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In 1966, John Pierce chaired the
“Automatic Language Processing Advisory Committee” (ALPAC)

which produced a report to the National Academy of Sciences,
Language and Machines: Computers in Translation and Linguistics

And in 1969, 
he wrote a letter to the  Journal of the Acoustical Society of America,

published under the title  Whither Speech Recognition?
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ALPAC noted that MT in 1966 was not very good, and suggested diplomatically that

“The Committee cannot judge what the total annual expenditure for research and development 
toward improving translation should be. However, it should be spent hardheadedly toward 
important, realistic, and relatively short-range goals.”

The committee felt that science should precede engineering in such cases:

“We see that the computer has opened up to linguists a host of challenges, partial insights, and 
potentialities. We believe these can be aptly compared with the challenges, problems, and 
insights of particle physics. Certainly, language is second to no phenomenon in importance. 
And the tools of computational linguistics are considerably less costly than the multibillion-volt 
accelerators of particle physics. The new linguistics presents an attractive as well as an 
extremely important challenge.”

Funders read between the lines, and U.S. MT funding went to zero for more than 20 years.
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“… a general phonetic typewriter is simply impossible unless the 
typewriter has an intelligence and a knowledge of language comparable 
to those of a native speaker of English.”

“Most recognizers behave, not like scientists, but like mad inventors or 
untrustworthy engineers. The typical recognizer gets it into his head that 
he can solve ‘the problem.’ The basis for this is either individual 
inspiration (the ‘mad inventor’ source of knowledge) or acceptance of 
untested rules, schemes, or information (the untrustworthy engineer 
approach).  . . .”

“The typical recognizer ... builds or programs an elaborate system that 
either does very little or flops in an obscure way. A lot of money and time 
are spent.  No simple, clear, sure knowledge is gained. The work has 
been an experience, not an experiment.”
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“We are safe in asserting that speech recognition is attractive to money. The 
attraction is perhaps similar to the attraction of schemes for turning water 
into gasoline, extracting gold from the sea, curing cancer, or going to the 
moon. One doesn’t attract thoughtlessly given dollars by means of schemes 
for cutting the cost of soap by 10%. 
To sell suckers, one uses deceit and offers glamor. ”

“It is clear that glamor and any deceit in the field of speech recognition blind 
the takers of funds as much as they blind the givers of funds. 
Thus, we may pity workers whom we cannot respect.”
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ANLP-1983
(First Conference on Applied Natural Language Processing)

34 Presentations:

None used a published data set.
None used a formal evaluation metric.
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ACL-2010 
(48th Annual Meeting of the Association for Computational Linguistics)

274 presentations –
All use published data and published evaluation methods. 
(A few describe new data-set creation and/or new evaluation metrics.)
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