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Research in audiovisual translation (AVT) has typically regarded interlingual subtitles as the result of a 
particular translation practice. Explicitly or implicitly, it has thus compared the meaning making 
processes of the original unsubtitled film, dictated by spoken dialogue and the other semiotic modes 
that are at the disposal of the collective sender, to those of the subtitled version created for a 
linguistically other audience. Earlier, this comparison has been regarded in terms of loss, but more 
recently, subtitles have also been considered a mode of expression in their own right and one of the 
signifying codes in cinematic  communication (e.g. Chaume 2004, Guillot 2012, 2016). However, even 
these studies have treated subtitled films mainly as versions of the unsubtitled films they adapt to a new 
screening context. Contrary to these subtitling-as-translation approaches, this paper theorizes the point 
of view of the audience, who in the process of viewing the subtitled version considers it the film (rather 
than a version of it). Arguing from a pragmatic tradition and with a focus on participation structures, it 
regards subtitles not primarily as the result of translation, but as an additional communicative device 
between the collective sender and the film audience. Film audiences have been shown to take up a dual 
role in the communicative setting of  telecinematic discourse (TCD): They willingly suspend their 
disbelief in order to empathise with characters and immerse themselves in the diegetic world; but they 
also appreciate the constructedness of the artefact they engage with, and are susceptible to 
(meta-)communicative cues by the collective sender (Brock 2015; Dynel 2011; Messerli forthc.). 
Furthermore, audiences have been shown to be dynamically positioned and re-positioned based on 
individual spoken events (Messerli, 2016). Accordingly, this paper hypothesises that in the case of 
subtitled films, subtitles also play a crucial part in these acts of positioning of the audience, and in the 
negotiation of represented and constructed meaning. The question is then what role the written text 
plays within the joint actions of multimodal meaning-making when it comes to the construction of 
fictional characters and events and the representation of culturally and linguistically other actions and 
identities. This case study analyses three recent fiction films with Swiss German dialogue and English 
subtitles – Heidi (2015), Heimatland (2015) and Der Goalie bin ig (2014) – to demonstrate that subtitles 
function as a separate voice in this process: The aesthetically separate writing on the screen points to an 
agent who is separate from the collective also with regard to their role as a linguistic accomplice of the 
audience. It marks as other the Swiss interactions it subtitles while also making them accessible to the 
non-Swiss audience. In this sense, it both distances the audience from the character dialogue and thus 
also from the fictional representations of the linguistic and cultural other, and it creates a cross-cultural 
connection between the two. Subtitles in this case construct Swiss-German-ness from a 
non-Swiss-German perspective, and they position the non-Swiss audience both within and without the 
represented and constructed cultural communities. 
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