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Popular Culture 

… popular culture may be defined as the products and 
forms of expression and identity that are frequently 
encountered or widely accepted, commonly liked or 
approved, and characteristic of a particular society at a 
given time. Ray Browne in his essay ‘Folklore to Populore’ 
offers a similar definition: “Popular culture consists of the 
aspects of attitudes, behaviors, beliefs, customs, and 
tastes that define the people of any society. Popular 
culture is, in the historic use of term, the culture of the 
people.” 
 
Philosophy Now. https://philosophynow.org/issues/64/
Pop_Culture_An_Overview 



Forum for the Study of Popular 
Culture 

The massive political upheavals witnessed … in various parts of 
the world for the past few years have been strongly allied with 
widespread and dynamic social and cultural transformations. 
These transformations … engage untraditional actors who operate 
rather independently of state institutions, and who are intent on 
reclaiming both the public space and their own means of 
representation, which authoritarian regimes had long confiscated. 
One side of this representation is reflected in the field of popular 
cultural practices, and is manifest in the outpouring of popular and 
alternative cultural and artistic production, such as citizen 
journalism, graffiti, community music, street cinema, digital forms 
of expression, ….  
 
http://popular-culture.org/#sthash.Hkmf7ZSW.dpuf 



Mosireen is a non-profit media collective in Downtown Cairo born out of the 
explosion of citizen media and cultural activism in Egypt during the 
revolution. … founded in the wake of Mubarak's fall by a group of film 
makers and activists who got together to found a collective space dedicated 
to supporting citizen media of all kinds. We film the ongoing revolution, 
publish videos that challenge state media narratives, provide training, 
technical support, equipment, organise screenings and events and host an 
extensive library of footage from the revolution. 

Egyptian Collectives: Mosireen 



Egyptian Collectives: Words of 
Women from the Egyptian Revolution  

A web-series documenting the participation of Women in the 
Egyptian Revolution. An audio-visual Herstory project, to 
remind history! 
 



Focus of research 

•  What subtitling contributes (or fails to contribute) 
to overall political project 

–  Nature and aims of political project 
–  Extent of its embeddedness in global movement culture 
–  Extent to which subtitling choices actualise or 

undermine the political values to which each collective 
subscribes 

–  Place of subtitlers in political project and their 
positioning vis-à-vis other actors 

–  Potential for changing attitudes, practices, relations 



Issue of Relevance 



Relevance 



Relevance 

They brought out maybe four detachments of Central Security troops 
[they didn’t beat us, but] 

they were engaging in psychological terrorism, too 
Waving their batons and swearing at us 



Sources 

•  14 semi-structured interviews (34 mins – 2.05 hrs) 

•  Subtitled video output (hundreds, multiple versions) 

•  Published interviews 

•  Media coverage 

•  Access to mailing list 

•  Some involvement with subtitling for Mosireen 

•  Social media (twitter, facebook, blogs) 

•  Translating Dissent (project output) 



Sources: Proliferation of Versions 

The People Still Demand the Fall of the Regime 



Explanation and Diffuse Networks 



Pressures of a Revolutionary Context 

“In the heat of the battles, many of which lasted for days, new 
videos would be uploaded to Youtube by the Mosireen filmmakers 
and sent on via email link to the translators’ network for immediate 
subtitling, sometimes as many as five or six a day. I would often 
find myself rushing back from the fighting and tear gas to 
whichever friend’s apartment I would be squatting in at the time to 
do a speedy subtitling job on a video document of the battle I had 
just left at the doorstep, with panicked people coming and going in 
a steady buzz of TV, laptops, cell phones and frantic discussions 
all around. …. The emergency was out on the streets, but it was 
also a central part of the translation process.”   
 
Selim, Samah (in press) ‘Text and Context: Translating in a State of Emergency, 
in Mona Baker (ed.) Translating Dissent: Voices from and with the Egyptian 
Revolution. 



Embeddedness in Global Movement 
Culture 

•  Solidarity (system of oppression is global, hence need for 
translation) 

•  Commitment to horizontal, non-representational modes of 
practice 

•  Commitment to diversity (to include as many different voices 
and perspectives as possible) 

 
•  Commitment to prefiguration (with contours of the ‘alternative’ 

world not being predetermined) 

•  Hence, emphasis on process, on learning through doing, and 
on experimentation 



Prefiguration 

•  ‘Be the change’ 

•  Means mirror ends 

•  Political principles embodied in current behaviour 

•  High level of experimentation 

•  Strategic  

•  Interactional/organizational vs textual, visual, 

aesthetic prefiguration – e.g. Mosireen 



Textual and Visual 
Prefiguration: Mosireen 



[28:34] … if you take تشكيل [vowelling] and 
turn it into a sentence, it becomes ،ُضم، إكسر 
 which I roughly translate in English—and ,ِشد
I don’t know if this is fair—but as “Assemble, 
break, pull together”, and which as time 
passed, it began to form actually a cycle, 
again, again we would go through. And then 
meanwhile the other aspect I liked about it 
was that it looked as it weren't like... you 
know bearing in mind we were being accused 
of not being Egyptian and anyone who had 
this position which was anti-authority 
somehow their culture, you know their 
national identity or whatever was under 
question. I liked the idea that the word looked 
like it was an apparent misspelling of مصريني.  

Khalid Abdallah, founder 
of Mosireen, interviewed 
11 January 2014, Cairo 

Textual Prefiguration 



So there were all these aspects of it which 
I liked as a word and plus … fundamentally 
was the idea of determination, which I think 
is one of the most essential concepts 
inside it and for me is related to notions of 
change, and how things happen is that I 
believe change happens in that moment 
when things are darkest and you keep 
walking. That's the moment in which the 
biggest change happens. And somehow 
the name encourages you when things feel 
like they're... they're over… to push that 
little bit further and when you push that 
little bit further, you sometimes hit the bit 
where it starts, you know, ...  

Khalid Abdallah, founder 
of Mosireen, interviewed 
11 January 2014, Cairo 



Political Principles: Solidarity 

•  System of oppression is global. The struggle of many movements 
involves both defending local models of social life and mobilizing 
globally by developing coalitions at different scales. 

•  Mosireen: “translation [is] a vital tool to link people together and wipe 
out the colonial boundaries created to contain our shared 
struggles” (Rizk, in press).  

•  Words of Women: “we felt an obligation to communicate our struggle to 
similar movements abroad by subtitling the videos we were producing, 
often in the midst of a heated revolutionary moment. ... Our subtitled 
videos were … a clear call for solidarity at a time when the Egyptian 
regime(s) and the mainstream media locally and internationally were 
undermining and misrepresenting our struggle” (Mortada, in press). 

 



Solidarity: Implications for 
subtitling 

•  Choice and range of subtitling languages 

– English as first default 
– Spanish 
– French, German, Turkish, Greek, Italian 

•  “I don’t know if anybody anywhere in Africa has 
ever heard of Mosireen or the Egyptian 
revolution” (Katharine Halls Interview [37:00]).  



Solidarity: Implications for Subtitling 

•  Indirect subtitling via English 

“… not only did we prioritize subtitling into English, but we 
also used it as an intermediate language, on which to 
base other sets of subtitles. In other words, given our 
own linguistic limitations and the pressure we were 
working under, we decided, rightly or wrongly, to put our 
reservations aside and invite volunteers to subtitle from 
English into their own languages, thus compounding the 
problems associated with relying on an imperial 
language to communicate what is essentially an anti-
imperial message” (Mortada, in press) 



Diversity: Social Movements’ 
Manifesto  

We are diverse – women and men, adults 
and youth, indigenous peoples, rural and 
urban, workers and unemployed, homeless, 
the elderly, students, migrants, professionals, 
peoples of every creed, colour and sexual 
orientation. The expression of this diversity is 
our strength and the basis of our unity.  



Political Principles: Commitment to Diversity 

!

!



Diversity: Register 



Diversity: Register 



Diversity: Codeswitching 
(reassuring) 



Diversity: Codeswitching (sort of a joke) 



Diversity: Codeswitching (sort of a joke) 



Prefiguration: Gender Relations 
Episode 4: Nada Zatouna English Subtitles 



 
Spanish Subtitles 

 

 



 
 

Episode 11: Aya Tarek 
 
 



Source of Experimentation (Interview Data): 
Subtitling into Spanish 

In Words of Women we only had one 
guideline which Leil gave me: with 
gender, he wanted us to write an X for 
the…for example if it is niño (masculine), 
niña (feminine) we would write “ninX” 
which is a word of … a way of saying 
whatever gender.  
(Ethel Odriozola, interviewed 27 Feb 
2014, Barcelona) 

Leil Zahra-Mortada, Founder of 
Words of Women from the 
Egyptian Revolution, interviewed 
27 Feb 2014, Barcelona 



Provisional Conclusions 

•  Some evidence that textual/visual experimentation/
prefiguration is a feature of original output of 
collectives. 

•  There is generally no attempt to reflect this in the 
subtitles/translations. 

•  Where experimentation is evident in subtitles it is 
usually prompted by core members of collectives, 
not by subtitlers. 

•  Subtitlers are seen, and see themselves, as 
operating outside the collective – in solidarity with 
the group but not organic to it. 



To be Explored Further 

•  Impact of language-specific features (e.g. 
play on spoken/written varieties of Arabic) 

•  The (restrictive) role of technology 

•  Potential for renegotiating the positioning of 
translators/subtitlers within political projects 

•  Potential of better integration of translation 
within the political project 


