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The paper first formulates an integrated approach to subtitling by combining elements of Skopos 
theory, relevance theory and knowledge of media studies into one whole. Its ultimate goal is to realize 
the purpose of general translation as well as various kinds of specific aims on different occasions so as 
to facilitate audio-visual products to win over the intended audience, the market. Then, it discusses 
approach-related translation strategies and techniques for inter-lingual subtitling taking as case study 
the film Gone with the Wind, an adaptation of Margaret Mitchell’s 1936 novel. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
In 2001, Professors Yves Gambier and Henrik Gottlieb 
commenting on multimedia translation research pointed 
out, “till date, research has not been confronted with rele-
vance theory, polysystemic approach, critical discourse 
analysis (so useful in media studies) or cognitive 
psychology”. This, however, is not completely the case. 
As early as 1976, Fodor had a flirtation with cognitive 
psychology in his work, Dubbing: Phonetic, Semiotic, 
Aesthetic and Psychological Aspects. And in 2000, 
Remael attempted to apply the polysystemic approach to 
the study of British film adaptation. After 2001, a growing 
number of scholars began to explore media translation 
from different perspectives such as ideology, relevance, 
norms, etc. (Lukasz, 2004; Baumgartten, 2005; Li and 
Bo, 2005; Guo, 2007). Nevertheless, the literature on 
media translation seems meagre compared with that of 
other fields of translation studies (TS). So strengthening 
the field of research is an urgent task. In the following 
paragraphs, the research theory (RT)-based on func-
tionalist approach to subtitling will be presented, then RT, 
Skopos theory and relevant knowledge of media studies 
will be combined; and this composite approach will be 
applied to the Chinese subtitles of the American film 
Gone with the Wind. 
 
 

Relevance theory and Skopos theory 
 

Relevance theory (RT), formulated by  Dan  Sperber  and  

Deirdre Wilson in 1986, is a cognitive-psychological 
approach that seeks to explain how people draw 
inferences from verbal or non-verbal behavior. They 
define the notion of relevance in terms of the following 
conditions: 
 
Extent condition 1: an assumption is relevant in a context 
to the extent that its contextual effects in this context are 
large. 
Extent condition 2: an assumption is relevant in a context 
to the extent that the effort required to process it in this 
context is small (Sperber and Wilson, 1986). 
 
Contextual effects, according to Sperber and Wilson, are 
utterance-yielding contextual modifications of any 
contextual assumptions. They are seen in the derivation 
of contextual implications, in the strengthening or con-
firmation of assumptions already held, or in the eli-
mination of assumptions due to a contradiction. Clearly, 
relevance is dependent on the interplay of two factors: 
contextual effects and processing effort, and it is context-
dependent because the two factors are context- 
dependent. The central claim of relevance theory is that 
human communication crucially creates an expectation of 
optimal relevance, that is, an expectation on the part of 
hearers that their attempts at interpretation will yield 
adequate contextual effects at minimal processing cost. 
This fact is believed to be part of human psychology,  and  
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is expressed in relevance theory as the principle of 
relevance: Every act of ostensive communication 
includes the presumption of its own optimal relevance 
(Sperber and Wilson, 1986). Thus whenever someone 
shows the wish to communicate, he or she implicitly and 
automatically conveys the assumption that the hearer can 
expect to derive adequate contextual effects without 
spending unnecessary effort. As Sperber and Wilson 
show, this assumption has an important consequence for 
the theory of utterance interpretation: the hearer has the 
right to assume that the first interpretation he or she 
arrives at that a rational speaker might have expected to 
yield adequate contextual effects and to put the hearer to 
no unjustifiable processing effort in obtaining those 
effects is the interpretation intended by the commu-
nicator. Such an interpretation of an utterance, according 
to Sperber and Wilson, is consistent with the principle of 
relevance. And this is the answer of relevance theory as 
to how hearers can infer what the intended interpretation 
or meaning of an utterance is (Gutt, 2000). 

Functionalist approach in TS, on the other hand, is set 
out in the work of a group of German scholars such as 
Katharina Reiss (1971/1978) and Hans Vermeer (1978), 
the founder of skopos theory. Vermeer postulates that as 
a general rule it must be the intended purpose of the 
target text (TT) that determines translation methods and 
strategies (1978). From this postulate, he derives the 
Skopos rule: Human action (and its subcategory 
translation) is determined by its purpose (Skopos), and 
therefore it is a function of its purpose. The main point of 
this functional approach is the following: It is not the 
source text (ST) as such, or its effects on the ST 
recipient, or the function assigned to it by the author, that 
determines the translation process, as is postulated by 
equivalence-based translation theories, but the 
prospective function or Skopos of the TT as determined 
by TT text users and their situation and cultural 
background. Two general rules of the approach are the 
coherence rule and the fidelity rule. The former stipulates 
that the TT must be sufficiently coherent to allow the 
intended users to comprehend it as coherent with their 
situation, given their assumed background knowledge 
and situational circumstances. The latter concerns 
intertextual coherence between translation and ST, and 
stipulates merely that some relationship must remain 
between the two once the overriding principle of Skopos 
and the rule of (intratextual) coherence have been 
achieved (Baker, 1998). 
 
 
AN RT-BASED FUNCTIONALIST FRAMEWORK OF 
SUBTITLING 
 
Subtitling 
 

Subtitling is one mode of audiovisual translation (AVT). 
Its outcome is subtitles which are textual versions of the 
dialogue   in   films   and   television    programs,   usually  

 
 
 
 
displayed at the bottom of the screen. They can either be 
a form of written translation of a dialogue in a foreign 
language, or a written rendering of the dialogue in the 
same language with or without added information 
intended to help viewers who are deaf and hard-of-
hearing. Compared with dubbing, subtitling has its own 
advantages. It is not expensive; it does not take a very 
long time; it preserves the original soundtrack; it may 
have a role in language learning; it is better for the hard-
of-hearing and the deaf and for immigrants and tourists. 
Its disadvantages include ‘contamination’ of the image, 
greater loss of information due to compression, and 
splitting of the audience’s attention between image, 
soundtrack, and subtitle. The mode of transformation is 
from oral to written text. In terms of language(s) 
concerned subtitling may be classified into intra-lingual 
and inter-lingual subtitling. In this paper our discussion 
relates mainly to the latter. 
 
 
Relevance theory and subtitling 
 
The most useful weapon relevance theory can provide for 
subtitling is its principle of optimal relevance, which can 
be simply represented in the formula:  
 
relevance = contextual effects / processing effort.  
 

From the formula we can see that, in given conditions, 
the smaller the processing effort, the larger the contextual 
effects and the stronger the relevance; conversely, the 
greater the processing effort, the smaller the contextual 
effects and the weaker the relevance. At the extreme the 
hearer can achieve adequate contextual effects at 
minimal processing cost, which is called optimal 
relevance. ST utterances may contain a fair amount of 
potential contextual effects. But it is impossible and 
undesirable for the translator to reproduce all of them. He 
or she must choose the contextual effects most relevant 
to the occasion. So the expression “adequate to the 
occasion” is important in subtitling because there is no 
absolute level of relevance that is adequate to every 
occasion.  

Let us make a metaphor to discuss the matter of 
context selection. Suppose the source language 
audience is the author’s friend because they are born and 
immersed in the same source language-culture and the 
target audience is a stranger to the author because they 
come from different cultures. Generally speaking, in the 
interaction between a target audience from one culture 
and a TT from another, one would not normally expect a 
high degree of relevance, hence would not be looking for 
a wide range of contextual effects. But in the commu-
nication between the source language audience and the 
ST one would expect a much greater number of 
contextual effects (Gutt, 2000). Relevance theory requires  
the translator to make choice in subtitling, selecting the 
most relevant  from  an  array  of  implicit  messages  and 



 
 
 
 
explicating the text so as to reduce the audience’s 
processing effort to a minimum.   
 
 
Skopos theory and subtitling 
 
Subtitling is in nature target-oriented, aiming at the 
success of the subtitled film or TV program in the target 
culture, that is, at the film’s or program’s extensive 
reception among the target audience. This very purpose 
(Skopos) places the target audience at the heart of 
subtitling, thus determining the use of translation 
methods and strategies. Skopos theory requires the 
translator to consider the TT user and his situation and 
cultural background. This involves shifts of space-time 
and cultural context. The translator is expected to have a 
clear, precise and complete picture of the changes 
caused by the transfer of a film or program to a different 
culture. The target audience’s language tradition, 
cognitive patterns and cultural peculiarities should all be 
taken into account.  

Skopos theory’s two general rules – the coherence rule 
and the fidelity rule, can be applied to subtitling. The ST 
is taken as part of a world continuum as coherent with the 
author’s and source audience’s situation and cultural 
background. It is expected that the TT can become part 
of a world continuum as coherent with the target 
audience’s situation and cultural background. That is to 
say, the translator is supposed to help incorporate the 
TT, at least partly, into the recipient’s own knowledge 
bank without meeting with any resistance from the 
recipient. The fidelity rule, on the other hand, requires the 
translator to try his utmost to establish some relationship 
between the ST and the TT on the premise that he can 
reach his purpose or the TT user’s purpose. 
 
 
An integrated approach 
 
As we know, Skopos theory holds that it is the purpose of 
translation or the TT that determines the use of methods 
and strategies. Then in subtitling who decides the 
purpose? Generally, it is the producer or purchaser of 
audiovisual (AV) products/texts. The producer may need 
to provide intra-lingual subtitles, or inter-lingual subtitles 
for special groups of people such as people with hearing 
and sight difficulties, language learners, and linguistic or 
ethnic minorities. The purchaser who buys AV products 
from foreign producers usually provides subtitles for the 
general audience at home. And then what is the 
purpose? The general purpose is to make success in 
satisfying the needs of product-users in the market. So 
the purpose centres round target users. Correspondingly 
subtitling should be done by adopting a target-oriented 
approach. That is to say, it must be user/audience- 
friendly. In order to make subtitles audience-friendly quite 
a lot of issues must be  taken  into  consideration,  mainly 
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including linguistic, cultural and cognitive issues.  

In terms of linguistic issues, translators have to deal 
with problems concerning transfer from oral to written 
text, cohesion of fragmented subtitles, swear words and 
slang, etc. First, an oral text is usually longer than its 
corresponding text written in subtitles. If it is to be a 
traditional “paper” translation there is no problem with the 
lengthening or shortening of the ST in terms of space. 
With screen translation the space is greatly limited and 
therefore the oral text has to be reduced by one-third. 
Second, the subtitling process means that the TT is cut 
into segments of dialogues and distributed on separate 
screens; thus translators experience and produce a level 
of disconnection between segments. To ameliorate the 
fragmentation, the translator should make full use of 
contextual effects and optimal relevance to achieve 
cohesion and coherence between fragmented subtitles 
by taking into account verbal or non-verbal (such as 
image and sound) context.  

Subtitling swear words and dialects, for instance, 
concerns cross-cultural politeness and requires careful 
choice of language. As for the former the translator is 
expected to give full consideration to the target culture 
attitude and then decide proper strategies. As for the 
latter, if the TT is intended for a special group of people 
the translator can borrow their dialect to render the 
original. If the TT is oriented toward the general public in 
a language-culture then the translator may use the 
dialectal elements in the national official language or the 
words in the most influential dialect of the nation-state to 
translate the original dialects. A dialect cannot be 
replaced by the national language. Otherwise the style 
and flavour of the source language would be lost. 

In terms of cultural issues the translator will encounter 
cultural references, cultural presuppositions, intertex-
tuality and humour of the source culture. These will 
trouble the target audience because cultural and inter-
textual information, in many cases, is not only implicit but 
also generally unknown to the target recipient. The 
translator should also follow the principle of optimal 
relevance to explicate the implicit message. Implicit 
message lies at linguistic, pragmatic and cultural levels. 
What matters is that the translator assesses whether this 
message is important to the audience’s holistic compre-
hension and appreciation of the film or TV program. If it is 
not important the translator need not bring it to the 
surface. If it is important the translator may use such 
strategies as addition, reformulation, paraphrase or even 
parenthetical notes to help the recipient get roughly the 
same information as the ST audience does. These 
strategies should take into account the time-space con-
straints of the screen as well as the recipient’s processing 
effort. The ultimate goal is to help audiences obtain 
adequate contextual effects at minimal processing cost. 

Understanding and appreciating humour, in many 
cases, is a big challenge to translators. If a literal ren-
dition cannot convey the sense of  humour  the  translator 
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can resort to dynamic or pragmatic equivalence which, 
anyhow, can not break away from the situational context 
of the humour. The translator is expected to work to 
retain the original humour because its loss is detrimental 
to the audience experiencing the film or TV program in a 
subtle way. 

In terms of cognitive issues the translator has to 
consider such sociological variables as age, level of 
education, reading skills and habits, sex, hearing and 
sight difficulties, especially efficiency, effectiveness and 
appropriateness. Efficiency relates to processing ease in 
the sense that the audience feels at ease in understan-
ding all the subtitles. Effectiveness involves processing 
depth in the sense that the recipient is expected to have 
a thorough comprehension of what is going on in the 
film/program just as the ST audience does. Appro-
priateness concerns the correlation between the TT 
including subtitles, images and sounds, the current 
occasion and the receiver. This is a multi-dimensional 
correspondence. First, subtitles when sub-vocalized by 
the target audience in watching a film or program, should 
achieve synchronization with the original soundtrack (that 
is dubbing), similarity in lip-shape and uniformity in 
rhythm and development of the plot. Second, the 
semantic content of subtitles should closely and tightly 
match the image and sound being presented on screen. 

In a word, an integrated approach to subtitling is aimed 
to integrate Skopos theory, relevance theory and relevant 
knowledge of Media Studies.  

 
 
STRATEGIES AND TECHNIQUES FOR SUBTITLING: 
A CASE STUDY 

 
The film Gone with the Wind, an adaptation of Margaret 
Mitchell’s 1936 novel, produced by David O. Selznick in 
1939, featured such well-known actors as Clark Gable 
(Rhett Butler), Olivia de Havilland (Melanie Wilkes), and 
Leslie Howard (Ashley Wilkes), and made a star of 
actress Vivien Leigh (Scarlett O'Hara). It remains one of 
the most popular and commercially successful films ever 
made. Its main theme, from the Max Steiner score, is 
recognized throughout the world. In its use of colour, 
scene design, and cinematography, it set new standards. 
The film won eight Academy Awards, more than any film 
up to that time. (Hugh, 2008).   

The film relates the story of a rebellious Georgia 
Southern belle named Scarlett O'Hara and her expe-
riences with friends, family, lovers and enemies before, 
during and after the Civil War (Gambier and Henrik 
2001).  

There are quite a few versions of Chinese subtitles. 
Here we will base our discussion on the version by Wang 
Xiaoyin (Amoy, 2006) together with another version by 
Xiao Chan (Dongcong 2008) to study the three types of 
strategies employed to subtitle the film from a RT-based 
functionalist perspective. 

 
 
 
 
Condensation 
 

Subtitling is often referred to as the “art of keeping 
balance”. It is a kind of restricted translation because, as 
mentioned above, in transforming an oral text to a 
corresponding written text the ST words will generally be 
reduced by one-third. Usually, the faster the speech 
speed, the larger the total amount of the words to be 
compressed. “On the basis of a reasonable evaluation of 
the information of the recipient’s cognitive capacity”, the 
translator needs to “omit and delete the information which 
is of little importance or of no relevance to the recipient’s 
cognition in the limited time-space of the screen so as to 
foreground the more relevant information” (Yunxing, 
2001). Due to the particular nature of film as a form of 
mass media some abbreviated and deleted dialogues 
can be compensated and obtained by the audience 
through non-verbal channels such as natural sounds, 
background music or visual channels of the film’s poster 
and pre-released advertising of the trailer. This is an 
advantage for subtitling. In the subtitles of Gone with the 
Wind what is omitted includes : 1) interjections and 
interpersonal markers such as “well”, “Oh”, “I tell you”, 
“you know”, etc.; 2) repetition, information of weak 
relevance and the rapid dialogues on screens of swift 
editing; 3) allusions and culture-specific words beyond 
the audience’s cognitive capacity. Compression mainly 
concerns lengthy and awkward dialogues. Examples: 
 

(1) Ashley: Well, isn’t it enough that you gathered every 
other man’s heart today? You always had mine. You cut 
your teeth on it. 
希礼: 今天你取得那么多男人的心, 还不够吗? 我的心总是你的。 
(2) Scarlett: Why don’t you say it, you coward? You’re 
afraid to marry me. You’d rather live with that silly little 
fool who can’t open her mouth except to say “yes” or 
“no”, and raise a passel of mealy-mouthed brats just like 
her! 
思嘉: 你这个胆小鬼, 不敢娶我。你宁可娶那个听话的傻瓜, 然后生群傻孩子。   
(3) Rhett: If I tried drawing a draft, the Yankees would be 
on me like a duck on a junebug. So you see, my dear, 
you’ve abased yourself to no purpose. 
瑞德: 我一动那一笔钱, 北老就会闻着味追上来。亲爱的, 
你这次真得让自己白白蒙受屈辱了。  
 

In example 1, “you always had mine” means almost the 
same as “you cut your teeth on it.” The latter is more vivid 
but omitted by the translator because, on the one hand, 
no equivalent expression is available in Chinese. On the 
other hand, space constraint forces the translator to 
delete it because on one screen two lines can contain no 
more than 20 Chinese characters. Example 2 relates the 
scene of Scarlett’s passionate expression of her love for 
Ashley, which is rejected. As a result Scarlett becomes 
angry and speaks faster and faster. Fierce quarrels and 
swift edits leave audiences no time for processing all the 
subtitles. So some less important information was omitted 
but  this  omission  does  not  produce  any  barrier  to the 



 
 
 
 
audience’s understanding of the overall story. In example 
3, “be on me like a duck on a junebug” is a slang 
expression. Even if it had been translated completely it 
would have still remained unintelligible to audiences and 
required them to make more effort to process the context. 
It is more appropriate to omit the vehicle in the metaphor 
and just to express its deep meaning concisely as, 
 
 “会闻着味追上来”. 
 
As for the strategy of compression, we can see its use 
clearly in the scene where, after the Civil War breaks out, 
Scarlet works as a nurse in a temporary hospital, with 
wounded confederacy soldiers moaning everywhere. The 
scene switched to a praying priest whose lengthy 
monologue of sermons deepened the miserable atmo-
sphere. Due to the differences in religion and culture the 
Chinese audience can not understand these sermons. 
Therefore, they were compressed as, 
 
 “牧师在读圣经” (The priest is reading the Bible) or “牧师在祷告” 
(The priest is praying).  
 
 

Explication 
 
In human verbal communication information can be 
categorized as explicit and implicit. An explicit message 
is relatively easy to understand while implicit message is 
not. Steiner (2001) makes a wonderful comment on the 
implication as follows: 
 
“Meaning” resides “inside” the words of the source text, 
but to the native reader it is evidently “far more than” the 
sum of dictionary definitions. The translator must 
actualize the implicit “sense”, the denotative, connotative, 
illative, intentional, associative range of significations 
which are implicit in the original, but which it leaves 
undeclared or only partly declared simply because the 
native auditor or reader has an immediate understanding 
of them. The native speaker is at-homeness, largely 
subconscious because inherited and cultural-specific, in 
his native tongue, his long-conditioned immersion in the 
appropriate context of the spoken or written utterance 
make possible the economy, the essential implicitness of 
customary speech and writing. In the transference 
process of translation, the inherence of meanings, the 
compression through context of plural, even contradictory 
significations “into” the original words, get lost in a greater 
or lesser degree. Thus the mechanisms of translation are 
primarily explicative; they explicate (or strictly speaking, 
“explicitate”) and make graphic as much as they can of 
the semantic inherence of the original. The translator 
seeks to exhibit “what is already there”.  

The implication is a universal inherent in human lan-
guage. It is self-evident to native speakers but vague or 
elusive to foreigners. One example is that, two years ago 
a   Chinese   newspaper  reported  that  Chinese  viewers 
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could not appreciate the American blockbuster Troy in 
the sense that they were unable to understand why 
Achilles, an invulnerable hero according to Greek myth, 
was killed by an arrow (Yunxing, 2001). The reason for 
this communicative breakdown is their lack of the 
knowledge about Achilles’ heel which is a kind of implicit 
message for Western audiences who know the story of 
the origin of his invulnerability and his one limitation. 
Relevance theory can be used to deal with this kind of 
information. Through optimal relevance contextual impli-
cations can be derived. But this is just half the battle. 
Derived contextual implication must be made explicit due 
to the cultural differences and the special properties of 
AV products. The audience has no time to process the 
subtitles and the translator cannot use lengthy notes to 
explain cultural or pragmatic references. The only way 
out is to explicate it in a straightforward way.  

The strategy of explication, according to Vinay and 
Darbelnet (1958), refers to the process of introducing 
information into the target language which is present only 
implicitly in the source language, but which can be 
derived from the context or the situation (qtd. in Baker, 
1998). This is in line with Gutt’s suggestion that the 
implicit information which the target reader cannot infer 
from the semantic content due to the contextual 
difference should be transformed to explicit information 
(2000).  Explication contains such methods as addition, 
reformulation, semantic translation, paraphrase, annota-
tion, etc. Certainly annotation cannot be applied to 
subtitling due to the space constraint except for the 
concise parenthetical notes for the deaf and hard-of-
hearing. Examples: 

 
(4) Charles: He refused to fight.  
Ashley: Not quite that Charles. He just refused to take 
advantage of you. 
查尔斯: 他不敢接受我的挑战。  
希礼: 并非如此, 他不过不想占你的便宜。  
(5) Scarlett: Oh, fiddle - dee - dee, Melannie, aren’t things 
bad enough without you talking about dying? 
思嘉: 废话, 媚兰, 事情都到这个地步了, 你还说死呀死呀的。  
(6) Ashley: You can drop the moonlight and magnolia, 
Scartlett. 
希礼: 你能把月亮都说圆了, 思嘉。  
A literal translation of the ST in example (4) would be: 
“查尔斯: 他拒绝 
去打仗。 / 希礼: 不是那样, 他只是不想利用你。”.  
 

Such a translation has a very weak relevance to the 
scene of the dialogue and thus produces a barrier to the 
audience’s understanding of the development of the plot. 
Here the word “fight” does not refer to the impending Civil  
War but to Charles’ challenge to Rhett because the 
former could not stand the latter’s pride and wanted to 
give him a lesson. The Chinese translation makes full use 
of the contextual implications to add the relevant 
background information so as to be in agreement with the 
audience’s  contextual  assumptions.  Example   5    is   a 
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semantic translation, presenting directly the speaker’s 
informative intention and colloquializing the target 
language so as to conform to the situation of the utte-
rance. As for example 6, a literal translation of “drop the 
moonlight and magnolia” would put the audience at a 
loss, and missing the implication that Scarlett told a lie. 
The translator borrowed a pragmatically equivalent 
Chinese expression, 
 
 “把月亮都说圆了” (literally, talk the waning moon into a 
waxing one) to uncover its implication, which is very clear 
and seems like a domesticating translation.  
 
Now let us compare two Chinese versions of one 
dialogue to see the advantage of explication in subtitling. 
 
(7)  Scarlett: I couldn’t let you do anything like that, and 
anyway, it’s done now. 
Ashley: Yes, it’s done now. You wouldn’t let me do 
anything dishonorable yet. You’d sell yourself in marriage 
to a man you didn’t love. 
Chinese version (a)  
思嘉: 我不会让你做那种事, 无论如何, 木已成舟。  
希礼: 是的, 木已成舟, 你不让我做不荣誉的事情, 自己却卖给不爱的婚姻。 
Chinese version (b) 
思嘉: 我不会让你做这种事情的, 不管怎么样, 现在事情已经解决了。  
希礼: 是啊, 解决了。你不让我做任何不名誉的事, 
却允许你把自己卖给一个不爱的人。 
 
By comparing the two versions we find that version (a) is 
not in agreement with the development of the plot though 
it is concise while version (b) is acceptable because it 
employs the strategy of paraphrase. The key in 
translating the ST is to ensure the comprehension of the 
sentence, “it’s done now”. Does it mean that Scarlett 
married a man she did not love and this became a hard 
and unchangeable fact or does it signify that it is a 
relaxed sigh, indicating that anyhow Scarlett, by hook or 
crook, managed to get the 300 dollars to pay Tara’s tax 
and the land was saved. According to the context of the 
story and Scarlett’s feelings at that moment version (2) 
enjoys stronger relevance and thus it is acceptable. 
 
 
Domesticating method 
 
Domesticating translation method is one of the binary 
foreignization-domestication translation strategies pro-
posed by the American TS scholar Lawrence Venuti, 
which can in fact be traced back to Goethe et al. (Wang 
2008). The term means pushing all the things in the ST 
as close as possible to the target language-culture, 
including use of a mode of expression and cultural 
elements that conform to the norms of the target 
language and culture. More specifically, it concerns the 
deletion of culturally specific markers in the ST and 
addition of target cultural references, aiming to “relate the  

 
 
 
 
receptor to modes of behavior relevant with the context of 
his own culture” (Nida, 1964). Foreignizing translation 
goes to the other extreme, trying to keep the foreign 
flavor and therefore breaking the target norms in cases 
where the two language-cultures contradict each other. In 
subtitling foreignization has its Achilles’ heel in that it has 
to use notes to explain difficult cultural elements and it 
may produce unconventional expressions which prevent 
the audience from arriving at an immediate compre-
hension of the TT. These unfavorable factors turn against 
the principle of optimal relevance or against the time-
space constraints of AV products. But domestication 
makes subtitles more familiar, accessible and intelligible 
to the recipient. In other words, culturally and linguistically 
it is much easier for domesticating translators to 
incorporate the TT into the recipient’s world continuum. 
Examples:  
 

(8) Strew: Ah, buddy, of course there’s going to be a war. 
思图: 噢, 哥们, 当然会有战争。 
(9) Scarlet: Well, that’s fine. But I warn you just in case 
you change your mind ... I intend to lock my door. 
思嘉: 好, 那好。不过我先要告诉你, 
为了防止你变卦。我要给我的房门上锁。 
 (10) Ellen: Look at Scarlett, she’s never even noticed 
Charles before, now just because he is your beau, she is 
after him like a hornet! 
爱伦: 看思嘉, 她以前从不多看查尔斯一眼, 现在就因为他是你的男友, 
她就缠着他。  
(11) Scarlett: That man looking at us and smiling. A nasty 
dog. 
思嘉: 那个笑着看我们的人, 真是个丑八怪! 
(12) India: Can’t stand that Scarlett. If you’d see the way 
she throws herself at Ashley. 
英迪亚: 我受不了那个思嘉, 你看她向希礼投怀送抱的样。 
(13) Rhett: I think it’s hard winning a war with words, 
gentleman? 
瑞德: 各位, 我认为纸上谈兵没有什么用。  
(14) Rhett: Don’t flatter yourself, I am not a marrying 
man. 
瑞德: 别自我陶醉了, 我不是个结婚的人。 
 

The word “buddy” in example (8) is informal, chiefly used 
in North America. Here the translator uses the informal 
and colloquial phrase, 
 

 “哥们”(literally, brothers) in Mandarin Chinese to render 
“buddy”, successfully achieving stylistic equivalence and 
making Chinese audiences feel close and natural. In 
examples (9), (10) and (11) the words, 
 

 “变卦”, “缠着他” and “丑八怪” perform similar functions.  
 
The translator gives up the metaphors in (10) and (11) 
and simply uses every-day expressions to express their 
implied meanings. Examples (12), (13) and (14) 
demonstrate a common domesticating translation method 
– use of  four-character  expressions  in  Chinese.  These  



 
 
 
 
expressions are the remains of ancient Chinese, carrying 
a heavy load of cultural connotations. Almost behind 
each of them there is a folk tale, a legend or an allusion. 
There are a fair amounts of such expressions in 
contemporary Chinese. They are balanced in structure, 
concise in expression and metaphoric in meaning. 
Chinese people like to use and hear them in daily life. 
Their use can deal with the time-space constraints in 
screen translation, bridge the cultural gap between the 
audience and the film and increase the artistic effects of 
language.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Relevance theory suggests that in subtitling the translator 
be expected to help the audience obtain adequate 
contextual effects at minimal processing cost, which 
means addition, paraphrase, reformulation, notes – the 
common methods of explication, have to be used to let 
the audience reach the implicit message in the ST with 
no effort. The use of these techniques often means the 
lengthening of the TT which goes against the space-time 
constraints of AV products. So the translator is supposed 
to hold back the degree of explication to avoid producing 
any unjustifiable processing burden for the recipient. 

On the other hand, Skopos theory requires the tran-
slator to focus on the function of the TT. Subtitling 
subtitles are merely part of an AV product which may be 
treated as a heterogeneous text. They perform a partial 
function of the product – making the verbal message and 
some non-verbal message such as the sound of a 
doorbell accessible to the audience. In order to achieve 
this partial function the translator has to consider the 
audience’s situation and cultural background, and then, 
together with relevance theory and within the scope of 
the given conditions of AV products helps the recipient 
experience a film or TV program as the ST audience 
does by employing various kinds of strategies and 
techniques such as compensation, explication and 
domestication.  
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