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Abstract 

 

The expansion of digital streaming platforms has significantly reshaped the practice and 

perception of audiovisual translation. Subtitling and dubbing, once considered peripheral 

modes of translation, have become central to the global circulation of films, television series, 

and online media. Platforms such as Netflix, Amazon Prime Video, Disney Plus, and YouTube 

depend extensively on these translation modes to reach linguistically and culturally diverse 

audiences. This paper examines subtitling and dubbing from a translation studies perspective, 

focusing on their linguistic, cultural, technological, and ethical dimensions within the digital 

ecosystem. Adopting a qualitative and descriptive approach, the study draws on established 

theories of translation and audiovisual translation while engaging with recent international 

scholarship on digital media localisation. It analyses how multimodal constraints, platform 

standardisation, and machine-assisted translation influence translation strategies and redefine 

the role of the audiovisual translator. The paper argues that subtitling and dubbing are complex 

acts of cultural mediation rather than mechanical processes of language transfer. By 

foregrounding translator agency and ethical responsibility, the study highlights the need for 

critical engagement and specialised training in audiovisual translation in the digital age. 
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Introduction 

 

Translation studies has traditionally focused on the translation of written texts such as literary, 

legal, and religious works. However, the accelerated growth of digital media and global 

streaming platforms has expanded the scope of the discipline, necessitating new theoretical and 

methodological approaches. Audiovisual translation (AVT), which involves the translation of 

multimodal texts combining spoken language, visual imagery, and sound, has emerged as one 

of the most influential areas of contemporary translation studies. Among its various forms, 

subtitling and dubbing have assumed particular importance in the digital age. The rise of over- 

the-top (OTT) platforms has transformed media consumption patterns worldwide. Audiences 

now routinely access films and series produced in unfamiliar languages, often immediately 

after their original release. In this context, subtitling and dubbing function as essential 

mediators that enable comprehension and cross-cultural engagement. Translation is no longer 
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an auxiliary process but a foundational element of global media circulation. At the same time, 

digital platforms introduce new challenges for translators. Subtitling and dubbing are shaped 

by spatial, temporal, and technical constraints, as well as by platform-specific guidelines and 

the increasing use of automation. These developments raise critical questions about translation 

quality, cultural representation, and the visibility of the translator. This study examines how 

subtitling and dubbing on digital platforms reshape translation practices, redefine the role of 

the audiovisual translator, and generate new cultural and ethical concerns within contemporary 

translation studies. The paper adopts a qualitative, theory-driven approach, drawing on both 

classical translation theory and recent international research on audiovisual translation in 

digital contexts. 

 

Review of Literature and Theoretical Framework 

 

Audiovisual translation has gained sustained scholarly attention over the past three decades. 

Susan Bassnett conceptualises translation as a culturally embedded practice shaped by power 

relations and historical contexts. Lawrence Venuti’s critique of fluency and translator 

invisibility remains particularly relevant in audiovisual translation, where seamless 

consumption is often prioritised over cultural transparency. Eugene Nida’s concept of dynamic 

equivalence provides an effective framework for analysing subtitling and dubbing, as these 

practices focus on audience reception rather than formal correspondence. Díaz Cintas and 

Remael emphasise the multimodal constraints of subtitling, while Chaume’s work on dubbing 

highlights the creative and adaptive nature of synchronised dialogue. 

 

Recent Scopus-indexed scholarship has extended these foundational theories to digital 

platforms. O’Hagan explores the impact of technology, crowdsourcing, and automation on 

audiovisual translation, arguing that translators increasingly function within hybrid human- 

machine environments. Pedersen’s research on subtitling norms and reception in streaming 

media highlights the growing standardisation imposed by global platforms. Studies by Bogucki 

and Deckert further examine the ideological implications of platform-driven localisation. 

Together, these studies frame audiovisual translation as a dynamic intersection of language, 

technology, and culture. This paper builds on this body of scholarship by analysing subtitling 

and dubbing within the specific context of digital platforms. 

 

Audiovisual Translation as Multimodal Practice 

 

Audiovisual texts are inherently multimodal, integrating spoken dialogue, visual imagery, 

written signs, music, and sound effects. Translation within this framework requires negotiation 

across multiple semiotic systems. Unlike written translation, audiovisual translation cannot 

function independently of visual and auditory cues, making equivalence fluid and context- 

dependent. From a translation studies perspective, subtitling and dubbing challenge traditional 

hierarchies that privilege written texts. Translators must attend not only to linguistic meaning 

but also to timing, rhythm, gesture, and visual narrative. Meaning emerges through the 

interaction of these elements, positioning the translator as an active interpreter and mediator. 
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Digital platforms intensify this complexity by catering to global audiences with diverse 

linguistic and cultural expectations. Translation strategies must balance fidelity to the source 

text with accessibility and cultural resonance, reinforcing the translator’s role as a cultural 

agent. 

 

Subtitling: Constraints, Strategies, and Creativity 

 

Subtitling remains one of the most widely used modes of audiovisual translation on digital 

platforms due to its economic efficiency and perceived authenticity. By preserving the original 

soundtrack, subtitles allow audiences to experience the source language while accessing 

translated content. However, subtitling is governed by strict spatial and temporal constraints. 

Character limits, reading speed, and screen duration require translators to condense dialogue 

and prioritise meaning. This process involves selective omission, reformulation, and creative 

adaptation rather than literal translation. Digital platforms impose uniform subtitling guidelines 

to ensure consistency across content. While such standardisation facilitates global distribution, 

it can limit translator autonomy. Automated subtitling systems further complicate the process, 

often failing to capture pragmatic meaning, humour, and cultural nuance. As recent studies 

indicate, human intervention remains essential to maintain translation quality and cultural 

sensitivity. 

 

Dubbing as Cultural and Linguistic Adaptation 

 

Dubbing replaces the original spoken dialogue with translated speech synchronised with lip 

movements and performance cues. Unlike subtitling, dubbing fully immerses viewers in the 

target language, making it particularly effective for audiences unfamiliar with the source 

language. From a translation perspective, dubbing involves extensive adaptation. Translators 

must align meaning with rhythm, intonation, and emotional expression. Cultural references are 

often localised to resonate with target audiences, highlighting the creative dimension of 

dubbing. Digital platforms have expanded dubbing practices into new linguistic markets, 

including regional and minority languages. While this expansion enhances accessibility, it also 

places pressure on production timelines and budgets. Research on streaming platforms 

indicates that rushed localisation can result in unnatural dialogue and reduced audience 

engagement, underscoring the translator’s responsibility as a co-creator of meaning. 

 

Digital Platforms and Translation Workflows 

 

The integration of technology has transformed audiovisual translation workflows. Subtitling 

software, CAT tools, and AI-based translation systems are now standard in the industry. These 

tools enhance efficiency and consistency but lack contextual awareness. As a result, translators 

increasingly function as post-editors, revising machine-generated output. O’Hagan notes that 

while this hybrid model accelerates production, it risks reducing translation to a technical task 

and diminishing professional recognition. Platform-driven standardisation further contributes 

to translator invisibility by prioritising uniformity and speed. 
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Audience engagement also shapes translation practices. Viewers actively critique subtitles and 

dubbing on social media, influencing platform policies. Fan subtitling communities 

demonstrate alternative, participatory models of translation, challenging traditional notions of 

authority and professionalism. 

 

Illustrative Case: OTT Platforms and Regional Dubbing 

 

The localisation strategies adopted by OTT platforms provide insight into contemporary 

audiovisual translation practices. Netflix, for instance, has invested heavily in dubbing 

international content into Indian regional languages to expand its subscriber base. While this 

initiative increases accessibility, it also reveals challenges related to linguistic authenticity and 

cultural adaptation. In several cases, literal translations of idiomatic expressions result in 

unnatural dialogue that fails to reflect local speech patterns. Such issues highlight the 

limitations of rapid localisation strategies and the importance of culturally informed translators. 

These examples demonstrate how dubbing directly influences audience reception and cultural 

representation on digital platforms. 

 

Cultural Representation and Ethical Considerations 

 

Subtitling and dubbing significantly shape how cultures and identities are represented. 

Translation choices influence perceptions of social norms, power relations, and cultural values. 

Excessive neutralisation can lead to cultural homogenisation, while inappropriate adaptation 

may reinforce stereotypes. Ethical dilemmas arise when translators are required to censor 

content or align translations with platform policies. Venuti’s critique of invisibility is 

particularly relevant in digital contexts, where fluency and marketability often override 

transparency. Translators must navigate these pressures while maintaining ethical 

responsibility. Accessibility further broadens the ethical scope of audiovisual translation. 

Subtitles for the deaf and hard of hearing and audio descriptions for visually impaired 

audiences highlight the inclusive potential of digital platforms, reinforcing the social relevance 

of translation studies. 

 

The Changing Role of the Audiovisual Translator 

 

In the digital age, audiovisual translators operate within collaborative, technologically 

mediated environments. Their role extends beyond linguistic transfer to include cultural 

consultation, quality assessment, and ethical decision-making. While digital platforms have 

expanded the reach of translation, they have simultaneously constrained translator autonomy 

through standardisation and algorithm-driven workflows. Translation pedagogy must respond 

to these changes by incorporating audiovisual translation, digital literacy, and ethical 

awareness. Human–machine collaboration represents the future of the field, provided that 

human creativity and cultural insight remain central. 

 

Conclusion 
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Subtitling and dubbing have become indispensable to the global circulation of audiovisual 

content in the digital age. Viewed through a translation studies lens, these practices reveal 

complex interactions between language, technology, culture, and ethics. Digital platforms have 

expanded access while reshaping translation norms and professional identities. This paper 

argued that subtitling and dubbing constitute sophisticated forms of cultural mediation rather 

than secondary translation practices. Future research may focus on audience reception studies, 

ethical implications of AI-driven audiovisual translation, and the localisation of regional and 

minority languages on global platforms. Sustained critical engagement is essential to ensure 

that audiovisual translation remains culturally sensitive, ethically grounded, and academically 

relevant. 
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