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Abstract	

Offensive	 language	 has	 always	 been	 an	 essential	 part	 of	 the	 Hong	 Kong	

culture	 and	 lingua	 franca	 –	 Cantonese.	 In	 the	 past,	 due	 to	 its	 taboo	 nature,	

offensive	 language	 has	 received	 little	 attention	 in	 the	 field	 of	 academics.	

However,	 Stephen	 Chow	 and	 his	 unique	 style	 of	 nonsense	 comedies	 have	

popularized	the	use	of	offensive	language	both	in	Hong	Kong	and	other	Chinese-

speaking	communities.	This	thesis	uses	the	film	Flirting	Scholar	as	a	case	study	to	

compare	 the	 original	 Cantonese	 and	 its	 Mandarin-dubbed	 version.	 The	 tools	

used	to	analyse	the	Cantonese	offensive	language	and	Mandarin	translations	are	

Lawrence	 Venuti’s	 foreignisation	 and	 domestication	 theory,	 and,	 Teresa	

Tomaszkiewicz’s	audiovisual	translation	strategies.	The	result	shows	that	due	to	

film	 censorship	 in	 Taiwan,	most	 of	 the	Mandarin	 versions	 do	 not	 recreate	 the	

same	 effect	 as	 Cantonese	 offensive	 language	 nor	 do	 they	 replicate	 the	

connotations	rooted	in	the	examples	presented	in	this	thesis.	

	

Keywords:	Offensive	language,	vulgarism,	dubbing	translation,	Cantonese,	

Stephen	Chow	

	 	

 



	

摘要	

語言深受一地文化與歷史影響，即便是同語系，也會產生落差。華語地區

中，香港的粵語和台灣的國語便是同中存異的最佳例子。有喜劇之王之稱的周

星馳，從九零年代開始便以無厘頭為賣點，打造出一系列經典之作。其中，

《唐伯虎點秋香》更是深入民心，把獨特的無厘頭搞笑文化推廣至兩岸三地，

甚至全世界。礙於香港與台灣的文化用語有著本質上的差異，要以國語重現香

港電影的不雅和禁忌用語，對譯者而言極具挑戰。本論文採用	Lawrence	Venuti	

的歸化與異化理論及	 Teresa	 Tomaszkiewicz	 的影視翻譯策略為分析工具，以

《唐伯虎點秋香》為例，探討譯者處理該作之禁忌用語的手法與策略。研究後

得知除了語言本身，譯者對於文化的認知也非常重要，才可產出與原文相近之

譯文。另發現由於台灣片商對於電影內容的自我審查，大幅刪減粵語版本的髒

話和不雅用語，加上譯者對粵語文化中的隱喻亦缺乏深刻理解，導致國語配音

與粵語原文出現重大落差。	

	

關鍵字:	配音翻譯、髒話翻譯、粵語、周星馳、唐伯虎點秋香	
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1 Introduction	

	The	advancement	of	technology	has	helped	the	audiovisual	technician	to	

achieve	 state-of-the-art	 productions.	 Along	 with	 this	 development,	 audiovisual	

translation	 (AVT)	 has	 been	 attracting	 scholars’	 interests	 in	 recent	 years.	 AVT	

includes	 the	 translation	 of	 films,	 television	 productions,	 animations,	 theatrical	

performances,	etc.	Though	the	visuals	of	the	performing	art	can	be	interpreted	in	

many	different	ways	by	the	audience,	when	dialogue	is	used	it	instantly	becomes	

a	 cultural	 specific	 piece	 that	 requires	 subtitling	 or	 dubbing,	 which	 is	 used	 to	

assist	 the	 audience	 to	 fully	 understand	 what	 is	 being	 said,	 especially	 if	 the	

dialogue	 is	 not	 in	 the	 audience’s	mother	 tongue.	 Film	production,	 for	 example,	

has	 many	 genres.	 An	 action	 film	 may	 have	 as	 many	 set	 phrases	 or	 cultural-

specific	terms	as	a	gangster	film;	on	the	other	hand,	puns,	jokes	and	wordplays,	in	

particular,	are	frequently	presented	in	the	form	of	dialogue	or	as	a	visual	clue	in	

comedies.	When	 two	different	 linguistic	 systems	 collide,	 it	 is	 important	 for	 the	

translator	to	present	the	joke	in	a	way	that	the	audience	will	laugh	just	as	much	

as	if	they	are	watching	a	comedy	written	in	their	own	language.	

Apart	from	the	action	of	translating	between	two	languages	that	can	cause	

difficulties	 for	 the	 translator,	 cultural-specific	 language	 such	 as	 humour	 and	

swearing	have	proven	 to	be	challenging,	especially	 in	audiovisual	pieces	where	

time	is	 limited.	Many	consider	swearing	as	a	social	taboo,	and	those	who	swear	

are	 rude,	 of	 the	 lower	 class,	 and	 in	 extreme	 cases,	 the	 language	 of	 criminals.	

Because	of	 that,	even	 to	 this	day,	 society	 tends	 to	 ignore	 the	 fact	 that	offensive	

language	 exists	 in	 almost	 every	 language,	 instead	 they	 are	 considered	 as	 a	
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‘forbidden	 fruit’	 and	 not	 to	 be	 discussed	 or	 used	 in	 public.	 Offensive	 language	

often	reflects	the	culture	and	sub-culture	embedded	in	a	society’s	language	and	is	

definitely	 worthy	 of	 academic	 attention.	 The	 creativity	 being	 put	 into	 creating	

swearword	 euphemisms	 by	 the	 young	 generation	 is	 at	 an	 unprecedented	 high	

that	may	be	due	to	censorship	in	a	country,	or	it	simply	being	a	taboo.		

When	it	comes	to	subtitling	or	dubbing	a	film	that	contains	swearwords	or	

culture-specific	offensive	language,	the	language	is	often	toned	down	or	even	left	

untranslated.	 For	 one,	 the	use	 of	 swearwords	has	 always	been	 associated	with	

the	criminal	underworld	and	language	used	by	the	lower	class.	The	mainstream	

media,	Hong	Kong	in	particular,	dare	not	to	translate	vulgarity	into	its	equivalent,	

leading	to	an	altered	and	unauthentic	experience	for	filmgoers	who	do	not	speak	

the	 source	 language	 and	 can	 only	 rely	 on	 dubbing	 or	 subtitling	 (Fong,	 2009).	

Furthermore,	 the	 tendency	 to	 do	 so	may	 be	 due	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 an	 equivalent	

cannot	be	found	in	the	target	language,	or	due	to	time	constraints	placed	on	the	

subtitler.	Therefore,	almost	all	dubbed	or	subtitled	films	have	toned	down	their	

swearing	 significantly.	 Although	 swearwords	have	 a	 negative	 image	 in	 general,	

some	filmmakers	attempt	to	use	vulgarity,	wordplay,	and	euphemism	as	a	selling	

point	 in	 the	 industry	 (Chen,	 2004).	 Such	 productions	 have	 achieved	 box	 office	

success	and	are	especially	popular	amongst	the	younger	generation.		

Another	highlight	of	Hong	Kong	culture	is	kung	fu	comedy.	Since	the	early	

1970s,	the	rise	of	kung	fu	films	is	highlighted	by	the	late	Bruce	Lee.	He	gradually	

gained	popularity	in	Hong	Kong,	and	the	fascination	with	kung	fu	and	Bruce	Lee	

soon	 spread	across	 the	 globe	 (Lau,	 1998;	Yau,	 2001).	Other	martial	 arts	 actors	

such	 as	 Jackie	 Chan	 and	 Jet	 Li	 soon	 followed	 this	 path	 and	 kung	 fu	 comedy	
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became	a	signature	genre	in	Hong	Kong.	During	the	1990s,	kung	fu	comedy	was	

taken	to	a	new	level	by	Stephen	Chow.	He	is	the	actor	most	famously	known	for	

his	 clever	use	of	 puns,	wordplays,	 and	 swearword	 euphemisms	 in	many	of	 the	

comedies	he	starred	in,	creating	a	new	form	of	cinema	with	the	use	of	nonsense	

language	–	mo	lei	tau（無厘頭）.	Chow’s	use	of	nonsense	 language	has	created	

and	added	a	new	 layer	of	meaning	and	connotation	 to	 the	Cantonese	 language,	

contributing	to	the	language	used	both	in	everyday	life	and	on	the	Internet.	Many	

of	the	vocabulary	and	phrases	he	created	are	still	commonly	used	by	the	public	

on	 a	 day-to-day	 basis.	 Apart	 from	 the	 Cantonese-speaking	 population,	 Chow’s	

films	 have	 also	 broken	 culture	 and	 language	 barriers,	 creating	 a	 significant	

impact	on	the	Asian	film	industry.		

Although	a	lot	of	people	in	the	general	public	believe	that	both	Cantonese	

and	Mandarin	belong	to	the	Chinese	language	family,	linguists	are	supporting	the	

fact	 that	 Cantonese	 is	 a	 language,	 instead	 of	 a	 dialect	 of	 the	 Chinese	 language	

family.	 This	 is	 mainly	 because	 Cantonese,	 the	 one	 spoken	 in	 Hong	 Kong	 in	

particular,	 has	 undergone	 different	 culture	 influences	 compared	 to	 Mandarin-

speaking	 nations	 such	 as	 China	 and	 Taiwan.	 As	 a	 British	 colony	 for	 over	 150	

years,	 Hong	 Kong	 is	 also	 known	 for	 absorbing	 foreign	 vocabulary	 into	 its	

language	to	fulfil	the	lexical	gap	between	Cantonese	and	English.	A	combination	

of	historical	and	cultural	influences	have	made	Hong	Kong	Cantonese	to	be	one	of	

a	kind	language	that	stands	out	from	other	regional	dialects	in	China.	At	the	same	

time,	because	of	this,	translation	between	Cantonese	and	Mandarin	has	proven	to	

be	rather	difficult,	even	though	both	of	them	use	Chinese	characters.	
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With	 this	 in	mind,	 this	 thesis	aims	to	 investigate	 the	 translation	strategy	

used	 to	 translate	 the	 Cantonese	 offensive	 language	 into	 Mandarin	 in	 the	 film	

Flirting	 Scholar.	 Examples	 used	 in	 this	 thesis	 mainly	 consist	 of	 Cantonese	

vulgarism,	insults	and	curse	words,	sexual	oriented	and	triad	language.		

1.1 Research	Motivation	

As	a	child	growing	up	in	the	90s,	I	have	always	enjoyed	watching	kung	fu	

comedies	with	my	 family;	movie	 stars	 such	 as	 Jackie	 Chan,	 Jet	 Li,	 and	 Stephen	

Chow	 can	 always	 be	 seen	 on	 television.	 Whenever	 a	 Stephen	 Chow	 film	 was	

showing	on	television,	 I	would	stop	whatever	 I	was	doing	and	watch	the	entire	

film.	But	as	 I	got	older	and	re-watched	the	same	comedies	again	but	dubbed	 in	

Mandarin,	I	realized	that	the	dubbed	version	is	nothing	like	the	original	–	many	

swearwords	 were	 replaced	 or	 omitted	 altogether.	 Most	 of	 the	 underlying	

meanings,	connotations,	or	cultural	references	in	the	dialogue,	commonly	known	

by	 the	 Cantonese-speaking	 audience,	 were	 translated	 and	 adjusted	 for	 the	

Mandarin	audience;	 the	non-Cantonese-speaking	audience	would	never	be	able	

to	 understand	 the	 humour	 behind	 the	 jokes,	which	 significantly	 decreased	 the	

quality	of	the	outcome.		

After	much	research,	I	realised	that	many	R-rated	films	in	Cantonese	were	

G-Rated	in	their	Mandarin	versions.	In	my	opinion,	although	the	version	did	not	

quite	match	or	fully	represent	the	humour	of	the	original,	it	somehow	created	a	

different	kind	of	humour	specifically	targeting	the	Mandarin-speaking	audience.	

As	it	is	impossible	to	look	at	all	the	films	by	Stephen	Chow,	Jackie	Chan	and	Jet	Li	

in	 one	 thesis,	 I	 have	 decided	 to	 focus	 on	 one	 particular	 film,	 Flirting	 Scholar	
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(1993),	my	 favourite	out	of	all	Stephen	Chow	classics,	which	has	 received	 little	

attention	in	academic	research,	as	the	case	study	of	this	thesis.	

In	 addition,	 after	 studying	 at	 the	 Graduate	 Institute	 of	 Translation	 and	

Interpretation	of	National	Taiwan	Normal	University,	 the	more	 I	 learned	about	

translation	 and	 linguistics,	 the	more	 I	 thought	 about	 Stephen	Chow’s	 films	 and	

their	 translations.	 I	realize	 that	humour	 in	one	culture	may	not	be	 funny	to	 the	

other.	 Even	 when	 Stephen	 Chow’s	 jokes	 and	 mo	 lei	 tau	 are	 translated	 into	

Mandarin,	a	lot	of	the	wittiness,	humour	behind	the	clever	use	of	euphemism	and	

wordplay	are	lost.	In	addition,	I	believe	that	this	form	of	humorous	nonsense	has	

become	an	inseparable	part	of	the	Hong	Kong	culture,	which	has	a	great	impact	

on	 the	TV	 and	 film	 industry,	 as	well	 as	 contributing	 to	 the	development	 of	 the	

Hong	 Kong-Cantonese	 language,	 and	 in	 turn	 created	 a	 popular	 cultural	

phenomenon	deeply	embedded	in	the	everyday	 life	of	 the	young	adults	even	to	

this	day,	which	is	definitely	worth	looking	into.	

Lastly,	as	2017	marks	the	20th	anniversary	of	Hong	Kong	returning	China,	

there	 is	 a	 worrisome	 degradation	 of	 Hong	 Kong-Cantonese	 by	 the	 local	

government;	I	feel	the	need	to	do	something	to	embrace	my	mother	tongue	and	

culture.	 Therefore,	 by	 using	 Stephen	 Chow’s	 classic	 comedy,	 Flirting	 Scholar,	 I	

would	like	to	investigate,	compare,	and	analyse	the	similarities	and	differences	in	

the	use	of	translating	offensive	language	from	Cantonese	and	Mandarin.		
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1.2 Significance	of	the	Research	

Offensive	language	is	considered	as	taboo	in	society.	Those	who	swear	are	

often	 labelled	as	bad	and	 impolite,	portraying	a	negative	 image	 in	general.	This	

has	in	turn	restricted	the	representation	of	authentic	vulgarism	being	presented	

in	 films.	While	 some	academic	scholars	believe	 that	due	 to	box	office	concerns,	

film	 distributors	 often	 undergo	 self-censoring	 before	 sending	 the	 films	 to	 the	

Office	 of	 Film,	 Newspaper	 and	 Article	 Administration	 (OFNAA)	 in	 Hong	 Kong	

(Chen,	 2004;	 Fong,	 2009;	 Lim	&	 Lee,	 2015).	Moreover,	 despite	 the	 differences	

between	the	East	and	the	West,	the	perception	on	the	use	of	offensive	language	

are	similar,	resulting	in	the	lack	of	academic	research	in	this	area.	Even	when	the	

public’s	attitude	towards	swearing	has	changed	to	be	less	negative	over	the	past	

decades,	film	distributors	and	translators	dare	not	to	translate	swearwords	into	

their	equivalents	(Chen,	2004).		

While	 many	 academic	 scholars	 (Lee,	 2009;	 Yu,	 2010)	 have	 written	 on	

Stephen	Chow’s	more	recent	films	such	as	Shaolin	Soccer,	Kung	Fu	Hustle	and	CJ7,	

little	has	been	done	on	his	earlier	works	from	the	90s.	Flirting	Scholar	is	a	piece	

that	contains	Stephen	Chow’s	signature	nonsense	humour	throughout	the	entire	

film.	 The	 film	 includes	 bilingual	 subtitles	 (written	Cantonese	 and	English),	 and	

subsequently	 dubbed	 into	Mandarin	 and	 Taiwanese	 in	 order	 to	 be	 released	 in	

Taiwan.	During	the	dubbing	process,	translation	is	required	despite	the	fact	that	

both	Cantonese	and	Mandarin	belong	to	the	Chinese	language	family.	Since	only	a	

few	 studies	 have	 been	 done	 to	 look	 into	 the	 intralingual	 translation	 issue	

between	spoken	Cantonese	and	Mandarin,	this	thesis	attempts	to	fill	the	gap	and	

add	further	insights	to	this	area	of	study.	
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1.3 Methodology	

1.3.1 Lawrence	Venuti’s	Theory	

Lawrence	 Venuti	 first	 discusses	 a	 translator’s	 invisibility	 along	 with	

foreignization	and	domestication	translation	strategy	in	his	book	The	Translator’s	

Invisibility	 in	1995.	The	root	of	these	strategies	is	developed	based	on	Friedrich	

Schleiermacher’s	 perspective	 on	 translation	 and	 on	 Venuti’s	 observation	 about	

the	 Anglo-American	 publishing	 industry.	 In	 his	 influential	 paper,	 Über	 die	

verschiedenen	Methoden	des	Übersetzens	(On	the	Different	Methods	of	Translating),	

Schleiermacher	 claims	 that	 foreignization	 is	 a	 strategy	 to	 bring	 the	 target-text	

audience	 toward	 the	 original	 text,	 while	 domestication	 does	 the	 opposite	 -	

‘leav[ing]	the	reader	in	peace,	as	much	as	possible,	and	moves	the	author	toward	

him’	 (as	 cited	 in	 Munday,	 2008,	 p.	 144).	 Venuti	 shares	 the	 same	 opinion	 as	

Schleiermacher,	 stating	 that	 foreignization	 should	 be	 adapted	 over	 the	 use	 of	

domestication,	as	 the	 former	 introduces	 foreign	elements	 to	 the	 text	recipients.	

By	 doing	 so,	 readers	 will	 have	 more	 opportunities	 to	 be	 exposed	 to	 different	

cultures	 (Munday,	 2008;	 Venuti,	 1995),	 as	 well	 as	 encouraging	 language	 and	

cultural	exchange	(Yang,	2014).	

1.3.2 Strategies	for	Translating	Offensive	Language	

There	 are	 close	 to	 none	 in-depth	 research	 looking	 at	 the	 strategy	 and	

process	of	language	transfer	for	dubbing,	most	of	the	research	on	dubbing	mainly	

focused	 on	 the	 quality	 of	 the	 outcome	 or	 simply	 listing	 out	 the	 process	 of	

dubbing.	 In	contrast,	scholars	have	come	up	with	numerous	subtitle	translation	

strategies	looking	at	the	process	of	language	transfer	between	the	two	languages.		
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Teresa	Tomaszkiewicz	(cited	in	Pettit,	2009,	p.	45)	offers	her	view	on	the	

strategies	 in	 operation	 in	 film	 subtitling1,	 as	well	 as	 to	 “describe	 the	processes	

which	 occur	 in	 the	 dubbed	 version”.	 Pettit	 (2009)	 analysed	 the	 English	 and	

French	 extracts	 of	 three	 featured	 films	 using	 Tomaszkiewicz’s	 AVT	 strategies.	

Figure	1.1	shows	the	strategies	of	AVT	adapted	from	Tomaszkiewicz:	

Figure	1.1	Tomaszkiewicz’s	AVT	Strategies	

Strategy	 Explanation	

Omission	 Cultural	reference	is	omitted	altogether	

Literal	Translation	
The	solution	in	the	target	text	matches	the	original	as	
closely	as	possible	

Borrowing	
Original	 terms	 from	 the	 source	 text	 are	 used	 in	 the	
target	text	

Equivalence	
Translation	has	a	similar	meaning	and	function	in	the	
target	culture	

Adaptation	
The	translation	is	adjusted	to	the	target	language	and	
culture	in	an	attempt	to	evoke	similar	connotations	to	
the	original	

Replacement	
Replacement	 of	 the	 cultural	 term	 with	 deictics,	
particularly	when	supported	by	an	on-screen	gesture	
or	a	visual	clue	

Generalisation	 Also	referred	to	as	neutralization	of	the	original	

Explication	
Usually	 involves	a	paraphrase	 to	explain	 the	cultural	
terms	

																																																								
1	The	 book	Les	operations	 linguistiques	qui	 sous-tendent	 le	processus	de	 sous-titrage	des	
films	 by	 Teresa	 Tomaszkiewicz	was	written	 in	 French.	 The	 English	 version	 is	 adapted	
from	Zoe	Pettit	(2009,	p.	45).	
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The	 strategy	 proposed	 by	 Tomaszkiewicz	 will	 be	 used	 to	 analyse	 the	

Cantonese	 (original)	 and	Mandarin	 (dubbed)	 examples	 extracted	 from	 Flirting	

Scholar.	 The	aim	 is	 to	 investigate	 and	 compare	 the	 similarities	 and	differences,	

and	which	strategy	 is	used	during	 the	 translation	process,	as	well	as	 looking	at	

whether	 the	 Mandarin	 version	 is	 able	 to	 produce	 the	 same	 effect	 with	 the	

domestication	and	foreignization	theory	proposed	by	Venuti.	

1.4 Thesis	Structure		

The	 thesis	 is	 divided	 into	 six	 chapters.	 Chapter	 One	 introduces	 the	

background	and	motivation	of	the	thesis,	as	well	as	the	methodology,	followed	by	

a	 detailed	 profile	 of	 the	 film	Flirting	Scholar.	Works	 on	 audiovisual	 translation	

and	 the	 language	 pair	 will	 be	 reviewed	 in	 Chapter	 Two.	 Chapter	 Three	 will	

continue	to	 look	at	 the	history	of	Hong	Kong,	 the	characteristics	of	Hong	Kong-

Cantonese.	 In	 Chapter	 Four,	 the	 issue	 of	 offensive	 language	 will	 be	 closely	

examined,	 with	 topics	 such	 as	 vulgarism,	 swearwords	 in	 the	 English	 language	

and	 Cantonese,	 as	 well	 as	 a	 thorough	 explanation	 on	 the	 different	 types	 of	

Cantonese	swearwords.	Chapter	Five	consists	of	the	examples	and	analysis	of	the	

film	 Flirting	 Scholar,	 with	 a	 brief	 summary	 at	 the	 end.	 Chapter	 Six	 is	 the	

conclusion	of	this	thesis.	

1.5 Introduction	to	the	Film	‘Flirting	Scholar’		

Flirting	Scholar《唐伯虎點秋香》(1993)	 is	 a	Hong	Kong	 film	production	

based	 on	 the	 Chinese	 folktale	Three	Smiles《三笑姻緣》,	 a	 love	 story	 between	

the	Ming	dynasty	scholar	Tong	Pak	Fu（唐伯虎）and	Chou	Heung（秋香）.	The	
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comedy	is	directed	by	Lee	Lik-Chi（李力持）,	who	worked	with	Stephen	Chow	in	

several	other	films	such	as	From	Beijing	with	Love《國產凌凌漆》,	Forbidden	City	

Cop《大內密探零零發》and	 Shaolin	 Soccer《少林足球》.	 The	 pair	 has	 worked	

together	since	the	early	1990s,	making	the	mo	lei	tau	culture	flourish	to	become	

an	avant-garde	form	of	comic	cinema,	which	 later	played	a	significant	 influence	

on	the	Hong	Kong	film	and	television	industry.		

Since	the	release	of	Flirting	Scholar	in	1993,	Lee	Lik-Chi	has	also	directed	

Flirting	 Scholar	 2《唐伯虎點秋香 2 之四大才子》in	 2010,	 as	 a	 sequel	 to	 the	

1993	 film,	 as	well	 as	 a	 Chinese	 television	 series,	The	Four	Scholars	 in	 Jiangnan

《江南四大才子》in	2014.	All	three	of	them	are	stories	that	revolve	around	Tong	

Bak	 Fu,	 a	 Chinese	 scholar,	 painter,	 calligrapher,	 and	 poet	 of	 the	Ming	 dynasty.	

There	 are	 other	 productions	 about	 the	 talented	 scholar,	 but	 none	 can	 be	

compared	 to	 the	 Stephen	Chow	version	 from	1993.	Moreover,	 the	 film	 is	 often	

replayed	 on	 television	 as	 well	 –	 it	 is	 reported	 that	 in	 2011	 to	 2015,	 Flirting	

Scholar	was	shown	on	television	over	230	times,	making	it	the	most	replayed	film	

on	Taiwan	 television	 (潘鈺楨,	 2015),	 showing	 the	achievements	and	success	of	

the	film	even	20	years	after	it	was	released.	

In	addition	to	Tong	Bak	Fu,	Stephen	Chow’s	early	filmography	includes	a	

series	 of	 so-called	 ‘existing	 character,	 new	 plot’	 films,	 in	 which	 Chow	 played	

famous	historical	and	fictional	 figures	with	new	storylines,	such	as	Sung	Sai	Kit	

（宋世傑）in	 Justice,	My	Foot《審死官》,	Wai	Siu-bo（韋小寶）in	Royal	Tramp	

1	&	 2《鹿鼎記》《鹿鼎記 2 神龍教》,	 and	 So	 Chan（蘇燦）in	King	 of	 Beggars	

《武狀元蘇乞兒》,	just	to	name	a	few.	These	films	have	marked	the	beginning	of	
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Stephen	 Chow’s	 successful	 career	 in	 the	 entertainment	 industry,	 as	 well	 as	

bringing	a	distinct	mo	lei	tau	comedy	style	to	the	Hong	Kong	public	and	Chinese-

speaking	audience	abroad.	

1.5.1 Film	Plot		

In	Flirting	Scholar,	Tong	Bak	Fu	(Stephen	Chow)	is	famous	for	having	eight	

beautiful	 wives,	 topped	 with	 his	 expertise	 as	 an	 artist,	 poet,	 and	 calligrapher.	

Tong	not	only	excels	 in	art,	he	 is	also	a	master	 in	martial	arts.	The	Tong	family	

has	 two	major	 enemies	 in	 the	 martial	 arts	 world:	 the	 Evil	 Scholar	 and	 an	 ex-

girlfriend	of	Tong’s	father.	As	the	only	male	heir	of	the	family,	he	was	forbidden	

by	Chussy,	Tong’s	mother,	from	using	martial	arts	under	any	circumstances.	One	

day,	during	an	outing	with	his	friends,	Tong	stumbles	upon	Chou	Heung	(Gong	Li),	

one	of	the	four	maids	of	the	House	of	Wah.	He	believes	this	encounter	is	a	destiny	

for	 him	 to	 find	 his	 one	 true	 love.	 In	 order	 to	 get	 to	 know	 Chou	 Heung,	 Tong	

disguises	himself	as	a	poor	young	man	in	order	to	gain	employment	in	the	House	

of	Wah.		

Tong	 finds	 life	 as	 a	 servant	difficult,	 but	 after	 an	 incident,	Madame	Wah	

finds	out	that	Tong	is	educated.	He	is	given	a	new	name,	Wah	On（華安）,	and	

has	a	new	job	working	as	a	junior	studying	companion	in	the	study	room.	After	

Chancellor	 Wah	 accidentally	 kills	 the	 head	 teacher,	 Tong	 is	 subsequently	

promoted	 as	 a	 senior	 studying	 companion	 and	 manages	 to	 form	 a	 closer	

relationship	 with	 Chou	 Heung.	 However,	 a	 sudden	 visit	 by	 Prince	 Ning	 goes	

violent	 as	 the	Evil	 Scholar,	 now	a	 subordinate	under	Prince	Ning,	 starts	 a	 fight	
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with	Madame	Wah.	When	Madame	Wah	is	injured,	Tong	steps	in	to	end	the	fight	

in	favour	of	the	Wah	family.		

Embarrassed	by	 the	defeat	at	 the	hands	of	 a	 servant,	Prince	Ning	 leaves	

and	 orders	 the	 Evil	 Scholar	 to	 return	 for	 revenge.	 In	 reproducing	 a	 painting	

during	Prince	Ning’s	visit,	Tong	accidentally	reveals	his	true	identity	to	Madame	

Wah,	who	also	reveals	herself	as	the	ex-girlfriend	of	Tong's	father	and	still	holds	

grudges	against	the	Tong	family.	A	couple	of	days	later,	the	Evil	Scholar	returns	

aiming	 to	 kill	 the	 entire	Wah	 family.	 Madame	Wah	 attempts	 to	 defend,	 but	 is	

almost	 killed	 by	 the	 Evil	 Scholar.	 Tong	 appears	 and	 once	 again,	 he	 steps	 in	 in	

favour	of	the	House	of	Wah.	After	a	fierce	battle,	the	Evil	Scholar	is	killed.	In	the	

end,	Tong	Bak	Fu	gets	to	marry	Chou	Heung,	at	the	courtesy	of	the	Wah	family.	

1.5.2 Flirting	Scholar’s	Success	

Flirting	Scholar	received	instant	box	office	success	after	it	was	released	in	

Hong	Kong	 on	 1st	 July,	 1993,	 grossing	 an	 estimate	 of	 over	HK$40	million.	 This	

also	put	Stephen	Chow’s	mo	lei	tau	 style	comedies	at	 the	 top	of	 the	Hong	Kong	

box	office	for	four	consecutive	years	from	1990	to	1993	(梁德輝,	2017).	The	film	

was	also	dubbed	into	Mandarin	by	the	Taiwanese	dubbing	actor	Shi	Banyu（石

班渝）,	 who	 mainly	 dubs	 for	 Chow’s	 comedies	 and	 is	 famously	 known	 as	 the	

voice	of	Stephen	Chow	among	 the	Taiwanese	people.	 	The	 film	was	released	 in	

Taiwan	in	the	same	year,	which	also	grossed	over	NT$28	million	in	box	office.		

In	an	 interview	 in	 the	book	《我愛周星馳》,	 Shi	Banyu	revealed	 that	he	

also	 dubbed	 the	 Taiwanese	 version	 of	 Flirting	 Scholar,	 and	 the	 film	 was	 only	
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released	 in	Southern	Taiwan	 for	 three	days	because	 the	owner’s	mother	of	 the	

distribution	 company	only	 speaks	Taiwanese	 (p.92).	 Shi	Banyu	also	mentioned	

the	 difficulties	 he	 faced	 when	 he	 was	 dubbing	 Stephen	 Chow’s	 films	 such	 as	

translating	 the	 Cantonese	 slangs	 and	 swearwords	 into	 Mandarin	 for	 the	 non-

Cantonese	speaking	audiences.	This	issue	will	be	discussed	in	detail	later	in	this	

thesis.	

In	addition,	it	is	evident	that	Japanese	popular	culture	played	a	significant	

role	on	Hong	Kong	(Bolton	&	Hutton,	1997),	and	it	is	evident	in	many	of	Stephen	

Chow’s	films.		For	instance,	Kame-hame-ha（龜派氣功；かめはめ波）in	Flirting	

Scholar	 is	 a	 perfect	 example.	 Kame-hame-ha	 is	 originally	 found	 in	 the	 popular	

Japanese	comic	Dragon	Ball（七龍珠）.	Although	it	is	completely	out-of-place	to	

have	 such	 things	 appear	 in	 a	 film	 set	 in	 the	Ming	dynasty,	 the	public	 seems	 to	

have	 accepted	 it	 as	 part	 of	 Chow’s	 nonsense	 style.	 Shaolin	 Soccer,	 inspired	 by	

Captain	Tsubasa（足球小將）,	had	opened	 the	door	 for	Chow	to	enter	markets	

outside	 of	 Chinese-speaking	 countries,	 which	 also	 achieved	 great	 success	 in	

Japan	in	2002.	This	had	caused	a	Stephen	Chow	sensation	across	Japan	–	Shaolin	

Soccer	received	Best	Foreign	Film	at	the	Blue	Ribbon	Awards	in	Japan.	As	a	result,	

some	of	Chow’s	earlier	films	such	as	Flirting	Scholar	were	dubbed	into	Japanese	

and	the	DVD	was	released	in	2003	(吳偉明,	2015).	

1.6 Dubbing	Stephen	Chow’s	Comedy	

Throughout	 Stephen	Chow’s	 career,	 he	 and	his	 team	have	 created	many	

iconic	 lines	 in	 his	 comedies,	 primarily	 targeting	 Cantonese-speaking	 audience.	

The	connotations	and	nonsense	creation	are	now	known	as	mo	lei	tau.	Mo	lei	tau	
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culture	 is	 not	 limited	 to	 only	 Cantonese	 language,	 but	 unexpected	 and	 random	

behaviour	too.	Chow	takes	puns	and	wordplays	to	another	level	in	his	comedies,	

and	brings	new	perspectives	to	the	Hong	Kong	film	industry.	

The	dialogues	in	Stephen	Chow’s	films	have	also	earned	him	a	place	in	the	

hearts	 of	 many	 Chinese-speaking	 audiences.	 Chow	 was	 presented	 the	

Contemporary	 Chinese	 Contribution	 Award（當代漢語貢獻獎）by	 the	 Beijing	

Institute	 of	 Contemporary	 Chinese （ 北 京 當 代 漢 語 研 究 所 2 ） in	 2001,	

acknowledging	his	creativity	and	contribution	to	the	Chinese	language.	However,	

as	 language	 is	 still	 considered	 as	 a	 barrier	 to	 effective	 cultural	 exchange,	 no	

matter	how	creative	Chow’s	films	are,	non-Cantonese	speakers	will	never	be	able	

to	fully	enjoy	the	jokes	in	his	films.		

The	language	barrier	between	Cantonese	and	Mandarin	in	Stephen	Chow’s	

film	was	 broken	 down	 by	 Shi	 Banyu	 and	 his	 creativeness.	 In	 an	 interview,	 Shi	

Banyu	 talks	 about	 the	 many	 obstacles	 he	 faced	 during	 the	 translation	 and	

dubbing	process:	

有很多廣東話的笑話是我們聽不懂的，那就要把它改成國語的笑

話。像原來的廣東對白有很多諧音，只有廣東人聽得懂……很多

都要在現場掰。譬如廣東話裡的罵人諧音，我們都不能罵……[像] 

廣東話的「頂你老母」是很粗的話…	 國語版又要普通級。	 (何穎

怡,	2004,	pp.	91-92)	

																																																								
2	The	English	of 當代漢語貢獻獎	and 北京當代漢語研究所	are	my	own	translations.	
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As	a	Mandarin	speaker,	there	are	many	Cantonese	jokes	we	do	not	

understand.	 I	 can	 only	 translate	 them	 into	 their	 Mandarin	

equivalents.	 For	 example,	 a	 lot	 of	 the	 jokes	 are	 playing	with	 the	

tones	 and	pronunciations	of	Cantonese,	 only	Cantonese	 speakers	

will	understand	the	connotations	behind	them…	a	lot	of	the	times	

we	 can	 only	 improvise	 at	 the	 scene.	 For	 example,	 the	 Cantonese	

swear	 phrase	 ‘mother	 fucker’	 is	 extremely	 rude.	 We	 cannot	

translate	 it	 literally	 because	 the	 Mandarin	 version	 has	 to	 be	 G-

rated3.	

This	 shows	 that	 the	 film	 distributor	 in	 Taiwan	 was	 aware	 of	 the	 Cantonese	

swearwords	and	connotations	used	in	Stephen	Chow’s	films,	but	due	to	box	office	

concerns,	 the	 translator	 and	 dubbing	 actor	 had	 to	 tone	 down	 this	 type	 of	

language	significantly.	

	

																																																								
3	The	Bureau	of	Audiovisual	 and	Music	 Industry	Development	 (BAMID)	 classifies	 films	
into	 the	 following	 categories	 before	 they	 are	 released	 in	 Taiwan,	 effective	 from	 16	
October,	2015:	
G	(General	Audience	普遍級):	Viewing	is	permitted	for	audiences	of	all	ages;	
P	(Protected	保護級):	Viewing	is	not	permitted	for	children	under	6;	children	between	6	
and	11	shall	be	accompanied	and	given	guidance	by	parents,	teachers,	seniors,	or	adult	
relatives	or	friends;	
PG12	(Parental	Guidance	12	輔導十二歲級):	Viewing	is	not	permitted	for	children	under	
12;	
PG15	(Parental	Guidance	15	輔導十五歲級):	Viewing	is	not	permitted	for	those	under	15;	
R	(Restricted	限制級):	Viewing	is	not	permitted	for	those	under	18.	
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2 Literature	Review		

In	Chapter	Two,	an	overview	of	audiovisual	translation	will	be	provided,	

along	with	a	review	on	the	history	and	development	of	the	Hong	Kong	Cantonese	

language.	The	characteristics	and	constraints	of	audiovisual	translation	will	also	

be	presented,	with	the	discussion	on	the	issue	whether	Cantonese	and	Mandarin,	

both	 considered	 as	 Chinese,	 should	 be	 categorised	 as	 inter-	 or	 intralingual	

translation,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 importance	 to	 distinguish	 between	 the	 two	 for	 the	

non-Chinese	speakers.	

2.1 Audiovisual	Translation	(AVT)	

	Without	a	script	to	accompany	the	visuals,	the	experience	presented	for	

moviegoers	may	not	be	as	impactful.	With	great	technological	advancement,	the	

film	industry	is	able	to	produce	films	with	breath-taking	visual	effects	never	seen	

before.	While	Hollywood	 is	 still	 leading	 the	 trend	 in	 film	production	and	has	a	

major	 influence	 in	 the	 industry,	 the	 number	 of	 independent	 short	 films	 and	

documentaries	 has	 been	 on	 the	 rise	 as	 well.	 Producing	 and	 distributing	

independent	 productions	 have	 never	 been	 easier	 –	 through	 online	 platforms	

such	as	YouTube	and	Facebook,	the	world	can	have	instant	access	to	the	videos.	

Therefore,	it	is	important	to	address	the	need	of	trans-cultural	communications	

onscreen.	

	Audiovisual	 translation	 (AVT)	 is	 an	 overall	 term	which	 includes	 ‘media	

translation’,	 ‘multimedia	 translation’,	 ‘multimodal	 translation’,	 and	 ‘screen	

translation’.	 These	 terms	 are	 often	 used	 interchangeably	 to	 describe	 “the	
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interlingual	transfer	of	verbal	language	when	it	is	transmitted	and	accessed	both	

visually	 and	 acoustically”	 (Chiaro,	 2009,	 p.	 141).	 	 At	 the	 beginning,	 before	

television	and	computers	were	widely	available	 to	 the	general	public,	 research	

conducted	in	the	field	of	translation	studies	mainly	focused	on	film	translation.	It	

was	not	until	 the	1960s	when	the	term	audiovisual	 translation	and	multimedia	

translation	 began	 attracting	 scholars’	 attention.	 Cattrysse	 (2001,	 p.1)	 defines	

AVT	 as	 “the	 verbal	 translation	 of	 the	 linguistic	 part	 of	 multimedia	 messages”,	

which	includes	translation	for	film,	radio,	television	and	video	media	(Gambier,	

2003).	 For	 the	 past	 two	 decades,	 AVT	 has	 been	 the	 fastest	 growing	 strand	 in	

translation	 studies	 both	 in	 academic	 and	 practical	 field,	 mainly	 because	

communication	 technology	 has	 become	 a	 great	 part	 of	 our	 social	 lives	 (Perez-

Gonzalez,	 2014),	 and	 “has	 been	 gaining	 ground	 in	 recent	 years	 and	 is	 fast	

becoming	the	standard	referent”	(Diaz	Cintas	&	Remael,	2007,	pp.	11-12).	With	

the	 increasing	 rise	 of	 independent	 audiovisual	 productions	 being	 released	

worldwide	 through	different	media	 channels	 and	 the	 Internet,	 the	 demand	 for	

translation	has	never	been	greater.		

In	 a	 film,	both	 the	verbal	 and	non-verbal	meanings	 are	displayed	 to	 the	

audience.	Cattrysse	(2001)	mentions	that	even	though	the	audience	is	exposed	to	

both	verbal	and	non-verbal	 signs	 throughout	 the	 film,	 translation	of	 the	verbal	

parts	are	never	purely	verbal	because	through	those	words,	because	words	with	

cultural	 and	 political	 elements	 are	 translated.	 Besides	 dialogue	 (conversation)	

and	text	(subtitle),	the	audience	is	also	given	additional	in-depth	information.	As	

screen	 products	 (i.e.	 films,	 television	 programs,	 documentaries	 etc.)	 are	

considered	 fully	 audiovisual	 in	 nature,	 it	 means	 that	 they	 are	 polysemiotic,	
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functioning	 simultaneously	 on	 verbal/non-verbal	 and	 visual/acoustic	 levels.	

Figure	 2.1	 shows	 the	 factors	 that	 interact	 to	 produce	 a	 single	 effect	 in	 screen	

products	(SP):	

Figure	2.1	The	Polysemiotic	Nature	of	Audiovisual	Products	

	 Visual	 Acoustic	

Non-verbal	

Scenery,	lighting,	costumes,	

props,	etc.	

Also:	

Gesture,	facial	expressions;	

body	movements,	etc.	

Music,	background	noise,	

sound	effects,	etc.	

Also:	

Laughter;	crying;	humming;	

body	sounds	(breathing;	

coughing,	etc.)	

Verbal	

Street	signs,	shop	signs;	

written	realia	(newspapers;	

letters;	headlines;	notes,	etc.)	

Dialogues;	Song-lyrics;	poems,	

etc.		

Chiaro	(2009)	summed	up	the	complexity	of	SP:	

Films	and	television…	are	made	to	be	seen…	at	one	 level,	SP	will	

be	 made	 up	 of	 a	 complex	 visual	 code	 comprising	 elements	 that	

range	 from	actors’	movements,	 facial	 expressions	and	gesture	 to	

scenery,	 costume	 and	 use	 of	 lighting	 and	 colour.	 However,	 this	

visual	 code	will	 also	 include	 verbal	 information	 in	written	 form	

that	will	comprise	features…	[making]	SP	both	seen	and	heard	by	

audiences.	(p.	142)	
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On	 a	 similar	 note,	 scholars	 of	 the	 translation	 discipline	 have	 also	 been	

trying	to	identify	different	types	of	AVT	methods.	Chaume	(2004a)	states	that	the	

hybrid	nature	of	SP	makes	 it	difficult	 to	give	 it	a	 clear	cut	on	where	one	genre	

ends	and	the	other	begins,	 just	as	AVT	 is	a	combination	of	 film	and	translation	

studies.	Furthermore,	 in	 the	 Introduction	of	 the	special	 issue	of	 the	 journal	The	

Translator,	Yves	Gambier	(2003)	writes	about	screen	translation,	acknowledging	

that	 the	 two	 most	 commonly	 known	 methods	 of	 screen	 translation	 to	 most	

people	are	only	limited	to	subtitling	and	dubbing,	but	he	goes	on	to	discuss	there	

are	so	much	more	than	just	the	two.	In	his	article,	Gambier	has	categorized	cross-

language	transfer	in	AVT	into	two	types:	‘dominant	type’	and	‘challenging	type’.	

‘Dominant	type’	is	the	most	prevalent	practices	in	translation,	while	‘challenging	

type’	 is	 more	 difficult	 to	 process.	 Under	 these	 two	 types,	 there	 are	 different	

modes	 of	 translation	 adapted	 by	 the	 industry.	 The	 table	 below	 provides	 a	

summary	of	Gambier’s	AVT	categories:	

Figure	2.2	Gambier’s	AVT	Categories		

Audiovisual	Translation	Categories		

Dominant	types	

Interlingual	subtitling	

(open	caption)		

Moving	from	the	oral	dialogue	to	one	to	two	written	

lines	and	from	one	language	to	another,	sometimes	to	

two	other	languages		

Dubbing		
Adapts	a	text	for	on-camera	characters.	Intralingual	

dubbing	may	also	occur	
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Consecutive	

interpreting		

Can	be	done	in	three	possible	modes:	live,	prerecorded	

or	link-up		

Simultaneous		

interpreting		

Used,	for	instance,	during	a	debate	in	a	studio	such	as	

presidential	debates		

Voice-over	or		

‘half	dubbing’		

Occurs	when	a	documentary	or	an	interview	is	

translated/adapted	and	broadcast	about	in	synchrony	

by	a	journalist	or	an	actor		

Free	commentary		
Clearly	an	adaptation	for	a	new	audience,	with	

additions,	omissions,	clarifications	and	comments		

Simultaneous	(or	sight)	

translation		

Done	from	a	script	or	another	set	of	subtitles	already	

available	in	a	foreign	language	(pivot	language)	or	

from	a	dialogue	list		

Multilingual	production	

Double	versions	(same	actors,	but	film	dubbed)	and	

remarks	(recontextualization	in	accordance	with	the	

new	target	culture)	

Challenging	types	

Scenario	/	script	
Required	to	get	subsidies,	grants	and	other	financial	

support	for	a	co-production	

Intralingual	subtitling		

(closed	caption)	

Done	for	the	benefit	of	the	deaf	and	Hard	of	Hearing	in	

the	same	language	as	content	
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Live	(or	real	time)	

subtitling	

Used	in	various	types	of	interviews,	such	as	Clinton’s	

hearing	in	the	Supreme	Court	for	sexual	harassment	in	

1998	

Surtitling	

One-line	subtitling	placed	above	a	theatre	stage	or	in	

the	back	of	the	seats,	and	displayed	non-stop	(i.e.	

without	interruption)	throughout	a	performance	

Audio	description	
A	kind	of	double	dubbing	in	interlingual	transfer	for	

the	blind	and	visually	impaired	

	

Broadcasters	will	pick	the	most	suitable	form	of	translation	depending	on	

the	genre	or	the	target	audience.	Undoubtedly,	out	of	all	the	modes	of	translation	

mentioned	 above,	 dubbing	 and	 subtitling	 are	 the	 two	 most	 commonly	 used	

methods	by	the	media,	and	have	received	the	majority	of	attention	in	academic	

research	as	well	(Chiaro,	2009).	The	two	will	be	discussed	in	greater	detail	in	the	

following	sections.	

2.1.1 Dubbing	

Dubbing,	 also	 known	 as	 lip-synchronization,	 or	 lip-sync,	 is	 a	 process	

where	the	original	source	language	voice	track	is	replaced	by	the	target	language	

voice	track	that	attempts	to	follow	as	closely	to	the	timing	and	lip	movement	of	

the	 on-screen	 actor	 as	 possible	 (Luyken	 et	 al.,	 cited	 in	 Chiaro,	 2009;	Munday,	

2008).	 As	 the	 dubbing	 script	 is	 translated	 and	 written	 to	 maintain	 audio	

communication	in	the	target	culture	setting,	dubbing	can	be	seen	as	a	process	of	

domestication,	with	the	goal	of	making	the	dubbed	dialogue	look	natural	as	if	the	
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original	 actors	 are	 speaking	 the	 target	 language	 in	 order	 to	 fully	 enhance	

viewers’	enjoyment.	It	is	important	to	note	that	where	cultures	differ	greatly,	“a	

dichotomy	 of	 foreignization	 versus	 domestication	 has	 [to	 be]	 put	 forward	 to	

explain	 linguistically	 diverse	 translation	 from	 the	 same	 source	 in	 a	 cultural	

dimension”	(He,	2009,	p.	63).	

Similar	 to	 subtitling,	 there	 are	 two	 types	 of	 dubbing	 –	 interlingual	 and	

intralingual.	 Interlingual	 dubbing	 is	 a	 transfer	 from	 one	 language	 to	 another;	

whereas	 intralingual	consists	of	 re-voicing	or	replacing	 the	original	audio.	This	

practice	is	mostly	done	in	countries	where	many	dialects	exist,	such	as	Italy,	the	

UK,	 and	 China.	 For	 example,	 the	 first	 twenty	 minutes	 of	 Trainspotting,	 a	 film	

which	the	characters	were	talking	in	heavily-accented	Scottish	English,	has	to	be	

dubbed4	(The	Independent,	1996);	just	as	Harry	Potter	has	been	translated	into	

American	 English,	 so	 that	 the	 audience	 can	 fully	 comprehend	 the	 dialogues	

(Gambier,	2003).	Moreover,	almost	all	screen	productions	and	foreign	releases	in	

China	 are	dubbed	 for	 different	 reasons,	 such	 as	 accent	 issues,	 or	matching	 the	

character	with	a	suitable	voice.	

The	dubbing	process	 is	not	as	simple	as	 it	appears	to	be,	and	it	 involves	

many	 highly	 complex	 steps	 from	 start	 to	 finish.	 Martínez	 (2004,	 pp.	 3-5)	

discussed	the	process	of	dubbing	in	great	details	in	her	article	Film	Dubbing,	its	

Process	and	Translation.	The	process	includes	the	following	steps:	
																																																								
4	Trainspotting	(1996),	a	British	black	comedy	directed	by	Danny	Boyle,	follows	a	group	
of	 heroin	 addicts	 in	 an	 economically	 depressed	 area	 of	 Edinburgh	 and	 their	 passage	
through	 life.	 When	 the	 film	 was	 set	 to	 release	 in	 the	 US	 in	 July,	 1996,	 the	 US	 film	
distributor	 had	 asked	 the	 British	 producers	 to	 dub	 the	 first	 20	 minutes	 of	 the	 film,	
“[f]earing	 that	 audiences	 will	 find	 the	 Edinburgh	 vernacular	 incomprehensible”	 (The	
Independent,	1996).	
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1. Client	 sends	 a	 copy	 of	 the	 film,	 the	 script,	 and	 instructions	 to	 the	

dubbing	studio;	

2. Translator	translates	or	transcreates	the	script;	

3. A	proofreader	proofreads	the	translated	dialogue	and	prepares	it	for	

synchronisation;	

4. Synchroniser	goes	through	the	script	so	that	it	matches	the	actors’	lip	

movements;	

5. Production	 assistants	 prepare	 the	 script,	 divide	 the	 texts	 into	

segments	and	draw	up	a	schedule	to	facilitate	the	dubbing	process	

6. Dubbing	actors	record	their	assigned	parts.	

Although	 dubbing	 is	 favoured	 by	 central	 and	 southern	 European	

countries	 such	 as	 France,	 Italy,	 Germany,	 Spain,	 and	 Austria,	 as	well	 as	 China,	

Japan,	 and	 Latin	 American	 nations,	 dubbing	 is	 bound	 by	 many	 constraints.	

Firstly,	many	scholars	 (Lu,	2009;	Zhang,	2009)	mentioned	 that	dubbing	suffers	

from	three	major	problems,	1)	non-synchronised	lip	movements;	2)	mismatched	

body	language;	and	3)	the	loss	of	musicality	and	cadence	of	the	original	language.	

On	 top	of	 that,	 the	dialogue	writers	often	 criticize	 the	quality	of	 the	 translated	

script	on	the	grounds	that	 the	translators	are	“incapable	of	producing	credible,	

oral	 text”	 (Chaume,	 2004b,	 p.	 37).	 Thus,	 the	 final	 product	 is	 not	 natural	 or	

domestic	 for	 the	 target	 audience.	 In	 other	 words,	 the	 translated	 script	 and	

dialogues	 should	 produce	 the	 same	 effect	 as	 the	 original,	 making	 the	 target	

audience	to	share	the	same	experience	as	those	who	speak	the	source	language.	
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Secondly,	since	foreign	film	productions	only	make	up	a	low	percentage	of	

the	 entire	 industry,	 production	 companies	 seldom	 dub	 films.	 The	 article	 by	

Chiaro	(2009)	used	the	UK	as	an	example,	stating	that	in	2006,	less	than	four	per	

cent	 of	 the	 UK’s	 box	 office	 gross	 revenue	 is	 generated	 from	 foreign	 language	

films,	 of	 which	 Hindi	 only	 made	 up	 approximately	 two	 per	 cent;	 while	 non-

English	speaking	 films	was	as	 low	as	two	per	cent	of	all	 the	 films	broadcast	on	

television.		

Although	 dubbing	may	 appear	 to	 be	 unpopular	 nowadays,	 dubbing	 has	

many	 advantages	 and	 still	 holds	 a	 strong	 stand	 around	 the	 world.	 Dubbing	

allows	the	audience	to	enjoy	watching	the	film	without	having	to	concentrate	on	

reading	 the	 subtitles	 shown	 at	 the	 bottom	 of	 the	 screen.	 Moreover,	 films	 and	

programmes	 for	 children	 are	 almost	 always	 dubbed,	 even	 in	 countries	 that	

prefer	 subtitling	 to	 dubbing,	 so	 that	 they	 can	 enjoy	 foreign	 productions	 too	

(Chiaro,	 2009).	 A	 dubbed	 film	 is	 almost	 for	 certain	 to	 suffer	 various	 kinds	 of	

losses	due	to	the	constraints	mentioned	above,	 it	also	pushes	the	translators	to	

be	creative	when	they	write	the	dialogues,	and	tries	to	match	the	original	to	the	

target	language.	

2.1.2 Subtitling	

Another	 popular	 form	 of	 translation	 in	 the	 audiovisual	 industry	 is	

subtitling.	 Gottlieb	 defined	 subtitling	 as	 “diamesic	 translation5	in	 polysemiotic	

media”	in	the	form	of	written	text,	usually	presented	at	the	bottom	of	the	screen	

in	sync	with	the	original	dialogue	exchanges	of	the	speaker	(2012,	p.	37).	It	can	
																																																								
5	By	 ‘diamestic	 translation’	 is	meant	 the	 type	of	verbal	 transfer	 that	crosses	over	 from	
writing	to	speech,	or	––	as	in	the	case	of	subtitling	–	from	speech	to	writing.	
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also	be	 referred	 to	 as	 a	 “double	 conversation”	 –	 from	one	 language	 to	 another	

and	 from	 one	 medium	 to	 another	 (Fong,	 2009).	 However,	 Catford	 (1965)	

believes	 that	 “translation	 between	media	 is	 impossible…	 [p]honic	 and	 graphic	

substance	 are	 absolutely	 different,	 therefore	 there	 can	 be	 no	 question	 of	 a	

phonological	 item	 being	 relatable	 to	 the	 same	 substantial	 feature	 as	 a	

graphological	item”	(1965,	p.	53).	

Same	as	dubbing,	there	are	two	kinds	of	subtitling	methods:	 interlingual	

and	 intralingual.	 Interlingual	 subtitling	 refers	 to	 translating	 the	 dialogue	 to	 a	

written	 text	 from	 one	 language	 to	 another,	 sometimes	 even	 to	 two	 languages,	

while	 intralingual	 subtitling	 is	 “done	 for	 the	 benefit	 of	 the	 deaf	 and	 Hard	 of	

Hearing	in	the	same	language	as	content”	(Gambier,	2003).		

Interlingual	 subtitling,	 also	 known	 as	 diagonal	 subtitling,	 involves	 a	

transfer	 of	 the	 spoken	 form	 (dialogues)	 to	 the	 written	 form	 (subtitles),	 from	

foreign	 speech	 to	domestic	writing	 (Gottlieb,	2012,	p.	43).	 Since	 film	dialogues	

are	usually	faster	than	the	subtitles,	subtitles	tend	to	be	shorter	than	the	audio,	

often	 reduced	 or	 condensed	 by	 40	 to	 75%	 in	most	 cases,	 because	 the	 viewer	

needs	an	adequate	amount	of	time	to	read	the	texts	while	watching	the	film	and	

at	the	same	time.	Subtitle	reduction	is	even	more	obvious	in	films	that	are	dense	

in	dialogues	(Chiaro,	2009;	Delabastita,	1989).	

Intralingual	 subtitling,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 consists	 of	 transferring	 the	

dialogues	 to	a	written	 form	and	stays	within	 the	domestic	 language.	There	are	

two	types	of	intralingual	subtitling	(Gottlieb,	2012,	p.	43):	
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I. Same-language	 subtitling	 of	 foreign	 productions	 for	 language	

learners;	

II. Same-language	 subtitling	 of	 domestic	 productions	 for	 the	 deaf	 and	

Hard	of	Hearing.	

Gottlieb	 (2012)	 also	 mentions	 that	 there	 is	 a	 new	 hybrid	 type	 of	 subtitling	

emerged	 that	 sits	between	 intra-	 and	 interlingual	 subtitling	–	 subtitling	dialect	

into	standard	 language.	Dialects	have	always	been	an	 issue	 in	the	film	industry	

due	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 not	 all	 viewers	 understand	 the	 linguistic	 connotations.	

However,	 the	 implementations	 of	 dialects	 can	 often	 add	 authenticity	 to	 the	

characters,	 or	 even	 allowing	 the	 audience	 to	 relate	 their	 identity	 to	 the	

characters	 or	 film	plot,	which	 is	 not	 uncommon	 in	 film	productions.	 Countries	

where	 subtitling	 dialects	 into	 standard	 language	 are	 common	 include	 Hong	

Kong,	Taiwan,	Japan,	Scotland,	Ireland,	etc.	The	case	of	Hong	Kong,	which	is	the	

main	focus	of	this	thesis,	will	be	discussed	in	greater	detail	later.	

In	general,	subtitling	has	a	more	positive	image	in	comparison	to	dubbing,	

as	it	is	“added	to	the	original”,	whereas	dubbing	is	substituting	the	original	audio	

(Chiaro,	2009).	Firstly,	the	original	dialogue	is	always	present	and	accessible	by	

the	 viewers;	 the	 original	 voices	 of	 the	 actors	 are	 also	 audible	 to	 the	 audience	

familiar	with	 the	 source	 language	 of	 the	 film.	 Furthermore,	 bilingual	 subtitling	

can	be	implemented	to	accommodate	a	larger	audience.	For	example,	Hong	Kong	

used	to	show	films	with	both	standard	Cantonese	and	English	subtitles	before	its	

return	 to	 China	 in	 1997	 (Chiaro,	 2009;	 Gottlieb,	 2012;	 Delabastita,	 1989).	
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Moreover,	with	 the	necessity	 to	 shrink	 the	 subtitles,	 it	 gives	 the	 translator	 the	

freedom	to	be	creative	when	he	or	she	goes	through	the	domestication	process.		

However,	as	mentioned	earlier,	subtitles	are	often	compressed	for	several	

reasons:	 the	 limited	space	available	on	the	screen	has	restricted	the	number	of	

characters	that	can	appear	at	the	bottom	of	the	screen,	especially	with	the	case	of	

bilingual	 subtitles,	 which	 takes	 up	 at	 least	 two	 separate	 lines.	 This	 can	

significantly	lower	the	cinematographic	qualities,	and	ultimately	affect	audience	

enjoyment.	 Hesitations,	 false	 starts,	 and	 taboo	 language	 that	 may	 appear	 in	

speeches	 are	 often	 eliminated	 in	 order	 to	 create	 precise,	 standard	 language	

subtitles	because	it	takes	longer	to	read	the	text	than	to	listen	to	the	audio.		

Another	 issue	 with	 subtitling	 is	 that	 English-speaking	 countries	 have	 a	

negative	 attitude	 towards	 intralingual	 subtitles,	 i.e.	 an	 Anglophone	 production	

with	English	subtitles	appearing	at	the	bottom.	Fong	(2009,	p.	39)	stated	that	the	

most	common	complaints	from	filmgoers	are:	“I	don’t	like	reading	at	the	movies”	

or	“I	spend	so	much	time	reading	that	I	never	get	a	chance	to	look	at	the	visual	

elements”.	 The	 text	 may	 be	 helpful	 for	 non-English-speaking	 audiences,	 but	

intralingual	subtitling	is	often	viewed	as	redundant,	distracting,	and	unnecessary	

to	many.	It	seems	that	to	dub	or	to	sub	will	remain	a	debate	in	the	academic	and	

film	industry	for	years	to	come.	

2.2 Audiovisual	Translation	in	Hong	Kong	

In	 Hong	 Kong,	 a	 wide	 variety	 of	 films	 and	 television	 programs,	 both	

Cantonese	and	English	ones,	is	available	to	the	public.	It	is	observed	that	all	non-

Cantonese	 speaking	programs	and	 series	 shown	on	 television	had	 to	have	duo	
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audios	available	for	the	audience	to	select	from,	meaning	that	the	original	audio	

and	a	Cantonese-dubbed	version	were	in	place	to	accommodate	the	multilingual	

population.	 Not	 only	 English-,	 Japanese-,	 and	 Korean-speaking	 programs,	 even	

Mandarin-speaking	programs	would	have	 a	Cantonese	dubbed	 audio	 available.	

Intralingual	subtitles	were	also	showing	at	the	bottom	of	the	screen	to	assist	the	

deaf	and	hard	of	hearing	community.	

2.3 Characteristics	and	Constraints	of	AVT	in	Hong	Kong	

2.3.1 Characteristics	

In	 the	 context	 of	 Hong	 Kong,	 film	 subtitling	 is	 not	 just	 translation;	 it	

involves	 voice	 and	 script,	 dialect	 and	 standard	 language.	 Even	 though	 most	

people	in	Hong	Kong	are	functionally	literate	in	both	Cantonese	and	English,	all	

Hong	 Kong	 films,	 even	 those	 released	 locally,	 have	 both	 Chinese	 and	 English	

subtitles	 since	 the	mid-1960s.	 English	 subtitles	were	mandatory	 under	 British	

colonial	 law;	 however,	 there	 is	 no	 evidence	 of	 any	 colonial	 rule	 enforcing	 the	

necessity	of	English	subtitles.	As	for	standard	Chinese	subtitles,	they	are	used	to	

accommodate	 those	 Chinese	 who	 do	 not	 speak	 Cantonese,	 and	 all	 English-

speaking	films	shown	in	Hong	Kong	must	have	Chinese	subtitles	as	required	by	

the	 law	 (Chen,	 2004;	 Lo,	 2005).	 However,	 this	 has	 also	 caused	 problems	 for	

cinemagoers	because	to	many	of	them,	particularly	Cantonese	speakers,	subtitles	

are	 considered	 to	 be	 supplementary	materials	 to	 the	 information	 they	 already	

receive	from	listening	to	the	dialogue	(Fong,	2009).	For	non-Cantonese	speakers,	

they	need	to	take	into	account	that	spoken	Cantonese	cannot	be	fully	‘translated’	

into	 its	written	 form	 in	 the	 case	 of	 subtitling.	 Colloquial	 Cantonese	 undergoes	
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some	 form	 of	 intralingual	 translation	 first	 (from	 spoken	 Cantonese	 to	 written	

Chinese),	 proposing	 challenges	 for	 local	 subtitlers	 as	 to	whether	 “it	 is	 right	 or	

‘legitimate’	to	employ	colloquial	Cantonese,	and	if	so,	to	what	extend”	(Kei,	2009,	

p.	218).	

While	some	viewers	may	prefer	subtitled	films	because	they	find	the	out-

of-sync	dialogue	in	dubbed	movies	irritating,	others	prefer	the	dubbed	versions	

because	subtitles	are	considered	as	a	disruption	to	the	visual	of	a	film	(Lo,	2005).	

Moreover,	 Cantonese	 subtitles	 often	 draw	 criticisms	 from	 non-Cantonese	

speaking	 audiences	 due	 to	 the	 lexical	 and	 linguistic	 difference,	 as	 well	 as	 the	

differences	 in	 colloquial	 and	 written	 Cantonese	 (Lo,	 2005;	 Fong,	 2009).	 Some	

critics	 and	 theorists	 even	 consider	 subtitles	 as	 “highly	 defective	 translation”	

(Fong,	 2009,	 p.	 39)	 and	 tend	 to	 disagree	 as	 to	 whether	 subtitling	 should	 be	

labelled	translation	at	all	(Gottlieb,	2012).		

2.3.2 Constraints	

Although	 Hong	 Kong	 appears	 to	 have	 a	 better	 acceptance	 of	 western	

culture	 and	 influences,	 Hong	 Kong	 has	 a	 strict	 censorship	 beginning	 from	 its	

colonial	rule	by	the	British	government.	The	Three-Tier	 film	rating	system	was	

first	 introduced	 by	 the	 government	 in	 1988	 under	 Section	 30	 of	 the	 Film	

Censorship	Ordinance.	The	censorship	system	is	divided	into	four	categories:	

I.	 Approved	for	exhibition	to	persons	of	any	age;	

IIA.	 Approved	 for	 exhibition	 to	 persons	 of	 any	 age	 but	 subject	 to	

displaying	the	symbol	“Not	suitable	for	Children”;	
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IIB.	 Approved	 for	 exhibition	 to	 persons	 of	 any	 age	 but	 subject	 to	

displaying	 the	 symbol	 “Not	 suitable	 for	 young	 persons	 and	

children”;	

III.	 Approved	for	exhibition	only	to	persons	who	have	attained	the	age	

of	18	years.	

These	 classifications	 serve	 two	 different	 purposes:	 first,	 to	 lay	 a	 set	 of	 legally	

enforceable	 rules	 to	 restrict	 admission	 and	 access	 to	 adult	 films	 by	 minors;	

second,	to	serve	as	guidelines	for	parents	about	the	suitability	of	the	film	so	that	

they	 can	decide	whether	 the	 films	 are	 suitable	 to	 show	 their	 children,	 thereby	

exercising	appropriate	parental	guidance	(Office	for	Film,	Newspaper	and	Article	

Administration	of	the	HKSAR,	1999).	Under	the	Ordinance,	each	film	is	subjected	

to	undergo	censorship	evaluation	by	the	OFNAA.	Films	with	excessive	violence,	

vulgarities,	 nudity	 (soft	 porn)	 would	 be	 given	 a	 Category	 III	 rating.	 Censors	

should	follow	the	Film	Censorship	Guidelines	for	Censors	(see	Appendix	B)	when	

they	rate	the	films	submitted	to	the	OFNAA.		

Category	 III	 films	made	up	almost	45%	of	all	 the	 films	 submitted	 to	 the	

OFNAA	for	classification.	Figure	2.3	is	the	total	number	of	films	submitted	to	the	

Hong	 Kong	 Television	 and	 Entertainment	 Licensing	 Authority	 (TELA)	 for	

classification	from	1989	to	1999:		
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Figure	2.3:	Films	Submitted	for	Classification	and	the	Category	

III	Films	Released	from	1989-1999	

Year	 Total	 Category	III	

1989	 1206	 582	(48%)	

1990	 1294	 524	(40.5%)	

1991	 1337	 563	(42%)	

1992	 1190	 473	(39%)	

1993	(through	Sept.)	 1083	 503	(46%)	

1994	 879	 391	(44.5%)	

1995	 1807	 697	(38%)	

1996	 761	 298	(39%)	

1997	 867	 376	(43%)	

1998	 963	 450	(47%)	

1999	(through	Sept.)	 640	 303	(47%)	

(Adapted	from	Davis	and	Yeh,	2001,	p.	12)	

The	figures	in	the	table	above	include	all	films	submitted	for	classification,	

with	 foreign	 films	 and	 straight-to-video	 releases	 included	 in	 the	 total	 column.	

The	ones	 shaded	 in	 grey	 indicate	 the	 years	 in	which	Category	 III	made	up	 the	

greatest	 share	of	 the	material	 submitted	 to	TELA.	Despite	 the	 sharp	decline	of	

films	 submitted	 for	 classification	 since	1996,	 Category	 III	 films	 still	made	up	 a	

great	portion	of	the	total	number.	
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Under	most	circumstances,	hard-core	Cantonese	and	English	swearwords	

are	 left	untranslated,	 translated	over-formally,	 translated	 into	Putonghua	or	 its	

equivalent	euphemism	most	of	the	time	due	to	concerns	over	box-office	revenue	

(Chen,	2004;	Fong,	2009).	In	fact,	both	the	original	and	translation	remain	under-

translated	because	 “in	 deciding	 between	Category	 IIB	 or	 III,	 the	 censor	 should	

consider	 the	 degree	 of	 offensiveness	 of	 any	 such	 language”	 (Office	 for	 Film,	

Newspaper	and	Article	Administration	of	the	HKSAR,	1999),	meaning	the	degree	

of	vulgarity	and	 language	used	 in	 the	 film	can	affect	 the	 final	 rating,	and	 if	any	

hard-core	Cantonese	 swearword	 is	 found	either	 in	 the	dialogue	or	 subtitles	by	

OFNAA,	 the	 film	will	automatically	be	given	a	Category	 III	 rating,	which	means	

that	the	film	can	only	be	shown	to	persons	18	years	or	above	(Chen,	2004;	Fong,	

2009).	It	may	due	to	the	fact	that	bad	and	taboo	language	is	more	shocking	when	

it	 is	 presented	 in	 written	 form	 instead	 of	 spoken	 –	 writing	 it	 down	 brings	

forward	the	‘reality’	and	the	literal	meaning	is	presented	(Bolton	&	Hutton,	1997,	

p.	303).	
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3 Hong	Kong	

Chapter	Three	will	focus	on	different	issues	of	Hong	Kong.	A	brief	history	

of	Hong	Kong	is	provided,	along	with	an	overview	on	the	history	of	Hong	Kong	

Cantonese	 and	 its	 development.	 It	 is	 then	 followed	 by	 a	 discussion	 of	 the	

influence	 of	 the	 English	 language	 on	 Hong	 Kong,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 linguistic	

phenomena	derived	from	it.	

3.1 Brief	History	of	Hong	Kong	

Hong	Kong	was	a	 fishing	 island,	and	remained	so	until	 the	Qing	dynasty	

opened	 up	 its	 ports	 along	 the	 coasts	 of	 Canton	 (modern-day	 Guangdong)	 to	

foreign	traders	at	the	beginning	of	the	nineteenth	century.		At	the	end	of	the	First	

Opium	War,	China	ceded	the	Hong	Kong	Island	to	Britain	in	the	Treaty	of	Nanjing	

in	1842	(BBC,	2018).	By	the	end	of	the	Second	Opium	War,	China	was	forced	to	

give	 up	 further	 control	 of	 its	mainland	when	 the	 British	 government	 gained	 a	

perpetual	 lease	 over	 the	 Kowloon	 Peninsula	 which	 came	 into	 effect	 once	 the	

Convention	of	Beijing	was	signed	 in	1860.	Towards	 the	end	of	 the	century,	 the	

incursion	of	western	power	allowed	the	British	to	extend	their	power	further	up	

north,	when	the	British	and	Chinese	government	signed	the	Second	Convention	

of	 Beijing,	 which	 included	 a	 99-year	 lease	 agreement	 for	 the	 New	 Territories,	

together	with	 235	 small	 outlying	 islands	 surrounding	 Hong	 Kong	 (BBC,	 2018;	

Hong	Kong	Tourism	Board,	n.d.;	The	Economist,	1997).	

Towards	the	end	of	the	lease	term,	Britain	and	China	began	talks	over	the	

future	 of	Hong	Kong.	 The	British	 had	 hoped	 that	 China	would	 simply	 agree	 to	

continue	British	 Sovereignty,	 but	 China	 repeatedly	 refused	 to	 recognise	 any	 of	
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the	 ‘unfair’	Treaties	 regarding	Hong	Kong,	 insisting	 a	 full	 return	 to	China	 (The	

Economist,	1997).	In	1984,	the	British	Prime	Minister	Margaret	Thatcher	and	the	

Chinese	Premier	Zhao	Ziyang	signed	the	Sino-British	Joint	Declaration,	in	which	

Britain	 agreed	 to	 return	 not	 only	 the	 New	 Territories,	 but	 also	 Kowloon	 and	

Hong	 Kong	 Island	 when	 the	 99-year	 lease	 term	 expired.	 On	 1	 July,	 1997,	 the	

British	government	transferred	control	of	Hong	Kong	back	to	China	(BBC,	2018;	

Hong	Kong	Tourism	Board,	n.d.).	

3.2 Overview	of	Hong	Kong	Cantonese	

Hong	 Kong	 is	 a	 political,	 cultural	 and	 linguistic	 frontier.	 Hong	 Kong-

Cantonese,	 under	 the	 Chinese	 dialect	 group	 Yue（粵）,	 is	 the	 most	 widely	

known	and	influential	variety	of	the	Chinese	 language	family	after	Mandarin	or	

Putonghua6.	Spoken	by	60	million	people	worldwide,	 it	 is	generally	considered	

as	the	only	language	that	can	match	the	status	of	Mandarin,	the	official	language	

of	China	 (Tam,	2017;	Valentini,	2014).	 It	 is	believed	 that	 the	 reason	Cantonese	

was	 able	 to	 achieve	 such	 a	 prominence	 status	 was	 because	 of	 its	 historical	

connection	 with	 the	 British	 Crown	 Colony,	 which	 painted	 the	 image	 of	 Hong	

Kong	 as	 a	 “populous,	 modern,	 prosperous,	 highly-urbanized,	 educated,	 and	

internationally-influential	community	has	raised	the	status	of	Cantonese	to	that	

of	 a	 prestige	 language	 in	 the	 eyes	 of	 Hong	 Kong	 Cantonese-speakers”	 (Bauer,	

1984,	p.	57).		

In	 addition,	 unlike	 other	 Mandarin-speaking	 regions	 such	 as	 China	 and	

Taiwan,	 where	 regional	 dialects	 are	 available,	 Hong	 Kong	 is	 considered	 as	 a	
																																																								
6	Putonghua	(普通話,	‘common	language’)	is	the	term	used	by	the	Chinese	government	
to	emphasise	Mandarin	is	the	mainland’s	official	lingua	franca.	
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monolingual	region7.	Although	colonial	Hong	Kong	emphasises	the	importance	of	

English	 in	 political,	 legal,	 business,	 and	 education	 sectors,	 Cantonese	 enjoys	 a	

predominant	 status	 amongst	 the	 locals.	 For	 Hong	 Kong's	 ethnic-Chinese	

community,	Cantonese	functions	as	the	community's	standard	form	of	speech,	its	

lingua	franca	and	mother	tongue.	

English,	as	a	language,	first	came	into	contact	with	the	Cantonese	people	

group	during	the	seventeenth	century8.	Since	foreign	traders,	the	people	of	Hong	

Kong	 and	 Macau	 did	 not	 speak	 each	 other’s	 language,	 they	 communicated	 in	

Chinese	 Pidgin	 English.	 At	 the	 time,	 Chinese	 Pidgin	 English	was	 a	 new,	 simple	

trade	language	based	on	selected	vocabularies	from	different	languages,	such	as	

Malay,	 Portuguese,	 Indian	 English,	 Cantonese	 and	 Standard	 English	 (Bolton,	

2002;	 Cummings	&	Wolf,	 2011;	Wong,	 Bauer,	 &	 Lam,	 2009).	 The	 term	 ‘Pidgin	

English’	was	not	used	until	the	late-1850s,	and	the	term	was	only	used	to	refer	to	

“’broken	English’,	‘jargon’,	or	‘mixed	dialect’	used	at	Canton/Guangdong”	(Bolton,	

2002,	 p.	 184).	 Historical	 influences	 as	 such	 allowed	 Hong	 Kong	 Cantonese	 to	

have	a	remarkable	capacity	for	absorbing	foreign	words	into	its	vocabulary	and	

adapting	them	to	its	sound	system.	Even	though	the	status	of	English	remained	

in	 colonial	Hong	Kong,	 Cantonese	 has	 evolved	 over	 time	 to	 become	 a	 one	 of	 a	

kind	 language,	 filled	 with	 English	 loanwords	 (Wakefield,	 2018)	 and	 newly	

																																																								
7	Even	though	English	was,	and	still	 is	one	of	the	official	 languages	used	in	Hong	Kong,	
Cantonese	 is	 the	 language	used	by	the	 locals	on	a	day-to-day	basis.	With	an	 increasing	
amount	 of	 citizens	 learning	 English	 and	Mandarin,	 along	with	 Cantonese	 during	 their	
time	in	school,	more	and	more	people	now	consider	themselves	as	trilinguals,	whereas	
the	older	generations	remain	monolingual.	

8	A	 detailed	 account	 of	 the	 very	 first	 contact	 between	 English	 speakers	 and	 Chinese	
occurred	 in	 1637	 is	 available	 in	 the	 article	 Chinese	 Englishes:	 From	 Canton	 Jargon	 to	
Global	English	by	Kingsley	Bolton.	
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created	written	Chinese	characters	which	only	exist	in	the	Cantonese	spoken	in	

Hong	Kong	and	cannot	be	found	in	standard	Chinese.	These	characters	have	been	

created	 on	 purpose	 to	 represent	 Cantonese	 morphemes	 (Bauer,	 1982;	 1988;	

Wong,	Bauer,	&	Lam,	2009).	Such	evolution	of	 the	Cantonese	 language	has	also	

created	 problems	 within	 the	 Chinese-speaking	 population	 in	 regards	 to	

understanding	 Cantonese,	 because	 some	 Cantonese	 characters	 and	 vocabulary	

are	 not	 commonly	 used,	 or	 even	 do	 not	 exist	 in	 the	 Mandarin	 vocabulary9.	

Moreover,	a	language	not	only	goes	hand-in-hand	with	culture,	it	also	represents	

the	 people	 and	 its	 society.	 As	 culture	 changes	 over	 time,	 language	 will	 soon	

follow	in	its	footstep.	It	is	apparent	that	Hong	Kong’s	colonial	history	has	played	

a	strong	influence	on	the	development	of	both	spoken	and	written	Cantonese10,	

which	has	created	a	lexical	gap	between	Cantonese	and	standard	Chinese	(Bauer,	

1984;	1988).		

It	is	also	difficult	to	ignore	the	fact	that	the	growing	power	and	dominance	

of	 Mandarin	 over	 Cantonese	 and	 other	 dialects	 in	 China	 is	 causing	 alarming	

concerns	 as	 Hong	 Kong’s	 predominant	 tongue	 may	 die	 out	 in	 a	 couple	 of	

generations.	Robert	Bauer,	an	honorary	professor	in	linguistics	at	the	University	

																																																								
9	Robert	Bauer	(1988,	pp.	255-256)	mentioned	that,	“I	showed	a	cartoon	clipped	out	of	a	
Hong	Kong	Chinese-language	newspaper	to	my	linguistics	graduate	students	in	Taiwan	
and	 asked	 them	 if	 they	 could	 understand	 the	 cartoon’s	 caption	 written	 in	 ‘Chinese’	
characters.	None	of	 the…	[Taiwanese]	students	were	able	 to	 interpret	 the	caption”.	He	
describes	 this	 incident	 proved	 that	 “different	 Chinese	 speech	 communities…	 are	 not	
completely,	 linguistically-congruent	 entities	 –	 neither	 from	 the	 point	 of	 view	 of	 the	
spoken	Chinese	language	nor	of	the	written	Chinese	language”.	

10	Bauer	 (1988)	 came	 up	with	 a	working	 definition	 of	written	 Cantonese	 as	 “any	 text	
which	 contains	 at	 least	 one	Cantonese	 lexical	 item	and	 is	 intended	by	 its	writer	 to	 be	
read	 by	 a	 Cantonese-speaking	 reader”	 in	 the	 article	Written	 Cantonese	 in	Hong	Kong.	
However,	 linguists	 have	 yet	 to	 come	 up	 with	 a	 mutually	 agreed	 definition	 of	 what	
written	Cantonese	is	at	the	time	when	this	thesis	is	written.	
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of	Hong	Kong	and	a	 fluent	 speaker	of	Cantonese	and	Mandarin,	has	decided	 to	

take	 it	 upon	 himself	 to	 preserve	 the	 language.	 Back	 in	 1988,	 Bauer	 briefly	

commented	 on	 the	 future	 of	 Hong	 Kong	 Cantonese	 in	 the	 article	 Written	

Cantonese	of	Hong	Kong,	 stating	 that	 as	 the	 second	official	 language	 in	 colonial	

Hong	Kong	 (English	was	 the	 first	official	 language	at	 the	 time	when	 the	article	

was	 written	 and	 published),	 Cantonese	 still	 holds	 a	 significant	 position	 in	 all	

sectors	 throughout	 the	 region.	 In	 the	 eyes	 of	 the	 Hong	 Kong	 community,	 it	 is	

important	 for	 China	 to	 acknowledge	 Hong	 Kong	 Cantonese,	 a	 congeries	 of	

historical	 factors	which	has	permitted	 its	 separate	development	 from	China,	 is	

different	from	Cantonese	spoken	in	Guangdong	or	Guangxi	(Bauer,	1988,	p.	291).	

Over	 the	 40	 years	 of	 studying	 the	 language,	 Bauer	 has	 collected	 over	 15,000	

characters,	 colloquial	 terms	 and	 set	 phrases	 that	 only	 exist	 in	 Cantonese,	 and	

published	 ABC	 Cantonese	 Dictionary,	 aiming	 to	 preserve	 the	 language	 from	

extinction	 (Chan,	 2017),	 proofing	 the	 lexical	 differences	 between	 Hong	 Kong	

Cantonese	and	the	ones	spoken	outside	the	region.	

In	addition,	the	advancement	of	technology	has	led	to	a	further	separation	

of	 Cantonese	 and	 Mandarin.	 The	 constant	 input	 from	 the	 western	 world,	

Internet/cyber	 language,	 along	 with	 the	 new	 phrases	 used	 by	 the	 young	

generation	has	made	Cantonese	to	no	longer	be	a	dialect	of	the	Chinese	language,	

but	a	unique	language	only	understood	by	the	Hong	Kong	locals.		

Cantonese	–	a	Language	or	a	Dialect?	

Many	would	argue	that	Cantonese	is	a	dialect	under	the	Chinese	language	

family,	 but	 in	 recent	 years,	 it	 has	 become	 more	 and	 more	 apparent	 that	
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Cantonese,	Hong	Kong	Cantonese	in	particular,	has	moved	away	from	only	being	

a	dialect	under	 the	Chinese	 language,	 and	 is	 slowly	becoming	a	 language	of	 its	

own.	The	article	How	a	Dialect	Differs	from	a	Language	in	The	Economist	(2014)	

explained	 that	 there	 are	 two	 different	 kinds	 of	 criteria	 that	 are	 used	 to	

distinguish	 languages	 from	 dialects	 –	 social	 and	 political,	 and	 linguistic.	 The	

social	 and	 political	 criteria	 see	 languages	 as	 “prestigious,	 official	 and	written”,	

whereas	 dialects	 are	 “mostly	 spoken,	 unofficial	 and	 looked	 down	 upon”.	 In	

contrast,	linguists	have	a	different	criterion	(The	Economist,	2014):		

If	two	related	kinds	of	speech	are	so	close	that	speakers	can	have	

a	 conversation	and	understand	each	other,	 they	are	dialects	of	 a	

single	 language.	 If	 comprehension	 is	 difficult	 to	 impossible,	 they	

are	distinct	 languages.	Of	course,	comprehensibility	is	not	either-

or,	 but	 a	 continuum—and	 it	 may	 even	 be	 asymmetrical.	

Nonetheless,	mutual	comprehensibility	is	the	most	objective	basis	

for	saying	whether	two	kinds	of	speech	are	languages	or	dialects.	

Amongst	the	regional	minority	dialects	in	Mainland	China,	Cantonese	still	

ranks	 as	 the	 second-most	 important	 dialect	 after	 Mandarin	 (Bauer,	 1984).	

Although	 there	 is	 little	 research	 looking	 into	 this	 phenomenon,	 linguistically	

speaking,	 Cantonese,	 Taiwanese	 and	 Hakka	 are	 not	 mutually	 intelligible	 with	

Mandarin,	and	are	often	deeply	stigmatized.	The	differences	between	Cantonese	

and	Mandarin	have	reached	a	point	where	Mandarin	speakers,	 from	China	and	

Taiwan	 alike,	 cannot	 understand	 spoken	 Cantonese,	 nor	 fully	 comprehend	 a	

Cantonese	text	even	though	it	is	written	in	Chinese	characters.	This	is	even	more	

obvious	 when	 idiom	 and	 slang	 are	 used:	 these	 characteristics	 not	 only	
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distinguish	Cantonese	 from	Mandarin	speakers,	but	also	Cantonese	speakers	 in	

Hong	Kong	from	those	who	live	in	places	such	as	Guangdong,	Malaysia,	Canada,	

etc.	(Bauer,	1984;	Lai,	2001;	Yau,	2001).		

Academically	 speaking,	 scholars	 are	 split	 into	 two	 camps	 regarding	 this	

argument;	however,	recent	publications	are	in	favour	of	treating	Cantonese	as	a	

language	instead	of	a	Chinese	dialect.	Historical	accounts	show	that	Cantonese,	a	

mix	of	the	Han	Chinese,	Mongolian	and	Manchu	languages	from	the	Qing	dynasty,	

has	 a	 much	 longer	 linguistic	 history	 than	 Mandarin.	 Cantonese	 emerged	 as	 a	

recognizable	 language	during	 the	Tang	dynasty	when	the	An-Shi	Rebellion（安

史之亂）took	 place	 (Tam,	 2017).	 Moreover	 the	 mutual	 exchange	 between	

English	 and	 Cantonese	 has	 continued	 from	 the	 seventeenth	 century	 to	 the	

present	 day.	 Since	 then,	 the	 Cantonese	 language	 has	 been	 adapting	 English	

words	 into	 its	 phonological	 system	 and	 lexicon	 (Bauer,	 1988;	Wong,	 Bauer,	 &	

Lam,	2009).	These	borrowed	words,	also	known	as	loanwords,	will	be	discussed	

in	the	following	section.		

3.3 English	Influence	in	Hong	Kong	

The	 first	written	account	of	English	coming	 into	contact	with	Cantonese	

was	 recorded	by	Peter	Mundy	 in	Macau	 in	1637	 (Bolton,	 2002).	 Since	 the	 late	

nineteenth	 century,	 English	 has	 remained	 as	 a	 strong	 influence	 in	 the	 region.	

After	 the	Hong	Kong	 Island,	Kowloon	Peninsula,	 and	 the	New	Territories	were	

ceded	on	an	indefinite	basis	to	Britain,	on	a	99-year	lease	term	respectively,	the	

status	of	Cantonese	remained	as	a	language	only	spoken	by	the	locals.	During	the	

150	years	of	ruling	the	city,	English	was	considered	as	the	first	language,	and	its	
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status	 gradually	 gained	 attention	 when	 the	 colonial	 government	 began	 to	

promote	the	English	language	to	its	Cantonese-speaking	locals	in	their	education	

policy	 (Pennington	&	 Yue,	 1994).	 Even	 though	 Cantonese	 is	 considered	 as	 the	

lingua	franca	of	Hong	Kong,	the	prominent	position	of	English	cannot	be	ignored.	

Lord	(1987)	observed	the	status	of	English	in	Hong	Kong	back	in	the	1980s:	

In	Hong	Kong…	English	has	 changed	 from	being	 a	 purely	 colonial	

language	whose	use	was	 largely,	 restricted	 to	 government	 circles,	

the	 law,	high-level	business,	 and	a	 few	other	 sectors,	 to	becoming	

an	indispensable	language	of	wider	communication,	for	a	growingly	

large	 range	 of	 people,	 all	 the	way	 down	 from	 top	 brass	 to	 clerks,	

from	taipans	to	secretaries.	This	latter	local	trend	has	been	strictly	

a	function	of	the	growth	of	Hong	Kong,	especially	during	the	1970s,	

as	 a	 major	 international	 trading,	 business,	 banking,	 and	

communications	centre.	(p.	11)	

In	 1987,	 the	 government	 implemented	 a	 compulsory	 nine-year	 free	 education	

policy	 as	 an	 education	 reform,	 aiming	 to	 provide	 accessible	 education	 for	

children11.	Because	the	policy	was	successful	 in	improving	the	literacy	rate,	the	

government	extended	 the	 free	education	policy	 to	12	years12,	and	 is	 in	 talks	of	

further	 extending	 it	 to	 provide	 an	 optional	 free	 pre-school.	 It	 seemed	 that	

																																																								
11	The	 nine-year	 compulsory	 education	 policy	 was	 enforced	 since	 September	 1987,	
where	 parents	 have	 to	 enroll	 their	 children	 to	 attend	 primary	 school	 for	 six	 years	 of	
primary	school	(P.1	to	P.6)	to	the	first	three	years	of	secondary	school	(S.1	to	S.3).	

12	The	 government	 had	 an	 education	 reform,	 extending	 its	 compulsory	 free	 education	
policy	 to	 twelve	years,	 covering	both	primary	and	secondary	 school	 (P.1	 to	P.6;	 S.1	 to	
S.6)	 when	 students	 attend	 government-aided	 schools	 (private	 and	 international	
institutes	are	not	included	in	this	scheme).	
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English	shares	equal	status	within	the	society.	The	importance	of	English	in	Hong	

Kong’s	 education	 system	 has	 remained	 even	 to	 this	 day	 –	 at	 secondary	 and	

tertiary	 level,	 English	 is	 still	wildly	 used	 as	 a	 teaching	medium	 (Pennington	&	

Yue,	1994).	

Linguistic	Phenomena	in	Hong	Kong	

Walking	down	 the	 streets	 of	Hong	Kong,	 it	 can	be	observed	 that	during	

day-to-day	conversations	amongst	the	local	people,	 it	 is	not	uncommon	to	hear	

English	 words	 being	 used	 in	 a	 Cantonese-dominated	 sentence.	 Such	 a	

phenomenon	 can	 be	 described	 as	 ‘code-mixing’	 or	 ‘code-switching’	 –	 a	 type	 of	

sociolinguistic	 behaviour	 in	 which	 two	 grammatically	 different	 languages	 are	

juxtaposed	within	a	phrase	or	sentence	(Li,	2000).	

English,	being	the	dominant	language	of	the	world,	has	traditionally	been	

used	as	a	 tool	 to	 judge	 the	 society’s	 level	of	 education,	 literacy	 rate,	 and	social	

status.	It	has	become	a	norm,	even	a	habit	for	people	in	Hong	Kong	to	use	English	

words	and	phrases	when	they	communicate,	not	only	to	fill	the	lexical	or	stylistic	

gap	 in	Cantonese,	 it	 is	also	done	as	a	way	of	displaying	 their	knowledge	of	 the	

language,	 in	 attempt	 to	 raise	 their	 social	 status	 (Valentini,	 2014;	 Wakefield,	

2018).	 It	 is	 interesting	 to	 note	 that	 code-switching	 only	 happens	 between	

Cantonese	 and	 English,	 and	 not	 Mandarin.	 It	 may	 be	 due	 to	 the	 fact	 that	

Cantonese	and	Mandarin	are	two	similar	languages	grammatically	and	lexically.	

Moreover,	code-mixing	is	especially	evident	in	the	younger	generation,	who	had	

been	 through	 the	 nine-	 and	 twelve-year	 compulsory	 education	 with	 English	
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included	as	a	compulsory	subject.	It	is	also	popular	for	schools	to	use	English	as	a	

medium	of	teaching,	in	the	primary	to	tertiary	institutes.	

Another	linguistic	phenomenon	commonly	seen	in	Hong	Kong	Cantonese	

is	 the	 use	 of	 loanwords.	Hong	Kong	has	 had	 a	 long	history	 of	 being	 in	 contact	

with	European	countries	along	with	their	language	through	trading,	resulting	in	

their	mutual	 influences	 and	 enriching	 the	 languages	 (Bauer,	 1984).	 One	 of	 the	

most	noticeable	influences	is	the	mutual	exchange	of	vocabulary	–	under	British	

sovereignty,	Cantonese	has	adapted	many	English	words	to	its	sound	system	to	

enrich	 its	 vocabulary	 and	 to	 fill	 the	 lexical	 gap	 between	 the	 two	 languages.	 It	

should	 also	 be	 noted	 that	 although	 English	 loanwords	 are	 frequently	 used	 in	

Hong	Kong	Cantonese,	many	have	not	fully	integrated	into	the	language,	meaning	

that	 quite	 a	 few	 of	 them	 have	 yet	 to	 have	 their	 designated	 written	 standard	

Cantonese	form	(Liu,	1977;	Wakefield,	2018).	Not	only	in	Hong	Kong,	the	use	of	

loanwords	is	also	commonly	seen	in	Japanese	and	Korean,	where	English	words	

are	adapted	to	the	languages	using	their	sound	systems.	English	has	also	adapted	

vocabularies	from	many	languages,	such	as	Mandarin,	Cantonese,	French,	etc.	

Code-switching	and	 loanwords	are	 inevitable	when	one	 language	 comes	

into	contact	with	another.	Hong	Kong	is	only	one	of	the	many	that	has	inherited	

these	habits	 of	 speech,	making	Hong	Kong	Cantonese	uniquely	different	 to	 the	

ones	spoken	outside	of	Hong	Kong13.	

																																																								
13	The	 issue	 of	 code-mixing	 and	 English	 loanwords	 in	 Hong	 Kong	 Cantonese	 received	
scholarly	attention	since	 the	 late	1970s,	however,	since	 it	 is	not	 the	main	 focus	of	 this	
dissertation,	the	discussion	is	kept	to	a	moderation	amount.	
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3.4 Post-1997	Language	Policy	in	Hong	Kong	

During	the	1980s,	when	talks	concerning	the	future	of	Hong	Kong	began	

between	Britain	and	China,	many	linguistics	scholars	(Bauer,	1988;	Bolton,	2000;	

Lord,	1987,	etc.)	were	particularly	concerned	over	the	status	of	Cantonese	(and	

English)	being	overtaken	by	Mandarin	upon	the	return	of	Hong	Kong	to	Chinese	

rule.	After	the	handover,	the	Basic	Law	of	Hong	Kong	implemented	a	‘Biliteracy	

and	 Trilingualism’（兩文三語）language	 policy,	 with	 written	 Chinese14	and	

English	 as	 the	 official	 languages	 used	 by	 the	 government,	 business,	 legal	 and	

education	sectors,	while	Mandarin,	Cantonese	and	English	are	the	official	spoken	

languages	(Ho,	2010;	Lim	&	Lee,	2015).	Such	language	policy	has	encouraged	the	

public	 to	 be	 familiar	 with	 all	 three	 languages.	 However,	 in	 recent	 years,	

Mandarin	 has	 been	 given	 priority	 over	 Cantonese	 through	 education	 reform,	

such	 as	 ‘普教中’	 (teaching	 Chinese	 through	 the	 use	 of	 Putonghua),	 proving	

Bauer’s	 concerns	 of	 Cantonese	 losing	 its	 prominent	 status	 in	 Hong	 Kong.	 As	

Bolton	and	Hutton	(1997,	p.	299)	put	it,	“…	Cantonese,	as	a	living,	vibrant	dialect,	

actually	distinguishes	itself	from…	the	standard	varieties	of	Chinese	through	its	

use	of	punning,	double	entendre,	slang	and	racy	wordplay:	an	aspect	of	language	

often	seen	as	‘naughty	but	nice’”.	With	that	being	said,	it	is	not	difficult	to	tell	the	

status	 of	 Cantonese	 is	 at	 a	 decline,	 with	 the	 Beijing	 government	 banning	

Cantonese	broadcasts	in	the	Guangdong	region	on	several	occasions	in	the	past.	

Most	of	the	people	born	and	raised	in	Hong	Kong	are	still	proud	of	being	able	to	

																																																								
14	The	 Basic	 Law	 did	 not	 specify	 whether	 ‘written	 Chinese’	 refers	 to	 Cantonese	 or	
Mandarin.	
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speak	Cantonese,	as	 it	 is	 still	 considered	as	one	of	 the	most	difficult	dialects	 in	

the	Chinese	language	family.		

	 	

 



	 45	

4 Offensive	and	Taboo	Language	

Chapter	Four	mainly	focuses	on	offensive	and	taboo	language.	It	includes	

an	 introduction	 and	 definition	 of	 vulgarism,	 followed	 by	 a	 section	 on	 what	 is	

considered	as	taboo	language	and	vulgarism.	Finally,	a	discussion	on	the	view	of	

offensive	 language	 in	 the	 English	 language	 is	 examined,	 followed	 by	 a	 detail	

discussion	on	the	commonly	known	Cantonese	offensive	words	in	Hong	Kong.	

4.1 Definition	of	Vulgarism	

Vulgarism	 is	 defined	 as	 “[a]	 word	 or	 expression	 that	 is	 considered	

inelegant,	 especially	 one	 that	makes	 explicit	 and	 offensive	 reference	 to	 sex	 or	

bodily	 functions”	 by	Oxford	Dictionary	online.	 It	 does	not	make	 any	difference	

whether	they	are	called	swearing,	cursing,	profanity,	obscenity,	four-letter	words,	

or	taboo	words,	bad,	or	foul	language,	“these	expressions	raise	many	puzzles	for	

anyone	interested	in	language	as	a	window	into	human	nature”	(Pinker,	2007,	p.	

325).	 The	 issue	 of	 taboo	 language	 is	 surrounded	by	 confusion	 and	uncertainty	

for	most	people:	“For	some,	insults,	racial	slurs	and	obscenities	only	have	power	

so	long	as	we	fear	and	avoid	them;	for	others,	swearwords	are	an	anti-language	

of	nonconformity,	a	free	domain	not	yet	leveled	by	ideologically	correct	language	

planners”	(Bolton	&	Hutton,	1997,	p.	302).		

In	 the	 book	 The	 Stuff	 of	 Thought,	 Steven	 Pinker	 (2007)	 discussed	

swearwords	 in	 great	 detail,	 and	 listed	 out	 seven	words	 one	 can	 never	 say	 on	

television	 in	one	of	 the	 chapters,	Seven	Words	You	Can	Never	Say	on	Television,	

which	refers	to	sexuality	(“fuck”,	“tits”,	“cunt”,	“cocksucker”,	“motherfucker”)	and	

excrement	(“shit”,	“piss”)	(pp.	326-327).	These	words	have	been	prohibited	from	
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television	 broadcasts	 in	 the	United	 States	 since	 1973.	Moreover,	 sexual	words	

(e.g.	 ‘pussy’,	 ‘boobs’,	 ‘dick’,	 etc.),	 sexual	behaviour	words	 (e.g.	 ‘screw’,	 ‘jerk	off’,	

etc.)	and	discriminative	words	(e.g.	‘paki’,	‘nigger’,	‘faggot’,	etc.)	are	rarely	heard	

on	television	in	the	States	from	broadcast.	Even	when	public	figures	uttered	any	

offensive	 words,	 they	 would	 be	 bleeped	 off.	 It	 seems	 that	 producers	 often	

undergo	self-censorship	in	order	to	avoid	offending	the	audience	or	being	fined	

for	 crossing	 the	 line.	 But	 the	 attitude	 towards	 swearing	 has	 become	 more	

acceptable	and	frequent	in	the	US	since	the	1960s,	especially	in	literature,	music	

and	in	the	film	industry	(Dewaele,	2015).	

4.2 Vulgarism	in	the	English	Language	

English	 is	 a	 universal	 language	 which	 has	 adapted	 words	 and	 phrases	

from	 many	 different	 languages	 from	 around	 the	 world.	 Foreign	 language	

learners	 have	 been	 encouraged	 by	 native	 speakers	 to	 learn	 some	 of	 their	

language’s	 most	 taboo	 words	 (Dewaele,	 2015,	 p.	 309).	 English	 spoken	 in	 the	

United	Kingdom	 is	different	 from	 the	English	 spoken	 in	 the	US,	Australia,	New	

Zealand,	 and	 South	 Africa,	 because	 the	 English	 language	 is	 based	 on	 their	

respective	 cultures,	 thus,	 changes	 are	 gradually	 adapted	 into	 the	 language	

(Dewaele,	 2015,	 p.	 310).	 When	 it	 comes	 to	 swearing,	 apart	 from	 the	 words	

mentioned	 above,	 it	 is	 interesting	 to	 note	 that	 even	 though	 British	 and	

Americans	share	the	same	language,	the	offensive	words	used	are	very	different	

–	the	British	appears	to	be	far	more	fluent	at	swearing	than	Americans	and	are	

“more	likely	to	link	colourful	language	with	having	a	sense	of	humour	than	with	

coarseness	 or	 vulgarity”	 (Moore,	 2015).	 The	 Brits	 use	 words	 such	 as	 ‘twat’,	
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‘wanker’,	 ‘tosser’,	 ‘dickhead’,	 ‘arsehole’,	 etc.15	extensively,	 without	 meaning	 to	

insult.	It	 is	even	more	so	in	the	Australian	culture,	where	people,	mostly	males,	

greet	each	other	with	these	words.	Celebrities	and	interviewees	are	often	heard	

saying,	 ‘bitch’,	 ‘shit’,	 and	 ‘fuck’	 on	 British	 television	 programmes.	 Even	 words	

such	as	‘crap’,	‘bastard’,	‘bugger’,	‘sod’,	‘bullshit’	and	‘tosser’	are	used	on	daytime	

television	and	radio.	Religious	expletives,	such	as	‘damn’,	‘hell’,	‘bloody	hell’	and	

‘blimey’	are	no	longer	considered	to	be	impolite.	On	the	other	hand,	Americans	

appear	 to	 be	 more	 sensitive	 to	 the	 issue	 of	 swearing,	 and	 they	 consider	 it	 a	

serious	problem	when	a	public	figure	is	caught	swearing	in	public.		

Not	 only	 in	 the	 language	 itself,	 the	 attitude	 towards	 swearing	 has	 also	

changed	dramatically	over	the	past	century.	John	Ayto	(cited	in	Margolis,	2002),	

an	editor	of	the	Oxford	Dictionary	of	Slang,	concurs	on	the	de-sexing	of	fuck:	

Fuck	is	a	sexual	term	but	realistically,	it	is	almost	never	used	

that	way.	The	overwhelming	amount	of	times	it	is	being	used	

in	some	figurative	sense	-	'I'm	fucking	tired'	or	'We	got	fucked	

on	 that	 deal'.	 I	 think	 it	 would	 be	 too	much	 to	 say	 that	 fuck	

doesn't	 offend	 anybody…	 But	 its	 impact	 is	 diminishing	 at	 a	

rapid	rate.	Young	people	tend	not	to	think	of	it	as	offensive	at	

all…	Nigger	is	far	more	taboo	than	fuck	or	even	cunt.		

On	top	of	 this,	 Jean	Aitchison	(cited	 in	Margolis,	2002),	 the	Oxford	professor	of	

language	and	communication	also	said:	

																																																								
15	The	 words	 are	 selected	 from	 the	 article	 The	 Brit	 List:	 10	 Stinging	 British	 Insults	
retrieved	 from	 http://www.bbcamerica.com/anglophenia/2012/08/the-brit-list-10-
stinging-british-insults.	
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In	 the	 last	 century,	 it	 was	 religious	 swearing	 that	 upset	

people…	[t]hen,	in	the	mid-20th	century,	sexual	swearing.	But	

these	 days	 people	 get	 far	 more	 upset	 about	 politically	

incorrect	 language…	 Most	 kids	 say	 fuck	 a	 lot…	 [t]hey	 just	

know	it	gets	adults	upset,	and	so	keep	saying	it…	

The	 attitude	 towards	 swearing	 is	 slowly	 shifting,	 and	 society	 seems	 to	

have	 accepted	 that	 swearwords	 are	 used	 more	 and	 more	 often	 in	 our	 daily	

speech;	 swearing	 is	 not	 as	 taboo	 as	 it	 was	 half	 a	 century	 ago.	 As	 Bolton	 and	

Hutton	(1997)	suggest,	“swearwords	are	only	out	of	place	only	when	it	is	used	to	

insult,	to	attack	or	to	break	down	social	boundaries”.		Even	though	swearwords	

are	considered	as	taboo,	we	cannot	ignore	their	existence	in	the	language	simply	

because	they	do	not	fit	into	our	moral	beliefs.		

4.3 Vulgarism	in	the	Cantonese	Language	

4.3.1 Cantonese	Offensive	Language	

Cantonese	 is	known	for	 its	rich	 local	slangs	and	vulgarism	influenced	by	

its	 history	 and	 culture.	 As	 society	 regards	 swearwords	 as	 one	 of	 the	 many	

forbidden	 social	 taboo	 topics,	 vulgarities	 are	 generally	 not	 discussed	 with	

enough	 depth	 in	 academic	 writing	 (Lim	 &	 Lee,	 2015).	 Linguistic	 studies	 on	

Cantonese	vulgarism	and	swearwords	show	that	swearwords	are	used	mostly	by	

lower	working-class	males,	criminals,	triad	members,	and	construction	workers.	

It	is	even	considered	as	“male	language,	taxi-driver	language”	(Bolton	&	Hutton,	

1997).	It	was	not	until	the	past	two	decades	or	so	when	swearwords	are	heard	

more	commonly	used	by	the	Hong	Kong	people	as	a	whole.	
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In	addition,	the	attitude	towards	the	use	of	offensive	language	in	the	film	

industry	has	also	changed.	Category	III	films	Election《黑社會》(2005),	Election	

2《黑社會以和為貴》(2006),	 Vulgaria《低俗喜劇》(2012),	 and	 The	 Midnight	

After《那夜凌晨，我坐上了旺角開往大埔的紅	 VAN》(2014)	 are	 the	 most	

recent	 local	 film	 productions	 that	 feature	 heavy	 swearing,	 violence,	 triad	

language,	 sex	 scenes,	 sex	 jokes	 and	 ironies.	 Although	by	 including	 Category	 III	

elements	automatically	 imply	a	 limited	audience	and	box	office,	 film	producers	

are	 not	 avoiding	 the	 use	 of	 ‘taboo	 elements’,	 but	 instead	use	 them	as	 a	 selling	

point	 to	 attract	 cinemagoers	 from	 the	 younger	 generation	 (Bolton	 &	 Hutton,	

1995;	 Lim	 &	 Lee,	 2015).	 The	 following	 sections	 will	 introduce	 hard-core	 and	

soft-core	swearwords	in	Cantonese.	

4.3.2 Cantonese	Chòu	Háu	

Cantonese,	as	a	 language,	 is	known	 for	 its	offensive	 language	variety.	As	

there	 are	 too	 many	 of	 them,	 this	 section	 only	 focuses	 on	 the	 ‘five	 hard-core	

swearwords’	and	other	more	commonly	used	curse	words	and	phrases.	The	five	

hard-core	 Cantonese	 swearwords	 are:	𨳒	 (‘fuck’),	 㞗 (‘cock’),	𡳞	 (‘prick’),	𡴶	

(‘dick’)	and	屄	(‘cunt’),	and	are	often	referred	 to	as	 ‘一門五傑16’	by	 the	 locals,	a	

common	phrase	 to	describe	 the	 five	 core	Cantonese	 curse	words	 (伯賴,	 2015).	

Figure	4.1	shows	a	summary	of	 their	Chinese	and	English	equivalents,	 Jyutping

（粵拼）,	 as	well	 as	 the	euphemisms	adapted	 from	Bolton	and	Hutton	 (1997),	

Chen	(2004),	彭志銘	(2015),	伯賴	(2015).	

																																																								
16	‘門內有字’	的粵式粗口，在上世紀三、四十年代時已在廣州出現	(彭志銘,	2015,	p.	7).	
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Figure	4.1	The	Five	Hard-Core	Cantonese	Swearwords	

Chinese	

Character	

Common	

Equivalents	

Jyutping	

(粵拼)	

Literal	

Meaning	

In	English	

Euphemisms	

𨳒 屌	 Diu2	 Fuck	 小、超、妖、挑、頂、X	

㞗	 𨳊、鳩	 Gau1	 Cock	 九、狗、膠、溝	

𡳞	 𨶙、撚	 Lan2	 Prick	 粉、諗、忍、檸、狠	

𡴶	 𨳍、柒	 Cat6	 Dick	 七、賊、實	

屄	 閪	 Hai1	 Cunt	 西、蟹、鞋	

According	 to	 an	 empirical	 study	 by	 Bolton	 and	 Hutton	 (1997),	 the	 five	

swearwords	 listed	 above	 appeared	 in	 36	 items	out	 of	 the	 96	 entries	 collected.	

Out	of	 the	 five	 swearwords,	 ‘𨳒’	 (‘fuck’),	 as	a	verb,	 is	 the	most	 frequently	 cited	

expression,	 and	 “often	 displayed	 Elizabethan	 flair	 in	 creative	 word-play…	

[including]	 both	 crudely	 explicit	 insults	 and	 less	 direct	 insults	 that	 rely	 on	

wordplay	 and	puns”	 (Bolton	&	Hutton,	 1997,	 p.	 313).	田家溥	(2017,	 p.	 2)	 also	

explains	 the	 rationale	 behind	 why	 the	 use	 of	 the	 word	 ‘diu’	 is	 particularly	

offensive	to	Cantonese	speakers:	

	“英語	 ‘Fuck	 your	 mother’	 與港式「屌你老母17」，兩者字面

意義雖然相同，但若港人被後者辱罵，在華人文化的儒家孝

道思想下，此言會被視為難以忍受，故此話一出，很易最終

變成大打出手…”	

																																																								
17	老母	 (‘louh	 mou’)	 is	 a	 disrespectful	 way	 to	 say	 ‘mother’	 in	 Cantonese.	 A	 similar	
comparison	in	Mandarin	will	be	‘幹你娘’.	
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	Fuck	your	mother’	and	‘diu	leih	louh	mou’	（屌你老母）have	

the	 same	 meaning.	 If	 someone	 said	 ‘diu	 leih	 louh	mou’	 to	 a	

Hong	Kong	Cantonese	speaker,	under	the	Confucius	belief,	it	is	

insulting	to	the	point	where	the	conversation	might	end	up	in	

a	fight…		

The	phrase	‘屌你老母’	also	comes	in	a	range	of	euphemisms.	Examples	includes	

‘delay	no	more18’,	‘燒你數簿19’,	and	its	short	form	being	abbreviated	to	‘DLLM’.	It	

is	also	interesting	to	note	that	all	five	of	the	swearwords	can	be	used	by	itself,	or	

as	a	combination	of	twos,	such	as	‘𨳒㞗你’	(‘fuck	cock	you’)		and	‘我𨳒𡴶你老母’	

(‘I	 fuck	 dick	 your	 mother’).	 Furthermore,	 the	 word	 ‘𡳞’	 (‘prick’)	 has	 a	 similar	

linguistic	usage	as	the	word	‘fuck’	in	English.	For	example,	‘I	am	fucking	tired’	can	

be	 literally	 translated	 as	 ‘我好𡳞攰’.	 ‘撚’,	 being	 a	 derivative	 of	 ‘𡳞’,	 can	 also	 be	

used	in	‘撚手小菜’,	which	means	‘拿手小菜’	(‘restaurant’s	best	dish’).	People	use	

‘撚手小菜’	without	intending	to	swear,	because	originally,	the	word	‘撚’	does	not	

contain	 any	vulgarity.	As	 for	 the	words	 ‘𡴶’,	 ‘㞗’	 and	 ‘𡳞’,	 they	all	mean	 ‘penis’,	

but	the	first	two	are	used	to	describe	a	penis	at	different	status	(伯賴,	2015):	

	

																																																								
18	An	informant	 in	the	 legal	department	of	the	Hong	Kong	government	told	Bolton	and	
Hutton	 that	 lawyers	 had	 taken	 to	 expressing	 their	 frustration	 at	 the	 slow	 pace	 of	 the	
legal	 machinery	 through	 the	 regressive	 use	 of	 the	 phrase	 ‘delay	 no	 more’,	 which,	
pronounced	 in	Hong	Kong	English,	 sounds	 like	 ‘diu	leih	louh	mou’	 (Bolton	and	Hutton,	
1997,	p.	324).	See	also	彭志銘	(2015,	p.	62).	
19	‘燒你數簿’	derives	from	the	Cantonese	curse	phrase	diu	leih	louh	mou.	It	is	often	used	
in	place	of	the	actual	swear	phrase	because	it	sounds	very	similar	when	spoken	(彭志銘,	
2015,	p.	20).		
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“‘𡴶’	/	‘柒’ (‘dick’):	陽具。大而軟，不靈又不活者。 

‘㞗’	/	‘鳩’	(‘cock’): 陽具。	大而硬，不該硬而硬。	

‘𡳞’	/	‘撚’	(‘prick’)20:	陽具。本解賣弄技巧而非低俗用字，也不是性器官。”	

‘Dick’:	A	big	and	soft	‘inflexible’	penis.		

‘Cock’:	A	big	and	hard	penis;	erected	at	the	wrong	time	

‘Prick’:	A	penis.	Originally,	 it	has	no	sexual	connotation,	and	only	means	

“showing	off	skills”	

Many	swearwords	and	 insults	are	made	up	of	 these	 three	words.	For	example,	

‘笨柒’	 and	 ‘戇鳩’	 are	 along	 the	 line	 of	 ‘stupid’,	 ‘dumb	 ass’	 and	 ‘idiot’;	 ‘柒頭’	

literally	means	‘dickhead’;	and	‘撚樣’	can	be	translated	as	‘fuck	face’	or	‘dick	face’	

(Bolton	&	Hutton,	1997;	Chen,	2004).	

Last	 but	 not	 least,	 the	 only	 female-related	 chòu	 háu,	 is	 ‘屄’	 (‘cunt’).	 As	

offensive	as	its	equivalents	in	English	(‘cunt’	and	‘pussy’),	the	word	‘屄’	“carries	

the	heaviest	taboo”,	and	has	proven	to	be	popular	amongst	school	boys	(Bolton	&	

Hutton,	1997,	pp.	315-316).	In	the	research	by	Bolton	and	Hutton	(1997),	items	

such	 as	 ‘傻閪’	 (‘stupid	 cunt’),	 ‘豬閪’	 (‘pig	 cunt’)	 and	 ‘臭閪’	 (‘smelly	 cunt’)	 are	

recorded	from	the	survey	answers.		

	

																																																								
20	‘𡳞’	 /	 ‘撚’	 (‘prick’)	 is	 now	 commonly	 used	 to	 describe	 ‘penis’	 in	 Cantonese,	 but	 the	
original	meaning	of	 the	word	has	nothing	to	do	with	the	penis.	See	Bolton	and	Hutton	
(1997)	and	Chen	(2004)	for	more	details.	
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5 Examples	and	Analysis	of	Offensive	Language	in	the	

film	‘Flirting	Scholar’	

This	chapter	uses	examples	taken	from	the	Cantonese	version	of	the	film	

Flirting	 Scholar	 to	 analyse	 strategies	 undertaken	 by	 the	 translator	 during	 the	

dubbing	process.	With	 the	Use	of	Tomaszkiewicz’s	AVT	 strategies	discussed	 in	

the	 methodology	 section	 in	 Chapter	 One,	 each	 example	 is	 comprised	 of	 the	

original	 (Cantonese)	 and	 dubbed	 (Mandarin)	 dialogue,	 while	 the	 English	

subtitles	 (from	 the	 original	 Cantonese	 version)	will	 be	 used	 as	 supplementary	

material	for	analysis	and	comparison.	Explanations	and	text	interpretations	will	

also	 be	 provided	 when	 necessary,	 especially	 phrases	 containing	 double	

entendres.		

The	 specific	word	or	phrase	used	 for	analysis	 is	bolded	and	underlined.	

Any	 other	 examples	 that	 do	 not	 belong	 to	 the	 above	 categories	 will	 not	 be	

included	 in	 the	 following	analysis	section.	Some	examples	may	be	put	 together	

for	 analysis	 if	 they	 share	 a	 similar	 linguistic	 nature.	 A	 brief	 summary	 of	 this	

chapter	will	be	included	at	the	end	to	provide	significant	findings.	

The	examples	in	this	chapter	are	separated	into	the	following	categories:	

(1)	hardcore	swearing,	where	the	five	hardcore	Cantonese	swearwords	are	used	

in	 the	 dialogue;	 (2)	 softcore	 swearing,	 where	 the	 five	 hardcore	 Cantonese	

swearwords	 are	 excluded,	 but	 contain	 any	 swearwords	or	phrases	 that	 have	 a	

high	degree	of	offensiveness;	 (3)	 swearing	euphemisms,	which	 is	derived	 from	

the	 five	 hardcore	 Cantonese	 swearwords	 listed	 in	 Figure	 4.1;	 (4)	 insults	 and	

curse	words,	where	local	slang	and	curse	words	that	are	not	considered	a	part	of	
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Category	 III	 materials	 listed	 in	 the	 OFNAA’s	 Film	 Censorship	 Guidelines	 for	

Censors;	 (5)	 sex	 and	 sex	 organs,	 where	 words	 or	 expressions	 contain	 sexual	

connotations	 or	 body	 parts;	 and	 (6)	 triad	 language,	where	 any	 expressions	 or	

daily	language	with	a	triad	origin.		

The	 total	 number	 of	 vulgar	 expressions	 occurred	 in	 the	 film	 Flirting	

Scholar	 that	 is	 used	 for	 this	 thesis’	 analysis	 is	 49,	 and	 the	 break	 down	 is	

presented	below	in	Figure	5.1:	

Figure	5.1	Statistics	of	Vulgar	Utterances	in	Flirting	Scholar	

Type	 Number	of	Utterance	

Hardcore	Swearing	 3	

Softcore	Swearing	 12	

Swearing	Euphemisms	 14	

Insults	and	Curse	Words	 9	

Sex	and	Sex	Organs	 4	

Triad	Language	 7	

Total	 49	

Figure	 5.2	 is	 a	 summary	 of	 the	 total	 count	 of	 offensive	 language	 in	

different	strategies	presented	by	Tomaszkiewicz.	The	total	number	has	exceeded	

49,	 the	 total	 number	 of	 examples	 chosen	 for	 analysis,	 because	 some	 examples	

used	 more	 than	 one	 strategy	 during	 the	 translation	 process.	 The	 figures	 are	

presented	as	follows:		 	
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Figure	5.2	Total	Count	of	Offensive	Language	in	Different	

Strategies	

	 Hardcore	
Swearing	

Softcore	
Swearing	

Swearing	
Euphemisms	

Insults	
and	Curse	
Words	

Sex	and	
Sex	

Organs	

Triad	
Language	

Total	

Omission	 1	 3	 2	 2	 X	 2	 10	

Literal	
Translation	

X	 5	 1	 2	 1	 X	 9	

Borrowing	 X	 X	 1	 2	 2	 3	 8	

Equivalence	 2	 3	 2	 1	 1	 1	 10	

Adaptation	 2	 5	 3	 2	 X	 1	 13	

Replacement	 X	 1	 2	 X	 X	 X	 3	

Generalisation	 X	 X	 3	 X	 X	 X	 3	

Explication	 1	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 1	

Total	 6	 17	 14	 9	 4	 7	 57	

By	looking	at	Figure	5.1	and	Figure	5.2,	it	can	be	observed	that	swearing	

euphemisms	 and	 softcore	 swearing	 make	 up	 the	 highest	 number	 of	 offensive	

language	out	of	all	the	categories,	with	14	and	12	examples	detected	respectively.	

Although	the	data	size	collected	from	Flirting	Scholar	is	not	significant	enough,	it	

can	be	observed	that	hardcore	swearing	was	only	used	three	times	(see	Figure	

5.1),	 and	 that	 none	 of	 them	 adapted	 Tomaszkiewicz’s	 literal	 translation	 or	

borrowing	strategy.	
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5.1 Hardcore	Swearing	

Example	1	

Original	 古今中外有邊樣樂器，我邊樣唔撚得出神入化？	 Equivalence	&	

Adaptation	Dubbed	 古今中外各種樂器，我樣樣都玩得出神入化！	

Subtitle	 I	know	playing	all	kinds	of	musical	instruments.	

Example	2	

Original	 吹口琴、撚玉簫	 Equivalence	&	

Adaptation	Dubbed	 吹口琴、玩玉簫	

Subtitle	 …	playing	all	kinds	of	music!	

The	 word	 ‘撚 ’	 in	 examples	 1	 and	 2	 is	 a	 verb	 which	 means	 ‘to	 play	 (an	

instrument)’.	As	mentioned	in	Chapter	Four,	apart	from	the	meaning	‘penis’,	‘撚’	

is	also	a	colloquial	expression	of	“showing	off	skills”	(伯賴,	2015;	彭志銘,	2015).	

The	original	version	in	examples	1	and	2	use	‘撚’	to	emphasise	the	fact	that	Tong	

Bak	 Fu	 is	 excellent	 in	 playing	 musical	 instruments.	 The	 translator	 omits	 the	

vulgar	 word	 ‘撚’	 and	 replaces	 it	 with	 ‘玩’,	 because	 there	 is	 no	 equivalent	 in	

Mandarin.	In	addition,	 ‘玩’	only	refers	to	 ‘play’,	and	does	not	indicate	how	good	

or	bad	Tong	Bak	Fu	can	play	the	instruments.	But	‘玩’	is	the	most	suitable	verb	in	

both	situations	 to	 replace	 ‘撚’	because	both	versions	have	playful	 connotations	

attached	to	them	when	paired	with	the	visual	clues.	 	
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Example	3	

Original	 魚肥果熟嫲撚飯 	 Omission	&	

Explication	Dubbed	 魚肥果熟入我肚	

Subtitle	 My	grandmom	has	prepared	the	supper.	

Example	3	can	be	interpreted	in	two	ways:	(1)	The	Cantonese	phrase	‘嫲撚飯’	in	

this	example	 sounds	 similar	 to	 ‘麻撚煩’,	 which	 means	 “fucking	 troublesome”.	

The	‘撚’	in	example	3	has	a	vulgar	connotation	attached,	because	without	‘撚’,	‘麻

煩’	is	still	a	word,	which	means	the	‘撚’	is	used	as	a	swearword	instead	of	‘play’	in	

examples	 1	 and	 2.	 However,	 the	 dubbed	 version	 has	 omitted	 the	 last	 part	

altogether;	 (2)	 The	 literal	 translation	 of	 the	 Cantonese	 version	 can	 also	 be	

broken	down	 into	 the	 following	meaning	units:	 “fat	 fish	 (魚肥)/	 ripen	 fruit	 (果

熟)/	grandma	cooks	a	meal	(嫲撚飯)”.	The	Mandarin	translation	changed	‘嫲撚飯’	

to	 ‘入我肚’	(‘enter	my	stomach’),	which	indirectly	 indicates	that	after	“grandma	

makes	a	meal”,	 it	will	“enter	my	stomach”.	It	 is	a	smart	approach	to	change	the	

Cantonese	to	Mandarin:	the	audience	still	understands	the	basic	meaning	of	the	

text.	

5.2 Softcore	Swearing	

Example	4	

Original	 仆你個臭街，當呢度係善堂啊？	 Literal	

Translation	&	

Adaptation	Dubbed	 王八蛋，你把這裡當善堂啊？	

Subtitle	 Damn	you,	don’t	you	think	I	owe	you	that?	
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Example	5	

Original	 等我暗算你個仆街奪命書生先。	

Adaptation	

Dubbed	 等我來暗算你這個短命的奪命書生。	

Subtitle	 Let	me	trap	you	instead.	

Example	6	

Original	 仆你個街啦！	 Equivalence	&	

Adaptation	Dubbed	 媽的，來啊！	

Subtitle	 OK,	I	will	show-hand	too.	

Example	7	

Original	 你個仆街仔，你拋我啊？	 Adaptation	&	

Literal	

Translation	Dubbed	 你這小王八蛋，你想威脅我？	

Subtitle	 Damn	you,	are	you	threatening	me?	

The	 literal	 translation	 of	 ‘仆街’	 is	 to	 ‘trip	 over’	 or	 ‘fall	 over’.	 In	 the	 Cantonese	

language,	 	 ‘仆街 ’	 	 falls	 between	 softcore	 swearing	 and	 a	 curse	 phrase.	 In	

examples	4	to	7,	‘仆街’	is	used	as	a	direct	insult	to	curse	at	someone.	However,	in	

Mandarin,	‘仆街’	is	understood	as	‘跌倒’	or	‘跌倒街頭’	(‘trip	over’),	and	does	not	

contain	 the	 vulgar	 connotation	 as	 the	 Cantonese	 does21.	 The	 translator	 has	

																																																								
21	In	 the	 book	小狗懶擦鞋,	彭志銘(2015)	 has	 provided	 a	 detailed	 explanation	 on	 the	
different	 understanding	 of	 	 ‘仆街’	 between	 the	 Cantonese	 and	Mandarin	 speakers	 (p.	
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decided	 not	 to	 use	 the	 borrowing	 approach	 because	 an	 insult	 is	 needed	 to	

replicate	the	same	emotion	and	meaning	as	the	original	to	match	the	visual	clues.	

Although	some	Mandarin	speakers	may	know	that	‘仆街’	can	be	interpreted	as	a	

curse	 phrase,	 the	 translator	 adopted	 a	 safer	 choice	 and	 replaced	 ‘仆街’	 with	

phrases	that	are	more	common	to	the	Mandarin	speakers,	such	as	‘王八蛋’,	‘短命

的’,	and	‘媽的’.	

Example	8	

Original	 你插細佬？仆你個街！	

Omission	

Dubbed	 你插弟弟？我插哥哥！	

Subtitle	 How	dare	you!	Go	to	hell.	

Example	9	

Original	 仆街啦！	

Omission	

Dubbed	 還給你！	

Subtitle	 Take	it	back.	

Examples	 8	 and	 9	 also	 used	 the	 curse	 phrase	 ‘仆街’,	 but	 both	 of	 them	 are	

translated	differently	than	examples	4	to	7.	Examples	8	and	9	have	omitted	‘仆街’	

altogether,	 instead	 of	 replacing	 ‘仆 街 ’	 with	 Mandarin	 curse	 phrases,	 the	

translator	 has	 decided	 to	 translate	 the	 visual	 clues	 according	 to	 their	 spoken	

form.	 The	 translations	 do	 not	 fully	 represent	 the	 emotional	 force	 behind	 the	
																																																																																																																																																															
55).	The	censorship	controversy	of	the	Hong	Kong	film	《秋天的童話》	involving	‘仆街’	
is	also	included	as	further	reading	(pp.	133-146).	
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original	Cantonese,	and	only	take	on	the	visual	clues	appearing	on	screen	which	

are	already	available	 to	 the	audience,	 thus	 the	 impact	of	 the	dubbed	version	 is	

not	as	powerful.	It	is	worth	mentioning	that	the	translation	of	example	8	added	

an	additional	layer	of	sexual	connotation	on	top	of	the	original	because	the	word	

‘插’	 is	often	associated	with	sex.	The	translation	is	also	linked	to	homosexuality	

between	 the	 Wah	 brothers	 (‘你插弟弟？我插哥哥！’).	 It	 is	 observed	 that	 the	

omission	of		‘仆你個街’	has	brought	about	a	new	connotation	to	the	translation.	

Example	10	

Original	 仆街喇！	

Replacement	

Dubbed	 不得了啦！	

Subtitle	 Damn!	

Based	on	the	context	of	this	particular	scene,	the	‘仆街’	represents	the	meaning	

of	 ‘糟糕了’,	 which	 is	 similar	 to	 ‘不得了啦’.	 By	 using	 ‘仆街喇’	 in	 the	 Cantonese	

version,	 the	 audience	 can	 immediately	 identify	what	 is	 about	 to	 happen	 is	 not	

going	 to	be	good	because	of	 the	 connotation	associated	with	 ‘仆街’,	 just	 as	 the	

English	subtitle	indicates,	“Damn!”.	But	it	is	not	clear	when	‘不得了啦’	is	used	in	

the	 Mandarin	 version.	 The	 use	 of	 ‘不得了啦’	 may	 leave	 the	 audience	 with	 an	

impression	that	what	is	about	to	happen	can	be	either	good	or	bad.	
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Example	11	

Original	 冚家剷泥齊種樹	 Omission	&	

Equivalence	Dubbed	 你家墳頭來種樹	

Subtitle	 Let’s	plant	the	trees	together	

Presented	as	the	first	line	of	a	poem,	similar	to	example	3,	‘冚家剷泥齊種樹’	can	

be	interpreted	as	follows:	(1)	‘冚家’	(‘the	whole	family’)/’剷泥’	(‘dig	up	earth’)/’

齊種樹’	 (‘plant	 trees	 together’);	 or	 (2)	 ‘冚家剷’	 (‘the	 whole	 family	 dies’	 or	

‘fucker’)/	泥	 (same	 sound	 as	 ‘嚟’,	which	means	 ‘來’,	 ‘to	 come’)/’齊種樹’	 (‘plant	

trees	 together’).	 Depending	 on	 how	 the	 audience	 interprets	 ‘冚家剷泥齊種樹’,	

the	meaning	can	be	completely	different.	The	Mandarin	version	has	omitted	the	

vulgarity	 of	 the	 original,	 and	 used	 a	 different	 approach	 to	 recreate	 the	 same	

effect.	As	stated	in	(2),	the	meaning	of	‘the	whole	family	dies’	remains	in	‘你家墳

頭’	 (‘your	 family’s	grave’),	because	the	whole	 family	has	to	be	dead	first	before	

they	 are	 buried.	 Although	 the	 vulgar	 element	 has	 been	 omitted,	 the	 translator	

has	adapted	an	equivalence	approach	to	recreate	the	same	emotion	and	present	

it	to	the	non-Cantonese	speaking	audience.	

Example	12	

Original	 你都念在我呢幾年賣畫賣到你冚家富貴啊！	 Adaptation	&	

Equivalence	Dubbed	 你也想想這幾年我幫你賣畫撈了不少錢啊！	

Subtitle	 I	always	sell	the	pictures	for	you,	which	make	you	become	rich!	

 



	 62	

Although	 ‘冚家’	 is	 a	 colloquial	 and	 rude	 way	 to	 describe	 ‘全家’	 (‘the	 whole	

family’),	it	does	not	necessarily	have	to	be	vulgar.	The	‘冚家富貴’	in	example	12	

simply	describes	‘the	whole	family	becomes	rich’,	without	the	vulgar	connotation	

attached	 to	 it22.	 The	 dubbed	 version	 adapts	 a	 literal	 approach	 and	mimics	 the	

idea	of	‘the	whole	family	becomes	rich’.	Therefore,	the	use	of	‘撈了不少錢’	(‘earn	

a	lot	of	money’)	is	to	rationalise	the	Cantonese	phrase	for	the	Mandarin-speaking	

audience.	

Example	13	

Original	 好，我睇你哋攞咩出嚟，然後先將你哋冚家富貴！	 Literal	

Translation	Dubbed	 好，我就看你們拿什麼出來，然後再將你們趕盡殺絕！	

Subtitle	
Fine,	I	want	to	know	what	you	are	going	to	show	me.	

You’ll	be	in	deep	shit	later.	

Example	14	

Original	 橫掂都係，就嚟個冚家富貴啦！	 Literal	

Translation	Dubbed	 總而言之，就要他全家死光！	

Subtitle	 Anyway,	kill	Wah’s	family.	

Examples	 13	 and	14	 also	 include	 the	 phrase	 ‘冚家富貴’,	 but	 they	 do	not	mean	

‘becoming	 rich’	 like	 example	 12.	 The	 dubbed	 version	 of	 both	 examples	 fully	

represents	the	meaning	of	‘the	whole	family	dies’	and	are	translated	as	‘趕盡殺絕’	

																																																								
22	Example	 12	 is	 included	 for	 comparison	 purpose	 against	 examples	 13	 and	 14,	 even	
though	it	is	only	mildly	offensive.	
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and	‘全家死光’.	The	idea	of	cursing	them	with	‘the	whole	family	dies’	is	extremely	

rude.	Although	the	original	version	of	examples	12	to	14	all	use	 ‘冚家富貴’,	 the	

connotations	 behind	 them	 are	 completely	 different.	 As	 a	 ‘context-biased’	 and	

‘context-based’	 phrase	 in	 Cantonese,	 the	 connotation	 remains	 negative	 under	

most	circumstances.	Whether	the	phrase	‘冚家富貴’	 is	vulgar	or	not,	 it	can	only	

be	decided	base	on	the	situation	or	the	context.	This	also	shows	that	‘冚家富貴’	is	

less	direct	than	the	Mandarin	translations	(‘趕盡殺絕’	and	‘全家死光’).	

Example	15	

Original	 我叫太師稟告皇上，一於抄你全家冚家鏟！	 Literal	

Translation	Dubbed	 我叫太師稟告皇上，把你全家滿門抄斬！	

Subtitle	
I	will	ask	His	Excellency	to	sue	you	in	front	of	the	Emperor.	

You	will	be	sentenced	to	death,	for	sure!	

Example	 15	 is	 the	 only	 time	 where	 ‘冚家鏟23’	 is	 used	 in	 the	 film.	 Similar	 to	

examples	13	and	14,	‘冚家鏟’	also	means	‘the	whole	family	dies’.	In	this	context,	

the	use	of	‘滿門抄斬’	(‘execute	the	whole	family’	or	‘sentence	the	whole	family	to	

death’)	is	the	most	appropriate	translation.	As	stated	in	the	subtitles,	the	head	of	

the	Wah	family,	who	holds	a	senior	position	in	the	palace,	has	the	power	to	ask	

the	emperor	to	punish	and	kill	Tong	Bak	Fu	and	his	family.	By	using	the	phrase	

																																																								
23	「冚家鏟」是句罵人的話。「冚」是廣東人的自創字，意指「全部」也。「冚家」，

顧名思義，即「全家」也。「鏟」，通「剷」，可引伸為「鏟除」及「消滅」的意思。

「冚家鏟」，可理解為「全家被消滅」	(彭志銘,	2015,	pg.	148-149)。	
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‘滿門抄斬’,	 it	 indicates	 the	power	 the	Wah	 family	has.	The	use	of	 ‘冚家鏟’	 also	

shows	how	angry	Madame	Wah	is.	

5.3 Swearing	Euphemisms	

Example	16	

Original	 何來雄渾激情之有？挑！	

Replacement	

Dubbed	 何來雄壯熱情之有？呿！	

Subtitle	 Don’t	you	think	it’s	sanctuary	and	wonderful?	

Example	17	

Original	 挑，答唔出呢？	

Replacement	

Dubbed	 呿，說不出來吧？	

Subtitle	 Shit,	I	don’t	think	you	are	capable	of	telling	anything.	

As	mentioned	in	Chapter	Four,	‘挑’	is	a	euphemism	of	the	Cantonese	swearword	

‘屌’	(‘fuck’).	In	examples	16	and	17,	the	‘挑’	acts	as	a	discourse	marker24	instead	

of	 swearing.	 It	 is	 also	 used	 to	 emphasise	 the	 tone	 and	 emotion	 to	 match	 the	

character	and	visual	clues.	Example	16	is	said	by	Tong	Bak	Fu,	who	uses	‘挑’	to	

enforce	how	much	he	 looks	down	on	Chuck	Chi-Shan（祝枝山）.	 By	 replacing	

‘挑’	 with	 ‘呿’	 (ㄑㄧㄝˋ),	 the	 emotion	 is	 replicated	 and	 is	 represented	 in	 the	

same	way	as	the	original.	The	translator	uses	the	same	method	to	translate		‘挑’	

																																																								
24	A	discourse	marker	 is	 a	word	or	phrase	used	 to	organize	what	 is	 communicated	by	
introducing	 a	 boundary,	 e.g.	 'You	 know,'	 'I	 mean,'	 'Anyway'	 (Source:	
http://www.dictionary.com/browse/discourse-marker?s=t).		
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to	‘呿’	 in	example	17.	Example	17	is	said	by	Wah	Man,	a	son	of	the	Wah	family,	

questioning	Wah	On	(Tong	Bak	Fu)	and	his	abilities.	Again,	the	‘呿’	is	to	replace	

‘挑’	and	act	as	a	discourse	marker,	without	any	vulgar	connotations	attached.	

Example	18	

Original	 朱茜，你！	

Borrowing	

Dubbed	 朱茜！	

Subtitle	 Chussy!	

朱茜	(Chussy)	is	the	name	of	Tong	Bak	Fu’s	mother,	which	acts	as	a	euphemism	

of	‘豬閪’	/	‘豬屄’	(‘pig	cunt’	/	‘pig	pussy’)	because	‘朱茜’	and	‘豬閪’	sound	similar	

in	Cantonese.	‘朱茜’	can	also	be	pronounced	as	‘豬西25’,	a	toned	down	version	of	

the	 swearword	 that	 is	 commonly	used	nowadays	by	 the	 younger	 generation26.	

The	 translator	uses	a	 literal	 translation	approach	and	keeps	 the	name	 ‘朱茜’	 in	

use.	But	 instead	of	 saying	 it	as	 ‘茜’	 (qiàn;ㄑㄧㄢˋ)	 in	Mandarin,	 the	 translator	

pronounces	it	as	‘西’	(xī,ㄒㄧ),	keeping	the	coherence	as	the	Cantonese	version.	If	

the	dubbed	version	uses	 ‘朱茜’	 (qiàn;ㄑㄧㄢˋ)	 instead	of	 ‘朱茜’	 (xī;ㄒㄧ),	 it	 is	

simply	a	name,	taking	away	the	wordplay	factor.	The	mispronunciation	may	be	

caused	by	 the	Cantonese	pronunciation,	but	 there	 is	no	way	of	knowing	at	 this	

point.	 	

																																																								
25	The	character	‘閪’	is	included	in	the	text	because	‘閪’	contains	the	character	‘西’.	
26	See	Bolton	and	Hutton	(1997).	
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Example	19	

Original	 小喇叭！朱茜你係咪想玩嘢啊？	

Omission	

Dubbed	 朱茜，你是不是非要玩死我才甘心？	

Subtitle	 Damn	you,	Chussy,	do	you	want	to	play	tricks?	

The	Cantonese	phrase	‘小喇叭’	is	omitted	in	the	Mandarin	rendition.	It	does	not	

make	 sense	 to	 interpret	 ‘小喇叭’	 as	 a	 ‘trumpet’	 in	 this	 context,	 because	 it	 is	

simply	strange	to	randomly	mention	a	musical	 instrument.	The	phrase	 ‘小喇叭’	

mimics	 the	 sound	 of	 the	 phrase	 ‘丟那媽’	 (‘屌那媽’;	 ‘fuck	 that	mother’),	 as	 they	

both	 sound	 similar	 in	 Cantonese.	 It	 is	 understandable	 to	 omit	 this	 in	 the	

translation	because	the	Mandarin	version	is	dubbed	to	be	a	family-friendly	film	

for	the	Taiwanese	market.	Any	sort	of	swearing	is	forbidden.	

Example	20	

Original	 哦，原來就係小李老母飛刀，真可惜！	

Equivalence	

Dubbed	 哦，原來是小李他媽的飛刀，真可惜！	

Subtitle	 Oh,	what	a	pity.	

Example	21	

Original	 你老母出術陰我？	 Literal	

Translation	Dubbed	 你他媽的耍詐陰我？	

Subtitle	 Damn	you,	how	dare	you	trick	me?	
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The	Cantonese	version	of	example	20	can	be	interpreted	as	follows:	(1)	splitting	

them	 up	 into	 meaning	 units	 as	 ‘小李’	 (‘Siu	 Lee’)	 /	 ‘老母’	 (‘mother’)	 /	 ‘飛刀’	

(‘flying	dagger’);	or	(2)	as	a	single	unit	as	‘小李老母飛刀’	(‘mother	fucking	flying	

dagger’).	 The	 second	 interpretation	 derives	 from	 the	 vulgar	 phrase	 ‘屌你老母’	

(‘fuck	your	mother’).	Due	to	censorship,	the	dubbed	version	has	obviously	toned	

it	 down	 to	 ‘他媽的’	 instead	 of	 using	 its	 equivalent	 ‘幹你娘’.	 Moreover,	 the	

translator	has	 adapted	 the	wordplay	approach	and	 translated	 ‘老母’	(‘mother’)	

as	 ‘他媽’	 (‘his	mother’),	 the	 idea	of	Siu	Lee’s	mother	remains	 in	the	translation.	

Similarly,	 example	21	uses	 ‘他媽的’	 as	 a	 curse	phrase	 to	emphasise	how	angry	

Tong	Bak	Fu	is	when	he	finds	out	Madame	Wah	has	tricked	him.	It	is	interesting	

to	 note	 that	 Cantonese	 curse	 words	 and	 phrases	 tend	 to	 exclusively	 target	

mothers	instead	of	fathers,	e.g.	 ‘motherfucker’,	 ‘son	of	a	bitch’,	 ‘幹你娘’,	 ‘屌你老

母’	etc.		

Example	22	

Original	 原來就係尋晚拍檯拍凳個粉腸啊！	

Adaptation	

Dubbed	 就是昨天晚上拍桌子打椅子，害我們睡不著那個混蛋？	

Subtitle	 Oh,	you	are	the	jerk	who	disturbed	my	sleep	last	night.	

‘粉腸’	in	example	22	is	a	euphemism	of	‘撚樣’.	Example	22	translates	‘粉腸’	as	‘混

蛋’,	keeping	the	insult	factor	in	the	Mandarin	version.	The	translator	adapts	the	

idea	of	 insulting	someone,	but	 takes	away	the	vulgar	connotation	rooted	 in	the	

Cantonese.	 It	 is	certain	that	the	use	of	 ‘dick	face’,	 ‘fuck	face’,	or	any	equivalents	
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will	 be	 impossible	 in	 a	G-rated	 film,	 ‘混蛋’	 is	most	 likely	 to	 be	 the	 only	 option	

available	to	the	translator.	

Example	23	

Original	 汝家池塘多鮫魚 	

Adaptation	

Dubbed	 汝家澡盆雜配魚	

Subtitle	 For	the	grave	of	your	father	

Example	24	

Original	 你老母兮親下廚	

Omission	

Dubbed	 你老娘來親下廚	

Subtitle	 My	god	father	has	screwed	your	grandma	

Examples	 23	 and	 24	 contain	 heavy	wordplay	 in	 both	 the	 original	 and	 dubbed	

versions.	Firstly,	in	example	23	‘汝家池塘多鮫魚’	can	be	interpreted	as:	(1)	‘the	

Lu	family’s	pond	has	many	sharks’;	(2)	‘the	Lu	family’s	pond	is	so	fucking	extra’;	

and	(3)	‘the	Lu	family’s	pond	has	many	mating	fish’.	(1)	is	the	literal	translation	

of	‘汝家池塘多鮫魚’;	the	‘多鮫魚’	in	the	second	interpretation	of	the	line	‘汝家池

塘多鮫魚’	sounds	similar	to	‘多鳩餘’	(‘so	fucking	extra’);	(3)	is	the	definition	the	

Mandarin	 version	 adapts:	 ‘汝家池塘[有很]多鮫[交(配的)]魚’.	 Although	 the	 ‘池塘’	

(‘pond’)	 is	 translated	as	 ‘澡盆’	 (‘shower	bucket’),	both	 ‘池塘’	 and	 ‘澡盆’	 contain	

water,	which	does	not	affect	the	outcome.	In	example	24,	the	Mandarin	version	

has	omitted	the	swearing	altogether	because	it	is	not	necessary	to	include	it.	‘兮’	
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in	Cantonese	sounds	like	‘閪’,	but	it	does	not	fit	into	the	dubbed	version,	for	one,	

it	 is	not	necessary	 to	 include	a	 swearword	 in	 this	 line;	 secondly,	 the	Mandarin	

language	does	not	have	an	equivalent	to	achieve	the	same	effect	as	the	original	

version.		

Example	25	

Original	 你唔戇居，係笨實啲啫。	

Equivalence	

Dubbed	 你不糊塗，就是笨了點。	

Subtitle	 You	are	not	stupid.	But	you	are	very	stupid.	

The	Mandarin	 rendition	only	 translates	 the	 ‘笨’	 (‘stupid’)	 in	 ‘笨實’.	 	 ‘笨實’	does	

not	exist	 in	Cantonese	or	 in	Mandarin	as	a	proper	phrase;	 it	 is	a	euphemism	of	

the	Cantonese	 swearword	 ‘笨𡴶’	 (‘stupid	dick’).	As	mentioned	 in	Chapter	Four,	

‘𡴶’	means	 ‘dick’	 in	Cantonese.	The	word	 ‘𡴶’	 is	 used	 to	 emphasise	how	 stupid	

Madame	Wah	is	by	voluntarily	taking	the	poisonous	pill	offered	by	Tong	Bak	Fu.	

The	 Mandarin	 rendition	 combines	 ‘笨’	 (‘stupid’)	 and	 ‘啲’	 (‘little’)	 from	 the	

original	and	comes	up	with	 ‘笨了點’	 to	represent	 the	same	 idea	of	 the	original.	

Moreover,	it	does	not	make	sense	to	use	‘stupid	dick’	to	describe	Madame	Wah,	

because	she	is	a	woman	and	has	no	penis.	 	
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Example	26	

Original	
今日穿祥兄居然對到嘔十九幾兩血，可謂曠古爍金，小

弟拜服拜服！	
Generalisation	

Dubbed	
今日穿祥兄居然對到嘔出幾十兩血，可謂空前絕露，小

弟佩服佩服！	

Subtitle	
But,	why	are	you	hurt	in	playing	this	game?		

I	wonder	how	powerful	the	words	are!	

Example	27	

Original	
有個時期我係靠畫唐寅嘅假畫為生。	

呢幅春樹秋霜圖已經畫過百九幾次，熟晒嘅喇	。	
Generalisation	

Dubbed	
有個時期我是靠畫唐寅的假畫為生。	

這幅春樹秋霜圖已經畫過幾百次，熟的很。	

Subtitle	
I	earned	my	living	imitating	the	drawing	of	Tong	Yan.	

I	have	imitated	this	‘Spring	and	Autumn’	over	100	times.	

Example	28	

Original	 佢嘅戰鬥數值竟然去到百九幾萬 	

Generalisation	

Dubbed	 他的戰鬥數值居然高達幾百萬呢	

Subtitle	 He	is	so	powerful.	

Examples	26	to	28	consist	of	the	rendition	of	numbers.	All	three	of	them	adapt	a	

generalization	approach	dealing	with	the	numbers.	The	Cantonese	versions	‘十九

幾兩血’	(’19	something	tael	of	blood’),	 ‘百九幾次’	(‘a	hundred	ninety	something	
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times’)	 and	 ‘百九幾萬’	 (‘1.9	 something	 million’)	 appear	 to	 be	 grammatically	

incorrect	because	as	 seen	 in	 the	previous	examples,	Cantonese	swearword	can	

be	added	in	between	words	and	phrases.	For	example,	‘撚’	can	be	added	into	the	

phrase	 ‘好攰’	 (‘so	 tired’)	 to	 create	 the	 phrase	 ‘好撚攰’	 (‘so	 fucking	 tired’).	

Linguistically	 speaking,	 it	 is	 one	 of	 the	 unique	 characteristics	 of	 Cantonese	

swearwords.	A	similar	comparison	can	be	drawn	against	 the	use	of	 ‘fucking’	 in	

English,	e.g.	 ‘abso-fucking-lutely’.	The	 ‘九’	(‘nine’)	 in	the	above	examples	should	

be	interpreted	as	a	euphemism	of	‘㞗’	(‘cock’),	instead	of	the	number	‘nine’.	The	

dubbed	 version	 has	 generalised	 ‘十九幾’	 (’19	 something’)	 and	 ‘百九幾’	 (‘a	

hundred	 ninety	 something’)	 and	 translated	 them	 as	 ‘幾十’	 and	 ‘幾百’.	 The	

Mandarin-speaking	audience	is	then	provided	with	a	‘clean’	version	and	whereby	

they	will	recognize	the	phrase	spoken	as	‘many	times’.	

Example	29	

Original	 妖！	

Adaptation	

Dubbed	 媽的！	

Subtitle	 Damn!	

As	for	example	29,	the	dubbed	version	also	uses	‘媽的’	which	mimics	the	original	

idea	to	curse,	or	to	express	anger,	but	takes	away	the	vulgar	connotation.	‘妖’	is	a	

non-vulgar	version	of	‘屌’	(‘fuck’),	by	changing	‘妖’	to	‘媽的’,	it	keeps	the	cursing	

factor	in	place.	Example	29	can	also	be	interpreted	as	a	discourse	marker	too.	
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5.4 Insults	and	Curse	Words	

Example	30	

Original	 你食屎啦！	

Adaptation	

Dubbed	 當我白痴啊？	

Subtitle	 You	think	I’m	idiot?	

This	 scene	 is	 of	 the	 ‘Four	 Perverted	 Heroes’（江南四大淫俠）attempting	 to	

abduct	Chou	Heung	from	the	House	of	Wah.	The	line	is	said	right	before	the	four	

of	them	get	into	a	fight	with	the	Wah	family’s	servants.	The	literal	translation	of	

the	original	 is	 ‘you	eat	shit’;	the	dubbed	version（‘當我白痴啊？’）matches	the	

English	subtitle,	‘you	think	I’m	[an]	idiot?’.	The	original	has	a	similar	meaning	as	

‘go	to	hell’	or	 ‘damn	you’	 in	English,	rather	 than	asking	the	question	 ‘you	think	

I’m	idiot?’.	The	translator	uses	an	adaptation	approach	to	mimic	the	idea	of	the	

Cantonese	 version	 in	 order	 to	 keep	 the	 offensive	 connotation	 in	 the	 dubbed	

version.	If	the	translator	used	the	literal	translation	approach,	it	is	most	likely	to	

be	‘吃屎’	using	Taiwanese	pronunciation	rather	than	Mandarin.	

Example	31	

Original	 頂你個肺！	

Omission	

Dubbed	 我插死你！	

Subtitle	 Damn	you!	
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Example	32	

Original	 我頂你個肺啊！	

Omission	

Dubbed	 我饒不了你！	

Subtitle	 I	won’t	forgive	you.	

In	 examples	 31	 and	 32,	 ‘頂你個肺’	 is	 omitted	 in	 the	 Mandarin	 version.	 Both	

examples	take	on	the	on-screen	visual	clues	and	translated	‘頂你個肺’	as	‘我插死

你’	 in	 example	 31	 and	 ‘我饒不了你’	 in	 example	 32.	 Although	 the	 audience	 can	

understand	the	context	 from	the	visual	clues,	 the	emotional	 force	derived	from	

the	 spoken	 dialogue	 is	 not	 as	 impactful	 for	 the	 Mandarin-speaking	 audience,	

because	both	examples	only	replicate	what	is	already	happening	on	screen.	

Example	33	

Original	 去死啦！	 Literal	

Translation	Dubbed	 你去死啦！	

Subtitle	 You	may	die	now.	

Example	34	

Original	 死啦！	 Literal	

Translation	Dubbed	 去死！	

Subtitle	 Go	to	hell!	
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Both	examples	33	and	34	use	a	literal	translation	approach	to	translate	the	insult	

‘死’	 (‘die’)	and	 ‘去死’	 (‘go	 to	die’).	 	 ‘去死’	 	 is	 commonly	used	 in	both	Cantonese	

and	Mandarin	which	 is	 similar	 to	 ‘go	 to	hell’	 in	English.	The	vulgarity	 is	not	as	

strong	as	‘冚家剷’	(‘the	whole	family	dies’)	because	it	is	only	directing	the	insult	

to	a	single	person	instead	of	the	subject	and	their	whole	family.	Telling	someone	

‘	to	go	to	die’	used	to	be	very	rude	and	taboo,	particularly	in	the	Chinese	culture.	

But	the	use	of	‘去死’	 	nowadays	is	not	as	taboo	as	the	five	core	Cantonese	curse	

words.	

Example	35	

Original	 你個八婆背信棄義，卑鄙無恥！	

Borrowing	

Dubbed	 你這個八婆背信忘義，卑鄙無恥！	

Subtitle	 Damn	you	bitch,	how	dare	you!	You	shameless	guy.	

Example	36	

Original	 你鬧我八婆？	

Borrowing	

Dubbed	 你罵我八婆？	

Subtitle	 How	dare	you	scold	me?		

In	English,	 ‘bitch’	and	 ‘son	of	a	bitch’	are	 two	common	 insults	used	specifically	

targeting	women.	According	to	the	Merriam-Webster	dictionary	online,	‘bitch’	is	

defined	as	 “a	malicious,	 spiteful,	or	overbearing	woman	–	sometimes	used	as	a	

generalised	 term	 of	 abuse”.	 Examples	 35	 and	 36	 consist	 of	 a	 conversation	

between	Tong	Bak	Fu	and	Madame	Wah	when	she	challenges	him	before	he	 is	
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allowed	 to	 marry	 Chow	 Heung.	 Examples	 35	 and	 36	 has	 adapted	 Venuti’s	

foreignisation	approach	and	borrow	the	phrase	‘八婆’	from	the	original	version.	

The	Mandarin	equivalent	should	be	‘賤人’,	as	 ‘八婆’	 is	not	as	commonly	used	in	

Mandarin.	

Example	37	

Original	 你兩個廢柴躝過去攞杯茶過嚟。	

Equivalence	

Dubbed	 你們兩個混蛋給我去倒杯茶來。	

Subtitle	 …	you	jerks,	bring	me	some	tea.	

Example	38	

Original	 就憑你一件番薯幾件蛋散就想攞我唐伯虎嘅命？	

Adaptation	

Dubbed	 就憑這幾個爛番薯臭鳥蛋就想取我唐伯虎的性命？	

Subtitle	 How	can	you	kill	me	with	such	snacks?	

Cantonese	is	not	only	good	at	adopting	foreign	words	into	the	language,	it	is	also	

good	at	adding	cultural-specific	connotation	to	different	objects.	For	example,	‘廢

柴’	 (‘useless	 firewood’)	and	 ‘蛋散27’	 (‘egg	 fritters’)	are	used	 to	describe	 ‘useless	

men’	 in	Cantonese.	Both	of	 them	are	associated	with	 ‘being	useless’	or	 ‘good	at	

nothing’.	The	dubbed	versions	are	toned	down	and	attempt	to	recreate	the	same	

effect	 for	 the	 Mandarin-speaking	 audience.	 By	 using	 ‘混蛋’	 and	 ‘臭鳥蛋’,	 the	

translator	can	get	the	message	across	so	that	the	audience	is	able	to	understand	

																																																								
27	‘蛋散’	 (‘egg	 fritters’)	 is	a	 traditional	Cantonese	dessert	which	consists	of	deep-frying	
an	egg-based	dough,	and	served	with	honey	syrup.	
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the	 insult.	Although	more	and	more	Mandarin	speakers	are	able	 to	understand	

the	term	‘廢柴’,	 it	was	an	uncommon	term	in	Taiwan	back	in	1994.	The	closest	

Mandarin	equivalent	of	‘廢柴’	is	‘廢物’.		

5.5 Sex	and	Sex	Organs	

Example	39	

Original	 死做爛做似隻雞	

Equivalence	

Dubbed	 死做活做像條狗	

Subtitle	 Life	is	difficult.	

The	word	 ‘雞’	 (‘chicken’)	 in	 example	 39	 derived	 from	 the	Mandarin	word	 ‘妓’	

(‘prostitute’).	‘雞’	(ㄐㄧ)	and	‘妓’	(ㄐㄧˋ)	sound	similar,	and	‘雞’	is	often	used	as	a	

euphemism	of	‘妓’.	In	Cantonese,	‘做雞’	means	‘being	a	prostitute’;	the	line	‘死做

爛做似隻雞’	 indicates	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 prostitute	 is	 always	 ‘at	 work’,	 readily	

available	for	their	clients.	The	‘做’	here	also	represents	‘做愛’	(‘make	love’).	The	

Mandarin	 rendition	 uses	 the	word	 ‘狗’	 (‘dog’),	 which	 describes	 the	 status	 of	 a	

servant	 is	 extremely	 low,	 and	 the	 life	 is	 exhausting	 at	 the	 same	 time.	 As	 both	

‘chicken’	and	‘dog’	are	animals,	it	also	shows	that	as	a	servant,	a	person	is	most	

likely	to	be	treated	as	an	animal	instead	of	a	human	being.	The	dubbed	version	

adapts	 the	 idea	 of	 ‘累得像條狗一樣’	 (‘tired	 as	 a	 dog’),	 which	 is	 similar	 to	 the	

original.	 	
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Example	40	

Original	 攞你細佬出嚟	 Literal	

Translation	Dubbed	 把你小弟弟交出來	

Subtitle	 Whom	should	I	punish?	

Example	40	does	not	mean	‘to	hand	your	little	brother	over’;	it	means	‘to	give	us	

your	penis’.	Although	 ‘細佬’	 in	Cantonese	also	means	 ‘little	brother’,	 the	 sexual	

connotation	is	also	strongly	attached	under	certain	contexts.	The	use	of	‘小弟弟’	

(‘younger	 brother’)	 does	 not	 indicate	 clearly	 as	 to	whether	 to	 hand	 over	 your	

younger	 brother	 or	 your	 penis.	 It	 is	 unfortunate	 that	 the	 translator	 uses	 the	

literal	 translation	 approach	 for	 example	 40	 and	 translate	 ‘細佬’	 as	 ‘小弟弟’,	

without	digging	deeper	 into	the	cultural	reference	 in	Cantonese.	The	translator	

has	 also	 missed	 the	 visual	 clue	 happening	 on	 screen,	 where	 the	 head	 of	 the	

servants	puts	his	hand	down	towards	Wah	On’s	crotch	area.	It	is	recommended	

to	use	 ‘老二’	 instead	of	 ‘小弟弟’,	because	 ‘老二’	 in	Mandarin	 is	more	commonly	

known	to	contain	the	connotation	‘penis’.	 	
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Example	41	

Original	
我上等威風，顯現一身虎膽。	

你下流賤格，露出半個龜頭。	
Borrowing	

Dubbed	
我上等威風，顯現一身虎膽。	

你下流賤格，露出半個龜頭。	

Subtitle	
I	am	a	hero	in	the	battlefield.	

You	are	chicken	in	bed	instead.	

The	scene	where	Tu	Chuen-Chang	(‘對穿祥’)	and	Wah	On	are	sharing	the	above	

conversation	is	a	witty	wordplay.	Firstly,	the	comparisons	are	as	follow:	‘上等威

風’	and	‘下流賤格’;	‘一身虎膽’	and	‘半個龜頭’.	Tu	Chuen-Chang	describes	himself	

as	a	hero	with	a	brave	heart;	Tong	Bak	Fu	disses	Tu	and	says	he	is	a	scumbag	and	

‘chicken	out’	 in	bed.	 ‘虎膽’	 is	used	to	be	the	opposite	to	 ‘龜頭’,	because	‘虎膽’	 is	

associated	with	the	idea	of	being	heroic	and	brave;	whereas	 ‘龜頭’	on	the	other	

hand	means	 being	 a	 coward	 (similar	 to	 ‘龜縮’).	 ‘龜頭’	 is	 also	 used	 as	 a	 double	

entendre	to	insult	Tu	as	a	‘cocky	dickhead’.		

Example	42	

Original	 一個華安兩隻眼，三個姑娘六隻奶。	

Borrowing	

Dubbed	 一個華安兩隻眼，三個姑娘六隻奶。	

Subtitle	 Wah	On	has	2	eyes…	3	ladies	have	6	tits.	
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As	the	plot	progresses,	Wah	On	 is	getting	along	with	the	 four	maids（四香）in	

the	 Wah	 family.	 Example	 42	 is	 said	 by	 Wah	 On	 and	 is	 the	 only	 time	 tits	 are	

mentioned	throughout	the	whole	film.	The	translation	borrows	the	phrase	‘六隻

奶’	directly	from	the	Cantonese,	but	it	is	uncertain	as	to	whether	any	translation	

is	 involved	 because	 the	 Mandarin	 language	 also	 uses	 ‘奶’	 to	 describe	 boobs	

colloquially.	The	mentioning	of	 ‘tits’	 in	 this	 line	 is	 to	demonstrate	Tong’s	 talent	

and	ability	to	create	a	so-called	poem	on	the	spot	when	the	three	maids	ask	him	

to.	 When	 he	 says	 the	 first	 part	 of	 the	 poem,	 ‘一個華安兩隻眼’,	 the	 audience	

would	have	never	expect	Tong	to	come	up	with	a	witty	line	of	‘三個姑娘六隻奶’.	

The	 unexpected	 surprise	 from	 Tong	 very	 quickly	 changes	 the	 mood	 of	 this	

particular	scene.	

5.6 Triad	Language	

Example	43	

Original	 我哋拜大佬啊。	

Equivalence	

Dubbed	 我們在拜大哥。	

Subtitle	 We	are	greeting	him	as	our	brother	

Example	44	

Original	 年輕人，你夠膽撬我啲𡃁？你邊度㗎？	

Omission	

Dubbed	 年輕人，你跟我搶飯碗，你哪個道上的？	

Subtitle	 Youth.	How	dare	you	recruit	my	fellows	to	your	party.	Who	are	you?	
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Examples	 43	 and	 44	 are	 setting	 the	 upcoming	 scene	 of	 triad	 society	 related	

dialogues.	 Immediately	after	 the	Wah	brothers,	Wah	Man	(‘華文’)	 and	Wah	Mo	

(‘華武’),	are	down	on	their	knees	 in	 front	of	Wah	On	/	Tong	Bak	Fu	to	 ‘拜大佬’	

(‘worship	big	brother’).	‘大佬’	is	the	term	used	to	describe	‘the	head	of	the	triad	

gang’.	It	can	be	interpreted	that	originally,	the	‘大佬’	of	the	Wah	brothers	is	the	

teacher	 because	when	 the	 teacher	walks	 into	 the	 study	 room,	 he	 is	 not	 happy	

about	Wah	On	recruiting	the	Wah	brothers.	Example	44	uses	‘搶飯碗’	(‘snatch	a	

bowl’)	 instead	of	using	 ‘搶小弟’	 (‘snatch	 little	brother’),	 the	Mandarin-speaking	

audience	may	misinterpret	the	scene	as	Wah	On	trying	to	steal	the	teacher’s	job	

and	 not	 recruiting	 the	Wah	 brothers.	 It	 is	 suggested	 that	 the	 dubbed	 version	

should	translate	the	Cantonese	phrase	‘撬我啲𡃁’	as	‘挖我的人’28.	

Example	45	

Original	
唔準教29！我本身原藉四水，現為華府首籍西賓，手執

一把扇！你係咩部門㗎？	
Borrowing	

Dubbed	
哎！不許教！本夫子原藉三水，現為華府首籍西籍，手

執白紙扇 30！你哪個單位的？	

Subtitle	 No	way.	I	came	from	San	Shui.	I	am	the	teacher	of	the	Wah’s	family.	Who	

are	you?	

																																																								
28	‘撬’	=	‘挖角’;	‘我啲’	=	‘我的’;	‘’	=	‘小弟’.	
29	The	 ‘教’	 in	 the	Cantonese	version	 is	a	colloquial	way	to	say	 ‘to	go’	 (‘教腳’).	Although	
the	conversion	before	this	also	uses	‘教’	as	‘to	teach’,	the	‘教’	in	example	45	is	used	as	a	
wordplay	on	the	word	‘教’.	The	Mandarin	rendition	directly	borrowed	‘教’	and	used	it	as	
‘don’t	teach’	(‘不許教’).	
30白紙扇(四一五)，又稱「先生」；四乘十五加四等如六十四，意指易經六十四篇，心

明術數之意，術士多有白紙扇在手，因而得名。通常是指 4+1+5=10，簡稱「十底」。

負責文職，談判，通常亦負責社團財務，管理帳本，為社團軍師。	
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Example	46	

Original	
我原籍蘇州，現任華府一件迷途小書僮，門前一對雙花

齊眉棍31！	
Borrowing	

Dubbed	
我原籍蘇州，現任華府伴讀小書僮，門前一對雙花大紅

棍！	

Subtitle	 I	came	from	Soochow,	I	am	a	little	servant	of	the	Wah’s	family.	That’s	all	

about	me.	

Just	 like	 all	 secret	 societies,	 the	 triad	 society	 in	Hong	Kong	 has	 a	 set	 of	 secret	

language	 that	 contains	 different	 meanings	 and	 connotations.	 In	 particular,	

examples	 45	 and	46	discuss	 the	 rank	 and	 title	 of	 the	Hong	Kong	 triad	 society.	

First,	in	example	45,	the	teacher	of	the	Wah	family	introduces	himself	as	a	‘一把

扇’	 (‘a	 fan’)	 /	 ‘白紙扇’	 (‘a	 white	 fan’).	 A	 ‘白紙扇’	 is	 responsible	 for	 creating	

strategies,	dealing	with	negotiations,	sometimes	even	manages	the	accounts	and	

finances;	 he	 is	 also	 commonly	 known	 as	 ‘the	 teacher’	 (‘先生’).	 A	 ‘白紙扇’	 is	

usually	not	involved	in	fights	and	does	most	of	the	work	behind	the	scenes.	A	‘紅

棍’	is	used	to	describe	the	fighters	in	a	triad	society,	and	only	the	best	fighter	can	

be	 called	 a	 ‘雙花紅棍’.	 Those	who	 have	watched	 the	 Hong	 Kong	 gangster	 film	

Young	 and	 Dangerous《古惑仔》series	 may	 have	 a	 better	 idea	 of	 the	 triad	

society	terms	used	in	the	conversation	between	the	teacher	and	Wah	On.	But	for	

those	 who	 have	 not,	 particularly	 the	 Mandarin	 speakers	 who	 are	 not	 familiar	

																																																								
31紅棍(四二六)，俗稱「楂	 fit	人」；四乘二十六加四等如一百零八，意指水滸傳一百零

八個好漢好打，其中武松手執紅棍，因而得名。通常是指 4+2+6=12，簡稱「十二底」，

多是金牌「打仔」。眾四二六中最傑出者則被尊為雙花紅棍，左右均插花，左文右武

意指文武全才。	
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with	the	Hong	Kong	triad	society	culture,	there	is	a	high	possibility	that	they	do	

not	understand	what	 ‘白紙扇’	 and	 ‘雙花紅棍’	mean.	Both	examples	borrow	 the	

terms	 because	 there	 are	 no	 equivalents	 in	 the	 target	 language.	 Since	 it	 is	 also	

impossible	to	explain	them	in	the	film,	the	translator	has	decided	to	borrow	both	

terms	 directly	 instead	 of	 using	 an	 equivalent	 from	 the	 Taiwanese	 gangster	 (if	

such	an	equivalent	exists).		

Example	47	

		 					 	
Image	5-1	&	5-2:	The	teacher	showing	off	his	tattoos	and	knife	

The	following	scene	is	when	the	teacher	is	displeased	by	Wah	On	saying	he	is	a	

‘雙花紅棍’,	which	is	a	rank	higher	than	a	‘白紙扇’.	As	seen	in	images	5-1	and	5-2,	

the	teacher	takes	off	his	clothes	and	shows	off	his	tattoos.	All	of	his	tattoos	have	

triad	society	connotations	attached	to	them.	‘左邊龍’	(‘dragon	on	the	left’),	‘右邊

虎’	 (‘tiger	 on	 the	 right’),	 ‘老牛在腰間’	 (‘old	 ox	 on	 my	 waist’),	 ‘龍頭在心口’	

Original	
我左邊龍，右邊虎，老牛在腰間，龍頭在心口，人擋殺

人，佛擋殺佛！	
Borrowing	

Dubbed	
我左青龍，右白虎，老牛在腰間，龍頭在胸口，人擋殺

人，佛擋殺佛！	

Subtitle	 Do	you	know	how	powerful	I	am?	I	will	kill	if	there	is	anything	blocking	

my	way!	
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(‘dragon	 head	 on	 my	 chest’)	 describe	 the	 four	 tattoos	 a	 triad	 society	 leader	

usually	has.	The	‘old	ox	tattoo’	in	particular	is	the	most	important	one	–	only	the	

leader	 of	 the	 clan	 would	 have	 it	 tattooed	 on	 his	 waist.	 The	 ‘old	 ox	 tattoo’	

represents	 the	 idea	of	 having	 an	ox-like	waist	 (‘being	powerful	 from	 the	waist	

down’).	Although	 the	 tattoo	 is	 not	 seen	on	 screen,	 and	 the	 teacher	 takes	 out	 a	

knife	 from	 his	 waist	 instead,	 the	 idea	 of	 mentioning	 the	 ‘old	 ox’	 is	 impactful	

enough	 if	 the	 audience	 is	 knowledgeable	 of	 the	 triad	 society	 culture	 in	 Hong	

Kong.	The	Mandarin	rendition	again	borrows	the	Cantonese	terms	directly,	and	

does	so	without	taking	the	cultural	differences	between	Hong	Kong	and	Taiwan	

into	consideration,	 the	Mandarin-speaking	audience	may	misinterpret	 ‘老牛’	 as	

the	knife	instead.	The	cultural	references	embedded	in	examples	44	to	47	are	so	

strong	 that	 it	 is	 almost	 impossible	 for	 the	 translator	 to	 translate	 them	 for	 the	

non-Cantonese	 audience.	 Besides,	 gangster	 references	 are	 not	 allowed	 in	 a	 G-

rated	film	regardless	of	what	they	are,	so	 it	would	not	have	been	a	concern	for	

the	translator.	

Example	48	

Original	 你條契弟係邊個？	

Adaptation	

Dubbed	 你這白痴是誰啊？	

Subtitle	 Who	are	you?	
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Example	49	

Original	 我打鑊你個契弟！	

Omission	

Dubbed	 來啊來啊，我打死你！	

Subtitle	 --	

In	 Cantonese,	 the	 term	 ‘契弟’	 can	 be	 interpreted	 as	 ‘乾弟弟’	 (‘younger	 foster	

brother’),	but	it	also	has	a	negative	connotation	associated	with	triad	language	–	

‘male	homosexual’	or	‘male	prostitute’32.	In	both	examples,	‘契弟’	does	not	have	a	

Mandarin	equivalent,	the	translator	can	only	improvise	and	use	‘白痴’	(‘idiot’)	in	

example	48,	or	even	omit	it	altogether	and	describe	what	is	happening	on	screen	

in	example	49.	 It	 is	 for	certain	that	 the	use	of	 ‘白痴’	 (‘idiot’)	 is	not	as	vulgar	or	

insulting	 as	 ‘契弟’,	 even	 if	 the	 translator	 uses	 ‘同志’,	 it	 is	 nowhere	 near	 as	

insulting	as	using	 ‘契弟’.	Discriminative	words	such	as	 ‘homo’	and	 ‘faggot’	only	

exist	 in	 the	 English	 vocabulary,	 not	 in	Mandarin,	 therefore,	 the	 translator	 can	

only	improvise	and	use	phrases	available	in	Mandarin.	

5.7 Summary	

After	a	close	examination	of	the	film	Flirting	Scholar	as	a	case	study,	it	can	

be	 summarised	 that	 overall,	 the	 translation	 from	 Cantonese	 into	 Mandarin	 is	

somewhat	bounded	by	censorship	restrictions	and	the	Mandarin	version	cannot	

recreate	 the	 same	 linguistic	or	humorous	effect	as	 the	original.	Flirting	Scholar	

was	released	as	a	Category	 III	 film	 in	Hong	Kong,	but	 it	was	dubbed	to	be	a	G-

																																																								
32	See	Bolton	&	Hutton	(1995,	p.	173)	
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rated	 film	 for	 the	 Taiwanese	 market.	 It	 is	 unfortunate	 that	 the	 wittiness	 and	

swearwords	were	omitted	or	replaced	due	to	box	office	concerns.	

In	addition,	the	process	of	translating	an	R-rated	film	to	a	G-rated	one	has	

proven	 to	 be	 difficult.	Flirting	Scholar	was	 released	 in	 Taiwan	 in	 1993	 as	 a	 G-

rated	film,	therefore,	viewing	was	permitted	for	audiences	of	all	ages.	However,	

traces	of	vulgarity	can	still	be	found	in	the	Mandarin	version,	and	phrases	such	

as	‘混蛋’,	 ‘八婆’,	 ‘他媽的’,	etc	were	used	in	the	film.	Nowadays,	such	phrases	are	

not	likely	to	appear	in	a	G-rated	film.	Consequently,	through	the	analysis	of	this	

film	that	in	comparison	to	the	Cantonese	version,	the	Mandarin	version	has	been	

significantly	toned	down	to	minimise	the	level	of	vulgarity.	Shi	Banyu	has	done	

an	excellent	 job	in	translating	and	transcreating	Stephen	Chow’s	mo	lei	tau	and	

humour.	 Even	 though	 the	 Mandarin-speaking	 audiences	 miss	 out	 on	 the	

Cantonese	 vulgarity,	 they	 are	 able	 to	 enjoy	 the	 comedy	 just	 as	 much	 as	 the	

Cantonese-speaking	audience.		

Censorship	 issues	 aside,	 out	 of	 the	 five	 hardcore	 swearwords,	 only	 ‘撚’	

was	used	three	times	throughout	the	film,	the	rest	of	the	hardcore	swearwords	

were	presented	to	the	audience	in	the	form	of	euphemisms.	It	may	be	due	to	the	

fact	that	‘撚’	 is	not	as	offensive	as	the	other	four	hardcore	swearwords,	and	the	

audience	has	a	higher	degree	of	tolerance	towards	the	word	‘撚’.		

In	softcore	swearing,	the	use	of	‘仆街’	and	‘冚家’	are	recorded	seven	times	

and	 five	 times	 respectively.	 The	 translator	 has	 used	 different	 strategies	 to	

translate	 them	 into	Mandarin.	The	 literal	meaning	of	 ‘仆街’	 in	Mandarin	 is	 ‘fall	

over’	or	‘trip	over’;	whereas	‘仆街’	in	Cantonese	is	usually	used	as	a	curse	phrase.	
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In	the	dubbed	version,	 ‘仆街’	has	not	been	used	literally.	The	Mandarin	version	

has	adapted	the	idea	of	the	use	of	‘冚家+verb’	and	used	phrases	such	as	‘趕盡殺

絕’	and	‘全家死光’	etc.	to	keep	the	dubbed	version	clean.	

It	should	also	be	noted	that	all	of	the	euphemisms	listed	in	section	5.3	are	

commonly	 known	 to	 most	 of	 the	 Cantonese-specking	 audience,	 particularly	

young	adults.	As	there	are	nine	tones	in	the	Cantonese	language,	by	playing	with	

the	 sounds	 and	 tones,	 they	 become	 cultural-specific	 terms	 only	 Cantonese	

speakers	understand,	making	it	difficult	to	translate	to	another	language.		

All	of	the	examples	listed	above	contain	a	certain	degree	of	vulgarity	that	

is	 easily	 noticeable	 by	 most	 of	 the	 Cantonese-speaking	 audience,	 but	 the	

Mandarin	renditions	have	toned	down	or	even	omitted	most	of	Stephen	Chow’s	

wittiness	and	his	clever	use	of	wordplay.	Apart	from	censorship	concerns,	it	may	

also	 be	 the	 lack	 of	 equivalents	 in	 the	 Mandarin	 language.	 But	 the	 translator	

should	also	be	applauded	for	his	or	her	effort	in	attempting	to	interpret	Chow’s	

script	and	recreate	a	witty	Mandarin	version	while	staying	as	a	G-rated	film.	As	

the	dubbing	actor	for	Stephen	Chow	admits	in	an	interview,	“台語版真的超級搞

笑。像講詩詞的那些東西嘛，台語版的就押韻，國語不押韻	 (the	 Taiwanese	

version	is	super	funny.	For	example,	the	poems	rhyme	in	the	Taiwanese	version,	

but	the	Mandarin	one	does	not)”	(何穎怡,	2004,	p.	92).	But	the	Mandarin	version	

has	also	achieved	a	high	popularity	amongst	the	Chinese-speaking	audience	even	

to	this	day,	more	than	20	years	after	the	film	was	first	released.	
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6 Conclusion	

As	 subtitling	 is	 becoming	 more	 favourable	 in	 the	 field	 of	 audiovisual	

translation	 today,	 dubbing	 is	 not	 as	 popular	 as	 it	 was	 20	 years	 ago.	 Even	

countries	 that	 prefer	 dubbing	 are	 slowly	 using	 subtitles	 in	 their	 films	 because	

there	are	too	many	films	being	produced	and	released	worldwide,	therefore,	it	is	

becoming	 too	 costly	 and	 time-consuming	 to	 dub	 all	 of	 them.	 Moreover,	 the	

process	of	dubbing	involves	the	translation	of	a	script;	it	saves	time	and	money	

to	 just	use	the	translated	script	as	subtitles.	 It	 is	also	difficult	to	 ignore	the	fact	

that	dubbing	is	costly	because	it	takes	a	team	of	people	to	produce	a	good	quality	

dubbed	 film.	With	 that	 being	 said,	 dubbing	 still	 has	 an	 upper	 hand	 in	 the	 film	

industry	because	it	fully	enhances	viewers’	enjoyment	for	filmgoers.	The	success	

of	 Flirting	 Scholar	 is	 a	 solid	 proof	 that	 dubbing	 still	 has	 its	 supporters	 –	 the	

dubbing	 actor	 is	 able	 to	 inject	 fresh	 energy	 into	 a	 character	with	 the	 language	

and	 culture	 for	 moviegoers,	 which	 in	 turn	 enhances	 the	 experience	 for	

monolinguals	in	the	audience.	

Offensive	language,	whether	it	is	vulgarism,	sexual	language	or	any	other	

social	 taboos,	 is	 banned	 to	 a	 large	 extent	 even	 though	most	people	use	 it	 on	 a	

day-to-day	 basis.	 Throughout	 this	 thesis,	 it	 is	 observed	 that	 swearwords	 and	

insults	 have	 a	 long	 history	 in	 the	 Cantonese	 language,	 and	 their	 variety	 has	

evolved	 from	 plain	 swearwords	 to	 creative	 non-vulgar	 euphemisms.	 If	

swearwords,	 its	 euphemisms	 and	 other	 forms	 of	 insults	 are	 also	 taken	 into	

consideration,	the	use	of	offensive	language	is	far	more	frequent	than	one	would	

expect.	In	Chapter	Four,	Cantonese	and	English	swearwords	show	that	offensive	
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language	comes	 in	many	different	 forms,	with	 some	being	more	offensive	 than	

others.	Such	linguistic	phenomenon	also	shows	that	the	public’s	attitude	towards	

swearing	has	changed	–	they	are	more	tolerant	towards	swearing,	and	may	even	

use	 them	without	noticing	 it.	However,	 the	government	and	audiovisual	 sector	

still	have	a	strong	stance	against	this	issue:	censorship	guidelines	are	in	place	for	

television	programs,	theatrical	performances,	films,	etc.		

This	thesis	has	used	Lawrence	Venuti’s	foreignisation	and	domestication	

theory,	 along	 with	 Teresa	 Tomaszkiewicz’s	 AVT	 strategy	 to	 analyse	 the	 film	

Flirting	Scholar.	The	result	shows	that	offensive	language	and	humour	are	highly	

culture-specific.	 In	 order	 to	 produce	 an	 equivalent	 in	 the	 target	 language,	 not	

only	does	the	translator	have	to	know	both	languages	well,	but	also	need	to	be	

creative	and	have	a	certain	amount	of	knowledge	in	those	cultures.	It	can	be	seen	

that	 due	 to	 censorship	 restrictions,	 almost	 all	 of	 the	 examples	 from	 the	 case	

study	have	been	toned	down,	or	the	vulgarity	has	even	been	omitted	altogether.	

The	 non-existence	 of	 an	 equivalent	 in	 the	 target	 language	 has	 also	 limited	 the	

translator’s	options	during	the	translation	and	dubbing	process.	However,	due	to	

the	 limited	 examples	 available	 in	Flirting	Scholar,	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	 draw	 a	 clear	

conclusion	as	to	whether	Cantonese	offensive	language	is	always	toned	down	or	

omitted	due	to	the	lack	of	equivalents	in	the	Mandarin	language.	

Upon	 the	 completion	 of	 this	 thesis,	 I	 believe	 translation	 and	 linguistic	

scholars	should	pay	more	attention	on	the	issue	of	offensive	language	translation	

in	films	under	an	intralingual	setting,	e.g.	the	differences	in	the	usage	of	the	same	

language	 by	 different	 nations,	 such	 as	 the	 English	 used	 in	 the	 US,	 UK	 and	

Australia;	the	French	used	in	France,	Belgium,	and	Quebec	in	Canada.	Books	and	
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journal	articles	focusing	on	interlingual	translation	are	widely	available,	whereas	

studies	on	intralingual	translation	are	not	as	accessible.	This	may	be	due	to	the	

fact	 that	 research	based	on	 the	same	 language	share	 too	many	similarities	and	

the	results	may	be	too	 insignificant	 for	academic	research	at	 this	point	 in	time.	

This	thesis	was	also	faced	with	such	issue	during	the	analysis	process	a.	All	in	all,	

as	 a	 language	 is	 constantly	 evolving,	 one	 day	 this	 topic	 may	 be	 worthy	 of	

academic	attention.	
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Appendix	A	–	Table	of	Swearword	in	Flirting	Scholar	

Hardcore	Swearing	

Example	 	 Strategy	

1	
古今中外有邊樣樂器，我邊樣唔撚得出神入化？	 Equivalence	&	

Adaptation	古今中外各種樂器，我樣樣都玩得出神入化！	

2	
吹口琴、撚玉簫	 Equivalence	&	

Adaptation	
吹口琴、玩玉簫	

3	
魚肥果熟嫲撚飯 	 Omission	&	

Explication	魚肥果熟入我肚	

Softcore	Swearing	

Example	 	 Strategy	

4	
仆你個臭街，當呢度係善堂啊？	 Literal	

Translation	&	
Adaptation	王八蛋，你把這裡當善堂啊？	

5	
等我暗算你個仆街奪命書生先。	

Adaptation	
等我來暗算你這個短命的奪命書生。	

6	
仆你個街啦！	 Equivalence	&	

Adaptation	媽的，來啊！	

7	
你個仆街仔，你拋我啊？	 Adaptation	&	

Literal	
Translation	你這小王八蛋，你想威脅我？	

8	
你插細佬？仆你個街！	

Omission	
你插弟弟？我插哥哥！	

9	
仆街啦！	

Omission	
還給你！	
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10	
仆街喇！	

Replacement	
不得了啦！	

11	
冚家剷泥齊種樹	 Omission	&	

Equivalence	你家墳頭來種樹	

12	
你都念在我呢幾年賣畫賣到你冚家富貴啊！	 Adaptation	&	

Equivalence	
你也想想這幾年我幫你賣畫撈了不少錢啊！	

13	
好，我睇你哋攞咩出嚟，然後先將你哋冚家富貴！	 Literal	

Translation	好，我就看你們拿什麼出來，然後再將你們趕盡殺絕！	

14	
橫掂都係，就嚟個冚家富貴啦！	 Literal	

Translation	總而言之，就要他全家死光！	

15	
我叫太師稟告皇上，一於抄你全家冚家鏟！	 Literal	

Translation	我叫太師稟告皇上，把你全家滿門抄斬！	

Swearing	Euphemisms	

Example	 	 Strategy	

16	
何來雄渾激情之有？挑！	

Replacement	
何來雄壯熱情之有？呿！	

17	
挑，答唔出呢？	

Replacement	
呿，說不出來吧？	

18	
朱茜，你！	

Borrowing	
朱茜！	

19	
小喇叭！朱茜你係咪想玩嘢啊？	

Omission	
朱茜，你是不是非要玩死我才甘心？	

20	
哦，原來就係小李老母飛刀，真可惜！	

Equivalence	
哦，原來是小李他媽的飛刀，真可惜！	
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21	
你老母出術陰我？	 Literal	

Translation	你他媽的耍詐陰我？	

22	
原來就係尋晚拍檯拍凳個粉腸啊！	

Adaptation	
就是昨天拍桌子打椅子，害我們睡不著那個混蛋？	

23	
汝家池塘多鮫魚	

Adaptation	
汝家澡盆雜配魚	

24	
你老母兮親下廚	

Omission	
你老娘來親下廚	

25	
你唔戇居，係笨實啲啫。	

Equivalence	
你不糊塗，就是笨了點。	

26	

今日穿祥兄居然對到嘔十九幾兩血，可謂曠古爍金，小

弟拜服拜服！	
Generalisation	

今日穿祥兄居然對到嘔出幾十兩血，可謂空前絕露，小

弟佩服佩服！	

27	

有個時期我係靠畫唐寅嘅假畫為生。	

呢幅春樹秋霜圖已經畫過百九幾次，熟晒嘅喇	。	
Generalisation	

有個時期我是靠畫唐寅的假畫為生。	

這幅春樹秋霜圖已經畫過幾百次，熟的很。	

28	
佢嘅戰鬥數值竟然去到百九幾萬	

Generalisation	
他的戰鬥數值居然高達幾百萬呢	

29	
妖！	

Adaptation	
媽的！	
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Insults	and	Curse	Words	

Example	 	 Strategy	

30	
你食屎啦！	

Adaptation	
當我白痴啊？	

31	
頂你個肺！	

Omission	
我插死你！	

32	
我頂你個肺啊！	

Omission	
我饒不了你！	

33	
去死啦！	 Literal	

Translation	你去死啦！	

34	
死啦！	 Literal	

Translation	去死！	

35	
你個八婆背信棄義，卑鄙無恥！	

Borrowing	
你這個八婆背信忘義，卑鄙無恥！	

36	
你鬧我八婆？	

Borrowing	
你罵我八婆？	

37	
你兩個廢柴躝過去攞杯茶過嚟。	

Equivalence	
你們兩個混蛋給我去倒杯茶來。	

38	
就憑你一件番薯幾件蛋散就想攞我唐伯虎嘅命？	

Adaptation	
就憑這幾個爛番薯臭鳥蛋就想取我唐伯虎的性命？	

Sex	and	Sexual	Organ	

Example	 	 Strategy	

39	
死做爛做似隻雞 	

Equivalence	
死做活做像條狗 	
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40	
攞你細佬出嚟	 Literal	

Translation	把你小弟弟交出來	

41	

我上等威風，顯現一身虎膽。	

你下流賤格，露出半個龜頭。	
Borrowing	

我上等威風，顯現一身虎膽。	

你下流賤格，露出半個龜頭。	

42	
一個華安兩隻眼，三個姑娘六隻奶。	

Borrowing	
一個華安兩隻眼，三個姑娘六隻奶。	

Triad	Language	

Example	 	 Strategy	

43	
我哋拜大佬啊。	

Equivalence	
我們在拜大哥。	

44	
年輕人，你夠膽撬我啲𡃁？你邊度㗎？	

Omission	
年輕人，你跟我搶飯碗，你哪個道上的？	

45	

唔準教！我本身原藉四水，現為華府首籍西賓，手執一

把扇！你係咩部門㗎？	
Borrowing	

哎！不許教！本夫子原藉三水，現為華府首籍西籍，手

執白紙扇！你哪個單位的？	

46	

我原籍蘇州，現任華府一件迷途小書僮，門前一對雙花

齊眉棍！	
Borrowing	

我原籍蘇州，現任華府伴讀小書童，門前一對雙花大紅

棍！	

47	

我左邊龍，右邊虎，老牛在腰間，龍頭在心口，人擋殺

人，佛擋殺佛！	
Borrowing	

我左青龍，右白虎，老牛在腰間，龍頭在胸口，人擋殺

人，佛擋殺佛！	
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48	
你條契弟係邊個？	

Adaptation	
你這白痴是誰啊？	

49	
我打鑊你個契弟！	

Omission	
來啊來啊，我打死你！	
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Appendix	B	-	Film	Censorship	Guidelines	for	Censors	

I.	Introduction	

Section	 30	 of	 the	 Film	 Censorship	 Ordinance	 states	 that	 'The	 Secretary	 may,	 for	
information,	 from	 time	 to	 time	cause	 to	be	prepared	and	published	 in	 the	Gazette,	 for	
the	guidance	of	censors,	guidelines	not	inconsistent	with	this	Ordinance,	 indicating	the	
manner	 in	 which	 it	 is	 proposed	 that	 censors	 exercise	 their	 functions	 under	 this	
Ordinance.'	

2.	These	guidelines	are	of	a	general	nature:	they	should	be	read	in	conjunction	with	the	
Film	Censorship	Ordinance,	and	each	 film	must	be	examined	and	classified	on	 its	own	
merits.	 In	 addition,	 the	 aim	 of	 the	 censors	 should	 be	 to	 reflect	 contemporary	 public	
attitudes	towards	censorship	standards.	In	this	connection,	the	results	of	public	opinion	
surveys	on	film	censorship	standards	carried	out	from	time	to	time	and	the	advice	given	
by	the	panel	of	advisers	on	a	specific	film	will	be	of	assistance.	

II.	Legal	Principles	

3.	For	the	purpose	of	deciding	whether	a	film	should	be	approved	for	exhibition	and	the	
appropriate	 classification	 that	 should	 be	 given,	 the	 censor	 is	 required	 under	 section	
10(2)	of	the	Ordinance	to	consider	the	following	matters:---	

(a)	 whether	 the	 film	 portrays,	 depicts	 or	 treats	 cruelty,	 torture,	 violence,	 crime,	
horror,	disability,	sexuality	or	indecent	or	offensive	language	or	behaviour;	and	

(b)	 whether	 the	 film	 denigrates	 or	 insults	 any	 particular	 class	 of	 the	 public	 by	
reference	to	the	colour,	race,	religious	beliefs	or	ethnic	or	national	origins	or	the	sex	
of	the	members	of	that	class.	

4.	In	making	his	decision,	section	10(3)	of	the	Ordinance	requires	the	censor	to	take	the	
following	into	account:---	

(a)	the	effect	of	the	film	as	a	whole	and	its	likely	effect	on	the	persons	likely	to	view	
the	film;	

(b)	the	artistic,	educational,	literary	or	scientific	merit	of	the	film	and	its	importance	
or	value	for	cultural	or	social	reasons;	and	

(c)	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 intended	 exhibition	 of	 the	 film,	 the	 circumstances	 of	 such	
exhibition.	

5.	 In	 considering	 films	 against	 any	 of	 the	 criteria	 set	 out	 in	 section	 10(2)	 of	 the	
Ordinance,	the	censor	must	take	into	account	the	matters	set	out	in	section	10(3).	

III.	The	Three-Tier	System	

6.	 Films	 made	 today	 tend	 to	 depict	 life	 as	 it	 is.	 Violence,	 sex,	 foul	 language	 and	
controversial	themes	are	to	be	found	in	many	modern	productions.	While	adults	in	Hong	
Kong	 find	 certain	 types	 of	 material	 acceptable,	 they	 would	 not	 agree	 that	 the	 same	
material	 is	 suitable	 for	 children	 and	 teenagers	 under	 their	 care.	 The	 classification	 of	
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films	into	a	three-tier	system	gives	adults	the	opportunity	to	see	a	wider	range	of	films	
dealing	with	the	realities	of	the	adult	world,	but	at	the	same	time	restricts	children	and	
youth	from	viewing	what	could	be	harmful	to	them	in	one	way	or	another.	

7.	The	classification	system	serves	two	different	functions.	On	the	one	hand	it	lays	down	
a	 set	 of	 legally	 enforceable	 rules	 to	 restrict	 admission	 and	 access	 to	 adult	 films	 by	
minors.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 it	 offers	 to	 parents	 some	 advance	 information	 about	 the	
suitability	of	the	film	so	that	parents	can	decide	what	movies	they	want	their	children	to	
see	or	not	to	see	and	thereby	exercise	appropriate	parental	guidance.	

8.	Classification	of	 films	for	children	and	young	persons	 involves	exercising	 judgement	
on	the	capacity	of	the	different	age	groups	in	coping	with	the	depictions	and	treatment	
of	 film	 material	 which	 may	 not	 be	 suitable	 for	 them.	 The	 perceived	 maturity	 and	
sophistication	of	 children	and	young	persons	 are	 also	 important	 factors.	The	 category	
advice	should	be	seen	in	this	light.	

9.	 When	 a	 censor,	 aided	 by	 his	 advisers,	 approves	 a	 film	 for	 public	 exhibition,	 he	 is	
required	to	classify	it	as:---	

(a)	approved	for	exhibition	to	persons	of	any	age:	Category	I.	

(b)	approved	for	exhibition	to	persons	of	any	age	subject	to	the	condition	that	any	
advertising	material	which	relates	to	the	film	shall	contain	the	following	notice,	or	a	
notice	 to	 the	 like	 effect,	 in	 block	 letters	 and	 Chinese	 characters	 prominently	 and	
legibly	displayed---NOT	SUITABLE	FOR	CHILDREN:	Category	IIA	or	NOT	SUITABLE	
FOR	YOUNG	PERSONS	AND	CHILDREN:	Category	IIB.	

(c)	approved	for	exhibition	only	to	persons	who	have	attained	the	age	of	18	years:	
Category	III.	

A	censor	should	assume	that	when	a	film	has	been	classified	Category	III,	people	under	
the	age	of	18	will	not	get	to	see	it.	

IV.	Viewing	of	Films	

10.	 The	 person	who	 submits	 a	 film	 (distributor)	 is	 required	 to	 state	 the	 classification	
being	 sought	 for	 the	 film	 when	 it	 is	 publicly	 exhibited.	 The	 censor	 should	 try	 to	
accommodate	 this	 wish	 with	 or	 without	 excisions;	 but	 he	 may	 indicate	 any	 other	
classification	 he	 would	 be	 prepared	 to	 give	 with	 or	 without	 excisions,	 or	 refuse	
approval.	 In	all	 cases	 reasons	 for	his	decision	must	be	given.	The	distributor	 can	 then	
decide	 whether	 to	 accept	 the	 decision	 of	 the	 censor	 or	 appeal	 against	 the	 censor's	
decision	to	the	Board	of	Review.	In	the	case	of	any	excisions	proposed	by	the	censor,	the	
distributor	can	proceed	with	 the	cutting	himself	or	confirm	in	writing	his	request	 that	
the	 censor	 should	make	 the	 excisions	 for	 him.	 All	 pieces	 of	 film	 thus	 excised	 will	 be	
retained	by	the	Film	Censorship	Authority	for	not	less	than	5	years.	

11.	The	censor	should	make	his	decision	as	soon	as	possible	but	not	later	than	14	days	
after	 the	 film	 is	 submitted	 unless	 the	 consent	 from	 the	 Secretary	 for	 Information	
Technology	and	Broadcasting	 for	a	 longer	period	 is	obtained	for	a	particular	case.	The	
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Authority	must	forthwith	issue	a	certificate	of	approval,	notice	of	refusal	to	approve	or	
notice	concerning	excision	in	each	case	as	appropriate.	

V.	Approaches	in	Classification	

12.	Films	intended	for	public	exhibition	will	have	to	be	examined	and	classified	within	
the	 parameters	 set	 out	 in	 section	 10(2)	 and	 10(3)	 of	 the	 Ordinance	 (paras.	 3	 and	 4).	
Each	film	must	be	considered	on	its	individual	merits.	The	approaches	to	be	adopted	in	
these	aspects	are	proposed	in	the	following	paragraphs.	

13.	Section	10(2)(a)	refers	to	the	following	matters	to	be	considered	by	the	censor:---	

'whether	the	film	portrays,	depicts	or	treats	cruelty,	torture,	violence,	crime,	horror,	
disability,	sexuality	or	indecent	or	offensive	language	or	behaviour.'	

(a)	Cruelty,	Torture	or	Violence	

14.	No	person	can	be	protected	from	being	exposed	to	depictions	of	cruelty	or	violence,	
even	in	early	life.	News	and	even	daily	events	in	Hong	Kong	expose	people	to	depictions	
of	violence.	These	facts	of	real	life	have	made	more	difficult	the	problem	of	maintaining	
a	 balance	 in	 the	 showing	 of	 contrived	 violence	 in	 entertainment	 films.	 Violence	 has	
always	been	part	of	drama	and	even	sports	from	time	immemorial:	what	should	concern	
the	censor	is	the	degree	to	which	it	is	depicted	in	a	film,	and	also	whether	it	is	gratuitous	
or	not.	

15.	 Because	 of	 a	 natural	 tendency	 to	 copy	 adult	 behaviour	 without	 consideration	 of	
broader	social	implications,	children	are	normally	the	people	who	are	likely	to	be	badly	
affected	by	violence	 in	 films.	Such	effects	extend	to	 teenagers	but	hopefully	 to	a	 lesser	
extent.	Therefore,	the	censor	must	examine	and	classify	a	film	having	in	mind	the	degree	
to	 which	 a	 young	 person	 can	 be	 exposed	 to	 depictions	 of	 violence	 without	 being	
tempted	to	emulate	them.	

16.	Children's	materials	(e.g.	Westerns	and	Cartoons),	it	can	be	objectively	argued,	have	
traditionally	depicted	violence.	Provided	that	such	violence	is	far	enough	removed	from	
reality	that	it	does	not	frighten	children	or	invite	ready	imitation,	it	can	be	tolerated.	The	
general	 experience	 has	 been	 that	 children	 are	 more	 seriously	 disturbed	 by	 violence	
threatened	 or	 perpetrated	 against	 those	 (including	 animals)	 who	 are	 helpless	 or	 are	
clearly	unable	to	escape.	

17.	 For	 Category	 I	 films,	 the	 degree	 of	 violence	 should	 be	 kept	 minimal	 and	 violent	
scenes	 short.	 Scenes	 which	 are	 likely	 to	 frighten,	 unnerve,	 unsettle	 or	 cause	 pain	 to	
children	should	simply	be	absent	from	films	intended	for	Category	I.	Scenes	of	sadism,	
masochism,	 use	 of	 readily	 available	 weapons	 (kitchen	 knives,	 for	 instance),	 violence	
associated	 with	 sexual	 pleasure	 and	 less	 usual	 methods	 of	 inflicting	 injury	 on	 others	
should	also	be	left	out.	

18.	For	Category	 IIA	 films,	a	 limited	portrayal	of	violence	may	be	allowed.	The	 impact	
and	 intensity	 of	 treatment	 must	 be	 mild.	 Scenes	 of	 sexual	 assaults,	 use	 of	 readily	
available	weapons	 for	 dangerous	 but	 easily	 imitable	 action	 and	 less	 usual	methods	 of	
inflicting	 injury	 on	 others	 should	 only	 be	 suggested	 or	 implied	 rather	 than	 depicted	

 



	 106	

graphically.	Scenes	of	sadism,	masochism	and	violence	associated	with	sexual	pleasure	
should	not	be	allowed.	

19.	The	degree	to	which	standards	for	depiction	of	violence	can	be	relaxed	in	relation	to	
Category	IIB	and	Category	III	can	be	generally	considered	in	the	following	terms:---	

(a)	 if	 violence	 is	 depicted	 in	 a	way	which	would	not	 cause	 terror	 in	 children,	 but	
might	 invite	 imitation,	 then	 it	 should	be	 considered	whether	parental	 guidance	 is	
appropriate:	this	would	indicate	Category	IIB;	

(b)	 if	 the	 violence	 is	 depicted	 in	 a	 way	 which	 might	 terrorize,	 hurt	 or	 seriously	
unsettle	 children	and	young	people,	but	 there	are	sufficient	other	elements	 in	 the	
film	which	might	make	such	an	effect	justifiable,	then	the	film	can	be	shown	under	
Category	III.	

(b)	Horror	and	Shock	

20.	Horror	 films	are	a	well-established	genre.	There	 is	an	 increasing	 trend	 to	 increase	
the	degree	of	horror	 felt	by	viewers	by	graphically	depicting	 the	effects	of	violence	or	
the	way	 in	which	 it	 is	perpetrated.	 It	 is	also	an	established	 trend	 to	depict	graphically	
the	effects	of	death	and	physical	corruption.	

21.	Children	will	often	be	unmoved	by	a	scene	in	which,	for	example,	an	exposed	human	
brain	is	shown	as	part	of	an	alien	monster;	but	the	same	object	inspires	terror	when	the	
context	is	death	or	the	inflicting	of	pain.	It	is	possible	that	psychological	harm	could	be	
done	to	a	child	by	exposure	to	a	film	which	attacks	the	child's	basic	sense	of	safety	and	
security.	Horror	films	which,	in	the	view	of	the	censor,	could	have	such	an	effect	should	
not	be	passed	in	Category	I.	

22.	 For	 Category	 IIA	 films,	 a	mild	 dose	 of	 horror	 special	 effects	may	 be	 used.	 Scenes	
which	may	frighten	small	children,	may	be	included	provided	the	impact	is	kept	to	the	
minimum.	

23.	In	deciding	whether	to	categorize	such	a	film	as	Category	IIB	or	III,	the	censor	should	
consider	 the	 degree	 of	 the	 impact	 on	 young	 viewers	 and	 whether	 parental	 guidance	
would	have	a	mitigating	effect.	

(c)	Disability	

24.	In	viewing	films	which	treat	the	subject	of	mental	or	physical	disability,	the	censor	
should	 examine	 whether	 the	 approach	 adopted	 is	 responsible.	 It	 should	 be	 borne	 in	
mind	 that	 it	 is	 not	 the	 fault	 of	 the	 sufferer	 if	 he	 is	 in	 this	 condition.	 Special	 attention	
should	be	paid	to	see	whether	such	subjects	as	physical	deformities,	mental	retardation	
or	 psychological	 aberrations	 are	 treated	 (if	 they	 have	 to	 be)	 with	 sympathy,	
understanding	 and	 a	 sense	 of	 responsibility	 on	 the	 part	 of	 the	 film	 maker.	 Censors	
should	bear	in	mind	that	a	film	which	encourages	public	hatred	or	fear	of	the	physically	
or	mentally	handicapped	is	unlikely	to	be	regarded	as	suitable	for	exhibition.	
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(d)	Sex	and	Nudity	

25.	The	depiction	of	nudity	is	an	established	art	form.	However,	the	depiction	of	nudity	
before	 children	 is	 not	 generally	 tolerated	 by	 local	 audiences.	 Therefore,	 such	 scenes	
should	not	normally	be	permitted	in	Category	I	films.	

26.	 The	 depiction	 of	 nudity	 in	 Category	 IIA	 films	 should	 be	 carried	 out	with	 tact	 and	
discretion.	Nudity	in	sexually	suggestive	manner	or	within	sensual	scenes	should	not	be	
permitted	in	Category	IIA	films.	

27.	 In	 considering	 passing	 films	 depicting	 nudity	 for	 Category	 IIB	 or	 III	 showing,	 the	
censor	 should	 consider	 the	 degree	 of	 the	 possible	 erotic	 effect	 of	 the	 scene.	 Scenes	
considered	by	the	censor	as	being	erotic	should	only	be	shown	in	Category	III	films.	

28.	 It	 is	possible	 to	 consider	nudity	 separately	 from	sexual	acts	as	 in	 certain	 contexts,	
nudity	may	not	be	erotic.	All	depictions	of	sexual	acts,	however,	should	be	considered	as	
potentially	being	 erotic.	The	degree	of	 erotic	 effect	will	 vary	 according	 to	 the	 age	 and	
sexual	experience	of	the	viewer,	the	sexual	preferences	of	the	viewer	and	the	degree	of	
realism	in	the	depiction.	

29.	 Notwithstanding	 any	 aims	 in	 society	 for	 sex	 education	 of	 children,	 Hong	 Kong	
parents	resent	their	children	observing	sex	scenes	which	give	rise	to	questions	at	times	
when	parents	 feel	 it	unacceptable	to	provide	the	answers	(in	this	context,	even	scenes	
showing	sex	between	animals	could	cause	embarrassment).	The	prevailing	public	view	
in	Hong	Kong	 is	 that	 scenes	 depicting	 or	 implying	 sexual	 act	 should	 not	 be	 shown	 to	
children	generally.	Such	scenes	should,	therefore,	not	appear	in	Category	I	films.	

30.	Incidental	and	mild	depictions	of	sexually	suggestive	act	may	be	allowed	in	Category	
IIA	films,	whereas	depictions	of	sexual	act	and	other	sexual	activity	may	be	acceptable	in	
Category	IIB	films	only	where	they	are	discreetly	implied	or	simulated.	

31.	 In	considering	a	 film	 for	Category	 III,	 the	censor	can	apply	more	 liberal	standards,	
assuming	that	only	adults	will	be	present.	In	general,	the	demarcation	between	Category	
III	and	banned	films	should	be	based	on	what	is	accepted	as	soft	porn	(Category	III)	and	
hard	core	pornography	(banned).	Nevertheless,	censors	should	keep	themselves	aware	
of	 changes	of	public	opinion	brought	 to	 light	by	public	opinion	surveys	carried	out	by	
the	Authority	from	time	to	time.	

(e)	Language	

32.	 Censors	 should	 have	 regard,	 in	 the	 accurate	 depiction	 of	 real-life	 actions	 and	
emotions,	for	script-writers	to	include	vulgar	language.	The	Hong	Kong	public	tolerates	
a	lot	of	obscene	language,	but	usually	avoids	its	use	in	such	a	way	as	to	invite	imitation	
by	 children.	 Expressions	 or	 expletives	 with	 sexual	 connotations,	 or	 expressions	
normally	specifically	used	in	the	context	of	certain	criminal	groups	in	Hong	Kong,	should	
not	be	permitted	in	Category	I	films.	

33.	For	Category	IIA	films,	mild	expletives	with	sexual	connotations	or	coarse	language	
may	be	used	but	only	infrequently	and	are	justified	in	context.	
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34.	 In	 deciding	 between	 Category	 IIB	 or	 III,	 the	 censor	 should	 consider	 the	 degree	 of	
offensiveness	of	any	such	language.	

(f)	Offensive	Behaviour	and	Criminality	

35.	A	film	may	be	considered	depicting	offensive	behaviour	if	it	glorifies	the	commission	
of	 crime,	 the	 taking	 of	 drugs	 or	 excessive	 consumption	 of	 alcohol.	 The	 censor	 should	
consider	 the	 likelihood	 of	 imitation	 in	 respect	 of	 scenes	 which	 give	 accurate	 and	
comprehensive	 instruction	 in	 how	 to	 carry	 out	 any	 criminal	 act.	 A	 film	 could	 cause	 a	
problem	if	it	showed	acts	which	would	cause	children	or	young	persons,	by	imitation,	to	
harm	themselves,	or	others.	There	is	no	provision	under	the	Ordinance	for	the	censor	to	
require	a	distributor	to	issue	any	warning	about	a	film	other	than	'NOT	SUITABLE	FOR	
CHILDREN'	 (i.e.	 Category	 IIA)	 or	 'NOT	 SUITABLE	 FOR	 YOUNG	 PERSONS	 AND	
CHILDREN'	 (i.e.	 Category	 IIB).	 Censors	 should	 consider	 in	 this	 context	 any	 film	which	
invites	 imitation	 by	 children	 or	 young	 persons	 of	 any	 anti-social	 or	 dangerous	 act.	
Section	10(4)(c)	empowers	censors	to	draw	attention	of	distributors	to	such	problems.	

36.	 Certain	 acts	 are	 commonly	 held	 to	 be	 injurious	 to	 the	 community's	well-being	 or	
likely	 to	 endanger	 public	 health	 or	morals,	 or	 to	 offend	 accepted	 standards	 of	 public	
decency.	Therefore,	the	following	materials	should	not	be	permitted	in	any	film:---	

(a)	detailed	or	gratuitous	depiction	of	a	child	who	 is,	or	who	 is	apparently,	under	
the	age	of	16	years	engaging	in	sexual	activity	or	crime;	

(b)	explicit	or	gratuitous	depiction	of	sexual	violence	or	sexual	acts	under	coercion	
or	non-	consent	of	any	kind;	

(c)	detailed	or	gratuitous	depiction	of	extreme	violence	or	cruelty;	

(d)	 detailed	 instruction	 or	 encouragement	 in	 dangerous	 or	 criminal	 techniques	
which	are	imitable;	

(e)	detailed	promotion,	incitement	or	instruction	on	the	use	of	dangerous	drug;	and	

(f)	 depiction	 of	 bestiality,	 necrophilia,	 sexual	 acts	 accompanied	 by	 offensive	
perversion	(such	as	sadism	or	masochism)	or	exploitative	incestuous	behaviours.	

37.	 A	 depiction	 which	 is	 neither	 detailed	 nor	 explicit	 of	 the	 activities	 referred	 to	 in	
paragraph	36(a)	 to	 (e)	may	be	allowed	 in	a	Category	 IIB	or	 III	 film	provided	 that	 it	 is	
justified	 in	 the	context	of	 the	 film	as	a	whole.	Whether	 the	 film	should	be	classified	as	
Category	IIB	or	III	depends	on	the	intensity	and	length	of	the	depiction.	

38.	With	regard	to	the	depiction	of	triad,	the	censor	should	consider	the	following:---	

(a)	 scenes	 showing	 triad	 ceremonies,	 rituals,	 hand	 signs	 and	 paraphernalia	
including	cryptic	

poems	and	icons	should	only	be	permitted	in	Category	III	films;	

(b)	triad	expressions	not	generally	accepted	in,	or	in	the	process	of	being	absorbed	
into,	daily	language	should	only	be	permitted	in	Category	III	films;	
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(c)	promotion	or	endorsement	of	triad	society,	triad	activities	or	values	should	only	
be	permitted	in	Category	III	films;	and	

(d)	glorification	of	the	power	of	triads	and	membership	in	a	triad	society	should	not	
be	permitted.	

39.	Section	10(2)(b)	refers	to	the	following	matters	to	be	considered	by	the	censor:---	

'whether	the	film	denigrates	or	insults	any	particular	class	of	the	public	by	reference	
to	 the	 colour,	 race,	 religious	 beliefs	 or	 ethnic	 or	 national	 origins	 or	 the	 sex	 of	 the	
members	of	that	class.'	

40.	These	issues	covered	by	section	10(2)(b)	of	the	Ordinance	generally	do	not	call	for	
any	considerations	of	 the	age	of	 the	audience	or	availability	of	parental	 guidance.	The	
classification	of	the	film	will	therefore	not	normally	be	relevant.	

41.	A	censor	should	consider	refusing	showing	of	a	film	if	he	considers	that	the	film	has	
been	 made	 with	 the	 intention	 of	 inciting	 hatred	 or	 denigration	 on	 racial,	 religious,	
national	or	sexual	differences.	

42.	Films	which	seek,	without	obviously	distorting	facts,	to	depict	existing	or	historical	
cases	of	racial	or	religious	hatred	should	not	give	rise	to	objection.	

43.	The	main	consideration	should	be	whether	the	film	acts	in	a	way	which	invites	the	
audience's	sympathy	with	views	denigrating	or	 insulting	 to	sections	of	 the	community	
by	reference	to	religion,	race	or	sex.	

44.	Censors	should	be	prepared	to	accept	films	with	a	humorous	but	irreverent	attitude	
to	 race,	 religion	 or	 sex,	 and	 those	 which,	 without	 malice,	 raise	 fair	 comment	 or	
controversy	about	practices	 in	Hong	Kong	or	overseas.	A	censor	should	seek	to	satisfy	
himself	as	to	whether	the	intention	is	to	arouse	comment	upon	or	to	cause	harm	to	the	
sectional	 interest	 in	 question.	 A	 factor	 in	 this	 decision	 may	 be	 ascertaining	 whether	
what	is	shown	is	factually	true	or	not.	

VI.	Exemption	of	Films	

45.	 Under	 section	 9	 of	 the	 Ordinance	 the	 Authority	 may	 exempt	 a	 film	 from	
classification.	The	Authority	 (or	his	delegates)	 is	 the	 arbiter	of	what	 can	be	 exempted	
from	classification	under	conditions	or	otherwise	as	set	out	in	section	9.	

46.	 The	 classes	 or	 description	 of	 film	 suitable	 to	 be	 exempted	 under	 this	 section	
include:---	

(a)	cultural;	

(b)	educational;	

(c)	instructional	(including	training);	

(d)	promotional;	

(e)	sports;	

(f)	travel;	
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(g)	musical;	and	

(h)	religious.	

47.	The	Authority	has	full	discretion	to	interpret	whether	a	given	film	falls	under	one	of	
these	classes	or	descriptions.	If	satisfied,	he	should,	not	later	than	5	working	days	after	
the	film	is	submitted,	issue	a	certificate	of	exemption	with	or	without	conditions	as	set	
out	in	the	Ordinance.	The	Authority	may	revoke	such	a	certificate	if	he	is	of	the	opinion	
that	the	film	in	respect	of	which	the	certificate	was	issued	should	again	be	submitted	for	
censorship.	

VII.	Film	Titles	

48.	Having	regard	to	the	matters	specified	in	section	10(2)(a)	and	(b)	of	the	Ordinance,	
the	Authority	may	refuse	to	issue	a	certificate	of	approval	if	he	is	of	the	opinion	that	the	
proposed	title	of	a	film	is	unsuitable	for	exhibition,	publication	or	display	to	the	public.	

49.	 In	determining	whether	 a	 film	 title	 is	 suitable	 for	 exhibition,	 publication	or	public	
display,	 the	Authority	shall	have	regard	to	standards	of	morality,	decency	or	propriety	
that	 are	 generally	 accepted	 by	 reasonable	 members	 of	 the	 community;	 and	 its	 likely	
effect	on	the	viewers,	especially	children	and	young	persons.	

50.	A	film	title	may	be	rejected	if	it:---	

(a)	is	likely	to	cause	deep	shock	or	disgust;	

(b)	is	likely	to	corrupt	morals;	

(c)	is	likely	to	promote,	incite	or	encourage	crime,	violence	and	drug	use;	

(d)	contains	insulting	or	sexually	suggestive	wording	or	symbols;	

(e)	 contains	 coarse	 language,	 expressions	 with	 sexual	 connotations	 or	 sexual	
references;	

(f)	contains	triad	expressions	or	signs;	or	

(g)	 is	 likely	to	 incite	hatred	or	denigration	on	grounds	of	racial,	religious,	national	
or	sexual	differences.	

VIII.	Trailers,	Advertising	Materials	and	Packagings	

51.	 Each	 trailer	 for	 a	 film	 either	 intended	 to	 be	 shown	 inside	 the	 hall	 or	 the	 cinema	
lobbies	 should	 be	 submitted	 to	 the	Authority.	 A	 separate	 certificate	will	 be	 issued	 for	
each	trailer,	with	or	without	conditions.	

52.	All	advertising	materials	for	Category	III	films	must	be	submitted	for	approval	before	
public	 display.	 These	 include,	 but	 are	 not	 limited	 to,	 film	 stills,	 posters,	 print	
advertisements	and	billboards.	 In	dealing	with	 the	advertising	material	 submitted,	 the	
Authority	will	 take	 into	account	 those	 factors	 laid	down	 in	 section	10(2)	and	10(3)	of	
the	Ordinance.	The	Authority	may	refuse	 to	approve	 the	advertising	material	which	 is	
considered	not	suitable	for	display	in	public	under	section	15K(5)(b)	of	the	Ordinance.	
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53.	 The	 packaging	 of	 a	 videotape	 or	 laserdisc	 containing	 a	 Category	 III	 film	must	 be	
submitted	 to	 the	 Authority	 for	 approval.	 The	 Authority	 may	 require	 the	 packaging	
constituting	the	cover	of	the	videotape	or	laserdisc	to	be	enclosed	in	an	opaque	wrapper	
under	section	15B(4)(a)	of	the	Ordinance.	

54.	 In	 deciding	 whether	 a	 piece	 of	 advertising	 material	 or	 packaging	 is	 suitable	 for	
public	display,	the	Authority	shall	have	regard	to:---	

(a)	 standards	 of	 morality,	 decency	 and	 propriety	 that	 are	 generally	 accepted	 by	
reasonable	members	of	the	community;	

(b)	the	dominant	effect	of	the	matter	as	a	whole;	

(c)	the	location	where	the	matter	is	likely	to	be	displayed	in	public	and	the	persons	
likely	to	view	such	matter;	and	

(d)	any	artistic,	educational,	literary	or	scientific	merit	it	may	possess.	

55.	The	spirit	of	the	Ordinance	is	to	protect	children	and	young	persons	and	to	prevent	
them	from	exposure	to	 indecent	matters.	As	advertising	material	or	packaging	 is	often	
displayed	in	public	places	and	available	to	all	passers-by,	it	should	not	contain	materials	
which	are	offensive	to	public	morality,	decency	and	ordinary	good	taste.	The	following	
guidelines	will	be	applied:---	

(a)	depictions	of	nudity	should	not	be	permitted;	

(b)	discreet	partial	nudity	may	be	permitted	if	it	is	not	sexually	suggestive	or	does	
not	imply	sexual	act;	

(c)	depiction	of	a	person(s)	posed	 in	a	sexually	provocative	or	suggestive	manner	
should	not	be	permitted;	

(d)	depictions	of	 sexual	 activity	or	 implications	of	 sexual	 acts	 and	 fetishes	 should	
not	be	permitted;	

(e)	depictions	of	violence	should	be	mild;	

(f)	violence	associated	with	sexual	pleasure,	sexual	violence	against	non-consenting	
persons,	 or	 dangerous	 practices	 of	 inflicting	 injury	 on	 others	 should	 not	 be	
permitted;	

(g)	depictions	of	frightening	images	or	horror	scenarios	should	be	mild;	

(h)	 language	 or	 wording	 should	 not	 be	 insulting	 or	 sexually	 suggestive.	 Coarse	
language,	expressions	with	sexual	connotations	or	sexual	references	should	not	be	
permitted;	

(i)	 depictions	 of	 triad	 ceremonies,	 rituals	 and	hand	 signs,	 or	 descriptions	 of	 triad	
expressions	should	not	be	permitted;	

(j)	depictions	or	written	descriptions	of	 repulsive	or	depraved	acts	 should	not	be	
permitted;	
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(k)	 depictions	 or	written	 descriptions	which	 promote,	 incite	 or	 encourage	 crime,	
violence	and	drug	use	should	not	be	permitted;	and	

(l)	 depictions	 or	 written	 descriptions	 which	 are	 likely	 to	 incite	 hatred	 or	
denigration	on	grounds	of	racial,	religious,	national	or	sexual	differences	should	not	
be	permitted.	

IX.	Films	Submitted	by	Clubs	and	Cultural	Organizations	

56.	The	Ordinance	clearly	states	that	 films	 intended	to	be	shown	by	clubs	and	cultural	
organizations	must	be	submitted	for	censorship	(para.	(c)	of	the	definition	of	'exhibition'	
in	section	2(1)	of	the	Ordinance).	

57.	A	film	submitted	by	such	an	organization	may	be	exempted	from	classification	if	the	
Authority	decides	that	the	film	comes	under	one	of	the	classes	suitable	for	exemption.	If	
the	film	does	not	fall	under	one	of	these	classes	it	must	be	examined	by	the	censor	and	
classified	accordingly.	

X.	Exemption	of	Slides	of	Non-commercial	Nature	from	Censorship	Requirement	

58.	Slides,	or	still	films,	of	a	cultural,	educational,	instructional,	promotional	or	religious	
nature	are	exempt	from	submission	for	censorship	if	 they	are	exhibited	or	 intended	to	
be	 exhibited	 by	 a	 cultural,	 educational,	 religious	 or	 professional	 organization,	 or	 a	
member	 of	 any	 such	 organization	 for	 a	 non-commercial	 purpose.	 The	 Authority	 may	
require	the	exhibitor	to	submit	any	such	still	film	to	him	for	censorship	if	he	has	reasons	
to	believe	that	the	exemption	has	been	abused	or	that	there	is	the	attempt	to	circumvent	
censorship.	

XI.	Advisory	Service	

59.	A	censor	can	be	called	upon	by	the	Authority	(or	his	delegates)	to	give	advice	to	film	
producers/distributors	if	needed.	Pre-production	advice	to	producers	is	not	binding	on	
the	censor.	This	advice	serves	to	iron	out	problems,	which	could	arise	in	the	production,	
the	suitability	or	otherwise	of	any	particular	scene,	sequence,	language	or	theme.	

60.	Distributors	may	also	ask	for	advice	before	or	after	the	submission	of	their	film	for	
censorship	specially	in	respect	of	choosing	a	category	and	the	possibility	of	changing	a	
film	 from	 one	 category	 to	 another.	 Such	 advice	 will	 likewise	 not	 be	 binding	 on	 the	
censor.	 The	 censor	 should	 always	 show	 co-operation	 and	 understanding	 within	 the	
terms	of	the	law.	Appeal	to	the	Board	of	Review	is	always	open	to	any	distributor	who	
feels	aggrieved	by	the	decision	of	the	censor.	

3	December	1999	K.	C.	KWONG	Secretary	for	Information	Technology	and	Broadcasting	

 


