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The aim of the present article is to contend the widespread but largely
unfounded claim that MAHT tools (popularly known as translator’s work-
benches) are best suited for translating so-called technical texts. The article
calls for establishing a separate MAHT tool-specific text typology by pre-
senting what are – in the author’s opinion – the most important features
characteristic of an MAHT-suitable text. It transpires that it is difficult to
simply relate this particular type of text to any of the existing classifications
of translation-related or general text typologies (such as those advocated by,
for example, Hatim & Mason 1990; Reiß 1983; Snell-Hornby 1988 or
Kussmaul 1997) since the existing methodologies do not take MAHT-specif-
ic attributes into account. Therefore, the present article calls for an empi-
rical, corpus-based study that would help establish the relation between the
proposed underlying features and actual text types as described elsewhere.

1. Introduction

Before embarking on a discussion concerning the proposed outline of an
MAHT-text typology it seems appropriate to define what is meant by
Machine Assisted (or Aided) Human Translation. Subject specialists and
translation practitioners interested in mechanical aids in translation or trans-
lation automation are most frequently confronted with the term Computer
Assisted (or Aided) Translation (and less frequently with its variation –
Machine Assisted (or Aided) Translation). However, over the years there has
been a lot of confusion as to the actual meaning of this designation so that,
given the merger of scientific and popular interest in Machine Translation
(MT) and CAT, the latter has become somewhat of a catch-all term and its
synonymy with MAHT has become questionable. If we treat CAT as a gene-
ric term, which it has – in effect – become, then MT and MAHT are its two
major instances. Today, MT is generally understood to be the process in
which the machine (or rather a computer program) is the pivotal part – i.e. is
responsible for preparing the actual translation of a given text whereby the
human is entrusted with the task of programming the machine, updating the
program, pre- and/or post-editing the text and sometimes interactively con-
versing with the machine to solve certain translation problems as they appear
in the text undergoing translation. At the other end of the CAT spectrum we
have the MAHT tools – popularly known as translation workbenches –
where the human is the pivotal part of the process. The human translator pre-
pares the target language version of the text in question, and the machine (i.e.
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a computer program) assists him in this task by, basically, offering termino-
logical hints (i.e. terms are retrieved automatically, semi-automatically or
manually from an appropriate database) and by building and employing a
translation database (a Translation Memory - TM) to suggest identical (exact
matches) and similar segments (fuzzy matches) that have been used in trans-
lations and stored in the database previously. It is this second instance of
CAT that is the subject of the present article.

2. MAHT-text typology 

The type of text to be translated with the use of a Translation Memory-based
tool significantly influences the degree of usefulness of such a tool in the
translation process1. In other words, if a user or a potential user wants to
determine the suitability of the tool he or she uses or is going to use to trans-
late a particular text type, he or she must consider what exactly it is the
machine does while assisting him or her in the translation task. Let me stress
that the translation outcome is still largely a human product, but to be able
to use this label properly, we first have to find out how a MAHT tool actually
helps a human translator in his or her otherwise complex task. 

The general principle is very simple – the tool looks for strings of text
that are similar or the same within a given text or across a number of texts
(if a database of previous translations is available and the degree of same-
ness or similarity is sufficient). There are a number of retrieval techniques
that can be employed. These include linguistic techniques of syntactic and
morphological parsing and analysis, the so-called traditional techniques
consisting in a mixture of “heuristics applied on syntactic features, morpho-
logical reduction, the use of classic (relational) database systems, etc.”
(Heyn 1995:74) and finally mathematical or statistics-based techniques used
commonly in many information retrieval (IR) applications such as similari-
ty measure, stoplists, successor variety, table lookup, affix removal, n-gram
techniques, edit distance and inverted files (cf. Trujillo 1999:61ff.). In the
present paper I adopt this general principle of sameness or similarity under-
lying the operations of a given MAHT tool as the point of departure for
developing an outline of an MAHT-specific text typology. I would claim that
in order to be compatible with the general principle and therefore suitable for
co-operation with a given tool, a text has to display the following, basic
characteristics:

1. REPEATABILITY – in the present proposal this is considered the key
and overriding feature that a text has to demonstrate in order to be
MAHT tool-usable. Repeatability refers to the degree of repetition
of textual material within a given text or across a body of texts. If
the tool’s basic principle of operation is to look for the same or sim-
ilar sentences or other text elements (e.g. table cell contents, items
on a list, etc.) identified as translation units (TU) for the purposes
of a given tool, it has to be able to find such identical and similar
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parts. There is rarely any point in MAHT-translating a text that has
no repetition or similarity within it or across a number of texts at
all; the tool would then become only a very expensive word proces-
sor. It has already been indicated that repeatability may be mea-
sured within one text or across a corpus of texts (of course, not all
texts, but original documents and their subsequent versions or
updates, documents related to the same subject domain or docu-
ments translated for the same client). Bearing that in mind, it is
possible to speak of internal and external repeatability (Schüller
1995:13). Such repeatability may be determined at different levels
and relate to individual terms and words (terminology manage-
ment; see also 2.6. below), whole phrases, sentences (segment
matching) and paragraphs. However, the repeatability referred to
here is not the kind that occurs mainly or exclusively at a sub-
sentence or sub-TU level as this would reduce the MAHT tool’s
success rate and usability (cf. Del Pino 1998:133).

A very important question that arises here is the actual
repeatability threshold ratio that would make it useful to employ a
MAHT tool to translate a given text. Such quotas are sometimes set
at 50% (cf. Spies 1995:3). Corpus studies show that for some so-
called technical texts (which, at this point, seems to be a very
imprecise appellation) internal recurrence reaches the level of
around 40% and external recurrence is sometimes as high as 55%
(Merkel 1992). As far as translation practice is concerned,
Uniscape, a worldwide provider of Internet-based translation ser-
vices, has observed typical re-usability rates of previously transla-
ted material (equalling external repeatability) to be around 40 to
80% in the case of web site, documentation and software textual
content revisions (Khosla & Schwartz 1999:7 and Schwartz &
Khosla 1999:9). The Rank Xerox translation department reports
that external repeatability ratios across documentation for similar
products have been observed to be as high as 70% when exact
matches alone are considered (Gaussier et al. 1999:11).
Nevertheless, the question is a particularly difficult one. Some-
times a very low degree of internal repeatability would be accept-
able if there were a sufficient level of external repeatability (e.g. if
there were a large corpus of documents related to the same topic or
client; cf. EAGLES 1995:141-2) or, generally, if there were a
prospect of translating similar material in the future. On the other
hand, some empirical studies (e.g. Brungs 1996) show that the rates
of external repeatability across two texts (an original and its revi-
sion) do not necessarily achieve 50%2 (especially in the case of
automatic repeatability analysis).

Note that both internal and external repeatability ratios are
also greatly influenced by text structure in terms of its segmental
composition – i.e. if the segments (or TUs) that a text is made up
of are full sentences, the repeatability ratio is likely to be lower
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than in the case of documents containing more individual phrasal
expressions or, in an extreme case, just lists of items (e.g. listings,
rankings, tabular representations, enumerations, etc.; cf. Kenny
1999:77).

The remaining MAHT-text features, surveyed below, are 
– so I would claim – secondary to repeatability.

2. DOCUMENT LENGTH – An MAHT tool learns as it translates. Its
learning-capacity is very limited, of course, since the only thing the
system does, is remember what it (or rather the human translator in
charge of the tool) has translated before. Thus, quite naturally, the
longer the document, the greater the likelihood for improved per-
formance of the tool as the chance of repetition or appearance of
similar segments is greater. This, naturally, provided the document
is sufficiently repeatable in the first place, which demonstrates the
supremacy of criterion 2.1. above. A long document, by practi-
tioners’ standards, would be anywhere from 30 to 50 pages.
However, better results are achieved with even longer texts of, for
example, 100 to 300 pages. This is not to say that documents under
30 pages are not suitable for MAHT purposes.

3. STYLE – in order to guarantee greater repeatability of a text or a
number of texts it is necessary to ensure that the style employed by
the original is as straightforward as possible, that no or only limi-
ted stylistic variance is employed, that the use of metaphor or
idiomatic language is limited or eliminated altogether and that no
advanced forms of analogy (e.g. anaphoric, cataphoric or exopho-
ric references) are employed. The style of an MAHT-text has to be
simple and consistent (also in the sense of terminology, grammati-
cal structure and layout – see 2.5. below) throughout a document or
a series of documents. In other words, the language of MAHT-texts
has to be controlled – i.e. specially trimmed (usually simplified and
devoid of ingenuity as displayed by uncontrolled languages) to suit
the purposes of specialised communications (cf., for example,
Lee’s description of the so-called BULL Controlled English; Lee
1993:36 or Newton 1992b).

4. SENTENCE STRUCTURE – not only style, but also sentence structure
must be simple and consistent. An MAHT tool generally favours
sentences that are short3 and whose structure (e.g. word order) does
not change throughout a text or across a body of textual material
(cf., for example, “Press ENTER to exit” vs. “To exit press
ENTER”). This will greatly facilitate TU match retrieval (cf. also
Trujillo 1999:61ff.). Naturally, the longer the sentence, the greater
the likelihood of alterations even if the “content” (i.e. the sense) is
similar or identical to that of a previously translated segment 
(cf. Benis 1998:5). In such cases the tool will “find” it increasing-
ly difficult to cope with structural variation.
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5. SOURCE LANGUAGE (SL) TEXT QUALITY – The grammatical quality
of a text in a strict sense should be ensured under 2.3., 2.4. and 2.6.;
what is meant here is text quality related to such features as correct
spelling, punctuation and even formatting. – i.e. typography under-
stood in the broadest sense. An MAHT tool looks for similarities or
identicalness, thus any change of spelling (whether incorrect or
variant) or inconsistency in punctuation, application of formatting
or layout conventions4 may result in decreasing the tool’s chances
of finding a proper match and thus introduce the need for some
degree of pre-editing to enhance tool performance.

6. PHRASEOLOGICAL CONSISTENCY – Apart from terminological consis-
tency, i.e. terminological and phraseological repeatability and uni-
form use of the same appellations to denote the same concepts5, the
vocabulary used throughout a text or a collection of texts has to be
sufficiently specialised (to be widely supported by adequate termi-
nological resources via a terminology management module) and
rich (i.e. a text should preferably contain a large amount of termi-
nology and other specialised phrases as such, provided the above
criteria are met). Moreover, repeatability, in the case of the present
criterion, will not be achieved if synonyms are employed through-
out the text and the tool will stumble on homonymy – i.e. certain
terms may be erroneously employed where a different translation is
needed.

The above listing clearly indicates that it is difficult to relate the type of text
required for MAHT to any of the existing and popularly employed classifi-
cations of translations and general text types. Indeed, the text type under dis-
cussion is neither dependent on field of discourse (i.e. subject domain) nor
on function (e.g. literary, poetic, didactic), nor can it be classified in terms of
communicative intentions or rhetorical purpose. In addition, it does not fit
within Hatim & Mason’s hybrid, multifunctional text classification (1990:
138-64) and it is just as impossible to situate it in Snell-Hornby’s spectrum
of text types and criteria relevant for translation (1988:32). 

Theoretically one might argue that the classification presented above
bears some, be it a very distant, semblance to Hatim & Mason’s argumenta-
tive text (1990:153-4) or Reiß’s operative text (1983), still, these similarities
are only partial if not superficial6. From the above proposal it clearly tran-
spires that in the case of an MAHT-suitable text it is the surface features
(i.e. text form rather than its content and function) that are to be taken into
consideration7 in the first place. Hence, it is argued here that an MAHT-suit-
able text is a text that meets all or most of the criteria given above and must
be defined primarily as a surface text (i.e. a text distinguished primarily on
the basis of its form) without much regard to its function, content and com-
municative purpose8 since we have shown that, as understood within the con-
fines of the present argument, it is largely devoid of typical functional fea-
tures.
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Some researchers and practitioners (e.g. Brungs 1996; Benis 1998:4;
Ray & Ray 1999:280) claim that “technical” or “specialised” texts are best
suited for MAHT purposes. However, even though technical specifications,
lists of spare parts, manuals, handbooks, instructions9, product descriptions,
etc., match the definition of an MAHT-suitable text as presented above, this
does not mean that only “technical” texts are MAHT-suitable to the exclu-
sion of any others, and that an MAHT-text must be based only on criteria
related to the field of discourse10. Instead, one should bear in mind that the
most important factor in determining the MAHT tool suitability of a given
text from the point of view of the tool’s subsequent linguistic performance
(i.e. retrieval success ratio) appears to be the surface structure of such a text.

3. Implications and conclusions

From the above discussion it transpires that the existing function or content-
based translation-oriented text typologies are insufficient to fully account for
the novel text type that has become the focus of MAHT studies, i.e. an
MAHT-suitable text, as I propose to call it. This results chiefly from the fact
that such a text should not be considered from a purely linguistic point of
view within the framework of the existing typology methodologies but
rather, first and foremost, from the tool’s extra-linguistic point of view. In
such an approach it is the text’s surface characteristics that come to the fore
and ultimately determine its nature and suitability for the intended purpose.
An analysis of MAHT-suitability therefore leads to the creation of a new text
typology. This is, however, not to say that traditional approaches to typolo-
gy should not play any role in determining the characteristics of such texts.
Although I have explicitly distanced myself from subject domain typologies
(or text type distinctions as suggested by the German name Textsorte, cf.
Kussmaul 1997:69), i.e. the selection of texts in question with regard 
to a specific subject area (e.g. computer manuals) or a specific audience
(which, usually, also implies concrete field of discourse specifications), it is
quite likely that there will be some correlation between these and the actual
surface text features that make up the characteristics of an MAHT-suitable
text, as suggested in the present article. Since, however, to my knowledge,
no major corpus-based study has been carried out so far to actually associate
such MAHT-text surface features with the existing text types, mainly
because obtaining real-life corpora of MAHT-translated texts might be very
difficult due to the often confidential character of the translated material, I
would like to stress there is a pressing need for such research. The discre-
pancy between traditional text typologies and the MAHT-suitable text cha-
racteristics outlined above indicates the need to establish which of the tradi-
tional text types are best suited for MAHT purposes, given the specific cha-
racteristics of MAHT text processing. This would allow the elimination of
unsubstantiated rule-of-thumb or common-knowledge claims and also lead
to ameliorating the existing typologies. Furthermore, such research could
also contribute to the determination of MAHT-related controlled language
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principles for a specific source language as opposed to the controlled
Englishes developed so far primarily for MT purposes. The aim of such a
project would be (employing the results of previous research into text type
determination) to use a representative corpus of source texts, translations and
SL text revisions or updates11 to establish those linguistic, and technical, phe-
nomena to which (a) given MAHT tool(s) is/are most sensitive, and to use
them as a basis for the development of a catalogue of CL rules.

By way of conclusion, I would like to say that I have decided to write
about MAHT-suitability as a text typology in its own right for two reasons.
Many claims are made concerning the so-called recyclability of certain
methodologies. Such claims are well founded and extensively exploited in
the area of natural language processing (NLP), to which MAHT undeniably
belongs (cf., for example, Rowley 1992:124). However, as demonstrated
above, the postulate of recyclability does not appear to work in the case of
function and content-based text typologies applied to MAHT. MT-based
research into tool specific text typology would not yield any positive results
either. First of all, MT text typology, if applied, will not influence the choice
of an MAHT tool significantly and, therefore, cannot be recycled for MAHT.
This is due to the fact that MT text typology itself is largely (although not
entirely – viz. controlled languages) restricted to field of discourse (content)
and text function typology. Such a restriction results principally from the
offer of lexicons and text- or domain-specific grammatical rules attached 
to a given MT system and/or from the user’s willingness to customise or 
produce dictionaries and sets of rules that would suit a particular transla-
tion assignment. This appears not to be the case with MAHT applications
where a given text suitability depends, first and foremost, on its surface
structure. 
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1 The translation process is understood here as a combination of the creative 
act of rendering a source language text available in the target language, involving 
the supreme human skill of translating (human-generated) texts, and the pre-, peri-
and post-translation activities such as checking the content for accuracy, formatting,
publishing, printing, adjusting the layout, etc.
2 Brungs examined three original texts (that had been identified as suitable for
MAHT purposes, though her text typology was different from the one proposed here,
cf. Brungs 1996:17) and their revisions for external repeatability (i.e. exact and fuzzy
matches) first manually and then automatically (using Trados Translator’s Work-
bench Analyse tool). The respective values for the manual and automatic analysis of
the three texts were: 55.44% vs. 34.78%; 66.15% vs. 30.74% and 14.85% vs. 1.98%
(cf. ibid. 44, 55, 65, 82, 92 and 98). Her analysis also shows how important the con-
trol of the other factors mentioned here (i.e. points 2.2. to 2.6.) is (ibid. 102-3).
Moreover, according to some practical estimates the typical minimal level of accept-
able repeatability (for a MAHT tool to be usable in the case of a given project) is
about 20% (Schwartz & Khosla 1999:13) though values between 10 and 70% have
also been observed by localisation industry practitioners (O’Brien 1998:119). The
European Parliament translation services report on their experience of frequently
working with texts whose level of repetitiveness reaches almost 100% (Ball
1997:77).
3 Some industry standards (e.g. controlled language or CL rules) state that sentence
length should not exceed 25 words (cf. Lee 1993:36).
4 The more so that, reportedly, the majority of MAHT tools do employ certain for-
matting features such as heading, sub-heading, font style, footnote, table of contents
and other layout markers and references as segment identification anchors.
5 This would also facilitate retrieval at the segmental level by contributing to seg-
mental consistency and eliminating variation.
6 It is true that the MAHT-text type, as proposed here, might be held to comply with
Reiß’s principle of Verständlichkeit or ‘comprehensibility’ (i.e. short sentences, sim-
ple syntax; Reiß 1983:65-6) but Reiß’s postulate of Erinnerungswert or ‘memora-
bility’ (Reiß 1983:66) or Hatim & Mason’s recurrence/repetition (Hatim & Mason
1990:154) clearly refers to rhetorical repetition at, mainly, sub-sentence level.
7 Arnold (1990:74-5) suggested a similar typology with regard to discourse structure
as one of the factors that could be controlled for the purposes of Machine
Translation.
8 The use of the terms text type and text typology in the present article is therefore
different from Hatim & Mason’s definition of  text type as “a conceptual framework
which enables to classify texts in terms of communicative intentions serving an over-
all rhetorical purpose” (Hatim & Mason 1990:140). This results from the fact that,
in my proposal, the treatment of a text requires a complete shift of focus, i.e. a depar-
ture from the function (and content/sense) towards the form (as demonstrated by cri-
teria 2.1. to 2.6.). This shift is naturally imposed by the nature of the tool with which
a text is manipulated.
9 This indicates a possible link between the MAHT-text type and the instructional
text type (Hatim & Mason 1990:156-8). Since, however, the statement concerning
field of discourse classification seems to be based on common knowledge grounds it
still remains to be scientifically validated (see 3. Implications and conclusions).
10 MAHT-text typology, as presented in this article, may have its linguistic limitations
and it certainly does not comply with Hatim & Mason’s postulate for multifunction-
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ality-based text typology (although it might turn out to be true that texts translated
with MAHT tools are multifunctional texts and can be classified according to Hatim
& Mason’s typology - this, however, remains to be proven by an appropriate corpus-
based study).
11 In CAT the terms update and revision are clearly distinguished. The former is used
to denote changes introduced to a document while its translation is still in progress,
while the latter stands for a new version of the whole document released at a later
date (i.e. after the translation has been completed).


