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ABSTRACT

Voice-over as an audiovisual translation modality has traditionally been
described  for  its  rendering  of  the  truth  or  its  faithfulness.  The
manipulation and deviation from the original text through translation has
already been the object of study in documentaries. This paper looks at the
translation  of  TV  news  through  voice-over.  Technical  and  content
infidelities are rendering the broadcast actualities into sexed up copies of
the original, which for all intents and purposes are in sheer contravention
of what translation is for as a faithful reproduction of the original and of
objective  and  factual  news  reporting.  The  effects  of  the  translator's
visibility in news voice-over is re-examined and the physical presence of
the translator/voice talent is analyzed. This paper argues that the visibility
of  the  translator  in  this  instance  pushes  the  boundaries  of  mediation
beyond mere technicalities towards a sociopolitical sphere of reasoning
and rationality  by editorial  policy makers.  The paper  also  argues  that
synchronicity of voice-overs stemming from the rhetorical features of the
voice-over styles of delivery and the idiosyncrasies of the voices creates
dissonance and renders the original message with a degree of infelicities
that  undermine  the  long-celebrated  standards  of  objectivity  and
neutrality.  Consequently,  this  paper  underscores  the  invisibility  of  the
translator in this mode of translation mediation.   

RESUME
L'utilisation de la voice-over comme outil de traduction audio-visuelle est
traditionnellement décrite pour son rendu authentique et sa fidélité.  La
manipulation et les écarts avec le texte original au travers de la traduction
ont déjà fait l'objet d'étude dans le domaine du documentaire. Cet article
s'intéresse  à  la  traduction  des  actualités  télévisées  à  l'aide  d'une
voice-over.  Les  inexactitudes  techniques  et  dans  le  contenu  font  des
informations  diffusées  des  copies  sensationnalistes  des  informations
originales. Ceci contrevient en tous points à l'objectif de la traduction qui
est de reproduire l'originale avec la plus grande fidélité possible de même
qu'aux exigences d'objectivité du reportage des actualités. Les effets de la
visibilité du traducteur en matière de nouvelles voix-over est réexaminée
et  la  présence  physique  du traducteur  talent  vocal  /  est  analysée.  Cet
article soutient que la visibilité du traducteur dans ce cas repousse les
limites de la médiation au-delà de simples aspects techniques vers une
sphère  socio-politique  du  raisonnement  et  de  la  rationalité  par  les
responsables de la politique éditoriale. Le document fait également valoir
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que  la  synchronicité  de  voix-off  issues  de  la  rhétorique  des
fonctionnalités de voix sur styles de livraison et les particularités de la
voix crée une dissonance et rend le message d'origine avec un degré de
maladresses  qui  sapent  les  normes long célèbres  de l'objectivité  et  de
neutralité.  Par  conséquent,  ce  document  souligne  l'invisibilité  du
traducteur dans ce mode de médiation de la traduction.
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Rhetorical Dissonance of Unsynchronized Voices: Issues of Voice-over in News 
Broadcasts

1. Introduction 

Voice-over, as an audiovisual translation modality, is widely used for the translation of

news items. Voiceover has traditionally been described for its rendering of the truth or

its faithfulness which goes on to give an overwhelming feeling of portraying reality

(Luyken  1991).  The  manipulation  and  deviation  from  the  original  text  through

translation  has  already  been  the  object  of  study  in  documentaries  (Franco  2000,

Matamala  2004).  Orero  (2006  a  & b)  has  also  analyzed  some  formal  aspects  of

voice-over which help in the creation of reality. However, voice-over translation of

television newscasts has only recently been afforded attention, and there is certainly a

dearth of research into news translation and the effects of these audiovisual modalities

on the objectivity and perception  of translation-mediated  news reporting (Darwish

2009).  The  importance  of  accurate  voice-over  translation  for  the  objectivity  and

neutrality of news broadcasts cannot be overemphasized since so much depends on

the accuracy and precision of the news, not only for the immediate audiences, but also

for  decision  makers  who  often  rely  on  live  news  broadcasts  for  much  of  their

immediate decisions and public diplomacy responses to world events.    

This paper examines the translation of TV news through voice-over, paying special

attention to an example which will illustrate the theoretical posits. Through the close

study of the real-life example in different broadcasting station, it has been observed

that technical and content infidelities are rendering the broadcast actualities into sexed

up copies of the original, which put into question the role of the translator and the

channel  where  the  news  are  broadcast.  The  contradiction  of  using  voice-over  for

rendering distorted translations also has an incidence across all the elements of the
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language shift. From the function of translation, formats for its reproduction, and the

media for which it’s apparently used: objective and factual news reporting, in one of

the most prestigious broadcasters in the world BBC. 

2. What makes the news

It is well known in journalism that "man bites dog" is news. But what makes news

extends beyond the unusual and unexpected to three categories of news values that

determine whether an event is newsworthy. McKane (2006) cites three categories of

newsworthiness. These are briefly: (1) occurrence of the event, (2) nature of the event,

and (3) treatment of the event. However, the overriding factors in news reporting are

accuracy, objectivity and neutrality. This certainly is a complex process that is fraught

with  difficulties  and  more  often  news  reports  fail  to  meet  these  standards.  The

complexity is even made worse when news is mediated through translation, either in

written form from newspapers to subtitling or spoken such as dubbing or voiceover,

the object of our present enquiry. 

Translation studies seem to have lagged behind in the research into news translation,

the  reason  behind  pointed  by  Bielsa  (2007)  is  that  journalists  have  traditionally

performed  this  profession.  Interest  into  news  translation  has  only  recently  gained

some attention (Abusalem 2006, Ali 2006, Andujar 2006 & 2009, Bassnet & Bielsa

2008)  and  since  the  2006 International  Conference  which  took  place  at  Warwick

University in the UK, the list of publications into the field is flourishing, with case

studies in different media and in many countries and cultures. 

Voice-over  has been associated  to  the translation  of non-fiction  genres  (Matamala

2009 a & b) and since much of voice-over work involves news reports, it makes sense

to explore how translation mediation of news through voice-over, revoicing and other
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forms  of  audio  visual  translation  affect  the  original  message.  The  following

paragraphs will seek to examine aspects of this phenomenon.     

3. Voice-over, a definition

For this  paper  we will  depart  from the  definition  of  voiceover  proposed by Díaz

Cintas and Orero (2006: 477) as: “a technique in which a voice offering a translation

in a given target language (TL) is heard simultaneously on top of the source language

(SL) voice. As far as the soundtrack of the original program is concerned, the volume

is  reduced  to  a  low  level  that  can  still  be  heard  in  the  background  whilst  the

translation is being read. It is common practice to allow the viewer to hear the original

speech in the foreign language for a few seconds at the onset of the speech and to

reduce subsequently the volume of the original so that the translated speech can be

inserted. The translation usually finishes several seconds before the foreign language

speech does, the sound of the original is raised again to a normal volume and the

viewer can hear once more the original speech.”

This operational definition is important because it captures not only the property of

overlaying a new voice on top of an original voice, but also the technical variables of

synchronicity and volume, and because it sets the baseline for the debate of a standard

for audiovisual translation modality. Franco et al (2010) have defined the following

features of voice-over translation as:

• is mainly applied to non-fictional audiovisual programmes, although in 

certain East European countries it is also used in fictional programmes; 

• renders the words of interviewers / interviewees (dialogues) / talking heads 

(monologues);
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• is the revoicing of a text in another language, or a translating voice 

superimposed on a translated voice;

• is oral or spoken rendering that is delivered simultaneously and in 

synchrony with original speech length, recognizable words and images 

(kinetic/action synchronicity);

• does not account for lip synchronization;

• usually starts a few seconds after the original; 

• is prepared and recorded before programme broadcasting, so never 

produced live;

• is derived from unedited material (production voice-over) or from edited 

material (postproduction voice-over);

• can render content more closely to the original (voice-over translation) or 

less closely to the original (what the authors have decided to call free 

voice-over translation);

• can personify the original speaker (first person voice-over) or report his/her

words (third person voice-over);

• reproduces mimetic features to a certain extent (accent, age, emotion, 

gender, intonation, orality markers, stress); 

• keeps its performer (voice talent) invisible.

4. Voice-over versus voice acting   

From the preceding definition and features of voice-over we distinguish two types of

delivery. Voiceover is often confused with voice acting, and the two terms are used

interchangeably in the commercial media, where voice acting is often employed for

6



commercials and dubbed films and entertainment programs (Kaufman 2004). As far

as AVT is concerned, voice acting has in fact been used where voice-over should.

While Franco et al  (2010) have already established this distinction from a reception

perspective, here we make a distinction between these two different modes as follows:

expository and rhetorical (following Darwish, 2006). “The distinction is drawn from

the definition of exposition as informative discourse and rhetorical as the persuasive

effect of informative discourse realized by means additional to the informative content

of discourse” (Darwish,  2006:  80).  AVT for news broadcasts  falls  into the former

category.

Voice  acting  may cause serious  dissonance between the  original  message  and the

translation  voice-over  in  terms  of  quality  of  voice,  pace,  pitch,  matchability  and

register. In the absence of voice-over standards in television, voice acting has been

observed  as  the  standards  method  of  voice-over  at  three  leading  Arabic  satellite

television networks: Aljazeera, Al-Arabiya and LBC, with Aljazeera taking the lead in

utilizing this mode of voice-over. As already observed by Fawcett (1983) and Zinik

(2006) regarding voice accents, voice acting also forces the voice talent to mimic the

original voice’s characteristics, which in some instances may create gender and age

congruency  problems.  Gender  and  age  congruency  has  been  detected  as  another

critical problem in news voice-over, where off-camera voice acting has been utilized.

Incongruence occurs when the voice talent’s voice does not match the gender or the

age of the original voice. 

Though the tradition has it that voice-over starts some two or three seconds after the

original  speaker  has  commenced  his  or  her  utterance,  which  remains  audible  yet

7



hardly comprehensible. In some examples, the original speaker’s is muted completely

after the initial seconds, when there should be a voice superposition hence the tern

voice-over,  and  remains  inaudible  throughout.  The  latter  technique,  which  can

arguably be under the category of revoicing, was used in the Bin Laden tape under

examination in this article. Both techniques have their drawbacks. When the voice

remains audible under the voice-over, it forces bilingual audiences to home in on the

hardly audible voice under and strain to discern what the original voice is saying. This

is a distraction unwarranted. 

Dennis Tedlock (1990) confirms: “Dubbing works best where languages and cultures

are  reasonably  close.  As  distances  increase,  so  does  the  frequency  of  gross

mismatches between the shapes of the speaker's mouth and the voice on the sound

track; still  worse, the speaker may need only a single word to say something that

requires a whole sentence in our language, or vice versa. On the page this sort of

problem can be solved by adding more white space in one place and crowding the

words in another, but there is no way to add or subtract time in synchronized dubbing,

short of re-shooting or cutting the performance itself. A larger problem with dubbing

is that it creates anachronisms and, along with them, what might be called anatopisms.

We hear our own language being spoken at times and in places where it would never

be spoken.” (ibid: 138-139).  

5. Audiovisual translation voice-over versus dubbing

Another  critical  distinction  must  be  made  between  voice-over  and  dubbing.  This

distinction is important to our discussion of voice-overs of news broadcasts because

these two types  of AVT that  require  different  technicalities.  One difference is that
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dubbing is a total replacement of the original voice and requires lip synchronization

and may create the illusion of reality. In contrast, voice-overs are not lip-synched and

allow the original voice to be heard. Illustrating this difference, Antje Ascheid (1977:

34) defines dubbing as follows: 

“Dubbing exchanges the linguistic code present in the voice track with another, as in

literary  translation,  but  in  doing  so  also  changes  the  communicating  source  (the

specific voice and its potential connotations in relationship with the image). In both

cases only part of the cinematic text is transcribed or transformed while another, the

visual  and  aural  counterparts  to  the  voiced/languaged  signifiers  (i.e.,  speech,

intertitles,  close-ups  of  signs,  letters,  and  other  elements  that  have  been  left

unchanged) remain the same. Therefore, film translation as such has to embrace the

necessity for the loss and/or change of the "spirit" of the original.” 

While it may be argued that Ascheid definition of dubbing is mainly used for fiction,

such as films and TV series, looking at further definitions will help to understand the

need for a clear distinction between dubbing and voice-over. A more recent definition

of dubbing from the realm of Translation Studies is offered by Luyken et al 1991: 31

(cited in Baker, 1998:74-5):

Oral  language  transfer  in  the  audiovisual  context  falls  under  two main  headings:

dubbing and revoicing. Dubbing involves ‘the replacement of the original speech by a

voice-track which attempts to follow as closely as possible the timing, phrasing and

lip movements of the original dialogue’ (Luyken  et al 1991: 31), i.e. it involves lip

synchronization. The term ‘dubbing’ is also sometimes used to refer to revoicing in

9



the  same  language,  for  example  where  the  original  scene  is  shot  against  a  noisy

background  and  post-synchronization  becomes  necessary  to  record  the  original

dialogue. Revoicing may take the form of a voice-over, narration or free commentary,

none of which attempts to adhere to the constraints of lip synchronization. While the

various  methods  of  revoicing  may be pre-recorded or  transmitted  live,  dubbing is

always pre-recorded. ‘Revoicing’ is sometimes used as a generic term to refer to all

methods of oral language transfer, including lip-sync dubbing.

Discussing dubbing and subtitling in the context of films, Ascheid (1977:39) argues

that both subtitling and dubbing produce a radically altered film experience for their

target audiences and that dubbing succeeds in effacing the foreign origin of the film’s

text. “[T]he dubbed film appears as a radically new product rather than a transformed

old one, a single text rather than a double one” (ibid: 40).  “This new voice speaking a

new text, in conjunction with the visual imagery, the accompanying sound effects, and

the  music  track,  thus  constitutes  a  new fantastic  universe  in  which  the  narrative

unfolds” (ibid: 36).

While  this  may  have  its  positive  effects  on  the  audience’s  experience,  however

debatable  this  view may be,  it  is  for  this  very point  that  dubbing (which usually

employs  voice  acting)  in  news  broadcasts  producing  a  definite  adverse  effect.

Reporting the news through different tongues does necessitate, for authenticity and

validity  of  the  reported  news,  the  retention  of  the  original  “universe”,  to  borrow

Ascheid’s term. 
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While voice-over is a form of revoicing, it is not a complete transplantation of the

original  voice track  or  the enactment  of the paralinguistic  features  of  the original

voice. Using the categories of delivery defined in Darwish (2006:81), dubbing that

utilizes  voice  acting  falls  into  the  category  of  rhetorical  mode  of  delivery  which

“attempts  to  re-  enact  the  speaker’s  utterances  with  full  verbal  (and  sometimes

nonverbal) paralinguistic features including auditive information such as intonation,

emphasis,  volume,  pitch,  speech patterns,  interjections,  fillers,  false  starts,  tone of

voice,  vocalizations,  and  other  rhetorical  and  illocutionary  theatrics”,  while

Audiovisual translation (AVT) voice-over falls into the category of expository mode

of  delivery  which  “carries  the  informative  and  communicative  intentions  of  the

speaker’s  utterances  without  the  verbal  paralinguistic  features  such  as  quality  of

voice, pitch, speed, interjections, fillers, and vocalizations, etc. This mode of delivery

takes into account the communication medium used to deliver the message and the

visual and auditory presence of the speaker” (ibid:80).     

6. Voice-over specific writing/translation

In  commercials  and entertainment  productions,  effective  voice-over  begins  with a

well-crafted script (Drew 2005), depending on the purpose of production. Translation

voice-overs  (AVT)  of  news  broadcasts,  however,  have  different  technical  and

illocutionary requirements, where fidelity of the original message is theoretically of

paramount  importance  and where technical  restrictions  force news broadcasters  to

sacrifice accuracy and precision. In fact, some of the presumably translation-induced

errors are essentially infidelities largely caused by technical modulations, where the

script translation is crafted to suit audiovisual production requirements. As we discuss

later in this paper, these modulations are also governed by editorial policy.   
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7. Voice-over of news items

One of the most common uses of the translation modality of voice-over is its use for

short  interventions  in  news  items.  This  had  already  been  observed  by  Kilborn

(1993:648)“[voiceover] is particularly well suited as a method for the rendering of

speeches by foreign politicians”, so much so that “many in the audience would now

deem it wholly inappropriate if any other mode were used”.

This is the case for some broadcasters, but it’s not a universal practice. Within the

same country, and sometimes within a broadcaster, both subtitling and voiceover can

be used in news items. This is the case for Spain where Canal + and TVC will only

use subtitling,  while  Telecinco,  TV1 or  Antena  3 will  use voice-over.  The former

channels are considered quality channels while the later are popular.

The BBC widely uses voice-over. In the URL bbc.co.uk there is an important archive

of videos many with voice-over translations. It is in this archive where can be found

the latest Bin Laden news item which was broadcast in 23 April 2006, 20:12 GMT

21:12 UK with the heading:

“The BBC's security correspondent Gordon Corera assesses what motivated the latest

audio tape attributed to Osama Bin Laden, and looks for other clues in the message.”

8. Looking at Bin Laden’s voice-over 

The journalist Gordon Corera delivered the news item, and showed the Aljazeera’s

video-clip. 
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In  second  17  the  following  insert  appeared:  “VOICE  OF  TRANSLATOR”.  The

reporter was the BBC’s Security Correspondent Gordon Corera, but on this occasion

it was a voice of a foreign man which delivered the translation with a voice-over,

since we could still hear a voice of a male –allegedly Bin Laden - speaking in Arabic

in the background.

This news item is representative of voice-over in the sense of its delivery following

the definition we have given in section 1. We can hear what we believe is Bin Laden’s

voice in the background and a few seconds later a translation is offered as described

by Luyken et  al.  (1991:80)  who found that  thanks to  being able  to  hear  the two

languages it “contributes to the sense of authenticity in the translation and prevents a

degree of mistrust from developing”. We also have to believe that the voice we hear is

that of the translator.

8.1. The content of the message

Although the videotape has never been technically analyzed, the content of the speech

chosen to be voiced over does not match the script read out by either the voice-talent

or produced by the translator, assuming they are two different people.  
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While first Arabic few words of the excerpted segment (below) are audible, in order

to provide further trust and a feeling of faithfulness or quality (Orero 2006a: 219), the

English voiceover does not match. The rest of the voiceover script is a condensed text

of two segments of the original, which are barely audible under the voice-over. The

voiceover  script,  which  has  been  reduced  and  edited  by  the  journalist,  lasts  the

duration it takes to read it out. Usually in news items there are no seconds left at the

end, so it is almost impossible to check if the speaker finished the discourse at the

same time as the voice-over.

Original Arabic text (segment 1). The shaded text was not broadcast.

أيضا     ذلك يظهر أيمن               ومما الشيخ نبهعليه تأكيدناعلىما النتخاباتمع فازتفي أن لحركةحماسبعد رفضهم
ضد                 صهيونية صليبية حرب أنها أكد لحماس رفضهم أن إل الشركية المجالس في الدخول حرمة من الظواهري

..المسلمين

وساستها               لحكامها الولء تجدد والشعوب مستمرة والحرب ، والحكومات الشعوب بين تضامنية مسئولية الحرب إن
ول                 تقتل وشعوبنا تقصف وبيوتنا تحرق وبلدنا والمعنوي المادي الدعم وتواصل ، لقتالنا الجيوش إلى أبناءها وترسل

إسرائيل                   قامتبهحليفتكم ما وبلداننا إخواننا وعلى النتهاكاتالصارخةعلىملتنا مثالعلى ويكفيكم ، أحد بنا يبالي
وبريطانيا         أمريكا مع بتواطؤ أريحا لسجن وهدم اقتحام من

Translation

What  shows  this  also [fade  out]  is  their  rejection  of  the  Hamas
Movement  after  it  has  won  the  elections—with  our  assertion  of
Shaykh Ayman az-Zawhiri caution about the prohibition of entering
into the infidel council. But their refusal of Hamas has confirmed it is
a Crusade-Zionist war against Muslims. 

[fade  in,  under  voiceover,  hardly  audible]  The  war  is  a  joint
responsibility between peoples and governments. The war continues
and the peoples renew their allegiances to their rulers and politicians
[fade  out]  and  send  their  children  to  the  armies  to  fight  us  and
continue to [their] financial and moral support, while our countries are
being burned down, our homes bombed, and our peoples killed, and
no one cares about us. 

BBC’s English Voiceover
It is an ongoing war against Muslims. The enemy continues to murder
our children, our women, the elderly, and destroy our homes. 
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Interestingly,  there  is  no  explicit  mention  of  “the  enemy”,  “our  children”,  “our
women”  and  “the  elderly”  in  the  original  message.  This  is  obviously  a  kind  of
infelicity that causes the original message to be distorted. 
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Table 1 —The Bin Laden Tape Analysis Script Run sheet

Time in 
seconds/minutes

Script Storyboard 

0-2 [News opening theme music from
Aljazeera  television  accompanies
video  excerpt  from  Aljazeera
news interval signpost, fading out
into  Aljazeera’s  news  studio
showing  a  long  camera  shot  of
news  presenter  al-Habib
al-Ghuraibi]

3-6 [Voiceover  of  BBC  analyst
Gordon Corera, off camera, while
Aljazeera’s  news  presenter’s
voice  is  still  audible  in  the
background fading out soon after]

Surfacing on Aljazeera today the
voice of Osama Bin Laden.

7-11 [Voiceover  of  BBC  analyst
Gordon Corera, off camera] 

The tape is the first we’ve heard
of  Al-Qaeda  leader  for  three
months. 

12-15 [Voice  of  Osama  Bin  Laden  in
Arabic  and  still  picture  of  him
displayed  grabbed  from
Aljazeera]

أيضا    يظهر ,literally] ومما  “and  of
what also shows”…]

15-17 [a  slightly  accented  voice  of  a
voice  talent/translator  employing
an  expository  mode  of  delivery
and speaking in English] 

It  is  an  ongoing  war  against
Muslim.

[at  the  seventeenth  second,  the
insert  “Voice  of  Translator”  is
displayed for a moment and then
dimmed out] 

18-21 [voice  talent]  The  enemy
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Time in 
seconds/minutes

Script Storyboard 

continues to murder our children. 

22-25 [voice  talent]  Our  women,  the
elderly, and destroy our home.

26-35 [BBC analyst’s voice off camera] 

Bin  Laden  hadn’t  been  seen  in
person since this video more than
a year and a half ago, and today’s
tape is designed to show that he is
still relevant.  

36-39 [BBC analyst’s voice, on camera,
with  a  large  still  shot  of  Bin
Laden  zooming  out  in  the
background] 

In this latest message, Bin Laden
raises three specific issues.  

40-47 [Background display changes to a
shot of a Palestinian crowd, with
the insert  “Hamas”  appearing on
the video clip] 

He says the cutting of funds to the
new  Hamas  government  in  the
Palestinian territory is proof of the
West’s crusade against Islam.

48-55 [Background display changes to a
video  clip  of  a  protesting
“Muslim” crowd] 

He  calls  for  the  trial  and
punishment  of  those  responsible
for  the  cartoon  of  the  prophet
Mahamed,  and  the  boycott  of
western products.

56-01:00 [Background display changes to a
video  clip  of  a  Sudanese  crowd
and the  insert  “Darfour”  appears
on the video clip] 

And he calls for opposition to any
intervention in the Darfour region
of Sudan 
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Time in 
seconds/minutes

Script Storyboard 

01:00-01:04 where  there  has  been  talk  of
sending  troops  to  deal  with  a
humanitarian crisis. 

01:05-01:10 Set in together, this is all designed
to maintain his  profile  and show
he is still around. 

01:11-01:17 [off  stage  scene.  Arab  analyst\/
commentator (Abdel Bari Atwan,
editor  of  the  London-based
Al-Quds  Al-Arabi  Newspaper)
speaking in English] 

Osama Bin Laden wants to prove
to everybody who wrote him off
that they were wrong. 

0:18-01:24 He  is  still  alive.  He  is  still
kicking,  and  he  is  still  trying  to
manipulate  the  situation  in  the
Middle East to his own sake.   

01:25-01:30 [BBC  analyst,  off  camera.
Exterior  scene  aerial  shot  of  a
mountainous area] 

Bin Laden is believed to be hiding
in  this  mountainous  region
bordering  Pakistan  and
Afghanistan.   

01:31-01:37 [BBC  analyst,  off  camera.
Exterior.  Another  shot  of
mountain  side,  zooming  in  on
mountain caves] 

The  fact  that  he  is  releasing  an
audio tape rather than a videotape
is  most  likely  a  sign  that  he
remains  worried  about  being
caught. 
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seconds/minutes

Script Storyboard 

01:38-01:46 [BBC  analyst,  off  camera,  a
ground  shot  of  Pakistani  troops
combing the area]

But  for  western  intelligence
agencies,  they  say  they  don’t
discount the ability of al-Qaeda’s
leadership  to  plan  and  carry  out
fresh attacks. 

01:47-01:48 [BBC  analyst,  off  camera,  signs
off] 

Gordon Corera,  BBC News. 

9. The Visible translator

The invisibility of the translator/interpreter  has been questioned recently.  Angelelli

(2004:7) challenges the invisibility model of interpreters, specifically in the medical

setting. “Language interpreters are often portrayed as invisible [emphasis in original]

language facilitators. According to this perception, interpreters are not considered to

be part of the conversation, but rather they are seen as language-switching operators

in line with the conduit  model  of communication…”. Commenting on the conduit

model of interpreting, Darwish (2003:37) also contends: “the common belief is that

the  interpreter  is  just  a  conduit  for  the  transfer  of  information  from one party to

another without the slightest alteration, modulation or intervention. There is nothing

wrong with this view except that it looks at the interpreting situation in absolute terms

and does  not  take  into account  the  various  communication  situations  that  call  for

legitimate  intervention  on  the  part  of  the  interpreter  to  fulfill  the  meaning  and

complete the communication act where intersubjectivity does not exist between the

two parties”. On this note, Angelelli (2004:11) concurs that visibility and participation
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are not just present in the linguistic construction of the conversation, but they are also

essential  elements  in  communicating  cultural  gaps  as  well  as  removing  linguistic

barriers, among a list of other things she presents.  

However, the kind of visibility we are talking about here has to do with the physical

presence of the voiceover talent  or translator— that  is,  he or she is  visible  to the

viewers, and the acknowledgement of the voiceover translator in the credits. It also

has to do with the translator’s accent, as explored in the foregoing section. An affected

accent or rhetorical voice acting also contributes to the visibility or invisibility of the

voiceover translator.  

While  translators across modalities  and countries are usually invisible,  in this  Bin

Laden excerpt the translator is not only acknowledged but also cued. The issue of

visibility  (Venuti  1995)  or  transparency  (Allouba  1992)  becomes  problematic.

Seventeen seconds into the video tape, a title or tag is inserted which reads “VOICE

OF TRANSLATOR”.  This kind of inserted announcement  has not been used with

actualities of other political personalities or footage examined in the archives of the

BBC news online videos. To draw the attention to the translator causes immediate

dissonance since it immediately reminds the viewers that the voice they are hearing is

not that of the person delivering the message. The momentary illusion of authenticity

that  is  required  to  deliver  the  message  through  voiceover  mediation  is  dispelled

immediately by pointing to the voice of the translator.  

A possible answer is that given the many fatwas issued in recent years, which in fact

is part of the news item, to writers or journalists, the profession has probably decided

20



to play it safe and when the news item is deemed “sensitive”, they want to detach

themselves from the content and hence the translator (who in fact is only doing his

job,  as  the  journalist)  bears  the  responsibility  for  the  translation  and uttering  Bin

Laden’s words. By shifting the responsibility from the journalist to the translator the

news broadcaster is also shirking their responsibility for the translator who should be

afforded the same status as the journalist. While this point takes the discussion outside

the scope of the present paper,  it  is important  to note for future research into the

professional status of translators working under such conditions.

10. Concluding remarks: rhetoric dissonance of unsynchronized voices

The  preceding  exploration  has  demonstrated  a  serious  problem  with  voice-over

modalities employed for news mediation.  The lack of synchronicity of voice-overs

stems  from  the  rhetorical  features  of  the  voice-over  styles  of  delivery  and  the

idiosyncrasies  of  the  voices.  The dissonance  created  by the  lack  of  synchronicity

renders the original message with a degree of infelicities.        

As a form of language transfer or translation, voice-over is used for mediating news

reports where personalities speaking another language are revoiced in the language of

the viewers. The foregoing discussion of AVT has highlighted a few serious problems

with the approaches taken to the voice-over of news actualities by broadcasters. It has

also underscored the importance of the invisibility of the translator in terms of the

idiosyncrasies of the style of delivery and in terms of announcing to the viewers that it

the  translator  and  not  someone  else  who  is  relating  the  message  to  them.  The

distinction between the different modes of delivery is also of critical importance to the

integrity of the original message.  
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