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Lost in translation: Meaning mishaps in the Google Translate grinder 

 

Objective:  

You must find a sentence or pair of sentences with around ten (10) words in a language you speak 

other than English
1
; a saying, idiom, or expression is preferred. You must get a friend or family member 

to provide a natural sounding and accurate (enough) English translation. You will then provide a brief 

pragmatic analysis of the translation by stating one (1) implicature that the sentence(s) conveys. 

 

Armed with this translation, you will take the original sentence(s) and feed it into a chain of 

Google Translate (GT) translations going between distantly or not at all related languages and observing 

along the way how the meaning changes and gets corrupted.  

 

At each link in the translation chain, you need to provide the following: (a) a word-by-word 

English translation of all words in the source language; (b) a full translation into English; and (c) three 

(3) distinct observations about how aspects of the meaning are influenced in the process of translation. 

Be sure to provide at least one (1) citation per language in the chain and a bibliography in APA style 

(remember Zotero [http://www.zotero.org] helps). See the example below (page 3) for an illustration of 

the translation chain process. Think of it a bit like a game of “telephone”. 

 

To be clear, for one link in the chain you follow this procedure: 

Step Instruction 

1 Input the source language (left side) into GT (selecting the language if it is 

not detected automatically) and obtain the full English translation (right 

side) 

2 Input each word independently into GT and obtain the word-by-word 

translation. This is accomplished by feeding each word into GT 

independently, one at a time, and recording the English translation, if any 

3 Select the target language (one which uses spaces to separate words in its 

orthography) for the next link in the chain. Do not repeat languages and try 

to use languages other than those given in my example below (Dutch, 

Basque, Mongolian). Select and copy the translation in the target language 

(right side) 

4 Paste this target language translation into the source language field (left 

side) and repeat 1-4 two more times. (In the end, your chain will be formed 

out of four (4) languages) 

 

At the end, you will have a final English translation that should be a mere shadow of its original, 

glorious self. The final task is to provide a new pragmatic analysis of the resulting sentence. Briefly 

analyze the implicature(s) that this new sentence can give rise to and how/whether its contextual 

restrictions have changed. If your resulting sentence in English is not quite good English, do your best to 

interpret it. 

                                                 
1
 Unless you cannot find a language that you speak (other than English) on Google Translate as your starting point. In that 

case, please e-mail me (scott.moisik@ntu.edu.sg) and we can find a solution for you. 

mailto:scott.moisik@ntu.edu.sg
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Remember to focus on the aspects of meaning being changed. Do not worry excessively about 

orthography, morphology, or syntax. (Discussing these things, especially where syntax is concerned, is 

sometimes unavoidable, but do not let that distract from the discussion of the meaning). 

 

Wherefore: 

In our ever connected, globalized world, there is a high demand for translation services. Machine 

translation has been around for many years but is reaching unprecedented levels of sophistication and 

accuracy. Despite this, meaning still gets lost, and automatic (statically-driven) systems can benefit from 

knowledge that linguists bring to the task. From this assignment, we hope that you get a sense about how 

to make inferences about a language’s semantics and pragmatics through the process of translation and 

gain an appreciation for the challenges of machine translation when it comes to meaning. 

 

Grading:  

Category Description of the Ideal Point value 

Original Source, A Sentence has around 10 words and is given a 

natural English translation 

2 

Pragmatic Description for A A plausible implicature is identified and 

explained, and its contextual usage is described 

(or the lack of implicature is addressed) 

4 

Translation of A The word-by-word and full English translations 

are laid out clearly and three (3) influences to 

the meaning are identified and discussed (hint: 

follow example below) 

8 

Link 1: A to B 8 

Link 2: B to C 8 

Link 3: C to D 8 

Pragmatic Description for D A plausible implicature is identified and 

explained, and its contextual usage is described 

(or the lack of implicature is addressed) 

4 

Citations Each link is accompanied by at least one 

citation for at least one (1) description of how 

meaning has been influenced 

4 

Bibliography A well-formed bibliography appears at the end. 4 

Total  50 

Note: A, B, C, and D are just variable names for languages. A is the original language. Remember that 

all of these languages will also get translated into English at each step of the process (so do not choose 

English as one of A, B, C, or D!). 

+2 bonus points for seeking 5 or more independent translations of the original sentence(s). 

+1 bonus point for providing an insightful 1 or 2 sentence long comment on the meaning variation in 

any additional translations you have collected for the original sentence(s). 

 

Important Note:  

Be aware that some languages may be “resource poor” on Google Translate. There may be words that do 

not receive translations or language pairings that do not map well. This actually is what should make this 

assignment fun as it means the meaning may change quite dramatically and in an amusing way. So if 

this happens, do not panic: embrace it!    
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Example: 

 

Original Dutch Expression:  

Doe maar gewoon, dan doe je al gek genoeg. 

‘just act normal, that’s already crazy enough!!’ 

(Stuff Dutch People Like, 2015) 

 

Google Translate’s word-by-word and full translations of the Dutch Expression: 

 

doe maar gewoon dan doe je al gek genoeg 

do but just than do you already crazy enough 

‘Do normal, that's crazy enough’ 

 

Pragmatic Description:  

 

This expression, or its much more frequently encountered short form, Doe normaal, conveys the 

implicature ‘You’re behaving in a socially inappropriate way. Stop it!’ Dutch parents are often heard 

shouting this at their children at grocery stores and other public places in an effort to control tantrums or 

other unwanted behaviours. 

 

Translation Observations: 

 

1) The full translation gets surprisingly close to the suggested translation seen above given by Stuff 

Dutch People Like (2015). This might be because the expression and its English translation are quite 

frequent in the data and thus captured holistically in GT’s statistical model (Och, 2006). Evidence of this 

comes from doe maar gewoon receiving the full translation ‘Do normal’ despite the piece-wise 

translation listing ‘but’ and ‘just’ for maar and gewoon, which are alternative (and likely more 

common) senses of these words. In the original expression, maar functions as an illocutionary particle 

to mitigate the force of imperatives (see Hengeveld & Mackenzie, 2008, p. 83), while gewoon can mean 

‘regular/ordinary/ normal’ (Wiktionary, 2016). 

 

2) The absence of al ‘already’ in the full English translation is worth noting because including it does 

not dramatically change the meaning (compare that’s crazy enough with that’s already crazy enough; 

the difference might be one of intensification of the latter). It is possible that the absence of a 

correspondent for al arises from the high frequency with which Dutch al, appearing in this context, had 

no direct counterpart in the corresponding English translations in the data used to train the statistical 

translation model. 

 

3)... 
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Link 1: Dutch to Basque: 

 

Ba normal hori da crazy nahikoa 

ba normal this it is crazy enough 

‘Did normal, that's crazy enough’ 

 

Translation Observations: 

 

1) The imperative meaning (of Doe normaal ‘Be/act normal’) has been lost and is replaced with a past 

tense form, Did, in the full translation. 

 

2) Basque Ba is untranslatable in isolation suggesting that its meaning is heavily dependent on 

surrounding words. According to Basque Grammar (2016), Ba is homophonous, and there at least two 

homonyms: a subordinating prefix meaning ‘if’ and an affirmative prefix. It is unclear exactly what the 

best translation of this should be, but it may be that the potential affirmative nature of English do (for 

example, Yes, I do like pragmatics!) is incorrectly being mapped onto the Basque prefix (which also 

apparently can carry past tense meaning). 

 

3) There is a change in the deixis from distal that (see the original ideal translation) to proximal this as 

indicated in the piece-wise translation of hori. Interestingly, the distal that reappears in the full 

translation. 

 

Link 2: Basque to Mongolian 

 

хэвийн үү хангалттай галзуу юм 

normal is enough crazy is 

‘normal is crazy enough’ 

 

Translation Observations: 

1) The two clause nature of the original has been lost in the full translation. However, the piece-wise 

translation suggests two clauses might still be present because of the two forms, үү and юм, being 

translated as ‘is’, which suggests two verb phrases. Despite this, the overall meaning remains mostly 

(and surprisingly) intact. 

 

... 

 

Link 3:... 

.... 

 

Pragmatic Outcome of Translation: 

(note: this refers to Link 2; your assignment will have three links in the translation chain so the final 

pragmatic analysis will be for the terminating language –i.e., the final language in the chain – in Link 3) 

 

The original implicature is not lost entirely, but the sentence normal is crazy enough obtained from the 

Mongolian хэвийн үү хангалттай галзуу юм has a different range of applicability. Because of its 
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imperative formulation, the original sentence could not be uttered to make implicatures about the 

behaviour of someone other than the addressee. This new form does allow for this possibility. 

Furthermore, the implicature is also slightly different, being (something to the effect of) You are/she is 

behaving abnormally and this is undesirable because even normal behaviour can be 

irritating/unwanted. 
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