LINGUISTICS

Machine Translation

Scientists will settle for less than best
as engineers grapple with language arts.

“Times flies like an arrow,” the
punched tape read as it was fed into
one of the latest translating machines.
A brief second later, out came the trans-
lation—a phrase in Russian meaning
“Time flies like to eat arrows.”

In the United States, some $20 mil-
lion spent by the Government on re-
search and hardware development, in-
cluding the work of hundreds of
linguists and engineers, went into the
forerunners of that machine. In nearly
30 foreign countries, too, quality ma-
chine translation has been a goal almost
feverishly aimed at for decade. The
reason is plain: the number of pub-
lished words—especially in the sciences
—is already astronomical and increas-
ing at a near-vertical curve.

Many American scientists recall
grimly that a Russian technical journal
had strongly hinted at the feat of Sput-
nik I several months before the launch-
ing: it was not discovered in this coun-
try until an American scientist who
knew Russian came across the article.

In spite of the years of effort, im-
perfect translations are still the rule.
In fact, it wasn’t until late in the 1950’s
nearly 10 years after the first suggestion
that machine translation might be pos-
sible, that there was a general realiza-
tion that the obstacle to good machine
translation was not simply one of engi-
neering. After experimentation, scien-
tists have turned to language study.

“The people who tried the early
projects were looking for quick re-
sults,” according to Eugene Pronko of
the National Science Foundation. “And
they got them: quick and dirty. History
has shown that the barriers are linguis-
tic. It’s made us back to more funda-
mental investigation into language.”

As a matter of fact, at first thought,
it does seem like quick results should
be easy to come by: just feed the ma-
chine a translation of each word and
then set it to work. But the story
turned out to be complicated.

The problem can be seen in the sam-
ple, “Time flies like an arrow.” There
are at least two big ambiguities in this
sentence. One, the problem with
“like,” shows up in the translation
cited, in which the machine took the
word to mean “enjoy” rather than “as.”
The other lies with the separate mean-
ings of each of the first two words:
what if the machine had read it not
in the usual way but as an order to
“clock some winged insects?”

“After trying word-by-word process-

ing, what linguists found out,” says
M.I.T.-trained Prof. Paul Postal of
Queens College in New York, “is that
perfect translation requires a perfect lin-
guistic theory and all the other knowl-
edge a human translator has. A lan-
guage user is always subconsciously rely-
ing on his knowledge. That's why if you
want a mathematics article translated
from Russian you’re best off with a
mathematician who knows Russian.”

As a result, says International Busi-
ness Machines Corporation of its team
of linguists at the Yorktown Heights
(N.Y.) laboratories: “We are directing
our efforts toward a deeper understand-
ing of the structure of language.”

At Bell Telephone Laboratories, Dr.
Lee B. McMahon recently developed a
new form of English called FASE
(Fundamentally Analyzable Simplified
English), which may provide for more
accurate translations by machines.
FASE reads just like English, but all
syntactical problems are removed. That
is, the arrangement of the sentence is
made clear, so that the usual sequence
of subject-verb-object is followed.
“Time flies,” for example, would always
be read in the expected way, for “time”
in FASE is always a noun at the be-
ginning of a sentence. Were we to mean
“clock some winged insects,” we should
write in FASE, “Determine the speed
of flies,” which a machine would under-
stand, since ‘“determine” can only be
a verb in the new language.

As it stands now, although machines
can translate as many as 20,000 words
an hour, their input must be specially
prepared (translated into the new FASE,
for example) and the output must be
“post-edited”—all by humans. De-bug-
ging the machine’s output, in particular,
is painfully time-consuming and more
straining for the human post-editor
than is straight human translation.

Virtually everyone working on ma-
chine translations is agreed that trans-
lation of human quality and economy
from a machine is a thing for the dis-
tant future, if it is possible at all. What
they are looking for is an inexpensive
process that can produce just-readable
translations of scientific writings; for it
is the scientist—whose language is rela-
tively straightforward and less loaded
with ambiguous terms than, say, the
language of a poet—who is clamoring
for translations. And on the way to that
goal, we have learned how little we
know about the language we learn and
use so easily.
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A SPLIT SECOND
IN ETERNITY
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The Ancients Called It
COSMIC CONSCIOUSNESS

Must man die to release his inner con-
sciousness? Can we experience momentary
flights of the soul—that is, become one
with the universe and receive an influx of
great understanding?

The shackles of the body—its earthly
limitations—can be thrown off and man’s
mind can be attuned to the Infinite Wisdom
for a flash of a second. During this brief
interval intuitive knowledge, great inspira-
tion and a new vision of our life’s mission
are had. Some call this great experience a
psychic phenomenon. But the ancients knew
it and taught it as Cosmic Consciousness—
the merging of man’s mind with the Uni-
versal Intelligence.

Let This Free Book Explain

This is not a religious doctrine, but the
application of simple, natural laws which
give man an insight into the great Cosmic
plan. They make possible a source of great
joy, strength and a regeneration of man’s
personal powers. Write to the Rosicrucians,
an age-old brotherhood of understanding,
for a free copy of the book, “The Mastery
of Life.” It will tell you how, in the pri-
vacy of your own home, you may indulge
in these mysteries of life known to the
ancients. Address: Scribe L.N.Y.

Yhe Rosicrucians

SAN JOSE (AMORC) CALIF.,, 95114, US.A,
SEND THIS COUPON
Please Include Your Zip Code
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| Scribe L.-N.Y.

i The ROSICRUCIANS (AMORC)
San Jose, California 95114

Please send me the free book, The Mastery
| of Life, which explains how I may learn to
| use my faculties and powers of mind.
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