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Abstract. This paper reports on the distinctive features of the Universal Net-
working Language (UNL). We claim that although UNL expressions are sup-
posed to be unambiguous, UNL itself is able to convey vagueness and indeter-
minacy, as it allows for flexibility in enconverting. The use of UNL as a pivot 
language in interlingua-based MT systems is also addressed. 

1 Introduction  

Machine Translation (MT) is one of the most controversial subjects in the field of 
natural language processing. Researchers and developers are often at odds on issues 
concerning MT systems approaches, methods, strategies, scope, and their potentiali-
ties. Dissent has not hindered, however, the establishment of tacit protocols and core 
beliefs in the area. It has often been claimed that:1 (1) fully automatic high-quality 
translation of arbitrary texts is not a realistic goal for the near future; (2) the need of 
some human intervention in pre-edition of the input text or in post-edition of the out-
put text is mandatory; (3) source language should be rather a sublanguage, and the in-
put text should be domain- and genre-bounded, so that the MT system could cope 
with natural language ambiguity; (4) the transfer approach is more feasible than the 
interlingual one, since the latter, albeit more robust and economic, is committed to the 

                                                           
1  Most of these assumptions can be extracted from the Survey on the State of the Art in Human 

Language Technology (Cole et al., 1995). Of special interest are the articles concerning mul-
tilinguality by Martin Kay (8.1, 8.2) and Christian Boitet (8.3, 8.4). 
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