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What do you think is the origin of Google Translate? The brainchild of an ambitious software developer? Or a lazy interpreter looking for an easy life? No, according to many linguistic experts, the basis of the popular translation platform can be traced back to the 9th century Arab philosopher Al-Kindi – who developed a system for translating ancient Greek into Arabic. That’s how long humans have been trying to find a quick way of translating one language to another.
In recent years, machine translation (MT) has made huge strides in this area. The most commonly used translation tool, Google Translate, can now decode and re-encode large chunks of text within milliseconds.
Not content with just conquering the written word, computer scientists in Silicon Valley, California have spent many years working on a voice-recognition and speech processing technology. Their aim is to allow two people to converse together in two different languages, and still understand each other perfectly.
All these technological advancements raise one significant question: why, then, should we learn different languages at all?

“Translate server error”
The first, and most obvious, answer is that machines make mistakes. And not just simple, easily made mistakes – but stupid, hilarious, inconceivably ridiculous mistakes.
Translation fails have now acquired their own little corner of the internet, giving rise to endless lists and countless memes. Even the popular travel guidebook publisher Lonely Planet has its own “Lost in translation: our top 20 picks” list, such is the ubiquity of the translation fail.
These mistakes often derive from the translation software’s limitations in decoding the meaning of a set of words in the source language, and re-encoding it to have the same interpretation and connotation in the target language.

Context: When words don’t mean what they mean
The second answer is that machines currently cannot – and perhaps never will – understand context.
Context is the framework within which a word or sentence can be fully understood, and has the power to completely change the meaning of what is said.
For example, the phrase “yeah, right” is almost universally understood – at least by humans – to be a sarcastic retort that implies strong disagreement with or dismissal of the previous speaker’s last statement.
The words themselves mean one thing – as illustrated by Google Translate’s translation of the phrase into Finnish as “kyllä, oikein” – but the context gives it a meaning that is entirely different. Therefore, a better translation – at least in terms of context – might be “just, joo”, but only a human translator has the mental dexterity to recognise the importance of the context.



A different view
The third, and arguably most important (at least for you, the student), answer is that by allowing a translation software to do all the ‘hard’ work, you are denying yourself the chance to view the world through a different window.
Learning a language gives you a deep insight into another culture, and another way of thinking about and seeing the world.
It will also give you a fresh perspective on your own language and culture. As the German writer and statesman Johann Wolfgang von Goethe famously wrote in the early 19th century, a person “who knows no foreign languages knows nothing of his own”.
The benefit to you that this different perspective on the world provides is further augmented by your own cognitive development. Many studies have shown multilingualism helps people to become better at analysing and understanding their surroundings, multitasking, and problem solving. It has also been found to improve people’s attention spans, memory, and helps them to make more rational decisions.
Copying a long passage of text, and pasting it into the left hand column of Google Translate will never, under any circumstances, give you any of these things.
