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Referential Cohesion: A Challenge for Machine Translation Evaluation

Abstract

Connected texts are characterised by the pres-
ence of linguistic elements relating to shared
referents throughout the text. These elements
together form a structure that lends cohesion
to the text. The realisation of those cohesive
structures is subject to different constraints
and varying preferences in different languages.
We regularly observe mismatches of cohesive
structures across languages in parallel texts.
This can be a result of either a divergence of
language-internal constraints or of effects of
the translation process.

As fully automatic high-quality MT is starting
to look achievable, the question arises how co-
hesive elements should be handled in MT eval-
uation, since the common assumption of 1:1
correspondence between referring expressions
is a poor match for what we find in corpus data.
Focusing on the translation of pronouns, I dis-
cuss different approaches to evaluating a par-
ticular type of cohesive elements in MT out-
put and the trade-offs they make between eval-
uation cost, validity, specificity and coverage.
I suggest that a meaningful evaluation of co-
hesive structures in translation is difficult to
achieve simply by appealing to the intuition of
human annotators, but requires a more struc-
tured approach that forces us to make up our
minds about the standards we expect the trans-
lation output to adhere to.
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