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Abstract 

France has long had its foreign audiovisual material dubbed. If this is due to an attempt 

to conserve the French language, there should also be similar concern with foreign 

cultural references. This essay uses qualitative analyses of extralinguistic references to 

discover if a so-called domesticating practice is notable also in French subtitling. 

Sweden, however, is a smaller country, and may be considered more Americanized 

culturally. Swedish subtitling is used as the more globalized counterpart. 

 This research cites instances in which extralinguistic references are made and how 

they are subsequently dealt with in the translated subtitles. The instances are singled out 

and then individually analyzed. Using four categories of translation methods for 

Extralinguistic Cultural References (ECRs), this study investigates whether translation 

norms differ between Swedish and French subtitles. 

 This study‘s most important finding is that there do seem to be different norms for 

Swedish and French subtitles and that the francophone target audience is not required to 

move so far from its domestic reference frame as is the Swedish target audience. 

 Another important finding is that while there are both quantitative and qualitative 

differences, there are also striking similarities on the statistical level, indicating that 

there are global norms that govern translation in general, and specifically subtitling. 

 The results are interesting for the discussion around which ECRs are 

domesticated, but also for further sociolinguistic analyses of French domestication. 
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1. Introduction 

This study compares French and Swedish subtitles, and the modern norms that dominate 

the treatment of Extralinguistic Cultural References (ECRs; Pedersen 2007). It has been 

suggested that subtitles per se are a form of foreignization (Danan 1991:606-614,), since 

their very existence focuses on the fact that the source text (ST) is, in fact, foreign. 

Dubbing, on the other hand, can be considered a domesticating practice (Szarowska 

2005), since it removes the source language (SL) completely. However, since the visual 

image remains, the transition is not a complete one, as would be the case with versioning, 

i.e. a new production of the source format. 

 This descriptive study examines the use of subtitles and it poses the question of 

whether subtitles are more or less domesticated depending on the linguistic practices of 

the target culture. 

 

1.1 Do Norms Differ Culturally? 

Subtitling is the preferred method of audiovisual translation in Sweden and throughout 

Scandinavia (Danan 1991:1). France, however, has a long history of preferring dubbing 

as its means of audiovisual translation, along with for example Spain, Italy and Germany 

(Danan 1991:1). 

 These two practices suggest that there are different attitudes toward translation 

between the two cultures; francophone and Swedish. This study will investigate whether 

this difference is perceived or real. 

 

1.2 Aim 

The aim of this study is to determine whether subtitling norms differ between subtitling 

and dubbing countries, specifically Sweden and France. The results will be limited to 

conclusions based only on this corpus. 

 

2. Background 

The practices of translating and subtitling present certain limitations, both linguistically 

and practically. In this section the practical framework for subtitling and dubbing will be 

outlined, as well as the theoretical framework for domestication and the differences 

between the Swedish and French languages and societies that must be taken into 

consideration when comparing translations into the two languages. Furthermore, specific 

recommendations for translating fiction will also be discussed.  
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2.1 Advantages and Constraints of Subtitling 

Subtitles are defined by Fotios Karamitroglou (2000:5) as ―…the translation of the 

spoken (or written) source text of an audiovisual product into a written target text which 

is added onto the images of the original product, usually at the bottom of the screen.‖ 

 One advantage of subtitling is that the target audience hears the ST, and has the 

opportunity to distinguish both tone of voice and nuances. Moreover, if the audience is 

familiar with the SL, they can follow accents and understand jokes and cultural 

references that are not transferred to the subtitles. 

 Gottlieb (2004:220) calls subtitling a diasemiotic translation, since it uses a 

different channel of expression than the original, i.e. text instead of audiovisual (speech, 

gestures and/or songs and signs). 

 

 

 Figure 1. Gottlieb’s model for subtitling as a diasemiotic translation.  

Ivarsson and Carroll have composed a list of guidelines, the Code of Good Subtitling 

Practice, for subtitling which was approved at the meeting of the European Association 

for Screen Translation in Berlin on October 17, 1998. They illustrate the consequences of 

this type of diasemiotic translation, and how they dictate the practice of subtitling. These 

guidelines are acknowledged in both learning institutions and translation agencies 

worldwide. The guidelines include the following statements, which are relevant to the 

constraints that concern the translation of ECRs: 

 ―Translation quality must be high with due consideration to all idiomatic and 

cultural nuances.‖ 

 ―Straightforward semantic units must be used.‖ 

 ―Subtitle texts must be distributed from line to line and page to page in sense blocks 

and/or grammatical units.‖ 

 ―The language should be grammatically ‗correct‘ since subtitles serve as a model 

for literacy.‖ 
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 ―All important information in the images (signs, notices, etc.) should be translated 

and incorporated wherever possible.‖ 

 ―The in-and out-times of subtitles must follow the speech rhythm of the film 

dialogue, taking cuts and sound bridges into consideration.‖ 

 ―The duration of all subtitles within a production must adhere to a regular viewing 

reading rhythm.‖ (Ten characters or two words per second [Gottlieb 2001:45, 

Koolstra et al. 2002:328]) 

 ―No subtitle should appear for less than one second or, with the exception of songs, 

stay on the screen for longer than seven seconds.‖ 

 ―The number of lines in any subtitle must be limited to two.‖ (With a maximum of 

64-76 characters per subtitle [Koolstra et al. 2002:328, Gottlieb 2004:219, SDI 

2009]) 

 ―There must be a close correlation between film dialogue and subtitle content; 

source language and target language should be synchronized as far as possible.‖ 

These guidelines can both help and limit what a subtitler can do about ECRs. For 

example, limited text space often forces one strategy to be chosen over another (Koolstra 

et al. 2002:338). This means that when searching for norms in subtitles, one must 

consider that, while the choice of strategy may have been deliberate, this does not mean 

that it was the subtitler‘s first choice for translation. 

 

2.2 Advantages and Constraints of Dubbing 

One of the advantages of dubbing is that the translator does not have to respect the 

audience‘s reading speed, and sentences can be restructured to fit the target language 

(TL) to a further extent. Moreover, tone and intended jokes can be translated into more 

understandable versions, without the confusion of deviating from the source audio. In 

addition, there is a practical advantage in that background talk and simultaneous speech 

can be rendered, which is not the case with subtitles. However, the visual material can be 

distinctly foreign, which can be perceived as confusing in combination with a SL 

soundtrack. 

 Furthermore, dubbing poses the challenge of synchronizing mouth movements and 

staying with the time frame of the ST. Since it is impossible to achieve perfect lip-

synchrony (Koolstra et al. 2002:338), adaptation through dubbing can be very disturbing. 

Peeters et al. (1988, quoted in Koolstra 2002:338) actually found that in a study of 

German children in grade four to six everyone preferred subtitles to dubbing, including 

the youngest, even though they had trouble understanding what was being said. 

 Dubbing has also been criticized because popular voice actors participate in so 

many different programs and films that viewers become confused over which character is 

actually speaking (Koolstra et al. 2002:336). 
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2.3 Domestication and Foreignization 

Lawrence Venuti explains (2004:16) that translation today is a strongly domesticating 

practice, as it assimilates foreign literatures to the linguistic and cultural values of the 

target culture. Domestication is the practice of bringing the text to the target audience and 

adjusting it to fit into the target culture. In the extreme case, domestication means 

transforming the original author‘s voice into the voice of someone who is a native 

speaker of the TL, whereas foreignization means bringing the audience to the source 

culture and making them experience the text as foreign. Since translation is the practice 

of transferring a foreign text into the language of the target audience, the translator is 

always found somewhere in the middle, where the two sides of the spectrum meet 

(Schleiermacher in Venuti 2004:49). This study is an attempt to determine whether 

French subtitlers prefer a position closer to the domestication end than Swedish subtitlers 

do. 

 

2.4 Language and Culture 

There are many practical differences between the French and Swedish languages and 

societies. These differences must be considered when comparing translations, and 

subsequently drawing conclusions about domestic norms and their implications. 

 Not only do different countries have different cultures, it is also said that ―language 

expresses cultural reality‖ (Kramsch 1998:3). Additionally, the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis 

states that your language affects the way you see the world. Hence, culture and language 

are closely tied together in a symbiotic relationship. Juan José Martinez (forthcoming) 

asks the question: 

…how can these cultural features (including ‗Internalized moral values, shared political and 

historical identity, collective aesthetic tastes,‘ all of which can become serious restrictions) be 

transferred in such a way that they remain intelligible (a priority) to an audience with a different 

cultural background? 

This is the translator‘s eternal dilemma. Moreover, on a more basic level, several 

practical factors could explain the statistically marginal difference in the results of this 

study, and affect the study in general. 

 

2.4.1 The Importance of Size 

The French language is considerably larger than Swedish. French is spoken, as a first 

language, by over 70 million people worldwide, 55 million of whom live in France. 

Swedish is spoken as a first language by only 9 million people, the vast majority of whom 

can be found in Sweden (The Columbia Encyclopedia 2008). This disparity implies that 

the size of the French lexicon may be a great deal larger than that of Swedish. The United 

States (US) has 307 million inhabitants. The fact that the francophone community is far 

larger than the Swedish community suggests that France should have larger institutions 

which may require structures similar to those of institutions referenced in American 

films. 
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 Swedish is spoken by few people (500,000) outside of Sweden, so the reference 

frames are likely smaller than in the US and France. Again this size disparity suggests 

that a larger percentage of ECRs can be domesticated in French than in Swedish, simply 

due to lexicological availability. 

 

2.4.2 On Linguistic Origin 

French is a Romance language, whereas English and Swedish are Germanic. This 

difference is reflected mainly in the structure and lexicon of the languages. It impacts the 

connotations of words within the languages and can therefore affect words in ECRs. 

However, English has for many centuries borrowed words from Romance languages, and 

both French and Swedish have, in turn, borrowed words from English, especially in 

connection with the computer boom that started in the late 20th century, although to a 

lesser extent in French. A large study in 2007 (Sprakradet.se) showed that the percentage 

of loanwords in two large Swedish newspapers has risen from 0.3 to 0.7 or 1.3 percent 

(depending on whether advertisements are included) between 1975 and 2000, the 

majority of which are English. A French study from 1973 shows that in a newspaper 

corpus of 1,350,000 words from 1974-1977, 8,200, or 0.6 percent, were what the author 

calls ‗franglais‘ (Forgue 1986:287-288). 

 However, this study focuses less on the different origins and features of English, 

French and Swedish since the corpus limits the results to current practices and cannot be 

used for historical analyses or explanations. 

 

2.5 ECRs in Fiction 

This study explores French and Swedish subtitles and the possible difference between the 

two, in terms of domestication. The idea of domestication is a rather large and vague 

notion, which is why a more explicit method is applied to investigate it, using ECRs. 

Extralinguistic Cultural Reference (ECR) is defined as reference that is attempted by means of 

any cultural linguistic expression, which refers to an extralinguistic entity or process. The 

referent of the said expression may prototypically be assumed to be identifiable to a relevant 

audience as this referent is within the encyclopaedic knowledge of this audience. 

In other words, ECRs are references to places, people, institutions, customs, food etc. that you 

may not know even if you know the language in question.                  

(Pedersen 2007:91) 

According to Gottlieb (2001:46), subtitlers should prioritize style when translating fiction 

and terms when translating ‗facts‘. The corpus in this study consists only of fiction, but 

the focus is on ECRs, which often have non-fictional referents. This suggests subtitlers 

balance in a middle-ground when translating factual references within fictional contexts. 

The decision to retain or adapt ECR‘s is ultimately the choice of the subtitler, within the 

realm of practical constraints. This choice is important, as underestimating the target 
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audience‘s encyclopedic knowledge can result in the loss of their confidence, since they 

hear the ST while reading the target text (TT). 

 

3. Material 

This study explores the difference in transference of ECRs in anglophone, specifically 

American, feature films, as reflected in French and Swedish subtitles. 

 When confronted with an ST, or in this case; a line, which contains an ECR, the 

translator is forced to make a judgment call. He/she must either assume that the target 

audience will understand the reference, or decide how to make a functioning translation. 

 According to Pedersen (2007:156) a transcultural reference is where the referent is 

assumed to be recognized by both the source and target audiences. Comparatively, a 

monocultural reference is not assumed to be known in the target culture, only in the 

source culture, triggering an adaption to the TL. 

 Two American feature films, Collateral (2004) and Criminal (2004), were 

investigated for this study. To assure that the study reflects modern tendencies, two 

movies were selected that were both released in the same year (2004) and set in the same 

location (Los Angeles, California). The Internet Movie Database (IMDB) defines 

Criminal as a comedy/crime/drama/thriller film and Collateral as a crime/drama/thriller 

film. 

 Although these similarities certainly limit the corpus, they also make the material 

cohesive. However, the results of the analysis are thus limited to this genre and time, and 

ultimately, to these two films in particular. 

 The films are both American and the results, therefore, are based only on the norms 

pertaining to the translation of references within the American culture. Another factor 

which must be taken into account is the fact that both movies are large productions and 

belong to similar genres. Furthermore, the origin of the subtitles is not specified at the 

end of the films, which makes it impossible to draw any conclusions concerning in-house 

guidelines with the translation agencies, though these should logically be consistent with 

current norms. 

 

4. Method 

The ST is transcribed, instances of ECRs are noted and with each ECR, the pertaining 

subtitles in Swedish and French are recorded and subsequently analyzed. In each case, the 

Swedish and French TTs are compared to see whether they are treated similarly or if one 

assumes more about its audience than the other. There are some instances of Spanish in 
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the ST, but ECRs there are analyzed in the same way as English ECRs. 

 

4.1 Taxonomy 

There are several ways to approach an ECR, but not all will be taken into account here. 

Pedersen‘s taxonomy (2007:130-152) lists seven strategies for translating ECRs; 

Retention, Specification, Direct Translation, Generalization, Substitution, Omission and 

Using an Official Equivalent. 

 Since this is a small study, in order to find any relevant statistical differences we 

must have a taxonomy that is more general than Pedersen‘s. Thus, for the purpose of this 

study, just four categories were judged to be relevant, since the goal is to find only 

whether Swedish and French subtitles differ in terms of domestication. The methods have 

been given four classifications accordingly; Retention (R), Domestic Substitution (D), 

Cultural Extension (C) and Omission (O). The subtitles for the recorded instances of 

ECRs are divided into the four categories according to which method is used to transfer 

the reference into the TL. 

 

4.1.1 Omission 

Omission occurs when the translator simply chooses not to transfer the ECR into the TL. 

This taxonomy also includes what Pedersen calls Situational Substitution, where the 

reference is replaced by a contextually relevant word which does not convey the ECR 

(Pedersen 2007:147). The use of omission can be found in Example 1, where the 

character Vincent is explaining his schedule to Max, the taxi driver. Here the Swedish 

translator uses Omission by Situational Substitution (Pedersen 2007:216), and the French 

translator uses plain Omission. 

Example 1: 

ST: …then I got a 6 am out of LAX. 

Swedish: …sedan flyger jag härifrån kl. 6.00. 

BT: ...then I fly out of here at 6 am. 

French: …et je reprends l'avion à 6 h. 

BT: …and I fly back at 6 am. 

Collateral (00:16:27) 

Omission can be the only way to deal with a foreign ECR in subtitles where the 

time/space limitations are very restrictive. In all cases, Omission signals that the 

translator did not find the ECR to be crucial for understanding the context. 
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4.1.2 Cultural Extension 

Cultural Extension occurs when the translator chooses to extend the reference to explain 

it to the target audience, or to express the same ECR in different words to accommodate 

the target audience. Thus, this category includes Pedersen‘s strategies of Specification, 

Direct Translation, Generalization and Official Equivalent (2007:129-152). These 

categories are all judged to be less domesticating than Domestic Substitution, but more so 

than Retention. 

In Example 2 the hero, Max, is talking about his dream to start a limousine company. 

Example 2: 

ST: So I do this part-time to get my Benz… 

Swedish: Det här jobbet gör jag för att betala min Benz... 

BT: I do this job to pay for my Benz… 

French: Je fais ce mi-temps pour payer mes Mercedes... 

BT: I do this part-time to pay for my Mercedes-cars… 

Collateral (00:07:57) 

The Swedish translator retains the reference, but the French translator chooses to name 

the German car manufacturer ‗Mercedes‘ instead of the ST term ‗Benz‘. A choice like 

this can depend on more than one factor. While the brand Mercedes Benz is commonly 

referred to as ‗Benz‘ in English, the short term in French is ‗Mercedes‘. Such a choice 

reflects the translator‘s knowledge of the target culture. In Swedish, the short name is 

also Mercedes, not Benz, but here the translator chooses not to domesticate the name. 

 Cultural Extension is mainly used for foreign references that the translator judges to 

be monocultural, or for references that go by different names in the target culture. 

 

4.1.3 Domestic Substitution 

Domestic Substitution does not refer to an actual equivalent in the TL. Such a relation is 

almost impossible to find, even between words belonging to the same language, much 

less in the case of translation. The term instead refers to a domestic ECR in the TL which 

has similar connotations as the original ECR, or to institutions or customs that have 

similar functions. In Pedersen‘s taxonomy this would include only Cultural Substitution 

by Target Culture ECR. What makes this category interesting is that, in contrast to 

Pedersen‘s Official Equivalent strategy, the TT refers here to a different referent than the 

ST. In these instances, not only the ST language is changed but, by extension, also the 

source location, arguably domesticating the TT. In Example 3, one of the main 

characters, Annie, is explaining her occupation. 
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Example 3: 

ST: I represent the Department of Justice… 

Swedish: Jag representerar justitedeartementet… 

BT: I represent the justice department… 

French: Je représent la Justice... 

BT: I represent la Justice… 

Collateral (00:10:11) 

In Example 3, the French translator uses the French governmental department of justice, 

la Justice, to transfer a reference to the United States Department of Justice. By 

capitalizing the French department, the translator shifts not only language, but also 

referent, and by extension moves the entire scene to a domestic base. An alternative to 

this approach is to extend the reference and say for example, le département Américain 

de la justice (the American department of justice), or simply: le départment de la justice 

(the department of justice). 

 Domestic Substitution, as seen in the example above, is a practical solution which 

sometimes suits the time/space limited practice of subtitling. However, it also can make 

or suggest connotations which do not exist in the original ECR, technically giving it 

another, though often similar, referent than the original ECR. 

 It is in the category of Domestic Substitution that one might expect to have a higher 

percentage in the French subtitles. This inference is drawn from the presupposition that 

French translators would, given that culture‘s otherwise protective norms toward the 

French language, want to preserve traditionally French cultural references. If the 

Domestic Substitution category is over-represented, it can suggest that French subtitlers 

are actively (or unconsciously) keeping foreign ECRs out of the vocabulary and 

encyclopedic knowledge of the francophone audience. 

 

4.1.4 Retention 

Retention refers simply to the ECRs where the subtitler has chosen not to adjust the 

reference to the target audience. This category only allows small grammatical changes in 

the TT (for example endings) for the reading to be coherent in the TL. Additionally, the 

category applies to all such instances, regardless of whether the term can be considered 

transcultural, though they should be for Retention to be felicitous.  

 One example of transcultural references in this study is to the ‗FBI‘ (the Federal 

Bureau of Investigation), in as many as seven ECRs. By retaining the ECR, or in several 

cases, culturally extending the reference from Feds to FBI, the translators have made the 

assumption that the target audience will recognize this abbreviation. 
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 Retention is a good option when it comes to making a correct translation that is true 

to the ST. However, the method means taking the risk that the target audience does not 

understand the reference at all, or cannot make out all the connotations that come with 

reading in a first language. A translator using Retention judges his/her audience either to 

be aware of the referent or for the specific referent not to be completely necessary in the 

context. 

 

5. Results and analysis 

The data show that the translators have applied similar methods in transferring ECRs. An 

overall study (Figures 2 and 3) reveals that the diagrams, although not identical, convey 

statistically similar attitudes toward translating ECRs. There is some difference in the 

distribution of the four defined methods. These differences will be discussed later in the 

analysis. Since this study is relatively small, comprising only two films and a total of 166 

ECRs, the analysis will be carried out mainly with a qualitative rather than quantitative 

focus.  

 The frequency of ECRs differs between movies, either randomly or because film 

makers are aware of their audience. It is obvious that film makers try to attract a certain 

audience and would therefore try to appeal to that audience‘s specific reference frame. 

For example, in a movie which focuses on the Latino culture, film makers may attempt to 

recreate much of the culture-specific language, including ECRs, to give the illusion of 

reality rather than fiction. Though this study focuses on the treatment of ECRs, not on 

their frequency, it may still affect the level of ECRs, i.e. how difficult they are for a 

foreign audience to understand, since repeated contextual circumstances may facilitate 

the audience‘s understanding. 

 

5.1 Quantitative Results 

The results of the study were predictably somewhat unremarkable, given the similarity of 

genre and the constraints that the subtitling practice presents. The statistical results, 

however, do show some difference in domestication norms between Swedish and French. 

 Figures 2 and 3 display the distribution of ECR categories in the Swedish and 

French subtitles. 
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 Figure 2. Distribution of ECR translation methods in Swedish subtitles.  

 

 

 Figure 3. Distribution of ECR translation methods in French subtitles.  

 

Omission is found to be the least common way of translating ECRs in French, with only 

two percent, and the second to least common in Swedish, with five percent. This 

variation, while somewhat minor, can be seen as a victory at least for the American film 

makers. It suggests that translators generally do try to convey references, even though 

their audience may find them difficult to understand. 

Retention 131 79% 

Cultural Extension 24 14% 

Omission 8 5% 

Domestic Substitution 3 2% 

Total 166 100% 

   
 

 

  

    

    

    

    

 

Retention 122 73% 

Cultural Extension 27 16% 

Omission 3 2% 

Domestic Substitution 14 9% 

Total 166 100% 
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 The categories of Cultural Extension and Domestic Substitution are both methods 

of transferring the original ECR to the TL in a more familiar way for the target audience. 

Here, however, there is an interesting difference. In the French subtitles, Domestic 

Substitution takes up nine percent, whereas in Swedish, it takes up only two percent. 

Though this difference may look somewhat marginal considering the size of the corpus, it 

can trigger further investigations. 

 Retention is by far the largest category in both languages, implying that Swedish 

and French translators have some faith in the knowledge base of their audiences. 

Pedersen (2007) discusses further the extension of transculturality through globalization 

and the entertainment industry, which could be a factor in why the category of Retention 

is by far the largest in this study. Here, however, we find a difference between the French 

and Swedish subtitles. In Swedish, this category takes up 79 percent of the total number 

of ECRs, whereas in French it takes up only 73 percent. Although this difference of six 

percentage points is small, considering the limited size of the corpus, it does support the 

hypothesis that French subtitlers are less prone to foreignization.  

 In spite of the limited corpus, a chi-square test of independence shows that the 

statistical differences between the two languages are unlikely to be coincidental 

(χ
2
=9.887, d.f.=3, p<0.025), making the quantitative results significant and marking a 

need for further, qualitative analyses. 

 

5.1.2 Statistical Distribution 

In both French and Swedish the four categories are similarly distributed. Looking at 

Domestic Substitution and Cultural Extension, they are larger in French, although the 

extra percentage is distributed similarly to Swedish, with only marginal differences. This 

implies that this distribution may be an effect of the norms of subtitling, and even 

translation, in general, along with a slight French preference for Domestic Substitution. 

 Subtitling is a translation process with many limitations. Time-space limitations are 

primary but within that limitation, reading speed is also a large factor. A translator 

usually cannot explain references, because it takes up more time and space than the ST, 

communicated in this case through audio. Because of these limitations, generalization 

through Cultural Extension is common, as well as the method of Domestic Substitution, 

both of which require compromising with the ECRs‘ reference frames. 

 Another possible explanation is that this seemingly general norm of transferring 

well known acronym ECRs in their original form says more about the magnitude of 

American popular culture and the US in general, than of France or Sweden. Where the 

results do not show striking differences between French and Swedish subtitles, the focus 

then turns to what they have in common. Both are smaller cultures than the American, 

and the American culture is the leading figure in the modern perception of globalization. 

This cultural primacy cannot be stressed enough. A study of audiovisual translations, 

from for example, Chinese into Swedish and French may have very different results. 

Even more interestingly, that same study with Chinese as the SL, conducted in 50 years 
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from now, may be approaching the result of this study of American STs. Such further 

studies could really show the effects of globalization, and cultural dominance globally, on 

foreign subtitles. 

 With regard to differences in domestication, there is need to examine whether the 

difference of six percent in Retention between French and Swedish is relevant. To 

complete this examination, again the size of the corpus must be considered. In this study, 

the corpus must be considered quite small: two films, featuring a total ECR count of 166. 

The difference of six percent is, therefore, not considered large enough on its own to 

constitute proof of more extended domestication norms in French subtitles than in 

Swedish subtitles. Similarly, the difference of seven percent in Domestic Substitution will 

also be analyzed through qualitative investigations to find the source of this pattern. The 

analysis will, therefore, focus more on the concrete qualitative evidence pointing toward 

a more domestication-oriented translation practice in French subtitles. 

 

5.2 Qualitative Results 

The focus of this analysis now turns to the differences and similarities in treatment of 

specific cases of ECRs. The categories chosen for investigation are acronyms, street 

names, Popular ECRs and official institutions. 

 

5.2.1 On Acronyms 

In the study, 17 examples (including repetitions), show that both Swedish and French 

translators keep ECR acronyms in the TT. In example 4 from Collateral a taxi driver is 

wishing a customer a nice stay at the end of the ride. 

Example 4: 

ST: Enjoy LA. 

Swedish: Ha det så trevligt i L.A. 

BT: Have a nice time in L.A. 

French: Bon séjour à L.A. 

BT: [Have a] nice stay in L.A. 

Collateral (00:01:14) 

There are five examples where acronyms are not retained in the French subtitles, where 

they are in the Swedish. However, there are no examples of acronyms being retained only 

in French. This suggests that the French subtitlers in this study consider their target 

audience somewhat less knowledgeable in English acronyms than do the Swedish, or that 

French subtitlers are less willing to adopt American acronyms. 

 In Example 5 detective Fanning from the Los Angeles Police Department is having 
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an argument with an agent from FBI. 

Example 5: 

ST: Since when is the L.A.P.D. working for the Feds? 

Swedish: Sedan när tar L.A.P.D. order av FBI? 

BT: Since when does L.A.P.D. take orders from FBI? 

French: Depuis quand la police bosse pour le FBI? 

BT: Since when do the police work for the FBI? 

Collateral (00:36:02) 

There are here six examples of ECR acronyms not being transferred as acronyms in either 

Swedish or French. However, in these cases the specific reference must be considered 

monocultural or unnecessary, since they have been transferred either through Cultural 

Extension, Omission or Domestic Substitution, but never by spelling out the acronyms in 

their complete form. In Example 6 the villain, Richard Gaddis, is ironically calming 

down his partner in crime. 

Example 6: 

ST: Do you see a SWAT team outside? 

Swedish: Ser du nån polisstyrka? 

BT: Do you see a police force? 

French: Tu vois l'artillerie dehors? 

BT: Do see the artillery outside? 

Criminal (00:21:08) 

 

5.2.2 Where Availability Dictates Translation 

In this study, the majority of ECRs consists of street names, and they are generally 

translated through Retention in both languages. Here, Swedish and French seem to have 

one thing in common.  

Example 7: 

ST: Take Sepulveda to Slauson, then to La Brea. 

Swedish: Ta Sepulveda till Slauson och sedan La Brea. 

BT: Take Sepulveda to Slauson and then La Brea. 
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French: Prenez Sepulveda, puis Slauson jusqu'à La Brea. 

BT: Take Sepulveda, then Slauson to La Brea. 

Collateral (00:05:01) 

Where streets are not defined as streets in the ST, they are not explained in the TT either. 

In Example 7, Sepulveda, Slauson and La Brea are transferred immediately into both 

Swedish and French, without specifying that these are names of streets. However, where 

the street name is a number, the translation differs. Example 8 shows how the structure of 

society can create different options for a translation. 

Example 8: 

ST: Take La Brea north to 6th into downtown. 

Swedish: Ta La Brea norrut till 6th ner till centrum. 

BT: Take La Brea north to 6th down to the center. 

French: Prenez La Brea nord, jusqu'à la sixième. 

BT: La Brea north to the sixth. 

Collateral (00:05:03) 

Streets are not organized by numbers anywhere in Sweden. Thus, there is no domestic 

structure to use. The solution 6:e gatan is possible, but has no domestic use. The practice 

of organizing streets, or rather territories, by numbers is common in Paris, thus the same 

structure is familiar, and while spelled out still retains the same referent. 

 

5.2.3 Finding Patterns of Domestication 

Statistical results have showed a difference in the use of Domestic Substitution, but the 

question of whether French subtitling norms are in fact domesticating, such as the 

practice of dubbing, cannot be explained through statistics alone. This study will instead 

now look at individual instances of translation that display immediate differences 

between Swedish and French translation approaches. The recurrence of such patterns are 

indications of different norms dominating Swedish and French subtitles. 

 

5.2.3.1 Domestication of Popular ECRs 

References to songs, books, films or art which may or may not exist in the real world 

require careful consideration when translating. These types of references (to popular 

encyclopedic knowledge) are henceforth referred to as Popular ECRs. When running into 

Popular ECRs, the translator must keep in mind the context of ST and what role the ECR 

plays. In Example 9, the villain, Vincent, is casually listing philosophical theories to the 
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hero, Max, who wants to know why a man was murdered. 

Example 9: 

ST: I Ching. 

Swedish: I Ching. 

BT: I Ching. 

French: I Ching. 

BT: I Ching. 

(Collateral, 00:25:06) 

In Example 9, the referent is a specific book and the ideas presented therein, and not a 

play on words, or on the message inside the book. Therefore, both translators would have 

had a challenge finding any domestic referent to take its place, regardless of the 

transculturality of the ECR. 

 ECRs develop on the Transculturality parameter: A reference considered 

monocultural in 1995 can be transcultural in 2004 (Pedersen 2007:159). This shows that 

translations are as perishable as language. A text from 1950 is experienced as old by most 

readers, and subtitles should be treated equally. 

 Example 10 shows the villain, Felix, trying to intimidate the character he knows as 

Vincent, who is actually the character Max. 

Example 10: 

ST: Sorry does not put Humpty Dumpty back together again. 

Swedish: Det får väl inte Humpty Dumptys fall ogjort? 

BT: That can‘t take back Humpty Dumpty’s fall, can it? 

French: Ce n'est pas ça qui va aider le Petit Poucet. 

BT: That will not help Hop o’ My Thump. 

Collateral (01:03:41) 

In Example 10, the ECR refers to English nursery rhyme, Humpty Dumpty, which in 

French was replaced by a French nursery rhyme with similar message: Petit Poucet (Hop 

o‘ My Thump). This verse is a good example of how domestic subtitling norms can 

decide the translation fate of a reference. Popular ECRs are not replaced with domestic 

ECRs in any examples of Swedish subtitles. The Swedish norm of source-oriented 

translations (Pedersen 2007:252) suggests that Cultural Extension, Omission or Retention 

should preferably be used to transfer such references. This makes for an argument that the 

norms actually do differ. 
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 In Example 11 the villain, Richard Gaddis, is talking about how he will never again 

commit insurance fraud. 

Example 11: 

ST: The good hands at All State will choke you til your fucking eyes pop out. 

Swedish: De sätter dit en så det svider. 

BT: They nail you so that it hurts. 

French: Les "bonnes mains" de la Allstate te tordent le cou. 

BT: The good hands at All State wring your neck. 

Criminal (00:52:41) 

The French translator chose to retain the reference, whereas the Swedish translator chose 

to omit it. This difference goes against the suggested domesticating French norm. The 

French translator, as the Swedish norm suggests, kept the ECR in its original form. 

However, this practice only proves that the French norm is also subject to the translator‘s 

estimate of the target audience‘s encyclopedic knowledge, as the Swedish. This does not 

undo the indication that French subtitlers in this study have the option of using domestic 

institutional referents, where Swedish subtitlers do not. 

 

5.2.3.2 Domestication of Institutions 

Translating ECRs, such as names of institutions, becomes less drastic if the matching 

term in the TL has the same function. However, this is nearly impossible to find, since no 

two governments are likely to operate exactly the same. A good example of this is any 

governmental term. 

 This pattern of domestication is found in the translations of ECRs on five occasions 

and in both films, where the French translator has used the name of existing French 

institutions, indicated both by their names and also through capitalization. This discovery 

indicates that French subtitlers make this transference without the general constraints of 

subtitling being the trigger, since the Swedish translators have not followed the same 

pattern. 

 In Example 12, detective Fanning is calling in from a crime scene in an apartment 

in Los Angeles. 

Example 12: 

ST: This is Detective Fanning, Narcotics. 

Swedish: Fanning, narkotikaroteln. 

BT: Fanning, narcotics unit. 
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French: Ici l'inspecteur Fanning, des Stups. 

BT: This is detective Fanning, the Narcotics Squad. 

Collateral (00:23:11) 

The Swedish translator here uses the name of the narcotics unit in the Swedish police 

department but by using the lower case, it, generalizes the referent to being any narcotics 

department. The French translator, however, chooses to capitalize the department (des 

Stups is short for Brigade des Stupéfiants), thus changing not only the language, but the 

actual referent as well. The same pattern was presented earlier in Example 3, which was 

discussed earlier concerning the name of the Department of Justice. This pattern would 

not comply with the generally source-oriented Swedish subtitling norm suggested by this 

study. The results show that in Swedish, institutions which are not kept in original are not 

capitalized, even if they are translated into the same name as the Swedish institution. 

 It could, however, be relevant to mention that, while no examples of this pattern 

exist in this corpus, it could be possible that when the institution in the ST is fictitious 

and requires a translation, the Swedish translator could invent a comparable, fictitious 

Swedish name for the institution. This would be supported by Gottlieb‘s theory of 

prioritizing style over terms in fictional translations. 

 

5.2.4 The relevance of Domestic Substitution 

The suggested French norm of transferring more American ECRs through Domestic 

Substitution is a distinguishable difference. We see that French subtitlers easily 

domesticate references (see Examples 3, 10 and 12), which in Swedish may be 

considered confusing to the target audience. By replacing American ECRs with existing 

French ECRs, French translators bring the film and setting to the target audience, instead 

of the Swedish practice of letting, or forcing, the audience to experience the reference in 

its original cultural condition. The French practice is an expression of domestication, 

whereas the Swedish norm is one of foreignization. 

 This pattern implies that French translators either assume that their audience is 

ignorant of the meaning of these ECRs, where Swedish translators assume otherwise, or 

that the domestication norm is an intentional practice designed to insert a French tone. It 

is difficult to determine the prevailing attitude here. However, France‘s dubbing tradition 

should arguably have led to there being fewer transcultural ECR‘s for French, thus 

perpetuating the practice. This could be a large factor in why French subtitlers seem to 

domesticate more than Swedish subtitlers do. 

 The implications on the translation can be seen in two ways. Considering the fact 

that the ST, the original audio, is running, one might claim that the French audience is 

actually still informed of the functions of the ECR, if the referent is transcultural. 

Conversely, the domestication of such references confuses domestication with translation, 

leaving the target audience with the misconception that the referents are the same. 
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 Since the results show that Swedish subtitlers in this study do not use Domestic 

Substitution at all when it comes to institutions and popular culture, whereas French do, 

one might argue that by using Domestic Substitution, the target audience is left ignorant 

of the actual function of the ECR (Examples 10 and 12). However, the Swedish practice 

of Retention, forcing the audience to take in a foreign reference, could mean running the 

risk of leaving some people uninformed and unaware of the contextual implications. In 

addition to Retention, the Swedish norm could also leave the options of Cultural 

Extension and Omission. However, contextual necessity and time/space limitations often 

rule out these options, leaving the Swedish translator with no other choice than to retain 

the original ECR. This again is a sign of norms not necessarily being the first choice of 

the translator, but rather the only logical choice. 

 

5.2.5 What do the Results Indicate? 

Under the assumption that the rules of supply and demand apply to the business of 

translation and subtitling, as well as most other businesses, the results of this limited 

study suggest that the French audience has a different set of demands and expectations 

than the Swedish audience. If the French audience requires a translation attitude of 

bringing the text to the reader, it may indicate a dissociating attitude toward foreign 

references, which can be considered in line with their tradition of dubbing films. 

 The Swedish norm of retaining ECRs to a further extent indicates a positive attitude 

toward foreignization, which can be considered in line with the general practice of 

subtitling. 

 

5.3 Other Statistical Indications 

The similar distribution of the ECR approach methods suggests an important factor: That 

subtitles, regardless of language, are governed by norms pertaining to subtitling as a 

practice, and by extension to translation in general. 

 

6. Conclusion 

This study indicates through quantitative statistical and qualitative case-by-case analyses, 

that national attitudes are reflected in the translation norms of Swedish and French 

subtitling. Moreover, statistics support the existence of general subtitling norms that seem 

to pertain to the practice of translation, specifically subtitling, regardless of target 

language and culture. 

 The statistic results show marginal differences between Swedish and English, 

making the quantitative evidence of French domestication somewhat slight. The French 

subtitles, with nine percent Domestic Substitution, seem more prone to domestication 

than the Swedish, where this category represents only two percent, suggesting that 
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interesting results could be found in the qualitative evidence. 

 The qualitative evidence also indicates that French and Swedish translation norms 

differ. French subtitlers tend to domesticate to a greater extent than Swedish subtitlers do, 

in the case of the transference of ECRs. However, the study also indicates that the norms 

only differ in the translation of certain types of references. In Popular ECRs French 

translators can use existing domestic references with similar connotations, whereas 

Swedish translators do not. However, this category is still subject to the translator‘s 

estimate of the target audience‘s knowledge. The other category which tends to be 

domesticated in French subtitles but not to the same degree in Swedish is names of 

institutions. These references are often replaced by existing French institutions. 

 The differences in French and Swedish translation patterns in Collateral (2004) and 

Criminal (2004) indicate that the francophone attitude toward foreign references is 

dissociating, whereas the Swedish attitude is more accepting. This is consistent with each 

culture‘s traditions and perceived attitudes. It has not, however, been established whether 

the French norms come solely from a general attitude toward foreign references, or 

whether there are in fact official guidelines in French that regulate the translation of 

foreign references. 

 Further research is necessary to establish whether the norms apply specifically to 

translations from English, since the global Americanization is likely a great factor in 

these norms. The overwhelming share of Retention is likely an effect of Americanization 

and practical limitations, since it is often the most time and space saving method, aside 

from Omission, which is often ruled out by contextual necessity. Since the aim of this 

study is not to evaluate which set of norms is preferable, the conclusion is rather that 

there is a difference in translation norms, but it applies only to certain types of ECRs. 

 Overall, the study shows interesting results that will hopefully trigger further 

research into the domestication norms of subtitles and the general domestication norms in 

French translations, as well as the origin and development of modern domestication 

norms, with special consideration to Americanization and globalization. 

 

7. Suggestions for further research 

As previously mentioned, this study is not comprehensive enough to show any real, 

statistical evidence of normative differences. However, since the translations norms only 

differ in two transfer patterns, it is possible that the difference of six percent in Retention 

and of seven percent in Domestic Substitution would be consistent with a larger study. 

Moreover, this study has identified certain types of ECRs which are domesticated in 

French but not in Swedish, but not the extent of the practice. A larger study could show 

the consistency of these French norms and whether they apply to all French subtitling of 

American films, regardless of genre. 

 Furthermore, a study of subtitles from other SLs and cultures than American could 
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show if the large proportion of Retention is due mainly to Americanization or to general 

subtitling norms. 
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