Published: 07 January 2023

Accepted: 07 March 2020

Revised: 29 January 2020

Received: 30 November 2019

DOI: 10.22067/1ts.2023.43313

Attitudes of Non-Professional Subtitlers towards Ethics in Subtitling
English-Language Films into Persian

Vahid Mardani !, Masood Khoshsaligheh **
Ferdowsi University of Mashhad, Mashhad, Iran !

Abstract Audiovisual translation has received considerable attention from
translation scholars in recent years. However, subtitling and specifically non-
professional subtitling, due to the dominance of dubbing in Iranian national and
state media, has received less attention in lIranian academia. This study
examines the attitudes of non-professional subtitlers towards ethical principles
in subtitling English language films into Persian. The statistical population
included all non-professional subtitlers active on the Internet, among whom 15
individuals were selected through purposive sampling. A semi-structured
interview was conducted as the main research tool, and its items were online-
based and available to the interviewees by email or in person. Findings showed
that the ethical principles were limited to faithfulness to the original audiovisual
translation (AVT) material and avoiding any manipulation, resulting in the
transfer of many Western cultural and linguistic taboos in subtitling. Moreover,
novice translators placed more emphasis on complete faithfulness to the
original text regardless of any cultural and linguistic filters.
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1. Introduction

Audiovisual translation by fans is one of the new players in the field of

translation studies (TS), which emerged in the 1980s and succeeded in

establishing an independent position in the late 1990s (Massidda, 2015). In
recent studies in the field of media and cultural studies, regarding non-professional
translation, the expansion of translation of visual and non-anime products has
received much attention (Leonard, 2005; Cubbison, 2005; Perez Gonzalez, 2014).
Non-professional translators, who usually work anonymously and in virtual space,
have posed many challenges to government media systems in many countries (Wang
& Zhang, 2015). Due to the informal and voluntary nature of these translators’
activities who, for various reasons, undertake the preparation and providing subtitles
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for audiovisual products requested by the audience and provide them free of charge
to the consumers, there is practically no law and supervision observing their
activities. This lack of supervision and the existence of legal loopholes allow the
translators to translate any audiovisual product in a completely free environment,
regardless of cultural, social, or religious considerations or prevailing norms of the
target society (Khoshsaligheh et al., 2018). Therefore, it is not possible to disregard
the significant effect of these translators’ work on shaping the taste of the audience
(by selecting specific products for translation), directing and stimulating public
thoughts (by expressing personal views) and fighting censorship and government
media restrictions (through unconventional translation methods) (Perez Gonzélez,
2012). This has caused the transfer of many values of Western societies to the target
societies, including Iran.

The ever-increasing expansion of fansubbing in the last decade has drawn the
attention of many TS researchers to non-professional translation (Massidda, 2015;
Orrego Carmona, 2015; Dwyer, 2017; Fazeli Haghpanah & Khoshsaligheh, 2018;
Khoshsaligheh et al., 2018; Khoshsaligheh et al., 2019) and numerous studies and
books have investigated various aspects of this phenomenon from different angles
(Diaz-Cintas & Remael, 2007; Massidda, 2015; Perez Gonzalez, 2014; Dwyer,
2017).

Despite the increasing activity of these groups and networks, a few studies have
been conducted on the fansubbing communities’ activities outside the United States
and Europe, especially considering the specific characteristics of fansubs in
countries, such as Iran, where foreign media products are mainly distributed in
unauthorized forms on the Internet and translators with goals beyond the mere
entertainment start subtitling or even dubbing these products. Considering that
Iranian subtitlers, whether professional or non-professional, work under strict
control and supervision, a better understanding of their activities, especially of non-
professional subtitlers who are less researched in academic circles, can provide
valuable insights for policy-makers and researchers.

In addition, various questions related to the nature of the work of these non-
professional subtitlers, including the reasons and motivations for their activities and
views on ethical issues, have remained unanswered. Therefore, the present study
aimed to investigate the attitudes and perceptions of non-professional subtitlers
regarding the norms and ethical principles of subtitling and examine how they adhere
to them in the translation process.

2. Method

The current research is in the field of the sociology of translation. Based on this,
more emphasis is placed on evaluating different social and cultural aspects of the
activities of non-professional subtitlers as one of the main actors in the translation
process. The main tools for data collection were semi-structured interviews and an
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open questionnaire. The target community included all people with a background in
fansubbing in Iran. Since subtitlers work anonymously in the virtual space, the
participants’ contact information (e.g., username, email, social network profiles) was
identified from the main forums and websites where subtitlers were active. Finally,
15 managers of subtitling websites and associations who had extensive experience
in this field and some novice subtitlers who had less than a year of experience were
interviewed. Nine interviewees were male, their average age was 30 years, and they
had an average of 6.5 years of experience as non-professional subtitlers.

The request for cooperation, along with the interview questionnaire was sent to
the participants via email or social networks, and their answers were received by the
researcher in written or oral form (i.e., voice recordings). In case of any ambiguity
in the answers or requirement for further explanation of some issues, supplementary
guestions were sent to the participants subsequently. Some interviews were
conducted face-to-face. This method was used to interview those active translators
in the field of fansubbing who could be accessed. Most of these people were among
the students majoring in English at the graduate and master’s levels.

3. Results

Based on the findings of this research, several areas and common topics were
identified in the interviewees’ responses. In the first place, it seems that according to
many non-professional subtitlers, ethical principles mean complete faithfulness to
the original text and minimal modification in the translation process. Ten
interviewees, directly and indirectly, pointed out in their answers that the observance
of ethical principles means full adherence and faithfulness to the text and avoiding
any changes during translation. On the other hand, five interviewees believed that
faithfulness is not complete and unconditional, and in some cases, the subtitiler acts
on self-censorship and manipulation of the text based on some considerations, such
as personal opinions and beliefs. However, this censorship and manipulation cannot
be compared in terms of intensity and the way of implementation with the
modification made in the official media, and in most cases, it shows itself in the form
of reducing the negative connotations of the original text and using modified
equivalents. Unlike professional subtitlers, the activity of fansubbers is not
influenced by external factors, and some of them may change and self-censor part of
their subtitles based on personal considerations and preferences. However, this type
of self-censorship (if any) is mostly seen in the form of using substitute equivalents
with negative connotations or euphemisms. Cases of deletion and manipulation in
the original text are rare.

In the non-professional AVT, translators usually express dissatisfaction with
government censorship methods and try to provide an accurate and complete
translation free of manipulation and censorship. However, this opposition to the
censorship and strict monitoring of the media and government networks does not
always mean the unrestricted translation of everything in the subtitles produced by
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fans. Despite being free from the constraints and external pressures that translators
in state television networks deal with, fansubbers are under the influence of internal
factors, such as social and political situations, ideology and personal opinions.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

The concept of ethical principles in Iranian non-professional subtitling is debatable
from two perspectives of faithfulness and visibility. On the one hand, the main
concern of subtitlers is related to adhering to the ethical principles of conveying the
full meaning, especially in cases that are usually censored in the media and official
translation institutions. Many subtitlers believe that compliance with ethical
principles means complete faithfulness to the text and accurate word-for-word
translation, even in cases that may be contrary to the cultural, social, and religious
norms of Iranian society. It seems that this perception of ethical principles is affected
by the negative view that exists due to the censorship and intense monitoring of
audiovisual products in the media and official institutions. Therefore, the non-
professional subtitlers consider complete faithfulness as an act of opposition and
protest toward the performance of these official institutions active in translating and
dubbing audiovisual materials. No consensus was observed regarding this matter
among non-professional subtitlers. As the interview findings showed, experienced
subtitlers, who were usually older, generally had more respect for the dominant
principles and norms of the destination culture. Unlike novice subtitlers who
sometimes have a wrong idea of faithfulness and consider it as the word-for-word
transfer of the meaning of the source text without any filtering, experienced subtitlers
attempt to be faithful to the text using different methods, such as using euphemisms
or less negative equivalents for the concepts and terms contrary to the target culture.

Some limitations of this research should be noted. The ethical principles of non-
professional subtitlers were evaluated based on the current research participants’
views. Comparing the views and opinions of these individuals with their
performance in subtitle translation (for example, examining some examples of
translated works of subtitle associations) can provide a more comprehensive
understanding of this issue.

Furthermore, due to the limited sample, one should be cautious about
generalizing the research findings to the entire statistical population. Moreover,
conducting all the interviews in person could provide us with more accurate
information on the perception of these translators regarding ethical principles. In
addition, comparing the strategies of professional translators (dubbing) and non-
professional translators (subtitling) in translating expressions and terms, especially
those that are contrary to the cultural norms of Iranian society, can help us to gain a
better understanding of the prevalent views and norms of these two groups of
translators.
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