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Due to the advent of technology and 
its fast development, many jobs have 
been endangered by software and robots 
taking over from humans. The trend is 
so visible that Microsoft Corp. founder 
Bill Gates has recently suggested that 
robots that take the job of humans 
should be taxed in order to help 
humans keep their jobs. However, the 
complexity of languages seems to 
save the day for — and job of 
— translators.

Although recent 
years saw a peak in 
statistical machine 
translation (MT), 
little progress 
has been made 
since then, 
and Hungarian 
is one of the 
languages 
that are less 
appropriate 
for MT, chiefly 
because of its 
complexity, Lepahin 
tells the BBJ. “While 
there are a lot of free MT 
tools (Google Translator, 

Bing, etc.), and also some paying 
services that can be trained and 
developed to produce better output, 
most of the players of the translation 
market rather rely on computer-
assisted (human) translation, and 
not machine translation,” Lepahin 
points out. “A new kind of MT model, 
neural machine translation (NMT) is 
being developed by several software 
giants currently, but it is still in the 
early development phase, and they 
are planning to treat bigger language 
combinations first,” he adds.

The accuracy of translation executed 
by machines is not only a question 
of the source and target languages’ 
complexity though, but also the topic 
of the translation. “This [accuracy] 
depends on the subject matter and the 
type of MT environment. The narrower 
the field is and the more specific 
the MT engine is to the product (for 
example, industrial cutting machines) 
and the more bilingual corpora the 
MT engine uses (at least 1,000,000 
‘segment pairs’, which are basically 
equivalent and paired sentences in 
both languages), the better the output 
will be a for statistical machine 
translation solution,” Lepahin 
explains. Another problem is that 
finding bilingual training corpora on 
the same subject in a large quantity is 
difficult.

Grammar Matters
Differences in the grammatical nature 
of languages also make it demanding 
for a machine to translate from one 
language to another. When it comes 
to Hungarian, Lepahin says that 
“the frequent use of suffixes and, in 
general, the very different logic of 

Hungarian compared to Indo-European 
languages” can be an obstacle that 
MTs may fail to tackle. “Also, the lack 
of context is a big enemy of good 
machine translation, 
but this is not 
specific to 
the 

Hungarian language,” he adds. While 
Lepahin cannot rule out the possibility 
of machines knocking humans out of the 
league, it seems to be highly unlikely.

“I don’t think we have to worry that 
machines will translate Dostoyevsky – 
or even sophisticated marketing texts, 
for that matter – better than humans. 
The more underlying meaning and 
connotation is present in the text, 
the more elaborate and sophisticated 
it is, the clumsier MT becomes. 
That being said, in some special 
fields – especially when it comes to 
technical translation – MT is already 
gaining considerable momentum, and 
translators are becoming post-editors of 
the machine translated text,” he adds.

Human Understanding
Despite an emerging buzz around 
speech recognition software, developing 
technological solutions are still having a 
hard time understanding human-uttered 
words, which chiefly occurs because 
computers lack understanding of several 
factors — mainly related to pragmatics — 
that are needed to help understand human 
speech. “Hungarian speech recognition 
could work well [for Hungarian] in 
theory, as spoken Hungarian has far 
fewer different accents, dialects or 
sociolinguistic variants” compared to other 
languages, Lepahin says. However, when 
it comes to Hungarian, collecting sufficient 
input (training) data is also more difficult, 
he adds.

Again, grammatical and complexity 
differences between languages can 
make the job easier for computers to 
understand human speech in the case 
of one language, but harder in another. 
“The Hungarian language has much 
less homonyms than English (think 
of the words see/sea/C for example 
– they are indistinguishable when 
said without context). In Hungarian, 
one pronunciation can basically have 
one correct orthography (with some 
exceptions),” Lepahin says.

However, long and suffixed words, 
as well as discerning the word limits 
in Hungarian can raise the bar too 
high for computers. “Hungarian has 
other difficulties, such as long words 
with a lot of suffixes, which create new 
variants that might not be found in the 
computer’s earlier audio data. Thus, 
these variants are not recognizable to 
the engine,” Lepahin says. “Hungarians 
have a tendency not to intonate too 
much, and rather speak at a balanced 
level – this phenomenon makes it hard 
for the computer to ‘hear’ where a word 
ends and the next one starts,” the 
professional concludes.

Human Factor Remains Vital in 
Translation, Speech Recognition
While developing 
tech solutions 
seem to be making 
spectacular progress 
in the field of 
language-related 
software, due to 
the complex nature 
of languages, the 
human factor is still 
an important one 
when deciphering the 
pragmatics behind 
uttered words, and is 
expected to remain 
so. The Budapest 
Business Journal 
discussed the latest 
trends in the field 
with Péter Lepahin, 
general director at 
Hunnect Ltd.
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“I don’t think we have to worry 
that machines will translate 
Dostoyevsky – or even 
sophisticated marketing texts, 
for that matter – better than 
humans. The more underlying 
meaning and connotation is 
present in the text, the more 
elaborate and sophisticated it 
is, the clumsier MT becomes. 
That being said, in some 
special fields – especially 
when it comes to technical 
translation – MT is already 
gaining considerable 
momentum, and translators 
are becoming post-editors of 
the machine translated text.”

BBJ_2505_special_report.indd   23 2017. 03. 08.   20:41


