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In late 2024, L. Fridman, a podcaster with 4.7 mln-strong following, interviewed the President of Ukraine
V. Zelenskyy in what became a talk with massive discussion in social media. The interviewer insisted on conducting
the dialog in Russian, a mutual mother tongue. The interviewee avoided the imposed strategy by deliberate and
hectic code-switching in English, Russian, and Ukrainian. The episode, released on numerous platforms, shifted
attention to the Al-dubbed videos.

The present study raises the possibility of the Al dubbing, either consensual or not, being a threat for documenting
a person in a political interview which entails the political portrait of a statesperson distorting its psycholinguistic
features. Among the issues emerged are the Al’s capability to synthesize realistic voices, manipulate with original
wording and translation. Further research could help us understand how technology is used in a news-making and
journalism discourse.

This paper aims to demonstrate how Al is implemented in the most conservative genres disarming any orthodox
ways to run psycholinguistic, linguistic, and translatological deconstruction of political discourse in Al-capable
media.

By analyzing the podcast incentives, L. Fridman’s field of expertise in Al, the authors of the paper reveal the
interviewer’s bias in his language behavior, speech as well as confusing workflow that belittles human participation
and enhances machine involvement to achieve greater options for the audiovisual product manipulation.

Instead of recording and diligently translating a public person’s political interview, L. Fridman’s team created
a hybrid multimedia product with a human-machine involvement into creating Al overdubs which promoted
discrepancies in the original and its translations. The linguistic and translation analyses revealed the interviewer’s
biased communicative strategies.

The established Al intrusion in the political interview creation is fraught with the enhanced capabilities to promote
false senses and narratives, which is especially sensitive in cases where wars and hostile conflicts are taking place.

Key words: political interview, political portrait, psycholinguistics, audiovisual translation, simultaneous
interpreting, Al dubbing, hybrid translation.

Hanpukinni 2024 poxy JI. @piaman, noakactep i3 4,7 MinbiloHaMU iIMHCHUKIB, B3sIB iHTepB 10 y [Ipesnnenta
VYkpainu B. 3eneHChKOro, sike BUKIMKANO OypXJIMBY TUCKYCiIO B COLIaJILHUX Mepexax. IHTepB’ioep Hamossras
Ha MPOBEJICHHI PO3MOBH POCIHCHKOI0 MOBOIO, PiIHOO it 000X. HartomicTs B. 3eneHchkuil yHUKHYB HaB’si3aHOT
CTparerii, HABMUCHO i XaOTUYHO MEPEXOAIYM 3 AHMMIINCHKOI Ha POCiiicbKy Ta ykpaiHCbKy MOBH. B ompuimtogHeHii
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YUCIICHHUMH IIaT(opMaMu Bepcii IHTEPB 10 aKIICHT 3MICTUBCS Ha BiJeo 3 AyOIsDKeM, BUKOHAHHUM 3a JOMOMOTORO
MTYYHOTO IHTEIICKTY.

Y 1boMy J0CIIKSHHI i THIMAETHCS TUTAHHS TOTO, 1[0 HABITh Y3TODKSHUN MyOIsK, 3MIHCHEHUI 3 BHKOPUCTaH-
HSIM 1HCTPYMEHTIB IIITYYHOTO 1HTEJIEKTY CTAHOBUTH 3arpo3y JUIsl JOKYMEHTYBaHHS JIFOMUHH B JKaHPI MOJITHYHOTO
IHTEpPB’10, B PE3yJIbTaTi SIKOTO MOCTAE IIJIKOM KOHKPETHHA MOJITHYHUI MOPTPET Jisida 31 CIOTBOPEHUMH INICHUXO-
JIHTBICTHYHUMH pricaMu. CepeJl HOBOSIBJICHUX MPOOJIeM, 30KpeMa, € 3IaTHICTh IITYYHOIO IHTEJIEKTY CHHTE3YBaTH
peaNiCTUYHI TOJIOCH, MaHINyJIOBaTH OPUTIHAILHUMH (DOpPMYJIFOBAaHHSIMHU Ta, BIAcHe, NepekianoM. [lomambrmi
JOCITIPKEHHSI MOXKYTh JIOTIOMOI'TH HaM 3PO3yMITH, SIK Cy4acHI TEXHOJIOTii BUKOPHCTOBYIOThCS B Ha JIAHOMY €Tarri
PO3BUTKY )KYPHAJIICTUKH i HOBUHApPCTBA iH(OpMaIiitHOT 100u.

L5 crarTst Mae Ha METi IPOJAEMOHCTPYBATH 3aCTOCYBAHHS IITYYHOTO 1HTEJIEKTY B OXHOMY 3 HaHKOHCEpBATHB-
HINIMX JKaHPiB, MIJPUBAIOYN METOIU TPAAMIIHHUX MCUXOTIHTBICTUYHOTO, JIHIBICTHYHOTO 1 TPAHCIATOIOTIYHOTO
JOCITIHKEHB MOJITHYIHOTO TUCKYPCY B 3aco0ax MacoBoi iH(opMaIlii, 110 BUKOPHCTOBYIOTH IITYYHNH 1HTENEKT.

AHanizyroun MOTHBAIII0 CTBOPEHHX MOJKACTIB Y Mexax komnereHmii JI. dpingmana B ramysi LI, aropu crarTi
BHSIBIISIIOTH YIEPEDKEHICT iHTEpB I0epa B HOr0 MOBJICHHEBIN MOBEAIHII Ta HEOUCBUIHOMY TEXHOJIOTTYHOMY HPO-
I[eCi CTBOPEHHS iHTEPB 10, 10 IPUMEHIIY€ YIaCTh JIOAMHHU T TOCHITIOE 3ayICHHS MAIIHHN IS TOCATHEHHS O171b-
IIMX MOKITUBOCTEH 110 CTOCYETHCS MAHIITYJISIINA aylioBi3yallbHUM TPOYKTOM.

3aMiCTh aKypaTHOTO 3aIliCy H PEeTeNbHOTO MepeKIany MOMITHYHOTO iHTEpB’i0 MyOIiuHOi ocobM, KOMaHJa
JI. ®pigMana cTBOpUIIA MOPUAHNN MYIBTUMETIMHUM MPOTYKT 13 3aTy4EHHSIM K JIOAWHU, TAaK 1 MAlllMHU 10 CTBO-
penns HII-ny6mspky, M0 TUTBKH MOTMOMIO po30iKHOCTI MK OPUTIHAJIOM 3aJI0KYMEHTOBAHOI PO3MOBH Ta ii pi3-
HOMOBHUMH TIepeKIagaMy. 30KpeMa, JTIHIBICTUYHUH Ta MepeKIaJO3HaBUMM aHalli3 TUCKYPCY BUSBUB yIEPEIKCHI
KOMYHIKaTHUBHI cTpaTerii iHTepB’oepa.

VYkopiHeHa mpakTuka 3actocyBaHHs LI mpu cTBOpeHHI MOIITUYHOTO iHTEPB IO 1 HOro MEpeKIa/iiB 3arpoxKye
MTOCUJICHHSIM MOKITUBOCTEH /1151 PO3IMOBCIOKECHHS IOMUJIKOBUX YSIBJICHB 1 HAPATUBIB Y CYCHIIBCTBI, IO € 0COOTUBO
YyTIMBUM Ha (POHI aKTyaJIbHUX KOH(IIIKTIB 1 BOEH.

KurouoBi cjioBa: moniTu4He 1HTEPB’10, MOMITUYHUN MOPTPET, NICUXOMIHIBICTHKA, ay[JiOBi3yallbHUH MepeKia,
cuHXpoHHM nepeknaza, HII-nyomtoBanus, riOpuIHUHI nepexna.

Introduction. Since the arrival of the multifunctional and publicly available technologies utilizing
artificial intelligence (Al) and their boom in the early 2020s, the modern media landscape has become
increasingly infested with reliable, partially reliable and totally unreliable information of various
kinds generated by large language, text-to-image, text-to-speech and other models of machine learn-
ing. Recent years have witnessed the appearance and introduction of multiple Al applications for the
multimedia products in the entertainment sphere. Global discussion has been actively covering the
topics of their legality, ethics, compliance with professional standards, etc., but only the second half
of 2024 brought up the first instances of political interviews being held with considerable Al assis-
tance.

From 2022 on, the sensitive Ukrainian matter and cause happened to be not only hotly debated
and contested in human-run communication and translation, but also the testbed for the Al dubbing
technology and methods of its implementation. Considering how easily audiovisual information is
getting manipulated by Al tools (either for entertainment or malicious purposes) we need to give our
attention to the possibility that now a bias is introduced into texts in a highly nuanced and sophisti-
cated manner.

In the beginning of January 2025, the YouTube channel of the Office of the President of Ukraine
posted a 3-hour-long video interview with the President of Ukraine Volodymyr Zelenskyy [1]. The
formal host was a U.S. podcaster Lex Fridman who visited Ukraine in late December 2024 to con-
duct and record the meeting with him. The official governmental source published only a Ukrainian-
language video with an option to choose between English or Ukrainian subtitles.

Nearly at the same time, L. Fridman released the same interview on his own website and related
social media. Unlike Ukrainian officials, he presented it in four different language versions with
respective number of subtitle tracks [2]. On his platform, every language version of the interview
was delivered in seemingly realistic voices of President Zelenskyy and his interviewer. Having com-
pared both releases public could understand that nothing of the audiovisual content suggested to the
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Ukrainian audience by the official Presidential video channel was truly natural and/or authentic, even
though both interviewee and interviewer communicated in their own voices.

Thus, the whole Lex Fridman Podcast episode under question turned out to be a complex Al-
enhanced media event with hybrid human-machine involvement, based on interpreting and transla-
tion acts, all of which constitute a comprehensive communicative feature entailing massive impli-
cations in terms of information reception, processing and analysis, semantic and pragmatic shifts
across lingual cultures and identities, social and political response, sociolinguistic relativeness and
the whole genre of a documentary interview being completely rethought.

Language and translation study got to be tested within an information technology framework pro-
viding numerous insights on any of these fields and at the same time mixing researchers’ cards and
fogging the intrinsic dangers of the scope how huge Al applications have become, totally unlimited
and unhindered either by type of human activity or its genre.

Theoretical Background. Staying at the crosshairs of multiple academic fields, Fridman — Zelen-
skyy interview can be naturally researched and discussed at many angles, theory- and methodology-
wise. However, the authors of this paper would like to concentrate on:

a) the genre of political interview conducted to record a persona acting in the epicenter of one of
the most important geopolitical events in recent time, a full-scale Russian invasion into Ukraine;

b) Al technology used to produce multiple language versions of the documentary film based on the
Fridman — Zelenskyy interview;

c) its linguistic and translatological aspects which are bringing to life pragmatic issues in digital
humanities.

Every single aspect mentioned above has been studied by modern scholars to a different extent.
However, to the best of our knowledge, very little to no academic research has ever tried to put all
of them together as a case study of any high-impact communicative event involving some nascent
Al technology. At least L. Fridman’s experiments with interviewing methods and techniques have
totally stayed out of the linguistic scholars’ reach.

Interviews as a genre have been covered by a wide range of language scholars in Ukraine and
abroad whose work has been concisely reviewed by Kh. Diakiv [3, c. 21] with only few of them
researching traditional audiovisual format of TV [4; 5; 6] and none of them exploring podcasting as
a phenomenon in Ukraine or globally. Even fewer scholars address the issues of the televised/broad-
cast interview interpretation, like M. Alvesson [7] or P. J. Castillo Ortiz [8]. However, in some papers
we see quite a few detailed explorations of a naturally occurring interpreter-mediated interaction
[9, p. 184—185]. A range of researchers have studied specific aspects of a political interview, in par-
ticular, misunderstandings [10], interpreter’s non-cognitive constraints [11], and the general matter
of co-operation [12], including political discourse and diplomacy [13]. A considerable input into the
general topic of studying translation in politics has been made by Ch. Schéffner [see 14].

The earliest research into the algorithms for automated dubbing in audiovisual products dates back
as far as 2010 [15]. Further Al dubbing studies encompassed mostly engineering and technological
issues [16; 17; 18; 19; 20; 21] and informational aspects [22] as well as social matters highlighting
Al applications in arts and entertainment [23; 24; 25; 26] or their consequences in legal sphere, includ-
ing the cases of ‘deepfakes’ which are treated through defamation/libel laws, copyright infringement,
privacy laws, and cybersecurity laws, i.e. on Al used to injure one’s reputation [27; 28; 29; 30].

So far, the translation study of Al application for dubbing purposes has been very limited both in
terms of quantity and scope. It has already gained its way to the graduate papers, but their authors
need to admit that “there seem to be very little ongoing research addressing these developments”
[31, p. 118], although extremely useful data on what is called an “epistemic trust” issue are being
collected right now [32; 33].

Data. The audiovisual product under consideration is an edited documentary film (podcast epi-
sode) over 3 hours long (3:06:39) with a proper Fridman—Zelenskyy interview lasting for 2 hours
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and 28 minutes. Also, it has an 11-minute-long introduction [00:03:28-00:13:55] and final remarks
by L. Fridman covering personal, political, and technical issues of the “future of Ukraine, choice of
language, podcast prep and research process, travel, setup, and conclusion” [02:43:50-03:06:36]
[2]. A complete set of files includes four equivalent interview videos in three full overdubs in dif-
ferent languages (English, Russian, Ukrainian) and an original film with a mixture of languages,
“We spoke in a mix of languages, continuously switching from Ukrainian to Russian to English”
[00:04:00—-00:04:05]. There are also three transcript files for respective English, Russian, Ukrainian
overdubbed versions of the podcast. Interestingly, there is no transcript for the original mix-of-
languages video. Also, there is a discrepancy between how the video with the original mixture of
languages is called on different platforms: it is “English (UK)” track on L. Fridman personal website,
but “English (US)” on the Fridman’s official YouTube channel.

The edited interview supplied infographics (‘title cards’) for various data that, in L. Fridman’s
opinion, required additional explanation for the international public: map of the Russia-occupied ter-
ritories, details on Ukrainian legislation, historical references explicated, some Ukrainian acronyms
used by Zelenskyy (“/1110’) while speaking Russian, etc.

Results and discussion

Political interview as a psychological portrait

Any philological research ranging from psycholinguistics, psychopoetics to translation study
would certainly involve the psychology of creating senses, judgements, opinions which are imple-
mented in verbalized statements, texts in the broad sense, and communicated through different media
[e.g. see 34; 35]. These texts cannot exist beyond and without a human being who is creating them.
Likewise, these texts serve a legitimate source to study the mental landscape and the psychoworld of
any person. All mental constructs, intentions and senses deliberately (or subconsciously) expressed
in words and syntax of the text are viable for linguistic analysis. However, any implied subjectivity
of the text is an area for sweeping interpretations [e.g. see 36].

Whenever researchers deal with the documentary genre, they absolutize both intrinsic linguistic
features of the text under analysis and potential scope of its possible interpretations finding and re-
finding senses even in the smallest semantic units and pragmatic patterns. The data received from
such an analysis multiply manyfold with translated texts and their cross-cultural nuances.

As experienced practitioners of interviewing claim, “a portrait interview is comprised of [...]
informal, filmed conversations [...] We talk about your stories, your values, your hard-earned truths,
your version of things, in your own voice with all your expressiveness” [37].

Documentaries based on live interviews represent human beings broadcasting some facts and pre-
cise information as well as subjective matter, their emotions, bias and worldview. Audiovisual media
enhance and objectify all the aspects of interpersonal communication amplifying verbalized text by
the correlated parallel channel of visual and audial information rendering non-verbal signals, body
language, facial expressions, postures, etc.

By changing these audiovisual texts in their broadest meaning within a documentary genre, by
substituting and even doctoring them one can distort the understanding of their source, which is a
human being, and manipulate the perception of a specific person by wide audiences. Whenever the
interviewed person is a public figure such misperception can be extended and artificially promoted
in bad faith.

The interview hybrid translation procedure

As A. Fetzer and P. Bull claim, “a political interview can no longer be conceived of as a non-
fuzzy, predictable event, as has been implicit in the earlier conceptions of a political interview as
a relatively stable communicative encounter based on a clear-cut division of labor [...], or as an
exchange of questions and answers anchored to the leitmotif of neutralism as is reflected in inter-
actional and discursive roles, and style [...]. By acting in dis-accordance with the constraints, for
instance by interviewer and interviewees presenting themselves as multiply voiced, agents tran-
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scend boundaries and go beyond the constraints and requirements of non-fuzziness, linearity and
predictability” [38, p. 88].

In the modern world, where “current affairs interviews [...gave] rise to new categories such as
infotainment, confrontainment, and even politainment” [39, p. 354], political interviews are inher-
ently seen as a hybrid genre in which traditional political discourse drifts toward the format of a talk
show “where public discourse is privatized and power relations between the media and politics are
blurred” [Ibid., p. 391]. After the Digital Age arrival political interviews became “an important means
for ordinary people to encounter politics” [40, p. 3]. With the Fridman — Zelenskyy interview, it is true
not only because of the well-established understanding of this discourse, but also due to the technol-
ogy usage crossing its regular boundaries.

To analyze this interview properly, we would need to step back and have a look at the bigger
picture of L. Fridman’s interviewing activities. He is a well-known U.S. podcaster with 4.68 mln
global subscribers on YouTube who also entered the Top 15 podcasts in the U.S., according to Spotify
ranking, at least as of 2024 [41]. Apart from that, L. Fridman holds a PhD degree in Electrical and
Computer Engineering occupying the research scientist position the at the Laboratory for Information
and Decision Systems at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (LIDS MIT). With his academic
interests encompassing artificial intelligence, deep learning, human-robot interaction, and reinforce-
ment learning, L. Fridman is naturally experimenting with information technology solutions for the
podcast. On November 19, 2024, he released an interview with the President of Argentina Javier
Milei. It had two language versions in English and Spanish, however, unlike Zelenskyy interview,
those are not full overdubs, but rather voice-over translations with a weakly discernible original
audio track in the background [42]. Still, three main technological components of Fridman’s method
were used already then: a) text-to-speech generation, b) Al voice cloning, and ¢) Al dubbing with
synthetic voice generative models provided by the U. S. company ElevenLabs [43].

For undisclosed reasons, this method of an international talk hasn’t been accepted by L. Fridman as
a standard and he moved on with amplifying Al involvement in his dubbing projects. His decision led
to the total removal of the original background audio in the President Zelenskyy and Prime Minister
of India Narendra Modi’s interviews, released on January 5 and March 16, 2025 respectively. The
former episode also provided L. Fridman’s simplified explanation delivered to President Zelenskyy:

“So first of all, I should mention that our conversation today will be translated and dubbed into
Ukrainian, English, Russian, other languages... Spanish. So you re in your voice. So, there are great
guys originally from Poland. It’s a company called ElevenLabs. They’ve trained an Al... Hckyc-
CMBEeHHbIl UHMeNIeKm Ha eaulem 2oloce, u [OH] npexkpacho 38yuum. To ecmv bl Modiceme mam-
yeeamyv HA KAKOM A3blKe Xomume, HO 6ce20d 6 KoHye bydeme 2080pumv Ha yKpauHckom. To ecmo,
Ko20a 6vl 2080pume 0 Tpamne, modxceme Ha YKpAuHcKom, Ha pycckom |...] Everybody understands”
[01:58:08—01:58:56], as well as his detailed comments on the language and translation issue in the
final remarks of the Zelenskyy episode:

“After the conversation was recorded, the next challenge was to translate all of this and overdub it
and do it super quickly. These words I’'m speaking now have to be translated and dubbed into Ukrai-
nian and Russian. ElevenLabs were really helpful here, especially in bringing the president s voice to
life in different languages™ [02:48:24-02:48:45].

“The translation is separate from the text to speech and was done in part by Al and a lot by human.
This is where the fact that we had constant switching between three languages was a real challenge.
There are six transition mappings that have to be done: English to Ukrainian and Russian, Ukrainian
to English and Russian, and then Russian to English and Ukrainian continuously, sentence by sentence,
sometimes word by word. And each combination of language to language translation is best done by a
person who specializes in that kind of mapping. It was all a beautiful mess, all of it” [02:49:05-02:49:40].

So far, this has been the most in-depth explanation of L. Fridman’s international podcast procedure
from the interviewer himself, however, it is still rather vague for the public, even specifically trained.
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In the wake of the Fridman — Zelenskyy interview, language professionals expressed their opinions
and evaluation of the podcast episode Ukrainian version that clearly showed they believed the whole
stint was fully done with Al without any human interference [44; 45]:

(1) «3acanvny oymxy 6 yvomy cymoypi erosumu modcua, i I nenozano 3 yum enopasgca, aie
CUHXPOHHO NepeKIadamu Yu 6ecmu AKyCo OUHAMIUHY po3MO8Y — ye mano oymu nexao» (Poctucnas
[Tapanbko);

(2) «Crranocws spasicenns, wo nan Opioman ycima cnocobamu xomie npopexiamyeamu my @ipmy,
saKka 3aumaemocs LI, 30kpema 6 nepexnadi, 3 nocuiom “npoghecia nepexnadaua-nOouHu 8ryuce He
nompiona”. Mooiciueo, mo cnoucop tio2o nookacmy?» (Onena TUMOIICHKO);

(3) «/[o peui, aneniticokuii nepexnad oyxice 0ANUI i HENO2AHO NPUXOBVE “DUMOPUYUHY NOMYIC-
Hicmb” HAW020 Npe3udeHma, aH2IOMOBHA ayOumopisn y ceoill OibWoCmi CNPpUHALA ye iHmeps 10
nozumuenoy (Igor Sakovskiy);

(4) «Tax éonu sc Alwmky na ye nycmunuy (Igor Trubik Trubenok).

The provided reactions highlight the biggest drawback of the AI dubbing practices for documen-
taries as the public, even professionally capable, do not receive clear signals about the non-authentic
nature of the Al synthesized voices, blurring the perception and shifting the focus from a true-to-life
event into an easily manipulated manmade virtual reality.

The translators who participated in the Zelenskyy episode translation shed some additional light in
the discussion of the specialized Facebook group post [Ibid.], so that now we have a complete picture
how different language versions appeared.

After the interview was recorded the unnamed speech-to-text recognition software produced its
written copy (an MS Excel file) with gaps for specific languages whenever speakers switched to a
different code. Human translators postedited the recognized text and translated its missing parts (seg-
ments) in the respective target languages based on the available video records. The final version of
this text amplification and postediting in three different languages has been given the status of the
‘tapescript’, no matter how massive translators’ intrusions into the text were. The whole procedure
was aggravated by the extremes in code-switching to which the speakers sometimes went breaking a
single sentence with all the three language changes.

E.g. (1) “...i ax minoxu Tpamn nact', for example... s1... nioe na ceasefire 6e3 cepiiosnHux eapanmiil
besnexu onsa Yxpainu, 6in dacm[v] nac [lyminy...” [01:04:40-01:04:50];

(2) “...Ilotomy uto B Gamke y Ilyruna paccoputs mens ¢ Tpamnom. B Gamike y IlyTtuna 3axin-
yumu oKynayiio Hawoi mepumopii. ITo BCE ecThb B €ro xeopiti 2conosi” [01:05:57-01:06:13]

(3) “...Tomy s 6am i ckazan, don t wait for Putin's will, press him” [01:05:32].

We can see that sentence structures have been regularly violated, which positively made transla-
tors introduce changes even if original phrasing coincided with their target language.

Further on, those hybrid ‘transcripts’ underwent Al text-to-speech generation and dubbing with the
cloned and synthesized voices of President Zelenskyy and L. Fridman, all provided by ElevenLabs
software. As far as we can understand, there was no visible attempt at any lip sync morphing? while
completing the Al dubbing of videos, either intentionally or due to the technical limitations. The
whole algorithm of the event and its representation in media could look like that:

Multilingual source text — Multilingual speech-to-text recognition (machine) — Postediting
(human) — Recognized and postedited text translation (human/machine) — Monolingual text-to-
speech generation / Monolingual dubbing (machine) — Monolingual target text.

The final written target texts (‘tapescripts’) were used as the basis for captioning the video. This
approach is totally unacceptable for documenting specific statements and judgements.

Here we need to mention the interview researchers who highlight that, “detailed transcript of
all taped (or in other ways recorded) interviews is optimal. This makes interpretation work more

"In illustrative examples, regular font is used for the Russian phrases.
2 Another factor substantiating distrust for the overdub viewers.
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precisely and easier in some ways and means that exact quotations can be presented. Against this the
enormous time involved must be considered, both for transcription and for reading and sorting the
material” [7, p. 60].

The interference and overlapping of the actual spoken text in the interview with its written transla-
tions pose a permanent danger of distorting information and wording. Here are some clear examples
how this confusion amasses on a regular basis.

In the original Russian phrase President Zelenskyy says,

“Ila, ma, 310 HE great success for us, but if we see diplomatic way of finishing the war [to end — in
official ‘transcript’], this is one... one of the way|[s]. Toomo ye... subaume. Tax, 3710... mepoe. Bro-
poe — maket opyxusi. S He TOTOB ceifuac TOBOPUTH IMyOJIUYHO, YTO 3TO, [OHO HamucaHo — this part
is missing in the ‘transcript’] u President Trump can have it or have it or... I mean no secrets from
him...” [01:08:05-01:08:35].

In AI dubbed versions all the original parts in respective languages were substituted for
manipulated (doctored) phrasing, cf. both in the official English ‘transcript’ and respective English
dubbing we have, “but if we see a diplomatic way to end the war, this is one of the ways. So it is, sorry,
that is a start. Secondly, weapons, arms aid package, I'm not ready to discuss this publicly right now.
It’s all written down and President Trump might have seen it or not, but we’ve got no secrets from
him.”

“Oren, KOTOPbIN NOTEPsT AeTe [...] OH B3pociblil MyXHK, B3pociblidl. Y 3akoHuMIach BOliHA,
a GiH... a OH HE MONy4un... didnt get accountability, real [one]. For example, somebody decided
that’s [i.e. the war] frozen...” [01:13:53-01:14:25]. The official transcript and English dubbing run,
“[1]f you were a father who lost his children, a grown man. A grown man, a man, an adult, and the
war has ended and he never got justice for real. For example, somebody decides to fireeze support.”
Pay attention that the last phrase is totally different on the semantic and pragmatic levels from what
was really said and what was really informed to the viewer in the overdubs.

To sum up, what public believes to be an “Al translation” or even “Al interpreting” was in fact a
mostly human translation, a complex audiovisual product of hybrid origin whose true nature was
overshadowed by realistically cloned voices of the speakers. Machine intellect was used only at the
initial and final stages for speech-to-text recognition (STT), text-to-speech generation (TTS), and
dubbing. This translation amassed mistakes in transcribing the actual speech, interfered with
the lexis, grammar, and syntax, multiplying the effect by written translations which were used
as a basis for a further incorrect and misleading dubbing result.

Translation analysis

The quality assessment of the Fridman — Zelenskyy interview translation is yet more complicated
beyond the multistage translators’ workflow described above. What the recipients now treat as the
target texts (either the ‘tapescripts’ or the dubbed audiovisual product) in any of the languages under
consideration are not the original live translation (more precisely interpreting) of the talk.

As of now, Lex Fridman Podcast has three international episodes with foreign officials that were
presented to the English-speaking audience in translations. All three instances involved professional
interpreters who did their simultaneous translations on spot, guaranteeing the two-way exchange of
information between L. Fridman and his guests. Only Ukrainian episode has more or less detailed
explanation of how the translation was done, so we believe the whole procedure can be extrapolated
on every international event.

Basically, in every case we have a two-fold translation event presented to the public in a limited
scope: 1) through an Al-enhanced and mediated audiovisual product on the basis of written transla-
tion made and edited by humans post factum, and 2) a live communicative act mediated by a human
interpreter whose simultaneous translation is known only to the participants of the interview.

We literally don’t know what L. Friman or President Zelenskyy heard in their interpretation as the
audio track wasn’t recorded, saved and delivered to posteditors while they were preparing the final-
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ized multilingual versions of the event. However, we literally hear in the interview something that
wasn’t said but was presented to the viewer as a fact in Al overdubs.

This workflow functionally disables any proper linguistic, pragmatic or any other kind of analysis.
This is an inadequate way to discuss the quality of translation and/or interpretation of any linguistic
output as translation and interpreting are different fields in language training, services and industry,
education, standardization and academic research. It is the interpreter’s text that moves and fuels a
conversation during the interview, triggers questions, responses and general feedback reactions. In
the case of Fridman Podcast workflow, recipients receive a surrogate alternative parallel translation
created within the framework that utilizes totally different criteria of quality. So, whether the host
(L. Fridman) praises or criticizes interpreting and/or translation, his viewers and listeners have to take
his words for granted.

With Javier Milei episode, L. Fridman admitted there was a mistake in the English ‘transcript,’
“The English translation at 23:23 says ‘fiscal deficit’when it should say ‘fiscal balance’. We fixed the
captions, transcript, and will try to fix the audio soon” [42]. With Narendra Modi episode, L. Fridman
merely praised the interpretation, “And since I spoke English and Prime Minister Modi spoke Hindl,
I have to comment on the interpreter who was doing simultaneous interpreting for both of us. She
was absolutely amazing. I can't sing her enough praises. From the equipment used to the quality of
the translation, to just the human touch of it all” [46]. It is worth mentioning that L. Fridman doesn’t
speak either Spanish or Hindji, so it’s hard to say what his opinion is grounded on.

The Ukrainian episode has become an outstanding exception in this practice. Firstly, L. Fridman brough
up the issue of the Ukrainian idiom “6umu xococe no pyxax” on his official Telegram account [47],

“Hi everyone, I would like to fix a translation in the audio / subtitle that better captures what Pres-
ident Zelenskyy was saying. I will delete this post once we find a good translation. The President said:

Ukrainian:

I ram, e Mu Gaynau pU3MKH, 110 HIOCh MOXKE OyTH 30pO€ro, MU OMIIN MO pyKax BCiX.

Russian:

U tam, rie Mbl BUJETH PUCKH, YTO YTO-TO MOXKET CIYUYUTHCS C OPY>KUEM, MbI OWJIN IO PyKaM BCEX.

English:

And where we saw risks that something could be a weapon, we would slap everyone on the wrist.

‘Mu 6unu no pyxax ecix’ [02:25:13] was translated to ‘We would slap everyone on the wrist’,
which for some people implies a mild reprimand, so we want to better translate the intent of the state-
ment that implies a strong punishment. Options:

1. We slapped everyone's hands
We hit everyone's hands
We beat everyone's hands
We cracked down on everyone
We cracked down hard on everyone
We firmly reprimanded everyone
We punished everyone

Let me know your thoughts. Again, I'll delete this post in a few minutes. I'm just working on fix
subtitles and audio at this moment and need a second opinion.

Thanks.

UPDATE: I think 7 (punished) is clear, but is not exactly accurate. ‘Punished’ to me implies an
act was fully committed, and a procedure was followed to make the person accountable. I think the
President meant more: Before the act could even be committed, they were stopped harshly. So I think [
prefer 2 or 4, as it is still clear, firm, but doesn t carry the extra meaning that ‘punished’implies which
I don 't believe the President meant in this case.

UPDATE #2: I'm leaning more and more toward 4, because it will be clear, firm, and follow the
meaning of the rest of what the President was saying.

NN N
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UPDATE #3 (FINAL): I went with 5: ‘We cracked down hard on everyone’to make intended mean-
ing absolutely clear. Fixes are being implemented.”

This is the most detailed discussion of any translation matter with L. Fridman in any of his inter-
national interviews that underwent interpreting, translation and dubbing. Yet even more strange was
L. Fridman’s obvious dissatisfaction with the language professional who provided simultaneous
interpreting of the talk. From the introduction to the interview we get to know that they “spoke in a
mix of languages, continuously switching from Ukrainian to Russian to English, so the interpreter
was barely hanging on” [00:04:00-00:04:06]. The irritation and dissatisfaction from the transla-
tion expressed by L. Fridman was far from euphemistic, “the most dynamic and powerful conver-
sation between us would be [...] without an interpreter, who in this case added about two to three
second delay and frankly translated partially and poorly for me at least, taking away my ability to
feel the humor, the wit, the brilliance, the pain, the anger, the humanity of the person sitting before
me” [00:04:58-00:05:13], “He [President Zelenskyy] did need an interpreter when I spoke Eng-
lish, and just like I was, was visibly encumbered and annoyed by the process of interpretation”
[02:43:28-02:43:38].

There are some extralingual factors to the opinions expressed by L. Fridman which will be dis-
cussed below, so here we would just say that his words signify extremely limited understanding of
how simultaneous interpreting works with humans.

Firstly, L. Fridman admits in all three international interviews that all his 3-hour-long events were
translated by a single interpreter which is a clear violation of the standing AIIC (Association Inter-
nationale des Interprétes de Conférence) standard: “Article 6: Teams of Interpreters 3. Simultaneous
Interpretation. Teams of interpreters must be put together in such a way as to avoid the systematic use
of relay. However, when there is no alternative to the use of relay for a given language, the team shall
comprise at least two interpreters able to provide a relay from that language. In addition, if the relay is
provided from a two-way booth, at least three interpreters shall work in that booth. As a general rule,
a team is composed of at least two interpreters per language and per booth. This is to ensure adequate
coverage of all language combinations and to guarantee the necessary quality. The number of inter-
pretation booths is the same as the number of target languages, except for the case of two-language
conferences where a single booth may suffice” [48].

Secondly, by claiming that “an interpreter [...] added about two to three second delay” L. Frid-
man proves he doesn’t understand the nature of interpretation as a professional activity at all. A
décalage (delay, ear-voice span, time lag, etc. between the original and its simultaneous delivery in
interpretation) is an absolutely normal and acceptable technique extensively employed in profes-
sional conference interpreting [e.g. 49, p. 305-306; 50]. A 2—3-second-long lag falls into appro-
priate practices and standards [see 51; 52; 53]°. In the interview we permanently see that L. Frid-
man is clearly confused, frustrated and irritated about any delays in interpretation, like at mark
00:28:52-00:29:05.

The persona of the interpreter is never mentioned in the episode. Due to the non-disclosure limita-
tion we cannot name him/her, however, we can vouch that his/her qualification has been verified by
the professional record, colleagues’ opinion, jobs s/he took and membership in the AIIC, one of the
most renowned professional associations of conference interpreters around the world.

Thirdly, L. Fridman complains about the procedure and quality of simultaneous interpreting with-
out understanding its best practices. E.g. he was trying to listen to the original words of President
Zelenskyy (in real time) while keeping his working earpiece in one ear and listening to the interpreter
(with an expected time lag) which obviously couldn’t help but aggravate the confusion at the two
desynchronized audio streams. Also, L. Fridman often demanded literal translation of the highly idi-
omatic, slangish, and sometimes even vulgar phrasing of the President’s vernacular:

*For the further review of the literature please see 54, p. 94-95.
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Zelenskyy: ...a 10T [[IyTHH] CTOUT € ros10ii :K0MOM 1 pacckasbiBaeT Mpo mieMeHa. .. [00:48:45]

Fridman: Kctatu, MHe HaJ0 cka3aTh, YTO KOTZIa BBl CKa3allk “TONYIO KOMy’ — MHEe He MepPeBeIu.
[Toxxaiy¥icra, s IpolLLy EPEBOAYUKA IIEPEBOAUTD.

Zelenskyy: D10 Tak, 4T00bI BaM OBLIO MOHATHO.

Fridman: Hy, Het, on MHe 00bsicauna Bee [00:49:15-00:49:22].

From L. Fridman’s latter remark we understand that the interpreter just avoided literal translation
of the idiom having chosen to render it in a descriptive way, which is a totally acceptable technique.
While the literal delivery provides considerable risks of misunderstanding the message.

The English ‘transcript’ at this timestamp is more than misleading, it is illogical and further on it
1s false,

Zelenskyy: ... And this guy Putin is standing there bare-assed pontificating about tribes...
[00:48:45]

Fridman: By the way, I must say that when you said bare-assed, it was not translated. Could the
interpreter please translate?

Zelenskyy: This is so that you can understand.

Fridman: Now he explained everything to me, I understand [00:49:15-00:49:22].

Obviously, the team of translators, who postedited the autorecognized speech and translated the
original Russian phrasing, had to follow L. Fridman’s demand and provided a literal rendering of the
idiom which is a wrong translation. In this case, “c romnoii »omnoii”” means to have nothing, to be poor
which is substantiated by the previous context:

Zelenskyy: Bbl mymaere, Bbl MOJKETE TOBOPUTH PO TexHooruu ¢ Ilytunsim? Bamm pebsita 6panu
HHTEPBBIO, U OH UM paccKasbIBaJl IIpo IuieMeHHY0 uctoputo [00:48:27-00:48:31]

While English “bare-ass(ed)” ranges between literal “naked” to figurative “minimal, naive,
unarmed”™ which is not even close to what President Zelenskyy meant. Or could anyone consider
Putin naive or unarmed?

Interestingly, M. Baker also claims that for a political interview an interpreter would tend to go
literal,

“Miriam Shlesinger, an experienced interpreter, recognises this type of client behaviour as highly
stressful and says, ‘Many of us who have been raised on the what-counts-is-the-meaning-and-not-the-
words approach are in a real quandary when a literal-minded client. who (thinks s/he) understands
English, is breathing down our necks’ (personal communication). Another cause of stress which I
have already mentioned as a common feature of the political interview is the fact that the interpreter
is working into a foreign language, and one of which he clearly does not have all that adequate
a command. Again, this encourages literal translation, or at least it does not make it easy for the
interpreter to use strategies which involve rewording for style™ [11, p. 121].

It is with such cases of Al dubbed multilingual versions of Lex Fridman Podcasts that we see how
potentially harmful this practice is. The authentic recording has been substituted (say doctored?) by
the naturally sounding synthetic voices which preserve all acoustic qualities of the real person, but
easily change the content under the auspices of those who manage the project.

Apart from traditional difficulties of interpreting a political leader who expresses “highly sensitive
contexts which involve interpreting for political leaders at times of great international crises are
likely to be subject to various types of non-cognitive constraints which may influence interpreter
performance in specific ways” [Ibid., p. 111], President Zelenskyy’s interview has become challenging
for translation in many other ways:

(1) permanent code-switching between Ukrainian, English and Russian:

*See anywhere, like in Green's Dictionary of Slang at https://greensdictofslang.com/ or Urban Dictionary at https://www.
urbandictionary.com/.

>We need to admit that this opinion has been contested by the actual Zelenskyy’s interpreter in private communication,
“Now, in simultaneous interpreting, it is not relevant at all” without any further substantiation of the judgement.
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“UM 51 cunTaro, HAJ0 371€Ch, HAJO0 CUJION, HAJ0 PA3rOBOPOM. 37€Ch MHOTO carrot and stick, KoTopbie
MOKHO HCIIOJIb30BaTh, YTOOBI JeHCTBUTENHHO TOTOBOPHUTHCS [00:52:37]

“...Iloromy uro B 6amke y [lytuna paccoputs meHs ¢ TpamnoMm. B 6amke y Ilytuna saxinuumu
oKynayiio Hawoi mepumopii. ITo BCE €CTh B €T0 X8opill 201081 — “Because in Putin's head, he wants
me to fight with Trump. Putin's plan is to end the occupation of our territory. This is in his sick head”
[01:05:00-01:05:10];

“...Tomy s 6am i ckazan, don t wait for Putin s will, press him” — “That is why I told you don't wait
for Putin to want to stop the war. Pressure him” [01:05:32];

“Oro He mpocTo rapantuu 6ezonacHoctu. Ha moro dymky” — “This is not just a security guarantee,
in my opinion” [01:44:22];

(2) hectic and elliptical syntax with all grammar deviations pertaining to these syntactical fluctua-
tions:

unlike Fridman, whose questions were all pre-prepared and who enjoyed very little impromptu,
President Zelenskyy had no samples of answers. As the result, his grammar as well as lexis was often
elliptical and sometimes erratic (“noarowenie”, “sanesnenicms”, “nponayionaricmuynuil”, etc.), his
syntactical means are redundant which naturally complicated the work of interpreter and caused
those gaps and ‘inaccuracies’ L. Fridman complained about;

(3) substandard vocabulary including idioms, slang, realia, and profanities:

“A sl HE CUMTAIO, YTO TO MPOCTO, MOXKHO BOT TaK BOT JI€JIaTh BUJI, YTO HUYETO HE TPOUCXOIUT, U
AaBaTh MAac K TOMY, 4T00BI B ouepeHoi pa3 [IyTuH roBopui, 4To Mbl e oauH Hapox — “And I don't
think that you can just pretend that nothing s happening and give Putin a pass once again for saying
that, ‘We are one people...” [00:14:50-00:15:02];

“Ileped eamu cmoum mamoum” — “A mammoth stands before you” [00:49:12];

“...Mu JHce domMosuUnUCH npo ceasefire. Y Hac dice €, HY, ye Jic He nanipeyv 8 myanemi, max, ye
ceptiozna icmopis...” — “We agreed on a ceasefire, didn't we? Well, it wasn 't a piece of toilet paper,
was it? This is serious business” [00:57:33];

“...pycCKHe 8i0MO8IAU, Nepedasan AKy-mo XpeEHb Heclu, 60HU He xomii” — “...the Russians
refused. They passed along some kind of bullshit, made excuses. They didnt want i’ [00:59:06];

“Yu xmocw koncynomayii npoegie? Hi. Yomy? /la noxepy. Lle o 3po3ymino pociticokorw. Ilpa-
sunbHo? Om 5K pociticbkoro Y10 ROXEPY, MAK i 6Cim iHwum 2apanmepam besneku byoanewmcvkoeo
memop[anoym]a. Bcim 6yno noxepy na yro ctpany” — “Did anyone conduct consultations? No, and
why not? They didn’t give a fuck. This is understandable in Russian, that as Russia didn’t give a
damn” [01:28:55-01:29:11];

“Le oic nomse 3 MaKyiamypoio, 3 2apaHmiamu Oe3neku, Ha skomy ioe Yrpaina 6npooosic 0oseux
poxig” — “This is a train with wastepaper, with security guarantees, which Ukraine has been riding
for many years” [01:30:15];

“Lle ne iepawku, npocmo mMu ca0em empovox. 5 npocmo eam Kaxcy, me, wo €, ye... K 6am cKa-
3amu... Yyi ‘BpucaoKu’, 6oHu noGuHHI Oymu ceptiosHumu i niocomoegnenumu” — “This is not a joke,
we’ll just sit the three of us. [ am simply telling you what is. This is how can I tell you? These meet-
ings must be serious and prepared” [01:33:10-01:33:24]

“U nHuxmo 6 mupe He cnocobeH e20 nocmagums Ha mecmo” — “and no one in the world is able to
put him in his place” [01:42:43-01:42:46];

“V mebs npocmo 3abpanu camoe dopocoe [nereit — Authors]. Tor pazee cnpawusaewn: ‘Kmo
3abpan?’ npedcoe yem noumu u omeepHyms emy oawky? Ilpocmo mue unmepecHo: éom y meos
3abpanu pebenxa, mol Oydewv cnpawusams. ‘A xmo smo’? Tebe ckaxcym: ‘Dmo éom smom
osa0vka’. Tl cxanxcewn: ‘A-a-a, my 6cé, moeoa Hem eonpocog’? Hem! Tvl notioewv, 611206, u
omegepuéub emy 2onogy” — “...and they simply took away the most precious thing from you. Will
you ask who ruined your life before going to rip their head off? I'm just curious. They took your
child away. Are you going to ask who did this? And they will answer that that dude did this. You
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will say, ‘Oh, well then there are no questions.’ No, no, no. You will go fucking hell and bite their
head off” [01:43:15-01:43:37];

“A kakoco-mo /[aow Boesy’ pazopasxcaem cnoso HATO?” — “Is some Uncle Vova irritated by the
word NATO?” [01:45:25];

“Ecnu cuumams, ymo npe3udenm Kako-mo cmpaHvl ROJTHOCHIbIO COBUHYMbBLI, MHCEN0 C HUM
o0oeosapusamvcs” — “If you think that the president of a country is completely crazy, it is really hard
to come to an agreement with him” [01:45:42]

“Kak on mx yousan? C nro6oBbr0? Jlymaro, c... 01406, 8 obiiimax. YKpaincvkoio kaxcymo, sK
ckazamu. ‘B obitmax. Tineku npuoywiysas’. Tak kasxcyms. ‘Tax mobnio, mak oo, wo axc 60umso
xouemvcs” — “How did he kill them? With love? I know fuck by hugging. In Ukrainian, as we
say, ‘Strangling by hugging. I love you so, so much. I love you so much that I want to kill you’.”
[01:46:40-01:46:52];

“780 mucau, 788 000 — yOUTBIX WM paHEHBIX pyccKuX. OH e UX PyCCKUMU Ha3bIBaeT BceX. Tex
JlaXe, KOTOpbIE MO-PYCCKU HE YMEIOT FOBOPUTH, Y HETO TaM, Ha Teppuropuu Poccun. Be€, uto onn
nopaborunu. [la. Bapsiru ropabie” — “788,000 killed or wounded Russians. He calls them all Rus-
sians. Even those who don 't know how to speak Russian on his territory of Russia, everything they ve
enslaved. Yes. Proud Varangians™ [01:48:24-01:48:47];

“Ko2ocb Mu 8UMIHSIU HA HAUWUX BILICLKOBUX, 51K Mo Kym [Iymina, Medseouyk...” — “We exchanged
some of them for our soldiers such as Medvedchuk to whose daughter Putin is godfather”
[02:20:53-02:20:58];

“momy wo onieapxu 3a36uuai KOHMPOAIOIOMb NOMOKU 1 1100el, I NIUBAIOMb HA NONIMUK)Y ™ —
“because oligarchs usually control cash flows and people and influence politics” [02:36:19];

(4) inadvertent typological counterpoints emphasized by language structure differences and
specific usage for emphatic purposes:

“Ho mvi noseps mue, Bonoos, smo 6vin ne s1...” — “But believe me, that s what he told me. ‘Volody-
myr, this is not me. ” [00:38:10];

The usage of diminutives and grammatical T-forms is something that is permanently and inad-
vertently getting lost in translations. The podcast viewer/listener has no chance to see the switch
from the last-name to the first-name basis in President Zelenskyy and L. Fridman’s communica-
tion as well as the whole rendering of President Zelenskyy and President of Belarus Alyaksandr
Lukashenka’s exchanges in which President Lukashenka addresses President Zelenskyy not only
by his first name, but also its diminutive form “Bonoos”. There is a translator’s inconsistency in
rendering diminutive forms. For some reason “Bonoods” is “Volodymyr” in English, but “/[a0x
Bosa” remains “Uncle Vova.”

Much of that multilingualism, translanguaging and code-switching which turned Fridman —
Zelenskyy interview into a nice documentary (“beautiful mess” in L. Fridman’s personal words at
mark 02:49:40) revealing sociolinguistic portraiture and communicative strategies was a totally lost
event in written translations and projected as such into Al overdubs.

The notion of Russkiy mir remains untranslated,

“Bonu nobyoyeanu meopiio ooHiei Hayii, oouiei pacu, oOnozo ceimy. Ix ceimy. Bezymosno, 6esenyzoa
ides, abcontomuo. Ane 80HA paoduKalizy8anacs 3a poKu i Ompumana Hagimo niompumxy. O0Ho2o Mupa.
1, 6 npunyuni, pycckuii Mup, ma meopis, saxy Ilymin noka3sye, nas’szas...” [00:31:20-00:31:52].

In the mixed-language original we have an opposition of Ukrainian “ceim” versus Russian “mup”.
In translations it is lost, esp. in Russian:

“Onu cmpounu meopuio u éoniomunu eé, zaxeamus zamem Eepony, onu nocmpounu meopuio
00HOU Hayul, OOHOU pacsl, 00H020 mupa — ux wupa. bezycnosno, nenenas uoes, abconomno. Ho ona
PAOUKATUUPOBACH 34 200bl U Oddice NOAYYULA N000eprucKY. QOH020 mupa. U 6 npunyune, pyccKui
mup...” — “They were in fact constructing and ultimately implemented a theory around this idea later
seizing Europe. They created a theory of one nation, one race, one world, their world. Of course, this

b
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idea is absolutely senseless, but it has become radicalized over the years and even gained support. A
vision of one world and in principle, the so-called Russian World.”

Postcolonial background of the code-switching, communicative behavior and bias

The whole Ukrainian episode is worth attention in terms of postcolonial discourse, reflecting the
choice of language for public communication, strategies of language behavior, and code-switching.

“Postcolonial-postmodernist discourse and cultural studies have laid the groundwork for a new
approach to critical understanding in our globalized world where identities are articulated across
hyphens, transitions or in-between passages rather than firmly located in any one culture, language
or place” [55, p. 10].

In the interview, we have a face-to-face opposition of President Zelenskyy (a Soviet-born Russian
speaker from an industrial city who had no choice but to develop a Ukrainian national identity) against
L. Fridman (a Soviet-born Russian speaker with some Ukrainian background, turned a U.S. national
who is now actively promoting Ukraine-skeptical pro-Russian narratives). As P. Bandia wittily
noticed, it is an exemplary case of the “[p]ostcolonial-postmodernist discourse [...] in our globalized
world where identities are articulated across hyphens, transitions or in-between passages rather
than firmly located in any one culture, language or place” [Ibid.].

In his very first international podcast, L. Fridman talked to President Milei who has some command
of English and said, “in the year 1998, I came to the United States to take a series of courses to improve
my English, which I never use in formal terms because as president” [42]. The interviewer never
challenged this claim or commented on it. The Ukrainian episode became a tension point even before
the interview itself. Lex Fridman (Aleksey Aleksandrovich Fridman) was born in a Russian-speaking
Soviet family which emigrated to the U.S. when he was a kid. The Russian language was his mother
tongue, and he still boasts he is fluent in it [00:04:48]. Four days before the interview took place
L. Fridman had been still strongly arguing in favor of the Russian language to be used,

“I look forward to our 3 hour conversation.

I hope we can conduct it in the Russian language, a language we are both fluent in. Let me make
the case for it and provide some context below.

For people who may not know, the Ukrainian language has increasingly become a symbol of the
Ukrainian people’s fight for freedom and independence. Unfortunately, it is a language I do not speak
yet, but I am learning it. I do know how to speak fluent Russian, as does President Zelenskyy, and as
does a large fraction of Ukrainian people.

Speaking in a language we're both fluent in will result in the most most deep, dynamic, and powerful
conversation. We will of course, translate and dub it into Ukrainian and English” [56].

The language issue is extremely sore for the Ukrainian society, so obviously both the whole
invitation to speak in Russian and the post-interview public discussion centered greatly on this topic
(e.g. see in 57), which aggravated the unseen interpreter’s performance reception. As M. Baker once
observed, the interpreter was caught, “in the middle of [...] hostility even before he commence[d]
interpreting for the parties concerned” [11, p. 122].

Seemingly recognizing the identifying role of the Ukrainian language in Ukraine’s fight for
freedom and independence, L. Fridman still insisted on conducting this interview under false (as
we will see later) pretexts. The fact that President Zelenskyy formally declined this request and
resisted Fridman’s communicative strategy became the factor that mostly defined the mixed-language
nature of the interview and added much to the general interviewer’s irritation and overtly expressed
dissatisfaction with the employed interpreter.

For the beginning, any language expert dealing with the interview analysis needs to understand
that L. Fridman was and is not an unbiased podcaster. We have numerous indirect hints that he
uses language as a postmodern weapon of postcolonial (dis)information war and discreetly promotes
pro-Russian narratives. Allegedly, he had an interview with the Volnovakha-born Mariupol State
University-educated Ukrainian journalist Illia Ponomarenko, defense and security reporter at
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the Kyiv Independent in 2021-2023 and a staunch Russia critic, whose X (Twitter) account has
1.1 mln subscribers; however, this talk was shelved for undisclosed reasons [58].

The Russian language is permanently praised and stereotypically cherished by L. Fridman, both in
his comments to the interview with Zelenskyy and in other instances,

“I was never good at speaking. I listen to think and understand better than I speak. For me, this is
true for both English and Russian, but it is especially true for Russian. The Russian language allows
for much more room for wit, nonstandard terms of phrase, metaphors, humor, rhyme, musicality,
and let s say deforming of words that create a lot of room for creativity and how meaning and emotion
are conveyed. You could do the same in English, but it’s harder” [02:45:09-02:45:30].

L. Fridman hugely overestimates his fluency and command of Russian,

“I speak Russian fluently as well” [02:43:17].

Below is a short list of mistakes L. Fridman made during his Zelenskyy interview:

“Ha Tenedone mnu kak?” [00:02:36] (which was kept in the original ‘tapescript’);

“...[[T]oaToMy KpacoTa Bamero yma, aymu. 5 He cpa3y Buxky...” [00:17:35-00:17:38];

“...nejarp pemenus...” at [00:41:10] and repeated several times later;

pronunciation of Ukrainian cities names in Russian was “Jlyxanck, [lonenx, 3anopuxHs and Xep-
coHckast oonactu u Crimea [sic!]” [01:07:42] In the official Russian ‘transcript’ words have been
changed to remove mistakes, “/lyeanck, [Joneyk, 3anoposcve u Xepconckas oonacmu u Kpoim'™;

“Hert, uecTHO, He YMel0 HH [Ha?] uéM pasroBapuBaTh, Booodmie...” [01:13:00-01:13:02]. The offi-
cial ‘“transcript’ gives “Her, uectHo, Ha 4eMm pa3roBapuBarh, BoooOue”, however, the official Russian
dubbing is identical to the mixed-languages version;

“B3ste 00a, Ykpauny u Poccuto, B HATO” [01:13:13];

“...s cuuTalo, O4eHb Xopouuii manc uro Tpamm takoe cnenaer” [01:16:45]; obviously, “ouens
BbIcOKHe maHch” would be correct.

“Bor 51 onATh ke, 25 stHBapsi, B okpyre 3toro, 1a?” [01:20:23] The mistake remained in the Rus-
sian ‘tapescript’;

“Ho xoMIpoMUCC, K COKaJICHUIO, HY>KeH, 4TOObI Aeaarh Jaorosopenus’ [01:42:35]. The official
transcript gives ““...4TOOBI JeJaTh J0TOBOPEHHOCTH .

“A BbI, KCTaTH, NMOKa 51 He 3a0yxy. Xortute, npuexaire 20 uucna, inauguration Npe3uJIeHTa
Tpammna™ [02:30:50].

Below is a typical example how L. Fridman regularly backups his Russian phrases (as a proof that
he actually struggles while speaking in Russian),

“Y MeHs ecTbh J1a, MOJKHO CKa3aTh, HAMBHAsI MeUTa — dream, 4To BbI cajeTe BMecTe ¢ [lyTuHbIM 1
¢ Tpamnom u 1OroBOpUTECH, KaK 3aKOHYUTH OTOHB — ceasefire” [00:52:10].

Obviously, President Zelenskyy’s active command of English is far from perfect, but his passive
understanding of the language allows him communicating unassisted at the top level. It means L. Frid-
man could have addressed President Zelenskyy in English and listen to his response in Ukrainian or
rely on President Zelenskyy’s English. Addressing his interviewee in Russian did not facilitate the
talk, as L. Fridman’s Russian is faulty.

With his intentional code-switching, L. Fridman constantly provoked President Zelenskyy. One
of the brightest examples goes at mark [00:20:37-00:20:41]. It is already three minutes as President
Zelenskyy has switched into English already, and L. Fridman starts his new question with “You know,
I've been to a lot of...” and then abruptly switches again into Russian, “...s mo MHOrMM ropo-
nam B Yikpause e3aui...” [00:20:37-00:20:41] or “No, [I’'m] sorry I interrupted you first... HO s ObI
XOTeN... Y MEHS €CTh Jla, MOJKHO CKa3aTh, HaumBHas Medrta...” [00:52:10]. With the most hilarious
example being “U 51 cunraro, HagO 3/1€Ch, HAJIO CHIION, HAJI0 Pa3rOBOPOM. 371€Ch MHOTO carrot and
stick, KoTopble MOKHO UCTIOIB30BaTh, YTOOHI AeiicTBUTENHHO qoroBoputhes’ [00:52:37] after which
President Zelenskyy speaks in English at [01:05:42-01:07:25] and L. Fridman replies in Russian
again!
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Often, a trigger for code-switching was an English buzzword (i.e. ceasefire), when with Russian
it’s ether a strong emotion or effort to be more understandable for L. Fridman:

“...Hanucano OyN0 aHanilicbKe c1060, HACKLIbKU 5 po3ymilo, ‘assurance’. [L]o nepexnadaemucs Ak
‘sanesnenicms’. Tax? 3anesnenicmo. A pociiicokoio ye 6yoe ‘yBepenue’...” [01:26:42].

Also, quoting L. Fridman, President Zelenskyy often switched in his replies into Russian too,
“Bu kaxceme ‘Hano x pasroBapusaths ...” [00:50:49] “...mpeba 6ymu 6 cunvHili no3uyii v He paz-
TOBapwBarth, a 3akinyysamu eitiny...” [00:50:55] and Russian further on.

In his turn, President Zelenskyy switched into English whenever he believed his words could be
heard by the President of the U.S. and he made this effort to directly impress Trump, either virtually
addressing him or discussing some issues which are important for the Ukraine—U.S. relations. As a
feedback from L. Fridman, President Zelenskyy gets intimidation, e.g. “Your English is better than
my Russian” at [01:20:02] after Zelenskyy clarifies with a person behind the scene if he was correctly
using the word “to prevent” in the meaning “3amo0iratu’.

So, the question researchers of such code-switching must permanently keep in mind is basically
“What are the power relations involved in translating/interpreting between a hegemonic lan-
guage-culture and a dominated one?”

Finally, the authors of the paper would like to let you dwell on question why L. Fridman also
promotes designated Russian Al-dubbed versions of his other international interviews with President
Milei and Prime Minister Modi which are otherwise available only in the languages of the speakers
during the interview [42; 46].

Al technology implications for the genre of political interview and documentary film in general

Al applications in the study of translation quality belong to the newest field of translation science
and practice. Changing landscapes of Al usage and perception of its results are a part of the bustling
discussion about the latest roles played by artificial intelligence in modern industry. General estimates
depend on the area of application of Al itself, among which there is the newest field of voice-over/
dubbing of audiovisual materials using artificial intelligence.

Interestingly, even in 2022, the Language Technology Atlas by the well-known analytical and con-
sulting company Nimdzi (U.S.) still presented A/ dubbing as an unstable term giving it in quotation
marks (‘Al dubbing’), despite the fact that the study of algorithms for automatic and automated dub-
bing of television productions has been a regular subject of scientific research as early as 2010 [15].

We believe that Lex Fridman Podcast has been the first to use this technology to create a docu-
mentary (political) interview, however the concept itself is not new at all. In early 2024, the Davos
speech of President Milei was directly translated from Spanish into English in his own accent and lip
sync using HeyGen software [59]. The same years saw the introduction of an oral machine transla-
tion architecture for mobile devices SimulTron which was called revolutionary by its developers [60].
A number of feature films and TV shows were presented as fully translated and Al-dubbed: Vanda
(Portugal), Three (U.A.E.) and UFO Sweden (Sweden) [61; 62; 63]. According to Nimdzi estimates,
at least 63 companies around the globe were engaged in Al dubbing of some kind, as of 2024 [64].

One of the most concerning qualities of Al dubbing since its appearance was an underestimated
potential of this technology to create seemingly true-to-life imagery. The world took a good decade to
consider and act against Al tools used to undermine human-unique creativity in arts and/or copyright
infringement, as Al is often trained on copyrighted material.

In comparison to subtitling, dubbing is also seen by the audiovisual translation researchers as a
“more effective tool” in terms of censorship [66, p. 30]:

“In today’s digital world, conventional censorship struggles to navigate the rapidly evolving
media landscape [...] This shift to digital platforms underscores how technological advancements
have magnified audience agency [...], empowering audiences to circumvent conventional censor-
ship. The complex relationship between dubbing, censorship and audience choice exemplifies how
socio-political and cultural factors shape media reception while highlighting the diminishing efficacy
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of traditional censorship methods in the face of digital empowerment” [67, p. 63]. At the same time,
the editors of the quoted publication don’t have a single (!) passage exploring Al having any impact
on censorship.

It is worth mentioning that ElevenLabs, which provided Al dubbing for Lex Fridman Podcast, has
been already harshly criticized for allowing its software to be used “to generate clips of celebrities
reading offensive content” [68].

The comprehensive legal act administering Al fair usage, first of its kind in the whole world,
EU Regulation 2024/1689, entered force only on August 1, 2024. This legislation prevents Al prod-
uct generation for unfair purposes, including those for political misinformation or non-consensual
imagery which are further classified as high-risk and subjected to stricter regulation and classified as
high-risk Al application. According to Paragraphs 29-31 of the preamble to this law, widely known
as Al Act, whenever Al is used for manipulative, exploitative and social control practices, it shall be
considered an unacceptable risk [69].

The problem is that legislation and the whole nascent legal sphere dealing with Al around the
world provides coverage exclusively for the cases that lack integrity, like deepfakes, Al-generated
or manipulated image, audio or video content that resembles existing persons, objects, places, entities
or events and would falsely appear to a person to be authentic or truthful [Ibid., Art. 3 (60)].

Unlike those, Lex Fridman Podcast interviewees mutually agree to AI enhancement of their per-
sonas underestimating the fact that:

a) even tiny “inconsiderable” changes to the text provide an accumulative effect on their media
portraiture, coverage, and specific words that could be used further on, with manipulative purposes,
as the interviewees speak “in their own” synthetic voices;

b) the changes to the Al dubbing that is published by other platforms can be introduced much
later, and the interviewee cannot possibly control this process, unless specific legal agreements pre-
venting such action are made;

c) the hybrid nature of the Lex Fridman Podcast international interviews format generates two
types of texts: actual simultaneous interpreting which drives the exchange of questions and answers
in the specific interviews while remaining inaccessible to wide audience; and written ‘transcripts’
postedited and amplified by human translators, which are the only source to the Al dubbed videos

and basically forgetting that “dystopian realities of the technology have often been over-looked”
and “part of the hype and ‘magic’ of Al is the presumption that it somehow works on its own without
the need for humans” [70, p. 1323, 1325].

President Zelenskyy’s code-switching, which was his obvious strategy to avoid L. Fridman’s
incentive to run the interview completely in Russian, is not clear in dubbed versions which makes
some of his lines senseless or at least dubious:

Speaking in original Russian, “IIpexpacro s 6n1adero pycckum sa3vikom, Koneuro dxce. U 51 6ce noHu-
maro, o yem vl 206opume. Ho 51 He MOTY BCe UHTEPBBIO 0TBeuaTh BaM no-pyccku’” [00:14:01-00:14:10];

English dub: “I speak Russian perfectly of course, and I understand everything you are talking
about. However, I can t respond in Russian the entire interview...

Ukrainian dub: “4 uydoeo 6on00dito pociiicekoio M08010, 36iCHO, i 5 6ce po3yMito, NPo Wo 8U 2060-
pume, ajne s He MOXCY 8ce iHmepa 10 8ionosioamu 8am pociticbkor...”

Al dubbing has also smoothed out accents and pronunciation peculiarities characteristic of both
speakers. In one of his statements President Zelenskyy is speaking about Odesa as the city with
special flavor, and he says,

“Buaeme... “A wo 6 Adece? A wo éona? A B Anece Bcé” [00:20:53-00:20:55]

with artificially highlighted Odesa accent and then switches into Ukrainian, carouseling his
pronunciation of the city name from standard Russian [e'dies(:)a] via Odesa accent proper [e des(:)a]
and to the Ukrainian standard pronunciation [o'dese]. This move can be interpreted as a rhetoric tech-
nique to challenge stereotypical Russian claims about “Russian Odes(s)a.” Both in English and Rus-
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sian Al dubs the flavor is all but lost and this gradual change of the city name through three variants
remains imperceptible and basically unknown.

In the same way, L. Fridman loses his strong English accent while speaking Russian in the
Russian-language version of the podcast episode in favor of more standard pronunciation. The latter
is an important issue to undermine Fridman’s claims about his “fluent Russian.”

Interestingly, language mistakes of both President Zelenskyy and L. Fridman are preserved in
‘transcripts’ for the most part, however not completely. E.g. at mark 00:31:45 Zelenskyy says “pyc-
ckuti mup” without any accent or buffoonery, but in the Ukrainian official transcript it has become
“pycoki mip” which is either perceived as parroting Russian accent or mixing different linguistic and
historical notions as “pycexuii” in Ukrainian means the one characteristic of Old Rus/Ruthenia.

Conclusions. In late December 2024, L. Fridman, a U.S. podcaster with 4.7 mln-strong following,
interviewed the President of Ukraine V. Zelenskyy in what became a talk with massive discussion
in social media, seemingly neglected by the academia. The Soviet-born and Russian-speaking inter-
viewer insisted on conducting the dialog in Russian, a mutually shared mother tongue. As the result,
President Zelenskyy avoided the language strategy imposed on him by deliberate, although hectic,
code-switching between English, Russian, and Ukrainian, despite having a professional simultane-
ous interpreter supporting his efforts. In the outcome, the Lex Fridman Podcast episode was released
on the President of Ukraine’s channel and L. Fridman’s numerous platforms. However, in both cases
public attention was shifted to the Al-dubbed videos instead of the original mixed-language version.

While preliminary, the present study raises the possibility that, although consensual with partici-
pants, Al dubbing poses an imminent threat and danger for the purposes of documenting real person’s
opinions in any political portrait interview. Among the issues that emerge are Al’s capability to syn-
thesize realistic voices and manipulate not only with translation, but also original words and phrases.
Further research could help us understand how nascent technology is used in news-reorting and jour-
nalism discourse and which means society may have to fight back unfair Al applications.

This paper aims to demonstrate how technology is implemented in the most conservative genres
disarming any orthodox ways of running psycholinguistic, linguistic, and translatological deconstruc-
tion of political discourse in modern technologically-capable media.

By analyzing the background L. Fridman’s podcast incentives, his field of expertise and imple-
mentation of technological solutions, the authors of the paper have revealed the interviewer’s bias
which is expressed in his language behavior and communicative strategies, confusing the workflow
that belittles human participation and enhances machine involvement to achieve greater options for
the manipulation of any audiovisual product reception.

Instead of recording and diligently translating a political interview of a public person, L. Frid-
man’s team produced a hybrid multimedia product with a complicated human-machine involvement
creating Al overdubs which tolerated and promoted considerable discrepancies both in original and
translated versions of the interview. The linguistic and translation analyses revealed the interviewer’s
biased communicative strategies which only emphasized his incompetence in translation and/or inter-
preting.

The established Al intrusion in the political interview creation, translation and dissemination is
fraught with the enhanced capabilities to promote false senses and narratives, which is especially
sensitive in cases where wars and hot conflicts are taking place.

Al dubbing can be considered, widely discussed and fairly applied for the purposes of entertain-
ment industry, arts, education, advertisement and marketing as it does not harm and undermine criti-
cal thinking and realistic views on the world, society and international relations.

However, AI dubbing is an extremely inappropriate, vulnerable and potentially dangerous
practice to document storytelling, provide political portraits of top officials and any public fig-
ures as it is promulgating fake historical records. We strongly believe it is unacceptable for the
representation of real people and events, for news reporting or journalism based on quotations, world-
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view, and multimedia image of public figures. It leads to the distorted reception of facts and fogs the
boundaries between real events, their interpretations, providing for the not so obvious manipulation
of human mind. Basically, AI dubbing of documentary records is one of the steps to create an unreli-
able Al environment and its surrogates.

The case of the Fridman — Zelenskyy interview is a hugely underestimated evidence of how overly
normalized Al is becoming in regular media which go beyond traditional spheres of entertainment
and tamper with documentary genres.

Prone to manipulations, Al tools become instrumental in dissemination of postcolonial narratives
hiding them behind synthetic voices which could be edited anytime without another party’s consent
and remain totally unbeknown to the latter.

Only diligent content-wise analysis of the raw materials used for any Al-enhanced documentaries
and interviews can guarantee that any public figures are presented without any deliberate changes to
their phrasing, opinions and stance on any issue. Otherwise, in the worst-case scenario, Al-enhancement
can become a source of sophisticated fraud and doctored messages being widely and falsely spread.
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