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Today I will try to illustrate how fansubbing is integrated in the Italian media context and to look at it from a causal point of view, so to speak. What brings some people to become fansubbers, what brings others to look for fansubbed material, and how the mediascape is affected by this phenomenon.

I conducted a study on the members of an Italian fansubbing community to see what their opinion on these matters was and I put it in relation to the evolving context of a traditionally dubbing country such as Italy, a country where up to 5 years ago all imported audiovisual material used to be dubbed and where subtitles have just recently and quite suddenly become much more prominent.

This is how Jorge Diaz Cintas and Pablo Munoz Sanchez defined fansubs, the product of fansubbing:

«A fansub is a fan-produced, translated, subtitled version of a Japanese anime programme.

Fansubs are a tradition that began with the creation of the first anime clubs back in the 1980s.»

This definition is by the way very interesting not only because this article has become a classic in this field, but also because, well, only nine years later it’s already outdated: it specifically mentions Japanese anime as the object of fan subbing  But while now we may know there’s much more to it, there’s live action tv shows, there’s film, there’s documentary… but still, the anime reference seems to be still very relevant, because anime adaptation shows how audiovisual translation is involved with culture and media history, not just translation per se.  

American producer Fred Ladd wrote a book regarding his years adapting the first anime landed in America, Atom Boy for NBC in the 1960’s. The first chapters are all about the heavy process of domestication that this show had to go through, to be acceptable for young American children. Ladd reports adding lyrics to the instrumental theme because an opening theme song was part of the regular American cartoon paradigm children were used to, or adding street noises to “sweeten” the long silences very common in the original soundtrack or adding American TV stars catchphrases to americanize the show. 

The same obstacles were met while introducing anime in Italy in the 1970s and 1980s. Marco Pellitteri analyzed the motivations behind the crusade enterprised by Italian parents and politicians alike against Japanese anime. One main branch was represented by economic reasons and the need for autarchic self-protection from the Asian tiger, the other motivation was “cultural”, an umbrella under which we can find many items, such as the rejection of the aesthetics and themes of the Japanese production, rejection of the soulless  “technorientalism”, rejection of the violence and the superhuman individualism projected over the mecha genre with its robots and monstrous  machines and finally a rejection of the anti-communist metaphor inside robot anime by many left wing intellectuals.

This manyfold crusade did not of course reach its goal in terms of shutting the programming of Japanese cartoons in Italy, but it obtained a version of those products as neutered as possible. Translation strategies in Italian dubbing of Japanese anime since the 1980s include the so-called “de-odorizing” procedures, lessening the awareness in the viewer that the show belongs to a different culture. One of the most conspicuous tools of this specific strategy was the transposition of the names of the characters so that very often Japanese characters would have Italian or English names. Where a scene was deemed just too adult in its content or language to be acceptable for a young audience, dialogues would be entirely rewritten. 

This is the kind of domestication and censorship that fan subbing was born to bypass, and this is the reason why fan subbing activities increased over these past 40 years.

For my master’s degree I studied the activity of an Italian fansubbing community. I conducted a virtual ethnography, observing their daily interaction and work, seeing how the process had changed since Diaz Cintas’ account, and ultimately trying to understand what drives fansubbers, what brings them to spend many hours doing unpaid work that is not as well-respected as charity work. 

1.

The initial hypothesis I was trying to verify with this ethnography  was that fansubbing could be interpreted by applying auteur theory to Television studies and Audiovisual translation Studies. Thus, I thought, we can understand the affectionate relationship between the audience and specific audiovisual texts, whose continuity and consistency is vouched for by the author—the director, in the original film theory born in the 1950s in France, but now the same function is held by executive producers in television shows. And since traditional dubbing strategies, especially in Italy, tend to favor domestication over fidelity, frequently undoing the work of the author, fans  generally consider subtitles more respectful, and very often this is the first reason why they become fansubbers.

This hypothesis was initially proved correct by the answers I was given while surveying the fansubbers. Fansubbing activity has become more and more accurate over the years, with a bigger stress on proof-reading. At the head of the fansubbing team there’s an editor who is the guarantor of the overall quality and consistency of the translation, both on a linguistic level and on the level of narrative continuity. Given how fandoms have been looking for fansubbed material because of inadequate adaptations, the level of quality  and fidelity to the source text demanded of fansubbers is very high. Which means the strategies of this particular AVT must be thought accordingly and point directly toward the highest possible level of foreignization and loans rather than the domestication and the transposition most frequently adopted in the dubbing process, which aims at a broader audience. Another frequent concern I anticipated was regarding typical translative rookie mistakes, which ironically enough  seem to be more present in professional adaptation than in amateur subtitling. There is a huge thread in the fansubbers' forum collecting such mistakes found on TV and its title was “Why I watch TV shows in their original language (and translate them)”. This is one of the fields in which the perceived conflict with dubbing is particularly intense.

Just to make an example, this here is the typical answer to my very simple question: why do you engage in fansubbing?

[M.]: It takes time, but now I couldn’t do without it! I usually work on 3-6 shows per week and I like the idea that I’m doing something to provide people who can’t speak the source language with a way to enjoy the actors’ performances and the cultural references, which is never the case with dubbing.

I pretty much knew I was going to be told that fan subbing was more accurate than dubbing and that I was going to define fansubbing as the grassroots reaction to mainstream distribution within the cultural industry. But there was more to it. 

2.

Another element, playing a very important role in the choice to fansub, was a very particular kind of generosity. In many instances I found a reference to the act of giving out to other people (to strangers, to the linguistically less fortunate), the act of giving the chance to enjoy the product the way it was meant by its author. Italian fansubbers seem to be very aware of Italy’s low rates when it comes to the knowledge of English and so they voluntarily take it upon themselves to bridge the linguistic gap for those linguistically less fortunate. We saw this in the statement above, but other answers to the survey shed a light on the motivations for such generosity. One fansubber said:

[A.] I talk way too much about TV. My boyfriend can’t stand it anymore. Same with my friends. I feel at home when I can talk about TV with my S[ubsfactory]Family. 

In 1925 Marcel Mauss's anthropological study showed how in archaic societies from around the world, gift is a fundamental social practice and it spurs from the desire to create social connections. In 2010 Italian anthropologist Marco Aime illustrated how the spirit of gift is consistent with patterns retrievable in our post-industrial society. Aime says we are witnessing the gift paradigm on a daily basis on the Internet, where information is the new commodity being exchanged and filesharing is the new gift.

Fansubbing can thus be seen as a form of gift that involves devoting time and energies and giving non-material, inalienable goods, namely one's knowledge and expertise over specific topics, as shown in the Wikipedia paradigm. 

3.

A third key element I identified in the fansubber’s stories was the narcissistic element. 

[Do.]: Seeing my nickname at the beginning of the episode reminds me that, even with the most disregarded TV show, someone is watching it 

thanks to me. 

[M.]: I joined in because, seeing the nicknames in the fansubs' credits, I thought “Why not? Why shouldn’t I see my name in the credits too?”

[D.]: It started because I wanted to see my name in the credits.

Fansubbers seem to be very aware and unapologetically proud of their work.

In Media studies, the spectacle/performance paradigm asserts that among the fundamental traits of our performative society there's a distinctive narcissism, a drive to act in front of an audience, thus replicating the media model that surrounds the individual in his/her everyday life. Fansubbers are one of the many producer/consumer hybrids, or “prosumers”, that our high tech society has created and since credits are one of the most conspicuous forms of acknowledgement granted to performers and staffers of performative arts alike, they were quickly integrated to the fansubbing process. 

So in addition to the respect for the cult text and the social interaction, the material recognition of the job done is a very important reward in the eyes of fansubbers.

*

These were in short the results of my study of the fansubbing subculture, but I wanted to see what the contribution of this subculture to the Italian culture as a whole was. For my doctoral research I am currently building on my previous work and on this facts and figures provided by Henry Jenkins:

«The global sales of Japan’s animation industry reached an astonishing $80 billion in 2004, 10 times what they were a decade before.»

Jenkins ascribes this increase in the anime exportation to the tolerance of the Japanese media companies towards piracy and those piracy related activities, such as fansubbing, which test foreign markets and prepare them for new entries, creating a demand and leading the way for proper distribution. 

I believe fansubbing did the same in Italy, creating or at least dramatically heightening a demand for subtitled movies and TV shows. Before 2010, Italy had absolutely no history of subtitled television except for captions aimed at the hearing impaired, and then with the final episode of Lost, in 2010, given how popular the series was in Italy and how widespread the piracy was, Sky TV decided to air the episode at 6 o’clock in the morning after the original airing in the United States, subtitled and in its original language. It was all downhill from there. Sky started offering more and more hours of subtitled programs and now that Netflix is about to enter the Italian scene, the announcement was that it is going to offer both versions to its Italian audience, subtitles and dubbing. And if Netflix will find a market ready and eager, even, to accept its offer, and if Sky TV and Italian television as a whole started to surrender to subtitles, well I think fansubbers should consider it as another reward to their hard work and as something more that they can feel proud of.
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