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Abstract

In the age of participatory culture and post-translation, the liberalization of the domain of
audiovisual translation (AVT) was only a matter of time. The key four factors which have
contributed to this demotic turn include: Linguistic Competence, Availability, Immediacy,
and Free-of-Chargeness. Amateur and fan-produced translations increasingly gain in
popularity. Meanwhile, the expectations of the industry towards professional translators
has become more challenging than ever. The aim of the presented paper is to explore
whether these changes call for a more market-driven approach towards AVT in the age of
the opening of the industry for other agents.
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In 2004 Jorge Diaz Cintas already remarked that, “In numerical terms, the translation
carried out in the audiovisual realm is the most important translational activity of our
time”. Since then, Translation Studies (in general) and AVT (in particular) have undergone
a number of changes as far as their key objectives are concerned — the Cultural Turn,
which began in 1990s, seems to have paved a way for yet another approach: the Demotic
Turn and “the shift towards participatory audiovisual translation” (Luis Pérez-Gonzalez
2014). These two interrelated phenomena have shed new light on AVT.

In today’s digitalized and fast-paced world, audiences’ expectations and criticism ap-
pear to have taken over the reins. AV'T as such has been radically democratized due to the
omnipresence of free online tools and immediacy of the Internet. The question remains:
what do these entail and what will be the consequences thereof? Will the age of post-
translation (in Edwin Gentzler’s terms) call for a more market-driven approach to AVI?

The Fours Horsemen of the Apocalypse

Back in 1998, Riggs referred to English as “lingua global” or “glottoglobal”. Due to the
clear dominance of English in the media, cinema, and everyday lives, audiences have
become increasingly familiar with the language as a result of which their linguistic compe-
tence in English has also visibly improved. According to a survey by TNS OBOP (2015)
conducted on a group of 1,000 Polish participants aged above 15 years old, over half of
Poles (56 percent) knows at least one foreign language. Most frequently it is English —
57 percent of respondents declared basic knowledge thereof. However, already twenty-,
thirty- and forty-year-olds evaluated their linguistic skills in English as good.

On the other hand, according to research by Nielsen (20106), although the importance
of traditional television has not diminished, more and more people resort to watching au-
diovisual materials online — as a result of which, web portals and service providers (such
as VoD in Poland) keep adding new productions for viewing (from very short videos, to
feature films). Needless to say, there is also a number of undocumented or simply illegal
websites which offer immediate and free access to a wide range of films and TV series in
the original version (the likes of “watchseries” or “putlockers”), or with some mode of
AVT already embedded onto the image (cda.pl).
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Moreover, as Agnieszka Gromkowska points out, “In cyber-space everything is right
now; the ‘cult of immediacy’ typical for modern culture peaks” (1999: 37). This ‘cult of
immediacy’, referred to by John Tomlinson as “the Culture of Speed”, rests on “the re-
dundancy or abolition of the middle term”, understood here as the impression that “little
separates desire and its satisfaction, that, almost as a constant of modern existence, stuff
arrives” (2007: 91). Simply put, we want something and we want it now. Including trans-
lated productions.

Therefore, Linguistic Competence (of the source text language), Availability (of on-
line tools for rendering amateur translations), Immediacy (of access to online transla-
tions) and Free-of-Chargeness (thereof) all result in a great volume of online translations
available at hand, often even prior to the official premiere of a given film or a TV series
episode on the Polish market.

Although these phenomena undoubtedly make the lives of audiences easier, they may,
however, be perceived by the theoreticians and practitioners as the Four Horsemen of the
Apocalypse — representing Death (of professional quality translations), Pestilence (of
understanding the technical constraints of a given mode of AVT), War (against the elitist
character of translations in general), and which in theory, could also bring Famine (for
professionals). Notwithstanding this analogy being possibly viewed as an embellishment,
what remains clear is that the translational environment for AVT appears to be changing.
But what exactly does this change entail?

The Demotic Turn and Participatory Audiovisual Translation
When Diaz Cintas was writing about AVT as a key translation type of our age, to sup-
port this claim, he emphasized the size of audiences it reaches, a wide range of translated
products (various film and television genres) as well as “the immediacy of reception”. Yet,
as he also pointed out: “A clear paradox exists which emphasises the surprising imbalance
between the little research on audiovisual translation and its enormous impact on society”.
Nevertheless, the volume of studies devoted to AVT gradually increases. As Yves
Gambier noticed, “Although scholars have produced a wealth of material in the last two
decades, they have tended to limit themselves to a small range of issues, with a certain
degree of prescriptivism” (2014: 56). And that poses the real problem: although

interdisciplinarity increasingly characterizes AVT research today, with methods and concepts
borrowed from literary studies, sociology, experimental psychology, film studies, reception
studies, history and didactics, the frameworks within which much AVT analysis has been and is
being conducted remain mainly linguistics, including pragmatics, discourse analysis and cogni-
tive linguistics, as if the verbal component of AVT were sufficient to describe and understand
AVT as a process and a product, with its social and ideological impact. (Gambier 2014: 56)

Which, clearly enough, they are not.
Moreover, as El-dali (2011) observed,

the past fifteen years or so have seen the focus of translation studies shift away from linguistics
and increasingly to forms of cultural studies. There has also been a shift towards studies that
have incorporated models from functional linguistics and Critical Discourse Analysis, locating
the text within its sociocultural context. (El-dali 2011)
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Additionally,

More recently, technological advances, which have transformed the working conditions of
professional translators and researchers and have spawned new forms of translation, have also
produced new areas of research, some linked to the effects of globalization and some to forms
of intersemiotic translation. (El-dali 2011)

All this seems to be the realization of “post-translation studies” — a term used by Edwin
Gentzler in his 2017 publication Translation and Rewriting in the Age of Post-Translation Studies.
In a foreword to the volume, Susan Bassnett stresses that it signifies a need for connection
between Translation Studies (TS) and other academic disciplines thus an interdisciplinary
approach. This can be easily extended to AVT — the need for incorporating the achieve-
ments of other scholatly disciplines (Cultural Studies, Literary Studies, to name just a few)
has accompanied AVT since its emergence.
On the other hand,

The recent vigorous appearance of digital technology and the increase of digital telecommu-
nication in the market and in our lives have forced audiences and market agents to reconsider
the role of audiovisual translation modes in terms of audience appeal, choice and commercial
success. (Chaume 20106)

And this, precisely, is where the paradox mentioned by Diaz Cintas lies.

As Frederic Chaume (2013) identifies, “changes in cinema, theater, TV and DVD con-
sumption, among others all over the world, show that we are facing a new turn in the field
of audiovisual translation: the audience’s turn. The media broadcasters’ monopoly is now
over”. This “demotic turn” — a term coined in a 2010 publication by Graeme Turner —
emphasizes the ever-increasing role of ordinary people in today’s media” (Turner 2010:
233). Moreover, in audiovisual translation it was “enabled by the democratization of ac-
cess to digital technologies and the proliferation of collaborative mediation processes”,
which is at the same time a clear signal that audiovisual translators face the end of their
monopoly (Turner 2010: 233), what points to the opening of AVT for other agents.

Finally,

The shift towards participatory audiovisual translation crucially undermines some long-
-standing tenets of the discipline, including the generalized perception of translators as po-
litically disengaged mediators without agenda of their own prevalent critiques of subtitling
and dubbing as exclusively patron-driven activities. (Pérez-Gonzalez 2014: 233, original bold)

This phenomenon is closely related to the emergence of participatory culture, which Hen-
ry Jenkins et.al. define as “a culture with relatively low barriers to artistic expression and
civic engagement, strong support for creating and sharing one’s creations, and some type
of informal mentorship whereby what is known by the most experienced is passed along
to novices” (2009: 3). This liberalization of the rules of how and who renders audiovisual
translations is already visible online — the sheer volume of amateur or fan-produced
translations is constantly growing,
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Liberalizing Audiovisual Translation
All this is closely related to the audiences’ expectations and preferences. As Chaume ob-
serves,

in the field of audiovisual translation, young audiences may prefer to consume fansubs instead
of traditional subtitles when watching a foreign video. Or voiced-over realities instead of dub-
bed ones. Or fadubs instead of dubbed cartoons. (Chaume 2016)

This is not surprising if we bear in mind the Availability, Immediacy and Free-of-Charge-
ness factors of amateur or fan-produced translations. At the same time, “thanks to tech-
nology, Internet communities have appeared with the aim of creating (Italian, Spanish,
Finnish, etc.) subtitles for American AV productions in order to allow them to have imme-
diate access to new episodes of popular series or new films” (Gambier 2014: 53). There-
fore, “we are witnessing an increase in terms of the available content to which users want
instant access — and such content is no longer just the product of the entertainment
industry” (Georgakopoulou 2012). As a consequence, “The spread of phenomena such
as fansubbing, which has resulted in many subtitle files being available over the internet,
and crowdsourcing also have an effect that we cannot ignore” (Georgakopoulou 2012).

On the other hand, as Dominique Pelletier observes, “In our digital era, the process
of formatting subtitles central to achieving intersemiotic cohesion requires the mastery
of subtitling codes and software, to which access has increased with the popularization of
open-source platforms” (2016). Moreover, as she adds,

This democratization of subtitling tools lead to a vast increase of both professional and non-
-professional subtitling practices, such as fansubbing and the subtitling of social media videos.
It also contributed to opening the dialogue regarding the constraints of this type of formatting
and the changing guidelines associated with broadcasting standards. (Pelletier 2016)

Furthermore, the preferences towards a mode of watching cinematic productions in the
original have also altered. As a result,

Now, rather than committing to a collective, uninterrupted movie experience a theatre, the spec-
tator is often alone, mobile and distracted. This means that the film experience becomes frag-

mented, and changes not only the way films are understood, but it also the way they are made.
(Fairbanks 2016)

Additionally,

As video on demand market continues to expand, online services like Netflix are producing
more and more original films. At the same time, these companies acknowledge that their plat-
forms do not match traditional cinema experiences. (Fairbanks 2016)

This tendency may be easily translated into translated productions with viewers much
more likely to watch them at home thus more likely applying amateur or fan-produced
translations.
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Alas, the liberalization of AVT has its downsides. Although

translated audiovisual content made available through the various distribution channels that
exist today reaches a wider audience than any other type of translation.

()

The audiovisual industry is (...) experiencing an ever-increasing demand for audiovisual trans-
lation services, yet at the same time is forced to contend with the reduction of budgets as well
as the contraction of timeframes in which these services need to be provided. (Georgakopou-
lou 2012)

As a result, translators are faced with great expectations, whereas a gap created by the
said high demand is easily filled by amateurs, who are expected usually merely to provide
translations quickly and for free. Yves Gambier notices that

While two to four years are needed to produce a film (from scriptwriting and the search for
financial support through to release and broadcasting), very often only a few days are given
to provide the translation. Thus, it is hardly surprising that most people consider AVT as
a “problem”, or as a “loss”, rather than as a creative solution to the problems of international
distribution. (Gambier 2014: 45)

Therefore, although the actual translation has to be rendered at a similar speed as an
amateur one, the professionally prepared film or an episode of a TV series with a profes-
sional translation appears in Poland on the screens in the translated version relatively late.
Meanwhile, amateurs prepare their translations and upload them online. Again, almost
immediately (as compared to the professional version) and usually free of charge.

As a consequence, as Chaume points out, “The days of decisions taken by just a few
agents, used to dictating what audiences like and dislike, are progressively coming to an
end” (2016). Let us, hence, reflect on the ways in which these changes might affect AVT.

Towards More Market-Driven AVT?

If we consider an audiovisual translation rendered by a professional translator to be
a product (which it is), and the viewers who chose a given production with such a transla-
tion to be the consumers of this product, then the picture would become slightly altered.
While, as pointed out by Costales, “we have to bear in mind that the adaptation of video
games is a market driven activity and therefore it does not differ substantially from other
sectors like cinema or TV” (2012: 404) — the “Big Three” of AVT in Poland (dubbing,
subtitling, and voice over) still seems to hold a slightly different position. However, were
we to analyze AVT in terms of marketing, it might offer a broader understanding of how
AVT is to proceed — both academically and in practice.

First of all,

To understand consumption and its social and cultural significance, (...) it is necessary to ob-
serve what people do with the things they get from the market and to ask what part materiality
plays in human interactions and rituals; how consumers appropriate, transform, and domesti-
cate objects and their meanings; and to what extent they integrate contemporary cosmologies.
That is, why and for what do people want the things they acquire?. (Rosales and Rodrigues 2011)
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In other words: what are the expectations of AVT audiences, what do viewers need the
translations for, and which features thereof they value most? In order to fully understand
these aspects, let us first differentiate between a “need” and a “want”.

According to Rosales and Rodrigues, “A need is defined as a circumstance in which
something is necessary, a thing that is wanted or required” (2011). On the other hand,
“Want refers to scarcity, the state of being absent, or a desire for something necessary to
life”. Moreover, “the distinction between needs and wants based on these parameters pro-
moted the association of needs to human nature or to society and of wants to individual
choice” (Rosales and Rodrigues 2011). Thus, as the authors point out,

the first can be subjected to objective authoritative knowledge, whereas the second admit
guidance and intervention only from the individual experiencing them. Notions such as “the
sovereignty of the consumer” or “the undisputed nature of personal taste” rely on the idea
that wants, contrary to needs, do not constitute a matter of rational knowledge and exist bey-
ond collective life and social debate. (Rosales and Rodrigues 2011)

Both, needs and wants, are clearly reflected in the expectations and preferences of AVT
audiences.

Furthermore, “The Marketing Concept is preoccupied with the idea of satisfying the
needs of the customer by means of the product as a solution to the customer’s problem
(needs)” (Kotler 2000). Nevertheless, already Societal Marketing Concept holds that “this
all must be done in a way that preserves or enhances the consumer’s and the society’s well-
being” (Kotler 2000). This approach seems logical should it be applied to AVT — after all,
all translations shall be aimed at satisfying the audiences’ zeed to understand a source text
in translation, and the want to get a high-quality translation.

Although the former is indisputable, the latter is recently posing some difficulties since
to know whether the want has been satisfied, we must first clarify what consumer satis-
faction entails. According to Giese and Cote, it can be defined as “A summary affective
response of varying intensity”, “The exact type of affective response and the level of
intensity” of which are “likely to be experienced must be explicitly defined by a researcher
depending on the context of interest” (2000: 15). Since “A viewer of a film brings to the
film their own experiences and influences and this shapes their response” (Snyder 2011:
192), another phenomenon we shall be aware of is the so-called Horizon of Expectations
that audiences are likely to exhibit. According to Zhang, it

refers to the set of expectations against which readers perceive the text. It claims that people
within the culture share a common set of understandings about what’s possible, probable, im-
possible, etc.'. It is exactly our shared Horizon of Expectations that makes our mutual under-
standing possible and enables people of various cultures to communicate. (Zhang 2013: 1412)

Although the concept was initially applied to Literary Studies, it can be easily adopted in
AVT — and what AV audiences now seem to expect from AVT are Immediacy, Availability,
and Free-of-Chargeness, all of which, when combined, may very often result in low-quali-
ty translations rendered by amateurs or fansubbers/fandubbers. Fast-food-translations of
sorts, we consume in numbers, which do not really offer too much of real nourishment.

1 http://faculty.goucher.edu/eng211/readerresponse_theoryhtm.
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“Everyone’s an expert, and no one is informed”: is the customer always right?
Although it does not seem feasible that film and TV producers would soon resort to
amateur translations instead of professionally rendered ones, let us remember that profes-
sional translators face great expectations to produce translations extremely quickly.

Meanwhile, audiences have at their disposal multiple platforms where they can easily
voice their opinions about films, which often results in criticizing the translations featured
in a respective production. However, these critical remarks very often do not take into
account the technical constraints of a given mode of AVT. At the same time, in light
of their availability and immediacy, online amateur or fan-produced translations (which
usually disregard the technical aspects and/or translation strategies and procedures) gain
popularity.

As a result, viewers get accustomed to unprofessional translations and are more likely
to compare the professionally rendered translation to amateur ones. This, in turn, is often
a consequence of the fact that having a considerable linguistic competence in English,
they view word-for-word amateur translations as more directly responding to their “want”
(as a tool assisting them in improving their linguistic skills?). In turn, to quote the title of
a 2010 article discussing politics by Dr. Gilbert N. Kahn, “Everyone’s an expert, and no
one is informed”. Which, sadly, can be easily used in the discussion devoted to audiovisual
translation.

If we were to adapt the golden rule of marketing stating that “the customer is always
right” to AVT, we might end up in a professionally undesirable place, where principles and
best practices do not really matter. Once again, if we resort to marketing, we may actually
realize that this slogan is utterly wrong.

According to Bubba Page, an entrepreneur and the founder of two startup companies,
“the customer is not an expert”, thus it is part of the actual expert’s role “to explain (...)
why what you have to offer is the best deal on the market” (2015). He also quotes Bret
Larson, CEO and co-founder of a telemedicine software company, who referred to this
rule as “one of the most destructive business models”. Therefore, as Page adds, one shall
“Be interested in (...) customer’s experience, but if only one person is upset, do not as-
sume that you need to bend over backwards to rework the entire experience to address
one outlier” (Page 2015). Should this be applied to AV'T, we might conclude that profes-
sional audiovisual translators may easily continue to operate in a non-modified manner,
despite the criticism from viewers. This, however, does not provide too many answers as
to how academia and practitioners, as well as AVT as such, shall move forward.

Anticipated Consequences and Further Developments

In the age when personal opinions are considered of almost the same value as facts, what
is and what shall be the position of Translation Studies and, by extension, Audiovisual
Translation? Where in this problematic ecosystem of interdependence of respective opin-
ions shall be placed a translation itself and its creator, the translator? If translation is the
product, and audience is the consumer, should the product be adjusted to more closely
meet the needs and wants of the customer?

Subtitlling as a tool for learning foreign language has been discussed eg. by d’Ydevalle (2002), Araujo and
Costa (2013), European Commission (2011), Talavan (20006), Loing (2010), among others.
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As Georgakopoulou (2012) points out,

As an industry which has strong links with and is heavily influenced by changes in technology, it
is only natural to turn to language technology experts secking from them solutions to meet the
demand and deliver quality end products. All the above is bound to influence the very process
of audiovisual translation. (Georgakopoulou 2012)

In the meantime, “Content providers and broadcasters are trying to reach the widest au-
dience possible, while the rapid growth of internet-based video has made it increasingly
common that subtitles accompany streamed and downloaded content” (Georgakopoulou
2012). What we might observe is the increasing liberalization of AV'T and a wide accept-
ance of amateur and fan-produced translations by audiences in the form of participatory
audiovisual translation. This, undoubtedly, may be perceived as a shift from elitarism to
egalitarism in AV'T.

In light of the demotic turn, it would be definitely beneficial were scholars and practi-
tioners to pay more attention to the needs and wants of audiences in order to first, under-
stand them better, and second, to try to integrate some of these into the theoretical and

practical approaches. And eventually to find a common ground that would be satisfactory
to all parties.

After all, as Jorge Diaz Cintas emphasized,

It is of little benefit to us or our society to shut ourselves away in an ivory tower and draw up
theories with no empirical base, to produce a practical work that has no theoretical base, or to

teach processes that have nothing to do with the reality of the workplace and have no solid
theory behind them. (Diaz Cintas 2004)

Following the scholar’s recommendation:

To gain visibility and to assure the social welfare of translation, we need to join forces and avo-

id the creation of an unnecessary schism between the three dimensions, each as indispensable
as the others. (Dfaz Cintas 2004)

We shall therefore all keep a close eye on the further developments in the field — focusing
not only on the industry, but also (or rather mainly) on the ever-changing trends, which
have recently brought about and now perpetuate the participatory audiovisual translation.
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