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1. Introduction

I
N the introduction to “How to Communicate in a Postmodern Pandemic,” re­
porter Michael J. Coren makes an astute observation: “In pandemics, as in war, 
truth is often the first casualty.”1 Today, as in the past with syphilis and influenza, the 
sars-CoV-2 has been referred to as the “Wuhan virus” or, more famously, the “Chinese 

virus” and “kung flu.” One media outlet proposed calling it the Chinese Communist 
Party virus.2 This practice, although partly understandable in the early days of a new 
virus,3 has nonetheless fueled an increase in anti-Asian sentiments worldwide.4 This is, 
among others, due to the unprecedented spread of (dis)information we experience to­
day, which is rivaled only by the virus.

What is yet to be understood is how much translation factors in the circulation of 
misinformation. The role it plays in combating the “infodemic” has been emphasized 
time and again.5 Nonprofits such as Translators Without Borders took it upon them­
selves to translate key content related to covid-19.6 However, the irony is that, in many a 
case, the translators involved in such projects try to undo the harm caused by their peers, 
amateur translators, who render fake news either out of conviction that it represents 
the truth or for financial purposes, or both. In what follows, this article will explore the 
ways in which translation has impacted the covid-19-related fake news phenomenon 
in Romania(n), from how the term is rendered and popularized to the alterations such 
reports are commonly subjected to in translation.

This article was supported by a grant of the Romanian Ministry of Education and Research, 
cncs-uefiscdi, project number pn-HI-PI-I.I-te-2019-1794, within pncdi III.
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2. Fake News vs. False News

T
^e covid-19 pandemic brought fake news into the limelight and with it, the debate 
on whether the Romanian language can accommodate the terminology with which 
the English-speaking academia and journalists operate. On 14 June 2020, the Roma­
nian Public Service Television 1 broadcasted the first episode of Breaking Fake News, ccthe first 

tv program in the Romanian audiovisual landscape to be devoted to the right of being cor­
rectly informed.” In a press release regarding the program, the host, journalist Marian Voicu, 
who had released a documentary film and a book-length study on fake news, notes that

The distinctions between “false news" and “fake news, ” between “misinformation" and “disin­
formation" cannot be reproduced in Romanian—they are all translated ambiguously into Ro­
manian as “știri false. " “False news" is the information that does not correlate with facts and is 
generated intentionally or unintentionally to increase sales or engagement. “Fake news" implies 
a strategy, a budget, and an ideology, promotes an agenda, has its own vocabulary, and is part of 
a campaign against an individual or a community.1

A similar view and a possible translation solution arc proposed in a 2020 article that the 
author of the present article co-wrote with Simina-Maria Terian:

In English, the difference in nuance between “false" and “falsified" is aptly highlighted by the 
false news vs. juke news binary opposition. In Romanian, however, due to the absence ofsaid ad­
jectival doublet, a more adequate rendition of “fake news" would be,perhaps, “știri contrafăcute" 
[counterfeit news].*

In practice, however, Romanian media outlets and, most notably, fact-checking websites,9 
all but favor the Anglo-Saxon Take news.” Classifications tend to vary as well, with some 
websites identifying as many as eight different types of deceptive reports, from “la mișto” 
(in jest) to “propaganda.”1“ Others have opted for a much simpler taxonomy; distinguishing 
between Take news” and “disinformation” only.11 A similar preference can be noted in the 
case of news flagged as Take.” Specifically, of fakerom projects corpus of452 covid-19 fake 
news reports,12 the number of articles featuring Take news” is double the total of reports 
containing all the possible inflections of Taise news.”13 This is, I believe, indicative not onlv 
of the lack of terminological consistency currently pervading domestic media but also of the 
influence the English language exerts on the Romanian discourse on fake news.14

3. The Romanian Government's Response 
to the Infodemic

I
N response to the spread of sars-CoV-2 on its territory; Romania entered a 30-day state 
of emergency' on 16 March 2020. The Decree whereby the lockdown was instituted 
stipulates, in Article 54(3), that
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Hosting und content service providers have the obligation, upon the motivated decision of 
National Authority for Management and Regulation in Communication [ancom], to im­
mediately interrupt the transmission through an electronic communication network or the 
storage of the content, by removal the content at source in the eventuality that the content 
promotes fake-news as to the evolution of covid-19 and to the protection and preventive 
measures'*

Based on appraisals made by the Strategic Communication Group (gcs), which reports 
to the Ministry of Internal Aff airs, ancom issued, on 20 March 2020, the first Decision 
pursuant to which a website was blocked for access on the grounds of disseminating 
covid-19 fake news. Between 20 March and 6 May 2020, thirteen other domains would 
be temporarily denied access.16 On 15 May 2020, the state of emergency was lifted, as 
was the ban on the websites blocked by ancom.17 According to external inquiries, the 
campaign was not as efficient as predicted: a sinopsis report shows how several domains 
“were ‘resurrected’ under different web addresses and, in one case, a website, which was 
blocked in theory, continued to be accessible.”18

Moreover, according to sociologist Nicolae Țîbrigan, the number of visitors to all 
these domains grew five or sixfold after the ban was lifted, and fake news circulated still 
on various social media.19 These shortcomings, coupled with the low level of public 
trust in the state authorities, which Romanian fake news researcher Alina Bârgăoanu 
likens to Liberia, the least developed country in Africa,20 has contributed to increased 
vulnerability to covid-19 deceptive reports: “More than 57 [percent] of people [Ro­
manians] feel that media exaggerates the pandemic, as opposed to ... 26 [percent] in 
Germany,”21 while “one poll shows 41 percent of Romanians believe covid-19 is a us- 
made bioweapon.”22

4. The Influence of the English Language 
on covid-19 Fake News in Romania(n)

T
he relationship between covid-19 fake news and translation is, if not always 
implied, hardly ever expressed directly. An eu report on fake news regarding the 
pandemic, which argues that Russian and Chinese media have made systematic 
“efforts to sow division within the eu,” features no occurrence of the words “translation” 

or “translate.”23 This lack of emphasis on translation as the process whereby deceptive 
discourses are transferred from one language and culture to another is also visible in 
the decisions issued by ancom with respect to fake news websites. All of them, mention 
the articles gcs found to qualify as “fake news” and the results of the inquiries based on 
which the gcs reported the hosting domains to ancom. However, neither one of these 
decisions states if these articles were original reports authored by the websites’ contribu­
tors or translations from other languages.

Upon consulting said articles—where still available—, I have found that six explicitly 
reference English-language written sources.24 Of these articles, three do not mention the 
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identity of the translator(s),25 while the other three attribute the renditions to the owner 
of the website wherefrom the translations originate.26 In most cases (5 out of 6), the 
original articles are fully rendered into Romanian. As for the English-language sources, 
they are controversial “pro-Russia” platforms,27 unreliable websites and credible online 
publications,28 or trustworthy platforms whose news are decontextualized.29 In all the six 
cases, the articles are published in Romanian by self-professed religious and/or Christian 
Orthodox websites.

In terms of translation quality and spelling accuracy, these articles rank above aver­
age, especially when compared to automatic translations of the original English-lan­
guage reports. For exemplification, take, for instance, an excerpt from a Russia Insider 
(ri) article whose rendition was flagged by gcs, its anonymous Romanian translation 
published on the Vremuri Tulburi (Troubled times) (vr) website, and an automatically 
generated rendition by Google Translate (gt):

Pana aici e ok, dar in rest totul 
a mers prost în acest haos 
disperat. Un virologul de top 
a confirmat că maedicamentul 
chorochin a fost folosit de chi­
nezi cu rezultate spectaculoase 
pentru a vindeca pacienții, apoi 
și-a îmbunătățit poțiunea 
magică adăugând un anti­
bacterian pneumonie numit 
azitromicină și din 1,000 de 
cazuri, doar la unul singur nu a 
dat rezultate/

So far, so good, but every­
thing else went wrong in 
this desperate and ultimate 
banzai. The top virologist 
on the planet confirmed 
that chloroquine was being 
used by the Chinese with 
spectacular results to cure 
patients, then he improved 
his magic potion by adding 
a pneumonic antibacterial 
called azythromicin, and 
saved every one of his first 
1,000 cases, but one.1’

Până acum, atât de bine, 
dar orice altceva a mers prost 
în acest banzai disperat și 
suprem. Virologul de top de 
pe planetă a confirmat că 
clorochina era folosită 
de chinezi cu rezultate spec­
taculoase pentru a vindeca 
pacienții, apoi și-a îmbunătățit 
poțiunea magică adăugând 
un antibacterian pneumonie 
numit azitromicină și a salvat 
fiecare dintre primele sale 
1,000 de cazuri, dar unul.

a. “Au dat mâna Putin și Trump."
b. Sylvain Laforest, “Putin & Trump Forced into Populist Alliance vs. Globalists—The End of Jewish 

Power?," 6 April 2020, 

 JN1 LrIHLDsXE14.

https://russia-insider.com/en/putin-trump-forced-populist-alliance-vs-glo-  
balists-end-jewish-power/ri28611?fbclid=IwAR3PriSfR0F0TyCYMwR8v0dfy_VqASGvwiY26- 
Po9OJcI

Looking at the two translations into Romanian, there are reasons to believe that (1) 
is a human-edited version of (2). Firstly, note how (1) switches between not using di­
acritics—“pana aici” and “in rest” instead of the standard Romanian “până aici” and 
“în rest”—to deploying them exactly where the automatic rendition does. This may be 
an indication that whoever corrected the gt translation forgot to change the kevboard 
language. The rendition of the first sentence, although devoid of diacritics and failing 
to capitalize “ok,” makes more sense than the automatic translation. This is because ma­
chine translation services still struggle with rendering idioms such as “so far, so good” 
accurately. Culture-specific instances of language are another issue gt has of late failed to 
properly address. “Banzai,” the word used in (2) to render the English-language coun- 

https://russia-insider.com/en/putin-trump-forced-populist-alliance-vs-glo-balists-end-jewish-power/ri28611?fbclid=IwAR3PriSfR0F0TyCYMwR8v0dfy_VqASGvwiY26-Po9OJcI
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tcrpart “banzai,” exists in Romanian, yet it has not acquired the meaning in the source 
text, i.e., “battle cry.”30 The term with which the translator(s) of (1) replace it—“haos” 
(chaos)—does not a have a similar sense, yet it effectively conveys the idea expressed 
in the source report.31 Other alterations which, I believe, point to human emendations 
of (1) are “un virologul de top” [sic] (a top virologist) instead of Gt’s unnatural literal 
translation and pt’s reworking of the latter part of the paragraph—“saved every one of 
his first 1,000 cases, but one”—, whose syntax proved too difficult for GT to render into 
Romanian comprehensibly. This is not to say the human editor(s) are infallible: they not 
only omit to use diacritics but also insert a typo in 'medicamentul’ (the drug), a word of 
their own addition in (1).

In a context where content travels, as previously seen, across languages and cultures, 
chances are the same article will emerge on different websites under different transla­
tions. In a corpus of 452 Romanian covid-19 fake news articles, three such cases were 
identified32 based on the sources they reference, of which the most interesting is that of 
an article published by a domain formerly blocked by ancom and a mainstream news 
website.33 On 18 November 2020, Summit News (sn) published an article titled “Top 
Pathologist Claims Coronavirus is 'The Greatest Hoax Ever Perpetrated on an Unsus­
pecting Public.’”34 A day later, Ortodox Info (oi), one of the temporarily banned do­
mains, posted it in a Romanian translation. On 20 November 2020, the same day when 
Evenimentul Zilei (evz) published the second rendition of the article,35 Canada’s Royal 
College of Physicians released a statement, clarifying that Dr. Hodkinson, the medical 
professional cited in the article, who was certified by the Royal College in 1976, “is not 
nor has ever held the position of chairman” and that they “believe covid-19 presents a 
serious threat to the health of Canadians.”36 The fact-check report on this piece of news 
was published ten days later.37 For reasons of space, what follows is a selection of pas­
sages from the source report and the two Romanian translations, which are illustrative 
of the various processes of rendering fake news:

ív/ (7) SN o/ (2)
Title: Un medic zguduie lumea Title: Top Pathologist Claims 
științei: "covid-19 este o farsă! Coronavirus is "The Greatest 
Masca, distanțarea și testele sunt Hoax Ever Perpetrated on an 
inutile! Totul e o afacere"Unsuspecting Public"

Patologul de top susține că noul 
coronavirus este "cea mai mare 
farsă perpetuată vreodată unui 
public."

Top pathologist Dr. Roger 
Hodkinson told government 
officials in Alberta during a 
zoom conference call that 
the current coronavirus 
crisis is "the greatest hoax 
ever perpetrated on an 
unsuspecting public."

Title: Doctor Patolog 
canadian de top, declară 
Coronavirusul "cea mai mare 
farsă din istorie"

Roger Hodkinson, un Doctor 
Patolog foarte cunoscut, a de­
clarat oficialilor guverna­
mentali din provincial Alberta, 
Canada, în timpul unei confe­
rințe online pe Zoom, că ac­
tuala criză a coronavirusului 
este "cea mai mare farsă 
aplicată vreo dată unui public 
neștiutor."

Continuare in pagina următoare



Tabel - continuare

Comentariile lui Hodkinson au 
fost făcute în timpul unei discuții 
care a implicat Comitetul pentru 
Servicii Publice și Comunitate, 
iar clipul a fost ulterior încărcat 
pe YouTube.

"Există o isterie publică complet 
nefondată condusă de mass-media 
și politicieni, este revoltător, 
aceasta este cea mai mare farsă 
perpetuată vreodată unui public 
neștiutor," a spus Hodkinson și 
continuă: "Nu este altceva decât 
un sezon rău de gripă. Acesta nu 
este Ebola. Nu este SARs."a

Hodkinson's comments were 
made during a discussion 
involving the Community and 
Public Services Committee 
and the clip was subsequently 
uploaded to YouTube.

Noting that he was also an 
expert in virology, Hodkinson 
pointed out that his role as 
ceo of a biotech company 
that manufactures covid tests 
means, "I might know a little 
bit about all this."

"There is utterly unfounded 
public hysteria driven by the 
media and politicians, it's 
outrageous, this is the greatest 
hoax ever perpetrated on an 
unsuspecting public," said 
Hodkinson?

Comentariile lui Hodkinson 
au fost făcute în timpul 
unei discuții care a implicat 
Comitetul Comunitar și 
Serviciile publice, iar clipul 
a fost ulterior încărcat pe 
YouTube.

A menționat totodată că este 
și un expert în virologie, și a 
subliniat rolul său de ceo al 
unei companii de biotehno- 
logie care produce teste covid 
afimând: "Știu câteva lucruri 
despre toate acestea."

"Există o isterie publică com­
plet nefondată, condusă de 
mass-media și politicieni, este 
revoltător, aceasta este cea mai 
mare farsă perpetuată vreodată 
unui public nebănuitor," a spus 
Hodkinson/

a. “Lumea științei zguduită?
b. “Top Pathologist?
c. “Doctor patolog?

As is evident from above, both (1) and (2) stay relatively close to the source report, 
yet they also exhibit marked differences. Take, for instance, the headlines: ofs is a near­
faithful rendition of Sv’s, with the amendment that, for emphasis, “on an [u]nsuspect- 
ing [public]” is replaced with “din istorie” (in history). Conversely, evz^s title—which 
back-translates to “A doctor shakes up the science world: ‘covid-19 is a hoax! Masks, 
social distancing, and tests are useless! Everything is just a setup’”—is a compilation of 
partial quotations from Dr. Hodkinson—“this [coronavirus crisis] is the greatest hoax,” 
“social distancing is useless,” “masks are utterly useless,” false positive rt-pcr test results 
are “driving public hysteria,” and the whole situation is “politics plaving medicine, and 
that’s a very dangerous game.”38

evz brought substantial changes to the body of the article as well. While (2) gives 
once again a near-exact rendition of the first paragraph, (1) omits to mention the context 
in which Dr. Hodkinson’s comments were made (i.e., conference call with Alberta state 
officials). The third passage, which references the medical doctor’s professional back­
ground, also disappears from (l)’s translation. It does, however, feature content which 
does not exist in the source report. SN ends the fourth paragraph with “‘this is the great­
est hoax ever perpetrated on an unsuspecting public,’ said Hodkinson,” while evz adds: 
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“și continuă: cNu este altceva decât un sezon rău de gripă. Acesta nu este Ebola. Nu 
este sars™ (and continues: “It is nothing more than a bad flu season. This is not Ebola. 
It is not The insert is not new textual material on the part of the translator: the 
video that accompanies the sn article records Dr. Hodkinson stating just that. This alone 
indicates that, in the case of (1), we are not dealing with an instance of what could be 
called “fast translation” or the rapid rendition of news via GT or other machine transla­
tion service, published with or without prior minimal human emendations.

In the context of fake news, textual additions are not an isolated phenomenon, yet in 
most cases, they represent information which does not feature anywhere in the source 
report and whose role is that of making the content more locally relevant and, therefore, 
attractive to the target-report audience. Take, for instance, one of the articles which 
prompted ancom to block oi and the source report from Zero Hedge (zh)'.

____________________________ ZH_____________________________________o/__________________  
Title: “Immunity Certificates" Are Coming— Title: azi, „declarațiile pe propria răspundere." 
coviD-Survivors To Get 'Special Passports' mâine "Certificatele imunitare," fără de care nu 
Enabling Return To 'Normalcy' vom putea ieși din casă nevaccinați

Aceste așa numite declarații pe propria răspundere 
sunt, după cum v-ați convins cu toții, foarte 
absurde și inutile. însă ele pregătesc mentalul 

— oamenilor încât să-i facă să accepte următorul
pas despre care se vorbește în diferite părți ale 
globului, de către persoane cheie ale Sistemului:

Update: Even more prophetically, billionaire 
hedge fund manager Bill Ackman tweeted about 
his "optimism" and the need for Hydroxychlori- 
quine and antibiotics appear to help. There is 
increasing evidence that the asymptomatic infec­
tion rate could be as much as 50 x higher than 
expected.

"One could imagine a world in the next few 
months where everyone is tested and all but 
the immune-compromised go back to a socially 
distanced but more normal life."*1

Miliardarul Bill Ackman:

"S-ar putea imagina o lume în următoarele luni, 
în care toată lumea este testată și, cu excepția 
celor compromiși imunitar, toți se întorc la o 
viață mai normală, dar mai distanțată social."0

a. Tyler Durden, ‘“Immunity Certificates’ Arc Coming—coviD-Survivors to Get ‘Special Passports’ 
Enabling Return to ‘Normalcy5,55 6 April 2020, 

.
https://www.zerohedge.com/health/immunity-cer- 

tificates-are-coming-covid-survivors-get-special-passports-enabling-return
b. “Azi, ‘declarațiile pc propria răspundere.’”

The intent to localize the source report is evident from the very title of the target report, 
which preserves ztfs reference to immunity certificates only. Instead, the oi translation, 
which originates from a different website, alludes to a possible future transition from a 

https://www.zerohedge.com/health/immunity-cer-tificates-are-coming-covid-survivors-get-special-passports-enabling-return
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country-specific measure of preventing the spread of sars-CoV-2—“declarații pe propria 
răspundere” (statements filled out by Romanian residents during the state of emergency 
which granted them the permission to leave the premises of their homes)—to “immu­
nity certificates,” which, the tide of the target report suggests, is a means of confining 
non-vaccinated people. To reinforce this narrative, several alterations were brought to 
the body of the source report. Most notably, the target report changes zb’s statement on 
the reason why the article was updated and puts forward, in explicit terms, the theory 
foreshadowed in the target-report tide. And since in the context thereby created the first 
part of Bill Ackman’s tweet serves no purpose, oi shortens it to substantiate the claims 
introduced by the tide and the opening statement.39

5. Possible Ways of Identifying Disinformation Intent 
in Translated Fake News

W
hat I hope to have achieved with this study is to emphasize, on the one hand, 
that translation as a vehicle for disseminating deceptive reports is severely un­
derrepresented in fake news research. Moreover, translated fake news appear 
to fall in a gray area, halfway between misinformation—“the inadvertent sharing of false 

information” (indeed, in a different language)—and disinformation—“the deliberate cre­
ation and sharing of information known to be false.”*’ These two factors seem to be the 
reason why this type of fake news had not been legally defined in the presidential Decree, 
which raised valid concerns regarding gcs’s inquiries and ancom’s decision to ban certain 
websites during the state of emergency. In Țîbrigan’s words,

The intent to disinform is difficult to prove, as many [articles deemed fake news] are repro­
ductions or translations, and the provisions of the Decree whereby the state of emergency was 
declared does not offer any clear criteria [of identifying this intention]

In such contexts, consensus between state authorities and academic research is—or should 
be—essential for effectively regulating an otherwise fuzzy phenomenon, and to this end, 
it is highly important to devise criteria whereby a distinction can be made between trans­
lated fake news that verges on misinformation and rendered fake news that touches on 
disinformation. The case studies above point not only to some noteworthy convergences 
but also to two parameters which may be of use when assessing the extent to which a 
translated fake news report qualifies as disinformation:

• the degree of human input: Is the name of the translator(s) featured? If there are 
reasons to suspect the rendered fake news article is an automatic translation, are there anv 
signs of human intervention (amendments to how gt renders the source-report title or 
idioms, additions or omissions relative to the original report)?

• the degree of localization: Does the new textual material make any reference to 
target-culture events, socio-political peculiarities, public persons widely known across the 
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receiving culture? Is the source content instrumentalized to push a different and/or local­
ized counterdiscourse?

It is only logical that the higher the level of human input and localization, the higher 
the chances that the translation was intended not only to gamer engagement and, there­
fore, revenue, but also to disinform. However, as seen in the case studies above, it is only 
on rare occasions that a rendered fake news report ticks all the boxes. As a result, some 
grey areas remain. The question then arises: why bother to distinguish between various 
degrees of agreement between a source report and the corresponding target reports? The 
answer is simple: because otherwise, claims of neutrality on the part of the websites dis­
tributing them cannot be refuted.42

□
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Abstract
Translated covid-19 Fake News:

Human Input and Localization As Benchmarks of Disinformation Intent

This article sets out to chart various aspects of the relationship between covid-19 fake news and 
the process of translation by analyzing how several English-language deceptive reports were ren­
dered into Romanian. In Romania, the emergence of the novel coronavirus coincided with a surge 
of interest in the fake news phenomenon among experts, the wider public, and most notably, the 
country’s authorities, which blocked fake news websites temporarily in an effort to combat the 

https://newsroom.royalcollege.ca/clar-ification-on-statements-made-regarding-covid-19-by-dr-roger-hodkinson/
https://apnews.com/article/fact-checking-9785042487
https://news
mit.edu/2019/storing-vaccine-history-skin-1218%25e2%2580%2594
https://medi-um.com/lst-draft/fake-news-its-complicated-d0f773766c79
https://edcK.coe.int/en/
https://www.vice.com/ro/


Translated covid-19 Fake News • 157

infodemic. However, neither the Decree which instituted this measure nor the existing research 
into the phenomenon distinguishes between original and translated reports, which led to criticism 
regarding the extent to which the intent to disinform is provable in the case of such articles. In the 
present essay, the author argues, through case studies, that the higher the level of human input and 
localization, the higher the chances that a translated fake news report can successfully be proven to 
be pan of a disinformation agenda.
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