles 

& 

My Backtranslations 

Episode 1 Mary Magdalene 
抹大拉的瑪利亞 抹大拉的瑪利亞 

Ma Li Ya from Mo Da La Ma Li Ya from Mo Da La 

Episode 3 Texas 
德州 德州 

De state De state 

Episode 10 domain walls 
疇壁 疇壁 

domain wall domain wall 

Episode 17 robin 
知更鳥（羅賓） 知更鳥[羅賓] 

robin (Luo Bin) robin [Luo Bin] 

Episode 22 party sub 
派對潛艇堡 派對潛艇堡 

party submarine burger party submarine burger 

Episode 5 gelato - - 

- - 

Episode 8 tumblr - - 

- - 

Episode 21 Elton John - - 

- - 

Episode 22 Chevy Impala - - 

- - 

 

By either providing the exact same subtitles or by providing no subtitle for the 

same specific (verbal) references, the two sets of subtitles being compared have 

the exact same amount of unknown information represented about the references 
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in 487 analytical cases and, as such, reveal same amount of difference between 

the source (the unknown) and the target (the known). See Comparative Analyses 

4.1.1.2.c for a comparison and my backtranslations of the examples in this 

subpattern. As the comparison is visually rather straightforward in the chart, it is 

not paraphrased in detail here.  

 

• Summary of Section 4.1.1  

Overall, this comparative analysis shows that the WHV subtitlers and the YYeTs 

subtitlers adopt considerably different subtitling approaches to the specific (verbal) 

reference issues in general (see Table 4.1.1.c for detailed statistics). The analytical 

results uncover a total of 446 analytical cases out of 1167 specific (verbal) 

reference issues in which the two groups of subtitles have considerably different 

amounts of unknown information represented about the same references and, as 

such, reveal difference between the source (the unknown) and the target (the 

known) to considerably different extents. While they are analytically different, the 

YYeTs subtitles reveal relatively more such difference, compared with the WHV 

subtitles, in 8 out of 8 analytical cases of geographical reference issues, 328 out of 

410 analytical cases of ethnographic reference issues, and 19 out of 28 analytical 

cases of sociopolitical reference issues. For the remaining analytical cases of each 

of these three types of reference issues, the WHV subtitles have been found to 

reveal more such difference than the YYeTs subtitles do. The remaining 721 

analytical cases indicate the second pattern of the comparison, in which the two 

groups of subtitles reveal basically same amount of difference between the source 

and the target, in three different kinds of ways.  
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Table 4.1.1.c: Numbers of Analytical Cases in the Two Analytical Patterns in the Verbal Aspect of 

the Represented Dimension  

Analytical Results of Subtitles 

to Specific (Verbal) Reference 

Issues 

Geographical 

Reference 

Issues 

Ethnographic 

Reference 

Issues 

Sociopolitical 

Reference 

Issues 

Sub 

total 
Total 

Considerably 

Different  

Numbers of 

Analytical 

Cases: WHV 

Subtitles 

Reveal More 

Difference 

between S & T 

0 82 9 91 

446 
Numbers of 

Analytical 

Cases: YYeTs 

Subtitles 

Reveal More 

Difference 

between S & T 

8 328 19 355 

Basically 

Same 

Different 

Subtitles with 

Same 

Meanings 

109 

721 

Subtitling 

Same Number 

of Different 

Aspects 

125 

Same Subtitles 

and Both No 

Subtitle 

487 

Total 1167 

 



92 
 
 

 

 

 

As is shown in Chart 4.1.1.d, in about 38.22% of the analytical cases of specific 

(verbal) reference issues, the WHV subtitles and YYeTs subtitles reveal the 

difference between source and target to considerably different extents. Chart 

4.1.1.e demonstrates that when the two groups of subtitles are analytically 

different, the number of cases that YYeTs subtitles reveal relatively more 

difference between the source and the target is 355, which is approximately 2.9 

times higher than the number of cases in which the WHV subtitles reveal 

relatively more such difference (91). Overall, the YYeTs subtitles reveal more 

difference between the source and the target, as compared to the WHV subtitles 

through dealing with specific (verbal) reference issues. As the specific (verbal) 

61.78%

38.22%

Chart 4.1.1.d: Portions of the Two Analytical Patterns in the Verbal 

Aspect in the Represented Dimension
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Chart 4.1.1.e: Analytical Cases that WHV and/or YYeTs Subtitles Reveal 

More Difference between Source and Target though Specific (Verbal) 

Reference Issues

WHV Subtitles YYeTs Subtitles
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reference issues make explicit the violence of subtitling on the verbal source from 

the represented dimension, the above tendency suggests that the YYeTs subtitlers 

are more likely to expose the difference between the verbal source and the target, 

and violence of subtitling on the verbal source, as compared to the WHV 

subtitlers. Comparatively, the YYeTs subtitlers adopt a relatively abusive 

approach to the violence of subtitling on the verbal source, whereas the WHV 

subtitlers adopt a relatively corrupt approach.  

 

4.1.2 Approaches to Nonverbal Issues: Nonverbal Medial Variants 

By focusing on the nonverbal issues of the nonverbal medial variants, this section 

aims to explore the subtitlers’ approaches toward the violence of subtitling on 

nonverbal sources. Specifically, this section focuses on three kinds of nonverbal 

medial variant issues from the three nonverbal core modes, that is, the dynamic 

(moving) image issues, sound effect issues, and performed or incidental music 

issues from the core modes of image, sound, and music (Pérez-González 2014), 

respectively. Without counting repeated occurrences within each episode, a total 

of 422 analytical points of nonverbal medial variant issues are identified in TBBT 

(S9). This list of analytical points of nonverbal issues includes 248 dynamic 

(moving) image issues, 89 sound effect issues, and 85 performed or incidental 

music issues (see Table 4.1.2.a for details).  

Table 4.1.2.a: Number of Analytical Points for Nonverbal Medial Variant Issues by Variant Types 

Nonverbal Medial 

Variant Issues 

Dynamic (Moving) 

Image Issues 

Sound Effect 

Issues 

Performed or Incidental 

Music Issues 
Total 

Number of Analytical 

Points 
248 89 85 422 

 

As discussed in Section 3.2, a relatively abusive approach reveals more difference 

between the nonverbal source (unknown) and the target (known) than a relatively 

corrupt approach does, as the relatively abusive approach has more unknown 

information represented about the nonverbal source than the relatively corrupt one 
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does. Nonverbal medial variants are forms of nonverbal sources in which the 

difference between the source (unknown) and the target (known) is concretised 

and explicit, making explicit the violence of subtitling on the nonverbal source 

and, hence, subtitling approaches to such violence for the comparative analysis. It 

can be easily analysed based on the understanding that the group of subtitles 

having more unknown information represented about the nonverbal medial 

variants is relatively abusive, while the group of subtitles having less unknown 

information represented about the variants is relatively corrupt.  

Unlike verbal sources, nonverbal sources stem from meaning systems that are 

drastically different from target subtitles (verbal), which is the reason why the 

analyses in verbal and nonverbal aspects are separated. Both verbal sources and 

nonverbal sources are kept synchronically with target subtitles. But verbal sources 

and target subtitles both belong to the same core mode of language, whereas 

nonverbal sources and target subtitles belong to different core modes. For instance, 

a typical and relatively corrupt reaction to the violence of subtitling on verbal 

sources is often practiced through having one verbal item of the source language 

represented or replaced by a verbal item of the target language in the target 

subtitle to hide the differences between the two languages because language is 

admittedly often prioritised in AVT by translators and by audiences. In contrast, a 

typical and relatively corrupt move to the violence of subtitling on nonverbal 

sources is conventionally performed through zero translation between the source 

and the target, so as to avoid the possibility of exposing the violence on the 

nonverbal source. And this conventional zero translation is what the two groups of 

subtitlers tend to adopt to deal with most of the nonverbal issues identified, 

though applying it to different extents, as found in the current research.  

In the present study, two comparative patterns in general have been identified 

between the WHV subtitles and the YYeTs subtitles for the 422 nonverbal medial 

variants (see Table 4.1.2.b for details). The first pattern includes 50 cases in which 

the WHV subtitles and YYeTs subtitles translate considerably different amounts 

of unknown information about the variants and, as such, reveal the difference 

between source (the unknown) and target (the known) to different extents. The 
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second pattern includes 372 cases in which the two groups of subtitles represent 

the variants to basically the same extent and, therefore, reveal the same basic level 

of difference between the source and the target.   

Table 4.1.2.b: Number of Analytical Cases for Nonverbal Medial Variant Issues by Variant Types 

Analytical Patterns in Terms of the Amount of Difference between Source 

and Target Revealed by the Two Groups of Subtitles for the Nonverbal 

Medial Variant Issues 

Number of 

Analytical Cases 

Considerably Different Approaches 50 

Basically Same Approaches 372 

 

• Revealing Considerably Different Amount of Difference between Source and 

Target through Nonverbal Medial Variant Issues 

Fifty cases of nonverbal medial variant issues demonstrate considerable difference 

between the two groups of subtitles in terms of the unknown information they 

translated about the variants. The 50 cases include 25 dynamic (moving) image 

issues, 0 sound effect issues, and 25 performed or incidental music issues (see 

details of this pattern in Table 4.1.2.1). Further comparisons in these analytical 

cases identify 48 cases where the YYeTs subtitles translate more unknown 

information about the variants than the WHV subtitles do and 2 cases in which the 

WHV subtitles reveal more information than the YYeTs do. The 48 cases where 

the YYeTs subtitles reveal more such difference consist of 24 out of 25 dynamic 

(moving) image issues, 0 out of 0 sound effect issues, and 24 out of 25 performed 

or incidental music issues. The rest of each of these three types of issues are cases 

in which the WHV subtitles translate more.  
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Table 4.1.2.1: Number of Analytical Cases in the Pattern of Revealing Considerably Different 

Amount of Difference between Source and Target through Nonverbal Medial Variant Issues 

Types of 

Nonverbal Medial 

Variant Issues 

Number of Analytical Cases: 

WHV Subtitles Reveal 

Relatively More Unknown 

Information 

Number of Analytical Cases: 

YYeTs Subtitles Reveal 

Relatively More Unknown 

Information 

Total 

Dynamic 

(Moving) Image 

Issues 

1 24 25 

Sound Effect 

Issues 
0 0 0 

Performed or 

Incidental Music 

Issues 

1 24 25 

Total 2 48 50 

 

• Revealing Considerably Different Amount of Difference between Source and 

Target through Dynamic (Moving) Image Issues  

The unknown information about each of the 25 dynamic (moving) images under 

this pattern is represented by the WHV subtitles and YYeTs subtitles to different 

extents. Having more unknown information about a source dynamic image 

represented suggests that the subtitlers are more intended to reveal the difference 

between the source and the target and to expose the violence of subtitling on 

nonverbal sources.  

Consider the case of one dynamic (moving) image issue where the YYeTs 

subtitles tend to have more unknown information represented about the image, in 

comparison with the WHV subtitles. In TBBT (S9E15), when Bernadette found 

out she was pregnant, she decided to tell that to her husband Howard in a special 

way. During the opening ceremony for their new hot tub, Bernadette put a rabbit 

in the hot tub without telling Howard. When Howard was about to jump into the 

hot tub, he found the rabbit floating in the hot tub. He was scared, and they ended 

up rescuing the rabbit. He did not realise that the rabbit died was Bernadette’s 

message for him (see Figure 4.1.2.1.a.ST for this scene). In America, the rabbit 
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died can mean that a woman is pregnant. This specific scene portrays a dynamic 

(moving) image that can be foreign or unknown. It makes explicit the violence of 

subtitling on nonverbal sources, because limited subtitles cannot fully interpret 

what can be unknown about this dynamic image in nonverbal sources. Thus, this 

dynamic image also makes explicit the subtitlers’ approaches to the violence of 

subtitling on nonverbal sources.  

 

Figure 4.1.2.1.a.ST: The Rabbit Died 

Nothing about the dynamic image in this scene is explained in the WHV subtitles; 

but the YYeTs subtitlers interpreted this image with a headnote in the frame when 

Bernadette said she was going to find another time to tell Howard (see Figure 

4.1.2.1.a.WHV and Figure 4.1.2.1.a.YYeTs for their respective subtitles). And the 

headnote writes, 外國會用“the rabbit died[兔子死掉]”來指女人懷孕.  

   

Figure 4.1.2.1.a.WHV                                         Figure 4.1.2.1.a.YYeTs 

This message that Bernadette was pregnant was sent by the rabbit and by her 

interaction with Howard, which are all displayed through the dynamic image. 

With zero translation, no unknown information about this image is represented in 

the WHV subtitles. Thus, the unknown remains unknown. Therefore, no 

difference between the unknown source and the known target is revealed in the 

WHV subtitles. In contrast, the YYeTs subtitlers interpret the dynamic image as 
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外國會用“the rabbit died[兔子死掉]”來指女人懷孕 (In foreign countries, 

people would use “the rabbit died [rabbit died]” to refer to the fact that women got 

pregnant). The YYeTs subtitlers have this unknown information in the image 

provided in the headnote where the difference between the unknown source and 

the known target are revealed to some extent. Comparatively, more unknown 

information about the dynamic image is represented in the YYeTs subtitles than in 

the WHV subtitles (see Comparative Analyses 4.1.2.1.a for comparison and my 

backtranslations). The YYeTs subtitles, thus, reveal more difference between the 

source and the target than the WHV subtitles do in this specific case and in 25 

other cases. In the same sense, the WHV subtitles reveal more difference between 

the source and the target than the YYeTs subtitles do in only 1 analytical case of 

the dynamic (moving) image issues.  

Comparative Analyses 4.1.2.1.a: An Analytical Case in the Sub-pattern of Revealing Considerably 

Different Amount of Difference between Source and Target through Dynamic (Moving) Image 

Issues 

Example of Dynamic 

(Moving) Image Issues 

WHV Subtitles  

& My Backtranslations 

YYeTs Subtitles  

& My Backtranslations 

A scene where Bernadette 

put a rabbit in the hot tub to 

tell Howard that she was 

pregnant. Howard did not 

realise the rabbit was a 

message; and Bernadette 

said she would find another 

time to tell Howard that she 

was pregnant. (S9E15) 

- 

外國會用“the rabbit 

died[兔子死掉]”來指女人

懷孕 

- 

In foreign countries, people 

would use ‘the rabbit died 

[rabbit died]’ to refer to the 

fact that women got 

pregnant. 

 

• Revealing Considerably Different Amount of Difference between Source and 

Target through Sound Effect Issues 



99 
 
 

 

Unfortunately, there is no case of sound effect issues that show considerable 

differences between the WHV subtitles and the YYeTs subtitles in terms of the 

unknown information they provide for the effects; thus, this type of issue is not 

discussed here.  

 

• Revealing Considerably Different Amount of Difference between Source and 

Target through Performed or Incidental Music Issues 

The WHV subtitlers and YYeTs subtitlers are found adopting considerably 

different approaches in 25 cases of performed or incidental music issues. The 

original meaning of a piece of music can hardly be completely delivered through 

words. Once it is attempted to do so in subtitling, the difference between 

(unknown and nonverbal) music and the (known and verbal) target will be made 

explicit, whereby the violence of subtitling on the nonverbal source and subtitling 

approaches will also be made explicit for analysis.  

In the following two examples for the cases of performed or incidental music, the 

YYeTs subtitles and WHV subtitles have considerably different amount of 

unknown information represented about the music. The first one is a song 

performed by Leonard and Rajesh on a stage in a Karaoke bar while everyone else 

is in the audience, listening, in TBBT (S9E16). In the second example in TBBT 

(S9E19), Sheldon’s computer broke down from overuse, and Sheldon felt 

extremely sad about it. He invited Amy to join him, and together, they held a 

small ceremony for the computer. During the ceremony, Sheldon played funeral 

music on his phone and covered his computer with a black canvas (see Figure 

4.1.2.1.b.ST for both scenes). In both cases, the music can be completely 

unknown by some audience, is transparently foregrounded, and thus, is identified 

as an analytical point of performed or incidental music issues. These two pieces of 

music make explicit the violence of subtitling on nonverbal sources, because 

limited subtitles cannot fully interpret what can be unknown about the music in 

nonverbal sources. The two issues of incidental or performed music thus also 

make explicit subtitlers’ approaches to the violence of subtitling on nonverbal 

sources for comparative analysis.  
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Figure 4.1.2.1.b.ST: Bust a Move and Taps 

For the first case that the song was sung by Leonard and Rajesh, while only 

YYeTs subtitles have the lyrics of the song translated, the lyrics are arguably 

verbal. Nevertheless, the YYeTs subtitles also include a headnote showing the 

English title and the original musician(s) of the song at the top of the screen, while 

the WHV subtitles translate nothing about the song (see Figure 4.1.2.1.b.WHV 

and Figure 4.1.2.1.b.YYeTs for the two sets of subtitles). Clearly, more unknown 

information about the song is represented by the YYeTs subtitles than by the 

WHV subtitles (see Comparative Analyses 4.1.2.1.b for comparison and my 

backtranslations). Thus, the YYeTs subtitles reveal more difference between the 

source (the unknown) and the target (the known), and they show more tendency to 

accept the violence on nonverbal sources than the WHV subtitles do.  

   

   

Figure 4.1.2.1.b.WHV: Bust a Move and Taps  Figure 4.1.2.1.b.YYeTs: Bust a Move and Taps 
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The second case is a piece of music with no lyrics (see Figure 4.1.2.1.b.WHV and 

Figure 4.1.2.1.b.YYeTs for the two sets of subtitles). For this piece of music, the 

WHV subtitlers did not interpret anything in their subtitles, whereas the YYeTs 

subtitlers subtitled the name and usage of the music. The information is provided 

in a headnote: 該曲名為《Taps》 常在軍人葬禮 國葬時吹奏 (The music’s 

name is Taps. It is often blow-played on soldier’s funeral and state funeral). 

Having the unknown name and usage of the music represented in the subtitles, 

YYeTs subtitles reveal more difference between the source (the unknown) and the 

target (the known) in their subtitles than the WHV subtitles do (see Comparative 

Analyses 4.1.2.1.b for comparison and my backtranslations). Similar contrasts 

have appeared in 23 other cases. There is only one case in which the WHV 

subtitles reveal more such difference than the YYeTs subtitles do.  

Comparative Analyses 4.1.2.1.b: Analytical Cases in the Sub-pattern of Revealing Considerably 

Different Amount of Difference between Source and Target through Performed or Incidental 

Music Issues 

Examples of Performed or 

Incidental Music Issues 

WHV Subtitles 

& My Backtranslations 

YYeTs Subtitles 

& My Backtranslations 

A song sung by Leonard and 

Rajesh together onstage in a 

Karaoke bar. The lyrics are 

‘Your movie’s showing, so 

you’re going’. (S9E16) 

- 

Bust a move – Young MC 

 

♪ 爱片上映  那就走起 ♪  

- 

Bust a move – Young MC 

 

♪ Favoured movie is on the show  

then let’s go ♪  

Funeral music playing on 

Sheldon’s phone when he 

and Amy were standing in 

silent tribute for his dead 

computer. (S9E19) 

- 
該曲名為《Taps》 常在軍人葬

禮 國葬時吹奏 

- 

The music’s name is Taps. It is 

often blow-played on soldier’s 

funeral and state funeral. 
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• Revealing Basically Same Amount of Difference between Source and Target 

through Nonverbal Medial Variant Issues  

The two groups of subtitles reveal basically same amount of difference between 

the source and the target in 372 cases of nonverbal medial variant issues, 

including 223 dynamic (moving) image issues, 89 sound effect issues, and 60 

performed or incidental music issues. While there is no considerable difference in 

terms of the ways in which the two groups of subtitles translate basically same 

amount of unknown information about the three types of nonverbal medial 

variants, two subpatterns are discerned within this main pattern (see Table 4.1.2.2). 

Firstly, the two groups of subtitles are different, but their meanings do not reveal 

different information about the unknown variants. Thus, they reveal difference 

between the source (the unknown) and the target (the known) to basically the 

same extent. This first subpattern includes 23 cases. The second subpattern refers 

to instances in which the two groups of subtitles are exactly the same or when 

they both provide no translation. In these cases, it is obvious that there is no 

variation in the difference they reveal between the source and the target. This 

second subpattern is comprised of 349 cases.  

Table 4.1.2.2: Number of Analytical Cases in the Pattern of Revealing Basically Same Amount of 

Difference between Source and Target through Nonverbal Medial Variant Issues 

Subpatterns of Revealing Basically Same Amount of 

Difference between S & T 

Number of 

Analytical Cases 

Different Subtitles with Same Meanings 23 

Same Subtitles or Both No Subtitle 349 

Total 372 

 

• Revealing Basically Same Amount of Difference between Source and Target 

through Different Subtitles with Same Meanings about the Nonverbal Medial 

Variants 

As with the specific (verbal) references, the WHV subtitlers and the YYeTs 

subtitlers use different Chinese terms that reveal the same meanings to translate 
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nonverbal medial variants. Again, what is important here is the effect they have 

on visibility, rather than the cause of such difference.  

In TBBT (S9E18), Rajesh, an astrophysicist in the show, received a gift from his 

ex-girlfriend, Emily. Driven by curiosity, he opened the gift box in the presence of 

Amy, Bernadette, and Penny and, surprisingly, found an antique sextant inside. 

Although Rajesh said it was an antique sextant, nobody in the scene knew what 

the word sextant meant. Therefore, Rajesh added immediately, ‘Sailors used these 

to find their position by the stars’. The antique sextant held in Rajesh’s hand is 

thus identified as a dynamic (moving) image issue that involves much unknown 

information (see Figure 4.1.2.2.a.ST for the scene). But Rajesh’s explanation 

already provides some unknown information about it. Therefore, the part of the 

unknown information about the sextant that is explained through Rajesh’s 

dialogues with others is represented in the subtitles for his verbal explanation, 

which is done by both groups of subtitlers. This image makes explicit the violence 

of subtitling on nonverbal sources, because limited subtitles cannot fully interpret 

what can be unknown about the image in nonverbal sources. Thus, this dynamic 

image issue also makes explicit the subtitlers’ approaches to the violence of 

subtitling on nonverbal sources.  

 

Figure 4.1.2.2.a.ST: The Antique Sextant 

Despite the differences between 是個 (is an) and 這是個 (this is an), 利用 (utilise) 

and 使用 (use), 藉著 (by) and 配合 (match with), 找到 (find) and 確認 (confirm), 

and 位置 (position) and 方位 (position), which are in the WHV subtitles and 
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YYeTs subtitles, respectively, the unknown information about the image 

represented in the two groups of subtitles is basically the same (See Figure 

4.1.2.2.a.WHV and Figure 4.1.2.2.a.YYeTs for the two sets of subtitles and 

Comparative Analyses 4.1.2.2.a below for a comparison and my backtranslations). 

The two groups of subtitles, therefore, reveal basically the same amount of 

difference between the source (the unknown) and the target (the known).  

   

Figure 4.1.2.2.a.WHV: The Antique Sextant  Figure 4.1.2.2.a.YYeTs: The Antique Sextant 

Comparative Analyses 4.1.2.2.a: Analytical Cases in the Sub-pattern of Revealing Basically Same 

Amount of Difference between Source and Target through Different Subtitles with Same Meanings  

Example of Nonverbal 

Medial Variant Issues 

WHV Subtitles 

& My Backtranslations 

YYeTs Subtitles 

& My Backtranslations 

Rajesh received an 

antique sextant from 

his ex-girlfriend 

Emily. In this scene, 

Rajesh said, ‘It’s an 

antique sextant. 

Sailors used these to 

find their position by 

the stars’. (S09E18) 

是個古董六分儀   

水手利用這個藉著星星找到自己

的位置 

這是個古董六分儀   

水手使用這個配合星星來確認

自身方位 

is an antique sextant 

Sailors utilise this by stars to find 

their own positions. 

This is an antique sextant. 

Sailors use this to match with 

stars to confirm their own 

positions. 

 

Another example regards a sound effect issue that occurs in TBBT (S9E6). In this 

episode, Bernadette persuaded Amy to install a dating application on her phone. 
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Later, everybody came to Bernadette’s home, and they started to use this app on 

Amy’s phone and with her account for fun. Suddenly, Amy’s phone rang once. 

Since the phone was in Penny’s hand, Penny said to Amy, ‘Mm, Amy, you’re 

getting a text’ (see Figure 4.1.2.2.b.ST for the scene). Unlike many other sound 

effect issues that are ignored by the subtitlers, this sound effect is interpreted 

through the subtitle of the original dialogue by Penny, as the dialogue itself refers 

to this sound effect. This sound effect, for instance, includes information that can 

be unknown, such as, firstly, the sound came from Amy’s phone; secondly, it 

indicated that the phone was receiving a message; and thirdly, the sound was 

coming from an iPhone instead of another type of phone, given its unique sound 

to signal an incoming message. Thus, this sound effect makes explicit the violence 

of subtitling on the nonverbal source, because limited subtitles cannot fully 

interpret what can be unknown about the sound in nonverbal sources. This sound 

effect issue thus also makes explicit the subtitlers’ approaches to the violence of 

subtitling on nonverbal sources for comparative analysis.  

 

Figure 4.1.2.2.b.ST: Amy’s Getting a Message 

As this sound is related by the character’s dialogue, it is subtitled by both groups 

of subtitlers. The WHV subtitles that partly translate this sound effect are 艾美，

你有簡訊 (Ai Mei, you got brief message[s]), while the YYeTs subtitles that 

partly translate this sound effect are 艾米，你收到條短信 (Ai Mi, you received a 
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short message). The two groups of subtitlers both transliterate the name Amy, 

although with different Chinese characters: 艾美 (Ai Mei) and 艾米 (Ai Mi). 

Similarly, the WHV subtitlers and YYeTs subtitlers subtitle text as 簡訊 (brief 

message) and 短信 (short message), and You’re getting as 你有 (you got) and 你

收到 (you received), respectively. As discussed previously in Comparative 

Analyses 4.1.1.2.a, the potential geopolitical causes behind such different uses of 

Chinese characters are not in line with the current thread of argument, since the 

standardizing effects of geopolitical boundaries on subtitling practices are 

obscured by global industrial practices and digitization. Moreover, the focus of 

current analysis is the effects of different subtitles on subtitlers’ visibility, rather 

than the underlying reasons for such differences. These parts of the two groups of 

subtitles consist of different Chinese characters, but they deliver basically the 

same meanings. Therefore, the unknown information about the sound effect 

represented respectively in the two groups of subtitles is basically the same (See 

Figure 4.1.2.2.b.WHV and Figure 4.1.2.2.b.YYeTs for the two sets of subtitles 

and Comparative Analyses 4.1.2.2.b for comparison and my backtranslations). 

The two groups of subtitles, thereby, reveal basically same level of difference 

between the source (the unknown) and the target (the known).  

   

Figure 4.1.2.2.b.WHV: Amy’s Getting a Text    Figure 4.1.2.2.b.YYeTs: Amy’s Getting a Text 
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Comparative Analyses 4.1.2.2.b: An Analytical Case in the Sub-pattern of Revealing Basically 

Same Amount of Difference between Source and Target through Different Subtitles with Same 

Meanings 

Example of Sound Effect 

Issues 

WHV Subtitles  

& My Backtranslations 

YYeTs Subtitles  

& My Backtranslations 

A sound effect indicated that 

Amy was receiving a message 

on her iPhone, held in 

Penny’s hand, after 

everybody had been using her 

phone to play a dating 

application. Penny said to 

Amy, ‘Mm, Amy, you’re 

getting a text’. (S09E06) 

艾美，你有簡訊 

(through subtitle of dialogue) 

艾米，你收到條短信 

(through subtitle of dialogue) 

Ai Mei, you got brief 

message[s]. 

Ai Mi, you received a short 

message. 

 

• Revealing Basically Same Amount of Difference between Source and Target 

through Same Subtitles or Both No Subtitle  

Either by providing the exact same subtitles or by providing no subtitle at all, the 

same unknown information about the nonverbal medial variants is represented by 

the two groups of subtitles. The two groups of subtitles, therefore, reveal basically 

the same amount of difference between the source and the target (see Comparative 

Analyses 4.1.2.2.c for some examples of this subpattern).  
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Comparative Analyses 4.1.2.2.c: Analytical Cases in the Sub-pattern of Revealing Basically Same 

Amount of Difference between Source and Target through Same Subtitles or Both No Subtitle 

Season 9 

Episodes 

Examples of 

Nonverbal Medial 

Variant Issues 

WHV subtitles 

& 

My backtranslations 

YYeTs subtitles 

& 

My backtranslations 

Episode 9 

A pair of oven mitts 

that look like Mr. 

Spock’s hands were 

on Leonard’s hands. 

Leonard mentioned in 

his dialogue, ‘Mr. 

Spock oven mitts’. 

史波克的烤箱手套 

(through dialogue) 

史波克的烤箱手套 

(through dialogue) 

Spock’s oven mitts Spock’s oven mitts 

Episode 10 

Sheldon was playing 

a tune on the tuba, in 

his room. In the other 

room, Leonard said to 

Penny, ‘Oh, yeah, he 

got a tuba’. 

他還有個大號 他還有個大號 

He also has a tuba He also has a tuba 

Episode 3 

A jar of pickles was 

on the table while 

Sheldon and Leonard 

were having 

breakfast. 

- - 

- - 

Episode 13 

A song was playing 

on the party bus that 

was taking everyone 

to Vegas for the 

weekend. 

- - 

- - 

 

• Summary of Section 4.1.2  

Briefly, the comparative analyses in the nonverbal aspects indicate that the WHV 

subtitlers and the YYeTs subtitlers tend to adopt not very different approaches to 

nonverbal medial variant issues in general (see Table 4.1.2.c for detailed statistics). 

A total of 422 cases for nonverbal medial variant issues are identified.  
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Table 4.1.2.c: Numbers of Analytical Cases in the Two Analytical Patterns in the Nonverbal 

Aspect of the Represented Dimension  

Analytical Results of Subtitles to 

Nonverbal Medial Variant Issues 

Dynamic 

(Moving) 

Image 

Issues 

Sound 

Effect 

Issues 

Performed or 

Incidental 

Music Issues 

Subtotal Total 

Considerably 

Different  

Numbers of 

Analytical Cases: 

WHV Subtitles 

Reveal More 

Difference between 

S & T 

1 0 1 2 

50 
Numbers of 

Analytical Cases: 

YYeTs Subtitles 

Reveal More 

Difference between 

S & T 

24 0 24 48 

Basically 

Same  

Different Subtitles 

with Same 

Meanings  

23 

372 

Same or No 

Subtitles  
349 

Total 422 

 

The WHV subtitles and YYeTs subtitles have considerably different amount of 

unknown information represented about the variants in 50 analytical cases; that is, 

they reveal difference between the source (the unknown) and the target (the 

known) to considerably different extents. Among them, the YYeTs subtitles 

reveal relatively more such difference in 48 cases, whereas the WHV subtitles 

reveal relatively more such difference in only 2 cases. In the first pattern, the 

YYeTs subtitles reveal considerably more difference between the source and the 

target in 24 dynamic (moving) image issues, 0 sound effect issues, and 24 

performed or incidental music issues; the WHV subtitles reveal considerably more 

difference between the source and the target in 1 dynamic (moving) image issue, 0 
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sound effect issues, and 1 performed or incidental music issue. The second pattern 

includes the remaining 372 cases in the nonverbal aspect of the represented 

dimension, where the two groups of subtitles reveal the difference between source 

and target to basically the same extent generally in two ways. This second pattern 

covers the majority (about 88.15%) of the analytical cases in this aspect.  

 

 

As shown in Chart 4.1.2.d, in only 11.85% of the analytical cases of nonverbal 

medial variant issues do the WHV subtitles and YYeTs subtitles reveal difference 

between the source and the target to considerably different extents. However, 

Chart 4.1.2.e demonstrates that when the two groups of subtitles are analytically 

different, the number of cases in which the YYeTs subtitles reveal relatively more 

88.15%

11.85%

Chart 4.1.2.d Portions of the Two Analytical Patterns in the 

Nonverbal Aspect of the Represented Dimension

Basically Same Consierably Different

1 0 1 2

24

0

24

48

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Dynamic (Moving)

Image Issues

Sound Effect Issues Performed or

Incidental Music

Issues

Total Nonverbal

Medial Variant Issues

Chart 4.1.2.e Analytical Cases that WHV and/or YYeTs Subtitles 

Reveal More Difference between Source and Target through 

Nonverbal Medial Variant Issues

WHV Subtitles YYeTs Subtitles
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difference between the source and the target is 48, which is 24 times that of the 

number of cases (2) in which the WHV subtitles reveal relatively more such 

difference. Generally, the YYeTs subtitles reveal more difference between the 

source and the target than the WHV subtitles do with respect to the nonverbal 

medial variant issues. As the nonverbal medial variant issues make explicit the 

difference between the nonverbal source and the target, and the violence of 

subtitling on the nonverbal source from the represented dimension, the above 

trend indicates that the YYeTs subtitlers are more intended to expose difference 

between the nonverbal source and the target and, in turn, the violence of subtitling 

on the nonverbal source, than the WHV subtitlers are. Comparatively, the YYeTs 

subtitlers adopt a relatively abusive approach to the violence of subtitling on 

nonverbal sources in the represented dimension, whereas the WHV subtitlers 

adopt a relatively corrupt approach.  

 

4.1.3 Discussion of Visibility Management: Subtitling Approaches in the 

Represented Dimension 

As discussed in Section 3.2, the relativity between corrupt and abusive subtitling 

is measured through the difference revealed between the source and the target. As 

the difference between source and target reveals subtitlers, the relatively abusive 

approach exposes more such difference and gives the subtitlers more visibility, 

whereas the relatively corrupt approach reveals less such difference and gives the 

subtitlers less visibility. Subtitling approaches in terms of relative corruptness and 

abusiveness thus demonstrate a channel of visibility management for the subtitlers.  

As illustrated in Section 4.1.1 and Section 4.1.2, in the represented dimension, it 

is by translating relatively different amounts of unknown information about the 

source that the two groups of subtitles reveal the difference between the source 

and the target to different extents and, as such, indicate relatively different 

subtitling approaches. By focusing on specific (verbal) reference issues, the 

analytical results indicate that the WHV subtitles are relatively corrupt and the 

YYeTs subtitles are relatively abusive in the verbal aspect of the represented 

dimension, as the WHV subtitles translate less unknown information about the 
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verbal source than the YYeTs subtitles do. By focusing on the nonverbal medial 

variant issues, the results again suggest that the WHV subtitles are relatively 

corrupt and the YYeTs subtitles are relatively abusive in the nonverbal aspect of 

the represented dimension, as the WHV subtitles translate less unknown 

information about the nonverbal sources than the YYeTs subtitles do. 

Furthermore, while the WHV subtitles are relatively corrupt and the YYeTs 

subtitles are relatively abusive in both the verbal and nonverbal aspects of the 

represented dimension, the relative difference between their approaches in terms 

of corruptness and abusiveness in the verbal aspect (about 38.22%)  is more 

drastic than that in the nonverbal aspect (about 11.85%).  

More importantly, the relative difference in subtitling approaches between the two 

groups of subtitles demonstrates the different ways of visibility management 

adopted by the two groups of subtitlers. By adopting a relatively abusive 

subtitling approach, the YYeTs subtitlers tend to reveal more difference between 

the source and the target through their subtitles in both the verbal and nonverbal 

aspects and, as such, manage to gain more visibility in the represented dimension. 

By adopting a relatively corrupt approach, the WHV subtitlers tend to reveal less 

difference between the source and target through their subtitles in both the verbal 

and nonverbal aspects and, as such, manage to gain less visibility in the 

represented dimension. Moreover, as their relative approach difference in the 

verbal aspect is more drastic than that in the nonverbal aspect, it is more through 

the verbal aspect than the nonverbal aspect that the YYeTs subtitlers acquire more 

visibility than the WHV subtitlers do in the represented dimension. In other words, 

the tendency of YYeTs subtitlers to gain more visibility than WHV subtitlers do 

in the represented dimension is more tangible in the verbal aspect than in the 

nonverbal aspect.  

The differences between the visibility management of the two groups of subtitlers 

have not only resulted in the varying degrees of their visibility as subtitlers but 

have also shaped their different roles in addition to their identity as subtitlers. In 

the represented dimension, on the one hand, YYeTs fansubbers manage to be 

more visible by adopting a relatively abusive approach and thus translating more 
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unknown information about the source. Consequently, more unknown information 

about the source becomes known to the audience through the YYeTs fansubs than 

through the WHV industrial subtitles. In so doing, the fansubbers not only become 

more physically visible as subtitlers, but also construct and affirm their role as 

educators – ‘to educate a curious audience’ (Condry 2010, 203). Such strategic 

visibility management is also validated via the fansubbers’ motivation to avoid 

being accused of copyright infringement or other legal disputes by ascertaining 

the educational nature of their practice (Tian 2011, 94). On the other hand, the 

WHV industrial subtitlers manage to be less visible by adopting a relatively 

corrupt approach and, hence, revealing less unknown information about the source. 

Consequently, less unknown information about the source becomes known to the 

audience through the WHV industrial subtitles than through the YYeTs fansubs. 

As such, the industrial subtitlers not only become less physically visible as 

subtitlers, but also confirm their position as gatekeepers helping the industry 

safeguard domestic cultural values throughout the institutional history of films 

(Nornes 2007) and other audiovisual products. Their strategic visibility 

management as gatekeeping subtitlers is both restricted and supported by 

institutional codes of conduct. Other than the source, the target of subtitling poses 

a different dimension from the represented dimension that reveals differences 

between the ways of visibility management used by the two groups of subtitlers.  

 

4.2 Visibility Management Through Subtitling Approaches: The Representing 

Dimension 

With respect to the representing dimension, it is the violence of subtitling on the 

target and the subtitlers’ approaches to such violence that are made explicit for 

analysis. As discussed in Section 3.2.4, in this dimension, the analysis is focused 

on the target-technical issues of monolingual or bilingual, top notation, and shot 

change; this is illustrated in detail in Section 4.2.1. How the two groups of 

subtitlers adopt different subtitling approaches in the representing dimension, 

thereby demonstrating different ways of visibility management, is discussed in 

Section 4.2.2.  
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4.2.1 Approaches to Technical Issues: Characters, Spatiality, and 

Temporality 

By focusing on the technical issues, it is subtitlers’ approaches to the violence of 

subtitling on target-technical systems that are made explicit for the comparative 

analysis. Previous reception studies have discussed many technical issues, and 

such scholarly endeavours have conventionalised, by providing suggested rules, 

the technical settings of subtitling as attempts to make the subtitles regularly erase 

the difference between the source and the target. Therefore, the so-called technical 

settings/systems are de facto technical conventions. It is, thus, the technical 

convention that is violently used and experimented with; it is the ‘convention’ that 

‘the “abuse” is directed at’ (Nornes 2007, 187).  

Different from the cases of verbal or nonverbal issues in the represented 

dimension, the analysis of the technical aspect of the target is not considered on a 

case-to-case basis. As introduced in Section 3.2.4, a set of technical 

settings/conventions is usually consistently followed throughout a whole 

audiovisual text by either group of subtitlers. If a set of subtitles is bilingual, for 

example, the set of subtitles will be consistently bilingual throughout the whole 

audiovisual text, rather than becoming bilingual in specific cases. Based on Díaz 

Cintas and Remael (2007), three technical issues are used as the focus of the 

analysis: the character issue of monolingual or bilingual subtitles, the spatial issue 

of top notation, and the temporal issue of shot change. These three technical 

issues are used as the analytical focuses because they are critical in exposing or 

erasing the difference between the source and the target of subtitling and are 

directly observable from the subtitles on screen.  

Based on a comparative approach to Nornes’s (2007) corrupt and abusive 

subtitling, the set of subtitles that reveals more difference between the source (the 

unknown) and the target (the known) indicates a relatively abusive approach; the 

set of subtitles that reveals less difference between the source and the target 

demonstrates a relatively corrupt approach. In the technical aspect, this relativity 

between abusiveness and corruptness is achieved through adjusting the technical 
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settings to expose the difference between the source and the target to various 

extents. Unlike the traditional printed translation, the difference between the 

source and the target is already explicit in subtitling from a technical perspective, 

as the source and the target are kept synchronic. The three technical issues are 

settings where the difference revealed can be explicitly varied. Through the 

comparative analysis, WHV subtitles and YYeTs subtitles are found revealing 

difference between source and target to considerably different extents.  

 

• Revealing Considerably Different Amount of Difference between Source and 

Target through Directly Observable Technical Issues  

• Revealing Considerably Different Amount of Difference between Source and 

Target through the Monolingual-or-Bilingual Issue 

The monolingual-or-bilingual issue is a character issue that pertains to the use of 

characters, specifically the use of characters of one language or of two languages 

simultaneously. Conventionally, subtitles are monolingual (Díaz Cintas and 

Remael 2007). In the case of TBBT (S9), the WHV subtitlers follow the 

convention to use monolingual subtitles, while the YYeTs subtitlers disregard 

convention and use bilingual subtitles (See Figure 4.2.1.a for a comparison). With 

only the target language (Chinese) in the subtitle, monolingual subtitles can show 

some difference between the source and the target, as the source is kept 

synchronic with the target subtitles. In contrast, bilingual subtitles display both the 

source language (English) and the target language (Chinese) in written forms, 

which can show not only the difference between the source in the audiovisual 

texts and the target subtitles, but also the difference between the source language 

in written forms and the target language in written forms. With the verbal source 

and verbal target in parallel comparison in the subtitles, bilingual subtitles reveal 

more difference between the source and the target than the monolingual subtitles 

do. In other words, the YYeTs bilingual subtitles reveal more difference between 

the source and the target than the WHV monolingual subtitles do.  
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Figure 4.2.1.a: WHV Monolingual Subtitles (left) and YYeTs Bilingual Subtitles (right) 

 

• Revealing Considerably Different Amount of Difference between Source and 

Target through the Top Notation Issue  

The top notation issue is a technical issue of spatiality, concerning the position of 

the subtitles and the amount of screen space they cover. The space near the 

bottom of the screen is conventionally the only space available for subtitles (Díaz 

Cintas and Remael 2007). It is found in this study that the WHV subtitlers move 

subtitles to the top of the screen only when there are characters near the bottom of 

the screen acknowledging the producers. In that case, the subtitles moved to the 

top are not top notations, because they are not notes; they are only at the top 

because their bottom position has been usurped by the acknowledgements. In 

contrast, the YYeTs subtitlers constantly and creatively use top notations (for a 

total of 97 times in the whole season) to help explain what cannot be explained 

about the source within the limited bottom space of subtitles. These top notations 

open up an ‘extra-diegetic dimension’ (Pérez-González 2012, 345) to help the 

audience connect what they do not know with what they already know, displaying 

difference between the source (the unknown) and the target (the known). In other 

words, the YYeTs subtitles that have top notations reveal more difference 

between the source and the target than do the WHV subtitles, which do not have 

top notations (See Figure 4.2.1.b for comparisons).  
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Figure 4.2.1.b: Top Notation WHV (left) and YYeTs (right) 

 

• Revealing Considerably Different Amount of Difference between Source and 

Target through the Shot Change Issue  

The shot change issue regards the timing of cuing in and out subtitles in terms of 

cut, which is a technical issue of temporality. According to Díaz Cintas and 

Remael (2007), a subtitle ‘should leave the screen just before the cut occurs and a 

new subtitle spotted after the cut’ (ibid., 91). This rule is set based on reception 

studies on eye movement to prevent viewers from reading the same subtitles 

repetitively. However, this rule also de facto keeps the target synchronic with the 

source audiovisual texts as if the subtitles are part of the source texts, erasing the 

temporal difference between the source and the target. Through the current 

analyses of the WHV subtitles and the YYeTs subtitles, it is found that the WHV 

subtitlers always keep their subtitles showing within two consecutive cuts (which 

is the convention), whereas the YYeTs subtitlers have their subtitles showing as 

long as possible and exceeding the duration of many shot cuts; that is, the YYeTs 

subtitles remain for at least one proceeding cut (See Figure 4.2.1.c for an 

example). Comparatively, the WHV subtitles stay closer to the source, showing 

less temporal difference between the source and the target, whereas the YYeTs 

subtitlers detach their subtitles from the source texts by keeping them showing at 

a temporal distance from source texts. In other words, the YYeTs subtitles that 

have more temporal distance from the source expose more difference between the 

source and the target than do the WHV subtitles that have less temporal distance 

from the source.  



118 
 
 

 

   

Figure 4.2.1.c: Shot Change WHV (left) and YYeTs (right) 

 

• Summary of Section 4.2.1  

Overall, the comparative analyses focused on the monolingual or bilingual 

subtitles, top notation, and shot change issues have demonstrated that the WHV 

subtitles and YYeTs subtitles are based on considerably different subtitling 

approaches to technical issues (see Table 4.2.1). The analytical results reveal that, 

by experimenting with the technical settings/conventions in terms of character, 

spatiality, and temporality, the YYeTs subtitles reveal relatively more difference 

between the source and the target than do the WHV subtitles that are mostly in 

accordance with the technical conventions. As the technical issues make explicit 

the violence of subtitling on target-technical systems/conventions, the above 

pattern indicates that the YYeTs subtitlers are more intended to experiment with 

technical conventions than the WHV subtitlers are, with the YYeTs subtitles 

revealing more violence of subtitling on target-technical systems and more 

difference between the source and the target than the WHV subtitles do. The 

YYeTs subtitles generally demonstrate a relatively abusive approach to the 

violence of subtitling on the (technical) target, while the WHV subtitlers’ 

approach is relatively corrupt.  
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Table 4.2.1: Analytical Patterns of Subtitling Approaches to Technical Issues 

Comparative 

Analytical Results in 

the Representing 

Dimension 

Technical Issues 

Relative 

Approaches 

Monolingual-or-

Bilingual Setting 

Issues 

Top Notation 

Issue 

Shot Change 

Issue 

WHV Subtitles Monolingual No 
Within Shot 

Cuts 

Relatively 

Corrupt 

YYeTs Subtitles Bilingual Yes 
Exceeding Shot 

Cuts 

Relatively 

Abusive 

 

4.2.2 Discussion of Visibility Management: Subtitling Approaches in the 

Representing Dimension 

As discussed in Section 3.2, in either the represented or the representing 

dimension, the relativity between corrupt and abusive subtitling is indicated by the 

difference exposed between the source and the target via the subtitles. As an effect, 

the difference exposed between the source and the target reveals subtitlers. 

Comparatively, the relatively corrupt approach that exposes less such difference 

gives the subtitlers less visibility than does the relatively abusive approach that 

reveals more such difference. Moreover, as discussed in Section 4.1.3, through 

relatively different subtitling approaches, the subtitlers manage to vary their levels 

of visibility through subtitling – they not only reveal themselves to varying 

degrees, but also assign various roles to themselves. In Section 4.2.1, the two 

groups of subtitlers are found to adopt relatively different subtitling approaches in 

the representing dimension, which again demonstrates their different ways of 

visibility management. 

As indicated through the analytical results, it is through different reactions to 

technical conventions that the two groups of subtitlers make their subtitles reveal 

the difference between the source and the target to different extents and, as such, 

demonstrate relatively different subtitling approaches. By focusing on the 

technical issues of monolingual or bilingual subtitles, top notation, and shot 

change, it is found in this study that the technical settings of the WHV subtitles 

are in accordance with the technical conventions that serve to reveal less 
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difference between the source and the target, whereas the technical settings of the 

YYeTs subtitles deviate from these technical conventions and allow the subtitles 

to reveal more difference between the source and the target. Given such contrasts 

in the technical aspect of the representing dimension, the WHV subtitles are 

relatively corrupt and the YYeTs subtitles are relatively abusive.  

Furthermore, with respect to their different reactions to technical conventions, the 

groups’ different subtitling approaches in the representing dimension demonstrate 

another way of managing their visibilities differently. The WHV subtitlers 

manage to be less visible by adopting a relatively corrupt approach, thereby 

following the technical conventions that are prescribed by institutions. The 

institutional conventions of technical settings that encourage a ‘self-effacing 

presentational style’ are, therefore, continuously reinforced (Pérez-González 2014, 

51-52). By complying with the institutional conventions, the WHV industrial 

subtitlers not only become less physically visible as subtitlers, but also act as 

adherents of the institutional agenda of ‘naturaliz[ing] a dominant, hierarchically 

unified worldview’ (Nornes 1999, 18). Insomuch as they are commissioned by the 

media industry, the industrial subtitlers’ role as adherents is unsurprising in such a 

restricted setting. In stark contrast, the YYeTs subtitlers manage to be more 

visible by employing a relatively abusive approach, experimenting with the 

technical conventions, and innovatively exploiting the technical sphere of 

subtitling. Such experimentation and innovation are increasingly becoming new 

conventions to be followed by the industry prevalently (Pérez-González 2014, 

270). By advancing the practices of subtitling, YYeTs fansubbers not only 

become more physically visible as subtitlers, but also present themselves as 

innovators who constantly exhibit ‘creativity to the use of subtitles’ (Díaz Cintas 

2010, 124). This role of fansubbers as innovators is closely correlated to the 

affordance of digital technology and the relatively open environment in which 

they work.  

 

4.3 Summary 

This chapter has illustrated how the WHV subtitlers and YYeTs subtitlers manage 
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their visibilities differently through different subtitling approaches. First, it has 

been found in this study that the WHV subtitlers adopt a relatively corrupt 

approach and the YYeTs subtitlers adopt a relatively abusive approach in both the 

represented and the representing dimensions. Specifically, in the represented 

dimension, the relative difference between their approaches is more drastic in the 

verbal aspect than in the nonverbal aspect. This divergence is even more palpable 

in the technical aspect of the representing dimension. It is then discussed that the 

WHV subtitlers manage to gain less visibility in all aspects with their relatively 

corrupt subtitling approach, whereas the YYeTs subtitlers manage to obtain more 

visibility with their relatively abusive approach. Moreover, the different ways in 

which they vary their subtitling approaches in the represented and the 

representing dimensions demonstrate the distinctive ways in which they differ 

their ways of strategic visibility management.   

As discussed in Section 4.1.3, in the represented dimension, by adopting a 

relatively corrupt approach, the WHV industrial subtitlers gain less visibility and 

shape themselves as gatekeepers; by employing a relative abusive approach, the 

YYeTs fansubbers acquire more visibility and present themselves as educators. In 

contrast, the representing dimension discussed in Section 4.2.2 suggests that, by 

adopting the relatively corrupt approach, the WHV industrial subtitlers are less 

visible and act as adherents of the institutional agenda; by the relatively abusive 

approach, the YYeTs fansubbers are more visible and portray themselves as 

innovators of subtitling practices. As in Brighenti’s (2007) conceptualization of 

visibility, visibility refers to both the physically visual that measures the degree of 

visual exposure and the symbolic that measures the meaning of the physical visual. 

In the two dimensions of subtitling, the WHV industrial subtitlers and YYeTs 

fansubbers not only manage themselves to be less and more visible as subtitlers, 

respectively, but they also assign different other roles to themselves. This 

bidimensional visibility management through subtitling – as demonstrated by the 

different subtitling approaches of the two groups of subtitlers – is reminiscent not 

only of the conceptualization that the subtitler’s visibility emerges from social 

interactions in which people are seen and recognized as subtitlers, but also of the 

close relation between social structures and social interactions in which the 
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subtitlers negotiate their visibilities and social status. The fansubbers’ active roles 

of both educators and innovators symbolizes an empowerment on subtitlers, 

where they actively manage their visibility through social interactions and refuse 

to be controlled by unfavourable social structures, in comparison to the passive 

roles of gatekeepers and adherents that the industrial subtitlers have performed.  

The subtitlers’ negotiation of visibilities unfolded between social structures and 

social interactions signifies the processual feature of visibility. The media industry 

and institutions have been tightening their grip on audiovisual production and 

distributions (including AVT) since the advent of sound films (see Section 1.1). 

Finding themselves involved in restricted social interactions (specifically 

industrial subtitling), unsurprisingly, the industrial subtitlers have had to be less 

visible and to play the role of either gatekeepers or adherents. In this case, the 

subtitler’s visibility management through restricted social interactions is 

restrained by social structures, showing that the processual effect of the visibility 

relationship goes more obviously in the direction from social structures to social 

interactions. In stark contrast, empowered by digital technologies, fansubbers 

have acquired the capability to initiate open social interactions (specifically 

fansubbing) and visibly act as educators and innovators to compensate for the 

limitations of industrial subtitles and even to revolutionize the practices of the 

whole field of subtitling. Clearly, the subtitler’s visibility management through 

open social interaction deconstructs social structures, displaying that the 

processual effect of visibility moves more explicitly in the direction from social 

interactions to social structures. Caused by their different social interactions, this 

contrast has suggested that fansubbers possess a better position as subtitlers in 

social power relations than the industrial subtitlers. With that being said, 

uncovering such unfair power allocation to the industrial subtitlers poses a 

criticism of the unjust social systems embodied by the media-industrial monopoly. 

On a different note, the fansubbers’ capability of rivalling such social injustice has 

showcased the strong empowerment of digital technology.  
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Chapter 5 Conclusion 

The present study has investigated the subtitler’s visibility management by 

comparatively analysing the subtitling approaches used by the industrial subtitlers 

and fansubbers. By drawing upon Brighenti’s (2007) sociological concept of 

visibility, it has attempted to conceptualize the subtitlers’ visibility as their 

capacity to be seen and recognized through their social interactions, such as 

subtitling. Regarding subtitling as the subtitlers’ most typical social interaction, it 

is argued that different subtitling approaches can demonstrate their different ways 

of visibility management. By combining Nornes’s (2007) notions of corrupt and 

abusive subtitling with Ortabasi’s (2007) critiques on the lack of multimodality 

within these notions, this study has built an analytical framework for analysing 

subtitling approaches systematically within the verbal and nonverbal aspects of 

the represented dimension and within the technical aspect of the representing 

dimension of subtitling. The framework is applied in the current analyses that are 

focused on the WHV industrial subtitles and the YYeTs fansubs for TBBT (S9).  

This chapter starts, in Section 5.1, by discussing the findings illustrated in Chapter 

4 to answer the three research questions of the present thesis; the current author 

will reflect, in Section 5.2, on the contributions of the current research and, in 

Section 5.3, will offer suggestions for future research in light of the limitations of 

the current one.  

 

5.1 Main Findings 

In Chapter 4, the author has illustrated how the WHV industrial subtitlers and 

YYeTs fansubbers manage their visibility differently by adopting different 

subtitling approaches. The comparative analysis has involved 1) comparatively 

analysing the WHV subtitlers’ and YYeTs subtitlers’ subtitling approaches to the 

verbal and nonverbal issues identified in the represented dimension of subtitling; 

2) comparatively analysing the WHV subtitlers’ and YYeTs subtitlers’ subtitling 

approaches to the technical issues identified in the representing dimension of 

subtitling; and 3) comparatively analysing how the WHV subtitlers’ and YYeTs 
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subtitlers’ relatively different subtitling approaches in these two dimensions and 

three aspects give them relatively different visibilities, thus demonstrating their 

different ways of visibility management. Each part of these analyses helps to 

answer one research question.  

 

RQ1: How are the industrial subtitlers’ and fansubbers’ subtitling 

approaches relatively different in terms of corruptness and abusiveness in the 

verbal and nonverbal aspects of the represented dimension?  

This question has been addressed through the first part of the comparative analysis, 

which focuses on the WHV subtitlers’ and YYeTs subtitlers’ subtitling 

approaches to the verbal and nonverbal issues identified from the represented 

dimension of subtitling (see Sections 4.1.1 and 4.1.2). The source (verbal or 

nonverbal) issues from the represented dimension of subtitling make explicit the 

difference between the source and the target, the violence of subtitling on the 

source, and thus, the subtitlers’ subtitling approaches in the represented 

dimension for comparative analysis. The verbal issues from the represented 

dimension, particularly the specific (verbal) reference issues, make explicit the 

difference between the source and the target, the violence of subtitling on the 

verbal source, and thus, mainly, the subtitlers’ approaches in the verbal aspect of 

the represented dimension for comparative analysis. The nonverbal issues from 

the represented dimension, specifically the nonverbal medial variant issues, make 

explicit the difference between the source and the target, the violence of subtitling 

on nonverbal sources, and thus, mainly, the subtitlers’ approaches in the 

nonverbal aspect of the represented dimension for the analysis. Through the 

respective analyses in the two aspects of the represented dimension, it is found in 

this study that the differences between the industrial subtitlers’ and fansubbers’ 

subtitling approaches in one aspect are not comparable with those in the other 

aspect.  

In the verbal aspect of the represented dimension, the industrial subtitlers’ and the 

fansubbers’ subtitling approaches are found to be considerably (about 38.22%) 

different. By focusing on their ways of dealing with specific (verbal) reference 
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issues, the study has revealed that the industrial subtitles and the fansubs tend to 

have different amount of verbal source represented in 446 cases analysed, 

demonstrating considerably different approaches to the violence of subtitling on 

the verbal source. When they are different, the industrial subtitles tend to have 

comparatively less amount of verbal source represented, revealing less difference 

between the source and the target; the fansubs tend to have comparatively more 

amount of verbal source represented, revealing more difference between the 

source and the target. Comparatively, the industrial subtitlers’ subtitling 

approaches are relatively corrupt, and the fansubbers’ subtitling approaches are 

relatively abusive in the verbal aspect of the represented dimension.  

In the nonverbal aspect of the represented dimension, the industrial subtitlers’ and 

the fansubbers’ subtitling approaches are different (about 11.85%), but not as 

different as they are in the verbal aspect (about 38.22%). By focusing on their 

ways of tackling nonverbal medial variant issues, it is discovered in this study that 

the industrial subtitles and the fansubs are inclined to have basically same load of 

nonverbal sources represented in 372 cases analysed. In most of these cases, 

neither the industrial subtitles nor the fansubs are likely to have any nonverbal 

sources represented. However, in some (50) exceptional cases in which the two 

groups of subtitles do translate different amounts of unknown information about 

nonverbal sources, the fansubs have more nonverbal sources represented than the 

industrial subtitles. Comparatively, the industrial subtitlers’ subtitling approach is 

relatively corrupt, and the fansubbers’ subtitling approach is relatively abusive in 

the nonverbal aspect of the represented dimension, although this relativity is not 

as large as the one in the verbal aspect of the represented dimension.  

Overall, regarding the first research question, the results of the comparative 

analysis have shown that the industrial subtitlers’ and the fansubbers’ subtitling 

approaches are considerably different in the represented dimension. These 

considerable differences between their subtitling approaches in the represented 

dimension are manifested mainly through the verbal aspect and less explicitly 

through the nonverbal aspect. Within those differences in the represented 

dimension, the fansubbers’ subtitling approaches are relatively abusive, and the 



126 
 
 

 

industrial subtitlers’ are relatively corrupt.  

 

RQ2: How are the industrial subtitlers’ and fansubbers’ subtitling 

approaches relatively different in terms of corruptness and abusiveness in the 

technical aspect of the representing dimension?  

This question has been addressed through the second part of the comparative 

analysis which focuses on the WHV subtitlers’ and YYeTs subtitlers’ subtitling 

approaches to the technical issues identified from the representing dimension of 

subtitling (see Section 4.2.1). Target (technical) issues from the representing 

dimension make explicit the difference between the source and the target, the 

violence of subtitling on the technical target, and, thus, the subtitlers’ subtitling 

approaches in the representing dimension for comparative analysis. Technical 

issues from the representing dimension, particularly consistently observable 

technical issues (see Section 3.3.4), make explicit the difference between the 

source and the target, the violence of subtitling on the technical target, and, thus, 

mainly, the subtitlers’ different approaches in the technical aspect of the 

representing dimension.  

Through the comparative analysis focused on the technical aspect of the 

representing dimension, it is found in this study that the industrial subtitlers’ and 

the fansubbers’ subtitling approaches are consistently different. By focusing on 

the three consistently observable technical issues (i.e., monolingual or bilingual 

subtitles, top notation, and shot change), this study has identified that the 

industrial subtitlers and the fansubbers use different technical settings. Their 

differences in terms of the three technical issues demonstrate different ways of 

making use of technical systems, that is, significantly different approaches 

towards the violence of subtitling on technical target. Where they are different, the 

industrial subtitles tend to give comparatively fewer opportunities for comparison 

between the source and the target, and the fansubs tend to give comparatively 

more chances for comparison between the source and the target. Consequently, 

the industrial subtitles show less difference between the source and the target than 

the fansubs do. Comparatively, the industrial subtitlers’ subtitling approach is 
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relatively corrupt, and the fansubbers’ subtitling approach is relatively abusive in 

the technical aspect of the representing dimension.  

Regarding the second research question, the results of the comparative analysis 

have shown that the industrial subtitlers’ and the fansubbers’ subtitling 

approaches are significantly different in the technical aspect of the representing 

dimension. These differences between their subtitling approaches in the 

representing dimension are consistently manifested through directly observable 

technical issues. Within those differences in the representing dimension, the 

fansubbers’ subtitling approach is relatively abusive, and the industrial subtitlers’ 

approach is relatively corrupt.  

 

RQ3: How do the industrial subtitlers’ and fansubbers’ relatively different 

subtitling approaches demonstrate their different ways of visibility 

management through subtitling? 

The third research question has been addressed through the third part of the 

comparative analysis and the discussion that focus on how the WHV subtitlers’ 

and the YYeTs subtitlers’ relatively different subtitling approaches give them 

relatively different visibilities (see Sections 4.1.3, 4.2.2, and 4.3). By comparing 

two subtitling approaches, the relatively corrupt approach reveals less difference 

and less representation between the source and the target, affording relatively less 

visibility to the representors – the subtitlers; the relatively abusive approach 

reveals more difference and more representation between the source and the target, 

affording relatively more visibility to the representors – the subtitlers. By adopting 

relatively different subtitling approaches in the two dimensions and three aspects 

of subtitling, the industrial subtitlers and the fansubbers have managed to gain 

different visibilities through subtitling.  

This study has found that the differences between the industrial subtitlers’ and 

fansubbers’ ways of visibility management through subtitling are diversely 

manifested in the three aspects of their different subtitling approaches. The 

analysis indicates that the WHV industrial subtitlers tend to adopt a relatively 
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corrupt approach, and the YYeTs fansubbers tend to employ a relatively abusive 

approach in the verbal, nonverbal, and technical aspects. Through the relatively 

corrupt approach, the WHV subtitlers manage to gain less visibility, while 

through the relatively abusive approach, the YYeTs fansubbers manage to gain 

more visibility in all three aspects. Moreover, in the represented dimension, the 

relativity of such difference is more drastic in the verbal aspect than in the 

nonverbal aspect, and the relative difference is even more tangible in the technical 

aspect of the representing dimension. In other words, the tendency of the 

fansubbers to gain more visibility than the industrial subtitlers do is most obvious 

in the technical aspect of the representing dimension and more explicit in the 

verbal aspect than in the nonverbal aspect of the represented dimension.  

This study has also discussed that the differences between their ways of visibility 

management are bidimensional. In both the represented and the representing 

dimensions, the industrial subtitlers adopt a relatively corrupt approach, and the 

fansubbers adopt a relatively abusive approach. While, as such, the industrial 

subtitlers manage to gain less visibility than the fansubbers in both dimensions, 

the differences between their ways of visibility management are manifested not 

only in varying physical degrees, but also in different symbolic senses in the two 

dimensions. In the represented dimension, the fansubbers adopt a relatively 

abusive approach and reveal more unknown information about the source to 

become known to audience. By doing this, they not only become physically more 

visible but also perform the symbolic role of educators. In contrast, the industrial 

subtitlers employ a relatively corrupt approach and reveal less unknown 

information to the audience. In so doing, they as subtitlers become less physically 

visible and play the symbolic role of gatekeepers. In the representing dimension, 

however, the fansubbers adopt the relatively abusive approach and experiment 

with technical systems in creative ways. Consequently, they symbolically present 

themselves as innovators. In contrast, the industrial subtitlers follow the relatively 

corrupt approach and technical conventions and, as such, they acquire less 

visibility and find themselves acting symbolically as adherents.  

Regarding the research question specifically, the fansubbers’ and industrial 
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subtitlers’ different subtitling approaches demonstrate their different ways of 

managing their capacity to be seen and recognized in a bidimensional way. 

Through a relatively abusive approach, the fansubbers manage to gain more 

physical visibility and assign themselves the role of educators through the 

represented dimension and the role of innovators through the representing 

dimension. In stark contrast, by a relatively corrupt approach, the industrial 

subtitlers manage to be less physically visible and find themselves in the roles of 

gatekeepers and adherents through the represented and the representing 

dimensions, respectively.  

 

5.2 Contributions 

The subtitler’s visibility is a long-standing matter that certainly needs to be 

reexamined in today’s digital world of open and audiovisual communication. 

Many scholars (e.g., McDonough-Dolmaya 2011; Pérez-González 2014; 

Desjardins 2017) have emphasised the ‘new’ possibilities that digital technologies 

can bring to the translator’s visibility (Desjardins 2017, 104-105); however, they 

have not provided a coherent theoretical or methodological framework for the 

study of the subtitler’s visibility management through the typical social interaction 

of subtitling. This study has attempted to propose a coherent conceptualization of 

the subtitler’s visibility and a systematic analytical framework for analysing the 

subtitler’s visibility management through subtitling approaches.  

 

Theoretical Contribution 

This study is the first attempt to surpass the conceptual limitations in previous 

discussions of the subtitler’s visibility. It sets out to focus on the sociological 

complexity of the subtitler’s visibility instead of its cultural dynamics. The 

contextual reason for this shift of focus is that, with social interactions activated 

by digital technologies, the subtitler’s visibility ceases to be a consequence of a 

stably structured cultural exchange, and instead has become a consequence of 

social interaction existing in every society. It is no longer only subjected to the 
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side-effect of an imbalanced cultural relation between British–American English 

cultures and other cultures, as is discussed by Venuti (2008). Given the efficiency 

and convenience of digital and audiovisual communication, all countries are eager 

and able to export their ideology and cultural values through audiovisual products 

to audiences in foreign lands. In the industrial regime of any country, subtitling, 

along with other means of AVT, is foremost subjected to the industrial and 

institutional structures aiming to reduce imported sociopolitical influences; as 

such, industrial subtitlers, in most cases, are commanded to “bury themselves” in 

order to render domestic audiences blind to such control. Contrastively, 

nonindustrial subtitlers, particularly fansubbers, are people who disregard such 

industrial and institutional constructs and who become subtitlers themselves by 

using various accessible digital means. Fansubbers thus possess a different 

manner of control over their own visibility and, in fact, often revel in such 

visibility through digitally activated social interactions, particularly subtitling. The 

subtitler’s visibility, thus, is a matter for every society rather than a matter specific 

to an unbalanced cultural relation, and it is better understood from a sociological 

perspective.  

With industrial subtitling increasingly restricted by institutional structures, it is no 

surprise that fansubbers have become ever more omnipresent and interactive. The 

popularity of digitally activated fansubbing, hence, requires that the theoretical 

focus of the subtitler’s visibility shift from social structures to social interactions. 

By drawing on Andrea Brighenti’s (2007) discussion of visibility, this study offers 

a generative understanding of the subtitler’s visibility as a ‘relational [e.g., among 

the industrial subtitlers, fansubbers, audience, and industry], strategic [e.g., 

playing different roles with different approaches], and processual [e.g., the 

evolving relation between the media industry and subtitling practices] feature of 

social life’ and that ‘the roots of [the subtitler’s] visibility relationships are 

grounded in and emerging from social interactions [e.g., subtitling]’ (ibid., 1). 

Central to this understanding is the idea that the subtitler’s visibility is 

intersectional and nonbinary. The subtitler’s visibility is not only the physically 

visual, but also the symbolic, because physical perception of the subtitlers is itself 

inextricably intermixed with (re)cognition of the subtitlers (Howes 2003, quoted 
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in Brighenti 2007).  

The implications of this understanding of the subtitler’s visibility for empirical 

studies are as follows:  

- The idea that visibility is relational makes it possible to reject the binary 

presumption of the subtitler’s visibility as a default setting that is often 

disregarded. In light of the increasing multitude of subtitlers, this view leads 

to a comparative approach, examining, in particular, the visibility of 

subtitlers whose social statuses and social settings are different, such as 

industrial subtitlers and fansubbers. Through the comparative approach, the 

enquiry regarding the subtitler’s visibility transforms from a definitive either-

or question to a generative more-or-less question, whereby visibility itself 

transforms from a binary into a continuum. This approach leads to more 

nuanced investigations of the subtitler’s visibility instead of an abrupt ending 

to the discussion.   

- The understanding that visibility designates the processual dynamic between 

social structures and social interactions provides a much more subtle and 

reflective way to understand the subtitler’s social positions. It allows one to 

study subtitling as a form of social interaction whereby the subtitlers can 

manage their visibility (e.g. visibility in subtitles) differently, while still 

reflecting on how such social interactions are influenced by and pose 

changes to the social structures related to the field of subtitling. In this 

process, findings about the subtitler’s visibility management can provide 

evidence for criticising the social structures that condemn the subtitler’s 

social status.  

- The strategic feature of visibility emphasises the specific ways in which the 

subtitlers manage their visibility through social interactions. It concretises the 

research and narrows the objects of analysis to patterns of social interactions. 

With subtitling being the subtitler’s most typical social interaction, the 

investigation of the subtitler’s visibility management is focussed on the 

analysis of subtitles, specifically subtitling approaches. Of course, such focus 

can also address the subtitler’s other social interactions, such as those 
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through OSM, which can be subjected to comparative analysis and 

interpretations through whatever analytical framework the researcher deems 

more effective.  

In AVT and TS at large, a trend has been established to study translation through 

a sociological approach by applying sociological theories, such as Giddens’s 

(1984) structure-agency or Bourdieu’s (1984) notions of habitus, capital, and field. 

Such sociological approaches highlight the dialectics between human practices 

and social structures. They have enriched our understandings of translation as a 

social practice carried out by agents who are both structured by and structuring 

society. These theoretical approaches significantly overlap with visibility studies: 

how human agents’ ways of visibility management are restricted in some social 

interactions – those that are shaped by social structures – but activated in other 

social interactions – those that are changing social structures. However, in a 

highly interactive, digital, and social world, people are becoming increasingly 

conscious of the construct of nation-state as ‘imagined communities’ (Anderson 

1983) and conduct active social interactions in a digital sphere that is global and 

without boundaries. As such, it is obvious that human agents’ visibility 

management is activated by social interactions more than it is restricted by social 

structures. On this note, the current study has revealed that the concept of 

visibility is more relevant, as it foregrounds the active interactions among social 

individuals as significant channels of constructing social-power relations. 

Drawing on the sociology of visibility, the research introduces a new set of 

conceptual tools to help explain subtitling or translation at large as a kind of social 

interaction that subtitlers or translators frequently conduct in order to negotiate 

their social-power relations with other social groups, such as media industries, 

institutions, and audiences.  

 

Methodological Contribution 

To uncover how social interactions, particularly subtitling, are conducted by 

subtitlers to manage their visibility or negotiate their power relations requires 

innovative and systematic analytical tools. Nornes’s (2007) notions of ‘corrupt 
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subtitling’ and ‘abusive subtitling’ and Ortabasi’s (2007) critiques on the lack of 

multimodality in these notions have been combined and adopted in this study 

because they are specific notions in terms of understanding the subtitler’s 

visibility in subtitles. Also, the foundation of these notions in subtitling studies 

and film studies allows the current author to naturally incorporate the local 

specialties of subtitling to investigate the subtitler’s visibility management.  

To a great extent, the current analytical framework, based on the notions of 

corrupt and abusive subtitling, has facilitated an in-depth investigation of how 

industrial subtitlers and fansubbers manage their visibility differently in multiple 

dimensions and aspects of subtitling. As shown from the findings of the present 

study, there are two dimensions and at least three aspects of subtitling through 

which subtitlers may manage their visibility differently; and they can gain 

different visibilities through relatively different subtitling approaches in terms of 

corruptness and abusiveness, which have different effects on their visibility. 

Through the analysis of the WHV industrial subtitlers’ and YYeTs fansubbers’ 

Chinese subtitles for TBBT (S9) and their subtitling approaches in terms of 

relative corruptness and abusiveness, the current investigation on subtitlers’ 

visibility management has been conducted in a nonbinary, subtitling-specific, and 

systematic manner.  

The attempt to develop this nonbinary, subtitling-specific, and systematic 

analytical framework had led to three major results. The comparative analysis on 

subtitling approaches were conducted thoroughly from two dimensions that 

demonstrate the subtitler’s different ways of visibility management from multiple 

perspectives, efficiently by focusing on subtitling issues identified by previous 

scholarships, and consistently through adopting a comparative approach that 

avoids binary from theory to analysis and from concepts to evaluation standards. 

This comparative approach has also allowed further reflections on the social 

aspects relevant to the differences revealed between industrial subtitlers’ and 

fansubbers’ ways of visibility management through subtitling.  
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5.3 Limitations and Future Research 

While the present study provides a conceptualization of the subtitler’s visibility 

and a methodological model that can be useful to investigate the mechanisms of 

the subtitler’s visibility and, in particular, the subtitler’s visibility management 

through subtitling (approaches), more empirical studies across different societies 

and comparative pairs need to be conducted to further test and refine this model. 

Further research should also explore what Desjardins (2017) terms ‘new visibility’, 

which is increasingly applied by the subtitlers who conduct more active 

interactions with the rest of the world through OSM and UGC.  

Due to time and space limitations, the author is only able to focus the comparative 

analysis of the subtitler’s ways of visibility management on selected subtitling 

issues in three aspects and two dimensions of subtitling (verbal and nonverbal 

from the represented dimension, and technical from the representing dimension). 

Nevertheless, the selected issues from these three aspects are reasonably 

representative and sufficiently controversial to make explicit the subtitlers’ 

subtitling approaches for an efficient comparative analysis. The verbal aspect 

from the representing dimension is not included in the current research, as no 

such subtitling issues have been identified by previous subtitling scholarships to 

date. Without a list of subtitling issues, a massive number of corpus-based studies 

would be required to find the comparatively analytical patterns between the two 

sets of target subtitles and target verbal systems (e.g., grammar, vocabulary, 

sentence length, register, etc.). It would be interesting, though, for future studies 

to examine whether the analytical patterns that the current author has identified in 

the three aspects in the present study can be found in the verbal aspect from the 

representing dimension or in other geopolitical destinations of subtitling practices 

(e.g., Japan, France, Spain, Egypt, Russia), of which the results would generate 

more thorough and nuanced understandings of the subtitler’s visibility 

management as manifested through different subtitling approaches.  

Furthermore, the findings from this study suggest that an investigation of the 

subtitler’s visibility management is more generative when conducted through a 

comparative approach that puts visibility on a spectrum instead of a binary on–off 
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switch. The next step is to comparatively investigate the subtitler’s visibility in 

other pairs of subtitler groups who may have different social statuses or even both 

belong to the nonindustrial sectors (e.g., two fansub groups who have different 

reputations or memberships) to explore the dynamics between their social 

interactions and social settings. And since nonindustrial subtitlers tend to engage 

more closely with digital technologies and platforms than industrial subtitlers do, 

the comparative approach to the visibility management of different groups of 

subtitlers can go beyond subtitling to other interactions that are activated through 

digital means. To that end, ethnographical research can be adopted as an effective 

methodological approach to obtain an “insider’s view” of the interactions 

conducted by subtitlers through UGC or OSM with other netizens.  

Another potential approach for comparing subtitlers’ visibility would involve 

examining the actual results of visibility gained through social interactions from a 

receptive perspective. It should be perfectly justified to compare the visibility of 

two groups of subtitlers through a receptive approach, as visibility only exists in 

relations. The relational feature of visibility not only entails that visibility can 

only be relative due to the intrinsically asymmetrical mediation of perceptions, but 

also prescribes that visibility is not self-contained, but subjected to a relationship 

between the seen (objects) and the seeing (subjects). Theoretically, the same 

reception subjects should be able to provide a justified evaluation of the visibility 

management of two groups of subtitlers. This line of enquiry, either through 

designed experimental research with eye tracking techniques or methodologies 

that involve questionnaires and interviews, can surely shed some light on the 

visibility of two groups of subtitlers from perspectives that are different from the 

current research.  

Despite the empowerment of active interaction enabled by digital technologies, 

established social structures still play a role in levelling the subtitler’s visibility 

and social positions in general. In the post-socialist regime of the current PRC, or 

any other post-capitalist societies, almost no government freely embraces the 

interactive and active connections that digital technologies have brought to the 

world. Almost every government feels obliged to exert some level of control or 



136 
 
 

 

censorship over the digital media landscape, whether mass netizens are actively 

interacting with each other for activist purposes or merely as self-expression 

(Pérez-González 2014; Li 2015). Laws or institutions are designed to filter digital 

information coming across national borders, and translators are commanded to 

obey the filtering principles. Some translators still live on a slender income made 

through translating/working for industrial commissioners. Due to such an 

unfavourable social construct, the future development of the subtitler’s visibility 

relationships is still uncertain. Future research may directly incorporate the 

subtitler’s incomes, networks, competence, and reputation, whereby the subtitler’s 

social status can be examined in greater detail. To this end, Bourdieu’s (1986) 

forms of capital may provide useful conceptual tools to inform such a research 

that incorporates both symbolic and physical visibilities.  

To conclude, this study is original in a number of fronts. First, it turns the 

understandings of visibility from a traditional, binary paradigm towards the 

direction of relativity thinking, which opposes a dichotomised examination of 

visibility (management); it offers enough conceptual tools to explain the domain 

of the subtitler’s visibility, specifically the subtitler’s visibility both as shaped by 

social structures and changed through social interactions. Also, the analytical 

framework developed by this study has a strong potential for application not only 

in researching how groups of subtitlers manage their visibility differently through 

subtitling, but in any contrastive approaches that explore the differences or 

similarities between two sets of subtitles in a thorough, efficient, and consistent 

manner. In a world with increasingly fewer boundaries, where people are happily 

learning unknown information, abusive subtitling and its development through 

this research can be a useful notion in empirical studies involving subtitling 

analysis. It is also in such a communicative world that the subtitlers or translators 

at large play a crucial role in social communication. We need to more explicitly 

acknowledge that the subtitler’s visibility exists in a variety of verbal and 

nonverbal, industrial and nonindustrial, online and offline spatiotemporal 

locations. The understanding of the subtitler’s visibility management in every 

society is, therefore, of great importance. It is hoped that this research can help to 

enrich such understandings and inspire new explorations about the dynamics 
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between industrial and nonindustrial settings, social structures and social 

interactions, symbolic visibility and physical visibility, or even the visibilities of 

ourselves.  
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