Chapter 8

Multilinguality

8.1 Overview

Martin Kay
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Multilinguality is a characteristic of tasks that involve the use of more than one natural
language. In the modern world, it is a characteristic of a rapidly increasing class of
tasks. This fact is most apparent in an increased need for translations and a consequent
interest in alternatives to the traditional ways of producing them. The principal
alternatives that have been proposed include partially or fully automatic translation,
machine aids for translators, and fully or partially automated production of original
parallel texts in several languages. But multilinguality is more than just the preparation
of parallel texts. Before anything nontrivial can be done with a text—before it can be
filed, or sent to the appropriate person, or even responsibly destroyed—the language in
which it written must be identified. This so called Language ID problem is therefore a
pressing one, and one on which technology has fruitfully been brought to bear. In
working environments where more than one language is in use, the problem of storing
and retrieving information acquires a multilingual dimension. These problems, as well as
that of processing spoken material in a multilingual environment, will be reviewed in
this chapter.

Where only one language is involved, a great deal of useful processing can be done on
the basis of a model that sees texts as essentially sequences of characters. This is the
view that most word processors embody. Words are recognized as having properties
beyond the characters that make them up for the purposes of detecting and correcting
spelling errors and in information retrieval. However, of the multilingual problems just
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identified, the only one that might possibly be treated with a character-oriented model is
that of language identification. The remainder trade in an essential way on equivalences,
or near equivalences, among words, sentences, and texts mediated through their
meaning. Language processing of this kind is notoriously difficult and it behooves us to
start by considering, however cursorily, why this is. We will do this in the context of
translation, though what we say is true for the most part of the other tasks mentioned.

The question of why translation should have been so successful in resisting the most
determined efforts to automate it for close to forty years is complex and sometimes quite
technical. But it is not a mystery. The basic problems have long been known and, the
most important thing that has been learnt about them recently is that they are more
severe and more widespread than was first thought. Perhaps the most important
problem concerns a distinction between meaning and interpretation. Another has to do
with the more classical distinction between meaning and reference.

One example must suffice to give a sense of the problem concerning meaning and
reference. The French sentence Ou voulez-vous que je me mette? means, more or less
literally, Where do you want me to put myself? Colloquially translated into English,
however, it would have to be Where do you want me to sit / stand / park / tie up (my
boat) / sign my name, etc. Information must be added which is not in the original to
make the English sound natural. The sentence Where do you want me to put myself?
means what the French means, but we claim a translator would deliberately choose a
rendering that would change the meaning. In this case, it may also be possible to get
the right effect by deleting information, as in Where do you want me? but this also
changes the meaning. What remains invariant under translation is not the meaning, but
the interpretation, that is, the response the text is intended to evoke in a reader.
Interpretation depends on context, in there lies the principal source of the difficulty.

The distinction between meaning and interpretation, to the extent that it was
recognized at all, has generally been thought too subtle to be of practical interest. The
belief has been that, in sufficiently restricted or sufficiently technical domains of
discourse, it essentially disappears. However, in the massive speech-to-speech translation
project recently initiated by the German government (Kay, Gawron, et al., 1991), the
universe of discourse is limited to discussions between a pair of individuals on the time
and place of their next meeting. In one of the first simulated dialogs examined, the
sentence Geht es bei Thnen? occurs. There are two interpretations, which can be
captured in English by Is that alright with you? and Can we meet at your place?. The
domain of the discourse is already restricted to an extreme degree and it is clear that
nothing but an analysis of the context will decide the interpretation. Restriction to a
technical domain can help, but it can also hinder. When I order ice cream, I may be
asked if I want two scoops or three—in French Deuz boules ou trois? and, in German,
Zwei Kugeln oder drei?. But boule and Kugel mean ball, not scoop. At first the problem







































