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ABSTRACT

Introduction: translation of swearwords has unceasingly gained traction in audiovisual translation. In
subtitling, swearing does not only warrant linguistic consideration but other multimodal elements, such as
intonation and body movement. Apart from subtitling technicalities, the difficulties of swearword translation
are also impeded by their explicit and implicit forms, as well as the linguistic-cultural differences in source-
target texts. This study aims to deliberate on the Malay translation of English swearwords of ‘fuck’ and ‘shit’
in two episodes of Netflix TV series The History of Swearwords.

Method: to this end, it employs a comparative and descriptive analysis by developing a parallel corpus by
utilising AntConc and AntPConc software. The selection of Netflix posits no local law or policy restrictions
and censorship.

Results: the comparative analysis found a linkup between creative and formal subtitling of the swearwords,
which signals a prevalent pragmatic and cultural foundation in the translation, especially vis-a-vis the deletion
and neutralisation procedures. The study also raises other notable concerns, such as the identification and
semantic comprehension of swearwords by the series subtitlers.

Conclusions: overall, the study posits that the socio-pragmatic factors, among others are still central for the
English-Malay translation strategies of the swearwords in maintaining both linguistic accuracy and cultural
appropriateness for target audience.

Keywords: Swearword; Profanity; Taboo; Subtitling; Netflix.
RESUMEN

Introduccion: la traduccion de palabrotas no ha dejado de ganar terreno en la traduccion audiovisual. En
la subtitulacion, las palabrotas no so6lo merecen consideracion lingiiistica, sino también otros elementos
multimodales, como la entonacion y el movimiento corporal. Aparte de los aspectos técnicos de la
subtitulacion, las dificultades de la traduccion de palabrotas también se ven obstaculizadas por sus formas
explicitas e implicitas, asi como por las diferencias lingiistico-culturales de los textos de origen y destino.
Este estudio pretende deliberar sobre la traduccion al malayo de las palabrotas inglesas «fuck» y «shit» en
dos episodios de la serie de television de Netflix The History of Swearwords.

Método: para ello, emplea un analisis comparativo y descriptivo mediante la elaboracion de un corpus
paralelo utilizando los programas informaticos AntConc y AntPConc. La seleccion de Netflix presupone la
ausencia de restricciones legales o politicas locales y de censura.

Resultados: el analisis comparativo encontro un vinculo entre la subtitulacion creativa y la subtitulacion
formal de las palabrotas, lo que indica una base pragmatica y cultural predominante en la traduccion,
especialmente en lo que respecta a los procedimientos de supresion y neutralizacion. El estudio también
plantea otras cuestiones importantes, como la identificacion y comprension semantica de las palabrotas por
parte de los subtituladores de las series.
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Conclusiones: en general, el estudio postula que los factores sociopragmaticos, entre otros, siguen siendo
fundamentales para las estrategias de traduccion inglés-malayo de las palabrotas a la hora de mantener tanto
la precision lingiiistica como la adecuacion cultural al publico destinatario.

Palabras clave: Palabrotas; Profanidad; Tabu; Subtitulacion; Netflix.

INTRODUCTION

The Industrial Revolutions 4.0 and 5.0 mark a worldwide technological progress. The omnipresent information
generation and retrieval tools, machine learning and automation, and (multi)media communication, among
other achievements, are now central to the global audience. A global community not only presently enjoys
unlimited access to local audiovisual (AV) products, but also global ones. Likewise, the globally marketed and
distributed AV products are also inclusive to a mass audience with an array of language and translation options.
This, inter alia, results in the clash of pop culture, language and tradition. Vance™, in this regard, deems that
both linguistic and cultural melting pots are a feature of a multilingual society which celebrates diversity and
interconnectedness, among other variables.

One of the prevailing linguistic issues is swearwords. Although many deem swearing and profanity taboo
and inappropriate to be screened for all audiences, especially children, the audience reception of AV products
varies extensively. Besides emotional expression, swearing may also convey humour, social bonding and non-
conformity to authority.® In some communities, swearing is regarded as very offensive and sensitive, whilst
others may perceive it as a part of their conversational tradition. This also includes other negatively connotated
cases, such as the sexually decorated theme parks in South Korea® and Denmark.“ Film-wise, such examples
may constitute content or/and audio banning or censoring from regulatory bodies and distributors, as seen in
the banning of Deadpool in China® and The Shawshank Redemption in Malaysia.®

With regard to AV translation, the intricacies of the structure and reception of swearwords certainly hamper
the decision-making in determining accommodating equivalence for the target audience. Certain AV modes are
also of respective technical constraints, such as the spatial and temporal features of subtitling and dubbing, such
as spotting (cueing/time coding), duration of subtitle display and formatting.” By grounding in this premise,
the study attempts to analyse the Malay translation of two swearwords as screened by the video streaming
platform Netflix. Two episodes of the Netflix television series, The History of Swearwords® were selected as
the corpus. A comparative analysis was performed to descriptively compare the English-Malay translations of
swearwords to determine their translation strategies and the underlying thematic issues, if any.

Swearing and taboo language

At base, swearing is predominantly perceived and featured in taboo language. The lexis of taboo has its
roots in a range of themes. Allan and Burridge®, for example, record five taboo-related foci, namely (i) bodies
and their effluvia (sweat, snot, faeces, menstrual fluid, etc.); (ii) organs and sexual acts, micturition, and
defecation; (iii) diseases, death and killing (including hunting and fishing); (iv) naming, addressing, touching,
and viewing persons and sacred beings; and (v) objects and places; food gathering, preparation as well as
consumption. Taboo is also framed as a social constraint on individual behaviour that may cause discomfort,
danger or injury. While it can encompass both explicit and implicit, bad language can in general feature
domain-specific jargon, slang, swearing and cussing, and insults (p. 88-9).

Taboo language is also perceived to be well-embedded in the English language and culture. Taylort 19
wittily asserts that if English was the native language of an indigenous tribe, the anthropologists would have
proposed to include taboo language as one of the main traits of the language. On a parallel note, Allan and
Burridge®™ frame taboo language under the means of orthophemism, euphemism, and dysphemism. The
three terms respectively denote formal (neutral), polite (softened) and impolite (offensive) expressions. A
clear example is the rendition of ‘die’ (orthophemism) into ‘pass away’ (euphemism) and ‘kick the bucket’
(dysphemism). Certainly, in relevant settings, they may be utilised to meet specific contextual objectives, and
in turn, audience responses.

Swearing is predominantly regarded as offensive and dysphemistic. According to Parini®, it is most
commonly communicated verbally (diamesic dimension) and expletively. As opposed to the orthophemistic
and euphemistic expressions, impolite references are oftentimes emotively driven and may evoke speaker and
audience reactions. English swearwords can also be homonymous (have multiple meanings) and have humorous
connotations. For instance, the “This shit’s gonna have nuts in it” dialogue by Deadpool'? carries both literal
(defecation reference) and pragmatic (drawn revenge plan on the whiteboard) meanings.

Screening of taboo films and enforcement of laws
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Based on the above-mentioned explanation, the audience’s acceptance towards taboo references may be
markedly subjective and relative - some may accept them, while others reject and view them negatively
and sensitively. Although there is a perception that the level of acceptance in Western society is more open
compared to Asian countries, historical evidence shows that the use of taboo and vulgar words also initially
had negative implications in the West. For instance, the use of ‘fuck’ and ‘cunt’ in print may result in court
prosecution and imprisonment. (¥

The displayed taboo elements are also omitted and filtered on-screen using various methods, including
a range of specific strategies for select audiovisual translation modes. A clear example can be seen in the
negative reception of religious-themed taboo humour references to Father Ted sitcom in Italy. Due to the
viewers’ ill-perception of the TV series, the original soundtrack is completely dubbed in the target text.(“ A
change of AVT mode also presupposes a removal of certain taboo elements from the source text. For example,
according to Parini"; the number of taboo words in the Pulp Fiction film significantly changed (from 389 to
272) after being dubbed in Italian.

In addition to the AVT mode selection, the implementation of translation strategies is also constrained by
legal restrictions. In Malaysia, for example, the enforcement of the Film Censors Act 2002 Provision (Act 620) and
Malaysian Communications and Multimedia Commission Act (1998) (Act 588) exemplifies several guidelines of
content regulation for film, television and online screening. % The list, among others, includes the 2024 Film
Censorship Guidelines, CMCF Content Code, and Film Censorship Circulars. The latest film censorship guideline,
for instance, gives a special remark on AVT by necessitating the production of non-Malay film subtitles for
censorship purposes. " Generally, the content production against the two acts is not allowed to be broadcasted
and will undergo a screening process (audio and/or visual), if necessary.

Although the broadcasting rights of audiovisual content in Malaysia are generally subject to local laws
and regulations, the same may not apply if the broadcaster is not registered in this country. Video streaming
platform broadcasters, such as Netflix, for example, have faced criticism from various parties due to the
unfiltered nature of their content that is deemed against local values.™® Ahmad Idham®); the former National
Film Development Corporation Malaysia (FINAS) CEO, here asserts that unregulated content distribution and
screening may affect children’s cognitive development in the future. His argument, however, also received a
mixed reaction from the local community, as voiced by actress Sharifah Amani®®, among others.

Following this controversy, former Minister of Communications and Multimedia, Annuar Musa®" notes that
the Malaysian government has no censorship authority over the streaming platform services, as Netflix is not
locally registered and licensed. He further suggested that the ministry engage in discussions with the relevant
companies outside the country to explain Malaysia’s stance on this matter.

A literature search indicates a research focus on translation studies of taboo-oriented references and
swearwords and comparative analysis (between source and target texts) covering various AVT modes. For
example, Avila-Cabrera’s® study on the taboo translation of three English films into Spanish (Reservoir Dogs,
Pulp Fiction, and Inglourious Basterds) exemplifies various translation strategies. Subtitling for Reservoir Dogs
and Pulp Fiction often employs strategies of omission, literal translation, reformulation, and replacement,
whereas the third film prioritises literal translation. For reference, the analysis of taboo word categorisation
shows that the films Reservoir Dogs and Pulp Fiction are dominated by the use of abusive swearing with
a derogatory tone (abusive swearing - derogatory); whereas Inglourious Basterds is filled with taboo terms
related to murder and death.

Wu@) on the other hand, prioritises the translation of select key taboo-related terms, such as fuck and
shit - the two most frequently used swearwords in English."® The translation patterns of these two lexes are
examined using a comparable corpus (English to Chinese) in the context of the TV series Big Little Lies, revealing
the use of four translation strategies, namely pragmatic equivalence, softening, de-swearing, and omission.
The use of corpora is also employed in the study by Abu-Rayyash et al.® which scrutinises the subtitling of 1564
swearwords into Arabic in 40 Netflix films and TV series. This study, among other things, found that the lexes of
fuck, shit, damn, ass, bitch, bastard, asshole, dick, cunt, and pussy are most commonly used, and concluded
the use of filtering, quality reduction, and censorship strategies for translating certain swearwords as are most
frequently applied over other strategies.

One salient feature of the English-Arabic taboo translation studies?+2>2¢ is the presupposition of the authority
intervention in decision-making translation processes due to religious, political and social concerns. As put by
Abdelaal, the linguistic differences between standard Arabic (modern) and their nation-based variants (Egypt,
Jordan, Saudi Arabia, etc.) also play a role in determining the choice of words and translation strategies that
prioritise euphemisms. Here, Modern Arabic serves as a unifying medium for all Arab countries; hence its high
value is preserved, deemed polite and used by the educated class. Therefore, the use of less prestigious and
substandard language, such as taboo elements and vulgarities, is not maintained in written form, including
idioms.

A similar description is also raised in the context of Malaysia. The analysis of taboo humour translation by
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Mohamad Zakuan and Hasuria”, for example, cites the external factors such as censorship and enforcement of
acts, practices and formats of satire, and the translator’s mistakes as the determining factors of taboo humour
strategies in Malaysia, besides the internal factors of language, culture, forms and methods of delivering taboo
humour. Subtitling the Malay taboo language into English is also of recent concern.?” By framing the analysis
into four translation strategies of taboo-to-taboo; taboo-to-non-taboo; euphemising/softening; and omission,
Mohamad Zakuan and Khairul Faiz also make further notes on the thematic intricacies of local and multilingual
taboo references.

METHOD

This study is qualitative and descriptive. For this purpose, the first two episodes of the Netflix TV series The
History of Swearwords were selected as the study corpus. This TV series is themed around humour and hosted
in a casual documentary format by Hollywood actor, Nicholas Cage. For the record, a total of eight episodes
have been produced, and each episode is given a different swearword-themed title. In general terms, each
episode covers the historical aspect (word formation) of the designated vocabulary, its use and contexts from
academics, actors, and comedians from casual interviews. For Malaysian viewers, Netflix labels all episodes in
this TV series 18+ (language), denoting suitable for audiences aged 18 and above due to its explicit language.

The first episode of this TV series is titled “F**k”, while the second episode is titled “Sh*t”. The selection
of both as the corpus is based on several justifications. First, both of these lexes are considered the most
frequently used swearwords in the context of English swearing. Relating to this, Wajnryb(® states that every
time he encounters a new dictionary, he will look for the word fuck and use it as a litmus test to determine
the quality of the dictionary. For instance, states that every time he encounters a new dictionary, he will
look for the word fuck and use it as a litmus test to determine the quality of the dictionary. Secondly, this TV
series is broadcast through the international video streaming platform, Netflix. His choice is supported by the
fact that his curse words were not filtered. As opposed to local streaming platforms warranting local policy
compliance (refer to the above-said discussions on Act 620 and Act 588), the audience watching this TV series
is not restricted by the filtered/censored profanity dialogue; hence taboo references may be subtitled directly
(dysphemism) for audience viewership.

This study applies a comparative analysis of subtitled taboo terms by building an English-Malay parallel
corpus for both episodes of this TV series. By utilising the AntConc and AntPConc corpus analysis tools, all
forms and variations of the word fuck and shit are examined based on the contexts of the source text and their
translation. Subsequent findings are then categorised based on relevant lexical structure to determine the
salient and dominant patterns of subtitling strategies for specific key terms. Based on Allan and Burridge®, the
analysis also determines the rate of X-phemism in the translation if the taboo elements are rendered in the
target language.

RESULTS
Tables 1 and 2 below show the structural variations for the lexemes of ‘fuck’ and ‘shit’ in the source text:

Table 1. Variations of the word ‘fuck’

No. Cluster Rank Freq Range NormFreq NormRange
fuck 1 111 2 0,712 1
fuckin 2 10 1 0,064 0,5
fucking 3 7 2 0,045 1
fucked 4 5 2 0,032 1
motherfucker 4 5 2 0,032 1
motherfuckin 4 5 1 0,032 0,5
fucker 7 2 1 0,013 0,5
lefucker 7 2 1 0,013 0,5
fuckboy 9 1 1 0,006 0,5
fuckbutter 9 1 1 0,006 0,5
fuckebythenavele 9 1 1 0,006 0,5
fuckers 9 1 1 0,006 0,5
fuckhead 9 1 1 0,006 0,5
fuckwad 9 1 1 0,006 0,5
fuckwit 9 1 1 0,006 0,5
motherfuck 9 1 1 0,006 0,5
motherfucking 9 1 1 0,006 0,5

Source: AntConc output
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Table 2. Variations in the word structure of ‘shit’

No. Cluster Rank Freq Range NormFreq NormRange
shit 1 111 2 0,91 1

bullshit 2 3 1 0,025 0,5
chickenshit 3 1 1 0,008 0,5
horseshit 3 1 1 0,008 0,5
shitfaced 3 1 1 0,008 0,5
shithead 3 1 1 0,008 0,5
shitload 3 1 1 0,008 0,5
shits 3 1 1 0,008 0,5
shitting 3 1 1 0,008 0,5
shitty 3 1 1 0,008 0,5

Source: AntConc output

Overall, both lexes exhibit significant morpheme structure variations, with seventeen forms for the word
‘fuck’, and ten for ‘shit’. However, it can be observed that the frequency of both forms of the swearwords in the
corpus is predominantly in their base forms, which is one hundred eleven (111). Compared to ‘shit’, the lexis of
‘fuck’ also has several variations that are only distinguished by their pronunciation and plural form, and do not
include standard spelling, such as the variations of fucking-fuckin, motherfucking-motherfuckin’, and fucker-
fuckers. Whilst the words fuck and shit can essentially be used as verbs and nouns, their structural variations
also involve the addition and/or combination of other morphemes within the same word class depending on
their position in respective dialogues, besides the addition of suffixes -(in)g or -y to form adjectives. It is also
important to note that the two tables also display, among others, several examples of neologisms by combining
swearwords with other words in the source language, such as fuck+boy and shit+head.

Lexis of ‘fuck’

The comparative analysis of the source text and translation also demonstrates the implementation of
intricate paraphrasing strategies. At large, examples of ‘fuck’ in both episodes of this TV series are rendered in
the target text using four main strategies: (direct) borrowing, pragmatic equivalence, softening, and deletion.
The first strategy refers to the retention of the English word “fuck” in the Malay subtitles. As the TV series is
documentary in nature, its retention mainly serves its referential use, i.e. to explicate the meaning, history
and (contextual) use of the word in relevant settings. ‘Fuck’ is also used as a proper noun, as exemplified in
various examples, such as the Fuck family/surname, (John) Lefucker, and (Uncle) Fucker. The following diagram
illustrates the context of borrowing:

The second strategy is pragmatic equivalence. According to Diaz-Pérez®), this strategy refers to the
functional equivalence of two aspects, namely pragmatic function and intonation. In the Malay language, the
use of this strategy is most commonly subtitled using orthophemism (formal expression) by utilising the term
“celaka”, besides the more explicit term of “pergi jahanam”. The context of the first term includes the phrasal
verb “fuck you” (celaka); referential example “You can use “fuck” in absolutely any way” (Awak boleh guna
“celaka” dalam semua cara); and exclamation “fuuuuuck!” (celaka). The phrase “pergi jahanam”, on the
other hand, is only applied when subtitling the “fuck the police” phrase (pergi jahanam polis). Besides these
two terms, another example of pragmatic equivalence is also illustrated using the term “bedebah”, as in the
example “you little fucker” (budak bedebah celaka).

Softening strategies are also found in the analysis. In essence, this strategy refers to the use of mitigated
and less explicit terms as opposed to the more direct source text references (euphemisms). The most common
is the use of the term “tak guna”, which is not explicit in nature. In three different scenes, the host (Nicolas
Cage) repeatedly uttered the word “fuck” five times, but the subtitles only displayed “tak guna” once. Another
example of this strategy is the translation of “fuck” (pengecut or coward), “fuckhead” (bangang or fat-headed),
and “fuckwad” (bodoh or stupid). Similar to the previous example, all three are not naturally explicit, although
they carry negative loads semantically).

The last strategy is deletion. Unlike the previous three strategies, deletion completely removes taboo
references in the subtitles, which in turn displays free-from-profanity translations. Nicolas Cage, for example,
sings the expletive word “fuck” three times in three different scenes in the source text, yet they are not
screened in the subtitles. Multiple examples of deletion are also observed in the translation of the word
“fuckin” or “fucking” as emphasis, as in the examples of “everything’s fuckin’ funnier” (semuanya lebih lucu),
“have a great fuckin’ night” (selamat malam), “are you fucking kidding me?” (awak berguraukah?), and “those
annoying spoilsports” (orang-orang); and also noun reference, such as “you, the troublemaker, should be on
brain detail” (awaklah orang yang patut tahu).
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fuck Start Context Size 20 - words
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Line KWIC

9 Ada pokok keluarga Fuck, o
10 semua pekerja jerit, "Fuck!”

11 Fuck The Army,

12 dan Fuck The Draft.

13 "Fuck" adalah kata bantahan yang bagus.

14 CELAKA // "Fuck" adalah klasik sepanjang masa.

15 di mana Fuck berjumpa Motherfuck,

16 DIKEHENDAKI//CELAKA// Apa? "Fuck" bermaksud "pulul*?

17 "Fuck" bermaksud "seks",

18 "Fuck” ialah perkataan

19 "Fuck" juga sesuatu yang orang kata

20 "Fuck” perkataan makian paling diterima,

21 "Fuck" tak kerap muncul dalam bahasa sebelum 1500-an.

22 tiada satu pun yang mudah dipengaruhi seperti "fuck". v
Line Reference

9 You have the Fuck Family Tree, :
10 every-- you know, the whole cast just goes, "Fuck!”

11 Fuck The Army.

12 And Fuck The Draft.

13 "Fuck" is a good pratest word,

14 "Fuck" is the all-time classic.

15 where Fuck meets Motherfuck,

16 What? "Fuck" means "to hit"?

17 “Fuck” means "sex," for sure.

18 "Fuck” is ancther word

19 "Fuck” is also something a persen says

20 "Fuck” is just the most acceptable curse word,

21 [Melissa] "Fuck” doesn't appear very often in language before the 1500s

22 none is as malleable as “fuck.

23 it would probably be "fuck.”

24 If you hear someone say "fuck.” v

Figure 1. Borrowing strategy for ‘fuck’
Source: AntPConc output

Lexis of ‘shit’

Lexis of ‘shit’, on the other hand, is rendered in the target language through five main strategies, namely
(direct) borrowing, pragmatic equivalence, direct omission, softening, and neutralisation (de-swearing).
Following the first translation strategy of fuck, many examples of ‘shit’ is also maintained in the translation to
retain its referential status. The examples include “shit comes from...” (“shit” berasal dari...) and “shit is also
very effective” (“shit” juga sangat berkesan). Compared to the creative wordplay of fuck as human names in
the TV series, this form of swearing, however, is only formed by the combination of other words (neologisms),
such as “shitload “, “chickenshit”, and “horseshit”, as displayed in table 2.

The next is pragmatic equivalence. In general, ‘shit’ is paralleled to “sial” in the translation, which carries
a similar function and intonation to the original text. The use of this dysphemistic equivalence is often used by
the subtitlers, including when translating exclamatory remarks. For instance, at the beginning of the second
episode, actor Isaiah Whitlock begins his attempt to record the longest utterance of “shit”, which is subsequently
delivered across multiple scenes until the end of the episode. Here, although certain scene frames only display
the utterance of “shiii...” and “...iiii...” separately, the dialogue still presents the profanity in its full form,
which is “sial...”. Akin to the previous example of ‘fuck’, multiple expressions of ‘shit’ in a scene are also
displayed using the one-word “sial” in the Malay language. The diagram below illustrates several contexts of
the translation of ‘sial’.

The third strategy is deletion. Parallel to the deletion strategy of ‘fuck’, a number of ‘shit’ references are
also omitted in the subtitles, albeit with an exclamatory tone. The examples are “shit!”, “damn shit!”, “shingle
shit!”, and “is this the shit that | ordered?” (inikah yang saya pesan?) and “Once again, we owed a shitload of
thanks” (Sekali lagi, kita terhutang budi), which are entirely free from the source text taboo references.
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@ AntPConc - u] X
File Help
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sial Start ContextSize 20~ words
Sort1: CEN = Sert2 1R~ Sort3: 2R e St Pace Size All T~ entries
Target: EM Hits: 21 [ll100% Font Size 1
Line KwIC .
e .
9 Sial!
10 Sial.
11 Sial!
12 Sial!
13 Sial
14 “Sial* sesuatu yang kita elak daripada melihat, mendengar
15 Perkataan sumpah kegemaran saya ialah sial.
16 - "Perempuan sial.”
17 Dia kata, "sial".
18 Semakin saya kata "sial",
19 "Shit" adalah sial.
20 Jadi untuk jadi sial
21 “sial" boleh jadi sebaik perbuatannya. [
Line Reference
6 Shiiiiii... -
7 -Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit, shit...
8 Shit.
9 Shit!
10 Shit. Shit. Shit.
Il Shit!
12 Shiiiit!
13 Shiiiii.
14 and turning them into thrones.
15 My favorite swear word is shit,
16 -"Some bitch shit."
17 He says, "shiiiit."
18 The more | said "shit,”
19 negatively toned until it traded an "F" for a "PH."
20 “Shit" is the shit.
21 can be almost as good for us as the act itself. LA

Figure 2. Pragmatic equivalence strategy of ‘sial’
Source: AntPConc output

The fourth (softening, or quality reduction) and fifth (neutralisation) strategies are essentially of similar
characteristics, but their usage is contextually dissimilar. Following the previous example of “fuck”, some
instances of “shit” are also rendered in the target language as “tak guna”, which reflects the low explicitation
quality of the profane reference. The application of this strategy is seen in an array of scenes, such as “Shit.
Shit! Shit.” (Tak guna.); “Shit on a goddamn shingle!” (Tak guna!); and “-Goddamn shit!” (Tak guna!); even
though some are accompanied by exclamation marks for intonation emphasis. Similar translation equivalence is
also found for neologism, such as the “it is total horseshit” dialogue (ia memang mengarut). Neutralisation, on
the other hand, refers to the process of removing swearwords and replacing them with functional equivalents
without the taboo references, such as the use of the word “alamak!” (literally ‘oh no!’) for “Shit!” and “Holy
shit!” references; and “benda” (literally ‘item’) in the example of “the shit that | ordered” (benda yang saya
pesan).

DISCUSSION

The comparative analysis found several key takeaways. First, the retention and translation of both expletive
lexes of ‘fuck’ and ‘shit’ in the subtitles essentially correspond to Netflix’s no-censorship policy, which leaves
the subtitlers free to employ creativity when translating. As the corpus analysis suggests, the range of different
subtitling strategies of taboo references also justifies this observation. As a comparison, a study by Mohamad
Zakuan and Hasuria™ identifies several censorship issues in the Deadpool film, especially the reception and
comprehension discrepancy of the target audience who did not hear (censored) profanity references in the
source text but could read them in the Malay subtitles. The same study also found technical filtering errors,
such as the explicit taboo humour references, like “dick-tips” and “cock-gobbler”, which were not filtered.

Whilst the findings indicate the presence of the subtitlers’ creative side, the study also found that the
word selection (diction) for translating the two swearwords is still fixed to certain vocabularies and limited.
Generally, apart from the retention strategy (borrowing), the lexis of fuck is mostly formally rendered in Malay
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as “celaka”, while shit is rendered as “sial”. The discovery can certainly be deemed contradictory against
the array of contextually suitable choices in the Dewan Bahasa (English-Malay) dictionary. For reference, the
equivalent translation of the expletive ‘fuck’ is “puki mak”, aside from three mitigated equivalents of “babi”,
“celaka”, and “sial”.? The dictionary also lists three equivalents for ‘shit’, which are “celaka”, “puki mak”,
and “sial”.(9

The earlier examples also set forth several examples of deletion and neutralisation strategies in the
subtitles. This generally indicates two points of reflection - first, the findings confirm the notion by Diaz-Cintas
and Remael® that in AVT, explicit taboo loads are commonly mitigated and of less quality in the target texts.
Secondly, this, among other things, signals that the pragmatic factors of the Malaysian language and culture
are still prevalent and deemed relevant to be retained by translators, even though the streaming platform
maintains no content and language restrictions.

While this may not be directly related to the research objectives, the analysis also identified issues of taboo
reference comprehension by subtitlers. For example, the “the shit” phrase that is repeatedly mentioned at
the end of the second episode of this TV series refers to a positive meaning, as exemplified in Kory’s dialogue,
“Now, if something is the shit, and this is how you differentiate between the good and the bad, that means it is
excellent...” Nevertheless, the excerpted phrase failed to identify the reference and translated it as “masalah”
(literally ‘problem’) (Jika sesuatu itu masalah dan ini cara awak membezakan antara baik dan buruk, itu
bermakna ia bagus). Apart from that, the phrase is also translated negatively using different terms, such as “tak
guna” (useless) and “sial” (cursed), which may ultimately alter the audience’s overall understanding.

Despite yielding valuable insights into taboo subtitling practices, this study is also constrained by several
notable limitations. Firstly, the research is based solely on two episodes of a single TV series, which limits
the ability to generalize the findings to other AV products. Secondly, the forms of taboo language analysed
within the data include instances used in informative contexts, which may not be considered taboo in certain
cultural settings. The overlap between offensive and non-offensive uses of language may in turn complicate
the interpretation of subtitling strategies and may vary significantly across different cultural backgrounds.
The study also notes the importance to incorporate other relevant fields of study in the analysis, such as
communication, film studies®", and product distribution and marketing®©?3% in ensuring a comprehensive output
of the analysis.

CONCLUSION

This study highlights the complexities of translating swearwords in AV contexts by focusing on the English
swearwords of ‘fuck’ and ‘shit’ in Malay subtitles. The findings suggest that subtitlers rely on both creative
and formal strategies to navigate both linguistic and cultural challenges by employing a variety of translation
strategies. The study also found that these translation choices are influenced by socio-pragmatic factors,
reflecting the nuanced nature of swearword usage in the target language.

The present study also raises important considerations regarding the subtitlers’ ability to accurately identify
and comprehend the semantic depth of swearwords. Given the lack of censorship on online streaming platforms
such as Netflix, a balance between linguistic accuracy and cultural appropriateness is thus of essence in
negotiating multimodal complexities, and in turn, determining how the exercised strategies impact audience
reception and understanding.
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