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Introduction: translation and/in/of media 

Esperança Bielsa 

 

The digital age has not only brought together different media and what had previously 

been separate modalities of communication (a phenomenon often described through the 

concepts of technological or media convergence); it has profoundly altered the ways in 

which we ordinarily interact with the media and each other. In the new cultural 

configuration of our age, media are not just ‘extensions of man’ (McLuhan 1964) but, as 

Manuel Castells pointed out, ‘extend the realm of electronic communication into the 

whole domain of life, from home to work, from schools to hospitals, from entertainment 

to travel’ (2000: 394). Indeed, the very distinction between the media and their content 

or message, which underpinned Marshall McLuhan’s arguments in favour of the 

significance of the former, has been redefined. These developments have transformed 

journalism and the media industry, but also the translation industry and the social uses of 

translation, in fundamental ways. 

 This handbook examines the role of translation and/in/of media, which has 

become a thriving object of study within the discipline of translation studies in recent 

decades. So called media, screen or audiovisual translation has investigated the transfer 

of multimodal and multimedial products, ranging from films and television programmes 

to software and video games, progressively expanding to reflect key technological 

developments and new media uses. At the same time, news or journalistic translation has 

become an emerging research area, shedding new light on the ubiquity of translation in 

the production and circulation of news and the nature of translation practices in news 

organizations. In the digital age we have come to interact endlessly and automatically 
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with the media (Castells 2000). If contemporary globalization has been characterized by 

an exponential increase of translation, there is no doubt that it is largely due to the 

unprecedented growth of translation in the media, which has become one of the most 

significant types of translation of our time. 

Contemporary media uses push for new forms of translation, and for the 

transformation of translation rather than just the increase of its significance in quantitative 

terms. This handbook is centrally concerned with capturing this change, as well as with 

accounting for the specificities that shape translation in the media, such as the constant 

change and ephemerality of texts, the blurring of the distinction between users and 

producers, and the multimedia integration of written, oral and audio-visual modalities of 

human communication. Moreover, it also seeks to make visible how media and news 

translation question the way certain key concepts and categories of translation studies 

(such as, for instance, those of source and target text, or the distinction between author 

and translator) have been defined and approached, and push for their reassessment. This 

need for theoretical and methodological innovation emerges not just from the 

particularities of the media and the forms of translation that proliferate in this context, but 

also from more general disciplinary developments, such as the critique of methodological 

nationalism (Cussel 2021) or of traditional notions of equivalence and transfer (see 

below). 

In the last two decades, research on translation and/in/of media has been the fastest 

growing area of translation studies, leading to the establishment of specialized 

undergraduate and postgraduate modules and courses and offering a wealth of new 

approaches to a multiplicity of practices and forms that expand the boundaries of the 

discipline. However, the field is also currently characterized by fragmentation and lack 

of adequate theorization. Audiovisual translation and news translation are currently 
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separate subfields, with little communication between themselves in terms of theories, 

methodologies and research. Empirical examinations of a multitude of practices and 

forms in specific contexts have tended to predominate in detriment of theory 

development. Perhaps because of this, current research has often failed to successfully 

communicate theoretical and methodological findings and their more general 

implications more widely within and beyond the discipline of translation studies. 

This handbook offers a substantive approach to both news translation and what I 

will mostly refer to as multimedia translation, aiming to guide readers beyond the current 

state of dispersion and fragmentation by providing basic perspectives and underpinnings 

that are relevant for the study of all forms and types of translation in the media. To this 

end, the volume is designed according to three main organizing criteria: establishing new 

links between what are currently separate disciplinary subfields, emphasizing theoretical 

and methodological approaches, and the adoption of an interdisciplinary perspective. In 

relation to the first, as already stated, the intention is to offer a broad perspective on 

translation and/in/of media that brings together multimedia translation and news 

translation and seeks to create new synergies between them. This strategy is especially 

prominent in Part I and Part IV of the handbook. Second, the handbook privileges 

theoretical and methodological approaches rather than empirical research on the 

multiplicity of media contexts in which translation occurs to counter the current 

predominance of descriptive accounts and to respond to the pressing need for 

comprehensive, more theory-orientated accounts. Third, interdisciplinarity is 

unavoidable in research on translation and/in/of media. While the interdisciplinary focus 

adopted in this volume is very much orientated towards providing contextual background 

and perspectives that are significant for research in translation studies, such an approach 
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might also contribute to signal the relevance of translation to researchers from other 

disciplines, like journalism studies and media studies. 

 

Conceptual and methodological issues  

The title of this introduction alludes to issues of conceptualization that are ubiquitous in 

any approach to translation and media. To start with, both concepts are currently used in 

widely divergent ways, not just in everyday ordinary discourse but also in scientific and 

scholarly constructions. This is perhaps an inevitable, common feature which they share 

with other keywords of our time, such as culture or democracy. Raymond Williams 

referred to culture, which initiated his groundbreaking account in Keywords, in the 

following terms: ‘It was just a difficult word, a word I could think of as an example of 

the change which we were trying, in various ways, to understand’ (2015: xxv). Media is, 

unsurprisingly, one of the words Williams examines in his book. He notes that the word 

medium was in regular use in English at least from the early 17th century in the sense of 

‘an intervening or intermediate agency or substance’, whereas from the 18th century it 

already appeared conventionally used in relation to newspapers (2015: 151).  The more 

familiar plural form became widely used in the middle of the 20th century when 

broadcasting as well as the press had become important in mass communications (masses 

and communication are two related keywords that Williams also felt was necessary to 

address in his book).  

The first edition of Williams’ Keywords was published in 1976 and a second 

version revised by the author in 1983. This was before the mass media turned into the 

multimedia system we know today (a word on this in the next section). An early 21st 

century perspective does not only need to throw light on the transformation that has led 

from the mass media to multimedia, but could also conceive of translation as a keyword 
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of the present. Thus, if Williams was writing today, he might consider adding translation, 

alongside other concepts like technology or tradition, to his book. Translation certainly 

fits into his notion of keyword because it is both ‘a difficult word’ and a word whose 

ambiguities express contemporary social changes the meaning of which we are trying to 

understand. One of these ambiguities refers to the change between once prevailing 

notions of translation as equivalence to increasingly elaborate critiques that point in the 

direction of viewing translation primarily in terms of transformation. Another significant 

ambiguity is due to the growing use of the concept of translation in a considerable number 

of disciplines in the humanities and the social sciences in a variety of different ways, and 

generally with little respect for what the discipline of translation studies has long viewed 

as ‘translation proper’.1 Finally, even without recourse to the proliferating meanings of 

translation in other disciplines, ‘translation proper’ can hardly be seen to account for the 

wide diversity of practices related to multimedia translation, which include, in addition 

to the more restricted interlingual forms that are typically considered as ‘translation 

proper’, intersemiotic and intralingual forms. These significant developments will be 

discussed in more detail in the final section of this introduction. 

There is thus little consensus as to what translation means even within the 

discipline of translation studies, and divergent and at times contradictory uses of 

translation as transfer and translation as transformation coexist. Rather than pointing to 

inescapable disciplinary one-way streets, these variations and contradictions attest to the 

dynamism that the study of translation and/in/of media brings to this academic field. With 

reference to more narrow conceptualizations of translation in the media a similar 

multiplicity prevails, and in this handbook notions of journalistic translation, news 

translation, multimedia translation, media translation and audiovisual translation are 

alternatively used to refer to similar phenomena. While the more specific notions of 
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alternative and social media are discussed in chapters 26 and 28, I find it necessary to 

briefly justify the conceptual choices that underpin the structure of the handbook and this 

introduction, which are the editor’s own and do not necessarily correspond to those of the 

contributors who are responsible for individual chapters. One set of choices refers to the 

conceptual pair news translation/ journalistic translation. Even though it has come to 

extend the more ad hoc notion of news translation and possesses obvious advantages in 

terms of generality and range, I consider the notion of journalistic translation to be utopian 

as long as journalists are not universally recognized as translation professionals within 

the discipline of translation studies, on the one hand, and translation is not seen as a valid 

topic of investigation in journalism research, on the other. This is why I mostly refer to 

either translation and journalism or news translation in this and other publications. 

Another set of choices is related to the alternative between audiovisual 

translation/multimedia translation (and other widely used terms such as media translation 

and screen translation that will not be discussed in this introduction). From a perspective 

that puts media at the centre, the notion of audiovisual translation could be misleading 

because, while capturing the predominance of audiovisual culture in the 20th century – 

with the appearance of film and radio first, and later television –, it fails to acknowledge 

the integration of written, oral and audiovisual forms of communication that is 

characteristic of multimedia in the digital age. Indeed, according to Castells, the new 

multimedia system has put an end to the separation between written and audiovisual 

modes of communication that was inaugurated 2,700 years earlier by the invention of the 

alphabet (2000: 356). This is significant for translation studies, which has long been 

occupied with written and oral modalities of communication and only more recently with 

audiovisual forms. In this context, it is necessary to acknowledge that all types of 

translation, including audiovisual translation but also more traditional forms such as 
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literary translation, take place within a digital environment where the boundaries between 

written, oral and audiovisual modes of communication have become more porous. 

In addition to the more general conceptual aspects and alternatives discussed in 

this introduction, several chapters of the handbook address conceptual issues in 

substantive ways. Chapter 2 considers key concepts that help to address the cognate areas 

of language, media and culture. Chapter 4 discusses changing approaches to the global, 

the foreign and the domestic, questioning journalism’s so called global turn in the early 

21st century. Chapter 6 analyses the concepts of text, authorship, translation and quality 

in light of the fundamental change towards multimodal and interactive forms of 

communication in the digital age. Chapter 8 centrally approaches the concept of paratext, 

demonstrating its productiveness not just in relation with literary texts, but also for the 

analysis of a variety of multimedia forms, including digital literature, transmedia 

storytelling, films, television, videogames, as well as print and online news. And, as 

already indicated above, the somewhat porous distinction between alternative and social 

media is the object of reflection in chapter 26, while chapter 28 approaches definitions of 

alternative journalism and what distinguishes them from notions of radical or citizens’ 

media. 

Even though methodology is a central concern in this handbook, there is no 

separate part and only a single chapter exclusively dedicated to methodological aspects, 

which provides essential perspectives on the multimodal dimension of translation 

(chapter 9). Rather, methodological issues are treated as part of more general approaches 

to substantive topics. A number of chapters give a special prominence to methodological 

matters. These include chapter 13, which discusses how digitalization and big-data 

approaches are changing the research methods used to examine translation in periodical 

publications; chapter 18, which advances arguments for a connected history of 
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audiovisual translation; chapter 21, which examines the existing variety of media 

interpreting practices and introduces interdisciplinary methodologies such as critical 

discourse analysis to tackle their inherent complexity; chapter 33, where the 

methodological challenges posed by the Wikipedia environment to researchers are 

approached; and chapters 17 and 25, which review the methods that are currently being 

used to analyse the reception of translated news and multimedia products, respectively. 

Other chapters where methodological aspects play a less prominent role also offer 

important insights regarding the need to reexamine existing research methodologies 

through a consideration of the relationships between translation and/in/of media. 

Appropriate examples are the reflections on the significance of translations as material 

objects, and not just as vehicles for the transmission of meanings and words, elaborated 

on in chapter 1, or the approximation to the collective nature of many forms of media 

translation offered in chapter 7. Finally, while not directly discussing methodology, 

chapters 29 and 30 are examples of the significance of ethnographic approaches for the 

study of translation. 

 

Media in the digital age 

A fundamental technological transformation has taken place at the end of the 20th century. 

According to Andreas Reckwitz, technology – digital technology – has become, for the 

first time, a culture machine. This means that ‘the leading technologies of late modernity 

are no longer used to produce machines, energy sources, and functional goods but are, 

rather, engaged in the expansive and pervasive fabrication of cultural formats with 

narrative, aesthetic, design, ludic, or ethical qualities: texts and images, videos and films, 

phatic speech acts, and games.’ (2020: 164). While qualifying Castells’ approach to 

informational capitalism and the network society (most notably by downplaying the role 
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of information and emphasizing the prominence of affect in the new digital 

configuration), Reckwitz’s account of what he calls the society of singularities does not 

fundamentally call into question Castells earlier work. Both authors have offered wide-

ranging sociological conceptualizations of how the use of technology – of technological 

systems that have been structurally reorientated towards digitalization, computerization 

and networking – has reshaped in late modernity all realms of social life, including work, 

leisure and sociality itself.  

 Indeed, Castells was the first to capture the wide-ranging social consequences and 

effects of technological convergence, while also providing novel perspectives on the new 

cultural configuration that was being created as a result, which he called the culture of 

real virtuality to reflect on the significance of our constant and endless interactions 

through and with the media (2000: ch. 5). From the point of view of the topic of this 

handbook, his account is important because it provides historical and analytical 

perspectives on the changing nature of contemporary communications, approaching the 

transformation of the mass media into the multimedia system we know today as a key 

element of this change. Castells analysed in detail two distinct developments: on the one 

hand, the diversification of mass communications and their audiences in the 1980s, which 

were transformed by increasingly personalized uses of television through recording 

technologies and the simultaneous multiplication and diversification of television 

channels; on the other hand, the creation of a new electronic system of communication 

during the second half of the 1990s (the multimedia system) through the fusion of 

globalized and personalized mass media and computer-mediated communications. The 

main characteristics of this new electronic communication system are its global reach, its 

integration of all communication media, and its potential interactivity (2000: 357). 

Significantly, this last key component, interactivity, emerges not from the diversified and 
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personalized communications media (Castells prematurely addresses them as ‘new 

media’), which were still characterized by one-way communication, but from computer-

mediated communication: ‘Television needed the computer to be free from the screen’ 

(2000: 371). 

It is Castells’ merit to have grasped the nature and pervasiveness of this profound 

transformation as it was taking place, when what he approached as the new multimedia 

system was not yet a consolidated reality and he could only speculate on the social 

dimension of the coming merger between thoroughly transformed media and computer 

networking through the internet. For him, the internet – the universal, interactive 

computer communication medium of the information age (2000: 376–377) – set 

television free from the screen because it enabled the audience to speak up. The vantage 

looking point of the present not only gives us a fuller perspective on the phenomenon of 

interactivity and communication from many to many that is characteristic of the digital 

age, but also allows us to discern significant trends towards increasing objectification (the 

internet of things) and automatization (the power of algorithms and big data), which may 

end up jeopardizing this newly acquired power of users to speak up. However, it is 

undeniable that the internet, which Castells approached as a flexible network of networks 

where various interests and cultures can peacefully coexist, has reshaped contemporary 

communications and profoundly impacted on all translation practices, including those 

associated with traditional media and formats. The relationship between translation and 

the World Wide Web is the object of detailed examination in chapter 22. The proliferation 

of non-professional translation in the media, including fansubbing, activist translation and 

Web-based fan protests, is examined in Chapter 27. Chapters 32 and 33, in turn, delve 

into virtual translation networks and communities, as well as projects of mass 

collaboration such as Wikipedia, that most clearly have come to embody the internet’s 
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inherent interactive and participatory potential. The topic of interactive entertainment, an 

important medium in contemporary culture that was remarkably underexamined by 

Castells, is approached in chapter 23.  

In spite of the novelty and profound social impact of interactive multimedia, if we 

examine the international circulation of media formats and content what emerges in the 

digital age is not a departure or break, but rather the fundamental continuity of the global 

patterns of communication that were established at the end of the 19th century, with the 

creation of the modern journalistic field and the culture industries of cinema and later 

television. This handbook is also centrally concerned with capturing this historical 

continuity, as well as describing the key role of translation in making possible the 

internationalization and the localization of media content. Chapters 4 and 5 deal with 

aspects related to the domestication of foreign news and the international circulation of 

ready-made TV-shows and formats respectively, which is mediated at the national level. 

In both cases media products that circulate globally are tailored to the tastes, habits and 

cultural needs of specific publics in different local settings. The significance of such 

forms of localization as part of an ongoing process of constant material distribution (Pym, 

2004) is now amply recognized within the discipline of translation studies. Chapters 

dealing with the translation of journalistic and multimedia products in a more narrow 

sense are the core content of parts 2 and 3 of the handbook, which provide historical 

overviews of translation in the journalistic field and of audiovisual translation, as well as 

perspectives on translation in relation to a variety of media forms and contexts, including 

literary magazines (chapter 13), the practices of local interpreters or fixers (chapter 14), 

the news agencies as news producers and wholesalers (chapter 12), film translation 

(chapter 19) and TV translation (chapter 20). Key areas of interdisciplinary interest like 
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media accessibility (chapter 24), journalism and translation ethics (chapter 16) and 

reception (chapters 17 and 25) are also discussed in detail in specific chapters. 

Alternative and social media are not only significant in terms of their sheer social 

impact and prominence in contemporary digital culture, as discussed above. By placing 

new demands on translation, they offer ideal settings in which innovative practices can 

proliferate. The diversity of uses of translation in alternative and social media is a key 

area of interest for translation studies, where research that is not just descriptive in its 

intent but also embraces the objectives of theoretical and methodological development 

can have a lasting influence on the renewal of the discipline. The highly heterogeneous 

contexts and forms of translation in alternative and social media, in contrast with the 

mainstream where more uniform practices tend to prevail, is also interesting on its own 

right. In this volume (in addition to chapters dealing with social media, virtual translation 

communities and Wikipedia already mentioned above), these heterogeneous contexts and 

forms include a Deaf translation norm that responds to the needs of deaf communities and 

individuals (chapter 31), the translation of community radio news in South Africa 

(chapter 28), the subtitling of Arabic-language preaching programmes in an Islamic 

satellite television channel (chapter 29), fansubbing and activist translation by non-

professionals (chapter 27), or the translation practices of often unacknowledged media 

actors like NGO’s (chapter 30). In all these highly diverse contexts, what often comes 

vividly across is the undeniable value of translation as essentially a process of 

transformation, not of equivalence, an aspect to which I now turn in the final section of 

this introduction.  

 

Translation and transformation 
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The uses of translation in the media in the digital age force us to revise traditional 

conceptions of translation and may provide the opportunity to firmly establish the 

significance of translation as transformation. Translation studies has been dominated by 

approaches that privilege a view of stability and equivalence as opposed to one that 

emphasizes transformation and change. Even though systemic accounts like polysystems 

theory already fundamentally challenged a notion of translation as equivalence by 

foregrounding the determining role of the translating context or system, in giving primacy 

to the requirements of different functional systems they simultaneously occluded the 

process of material transformation that leads from a source text to a target text. More 

generally, although basic views of equivalence have been challenged and calls to reassess 

translation in terms of the transformations it entails are increasingly heard, the extensive 

implications of such views, which ultimately question deep-held notions about what 

translation is and how it should be approached and understood, have not still sufficiently 

penetrated within the discipline at large. Calling attention to the radical insufficiency of 

a concept of ‘translation proper’ in relation to the diversity of practices and forms of 

translation and/in/of media can help bring much needed light on these matters. 

 A view of translation as transformation cannot be successfully maintained without 

challenging at the same time widespread conventional notions of ‘translation proper’, 

which often unwittingly accompany a conception of translation as equivalence. Roman 

Jakobson’s distinction between intralingual translation, interlingual translation 

(‘translation proper’) and intersemiotic translation, although useful to delimit the scope 

of translation studies when it first emerged as an autonomous discipline, has recently 

come under increasing scrutiny. On the one hand, poststructuralist critiques have sought 

to destabilize the borders that a notion of translation proper takes for granted and to 

illuminate the processes of bordering actively pursued (Derrida 2001; Sakai 2009). On 
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the other hand, the growing use of the concept of translation in a variety of disciplines in 

the humanities and the social sciences has understood translation proper – often 

reductively seen as ‘just translation’ or ‘simple translation’ – as a strictly linguistic 

operation while searching for broader concepts (such as the pair ‘cultural translation’) 

that can more fully describe the complex nature of the processes of change involved. 

Others have pointed to the pernicious consequences that this has in relation to the lack of 

interdisciplinary engagement with the conceptual and theoretical apparatus of translation 

studies (Dizdar 2009; Zwischenberger 2017, 2019). I’d like to highlight here another 

important aspect associated with notions of translation proper: the inescapable 

implication that translation is (or should strive to be, as much as possible) the same, as if 

it was a mere transcription, and a denial of the inherent transformations it entails. In this 

view, ‘the proper place for the translator’s intervention is outside the scope of the (proper) 

text’ (Dizdar 2009: 92), so that ‘a proper translation would then be a perfectly equivalent 

translation that would take the place of the original. It would turn into the/an original 

itself.’ (ibid.). Just as the notion of proper meaning leaves behind the inherent complexity 

of meanings and historical variations of words that are inextricably related to fundamental 

social and political aspects (a key realization that led Williams to undertake the study of 

keywords, as discussed above), translation proper takes away from translation its intrinsic 

social and cultural aspects. Like the notion of proper meaning, translation proper is thus 

essentially insufficient if we want to account for the social and cultural transformations 

that translation entails.  

 The predominance of limiting concepts of translation as stability rather than 

change is not the only difficulty for the interdisciplinary investigation of translation and/ 

in/of media. Another significant cause is overoptimism regarding the possibilities for the 

circulation of global news and/or other media products and their effects and, more 
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generally, a methodological globalism that imagines the world as a uniform and 

borderless space (Clarke et al. 2015: 23). A widespread insistence on the hypermobility 

of information flows in the digital age has led to the assumption that information can be 

automatically received by audiences and to obscuring the key role that translation plays 

in the production of intelligibility on a global scale (Bielsa and Bassnett 2009: 22–26). 

The global uniformity that is often simply assumed needs to be actively produced through 

mechanisms like translation and adaptation of media formats and contents across 

linguistic and cultural boundaries. Accounts of processes like the domestication and 

localization of media products, of the methodological significance of paratexts or 

multimodality, and of the multiplicity of practices and forms of translation and/in/of 

media offered in this volume point in the opposite direction of a pretended global 

uniformity or intelligibility, providing rich reflections on the key transformative role of 

translation in the new media landscapes of the digital age. 

Translation in the media can rarely be approached as ‘translation proper’, because 

it is intralingual, interlingual and intersemiotic at the same time. Moreover, the type of 

far-reaching transformations that are usually involved in the translation of media formats 

and content, which bear little relation to the intentions of the original author or text but 

seek to facilitate reception by new audiences according to their needs (and which, due to 

ingrained limiting views of translation proper, have given way to a variety of broader 

concepts such as localization, adaptation or transediting), fundamentally challenge 

established notions of equivalence and transfer, that is, notions that are still primarily 

based on views of translation as the production of stability rather than change. A number 

of chapters in the handbook closely describe these transformation processes in the fields 

of global news and multimedia translation (including chapters 1, 4, 5, 12, 14, 15, 23). 

Chapters 17 and 29 extend the domestication/foreignization debate to the analysis of 
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specific strategies in the translation of news and the subtitling of TV programmes. 

Chapter 3 examines the relationship between media translation and politics, not just in 

the translation of political information, but through a consideration of translation as a 

political activity on its own right. Indeed, translation plays a key role in personalized, 

digitally mediated politics and new forms of political mobilization that do not presuppose 

collective identification and organization that have been conceptualized in terms of 

connective action (Bennett and Segerberg 2012, 2013). Chapter 27 offers an illustration 

of how these digitally networked actions can generate effective forms of protest by 

activist translators, volunteers and fans who press for cultural and political change, 

undermining commercial mechanisms of production and distribution of cultural goods. 

The far-reaching implications of pursuing a notion of translation as transformation are 

centrally addressed in chapters 11 and 19 in relation to the fields of journalism and film 

studies respectively. The fact that these two last chapters also pursue deep forms of 

interdisciplinarity is not a coincidence, as it is precisely a notion of translation as 

transformation that enables their productive interdisciplinary articulations. 

The study of translation and/in/of media has the potential to transform the 

discipline of translation studies in deep and lasting ways, providing it with a theoretical 

and methodological apparatus that is equipped to deal with the new social uses of 

translation facilitated by the appearance of multimedia at the start of the 21st century. 

Only then will translation studies be able to provide the key insights that are needed on 

widespread processes of linguistic transformation for the interdisciplinary study of media 

in the digital age. 
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1 There has been some attention to this proliferation of the use of the concept of translation in other 
disciplines on the part of translation studies scholars (see Dizdar, 2009; Valdeón, 2018; Zwischenberger, 
2017, 2019). 


