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The implications of new censorship theory: Conformity and resistance of
subtitle translators in China
Lu Yan’, University of Geneva

ABSTRACT

Censorship penetrates the decisions made about multilingual communication in an age defined by
technification, digitisation and ‘Internetisation’. Rather than perceiving censorship solely as a repressive
action externally exerted on subjects, this article explores its productive nature in the hands of new
censorship theory in both official and non-official contexts. At its outset, the article presents the Chinese
government’s legal control over the media landscape, casting a shadow over the subtitling industry’s
present policies. It then examines three self-censorship practices of subtitle translators, based on in-
depth interviews and questionnaires conducted with professional and non-professional subtitle
translators in state media, media localisation companies and fan-subtitling teams. Subtitle translators,
under the impact of explicit and implicit regulations imposed by state actors and structural mechanisms
of control, either conform to or circumvent and challenge these regulations. Productive censorship can
shape the knowledge and opinions, foster extensive discussions, inspire innovative translation
strategies, create fresh lexicons, and enhance the marketability of audiovisual products to a wider
audience.
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1. Introduction

Censorship is a pervasive occurrence that exists in all countries and throughout history,
but with variations (Kuhiwczak, 2009; Mercks, 2007). The fear of diminishing authority
through the exposure of “speech, book, play, film, state secret or whatever” (Green,
2005, p. xviii), compels authoritative censors to interfere with the process of free
communication, and impose detrimental and coercive sanctions for non-compliance
and dangerous thoughts. Censorship intervenes in the realm of individuals’ voluntary
actions within civil society (Cohen & Arato, 1992) and possesses the ability to “block,
manipulate, and control cross-cultural interaction in various ways” (Billiani, 2020, p. 56)
in translation. Therefore, ongoing scholarly analysis portrays censorship as repressive
interventions by political authorities, which distort and bias the original material in
audiovisual translation (Alfaro de Carvalho, 2012; Diaz Cintas, 2019; Gutiérrez Lanza,
2002; lzwaini, 2015, 2017; Khoshsaligheh & Ameri, 2016; Mereu, 2012).

Postmodern critics critique the traditional concept of censorship, in which the censor
is externally placed upon the censored, due to its repressive and authoritative nature.
The proliferation of global trade and international communications in the process of
neo liberalisation has loosened the government’s formal role, making the influence of
hidden kinds of social and cultural control more noticeable in the postmodern present.
As Merkle observed, “the covert censorship at work in the free democracies of late
modernity characterised by expanding globalisation, though at times more difficult to
detect, is nonetheless, at times insidiously, pervasive” (2002, p. 10). Instead of acting
as external and repressive forces, the various forms of censorial power might
unexpectedly stimulate a substantial surge in conversations and debates, foster new
discourses and construct knowledge (see e.g., Foucault, 1976/1978; Gilbert, 2013;
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Loseff, 1984; Patterson, 1984; Simon, 2015). Hence, it is imperative to accept more
contemporary approaches of censorship that defies the established boundaries of
censorship.

Censorship, as conceived by new censorship theory, exercises control over all aspects
of the audiovisual translation practices, either through direct and explicit legal acts by
the state or through the invisible cultural and social impact of nonstate actors. The
study initially presents the government’s legislative authority over the media landscape
and casts a shadow over the current policies implemented in the subtitling industry.
Based on in-depth interviews and questionnaires conducted with professional and
non-professional subtitle translators in state media, media localisation companies and
fan-subtitling teams, it subsequently examines how the ‘new censorship’ emanating
from diffuse and decentred forms of power serves as a productive force in audiovisual
translation within both official and non-official settings. It also discusses three self-
censorship practices adopted by subtitle translators to either conform to or circumvent
and challenge these regulations.

Censorship can be seen as a productive force that generates new discourses and
constructs knowledge in both professional and non-professional contexts. The state
media’s stated regulations, influenced by political ideologies, shape the knowledge
and opinions of professional translators and the general public. Professional
translators typically comply with censorship restrictions and faithfully convey prevailing
discourses to the broader audience. Unlike professional translators, fansubbing
translators are subject to quieter and more intangible forms of censorship, which are
reinforced by cultural and social actors. These forms of censorship can provoke
conversations and debates about sensitive topics, enhance the marketability of
audiovisual products to a wider audience, motivate translators to develop more
innovative and nuanced translation strategies, and generate unique translation styles,
as well as introduce new vocabularies. Fansubbing translators adeptly circumvent and
challenge censorship to magnify marginalised ideologies.

2. Methodology

An investigation was carried out to examine the subtitling workflow in professional and
fan-based settings in China between June 2022 and October 2023. The study
employed a combination of semi-structured interviews and questionnaires to gather
data from 33 translators with a minimum of one year of expertise in subtitling. The
participants were selected from one state media outlet, one media localisation
company and two fan-subtitling teams. A total of 31 valid questionnaires were collected
online from fan-subtitling Team A and B, consisting of 14 questionnaires from Team A
and 17 questionnaires from Team B. At the time of questionnaire, the 31 participants
had between one and five years of experience in subtitling. Table 1 displays the data
collected from conducting interviews with four translators. The interviews were
conducted using a combination of online and in-person approaches, lasting between
60 and 90 minutes at most. Two translators not only served as translators, but also
played roles in establishing the organisations. With extensive experience, the two co-
founders possess specialised expertise in evaluating subtitle translations and have a
thorough comprehension of the subtitling industry as a whole.
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Translator | Experience at | Roles Employment | Interview frequency
first Interview
A 5 years Translator | State media | 2 online and in-person
interviews
B 11 years Translator, | Media 1 in-person interview
Co-founder | localisation
company
C 1 year Translator | Fan-subtitling | 1 online interview
Team A
D 9 years Translator, | Fan-subtitling | 6 in-person interviews
Co-founder | Team B

Table 1. Translator interview data.

The questionnaires and interviews were conducted in a semi-structured manner. Upon
the consent, the questions were customised based on the participant’s role as either
a translator or a member of management. The questions posed to the translators
primarily focused on their demographic characteristics, expertise in subtitling, the
subtitling procedure, positions and duties, perspectives on the review procedure,
strategies employed by translators in navigating censorship, and utilisation of machine
translation. The purpose of these inquiries was to uncover the fundamental reasons of
translators to either adhere to or challenge prevailing ideologies. The two co-founders
received additional inquiries on the review procedure, potential interference with the
work of translators, and the level of tolerance towards sensitive matters. The objective
was to depict a comprehensive overview of the subtitling industry and to enhance
comprehension of how censorship exerts varying affects at various organisational
levels. The interviews and questionnaires were made anonymous. The respondents’
comments were somewhat altered to ensure the protection of their identities as well
as the identities of the individuals or organisations they referred to.

3. China’s state legal control in the film industry

The audiovisual media are manipulated by the state to demonstrate prominent
ideological attributes and bolster their political power. The consensus among Chinese
authorities and academics is that the national image should be marketed through the
media rather than solely relying on societal development or diplomatic promotion
(Shambaugh, 2013, p. 168). The state exercises paramount authority in defining the
prevailing ideology through film dissemination in China. The China Film Administration,
under the Publicity Department of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of
China, holds the highest administrative power in the realm of film administration. In
March 2018, it assumed the role that was formerly held by the State Administration of
Radio, Film, and Television (SARFT). The government’s increased authority over the
film industry is seen in this political move.

The authorities enforce pre-release censorship, or licensing and post-release
censorship, on foreign films at every stage of the process, including importation,
translation, and distribution. The government has enforced rigorous regulations to
restrict the importation of foreign films and to foster and endorse domestic films.
Foreign films must undergo pre-release censorship and obtain a licence before their
release. The Regulations on the Administration of Movies (2001) stipulates that films
must undergo review by the audiovisual authorities before importation and obtain a /2
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N2 AT ['Film public screening license’]. The Translation Bureau of the Import
and Export Branch of China Film Group Corporation (CFGC) oversees the translation
of foreign films (Jia & Qiao, 2004, p. 22). The Import and Export Branch of CFGC
mandates that foreign films released in cinemas must be subtitled or dubbed by the
four state studios including Shanghai Film Dubbing Studio, Changchun Film Dubbing
Studio, Dubbing Studio of China Film Group Corporation and August First Film Studio
(Entertainment Capital Theory, 2015). At present, there are four state-owned and
private companies that specialise in subtitling imported films for public screenings: the
Film Translation Company of Changchun Film Group Corporation, the Shanghai Film
Translation Studio, Transn and Besteasy. In addition, foreign films can be dubbed and
subtitled by the international division of China Central Television (CCTV from now on)
at the CCTV Art and Literature Centre, and thereafter aired on CCTV 6 (CCTV movie
channel) and CCTV 8 (CCTV TV Plays Channel). The formal protocols for importing
foreign films are intricate and require a significant amount of time (Zhang, 2017). The
prescribed protocol for subtitled foreign films is outlined as follows (Chen, 2014):

[nitial subtitles
with annotation Initial review Approval for
of offensive (SARFT) import
dialogues

Final review n';:.f:::]'liljlfli:lﬁ'u Subiitling
(SARFT and ' 'm!;sillia'* = i Professional
CFGC) y - companics)
content

Figure 1. Official procedure for subtitled foreign films (author’s own; adapted from Chen,
2014).

According to Article 16 in the Provisional Regulations on Qualification Access for Film
Enterprises (2004), the importation and distribution of films are solely overseen by film
import companies that have received approval from the SARFT. In practice, the Import
and Export Branch of CFGC is the sole film import business company designated by
the SARFT. The Distribution and Exhibition Branch of CFGC and Huaxia Film
Distribution Co., Ltd. jointly undertake the distribution of imported films (Liu, 2008).

Many other countries have clear and explicit censoring rules for films. The duration of
a kissing scene is clearly stipulated in the Production Code, sometimes referred to as
the Hays or Breen Code, for major Hollywood studios (Maltby, 1993). China’s rigorous
cinema censorship is a result of the absence of a film rating system, which seeks to
safeguard children from potentially dangerous content and enhance the options
available to adults (Williams, 2015). In China, film censorship has been recognised as
being notably “inconsistent, arbitrary, and unpredictable” and the policies tend to be
written in purposefully vague and ambiguous language (Xiao, 2013, p. 125). The Film
Industry Promotion Law (2016) is the inaugural legislation that governs the Chinese
film industry and cultural sector (Wu, 2019, p. 160). The 10 restrictions on film content
offer more detailed information compared to the previous restrictions outlined in the
Regulations on the Administration of Movies (2001). Nevertheless, it maintains a
certain level of uncertainty. Determining how to deal with offensive content for film
subtitle translators has long been a challenging issue. The lack of clearly stipulated
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rules defining what constitutes ‘offensive’ for Chinese sensitivities, the constraints from
Chinese linguistics, ideology, culture and cognition, and the potential risk of having a
product banned by censors may encourage film translators to perform a very strict
form of self-censorship. Professional subtitle translators often make their translations
oblique by adopting drastic techniques like as deletion, substitution, generalisation,
and omission when dealing with content that involves sex, violence, or politically and
socially sensitive topics in films (Li, 2012; Wang, 2020; Zhang, 2004).

4. Implications of new censorship theory on China’s subtitle translation

The new approach to understanding censorship, termed ‘new censorship theory’ by
Matthew Bunn (2015), has not gained prominence, as the liberal conception of
censorship was widely accepted until the 1980s. Postmodern critics challenge the
conventional understanding of censorship as an act “externally imposed upon a
subject” (Butler, 1998, p. 247), overlooking “the very multiplicity and complexities of
censorship” (Burt, 1993, p. 12). The contemporary conceptualisation of censorship,
influenced by the work of Michel Foucault and Pierre Bourdieu, emphasises its diverse,
ubiquitous, and constructive nature. It seeks to redefine the impact and manifestations
of censorship and incorporate the concept of structural or constitutive forms of
censorship. Censorship can be seen “broadly as a mechanism for legitimating and
delegitimating access to discourse” (Burt, 1993, p. 12), existing among a dispersion of
regulatory actors including governmental entities and diverse structural manifestations
of power, such as “the market, deeply ingrained cultural norms, linguistic rules, and
other impersonal limitations on acceptable communication” (Bunn, 2015, p. 27).
Furthermore, censorship is both prohibitive and productive, as it “generates discourse
as much as it inhibits it” (Gilbert, 2013, p. 4).

Subtitle translators are situated in wide-ranging networks of heterogeneous powers
and control. These heterogeneous forms of censorship, reinforced by governmental,
cultural, and social actors, might productively aid in the process of subtitle translation
while simultaneously causing prohibitive effects. In the subsequent section, | delineate
three self-censorship practices observed in both professional and amateur subtitle
translators as they navigate complex forms of censorship, both within and beyond the
scope of governmental regulation of audiovisual communications.

4.1. Internalising ‘political correctness’

In accordance with government regulations, the state media prioritise political
correctness and actively promotes a positive national image to the audience. It has
established specific procedures and guidelines to ensure adherence to these
principles in translation. As an illustration, the translation guidelines in the state media
incorporate explicit instructions for the translation of geographic names, highlighting
the importance of thorough deliberation due to the political scrutiny criteria. The
primary concerns are on China’s sovereignty, coupled by additional anxieties on the
potential repercussions of bringing shame to China, as outlined below:

e Use the Chinese Mainland, never Mainland China.
e Use Taiwan, Taiwan Island or Taiwan Region.
o Taiwan authorities, not Taiwan government officials.
o Taiwan leader XXX or the leader of the Taiwan region, not Taiwan
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president

e Whenever Taiwan, Hong Kong or Macao is involved in a group or collection of
countries, use countries and regions.

o WTO members, not WTO countries (as Macao, Hong Kong and Taiwan
are also members).

o APEC Informal Leadership Meeting or APEC Leaders Meeting — not
APEC Summit or APEC Summit Meeting. APEC Financial Summit is
acceptable since this only involves financial ministers.

e On anniversaries involving Macao and Hong Kong — simply say the xth
anniversary of their ‘return to China’. Not ‘return to Chinese sovereignty’, or
‘return to Chinese rule’. ‘Return to the Motherland’ is acceptable as a direct
quote.

e Hong Kong or Macao residents or compatriots — not Hong Kong or Macao
citizens. (‘Compatriots’ is acceptable only if the person speaking is Chinese,
which usually limits it to soundbites.)

e Macao’s GAMING industry, not Macao’s gambling industry.

¢ Normally use ‘overseas funded businesses/enterprises’ but not ‘foreign funded

businesses/enterprises’, as much of the investment in the Chinese mainland

comes from Hong Kong.

o Use caution with foreign investors when related to the Chinese mainland.
Use overseas investors when investment comes from Hong Kong,
Macao and Taiwan.

In international sporting events, use the term Chinese Taipei team but not

Taiwan team.

Translator A stated that the translations underwent the triple review process within the
state media outlet where Translator A is employed:

Initially, foreign experts, either employed by the state media or external sources, scrutinise the
translations. Subsequently, Chinese specialists affiliated with Xinhua News Agency, the leading
media conglomerate in China, conduct a second round of evaluation. Finally, the translations
undergo additional examination by higher-ranking individuals within the same department.

Translator B further explained that the state media employed Artificial Intelligence (Al)
technology to detect sensitive content throughout the filtering process. However,
translator B was unable to provide a specific catalogue of content censored by Al. It is
noteworthy that Translator B’s media localisation company, although privately owned,
is one of the outsourcing contractors providing audiovisual translation services for the
state media. Translator B, a co-founder of this media localisation company, serves in
a dual capacity as both a translator and a supervisor, internalising the policy, engaging
in voluntary self-censorship and overseeing employees’ compliance. When speaking
about the censorship policies in state media, translator B underscored the importance
of engaging in meaningful discussions with specialists in state media regarding
accurate translations: “for instance, in the phrase ‘the Yellow River floods’, the term
‘flood’ can be inaccurately rendered as ;2% ['run rampant] because of the revered
status of the Yellow River as the mother river in Chinese culture”, emphasising a focus
on accurate translation rather than censorship, removing himself from censorship
questions. In addition to voluntary self-censorship, translator B must exercise
involuntary self-censorship due to the arbitrary nature of the policy:
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Despite my thorough examination of potential sensitivities, unforeseen sensitivities are
occasionally flagged by censors. For instance, a former government official implicated in an
audiovisual product broadcasted on a state-owned local TV channel led to the prohibition of
subtitles and scenes featuring the official.

Furthermore, the interviews conducted with Translator A and B reveal the presence of
dissent, which is affected by market factors. Both translators exhibit a minor
disagreement over the translation policy from the audience’s standpoint:

Chinese specialists at Xinhua News Agency commonly utilise a careful and cautious approach
in their translation work. Nevertheless, both | and foreign experts convey the notion that this
approach presents challenges for viewers in comprehending the information completely
(Translator A).

The potent “propaganda” included in audiovisual content leads to a decline in foreign audience
engagement, resulting in a significantly low viewership rate in international markets (Translator
B).

In official contexts, the two translators are required to adhere to ‘political correctness’
and are prohibited from any negative elements that could impact the state, as stated
in the translation guidelines. The explicit act of censorship gradually forms their
translation beliefs, which then become ingrained as an internalised ‘habitus’ (to use
Bourdieu’s term). The translation beliefs structure translators’ everyday translation
practices, influence their translation decisions, and foster their self-censorship
practices. In the given instance of the Yellow River, the translator maintained the
favourable portrayal of the Yellow River without specific regulations. Bourdieu
articulates the concept of automatic censorship: “when each agent has nothing to say
apart from what he is objectively authorised to say: in this case, he does not even have
to be his own censor because he is, in a way, censored once and for all, through the
forms of perception and expression that he has internalised and which impose their
form on all his expressions” (1982/1991, p. 138). The official translators ultimately
reproduce dominant discourses mandated by political ideologies, which impact a wider
audience and facilitate their spread in the public sphere through the state media.
Placing an undue emphasis on national interests and boundaries excessively
prioritising national interests and boundaries might potentially undermine the interests
of the audience, market advantages, and the precision of translations.

4.2. Enforcing market censorship

Bourdieu’s concept of censorship extends beyond the state as the exclusive agent,
encompassing the use of euphemising in line with the established norms in the field
where people communicate. Privatising cultural production transforms
‘commodification into an instrument of censorship” (Burt, 1994, p. Xi), which holds
greater influence than state repressive censorship under neoliberalism: the inability to
reproduce copyrighted audiovisual products online hinders the availability of free
audiovisual communications; distributors selectively distribute audiovisual products
considered ‘safe’, effectively censoring controversial or confrontational content that
could potentially affect the number of views. This form of censorship, named “market
censorship”, dependent on “anticipated profits and/or support for corporate values and
consumerism” (Jansen, 2010, p. 13), can be seen as a form of deeply embedded and
pervasive structural censorship under conditions of private control of audiovisual
production. Subtitle translators opt to self-censor when viewers exert a disturbing
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influence or when a relatively small number of major audiovisual content creators (e.g.,
Disney, Netflix, and Sony) and distributors (e.g., TV stations, theatres, and media
platforms) are given an even more specific type of censorious power. In the case of
Frozen Il, Disney asked Youyou Zhang, a professional subtitle translator at Shanghai
Film Dubbing Studio, to employ a “de-modernisation” strategy in the translation,
minimising the use of currently popular language trends (Yuan, 2019).

The advent of new media and technology has brought about a significant change in
the dynamics between local and global influences, leading to the disruption of
conventional power structures for information dissemination. An exemplary instance
of this transition is the emergence of ‘We Media’, which enables Internet users to
actively participate in the production and distribution of news and information (Bowman
& Willis, 2003). The rise of audiovisual translation (AVT) via Internet activism,
commonly referred to as fansubbing, garnered considerable interest in the 1980s and
has been the focus of extensive research since the late 1990s. Perceived as “marginal,
peripheral and ‘improper” (Dwyer, 2018, p. 436), fan translators have the potential to
challenge the “narratives circulated by the media elites and the sociopolitical structures
they represent” (Pérez-Gonzalez, 2010, p. 271). The emergence of fansubbing in
China in 2001 (Yan & Chen, 2016) can be attributed to the complex and time-
consuming procedures and strict censorship of importing foreign audiovisual content,
as well as the inadequate quality of official translations (Jiang, 2020). The government
has adopted a permissive stance towards non-profit fansubbing groups under the
Copyright Law (2020), which allows for the utilisation of a copyrighted work for
personal educational purposes, research, or self-amusement without the need to seek
permission or provide compensation to the copyright holder (Article 24). Foreign
audiovisual property owners are filing an increasing number of lawsuits for copyright
violation related to fansubbing. Consequently, the authorities have enacted multiple
measures to curb the practice of fansubbing. The Regulations on the Administration
of Internet Audiovisual Products (2007) mandates that internet audiovisual products
must possess a licence issued by the competent body for radio, film, and television.
Since 2005, the National Copyright Administration, the Cyberspace Administration of
China, Ministry of Industry and Information Technology, and the Ministry of Public
Security have initiated the yearly #2/// [‘Sword at the Internet campaign’] to combat
online infringement and piracy.

Once fansubbed audiovisual products flow into the market, they become subject to the
limitations implicitly imposed by market forces. Mainstream media platforms have the
ability to censor fansubbing groups by selectively filtering or restricting the distribution
of specific contents, genres, or forms of audiovisual output and more or less ensure
its financial failure. Fansubbing groups strive to distribute their work on mainstream
media platforms such as Bilibili, Youku, or IQIYI in order to acquire a wider audience,
enhance their popularity, and ultimately achieve financial success by generating
revenue through advertisements or paid translation services. Translator D from Team
B said that Bilibili previously let fansubbing groups create accounts and freely submit
subtitled audiovisual content. However, the current circumstances have undergone a
shift. Bilibili manages all comprehensive audiovisual content and requires its audience
to purchase a subscription in order to access the whole range of audiovisual products.
Baidu Netdisk’s cloud service, which was previously employed by numerous fan-based
groups to store and distribute their audiovisual materials as a method to circumvent
media platform censorship, is currently being monitored for potentially sensitive
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information.

Amateur translators in non-official contexts practise self-censorship based on taken-
for-granted beliefs due to the absence of direct government enforcement and explicit
policies. These beliefs are reinforced by hidden forms of power and domination
including societal norms disseminated by the media and education, public consensus,
deeply ingrained communal beliefs, and the marketplace. The translation guidelines in
Fan-subtitling Team A and B primarily emphasise the criteria for subtitle formats and
technical instructions, with less emphasis on translation requirements. Team A’s
translation guideline prioritises the task of enticing viewers. The translators should
improve their understanding of the content and context, render translations in
languages that are both humorous and trendy, and avoid literal translations. This
approach will produce products with wide appeal among the audience. Regarding
sensitivities, Translator C from Team A indicated that “when there are uncertainties
about sensitivities, | would consult with a member of the management team who is
also one of the founders for help”. Translator D from Team B also stated that there
were few constraints on translation. The members of management engaged in
discussions regarding the appropriate handling of sensitive terms. Translator D
disclosed that:

A supervisor, who is also a member of management, is assigned the responsibility of
overseeing an audiovisual product. The management members engage in discussions in their
WeChat group regarding methods whenever harsh discourses about China are present in the
original texts.

The management members have divergent perspectives on these taken-for-granted
beliefs about sensitivities, resulting in varying levels of self-censorship between Team
A and Team B. As an illustration, the term ‘China’ is exclusively addressed in
discussions of members of management in Team B when it pertains to unfavourable
subject matter. By way of comparison, Team A filters the term ‘China’ in all audiovisual
materials using asterisks to mitigate potential complications. Moreover, sensitive
countries or regions are translated into alternate names in order to bypass censorship
on China’s media platforms. For instance, the term ‘the United States’ is rendered as
ZETE or JEEF [‘the beautiful country’] instead of using the term Z£/#, which is the
accurate translation of ‘the United States’. According to Loseff (1984) and Gilbert
(2013), writers adeptly use ‘Aesopian’ language in contemporary Russian literature
and a variety of narrative strategies in the nineteenth-century British novels to evade
the rules of censorship. Similarly, the insidious forms of censorship imposed by socially
structured forces on fansubbing translators are not merely a suppression and
restriction of translations. Instead, these limitations foster extensive discussions
among management members and compel translators to develop more innovative and
nuanced translation strategies to navigate the restrictions. As a result, unique
translation styles are formed, and new vocabularies are generated.

4.3. Resisting social censorship

Power and resistance are intertwined. “Where there is power, there is resistance, and
yet, or rather consequently, this resistance is never in a position of exteriority in relation
to power” (Foucault, 1976/1978, p. 95). Subtitle translators, motivated by both internal
and external factors, strive to negotiate the balance of asymmetrical power and
‘produce counter-hegemonic discourses and forms of resistance in translations”
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(Bianchi, 2022, p. 64). They defy the censorship that establishes and marginalises
discursive practices in subtitle translation. For example, as observed by Zhang (2015),
the multilingual films and TV dramas in local dialects have made significant
advancements, garnering positive reception from local audiences, and achieving
extraordinarily high audience ratings amidst policies promoting standard Mandarin.

The lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex (LGBTI) community in China has
faced social and legal marginalisation. Despite the abolition of the homosexual
punishment in the Criminal Law (1997), the Chinese government has not yet legalised
the rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex (LGBTI) people. The
institutionalised injustice against sexual and gender minority people remains prevalent
in China. The media authorities have never explicitly prohibited the narratives and
representations that depict homosexual themes in the audiovisual products.
Nevertheless, the Internet Audiovisual Programme Content Review Regulations (2017)
issued by China Netcasting Services Association under the STARF classifies
homosexuality as deviant sexual relationships and behaviours that involve the creation
of obscene and pornographic content, as well as vulgar and low-quality entertainment.
If internet audiovisual programmes feature content or situations portraying
homosexuality, they ought to be altered or removed prior to being broadcasted. If there
are significant problems, the programme should not be broadcast in its whole.
Furthermore, “Births continued their precipitous post-2016 decline — now down by
more than 50 percent in just eight years” (Kirkegaard, 2024), hindering the national
development. Thus, the fertility-encouraging practices in public discourses such as
education and media, effectively shapes individuals’ unfavourable perception of LGBTI
individuals, even in the absence of direct measures to suppress it.

Nevertheless, individuals, particularly the younger generation, have concealed interest
in and desire for sexual and gender diversity. The ‘Being LGBTI in China: A National
Survey on Social Attitudes towards Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity and Gender
Expression’ (United Nations Development Programme, 2016) is the largest national
survey conducted in China on sexual and gender diversity issues. Although social
homophobia persists in China, the survey conducted with almost 30,000 respondents,
primarily born in the 1990s (77.0%), indicates that a substantial majority hold a
generally open and accepting attitude towards sexual and gender diversity. The
changing attitudes of young people may contribute to the increasing prevalence of
audiovisual content featuring sexual and gender diversity in entertainment and artistic
works in recent years. Fan-subtiting Team A primarily produces audiovisual content
centred around male homosexuality. Based on Figure 1, the analysis of the gender
identity and expression, and age group of the 14 samples in Team A reveals that the
majority of fansubbers in the sample are young females.
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Figure 2. Demographics of the questionnaire sample in Team A.

In China, women constitute the main target audience for homosexual audiovisual
content, as their sexuality is considered to be much more fluid compared to men’s.
Kanazawa (2017) suggests that women “may have been evolutionarily selected to be
sexually fluid in order to allow them to have sex with their cowives in polygynous
marriage” (p. 1253).

The dynamic character of the media landscape exemplified by the transition from VHS
tapes, DVD and VCD, Blu-ray, to streaming (Diaz Cintas & Remael, 2021) has
facilitated the growth of machine translation. The widespread use of machine
translation as an external factor greatly aids in the translation of subtitles, hence
promoting the advancement of Team A. The statistics in the questionnaires indicate
that the pilot language from which audiovisual products are translated in Team A is
predominantly English, as shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 3. Pilot languages from which audiovisual products are translated in Team A.

Translator C, an English translator in Team A, stated that the gay-themed audiovisual
items in Team A predominantly originated from Southeast Asia. Due to the difficulty in
finding translators skilled in these Southeast Asian languages, the sources written in
these languages were initially translated into English using machine translation.
Afterwards, they were given to English translators. Translator C explained that the
marginalised and subordinate homosexual content in Team A set them apart from
other competitive fansubbing groups and made them marketable to a wider audience.
This may also be interpreted as a strategic choice to accumulate market capital and
distinguish themselves in a highly competitive cultural field. Team A capitalises on the
controversy surrounding its products and gains advantages from the oppressive
censorship.

China’s covert social censorship of the LGBTI community serves as a prime example
of the “incitement to discourse” described by Foucault (1976/1978, p. 17). Itis currently
transforming LGBTI into a topic of discussion, catalysing appropriate discussions and
rekindling significant attention. A surge of audiovisual products related to LGBTI can
be attributed to several factors. Firstly, it is debt to fundamental intellectual
developments of young and well-educated translators, such as the evolving
psychological self-perception of individuals in terms of gender identity and their
growing acceptance of sexual diversity. Additionally, the emergence of new media,
machine translation and technologies has also contributed to the proliferation of such
content. The fan translators adeptly harness the sensitive attributes of LGBTI to
respond to the heightened curiosity and interest of the audience, and amass market
capital, which can be seen as one benefit of censorship in aiding subtitle translation.
Censorship “does not necessarily lead to the disappearance of any assertion of
autonomy so long as the collective capital of specific traditions, original institutions
(clubs, journals, etc.) and their own models is sufficiently great” (Bourdieu, 1992/1996,
p. 381). Fansubbing groups can maintain a certain level of autonomy in opposing
censorship when they possess robust cultural capital (such as advanced education),
social capital (such as fan communities) and economic capital (such as market force).
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5. Conclusions

Drawing on new censorship theory, which challenges the common liberal claims that
censorship is merely prohibitive, this research examines the collaborative influence of
governmental repression, as well as structural and impersonal forms of control on the
self-censorship of subtitle translators in China. These opposing and centrifugal forces
at work paradoxically impact audiovisual translation, both prohibitive and productive,
leading to decisions whether to conform to or circumvent and challenge these
regulations.

Subtitle translators employ three distinct self-censorship practices, which vary in their
level of subordination to heterogeneous powers depending on their position within the
industry. The explicit and evident censorship of adhering to ‘political correctness’ and
prioritising maintaining a positive national image, as mandated by state legal control,
forms the translation beliefs of the professional translators in the official contexts.
These beliefs become deeply ingrained as an internalised ‘habitus’. The regulations in
the state media shape the knowledge and opinions of professional translators and the
general public. Political censorship takes precedence in official contexts, so
compromising the interests of the audience, market benefits, and the accuracy of
translations. Different from official translators, fansubbing translators are regulated by
quieter and more intangible forms of censorship including market, ingrained collective
consciousness, and other social forces of new media, machine translation and
technologies. These forms of censorship can inadvertently lead to a substantial surge
in conversations and debates revolving around forbidden topics, enhance the
marketability of audiovisual products to a wider audience, as well as compel translators
to develop more innovative and nuanced translation strategies. As a result, unique
translation styles are formed, and new vocabularies are introduced. Censorship can
be seen as a productive force that generates new discourses and constructs
knowledge in both professional and non-professional contexts. Professional
translators tend to adhere to censorship regulations and reproduce dominant
discourses mandated by political ideologies. Fansubbing translators adeptly
circumvent and challenge censorship to magnify marginalised ideologies.

China’s policies have not kept pace with the long-standing history of practices in
audiovisual translation. The audiovisual industry suffers from a dearth of conventions
and procedures. Moreover, the structural forms of censorship exert a more significant
impact on subtitle translators as a result of the vague and ambiguous language in the
state censorship policies. There is a need for more specific policies in the subtitling
sector in China to limit subtitle translators from engaging in subtle and implicit forms
of structural censorship throughout their evaluation process.
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