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The Question of How to Audio Describe Films: “Objectivity” vs.
“Neutrality”

Qﬁwma:m Limbach

1. Introduction

IN THE LAST 20 YEARS audio description (AD) has become increasin-
gly important and it is already common practice to audio describe films

in many different countries, which has also been driven forward by res-
pective legislation. In Europe, the European Commission is implemen-
ting directives, according to which national broadcasters are obligated,
or soon will be obligated, to offer a certain percentage of the television

program with audio description. This is already the case in Great Britain,
for example. Moreover, this trend will increase steadily not only because

of the legislation, according to which every year a higher percentage of
audio described programmes has to be provided, but also because of the

rising social awareness of media accessibility, which is also gaining te-
rritory in other areas, like for example in museums. Nevertheless, many
questions still remain open in regard to the creation of audio descrip-
tions of films, as there are no European guidelines or standards, and only
some European countries, such as for example Spain and the UK, have an
official directive about the elaboration of an audio description (Vercau-
teren 2007: 147). Until today audio describers have been very much left
to their own devices (Orero 2008: 180) and to their own standards when
audio describing a film. It is because of this gap between the rapid imple-
mentation of audio descriptions and the lack of standards, quality criteria
and guidelines, that there is an urgent need for research in this field.

[139]
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Christiane Limbach

AD should be objective, although again the subject is not treated in detail
in the literature either, but rather only mentioned as an aside. Thus, ques-
tions as what is to be understood by objective language, which words or
expressions can be considered objective and if words can words can be
objective at all still remain open. Vercauteren is one of the few investi-

gators who actually explains what he understands by “objective” descrip-
tion:

Descriptions should be objective, which means on the one hand that
no personal opinions/preferences/preconceptions should be expres-
sed and there should not be any interpretations. On the other hand,
objectivity also means that censorship has to be avoided. (Vercaute-
ren 2007: 144)

As is pointed out by Vercauteren, no personal opinions, preferences or
preconceptions should be expressed and thus once again it is underlined
that the function or aim of the AD that “the audience should be able to
form their own opinion and conclusions” (Lopez Vera 2006: 2) is achie-
ved by being objective as is also mentioned by the German and UK gui-
delines. Thus, objectivity in AD is widely understood as an opposition to
subjectivity, or in other words, to be impartial by not providing personal
opinions or interpretations of the film.

Nonetheless, it is striking that no uniform terminology is used until
now regarding the style of AD as there are other investigators (Jiingst
2006; Fix/Morgner 2005; Jiménez 2007a) who speak of a neutral style of
audio description. According to Jingst

the highest dictates is the neutrality of the verbalization. Nothing should
be added (unfortunately much has to be left out in view of the limi-
ted space) and the text should not be evaluative. (Jiingst 2006: 1) [My
translation]*

Thus according to Jiingst the AD should contain no personal evalua-
tion of the images by the audio describer. In agreement with Jiingst, Fix/

1 Oberstes Gebot dabei ist die Neutralitit der Versprachlichung. Es darf nichts

hinzuerfunden werden (weggelassen muss man aus Platzgriinden leider vieles) und
der Text soll nicht wertend sein.

[142]

. &

1.7 The Question of How to Audio Describe Films: “Objectivity” vs. “Neutrality

Morgner (2005: 142) point out that the audio describer should describe
the images of a film in a neutral way, that is to say, without interfering in
the audio description. This way we observe that neutrality in the AD is
also understood as an opposition to subjectivity and that the audio des-
criber should remain impartial and not to interfere in the perception of
the film. In the same line of thought, Seiffert (2005: 75-76) emphasizes
the rejection of emotional-evaluative vocabulary to a great extent in or-
der to achieve objectivity. But here also the question arises as to whether
it is possible to describe the images of a film only with non emotional-
evaluative vocabulary or in other words, to what extent this demand
makes sense. On the one hand, emotions play an important role in the
story line of a film and have therefore to be transmitted to the blind au-
dience. On the other hand, emotional-evaluative vocabulary such as, for
example adjectives like “sad”, “angry”, “questioning”, etc. helps to provide
important information implicitly, to express attitudes and evaluations as
well as ambiences and atmospheres (Seiffert 2005: 76) and to create ima-
ges in a rapid way, an important matter in AD.

It becomes clear that until today a different terminology (objective
vs. neutral) is used by the German and UK guidelines and in the actual
literature regarding AD. Nevertheless, these different terms (“objectivity”
and “neutrality”) are used in a synonymous way as both terms are un-
derstood as the opposite of subjectivity and for the audio describer not to
add personal opinions, interpretations or valuations in the AD. In other
words, objectivity or neutrality in the AD of films is demanded, becau-
se it is considered a necessary precondition for the perception of a film
by both audiences (visually impaired and seeing) which is as similar as
possible. Otherwise, the blind audience would be influenced by the AD
of the film with the possible result that they perceive the film in a very
different way from that in which it is perceived by the sighted audience.

Nonetheless, as we have pointed out, there is still a great need for re-
search in this area. In the current Spanish, German and UK guidelines,
as well as in the literature about AD, the aspect of objectivity or neu-
trality is not explained sufficiently, e.g. what is to be understood by an
“objective style” or a “neutral style” or how this style or language can be

(143]
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Christiane Limbach

AD of a film has to aim for, i.e. the audio described film should evoke in
the visually impaired target audience the same communicative effect in-
tended by the director of the film as is evoked in the seeing audience. We
could therefore not agree more with Jiménez when she says:

Firstly, all that can be seen should be described depending on the com-
municative value of the audiovisual text, although one should consider
the processing capacity of information of a blind person or visually im-
paired person. Therefore, the events and objects described should be se-
lected according to their global communicative function, which is to say,
the communicative function of the film, although considering the neces-
sities of a recipient who has to divide his/her perception. (Jiménez 2007b:
147) [My translation]?

Therefore the application of the translational theory of the Leipzig School
helps us to answer the question of how the SF should be described, na-
mely, according to the communicative value, and how much or what in-
formation to describe, namely the events and objects which contribute to
the global communicative function of the SF and therefore the events and
objects that are communicatively relevant. The communicative function
and the communicative value are thus criteria which serve to select the
images of the film which have to be described and to determine how the-
se images can be described or rather how the information contained in
the images can be transmitted.

In this way, according to the Leipzig School, a communicatively equi-
valent TF can be achieved by describing the images of the film according
to their communicative value and their communicative function main-
taining the film director’s communicative intention. Hence, thanks to
the application of the communicative value and function a communica-
tive equivalent TF can be produced which evokes in the visually impaired

2 Enprimer lugar, se describe todo lo que se ve en funcién del valor comunicati-
vo del texto audiovisual, sin embargo, se tiene en cuenta la capacidad de procesamien-
to de la informacién de una persona ciega o de baja visién. Por lo tanto, se seleccionan
los eventos y objetos descritos por su funcién comunicativa global, es decir, la funcién
comunicativa de la pelicula, aunque teniendo en cuenta las necesidades de un receptor
que ha de parcelar su percepcién.

(146]
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target audience the same communicative effect intended by the director
of the film as is evoked in the seeing audience by the SF.

We will demonstrate our ideas by the following example of audio de-
scription taken from the film Slumdog Millionaire (2008): Descriptions
as for example “Jamal peers through a crack in the door and sees the
beautiful dancing girl”, “Jamal stares dumbfounded at Latika” or “She
smiles in recognition” (minute 52.55 — 53.18) could be considered not to
be objective but interpretative and based on the audio describer’s per-
sonal opinion as they describe a girl as beautiful, Jamal staring at Latika
dumbfounded and Latika smiling because of recognition. In addition, the
words “beautiful”, “dumfounded” and “smiles in recognition” can be con-
sidered emotional-evaluative vocabulary. Nevertheless, these descripti-
ons can be considered valid descriptions according to the Leipzig School
as they transmit the communicative value and function of the images of
the film by the means of words. When taking a look at the images being
described (see below), the majority of the seeing audience will probably
extract the same information from these images of the film, or better

even from the whole scene of the film, as is provided by the AD.
Frame 1; Jamal peers through a crack in the door and sees the beautiful

dancing girl

Frame 2: Jamal stares dumbfounded at Latika

Frame 3: She smiles in recognition

[147)
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the main aim of an objective description is that all people are able to
understand exactly the same thing (Pernkopf 2006: 94-95). An objective
description is for example: “he goes north with a speed of 5 km/h”. Howe-
ver, the term “objective” is to be used with much caution in the area of
humanities and even more in linguistics or translational studies, as the-
se are not exact sciences dealing with exact measurable units, but deal
with communication, pragmatics, different points of view, etc. Therefore,
objective descriptions stand in contrast to the transmission of the com-
municative function and value of the film according to the film director’s
intended effect as objective descriptions try to describe reality as it is ba-
sed on measurable facts and without taking into consideration the effect
caused by the descriptions in the target audience or the director’s inten-
ded communicative effect. To describe for example a facial expression
based on exact measurements or based on detailed descriptions of the
movement of the eyes, lips and forehead does not comply with the aim of
the AD to evoke the same communicative effect in the target audience.

Objective descriptions therefore are not orientated towards causing
the same effect in the blind audience and therefore do not fulfill the pos-
sibly most important condition of AD. Moreover, it is impossible to des-
cribe all images of the film objectively, as there is a strict temporal limi-
tation for the AD. In addition, the question arises as to how objective
descriptions make sense as they may interrupt the film’s development
and may even overload the cognitive process of blind recipient, as they
have to process other information simultaneously, such as, for example,
the film dialogues. Therefore, in my opinion, the term “objectivity” only
makes sense, if it is used in the sense of an impartial description or as
mentioned earlier as the opposite of subjectivity.

This brings us to the term “neutrality” which is in my opinion much
more appropriate than the term “objectivity” because it covers precisely
the idea of how the AD should be: a neutral description of the film which
does not reflect the audio describer’s personal opinion or preferences and
which transmits the film’s communicative function and value without
changing the director’s intended effect in any way. Neutrality therefore
should be understood in the sense that the transmission of the commu-

[150]
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nicative effect intended by the film’s director should be done in a neutral
way, which means that the communicative value and function of the film
have to be maintained in the audio described text.

Accordingly, neutrality in the audio descriptive text should not be un-
derstood as a linguistic characteristic of the words of the text so that only
neutral words and no emotional-evaluative vocabulary should be used in
this text. By omitting emotional-evaluative charged lexemes in the AD the
TF will probably not be communicatively equivalent to the SF according
to the Leipzig School as the SF already contains emotional-evaluative in-
formation which has to be transmitted in the AD. Thus, by omitting emo-
tional-evaluative vocabulary in the AD, the audio describer rather chan-
ges the perception of the film, that is to say rather neutralizes the film
and does not transmit the communicative value and function of the film
adequately and according to the director’s intended communicative effect.
See for example “she looks at him fearfully” vs. “she looks at him’. The po-
sitive, negative or neutral charge (axiological charge) of texts or even lexe-
mes is relevant information which should not be omitted or changed in
the translation of texts or lexemes, as it changes the communicative effect.
This can be demonstrated by the example of the Spanish sentence “Ya me
lo pensaré”, which in Spain is a polite way to say no (Wotjak 2006: 46). A
literal translation which does not transmit the communicative value and
function of the sentence, therefore does not evoke the effect in the target
recipient which is intended by the author, namely a polite rejection. The ne-
gativity of this sentence is therefore relevant information for the target re-
cipient and should not be omitted, as otherwise the communicative effect
would be changed. The translator therefore has to maintain the negativity
of this sentences in the translation in order to maintain the communicati-
ve effect for the target recipient, he does not, however, add any evaluation
or information which is not already contained in the source text.

The same, in my opinion, is valid for the audio description. If a con-
notation, positive or negative, is already contained in the images of the
film, this connotation has to be transmitted in the audio description
with axiologically positive or negative charged lexemes. Therefore, it is
not possible to transmit connotations contained in the images of the film

[151]
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cal charge, the reflection of the point of view from which a story is told)
can now be justified: as long as the TF is communicatively equivalent
maintaining the film director’s communicative intention and evoking a
similar effect in the target audience, an audio description which tends to

narrate and uses many axiologically charged lexemes can be regarded as

a neutral audio description. Accordingly, neutrality in the audio descrip-
tive text should be understood in the sense that the transmission of the

communicative effect intended by the film’s director should be done in a

neutral way, which means that the communicative value and function of
the film have to be maintained in the audio described text. Thus, the au-
dio descriptive text can very well contain axiologically charged lexemes

against the common assumption. Descriptions as for example “she looks

angrily at him” or “she turns way sadly” can now be justified by the appli-
cation of the translational theory of the Leipzig School as they recreate

the communicative effect of the images for the blind audience.

In conclusion, the translational theory of the Leipzig School offers
therefore some valuable criteria by which the audio describer is able to
choose which information is communicatively relevant and therefore has
to be transmitted in the AD and how this can be done, namely by main-
taining and recreating the communicative effect intended by the film’s
director. Moreover, with the help of these criteria we have been able to
redefine the concept of neutrality considering this term an appropria-
te term for the AD but only if it is understood in regard to the neutral
transmission of the communicative effect of the film according to the
director’s communicative intention and not as pointed out earlier as the
linguistic characteristic of the text and the words used in it.

5. Concluding remarks

In this article I have drawn attention to the difficulties concerning the
aspect of neutrality in the AD of films. As I have pointed out the ac-
tual guidelines have to be improved as they still convey little guidance in
some aspects as for example how to audio describe films in practice. The
difficulties which arise in the field of audio description can however be

[154]
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solved by the application of translational theories, as AD can be regarded
a special kind of translation and therefore many problems regarding the
production of a TT have already been discussed in translation studies.
Thus, as we have shown in this article, the application of the translational
theory of the Leipzig School is highly valuable and offers criteria which
have been missing until today.

We have been able to show in this article that the question of how the
images should be described can be answered by the concept of the “com-
municative equivalence” of the Leipzig School. Moreover, the application
of the translational theory of the Leipzig School is in harmony with the
aim of the AD established by many European guidelines as for example
the Spanish, UK and German guidelines. According to them, the audio
description of a film should be done in such a way that the target audien-
ce, that is to say the visually impaired audience, should be able to perceive
the audio described film in as similar as possible to the way it is perceived
by the sighted people. The lasted trends in AD show moreover that the vi-
sually impaired audience should also be able to enjoy the audio described
film in the same way the seeing audience does and is thus turning towards
a more narrative form of describing the film’s images. These latest trends
can be supported by the application of the communicative equivalence
of the Leipzig School which is why I consider it highly beneficial for AD.
The translational theories of the Leipzig School with the concept of com-
municative equivalence, which is based on the communicative value and
function of a text is therefore of great use in the AD of films and provides
exactly those criteria which until today have been missing.

It is without question that this can only be the beginning and that
more research has to be done, for example in the area of the reception of
audio described films (Orero 2008). Additionally, in order to be able to
develop quality criteria and European standards (Vercuateren 2007) the
creation of AD in other countries along with their directives or methodo-
logies have to be included. It would also be very interesting to investigate
differences in the AD of films in different countries which can be useful
when thinking of translating already created AD from one language into
another language (Lopez Vera 2006; Bourne and Jiménez 2007).
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(The role of) Metaphor as a Tool for Accessing Knowledge in AD:
a Case Study

Me Olalla Lugue Colmenero

1. Introduction

AUDIO DESCRIPTION (HENCEFORWARD AD) 1s a type of audiovisual
translation which allows people with visual disabilities to access the ex-
perience of “viewing” via another sense. This access to knowledge has
been carried out for decades in the UK and Spain (among other coun-
tries), but the traditions of each country greatly affect the manner in
which it is done.

Several authors have presented differences between AD in Spain and
AD in the UK (Bourne and Jiménez 2007; and Vazquez 2001: 1). Especial-
ly highlighted is the more literary style of British AD, demonstrated by a
more interpretive intonation of phrases, a higher word-count, a prosodic
tone, and more complex grammatical constructions.

But perhaps even more striking is how differently rhetorical devices
are used in Spain and the UK. In Spain the use of these devices is limited
- we can hardly find fragments of AD containing such literary techniques,
while British AD contains a significant number of them.

According to authors such as Gibbs (1994: 124), communication be-
tween people owes a part of its success to the use of rhetorical devices
which facilitate interactions between individuals and situations — they
play a large role in improving understanding. They can conceptualize and
reconceptualize the world through the transfer of meaning from a source
domain to a target domain (Fajardo 2006:1) without having to invent new
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