Published: 01 November 2022

Accepted: 23 October 2022

Revised: 22 August 2022

Received: 27 June 202

DOI: 10.22067/1ts.2022.77963.1146

Publishers and Translators’ Perspectives on Book Publishing Regulations
and Censorship and their Consequences in Post-Revolutionary Iran

Abdullah Nowruzy !, Mohammadreza Hashemi ™

Ferdowsi University of Mashhad, Iran ?

Abstract As a result of the Islamic Revolution in 1979, book publishing
mechanisms and other related systems like censorship mechanisms experienced
dramatic changes. Despite the due attention of researchers to some aspects of
book publishing like the economy of publishing, no research has been
conducted on book regulations in post-revolutionary Iran. Using in-depth
interviews with publishers and translators, this study aimed to examine the
regulations governing book publishing in Iran. It tried to shed light on the
hidden aspects of book publishing regulations and explore the consequences of
implementing the regulations. The results showed that among the main
problems and concerns of translators and publishers is inconsistency in censors’
decisions, which could be the result of a lack of transparent publication
regulations.
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1. Introduction

Throughout the long history of writing, books have always been among

A the main means of educating and transmitting cultural heritage.
Awareness-raising and thought-provoking features of books have made
governments and policymakers manage or manipulate their publication

and distribution. A systematic study of the regulations or policies on book
publishing, as a maneuvering arena of governments on cultural values, can reveal its
drawbacks and offer solutions to the challenges of the industry. With this in mind,
this study seeks to examine the policies and regulations of book publication in Iran,
which have been the basis of decisions on book publishing authorizations in the
country (from 1988 to 2022). The study critically tries to shed light on the
encouraging and restrictive aspects of two enactments of the Supreme Council of the
Cultural Revolution—one of the highest cultural policymaking organizations in
Iran—and discusses some of the dimensions and consequences of applying them for
publishing books, especially translated works. Library resources and interviews with
publishers and translators were used to better illustrate the various dimensions. Such
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a study fills the gap of a systematic study focusing on the regulations to see their
consequences for translators and publishers.

2. Method

The study was conducted to explore the implications of implementing the highest
Iranian cultural policymaking organization’s enactments on book publication. To
this end, two documents of book publishing enactments and, in particular, the
amendment document were chosen. The first document, which was the basis of
decisions of the Iranian Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance on supervising
books and granting publishing permission for 23 years, was approved by the
Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution in 1988. This document was revised in
2010 and entitled “Amendment to Objectives, Policies and Regulations of Book
Publishing”. In the first stage, the documents were analyzed. The aim was to
scrutinize the content and see the probable implications for censorship of books and
design questions for the second stage of the study. The second stage was obtaining
the viewpoints of officials, experts, translators and publishers on the implications.
To obtain experts’ and officials’ opinions, related reports and reflections were used
and to have translators’ and publishers’ attitudes, 23 participants (11 publishers and
12 translators) were interviewed.

3. Results and Discussion

In the early years after the victory of the Islamic Revolution, no rule was
implemented for supervising books and the press; therefore, they were published
without any control. As the new state was getting established, some institutions
began to show sensitivity and took initiatives in this regard. In May 1988, the
Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution approved “Objectives, Policies and
Regulations of Book Publishing”, according to which the Ministry of Culture and
Islamic Guidance became responsible for supervising book publications. The
enactment made all governments and organizations protect the freedom of
authorized books. It recognizes books as an important tool for quickly transforming
and disseminating right and wrong thoughts; thus, it takes affirmative and restrictive
policies.

Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution revised this enactment in 2010 and
the previous one became ineffective and “The Amendment of Objectives, Policies
and Regulations of Book Publishing” became henceforth the basis of decisions of
the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance on book examinations and
authorizations. This enactment is more detailed than the previous one. In spite of the
ineffectiveness of the 1988 enactment when the second one was approved in 2010,
many articles are similar and the general atmosphere of the first enactment remained
the same. Therefore, many of the implications and results discussed here can be
applied to the implementation of both enactments.
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Sensitivity seems to have been practiced by the Iranian cultural policymakers. In
the enactment in question, an article is dedicated to the principles related to
children’s books, which indicates special attention to the psychological, intellectual
and ideological sensitivities of children. The allocation of an independent article and
the formation of a special committee on children signify the concerns of the policy-
making council on the sensitivities of children’s literature. Including such
specialized institutions implies special attention to expertise in supervising
children’s literature. The enactment refers directly to the sensitivity and scrutiny of
children’s books and implicitly allows for pre-publication censorship. It seems that
the policymakers have had in mind “the idea of childhood innocence”, which allows
early efforts for censoring children’s literature (West, 1996, p. 491). “Ambiguity” is
another repeated criticism of these regulations. Both the interviewees and the experts
(e.g., Karimian, 2006) stated that this enactment (the first one) is ambiguous. It
makes translators and publishers uncertain of whether the book they are rendering
and delivering for publishing permission would face any problems.

One of the most significant implications of pre-publication censorship is the
possibility of filtering or refining culture. Pre-publishing censorship has to do with
one’s own (Self) and Other’s culture. Governments see books as an effective factor
in strengthening or weakening their own legitimacy; thus, they primarily look at pre-
publishing censorship as a tool for establishing and preserving their position
(Mohammadi, 1998). One of the consequences of executing this enactment is the
special conditions governing translations regarding cultural elements or culture
specific items.

All problems in Iran’s publishing economy cannot be attributed to the
authorization and censorship process, but as the publishers participating in this study
assert, some of the economic problems are due to censorship. The problem is
twofold: the long process of getting authorization and the lack of copyright laws. In
addition, some experts and researchers have noted the impact of censorship on the
publishing economy. For instance, Matlabi (2009), who examined the problems of
the book publishing industry in Iran through analyzing the published views of
experts and researchers of the publishing industry, identifies publishing problems to
be due to external and internal factors. In this regard, he points out censorship,
excessive government intervention in the publication industry, and the lack of
copyright laws as external factors. Examining the cultural, social and political factors
affecting the publication, Matlabi and Baba al-Hawaeji (2012) introduce the
government’s regulatory and financial support measures on the supply and demand
of books as positive elements, but consider censorship as the biggest obstacle in this
regard.

4. Conclusion

The study tried to explore some dimensions of Iranian book publishing enactments
and censorship of books from the viewpoint of translators, publishers and publishing
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experts. It was shown that part of the translation censorship problems lies in the
publishing endorsements since the enactments allow for interpretation and personal
judgment. That is, there is no clear-cut mechanism for examining books. The
situation has led to the dissatisfaction of translators and publishers, damaging the
economy of the publishing industry and even losing the readership’s trust in
translations. The existing situation requires policymakers and officials to provide a
detailed and legitimized mechanism that clearly states such issues as limitations,
features of censors, instances of censorship, and what can be done in cases of
controversy between the publisher and the censoring organization.
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