
Will robots / computers replace interpreters? 

The Robot Apocalypse is coming, the Robot Apocalypse is coming, the Robot Apocalypse is 
coming! 
Your beliefs about the ability of robots / computers to replace interpreters when the Robot 
Apocalypse happens may depend on whether you are a Sci-Fi fan or not. Your perspective just 
like Chicken Little's perspective can have a profound impact!  The Robot Apocalypse is a phrase 
used for a belief that humans will be replaced by robots or computers because their abilities will 
far exceed human abilities. This article explores the hyperbole, hypocrisy, and hope of 
technology within the bimodal interpreting profession. With a focus on how to empower 
interpreters with statements they can have at the ready to combat Tech ignorance relating to the 
belief that technology will be better at interpreting between Deaf and hearing people than 
human interpreters are. 

Historically Deaf people look forward to and embrace technology that helps them overcome 
barriers. One example is apple's iPhone FaceTime. As interpreters, we should learn about and 
adopt the technologies that Deaf people embrace. What then should our response be to the 
idea that technology will replace interpreters. We should support any technology that Deaf 
people embrace and we need to be articulate in explaining (no Deaf present)/ interpreting (for 
the Deaf) to non-Deaf people what technology Deaf people find helpful and what is not helpful. 
Often hearing people attempt to impose or suggest technology for Deaf people based on their 
naïveté, genuine concern, or zealous support of technology. As interpreters, we can get caught 
up into the same motivations yet we need to keep a Deaf person’s perspective. Hearing people 
tend to think a computer will do the job of the interpreter cheaper and better often with an 
emphasis on cheaper.
 

Interpreters are all too aware of the oppressed minority status that Deaf people must endure. 
Interpreters are also aware of some of the oppressive acts the Deaf are routinely confronted by. 
However, it is not the norm for interpreters to be formally trained in an ITP on how to deal with 
the multitude ways Deaf people's status impacts interpreting events and interpreters as 
vicarious participants of/in oppression. This injustice can come in many forms. One form is the 
simple misunderstanding a person, who has never learnt about a specific minority, may hold 
and inadvertently perpetuates. A more severe form is ingrained systemic active oppression, 
weather societal or institutional. As interpreters, even though we are not a member of the 
minority group, we are associated with the group and we are often confronted by statements 
and actions generated by the injustices perpetrated on people in the minority. Interpreters are 
trained to not engage with the perpetrator but to facilitate a dialogue between the perpetrator 
and the Deaf / HoH person. There are many occasions when perpetrators start dialogues with 
interpreters when there are no Deaf / HoH people around. Although Interpreters are not usually 
formally trained on how to answer these types of questions or dispute the misunderstandings 
people approach them with, however after years of interpreting Deaf / HoH people's responses 
to those who oppress them, interpreters internalize those responses and develop a cadre of 
responses they can give in settings where no Deaf / HoH person can express his / her own 
perspective. This article suggests that interpreters need to add to the number of topics and 
responses they include in their, must have, cadre of responses. This article focuses on the 
oppression that comes in the form of technology replacing interpreters. Interpreters need to 
develop statements that clarify and refute the notion that technology will replace interpreters, not 



because we want to keep our jobs but because it is a form of oppression to the Deaf community. 
It is a fair question to ask after reading that statement "What does oppression of Deaf people 
have to do with the notion that technology can replace interpreters"?

If anyone thinks oppressors have only the characteristics of ignorance or hatred they may miss 
the oppression that comes from over-optimism. Many people are eager to embrace the glorious 
new world that technology promises and do not realize that their cheerleading can have 
deleterious effects. Deaf people have been combating inspiration porn perpetrated by the 
cochlea implant industry for years. We have all seen the viral videos of a young attractive 
woman weeping when her CI is turned on and she miraculously hears for the first time. Have 
you ever asked why the person in those videos is always a young and attractive female (or a 
cute baby)? Interpreters have had to be able to speak knowledgeably, succinctly, and 
convincingly about the facts that assistive audition technology (aids, CI, etc.) do not restore 
“natural” hearing or “cure” deafness. The unspoken oppression in the statement that technology 
can replace interpreters is that “ASL is a very simple language and therefor is easy to interpret”. 
This oppression also establishes a protocol where Deaf people would be required to always 
carry around specialized computers to interpret for them and the hearing majority does not!  It 
also assumes that ALL situations that need interpreting are in locations where technology is 
easily set up and used. Deaf people have been struggling with educating the medical 
community that VRI interpreting is not appropriate and effective in many medical settings and 
should not be the default or first choice for communication access in medical settings. 

There is a new threat rising from technology and that is the computer-generated interpretation. 
YouTube has tried to create an algorithm that interprets spoken English into captions and we 
have found that the results are sorely lacking, and this is English to English text not another 
language. Google translate attempts to convert one language to another and if you have ever 
used it you will clearly see its limitations. The Chinese phrase on menus translated by humans 
is rendered as “Spring Chicken” computers translated into “young not yet having sex chicken”. 
Lest you think the author is a technophobe or a naysayer the opposite is actually true. I hope 
computer automated captioning continues to improve and someday it may be as good as a 
human interpreter. Again, it is still auditory English to English orthography which is easier than 
from one language to another. As an interpreter who has worked with CART and automated 
vide captioning in real world settings I was still responsible to interpret because spoken English 
inflection, intonation, and pausing can all impact the meaning of spoken English. Even though 
each English word spoken appeared in the text (CART / Caption) the meaning was not present. 
Tech champions tout the success of IBM’s Watson as an example of marine understanding of 
spoken English. This technology enables a computer to understand spoken or written English. 
Not to translate English into another language. Tech champions would say the examples given 
are just the beginning of the endeavor and just give technology time and it will improve and 
achieve the task set before it. 

The point that is missed is that the technology may improve however without much more 
intense research into ALL natural languages (especially visual languages) interpretations will 
never be as successful as when a human does it.  



This image shows the actual physical size of Watson.

Are all Deaf people supposed to carry around a Watson to interpret for them so it is easier for 
hearing people? Of course, that is impossible. The next question is; should Deaf people carry a 
device that is wirelessly connected to Watson? Again, the connection speeds of typically 
available Wi-Fi and cellular networks are insufficient to carry on a real-time interpretation. There 
are limits to Physics that can't be overcome when it comes to the speed that information can be 
transmitted through the atmosphere. One misunderstanding is that Watson can understand 
natural language on any topic. It can’t. Although it is a great improvement in technology and has 
many beneficial applications and some will even save lives it still is not able to comprehend 
spoken English in the entire spectrum of settings English is used as well as humans can. The 
limitations of breadth of English and ASL knowledge and the connection speed capabilities are 
huge limitations that would need to be overcome. Then there is the cost of having a dedicated 
Watson for the Deaf, devices they can carry, and the expensive fast internet connections. (Live 
interpreters are still much cheaper). Watson is being used in the medical field to quickly search 
a huge database of human diseases and aliments, comparing a person’s symptoms to the know 
symptoms in its database. This is something uniquely suited to computer functions and not to 
human brains therefor it is logical to use Watson to aid in patient diagnostics. One important 
underlying reason Watson is being used in medicine is because the medical field in America is 
rich and can afford a dedicated super computer like Watson. When was the last time any 
oppressed minority group had such resources given to it? Watson, in the future may be able to 
do a decent job of interpreting for the Deaf however, from my experience I doubt if anyone but 
will fund such an expensive endeavor for an oppressed minority group like the Deaf. 



One technology touted to make interpreters obsolete are the gloves that can sense the motions 
of the wearers hands and translate the ASL motions into spoken English. It is another assistive 
device that may someday be helpful to hearing people who don't understand ASL (or other 
signed languages) however it is insufficient to replace an interpreter.
After much refinement, it may be able to be used by Deaf people who are comfortable with 
limiting their robust language to just hand movements making accommodations for the essential 
parts of ASL that are not on the hands. Limiting a natural language to a sort of short hand in 
order to communicate rudimentary conversations with hearing (non-signing) people. The 
greatest fault in this technology is the ignorance of the complexity of signed languages and that 
simple hand movements and positions are not the complete language. It can be argued that the 
more essential aspects of ASL is in the NMM / facial grammar and expressions. For example, 
the sign glossed "AWFUL" although it has the same hand movements it has two meaning 
depending on the NMM connected to it. Will the gloves be able to identify the difference 
between SUMMER, UGLY, DRY when all three signs have 4 of the 5 sign parameters in 
common, when the only difference is a slight variation in their location. There are also prosody 
markers that use a shift in eye gaze, slight shoulder movements, etc. will the gloves be able to 
identify them? This technology could in essence replace a pen and paper for simple 
communication between the hearing and Deaf, if such rudimentary technologies become 
completely obsolete with no digital replacement (like a smart phone or tablet). Wouldn't it be 
better if hearing people would embrace technology like an ASL website or app to learn a few 
basic signs that they could use to communicate with the Deaf in everyday brief communication 
scenarios, like taking a food order, simple teller assisted bank transactions, etc. Deaf people are 
quite competent in communicating brief interchanges with hearing people in a variety of ways. It 
is the hearing people who “freak out”. Why must the technology burden be place only on the 
Deaf?



 Another technology is video capture / facial recognition technology which is touted as a way to 
interpret ASL to English working in tandem with speech recognition technology interpreting 
English into ASL using a computer-generated avatar on a computer screen. The movie industry 
has pushed development in these technologies to the point they are not quite realistic but close 
enough. With the example of Watson, it is clear machine understanding of language is still in its 
infancy and the size of the computer necessary is far from portable so the translation aspects of 
the technology falls short. The movie industry when they use motion capture there is still a 
person sitting at a computer for hours changing that capture into the avatar that appears on 
screen. In addition, the ability of technology to capture all the tiny details that permeate 
language is far from adequate. The ASL sign "crinkling up the side of a nostril" is one example 
of a sign that has such subtle movements that video capture can't identify as having meaning 
verses when a person just twitches their nose because it itches. However just like the CI 
inspiration porn how these tantalizing experiments are represented give futurists hopes that a 
technological solution will be found for the communication barriers between people using 
spoken / heard languages and visual / gestural languages. The Star Trek fan’s hope of a 
universal translator is a great dream but have they ever thought of the complexities and 
shortcomings involved? Even Star Trek (the next generation) had an episode called “Darmok” 
devoted to the concept that UNIVERSAL translation is never going to be a reality.

What the tech enthusiast fails to understand is the complexity of human language and in their 
zeal to adopt the new technology they inadvertently INSULT Deaf people's language. They have 
the assumption that ASL is just hand symbols so a simple set of gloves or a video camera can 
capture the entire language. That a simple algorithm will decode the relatively few gestures in 
ASL. Interpreters are aware that ASL is a full complex rich natural language that utilizes 
movements of the entire upper body (which includes facial movements and sometimes 
movements in the lower body) to convey messages. 



The reality is that a CI does not and never will replace natural hearing. Current research in CI 
technology is trying to find a way to inculcate directionality of sound, something natural hearing 
is excellent at but CI technology fails to achieve. The truth that many do not want to face are the 
facts that the complexity of the biological system of hearing and the limits of solid state 
miniaturization simply mean that technology will never be comparable to abilities of the 
biological system. The same is true for the complexities of natural languages. Computers will 
need to be miniaturized a thousand-fold to be small enough that a pocket translator that will be 
able to fully understand natural languages and translate them. This is in essence a room 
temperature quantum computer. Cloud based systems that have super computers like Watson 
or a quantum computer that people access through a hand-held device are possible but are 
prohibitively expensive and connection speeds have limits imposed by physics. One reason 
Watson is being used in medical diagnostic procedures is because there is enough money in 
the medical setting to pay for the super computer, interpreting is no were as lucratively funded. 
Everyone who has used smart phone based personal assistants designed to provide services 
when spoken to or who has turned on the computer-generated captioning for online video 
content clearly understands the technology’s limitations. What most people fail to understand is 
that it isn’t just a matter of time and then technology will get better to the point we will have a 
Star Trek like universal translator. We have not yet done enough linguistic research on all 
languages to program computers to understand any language well enough to accurately 
translate it. 

Important points are not just the limitations of the technology or the lack of research in linguistics 
but that people seem to think that Signed languages are somehow simpler, less sophisticated 
and therefore are ripe for the beta testing of computer generated language translation, and that 
Deaf people’s communication isn’t as vital as hearing people’s communication. Why aren’t 
computer generated translations the norm at the United Nations? Why isn’t the UN the first go to 
location to test and implement computer translators? The answers to those questions isn’t in the 
technology shortcomings or the need, but in the image that UN translators are highly trained 
professionals and the communication is vital! Therefore, we shouldn’t use less than perfect 
technology in such a vital and essential setting. This demonstrates the average person’s belief 
that ASL / English interpreters are not highly trained professionals and that the communication 
Deaf and hard of hearing people need to do with hearing people isn’t vital, or essential. Deaf 
people who need to communicate with an oncologist or lawyer would vehemently disagree that 
their communication isn’t vital or essential.

The technologies mentioned in this article could have a purpose for simple communication 
scenarios but that fails to recognize the fact that most Deaf people are bi-lingual and can simply 
write what they need to communicate on current smart phones or on old fashioned paper and 
pencil for simple, brief communication. The use of interpreters is for more complex 
communication that technology cannot and without huge advances in linguistics and 
overcoming some huge technological barriers will not be able to compete with the human's 
abilities in both quality and affordability. 

As interpreters, we need to add to our repertoire of answers to common questions clueless 
hearing people ask us. Being able to give a clear, succinct, poignant, response to the ignorant 
statement "technology will replace interpreters" is just as important as having to learn how to 
share culturally significant information relating to deafness in a way that a clueless hearing 
person will understand. You can shock the tech nerd who tells you “technology will replace 
interpreters” by responding “go and re-watch Darmok! 


