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The many guises of machine translation: A postphenomenology perspective 

Lucas Nunes Vieira 

University of Bristol 

 

Machine translation (MT) tools are widely available. They may be present in different spaces 

in ways that consumers of the content do not necessarily control or realise, and research to 

date has paid little attention to these human-MT encounters. This article draws on the 

philosophy of technology literature to consider implications of MT’s permeating presence in 

online environments as well as in face-to-face interactions. The focus of the article is on two 

situations where humans can come across MT: while browsing websites and when speaking 

with figures of authority. The article highlights ways in which humans’ relationship with MT 

transcends conscious decisions to operate an MT tool directly. It argues that the human-MT 

relationship can also be one of immersion where MT blends with the environment in ways 

that, on the one hand, break language barriers but, on the other, influence, persuade, and on 

occasion misinform.  

Keywords: machine translation, postphenomenology, MT-mediated communication, website 

translation, face-to-face interactions, human-technology relations 

 

1. Introduction 

Machine translation (MT) tools make mistakes, but they can be effective, and their use is 

extremely common. Twenty billion web pages were translated by Google Translate in the 

month of April 2021 alone (Google 2021) while the number of machine translations provided 

on Facebook runs into the billions every day (Fan 2020). Although a growing number of 

studies are interested in everyday uses of MT tools (e.g., Nurminen and Papula 2018; 



Robertson et al. 2021; Vieira et al. 2022a), the implications of MT’s wide availability have 

received little attention to date, especially in relation to the intricacies of how it is deployed 

and how individuals are likely to come across it. 

MT tools integrate with other interfaces in pervasive yet inconspicuous ways. On some 

shopping websites, machine translations are provided by default, so visitors to the website do 

not put the technology to use at all but are rather served with the already translated content 

(Vorstoffel 2019). Similarly, the websites of some governmental organisations are available 

in multiple machine-translated versions provided as different options on a language menu 

(e.g., City of North Vancouver 2022; State of Connecticut 2022a). In synchronous machine 

translated interactions where individuals communicate in the same physical space, some 

interlocutors may be provided with translations without having to use an MT tool themselves 

– for example, if the translations are simply shown on a screen or offered in some other way 

as a means of communicating. In interactions involving an imbalance of power, control over 

the technology can reflect the asymmetry of the communication. If officials such as 

immigration or police officers use MT to interact with the public, the civilian party may have 

little say in whether or how MT is used even though its potentially negative consequences – 

e.g., miscommunication or privacy violations (Vieira et al. 2022b) – may affect all 

individuals concerned. If suitable alternatives are not available, MT may be preferable to no 

communication at all, and in any case it can be part of a wider range of strategies to 

overcome language barriers (e.g., Maryns et al. 2021). MT errors may themselves cause harm 

or exacerbate the situation, however, especially if the use purpose justifies the wait for a 

professional.  

MT deployment therefore involves complex risk-benefit decision-making. Increasingly it also 

involves important questions related to how the technology is presented, or indeed to 

awareness that it is in use in the first place. In this article, I examine relationships between 



humans and MT by considering some of the implications of MT’s permeating presence. The 

discussion draws on the postphenomenology literature (Ihde 1990; Verbeek 2016). I look at 

two contexts where humans come across MT: while browsing websites and when speaking 

with figures of authority. I have selected these two contexts because they cover one- and two-

way communication, respectively, but also because, despite their differences, they can 

involve similar complexities related to MT’s appealing convenience. The article’s main 

argument is that as MT becomes more integrated and accessible, humans’ relationship with it 

is not just a matter of setting out to use an MT tool for a defined purpose. It can also be a 

relationship of immersion where the technology blends inconspicuously with the environment 

in ways that, on the one hand, break language barriers and, on the other, influence, persuade, 

and on occasion misinform. 

In the remainder of the article, I first provide a brief review of previous research on MT uses 

in society. I then discuss postphenomenology concepts that are central to the argument I 

present here, including the understanding of technology itself as well as formulations of 

human-technology relations. I subsequently examine MT’s presence in the two contexts 

outlined above, and finally conclude the article with suggestions for future research and final 

remarks on different ways of interacting with and consuming MT. 

2. Research on machine translation and society 

There are an increasing number of studies on MT’s human factors. In the field of translation, 

most of these studies have focused on how professional translators or translation students 

interact with MT in the human translation process (e.g., Jia and Zheng 2022; Toral, Wieling, 

and Way 2018). There are also studies on MT use in language education (e.g., Jolley and 

Maimone 2015) and in other specialised areas such as healthcare and law (Vieira, O’Hagan, 

and O’Sullivan 2020), patent processing (Nurminen 2019) and information technology 



services (Berbyuk Lindström and Cordeiro 2022). Some studies examine broader 

implications of MT for multilingualism and communication. So far these studies have 

focused on MT’s algorithmic architecture (Ramati and Pinchevski 2018), on its use on 

Facebook (e.g., Hendus 2015), on specific MT tools (e.g., Nurminen and Papula 2018) or 

countries (Vieira et al. 2022a; Yamada et al. 2005), or on practical aspects of machine 

translated communication, for example how it compares to the use of English as a lingua 

franca (Pituxcoosuvarn and Ishida 2018; for earlier empirical studies, see Wahlster 2000).  

While human translations are not risk-free, in most contexts mentioned above the risk-benefit 

ratio of MT can be complex since MT errors are not only likely but also hard to identify for 

those who do not speak both source and target languages. Awareness of and the ability to 

mitigate the risks of MT are important components of ‘MT literacy’ (Bowker and Buitrago 

Ciro 2019). The formulation of literacy proposed by Bowker and Buitrago Ciro (2019) is 

based on uses of MT for academic publishing. It consists of abilities that MT-literate scholars 

are expected to have. These abilities refer to specific tasks, such as to “evaluate how 

(machine) translation-friendly a scholarly text is”, as well as broader knowledge components 

such as to “understand how machine translation systems are or can be used […]” (88). 

Although the knowledge components of MT literacy do not specifically refer to awareness of 

what an MT system is or where this technology can be found, interpreted broadly, Bowker 

and Buitrago Ciro’s definition can be taken to encompass that type of knowledge. This more 

basic understanding may seem obvious, but previous research shows that the scope of MT 

use can be difficult to define, especially for those who are not already familiar with MT tools. 

In a survey of MT use in the United Kingdom, despite efforts to define MT clearly, for 

instance by mentioning Google Translate as an example, some participants said that they had 

not used these tools before when in fact later in their answers it was apparent that they had 

(Vieira et al. 2022a). Similarly, in a previous survey of university students, a subset had to be 



excluded from the analysis because it was difficult to establish if the participants were 

referring to MT or to similar tools like online dictionaries (Gaspari 2007, 15). Although both 

these studies were conducted in the United Kingdom, and familiarity with MT is likely to 

vary across countries, this type of ambiguity in the understanding of the technology does not 

come as a surprise. MT’s integration with other tools can blur the lines between where one 

service ends and the other one begins. When using a search engine to look up a term or 

phrase, for instance, the output of an MT system may be provided even if using MT was not 

originally intended. The same applies to other methods of obtaining machine translations 

such as using large language models like ChatGPT, asking a voice assistant (Baig 2020) or, 

as mentioned in the Introduction, accessing a website that provides machine translations by 

default. Some users may, in fact, wish for MT systems to be automatically available in the 

background and seamlessly provide translations as and when needed (Vieira et al. 2022a). 

Awareness that the technology is in use may change how MT-literate individuals perceive the 

content (Asscher and Glikson 2021). It is increasingly important, therefore, to consider how 

MT’s integrated nature may affect conceptions of the technology, including in relation to 

those who may be less familiar with it. Surveys conducted by Yamada et al. (2005) in Japan 

gathered responses by those who had not used MT before. Like studies by Vieira et al. 

(2022a) and Gaspari (2007), however, Yamada et al. did not provide a broader discussion of 

what non-users of the technology knew about it or about where they may find it. Liubinienė, 

Lisaitė, and Motiejūnienė (2022) looked at children’s perceptions of MT tools in Lithuania. 

They found that children’s first encounters with MT tended to take place outside of school, 

which suggests that younger generations start using MT organically rather than in a 

structured educational environment. Buts (2021) does not look at current MT uses, but rather 

at future purposes that the technology may serve in advertising. His work touches on MT’s 

persuasive role although, in contrast to the present article, it does not focus on different types 



of MT use or of human-MT relations. Asscher and Glikson’s (2021) study is based on a 

communicative scenario involving machine translations of a formal complaint submitted by a 

migrant worker. This study shows that attributing the message to an MT system rather than a 

human translator changed assessments of the content, for example in relation to the 

message’s potential to convey cultural and emotional otherness. More recently, Glikson and 

Asscher (2022) show that artificial intelligence-mediated communication – involving use of 

MT and of other language tools – affects how authentic an apology is perceived to be and the 

addressee’s willingness to forgive the addresser.  

In addition to studies that examine impacts or consequences of MT use, there is also research 

with a more direct focus on evaluations of MT’s efficacy. Empirical MT evaluations do not 

necessarily consult experienced users of the technology but rather those who may be in a 

position to consume machine translations in a specific context (e.g., Bowker and Buitrago 

Ciro 2015), for a specific type of text (e.g., Castilho et al. 2014), or when performing specific 

tasks (e.g., Ogura et al. 2004). Although examining implications of MT’s presence is not a 

direct objective of these studies, MT evaluations too tend to place little emphasis on the 

embedded, and sometimes inconspicuous, nature of MT deployment. 

In the next section, I review postphenomenology concepts (Ihde 1990; Verbeek 2016) that 

lend themselves well to analyses of the different ways in which humans and MT tools can 

cross paths. To the best of my knowledge, it is the first time that this framework has been 

adopted to discuss uses of translation technologies.   

3. Machine translation and human-technology relations 

Postphenomenology is a branch of philosophy that is interested in different types of 

relationships between humans and technologies (Rosenberger and Verbeek 2015, 9). In the 

seminal works from this tradition, technology is understood quite broadly. It encompasses 



analogue tools like a pen (Ihde 1990, 81) as well as technologically produced artefacts such 

as the clothes we wear (Ihde 1990, 13). Any analysis of the social role of technologies based 

on this broad conceptualisation will probably conclude that it is difficult to imagine a world 

where humans can live without some form of technology (11). Postphenomenology examines 

this close relationship by describing how technologies mediatei our perceptions of the 

environment. Our relationship with them is said to engender specific ways of interpreting 

what happens around us, so they are considered critical to our understanding of the world and 

of ourselves. 

The work of Ihde (1990) describes four main types of relations between humans and 

technology: embodiment, alterity, hermeneutic, and background relations (72-112). 

Embodiment relations refer to situations where technologies become physical extensions of 

the human body – for example, using a hammer or wearing a pair of glasses (73). Alterity 

relations involve cases where humans and technologies are separate entities which interact 

with each other – for example, playing a video game, which needs some input from us and 

may react to that input with animations or behaviour that constitutes something other than 

ourselves (100). Hermeneutic relations involve situations where technologies provide some 

sort of ‘reading’ or ‘text’ to be interpreted – for example, a compass or thermometer (89). 

Background relations involve technologies that for the most part function in the background 

without ongoing human attention – for example, lighting or heating in the home (108). 

Ihde also refers to borderline cases as well as to so-called ‘horizonal phenomena’ that test the 

limits of what can be considered a technology. An example involves industrialised medicines, 

which can be considered a technology while at the same time being absorbed and chemically 

processed by the human body (1990, 113). Similarly, further work has considered cases that 

outstretched the previous categories. For instance, brain implants can be said to become part 

of human beings in a way that constitutes more than just embodying the technology. This 



type of ‘bionic embodiment’ has been referred to as fusion (Verbeek 2015). When 

technologies occupy the background while also interacting with human input or behaviour – 

for example, in so called ‘smart’ environments involving the use of sensors and machine 

learning – the human-technology relationship has been described as one of immersion 

(Verbeek 2015).  

While postphenomenology does not exhaust the complexity of how technologies can mediate 

everyday life (see Ritter 2021; Kaplan 2009), these relationship categories serve as a useful 

platform for discussing the use implications of different technologies. In relation to MT, 

when humans see or hear the MT output, they need to interpret it, so hermeneutic relations 

are arguably central to MT use. Most human-centred MT research to date has considered this 

hermeneutic dimension of the technology, for example in evaluations of translation quality or 

of the efficacy of MT as a communication tool (Sections 1-2). Studies that look at the 

mechanics of interacting with MT systems also touch on alterity aspects of MT by focusing 

on its otherness or its status as a tool to be operated – for instance, in terms of how different 

interventions may produce different results (e.g., through pre-editing of the source text) or in 

terms of what prompts the technology into action, such as pressing buttons or activating it in 

some other way. Depending on the hardware used to access MT tools, there will also be 

situations where using MT involves embodiment of other technologies, such as handheld 

devices, headphones, or earpieces. MT embodiment has featured prominently in science 

fiction. A common example is the Babel fish in The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy (Adams 

1979), a creature which once inserted into the ears gives the host the power to communicate 

in any language in a type of fusion or symbiotic relationship. 

Much less prominent in discussions of MT to date is its potential background or immersive 

dimension. When MT tools detect languages automatically or when they interact with 

browser settings to offer translations to users (see Section 4, below), they fit Verbeek’s 



(2015) formulation of immersion. In this article, I use background and immersion 

interchangeably to refer to the more general phenomenon of being surrounded by 

technologies that are constantly active or available in ways that do not necessarily rely on 

direct control. This availability matters not least because it can have particular persuasive 

properties (Verbeek 2009), which in postphenomenology are often treated as a matter of 

intentionality.  

Intentionality concerns the way in which consciousness is always directed at some type of 

target – i.e., humans “cannot simply ‘think,’ but they always think something” (Verbeek 

2008, 388). Not unlike other socially oriented theories that can be applied to technology (e.g., 

Latour 2005; see also Olohan 2011), postphenomenology assumes that technologies too have 

their own type of intentionality. They are often predisposed to, geared towards or compatible 

with ‘something’; they “give direction to people’s actions and experiences” (Verbeek 2009, 

235). This type of technological influence originates in human consciousness, but it is not 

only shaped by design. It is also shaped by the different uses that are made of the technology, 

so human and technological intentionalities co-exist and often interact.ii A detailed analysis 

of intentionality is outside the scope of the present article, but it is enough to highlight that 

both human and technological intentionalities are relevant to the understanding of how the 

presence of MT tools can prompt behaviours and shape specific ways of interpreting 

information. I consider some of these properties of MT below in the two contexts previously 

mentioned, namely website translation and interactions with figures of authority. 

4. Website translation 

When using MT to browse a website, the procedure for obtaining the translations varies in 

how much deliberate attention it requires from the website visitors. In the simplest or most 

‘manual’ use of MT to translate a website, users may just copy the content and paste it into 



the interface of their MT system of choice. MT in this case is a foreground technology that is 

overtly operated by those who consume the translations. The discussion below is more 

directly concerned with two other ways of machine-translating the contents of a website: 

when the translations are obtained through a browser and when they are provided ‘at source’ 

by the website publishers.  

Subject to context- and language-dependent fluctuations in MT quality (see Bowker 2020), 

MT-powered browsers widen the range of websites that a user can understand. This enhanced 

browsing functionality is often available by default and can be experienced automatically. On 

Google Chrome, for instance, users are prompted to translate pages displayed in languages 

that are not selected in their settings (Google 2022b). MT-powered browsers therefore 

interact with browsing behaviour by suggesting a translation whenever one is presumed to be 

necessary. This is significantly different from the manual method of pasting content into the 

MT tool’s interface. To obtain translations from an MT system manually, users are likely to 

know what MT is or at least to have heard of it before and know how to find it. They may 

have a preferred system or may even compare the output of different ones. Browser-

integrated MT, on the other hand, does not necessarily rely on users’ decision to use the 

technology or their knowledge of it. This integration therefore moves the website visitors 

away from the status of autonomous users of MT and closer to the status of consumers of 

machine-translated content.   

While the website visitors may appreciate this integrated experience, it is worth noting that 

multilingual browsing is of interest to at least two other parties: those who provide the 

browsing tool and those who provide the content to be browsed. Browsing data is valuable 

for targeted advertising, which is central to the financial interests of many internet companies 

(Zuboff 2019). The convenience of browser-integrated MT is part of a complex network of 

purposes where the easier it is for users to access websites multilingually, the more browsing 



data they are likely to generate, and the more they are likely to serve the interests of the 

browser provider. This is not necessarily a conscious design rationale for browser-integrated 

MT, but the fact remains that MT fits these purposes. 

As for those who provide the content to be browsed, they bring me to the other MT access 

route mentioned above, namely when MT is provided at source. The motivation for MT 

deployment in these cases can be quite explicit. The shopping platform Etsy, for instance, 

makes the following recommendation to those who sell products on their website: 

 With Etsy’s automatic translations enabled, buyers will automatically see 

your listings in their preferred language while browsing. Automatic 

translation is turned on by default for all shops, and we recommend leaving 

it on to work its magic (Vorstoffel 2019).  

At first glance there is nothing unusual about this statement. The purpose of shopping 

websites is to sell products, and MT does enable sellers to reach a wider audience. What is 

noteworthy is how MT is deployed to fulfil this goal. As mentioned in the Introduction, the 

intention here is for visitors to be given the translations by default. The only overt indicator 

that an MT system is in use in these cases is a message in small print at the top of the page 

that says, ‘translated by Microsoft’ together with ‘See in original language’ (e.g., 

Brauthaarschmuck 2022). Here the website visitors can again be more clearly described as 

consumers of machine translations than as active MT tool users. MT in this case is a feature 

of the website that is activated based on the website visitors’ location and/or language 

preferences.iii 

In most cases, this type of automatic MT provision is likely to be harmless. It is also likely to 

be useful and indeed welcome (see Section 2). Automatic provision should also raise 

questions about transparency and consumer autonomy, however. When website developers 



use MT integration, they are usually required to display attributions like the one mentioned 

above, such as ‘translated by Microsoft’ or ‘translated by Google’ (Microsoft 2022; Google 

2022a). At least in principle, referencing the MT system in this way may mitigate the risks 

posed by mistranslations. If MT-literate individuals are aware that MT is in use, they may 

expect errors and be prepared to work around them. If all possible interpretations are unlikely 

or entail significant risk, they will adjust their level of trust in the text accordingly. 

Awareness of the technology’s presence can therefore play a part hermeneutically in the 

reception of its output, which is one reason why those who deploy MT may want to try to 

indicate to others that it is in use. Whether attributions fulfil this role in practice is uncertain, 

however. In the example above users are left to infer that ‘translated’ means ‘machine 

translated’ and that ‘Microsoft’ means Microsoft’s machine translation system, which may 

seem obvious to most users but is not necessarily evident to those who are unfamiliar with the 

technology or with how it works. Some MT attributions therefore arguably miss opportunities 

to better inform consumers in ways that include those with low MT literacy. 

The use of MT is even more consequential on public sector websites, and many of them 

deploy the technology in similar ways. When public sector organisations use MT online, they 

tend to issue explicit disclaimers about the risk of translation errors, although even in these 

cases the presentation of MT can blur important distinctions. Figure 1 shows the settings 

menu for the website of the government of the State of Connecticut (2022a) in the United 

States (US). At the time of writing in July 2022, the website is available in eight languages 

other than English, namely Arabic, Simplified Chinese, French, Italian, Polish, Portuguese, 

Russian, and Spanish. 

 



 

Figure 1 – Screenshot of the settings menu of the State of Connecticut government website (accessed 19 July 2022). 

Reproduced with permission. 

 

By clicking on the ‘disclaimer’ link shown in Figure 1, the website visitors are taken to a 

message that states: 

By your selection of a language from the drop-down menu, you will 

translate the State of Connecticut website into the selected language using 

the Google Translate online service […] the Service may not accurately 

translate the website due to the limitations of Google’s machine-generated 

translation […] The official text is the English language version of the 

website (State of Connecticut 2022b). 

While the message clearly indicates that using a language other than English involves risks, 

the website visitors need to click on the disclaimer in order to see it. For those who miss or 



bypass this message, the Google Translate icon shown next to ‘select language’ is the only 

sign that MT is in use. Notably, by selecting a language other than English, English itself 

becomes one of the options on the same menu, so not only is it possible for the use of MT to 

go unnoticed, but it also risks presenting the English version as equivalent to the others.  

The State of Connecticut is a particularly clear example, but many other websites use MT in 

the same way. Among websites of US state governments, at the time of writing the ones for 

Pennsylvania and Oregon provide Google-powered translation options without disclaimers 

that I could find near the translate or language buttons (Commonwealth of Pennsylvania 

2022; State of Oregon 2022). The same applies to organisations in other countries, especially 

where the original content is in English, for instance the website of the London transport 

network (Greater London Authority n.d.).iv 

The examples above point to a need to consider how MT can be deployed in ways that can 

raise doubt about which version of the content is being presented as the official one. For users 

who are provided with MT by default and do not overtly operate it, MT has many properties 

attributed to background and immersive technologies. As worded in Ihde’s description of 

background human-technology relations, MT in these cases can be said to be “a piece of the 

immediate environment” (Ihde 1990, 109); it is always ‘there’ and forms part of the 

experience of accessing the website, even if just as an icon in the corner or through the 

expectation that translations may be available on a pop-up message or drop-down menu. In 

all these cases, automatic availability of MT makes presentation of the information more 

complex if the audience is to be sufficiently warned of the risks.  

5. Figures of authority and machine-translated interactions 

The second MT use context I consider is when figures of authority call on MT as a face-to-

face communication tool. Given the availability of MT on mobile devices, it should not come 



as a surprise that MT has found its way into this type of context. Official sources show that 

MT tools have been used by immigration officers in the United Kingdom to conduct 

screening interviews with asylum applicants (Bolt 2020). They have also been used by US 

police forces, for example to obtain consent to search a vehicle (Grosdidier 2019). Cases 

where figures of authority call on the technology are also easily found in the press. For 

example, MT has allegedly been used for police questioning in Iceland (Iceland Monitor 

2017) and Italy (Di Cori 2022), while in one case in Brazil it was used by municipal guards to 

understand a tourist who needed help (Extra 2021). Where these cases are described in the 

news based on personal accounts they should be approached with caution because the 

information can be difficult to verify. News items of this nature nevertheless demonstrate that 

the presence of MT in these contexts is not an isolated occurrence.  

In many ways, these uses of the technology are drastically different from the ones discussed 

in the previous section. Here MT leaves the environment of a website to play a role in a 

physical space involving more than one individual. Among other differences, use of the 

technology in these cases may be marked by urgency or a surprise element. It is also likely to 

be supplemented by gestures, sounds and body language. In addition, the presence of MT in 

face-to-face interactions is harder to miss. In a case discussed by Grosdidier (2019), a 

Spanish-speaking motorist was pulled over by a police officer and brought into the police car 

so that the officer could use the vehicle’s laptop to ask questions through Google Translate. A 

court ruling associated with this case shows that the officer typed the questions in English 

and the motorist read them on screen in Spanish (USA v Cruz-Zamora 2018). The ruling does 

not specify if the motorist at any point used MT to speak back to the officer, but in the parts 

of the interaction described in more detail the motorist answered the questions out loud either 

in basic English or in Spanish. Based on his use of MT, the officer could establish the 

purpose for the motorist’s journey and who owned the car. He also asked for consent to 



search the vehicle, but the consent was later challenged in court and ultimately quashed 

because MT was considered insufficient to overcome the language barrier. Here I am more 

interested in the nature of the interaction than in its legal outcome. The conversation inside 

the car was video recorded, and the ruling includes a transcript for the moment when the 

officer sought consent for the search (USA v Cruz-Zamora 2018, 7), which I reproduce 

below:  

 

Officer: [Background Sound: Typing on Keyboard] 

Defendant: Okay…it is in front of the car because I’m going to look for it … How? 

Officer: Do you understand? 

Defendant: No, how? 

Officer: [Background Sound: Typing on Keyboard]  

Defendant: Ah, okay. Yeah…yeah. Go. Yes. 

 

The italics in the passage above indicate Spanish utterances translated into English by a 

professional interpreter heard by the court. The original utterances in Spanish are not 

available, but the ruling clarified that ‘how’ is a direct translation of ‘como’, in Spanish, 

which in this context means ‘what’ or ‘what do you mean?’ (USA v Cruz-Zamora 2018, 7).v 

Several aspects of this interaction are noteworthy. First, it was the police officer who decided 

to use MT rather than the motorist. Second, this use was overt. The officer typed questions 

and directly interacted with MT on a laptop inside the car in the presence of the motorist. 

Third, the motorist (i.e., the defendant) did not have to actively participate in the MT use 

procedure. All that he had to do was to read the translations and answer the questions, which 

he did out loud. The relationship with MT is therefore fundamentally different for the officer 

and for the motorist.  

Looking at the officer first, he interacted with MT by typing his questions, clicking on 

buttons, and waiting for the tool’s response. In the technological mediation framework, this 

way of interacting with the technology is consistent with a relationship of alterity. MT here is 



not embodied and is not in the background either. Like in most uses of it, it provides a text to 

be interpreted, although this text (the MT output) is directed at the motorist and not at the 

officer, who did not have fluent Spanish (USA v Cruz-Zamora 2018, 1). For figures of 

authority who find themselves in this position, the decision to use MT is likely to be 

deliberate and overt, but it is not fully autonomous. The officer needs to follow governance 

and professional conduct guidelines, and these guidelines may allow, prohibit, or fail to 

mention MT. Authority figures will therefore be subject to collective decision-making 

frameworks, which is an important difference in their relationship with MT compared to the 

motorist. Governance frameworks do not exempt officials from individual accountability but 

are likely to influence their actions. In the example above, the officer “testified that there was 

no department policy against using Google Translate” (USA v Cruz-Zamora 2018, 2). 

Despite the lack of a policy, compared to members of the public, the standard expected of 

authority figures is higher. Their organisations should foresee and prepare for challenging 

communicative contexts. Preparation in this case does not necessarily mean banning MT 

altogether. Depending on the context or urgency of the communication, alternatives to MT 

could pose challenges of their own, although in this instance, by the officer’s own account, 

“he had other options beyond using Google Translate” and “a live interpreter would be a 

more reliable source” (USA v Cruz-Zamora 2018, 11). 

For those who are interviewed by figures of authority, the complexity of the human-MT 

relationship is particularly striking. In their case, the relationship with MT is even less 

autonomous because they will be subject to the authority of the interviewer. If an 

immigration or police officer proceeds to communicate using MT, the interviewee may feel 

compelled to comply even if they are aware of the risks. The interviewee may not directly 

operate the MT tool and may simply need to confirm that they understand the question or to 

consent to a specific action, like in the example above. They still need to assimilate 



(read/hear/understand) the translations, so they will have a hermeneutic relationship with the 

tool. This relationship is nevertheless indirect. Despite the distinct characteristics of face-to-

face communication, the presence of MT in these contexts involves complexities that are not 

dissimilar from the ones discussed in Section 4. Like those who are provided with machine 

translations on shopping websites, those who are addressed by figures of authority through 

MT can be more clearly characterised as passive consumers of the content than as active 

users of the tool. 

At a broader level, all those involved in the interaction will also be influenced by MT’s 

inherent availability and the affordances of modern internet and communication 

infrastructure. The current version of Apple’s iOS system, for instance, includes an MT tool 

by default. This means that iPhone owners no longer need to install an MT application 

themselves. The application’s privacy notice warns users that “Translate should not be relied 

on in circumstances where you could be harmed or injured, in high-risk situations, for 

navigation, or for the diagnosis or treatment of any medical condition” (Apple 2022). Much 

like website disclaimers, however, warnings of this nature can easily go unnoticed, and the 

persuasive presence – or intentionality – of the technology cannot be ignored in discussions 

of its social implications. 

6. Conclusion 

The MT access situations discussed in the previous two sections hopefully show that ‘MT 

use’ is not a straightforward concept. Users can encounter the technology in different 

capacities. They may be the ones who actively integrate it into an online environment or who 

actively deploy it in some other context. Individual decisions in these cases may be subject to 

high-level policies or professional guidelines, and the first-hand deployment of the 

technology will in turn engender other types of contact with it, whether it be visitors to a 



website who select a specific menu option or the interlocutor in a conversation who is 

prompted to communicate through it. In addition to asking questions such as who MT users 

are, what they need, how satisfied they are with the technology, and what they use it for, it is 

increasingly important for researchers to also ask how MT tools are integrated into the 

environment – technologically but also socially – and what types of human-MT relationships 

are associated with this integration. Questions of this nature are likely to be sensitive to a 

wider spectrum of purposes that MT may be expected to serve, thereby helping to enhance 

the capacity of researchers, policymakers and other stakeholders to deal with its conundrums. 

Postphenomenology provides a useful framework for addressing these questions since it 

looks at tools not just as instruments to be used but also as mediators of perception and of 

everyday life.  

At the heart of some of the questions discussed above is the distinction between active use 

and passive consumption of MT. In other words, when MT is used to distribute information 

to others, those who receive the information will consume the product of the technology 

rather than use it directly. This distinction is not always this simple, however. Individuals 

may be put in the position of passive consumers while having to assume responsibilities 

usually associated with active users. As mentioned, they may just select a language option, 

look up a term, or speak to their smart assistant all the while being bound by disclaimers that 

instead of informing are arguably more likely to just exempt those who are responsible for 

placing the technology in that specific context or location. 

Issues of accountability and risk should not, however, preclude use of the technology 

altogether. In many contexts MT is likely to play roles that would be difficult to be fulfilled 

by professional human translations, which may be related to urgency and speed or to content 

that can be considered ephemeral or inconsequential. Even in these cases, it is important to 

consider the different types of influence exerted by the presence of the technology or the 



ways in which it is deployed, and here too questions around the nature of human-MT 

relations are likely to play a part. In the same context of deployment, MT may involve 

different types of users whose needs do not necessarily align. Sellers on a shopping website 

may need to reach large customer bases but some customers may prioritise certainty and 

content accuracy over multilingual purchases. Depending on how MT is presented in these 

cases, it may be difficult for consumers to make an informed decision on their use of it. MT 

therefore is not just a foreground tool. It is also a technology that is presented potentially 

inconspicuously or through the legitimating authority of others, which merits more attention 

in professional guidelines, governance frameworks and more generally in efforts to promote 

MT literacy. While human translations can also be inconspicuous (see House 2014, 252), 

when they are that is usually because they work as an independent product, which is likely to 

entail high-standard expectations and quality assurance checks that are not normally applied 

to MT when used unedited. MT’s inconspicuous presence is therefore likely to involve more 

risks than professional human translations deployed in the same manner. 

MT’s wide availability, especially when inconspicuously deployed, calls for further empirical 

research. Scholars may wish to check MT consumers’ ability to notice disclaimers or the 

extent to which they might be influenced by those who put the technology to use. Findings of 

this nature may shape MT presentation methods as well as strategies for enhancing or 

promoting MT literacy. There are also more specific types of content that I have not covered 

here and which call for future investigation, including social media posts and product 

reviews. Like in the shopping example discussed in Section 4, MT is often applied by default 

to product reviews in ways that also complicate presentation of the content, for example in 

relation to information about what the source language is. More broadly, any information we 

supply or make available on the internet is subject to being translated, and given MT’s wide 

availability, this translation is increasingly likely to be generated by an MT system or, more 



recently, a large language model. For those who just publish content that is later machine 

translated by someone else, the relationship with the technology arguably does not constitute 

‘use’ at all. However, just the fact that individuals co-inhabit online spaces with MT (e.g., on 

social media) can subject them to its use outcomes, whether positive (e.g., linguistic 

diversity) or negative (e.g., misrepresentation).  

MT’s level of integration and convergence with other technologies is likely to increase, and 

indeed some users would like seamless automatic availability. The more portable, available, 

and multimodal the technology becomes, the more, I would argue, we are likely to be 

immersed in MT-mediated environments in ways that transcend deliberate decisions to 

operate an MT tool. At a practical level, it is worth considering MT’s permeating presence 

more explicitly in relation to official uses of it. Discussion of this presence is likely to better 

equip those who need to anticipate the different contexts in which MT can be consumed or 

called upon. At a conceptual level, there is room to consider MT’s presence in relation to 

differences between those who actively deploy it and those who passively consume it. This 

distinction is particularly relevant to risk-benefit assessments of the technology, since 

deployers and consumers may not have the same level of autonomy to mitigate MT’s risks or 

to engage critically with its use. 
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i Postphenomenology can also be referred to as the study of technological mediation (Verbeek 2016). In 

translation and interpreting, ‘mediation’ often means linguistic and/or cultural mediation between individuals. In 

postphenomenology, it refers to technologically mediated experiences of our surroundings. Although 

conceptions of mediation are not my focus here, I would argue that this broader acceptation of the term 

encompasses communicative mediation between human beings, so the two senses are compatible. 

 
ii In other words, technological intentionality can only exist because of human intentionality (Verbeek 2009, 

235). The two combine to give rise to hybrid forms of intentionality which can themselves be referred to as 

“technologically mediated” (ibid.). 

 
iii Any website descriptions provided in the article reflect the website configurations in July 2022 based on my 

experience of accessing the websites from the United Kingdom on a laptop web browser. Given the dynamic 

nature of the content, details of how the websites are presented may change.  

 
iv For a different example, the website of the New York State government superimposes a banner on any 

machine translated pages warning of the risks of mistranslations (New York State n.d.). European Union 

websites use a similar tactic, even if their disclaimer does not specifically mention what MT is or the risks it 

poses (European Commission n.d.). 

 
v The case document does not explain why ‘como’ was translated literally. I hypothesise that this is an attempt 

to closely reproduce the Spanish rather than an issue with the interpreter’s language competency.  


