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1. Introduction

Abstract

This paper conducts a longitudinal, corpus-based analysis of the translation strate-
gies for taboo language in the Chinese subtitles of the American TV series Shame-
less (2011-2021). It reveals a significant evolutionary trend in subtitling practices
within the Chinese digital media landscape by quantitatively examining 1,439 in-
stances of the profanities “fuck,” “shit,” and “hell” (including their variants) across
Season 1 (2011), Season 6 (2016), and Season 11 (2021). A dramatic increase in
the use of omission as a strategy, rising from 5.7% in 2011 to a staggering 44.0%
in 2021, reflects a growing tendency towards cultural filtering and self-censorship.
Conversely, the softening strategy, dropping from a notable 28.2% to a meager
6.8%, indicates a strategic polarization towards either maintaining the original illo-
cutionary force or complete elision. Pragmatic correspondence remained a core
strategy but saw a decline in the final season. This strategic shift is a multifaceted
phenomenon, driven by the evolving norms of digital platforms, heightened regu-
latory pressures in China (e.g., the “Clean Net” campaign), and the adaptive choices
made by the fan-subtitling community (specifically, YYeTs). This paper provides
empirical evidence for the dynamic nature of translation norms in a globalized con-
text and offers critical insights for translation practitioners and the development of
Al-driven translation tools.
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The digital media globalization has transformed audiovisual translation (AVT), especially subtitling, into a pivotal
channel for cross-cultural communication. In this field, translating taboo language remains a long-standing and intri-
cate challenge. Profanity, deeply rooted in the source culture, possesses strong emotional significance and illocution-
ary power that cannot be simply transferred linguistically (Ljung, 2011). The strategies adopted to translate such
language in subtitles not only measure the translator’s linguistic and cultural proficiency but also mirror the values,
norms, and regulatory environment of the target society (Diaz-Cintas & Remael, 2020).

The American TV series Shameless, known for realistically depicting a dysfunctional working-class family, is
notable for its abundant and genuine use of taboo language. Its ten-year run, from 2011 to 2021, coincides with a
period of significant change in China’s digital ecosystem, characterized by changing regulatory policies, evolving
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audience sensitivities, and the rise and fall of influential fan-subtitling groups. Thus, a longitudinal study of its subtitle
translation can provide a dynamic understanding of how translation practices adapt to a changing socio-political
environment.

Although there is a considerable amount of research on profanity translation (Valdeon, 2020), most studies are
synchronic, concentrating on a single text or a specific moment. Moreover, many analyses are qualitative and lack
the empirical support of large-scale data. This paper aims to address this gap by conducting a quantitative, longitudi-
nal analysis of the Chinese subtitles for Shameless. By examining the translation of three high-frequency profani-
ties—fuck, shit, and hell (including variants)}—in Season 1 (2011), Season 6 (2016), and Season 11 (2021), this paper
attempts to answer the following research questions:

RQ 1: What evolutionary trends do the distribution of translation strategies (i.e., pragmatic correspondence, sof-
tening, omission) for taboo language in the Chinese subtitles of Shameless show over the past decade?

RQ 2: Are there noticeable differences in the strategic evolution of translating profanities with different levels of
offensiveness and cultural specificity (e.g., the aggressive nature of “fuck” compared to the religious-cultural mean-
ing of “hell”)?

RQ 3: To what degree do these evolving trends reflect the changing digital media censorship environment in China,
and how do they challenge or inform existing theories of translation norms?

In order to answer the above questions, this paper aims to conduct a data-driven study on AVT, providing valuable
insights for translation studies, cross-cultural communication, and media studies.

2. Literature Review

Translation of taboo language has developed into a well-established sub-discipline within translation studies. Early
prescriptive approaches often sparked debates about the ethics of “purifying” offensive language. However, the ad-
vent of Descriptive Translation Studies (DTS), pioneered by Toury (1995/2012), shifted the focus to observing and
explaining the actual strategies employed by translators. Toury’s concept of “translation norms,” which are socio-
cultural constraints that direct a translator’s decisions, provides a basic framework for comprehending why certain
strategies are preferred in specific contexts. Translators are required to strike a balance between the norms of the
source culture, which place emphasis on adequacy, and those of the target culture, which highlight acceptability. This
requirement to balance different cultural norms is a key aspect that has emerged from the shift in focus brought about
by DTS, as it forces translators to consider both the source and target cultures’ expectations.

Within the domain of Audiovisual Translation (AVT), Diaz Cintas and Remael (2020) have systematically classi-
fied common strategies for subtitling taboo language. These include direct transfer, softening (or mitigation), substi-
tution, and omission. These strategies have been utilized in numerous case studies. Hosseinnia (2014) discusses omis-
sion in subtitling as a deliberate strategy used to manage content across languages, and the relationship between
omission and censorship is thus regulatory and pragmatic rather than purely artistic, reflecting pressures from insti-
tutions, markets, and societal values. Similarly, research in more conservative settings often reveals a tendency to
tone down or omit profanity to meet the expectations of the target market (Valdeon, 2020).

A notable advancement in AVT is the study of fansubbing, an unauthorized, fan-led practice of subtitling foreign
media. Initially regarded as a domain for more literal and source-oriented translations (Pérez-Gonzalez, 2007), fan-
subbing is now recognized as a complex practice regulated by its own set of community-driven norms and external
pressures (Massidda, 2020). Fansubbers operate in a “liminal market” (Dwyer, 2016), being caught between the
pursuit of authenticity and the legal and political risks associated with their activities, especially in countries with
strict media regulations such as China.

Despite the extensive body of literature in this area, two significant gaps remain. First, most of the current studies
are synchronic. The diachronic evolution of translation strategies, particularly over a long period like a decade, has
largely remained uninvestigated. Second, many studies rely on small-scale qualitative analysis. While valuable, they
lack the generalizability afforded by quantitative, corpus-based methods. This paper addresses these gaps by adopting
a diachronic, corpus-based approach to analyze a decade of translation practices carried out by a well-known Chinese
fansubbing group. This approach aligns with the call for more in-depth and generalizable research in the field of
translation studies.
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3. Methodology
3.1 Corpus and Material Selection

The corpus employed in this study consists of the original English dialogue transcripts and their corresponding Chi-
nese subtitles from Season 1 (S1, 2011), Season 6 (S6, 2016), and Season 11 (S11, 2021) of the TV series Shameless.
These specific seasons were selected because they represent three discrete temporal junctures, providing a well-bal-
anced longitudinal perspective on the show’s decade-long existence.

The Chinese subtitles were made by the YYeTs (A A§ZH1) fansubbing group, one of China’s most influential and
prolific fansubbing communities for over a decade. The subtitle files were obtained from Shooter.cn, a popular sub-
title-sharing platform. YYeTs provides a crucial case for analysis because, as a non-official, fan-led organization, it
was theoretically less constrained by official censorship than commercial distributors. However, operating within
China’s jurisdiction, its practices were unavoidably shaped by the surrounding regulatory context, making its strategic
choices a fertile ground for exploring the mechanisms of self-censorship and risk management.

This paper zeroes in on three of the most commonly used and representative English profanities: “fuck” (e.g.,
“fuck,” “fucking”), “shit” (e.g., “shit,” “bullshit”), and “hell” (e.g., “hell,” “what the hell””). These were selected due
to their high frequency and diverse connotations (ordinary for “fuck/shit” and religious for “hell””) (Allan & Burridge,
2006).

3.2 Data Collection and Processing

To streamline the data collection procedure, a bespoke Python script was employed for automation. This script, which
was specifically designed for this task, parsed the English transcripts. It aimed to extract every line that contained the
target profanities. Subsequently, it aligned these extracted lines with the corresponding ones in the Chinese subtitle
files (.ass). As a result of this meticulous process, a total of 1,439 valid instances were obtained for analysis across
the three seasons.

3.3 Classification of Translation Strategies

Drawing upon the typology put forward by Diaz-Cintas and Remael (2021), which has been adapted to the specific
characteristics of the corpus, all instances were manually classified into one of three categories.

Pragmatic Correspondence: It refers to the situation where the translation effectively conveys the illocutionary
force and emotional intensity of the original profanity. This involves the use of functionally equivalent Chinese pro-
fanities, such as translating “fuck” as “cao” or “tamade”, or other expressions that correspond to the pragmatic func-
tion.

Softening (Mitigation): The translation maintains the negative sentiment of the original but substantially reduces
its offensive intensity. For example, “What the fuck” is rendered as “#& 114 W” (What’s going on?) or “shit” as “##
#£> (darn/terrible).

Omission: The profanity is completely removed from the subtitle, leaving no linguistic trace in the target text.

To guarantee inter-rater reliability, two researchers independently coded the entire dataset. The initial agreement
rate reached 94%. Subsequently, all discrepancies were resolved through discussion, resulting in 100% consensus.
This finding is in line with the common practice in similar research fields where achieving a high level of agreement
among raters is crucial for the validity of the paper.

3.4 Data Analysis

The compiled coded data underwent analysis via Microsoft Excel. For each profanity within every season, the fre-
quencies and percentages of each strategy were computed. Subsequently, these quantitative outcomes were compared
among the three seasons to discern and examine the longitudinal evolutionary trends.

4. Results and Analysis

This section presents the quantitative results of the paper. It first outlines the general evolutionary tendency of the
three translation strategies over the past decade, and then provides a detailed per-word analysis to uncover the distinct
strategic trajectories for fuck, shit, and hell (including their variants).
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4.1 Overall Trend: A Drastic Shift from Softening to Omission

The aggregate data encompassing all 1,439 instances reveal a profound transformation in translation strategies
throughout the decade. As presented in Figure 1, what is most remarkable is that there has been a rapid surge in
omission, while softening has been concurrently marginalized.

@ Season1(2011) @ Season 6 (2016) Season 11 (2021)

49.2%
44%

Pragmatic Correspondence Softening Omission
Translation Strategies for Taboo Language

6.8% 5-7%

Figure 1. Overall Evolution of Translation Strategies Across Three Seasons (%).

The use of omission witnessed a dramatic upsurge, escalating from a mere 5.7% in S1 to a substantial 44.0% in
S11, which represents an almost eight-fold increase. In contrast, the softening strategy experienced a sharp decline,
dropping from a notable 28.2% in S1 to a meager 6.8% in S11. Although pragmatic correspondence retained its status
as the dominant strategy during the initial two seasons, its prevalence gradually diminished to 49.2% in the final
season. This phenomenon reveals that its central position was significantly undermined by the surge in the use of
omission. This inverse correlation implies a polarization of translation norms. The earlier inclination to address of-
fensiveness through the approach of “retaining the negative sentiment but lowering the volume” (softening) was
largely forsaken. Instead, translators opted for a binary decision: either “preserve the original force” or “silence it
completely” (pragmatic correspondence vs. omission).

4.2 Per-word Analysis: Divergent Evolutionary Paths

Although the overarching trend is evident, a meticulous, word-by-word examination uncovers that the three profan-
ities traversed disparate evolutionary paths, which were shaped by their particular degrees of offensiveness and cul-
tural implications. Tables 1 and 2 offer a comprehensive dissection of the absolute frequencies and percentage distri-
butions for this analysis.

“Fuck”: The Concession of Aggression. How “fuck” is handled can be regarded as a clear sign of the changing
risk assessment. In S1, translators showed audacity, applying pragmatic equivalence in 70.54% of the cases and only
choosing omission in 5.81% of the instances. This tendency towards directness reached its peak in S6, reaching
75.29%. However, a substantial change occurred in S11, where the omission rate skyrocketed to 32.53%, while the
application of pragmatic equivalence declined to 61.28%. This shift is closely related to the strengthening of China’s
“Clean Net” campaign. It is worth noting that the sharp increase in omission during S11 coincides with the period
when China tightened its online content regulation, which suggests that translators might have been working under a
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greater sense of perceived risk

“Shit”: From Expressive Frustration to Silent Deletion. The strategies for translating “shit” exhibit a more unstable
pattern. After a high rate of pragmatic correspondence in S1 (79.14%), S6 presents an interesting anomaly: softening
became the predominant strategy, accounting for 50.00%, while pragmatic correspondence dropped to 46.67%. By
S11, the trend conformed to the overall pattern: omission soared to 32.69%, while softening became negligible
(12.18%). This indicates that for this mid-level profanity, translators’ strategies were less consistent, ultimately de-
faulting to the safer option of omission.

“Hell”: The Extreme Case of Cultural Filtering. The evolution in the translation of “hell” is the most extreme.
Beginning with an omission rate of 10.29% in S1, it plummeted to a mere 1.82% in S6, suggesting that translators
felt confident in rendering it. The reversal in S11 is astonishing: omission became the overwhelmingly dominant
strategy, being used in 66.67% of all instances. The softening strategy, which accounted for 35.29% of cases in S1,
almost completely disappeared by S11 (1.11%). This radical change is likely due to a combination of regulatory
pressure and cultural disparity. Since “hell” lacks a direct, high-frequency profane equivalent in Mandarin, translators
in a high-risk environment seem to have concluded that any form of translation was riskier than simple deletion.

Table 1. Absolute Frequency of Translation Strategies by Profanity and Season

Profanity Season Omission Pragmatic Correspondence Softening Total

S1 14 170 57 241

Fuck S6 30 259 55 344
S11 163 307 31 501
S1 6 110 23 139

Shit S6 1 14 15 30
S11 102 172 38 312
S1 7 37 24 68

Hell S6 1 36 18 55
S11 60 29 1 90

Table 2. Percentage Distribution of Translation Strategies by Profanity and Season

Profanity Season Omission (%) Pragmatic Correspondence (%) Softening (%)

S1 5.81 70.54 23.65
Fuck S6 8.72 75.29 15.99

S11 32.53 61.28 6.19

S1 4.32 79.14 16.55
Shit S6 3.33 46.67 50.00

S11 32.69 55.13 12.18

S1 10.29 54.41 35.29
Hell S6 1.82 65.45 32.73

S11 66.67 32.22 1.11

5. Discussion

The data derived from this paper vividly portrays a subtitling practice in retreat, transitioning from active rewriting
to passive deletion under external pressures.

First, these findings not only challenge but also refine Toury’s (1995/2012) theory of translation norms, which
posits that norms are not static entities but are in a constant state of negotiation. In the context of Chinese fansubbing,
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translators find themselves at the intersection of multiple, often conflicting, normative systems: the source culture’s
demand for adequacy, the fan community’s pursuit of authenticity, and the target state’s powerful regulatory mech-
anism. The sharp increase in omission indicates the emergence of a dominant “norm of safety” or “risk aversion norm
that is gradually superseding the traditional “translation norms” of fidelity or expressiveness. This phenomenon re-
flects a strategic adjustment to a high-risk environment where the consequences of non-compliance are severe, which
is in line with the general understanding of how norms evolve in high-stakes environments.

Secondly, this paper highlights the latent function of multimodality in justifying translation choices. Subtitles do
not stand alone; instead, they are employed in combination with audio and visual information. In many instances
where a profanity was omitted from the subtitle, the character’s facial expression, aggressive intonation, or violent
postures offered sufficient contextual cues for the audience to deduce the emotional content. This finding is in line
with the general understanding that multimodality plays a crucial role in communication. Translators may have cap-
italized on this multimodal redundancy, assuming that the visual and auditory modalities could compensate for the
information deficit in the textual modality. Consequently, omission emerges as a communicatively viable and less
risky alternative.

Finally, this paper has far-reaching implications for the future of Artificial Intelligence (Al) in translation. Current
machine translation systems often deal with profanity ineptly, either by defaulting to a sanitized, inoffensive equiva-
lent or by producing a literal translation that fails to capture the pragmatic subtleties. This paper reveals the sophisti-
cated, context-sensitive, and dynamic strategies employed by human translators. An advanced Al translation model
should not merely be trained to translate but to formulate strategies. It should be able to identify the type and function
of a profanity, evaluate the multimodal context, and, most importantly, adopt different strategies (e.g., pragmatic
correspondence, softening, omission) based on user-defined parameters that reflect platform policies or cultural sen-
sitivities. The ultimate goal is not just to develop a bilingual Al but a culturally and pragmatically intelligent one.

E3]

6. Conclusion and Limitations

This paper conducts a longitudinal, corpus-based analysis of the Chinese subtitles for Shameless, empirically verify-
ing a remarkable change in the translation of taboo language over the past decade. Driven mainly by the progressively
strict regulatory environment for online content in China, the translation practice has transitioned from mitigation to
notable extensive omission. This so-called “chilling effect” is manifested differently across various types of profan-
ities, which indicates a complex decision-making process on the part of translators/subtitlers as they strike a balance
between expressive fidelity and risk management.

This paper does have its limitations. Given that it centers on a single TV series and one (albeit highly influential)
fansubbing group, the findings might not be applicable to all genres or translation providers. Future research ought
to expand the corpus to include a wider range of texts and carry out comparative analyses between fansubs and
commercially distributed subtitles. Moreover, while this quantitative study uncovers the “what,” a qualitative ap-
proach that involves interviewing fansubbers could provide a more in-depth understanding of the “why” behind their
strategic choices.

Despite these constraints, this paper provides robust empirical evidence regarding the evolution of translation
norms in a globalized yet politically restricted digital realm. It offers a critical perspective on the interaction between
translation, technology, and censorship and provides valuable insights for both scholars and practitioners.
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