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Language is not just words; it does not exist without a context 
 
Alison Rodriguez, President of the International Federation of Translators, sees artificial 
intelligence as being nothing more but a useful auxiliary tool. 
 
“Artificial intelligence can be an effective tool, but no more and no less than that,” says 
Alison Rodriguez, President of the International Federation of Translators (FIT), who 
recently made her first visit to Slovenia. 
 
By Peter Rak 
 
The main issue for translators today is the role and importance of AI, and the key 
point seems to be that this tool is here to stay and that we need to work out how to 
deal with it. 
 
Undoubtedly, it is becoming a part of our lives and work, bringing many positive things; 
however, we must put it in a suitable frame and context. First, we have to counter the 
conviction that artificial intelligence software can always adequately replace a translator 
because it cannot. It has many risks, so numerous that the translations made only with 
this software are not always useful in every relevant field, be it in the legal, medical, or 
technical fields, except perhaps the most less complex ones, such as various formal 
instructions. The same can be said for literary translations. 
 
This also raises questions concerning legal liability. 
 
Indeed, this question of liability is ambiguous. 
 
And yet, these applications have improved amazingly over the last few years. If the 
pace of improvement remains the same, this will still mean potentially relevant 
competition for translators. 
 
This is true, but no one can predict what will happen in the future. In my opinion, in twenty 
or thirty years' time, we could be dealing with very advanced and sophisticated tools, but 



even then, there will still be a human check required at the end of the translation process. 
It’s already impressive. Still, often, we are left with an unpleasant experience with this 
tool when ChatGPT or some other application answers our question completely wrong. 
 
As if it was embarrassed that it did not know something? 
 
It does seem that way, yes, but the way you posed your question also highlights the habit 
we have acquired of personifying this technology. It gives people the false impression that 
the machine has human qualities, so to speak. Of course, it is not embarrassed because 
it has no emotions, even if it can compose a romantic poem when prompted. This was 
most clearly visible in projects aimed at offering support to people with psychological 
issues, who quickly realised that the application cannot feel any empathy and is not only 
inappropriate for such a task, but can also be harmful in many cases because it does not 
care. 
 
If we focus on fiction alone, there are almost insoluble translation puzzles in the 
subtle recognition of irony, sarcasm, and specific symbolism, often layered with 
different patterns of linguistic localization. 
 
Certainly, after all, these are algorithms that, while they are able to identify some of the 
specificities, for most of them, they remain on the level of literal translation. Language is 
not just words; language exists in a certain collective habitus, that is, in a certain context, 
and it is this context that is the real source of knowledge that translators and interpreters 
have to master. At the moment, this is unattainable for artificial intelligence, which often 
cannot decipher and distinguish even between fundamental meanings of certain 
phrases. 
 
We are also dealing with some rather bizarre phenomena, such as online publishers 
that only publish novels written by AI, which have a surprisingly large audience of 
readers. 
 
People are different, but I wonder whether this has more to do with today's trends and 
curiosity; this fascination won't last long. Artificial intelligence does not only lack 
emotions but creativity as well, and - last but not least- real experiences on which to base 
and create stories. Without this, the text only boils down to a cleverly conceived essay, 
simulating a literary work. 
 
 
[Photo; Text: Artificial Intelligence is often unable to decipher and distinguish even 
between basic meanings of specific phrases, as pointed out by Alison Rodriguez, photo 
taken by:  Voranc Vogel] 
 
 
Many people think technology will do the dirty and hard work; maybe that will come 
true, but it does not mean we will all be lying by the pool sipping martinis. 
 
 



The popularity of AI tools is also linked to efficiency. Translators of literary works 
have had a translation norm of five pages a day, and many publishers and editors 
now compare this pace to the incredibly fast translations of artificial intelligence, 
even though the processes are incomparable. 
 
Publishers and editors must always decide whether to use artificial intelligence to 
produce a poor or a mediocre translation or an inspired one, which only a human being is 
capable of. Perhaps the market and the readers will play a role here, and they will reject 
books that have been machine translated.  
 
Even among the translation community there are attempts to use AI tools to create 
shortcuts. 
 
Of course, many people are tempted by this, including pupils, students, translation 
students, and interpreters, who are not excepted. However, this always reminds me of 
the words of my Czech colleague, who pointed out that we are perfectly happy for a plane 
to fly with autopilot alone, however no one can imagine that there is not a pilot in the 
cockpit ready to intervene if the aircraft fails. If it fails, we need a pilot who can fly 
autonomously without the aid of autopilot.   We can also apply this to the field of 
translation. In short, the expert must be able to manage without the assistance of 
technology. In this context, the search for shortcuts is entirely uncalled-for. Much of the 
damage is caused by the hype around the remarkable translation abilities of artificial 
intelligence tools, meaning many young people think that it is pointless to choose a 
profession that will soon become extinct or that it is redundant to study languages since 
we will all be provided with handy universal translation devices. Although, of course, none 
of this is true. The translation profession will undoubtedly change, but it will not die out.  
 
 
Artificial intelligence lacks emotions, creativity, and, last but not least, authentic 
experiences to base the creation of stories on. 
 
 
Parallels can be drawn back to the 19th century and the emergence of Luddism. In 
the second half of the last century, too, fears about the dominance of machines were 
abundant but ultimately proved unfounded. 
 
Technology is not a replacement for humans. Perhaps the problem lies with the big 
corporations, which have a lot of money, and the state does not dare to regulate them. 
Many people think that technology will do the dirty and tiring work; maybe that will come 
true, but it does not mean that we will all be lying by the pool sipping martinis (laughs). It 
will cause a lot of societal problems, posing the question ‘what kind of world do we want 
to live in’? 
 
Perhaps ours is one of the last generations to ask these questions. 
Young people will have fewer concerns, and many people today think it would not be 
a bad idea to lie by the pool and sip martinis. 
 



This may be of some concern to us. Young people do not have life experiences or know 
how work used to be before the advancement of digital technology, so they may not be 
sceptical.  We know the future is hard to predict. Perhaps the number of people 
interested in languages and different cultures will indeed fall, literacy was low in the 
medieval era,  so we will become rare  (laughs). But I do think that this will not happen. 
Young people have hopes and aspirations. Even those who consider lying by the pool and 
sipping martinis their ultimate motivating goal in life will soon get bored, even if 
outwardly, on social media, everyone looks to be enjoying the time of their life. 
 
Another problem with AI is the dominance of global languages, especially English. 
On the face of it, the languages of the smaller nations are treated as equals, but 
translations are usually done indirectly, mainly through English. 
 
The so-called self-learning machine translation is mainly generated from English. At the 
same time, in most other languages, data can be limited, and translations are poor or 
biased in terms of cultural, linguistic, terminological, racial, and gender where data is 
limited. The dominance of English could increase further, with English language as our 
lingua franca, whether we like it or not. 
 
One of the downsides of AI is that it has overshadowed most other translation topics. 
Everybody is talking about this topic predominantly. 
 
I totally agree. We used to discuss linguistic and cultural issues with colleagues, but now 
we are discussing and often arguing only about technological challenges. 
 
 
 
Forum of the International Federation of Translators 
 
Alison Rodriguez was hosted in Slovenia by Viktorija Osolnik Kunc, a professor at the 
Faculty of Arts in Ljubljana, who is a translator, interpreter, and member of FIT. She 
drew attention to the upcoming first forum of this international organization in 
Slovenia, which will take place in March next year, at which the gathered FIT Council 
members will highlight and deliberate on the issues of copyright, audiovisual 
translation, artificial intelligence, the study of translation and look at the current 
situation in this field worldwide.  




