Beware Dictionaries!
By Doctor Berry

Why can't machine translation substitute for human translation?

to life, meaning 'What's the hurry?' But do
you find this in dictionaries? Of course not.
You would think that you could not go
wrong with numbers; numbers should be
absolute and free from the vagueness of normal language use. Not so. Let me give you an
example that I witnessed in the country that
is now called Croatia. A father holds out his
plate to his son and asks for 'dva ili tri’ mussels. He receives four mussels in the first
serving and still holds out for more. Given
that ‘ili’ means ‘or’，can you work out what
'dva' and ‘tri，mean? 'Seven' and 'eight'
perhaps? No. The dictionary says they mean
'two' and 'three' respectively but you would
never guess.
When I was in China one of the first expressions I learnt was 'xie xie'. The dictionaries told us it meant 'thank you', so we all
went around saying ‘xie xie，for this, and ‘xie
xie' for that, trying to be terribly polite. After
a while, though, I noticed that the Chinese
never seemed to use it in return or amongst
themselves and it dawned on me that instead
of sounding polite we probably sounded
strange. It wasn't that the Chinese were impolite, it was simply that their 'xie xie，w as
not the same as our 'thank you'. But who was
going to tell us that? Not our dictionaries.
A recent experience I had in Hong Kong
underlines my point. I went to return a book
which was overdue. The librarian told me
"You may pay $10." I was going to accept the
option not to pay when I realised that 'may'
in this case was a polite way of informing me
of the rules. The librarian, in translating from
Cantonese, did not realise the potential misunderstanding that could have arisen.

Teachers of languages are always telling
their students to be careful when using bilingual dictionaries to help with translation. Correspondences between words are rarely precise and if one sues a word without properly
knowing its meaning or grammer, serious
errors can result. But I would go a lot further
and claim that a lot of the equivalences that
you find in such dictionaries are not valid and
never have been.
Let's take some examples. A famous case
of mistranslation occurs with the Spanish
word 'manana'. Any dictionary will tell you it
should be translated as 'tomorrow' in English.
But if a plumber tells you he will come 'manana' to fix your leaking bath, he might turn
up the day after or next week sometime, but
definitely not tomorrow. Experts in the language will be wise to the implications of the
word and react accordingly; beginners will not
and so they will suffer the consequences.
'Manana' is an expression of a whole attitude

The problem is that words mean one
thing but people mean another. You can look
up 'not' and 'bad' in a dictionary and get a
fair idea of their meaning. But this won't help
you when an Englishman tells you something
is ‘not bad', for this in fact is a safe way of
saying that something is very good indeed.
For many English people, ‘not bad' is the
highest praise you can get.
So what am I suggesting? Should we redesign our bilingual dictionaries to take into
account these hidden meanings? I would say
yes, and I think it should happen 'manana'.
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