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  Abstract 

As an outstanding culinary documentary, A Bite of China has successfully dissem-

inated Chinese food culture to a global audience. Subtitle translation plays a crucial 

role in achieving effective cross-cultural communication. This paper employs cog-

nitive translatology as the theoretical framework to explore the transmission of cul-

tural information in the subtitle translation of A Bite of China, focusing on how 

translators utilize cognitive strategies, such as conceptual metaphors and cultural 

schemas, to address cultural differences and promote cross-cultural understanding. 

The findings reveal that successful subtitle translation involves a strategic balance 

between cognitive efficiency and cultural mediation, where translators optimize 

cognitive load while effectively conveying cultural richness. The study demon-

strates that merely minimizing cognitive effort is insufficient; instead, translators 

must employ techniques such as conceptual metaphor adaptation and cultural 

schema restructuring to facilitate meaningful engagement with cultural content. 

Through the analysis of specific cases, this paper aims to reveal the guiding signif-

icance of cognitive translatology for subtitle translation practice and provide refer-

ences for enhancing the effectiveness of Chinese cultural dissemination abroad. 
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1. Introduction 

Since it first aired in 2012, CCTV’s A Bite of China has changed how food documentaries are made. It has attracted 

attention both at home and abroad, showing how food connects to family, society, and local identity. Much of its 

success is credited to the strategic adaptation of culturally-rooted information by subtitle translation, facilitating in-

tercultural communication. In food narratives, culinary terminology and food-related metaphors are cultually-rooted. 

The translation should not be merely linguistic conversion but also involves sensory and cognitive engagement 

(Kairong & Muñoz, 2020; Li, 2023). This study aims to explore the translation strategies for the culturally-significant 

culinary terms in the series’ subtitles from the perspective of cognitive translatology, uncovering how translators 

optimize congruence between cultural representation and audience cognition. 

The study examines around 45,000 Chinese characters from 12 episodes across Season 1 and Season 2 (2012-2014) 

under investigation, which can best represent both traditional Chinese food culture and contemporary culinary themes. 

Across the 45,000-character corpus, 127 culture-specific items are identified; 68% were domesticated, 21% for-

eignised with brief gloss, and 1% omitted. The foremost concern includes metaphor adaptation in subtitling and the 

translation of culturally-specific content, which well manifests how translators reformulate complex cultural concepts. 
The cognitive mechanisms underlying these translation choices, in particular how translators employ conceptual 

https://www.hillpublisher.com/Journals/tfll/


Xvhan Huang, Jing Lin 

 

 

DOI: 10.26855/tfll.2025.08.005 34 Translation and Foreign Language Learning 

 

metaphors and cultural schemas to reconcile source and target cultures, are highlighted. 

By examining these processes, the study offers insight into the elaborate interplay between language, culture, and 

cognition in subtitle translation, contributing to understanding the challenges of cultural transmission in food-related 

media.  

2. Literature Review 

Cognitive Translatology is an inter-discinary research paradigm that combines cognitive linguistics and translation 

studies. It delves into investigating how translators. Drawing on Lakoff and Johnson’s (2008) conceptual metaphor 

theory and Halverson’s (2010) cognitive approach, scholars envision translation as conceptual reframing across cul-

tures which privileges audience comprehension over literal meaning. In China, this framework has been applied to 

audiovisual translation. For example, Liu (2010) analyzes culture-specific terms; Yang et al. (2024) studies cultural 

schemas in food documentaries, and Zhou (2024) examines traditional medicine concepts. Particularly aligned with 

subtitling are researches on cognitive load, where Carl & Schaeffer (2017) emphasizes the importance of syntactic 

compression, whereas Kairong and Muñoz (2020) examines metaphor translation strategies in A Bite of China. 

Studies on subtitle translation highlights the distinctive limitations of time-space boundaries and inter-semiotic 

coordination (Gambier, 2018). The constraints demand text reduction and cultural adaptation, which represent chal-

lenges heightened in food documentaries rich with culture-specific information. 

So far, studies on the subtitle translation of A Bite of China (Niu, 2016; Li, 2020; Wang, 2018) have acknowledged 

the efficacy of integrated approaches balancing domestication and foreignization. This can be confirmed by audience 

research (Huang, 2017; Liu, 2017) problematicize extreme strategies that either degrade cultural fidelity or obstructs 

understanding. However, the cognitive reasoning supporting these translation choices is yet to be explored, notably 

concerning how translators negotiate cultural anthenticity with audience comprehension, which is the primary focus 

under investigation. 

3. Cognitive Translatology in Subtitling Translation: A Theoretical Perspective 

3.1 Overarching Framework: Cognitive Translatology (CT) 

Cognitive translatology (CT) sees translation as a mental task that requires memory, attention, and problem-solving. 

Unlike traditional language-based methods that focus on word matching, CT looks at how translators rebuild meaning 

under mental limits and with the audience in mind (Martín, 2017). At the core is the idea that effective cross-cultural 

translation is more than word-to-word substitutrion, and it depends on the strategic use of mental efforts. CT stresses 

three crucial factors: Mental processing demands, translator competence, and cultural gap management. Mental pro-

cessing demands, described by Martín (2017), involve cognitive efforts to understand the original text, choose the 

right words, fix unclear parts, and adjust for the audience. Translator competence, noted by Halverson (2010), goes 

beyond language proficiency to comprehending the topic, the cultures involved. As well, skilled translators are more 

efficient at decision-making and cognitive load management. 

When bridging cultural gap in language, values, and habits, translators act as cognitive mediators. CT helps explain 

how translators critically and effectively communicate information across contexts and cultures. 

3.2 Key Theoretical Domains for Analysis 

Cognitive Translatology (CT) is a way to study mental process and mental limits in translation practice. It centers 

around two key cognitive mechanisms: Conceptual Metaphor and Cultural Schema. 

Conceptual Metaphor Theory (Lakoff & Johnson, 2008) illuminates how metaphors map abstract concepts to phys-

ical experiences, and thus shape thought and language. In translation, these conceptual configurations necessiate 

meticulous cultural adaptation. Wang (2021) finds that in Chinese documentaries, food-related metaphors are often 

creatively adapted for Western audience. Culturally-specific concepts such as “和谐” (harmony) are tactically con-

verted into “balance” to harmonize semantic-emotional effects (Yang et al., 2024, p. 207) for Westerners. The meta-

phor realighnment embodies a cognitive compromise between sustaining cultural fidelity and ensuring viewers’ un-

derstanding. 

Cultural schemas are basic mental patterns shaped by social experience (Bartlett, 1932), enabling people to com-

prehend new messages by resorting to previous cultural knowledge (Sharifian, 2017). In China, “饺子” (jiǎozi) stands 
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for family unity in China but lacks equivalent significance in many Western cultures (Li, 2023, p. 156). In this case, 

translators should render the term for accessibility of its cultural implication. In addition, the established differences 

in thinking styles between Eastern and Western people (Sanchez-Burks et al., 2003; Zhou, 2024) validate the need 

for careful translation strategies, balancing explicitness and cultural accauracy with precise explanation. 

In sum, Conceptual Metaphor shapes how people understand abstract ideas, while Cultural Schema organizes cul-

tural knowledge. Both frameworks are applied to study the subtitle translation of A Bite of China in an attempt to 

discover how cultural implications are adapted for foreign audiences while preserving genuine cultural nuances. Their 

interaction demostrate the cognitive dynamics of subtitle translation. 

4. Analysis of Cognitive Strategies in A Bite of China Subtitle Translation 

4.1 Application of Conceptual Metaphors and Cognitive Load Management 

Conceptual metaphors facilitate cross-cultural cognition. To avoid misunderstandings of cross-cultural metaphors, 

careful translation is essential. Lakoff & Johnson (2008, p. 5) elucidate that conceptual metaphors function to con-

cretize abstract notions, and their meanings may diverge across languages. For example, the Chinese metaphor “家

的味道” brings to mind emotional bonds of family. A literal translation (home’s flavor) loses this affect. In contrast, 

the translation such as “a taste evoking home’s warmth” better conform to Western comfort-food discourse (Yang et 

al., 2024, p. 210). 

Complex metaphors, if left unmodified, will invoke confusion. Translators tend to recast them according to target-

culture schemas. In A Bite of China, “火候” refersring to a cook’s heat mastery is adapted as “precise heat control” 

which simplifies the image while keeping its technical core (Zhou, 2024, p. 308). It’s confirmed that streamlined 

metaphors are semantically equivalent and thus advance readability (Tirkkonen-Condit, 2002, p. 69). 

Example1: 这个菜的色香味俱全，是中国美食的典范。 

This dish is a feast for the senses, a true representation of Chinese culinary tradition. 

(Season 3, Episode 4 “Feast”). 

The expression “色香味俱全” combines appearance, aroma, and taste to show balance in cooking. In A Bite of 

China, it represents a common idea in Chinese food: harmony of elements. Comared to “perfect in color, aroma, and 

taste,” the version “feast for the senses” reformulate the metaphor in accordance with Western gustatory semiotics, 

hence preserving cognitive alignment across linguistic boundaries. 

Example2: 时间是食物的挚友，时间也是食物的死敌。 

Time is a friend of food, and also its enemy.  

(Season 1, Episode 4 “The Taste of Time”). 

In the translation, the dual role of time in food systems—both beneficial and destrcutive—is captured by the con-

strasting expressions “friend” and “enemy”. This way of adaption simplifies the original Chinese “挚友” (intimate 

friend) and”死敌” (mortal enemy) to retain the core message without overloading audiences (cf. Tirkkonen-Condit, 

2002). 

Example3: 春种、秋收、夏耘、冬藏……四季轮回中，隐藏着一套严密的历法。 

Spring planting, autumn harvesting, summer cultivating, and winter storing… There is a tight schedule in 

the cycle ofseasons. 

(Season 2, Episode 3 “The Seasons”). 

The translation reconfigure the original metaphor frames—seasonal cycles as an implicit agricultural calendar—

as “tight schedule” to resonate with industrialized time framework in the West (Kairong & Muñoz, 2020). Such a 

lexical shift makes the messages more accessible for international audience. It’s postulated that culturally-adapted 

metaphors substantially enhance viewer comprehension (Huang, 2017, p. 62). 

4.2 Adjustment of Cultural Schemas and Attention Allocation 

Effective subtitle translation depends on meticulous management of cultural schemas— audience’s mental models 
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for comprehending information (Bartlett, 1932). 

When divergence arises becourse of cultural difference (e.g., In China, jiǎozi represents family unity whereas 

“dumplings” refers to generic food in West), it’s advisable to assess schema disparities and mediate information 

density in translation process. “Jiaozi, Chinese dumplings traditionally shared during family gatherings” exemplifies 

a concise adaptation which preserves cultural fidelity while minimizing viewer’s cognitive load (Li, 2023, p. 157). A 

similar example can be found as follows: 

Example 4: “粽子，这一端午节纪念屈原的传统食物...” 

“Zongzi, glutinous rice dumplings eaten during Dragon Boat Festival to honor ancient poet Qu Yuan”. 

(Season 1 Episode 3 “The Story of Staple Foods”). 

In this case, the tranlsation of cultually-loaded term “粽子” both preserves the original term and ensures compre-

hension by providing contextual cues. In addtion, to adapt to Western audience’s preference for conceptual clarity 

over complex details (Sanchez-Burks et al, 2003: 68), historical references are simplified for accessibility. For in-

stance, using the general term “ancient” over specific dynasties. 

Whether to ratain or adapt cultural terms depends on viewers’ comprehension. 

Example 5: “年糕，寓意年年高升，是春节必备...” 

“Niángāo, a New Year rice cake symbolizing upward progress” 

(Season 1 Episode 5 “The Secret of Ingredients”). 

The item “年糕”, with its connotations of prosperity and family, is culturally-specific. 

When translating items like it, translators add concise explanations to the original term. As such, the above trans-

lation “Niángāo, a New Year rice cake symbolizing upward progress” maintains cultural essence while making the 

implied meaning understandable. The strategical use of “upward progress” bridges cultural gaps by aligning with 

Western schema of achievement.  

Example 6: 人们采集、捡拾、挖掘、捕捞，得到自然的馈赠。 

By collecting, fetching, digging, hunting, and fishing, people have acquired abundant gifts from nature. 

(Season 1, Episode 1 “Gifts from Nature”). 

“自然的馈赠”is transformed into “abundant gifts from nature”, exemplifying tactic cultural schema reformulation 

for target audience. The adaptation conforms to the Western environmental schema of appreciating sustainability 

(Nisbett, 2003) through “abundant”. Viewing nature as benevolent giver also aligns with the core Confucion ecolog-

ical worldview. As well, “gifts”, compared to “resources”, is more cognitively-salient (Li, 2023) to optimize attention 

allocation. 

5. Cognitive Efficiency and Cultural Mediation in Subtitle Translation of A Bite of China: A 

discussion 

The subtitle translation of A Bite of China demonstrates how information can be rendered accessible to international 

viewers while still retaining its cultural essence. Translators tend to adapt strategies to cutting down audience’s cog-

nitive load without compromising cultural authenticity. 

In the process of subtitle translation, a vital challenge is to handle conceptual metaphors. It’s proved that literal 

translations is ineffective whereas adapted versions that employ culturally familiar terms are better understood. The 

principle also pertains to cultural refereces. To what extent cultural references should be adapted counts upon the 

receivers’ presumed familiarity. 

Cognitive load management ratain its centrality in the translation strategy. Too complicated subtitles will induce 

distance while over-simplification risks jeopardizing the cultural value. To achieve balance, succint wording, selec-

tive emphasis on key terms, and strategic use of contextual information are necessary. 

To be brief, effective subtitle translation should act as semiotic threshold for cultural exchange rather than mere 

linguistic conversion. The international successs of A Bite of China exemplifies how strategic intercultrual adaptation 

of subititles allows for the comprehension of specialied cultural information without effacing the indigenous identities. 
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6. Conclusion 

The study looks at how A Bite of China’s subtitle translators apply cognitive techniques to help global viewers handle 

linguistic and cultural challenges. The findings show that competent translation hinges on balancing cognitive load 

management and cultural authenticity. This demands strategic decisions on adapting metaphors, modifying cultural 

reference and simplifying messages. It becomes clear that reducing effort is important though, effective comprehen-

sion relies on targeting mental efforts at intercultural engagement. 

The study contribute to our understanding of how cognitive translatology can inform translation practices in doc-

umentary subtitling, yet its emphasis on selected episodes narrows generalizability. Further studies may take a 

broader view by including diverse content types and incorporating audience reception data to reveal the impact of 

translation strategies upon audience’s comprehension and cultural understanding. 
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