CHAPTER 4:
MACHINE TRANSLATION AND CULTURAL
SENSITIVITY: A LESSON FROM INDONESIA

Teguh Sulistyo
(Universitas PGRI Kanjuruhan Malang)
sulistyoteguh@unikama.ac.id

A. Introduction

In today’s digitally interconnected world, artificial
intelligence (Al) is used massively in a variety of aspects of
life, including education. Recent instructions have adapted
Al-stimulated activities in the classrooms resulting in new
paradigms of teaching-learning processes (Hasbi, 2024;
Marhaban et al., 2025; Stojanov, 2023; Zhu et al., 2023).
One such popular activity is the employment of machine
translation (MT) which excels at converting words and
grammatical structures (Chang, 2022; Kim & Oh, 2023),
and it is considered imperative for overcoming language
barriers (Sulistyo, 2024), although many have concerns
about Al misuse (Ohashi, 2022; Yoon & Chon, 2022).

Translation, in general, is the act of changing a particular
expression from a source language (SL) to a target language
(TL). It sounds very simple, but it requires appropriate

MuHAMAD HASBI, ET AL. 41



approaches when doing a translation, especially when
dealing with culturally bounded-expressions (Sulistyo,
2024). Although MT has developed dramatically with output
becoming increasingly accurate (Ohashi, 2022; Yoon &
Chon, 2022), it must take into account cultural sensitivity-
awareness and incorporation of cultural values, idioms,
beliefs, norms, and context-specific meanings from SL to
TL. In Indonesian contexts, for example, there are many
specific cultural communication styles such as idioms and
culturally specific terms which cannot be translated directly
from Indonesian to English (Hasbi et al., 2025). The idiom
“Buah jatuh tidak jauh dari pohonnya” cannot be translated
directly into English as “Fruit does not fall far from the tree”
because the translation is not culturally accepted in English.
Rater, it must be translated as “like father like son”, which
is a specific idiom in English. Accordingly, a simple question
arises as to how students and teachers deal with this issue,
especially when translating culturally bounded-texts from
Indonesian to English and vice versa. This paper, therefore,
highlights machine translations and cultural sensitivity in a
translation classroom that the author has experienced and
used as one of his trajectories in the world of English as a
Foreign Language (EFL) teaching.

B. Teaching Design

This part discusses the intervention of machine
translation (MT) in a translation class, whichis presentedin a
descriptive narrative tone based on the author’s experience
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as an EFL lecturer. The intervention was presented in three
stages: pre-, whilst-, and post-translation.

Pre-Translation Stage

To begin with, he raised a question of whether the
students relied on machine translations, such as Google
Translate, DeepL, or any MTs the students were familiar
with. Then, he encouraged the students to use a machine
translation in the class to translate phrases, sentences,
or even short texts during class. However, he strongly
suggested that they had to critically analyze the results
of the machine translation-things that the MT sometimes
missed due to cultural sensitivities and awareness of
idiomatic expressions. Finally, he explained the objectives
of the teaching-learning activities covering 1) comparing
MT vs human translation, 2) identifying translation errors
or in appropriate translations, and 3) understanding the
importance of context and culturally bounded-expressions.

Whilst-Translation Stage
In this stage, firstly, the students (in small groups) read
and compared pairs of translations (Text A and Text B)
initiated by the lecturer.
1. Original text (Indonesian):
Kalau kamu merasa mengantuk, segera pergi ke pulau
kapuk.
[Version A:]
If you feel sleepy, head to Kapuk Island.
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[Version B:]
If you are sleepy, go to bed.
2. Original text (English):
Do as what Romans do while you are in Rome.
[Version A:]
Lakukan apa yang dilakukan orang Roma ketika anda di
Roma.
[Version B:]
Di mana bumi dipijak, di situ langit dijunjung.

Then, they were asked to identify which one was MT
work and which one was human translation. They were also
encouraged to explain their choices, including any part that
did not sound natural in the target language due to cultural
terms. In fact, in response to Text 1, they confessed that
Version A was translated by an MT which sounded unnatural
regarding the term “Kapuk Island” because it was “a word-
to-word translation” without considering that “pulau
kapuk” in this context meant “go to bed to sleep” which
was an Indonesia idiom. Meanwhile, to them, Version B was
a correct human translation. In response to Text 2, they
believed that Version Awas the work of MT and Version B was
human work. The original text was an English proverb that
had the closest meaning to an Indonesian proverb “Di mana
bumi dipijak, di situ langit dijunjung.” After deciding the
translation style-MT or human-, students were stimulated
to critically identify in what situations MT worked well and
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where it failed to produce a natural translation from an SL
to a TL without changing the meaning.

At the end of the main activity, the lecturer reminded the
students that translation was not only an attempt to change
an expression from an SL to a TL, but they also considered
the intended message and found the closest expression
in the TL. He led the students to discuss the strengths
and weaknesses of MT in any translation work. Finally, to
strengthen their understanding of MT, the students were
given the task of finding 3 culturally bounded-sentences
in Indonesian to translate into English with two styles: MT
and human. Then, they presented their work by comparing
MT and human translation to make sure which parts of MT
could be taken and which parts should be revised due to
cultural sensitivity covering idioms and culturally bounded-
expressions.

Post-Translation Stage

In this stage, the students reflected on what they had
learned about the use of MT in a translation work and why
culturally bounded-expressions could not be translated
directly using word-to-word translation done by MT and
humans. By the end of the activity, they came up with an
understanding that translating a message was not only a
matter of changing the message from an SL to a TL, but they
needed to consider the intended meaning that the sentence
conveyed without changing the meaning. In addition, they
understood the strengths and weaknesses of MT so that they
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had to critically determine the closest expressions in the
TL. In other words, cultural sensitivity plays a beneficial
role in any translation consisting of culturally bounded-
expressions.

C. Further Discussion

The intervention of MT in translation classes shows
that artificial intelligence technologies have shaped new
paradigms in English language teaching (ELT). However,
mastering culture along with learning the language is
essential (Hasbi, 2025; Ratnasari, 2019) because cultural
sensitivity is a reflection of the diversity of society globally
which is multicultural in nature (Sulistyo et al., 2021). Thus,
translating a culturally bounded-message in an SL must be
arranged according to the closest term in the TL. In this
context, machine translation misses the cultural sensitivity
of the TL (Sulistyo, 2024) since MT tends to translate an
expression using word-to-word translation, neglecting
culturally bounded-expressions, such as idioms, proverbs, or
culturally specific terms. It is therefore important to equip
students with some strategies on how to produce accurate
translations using MT (Chang, 2022) without allowing them
to rely too much on MT.

Comparing and contrasting sessions on the results
of translations of MT vs. human stimulates students how
to maximize MT without leaving cultural sensitivity in
translation works. Students will be more critical in deciding
the final product of translation by finding out the closest
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expression between an SL and a TL term. It is the crucial
role of the students’ L1 in meaning-making in translation
(Kim & Oh, 2023), which indicates the notion of “not relying
too much on MT” even though the exploration of Al in
education reveals a promising future (Orak & Turan, 2024;
Ramirez & Esparrell, 2024; Tlili et al., 2023; Yamashita,
2021). In short, regardless of its strengths and weaknesses,
MT is a promising educational tool that allows students to
work quickly; however, teachers should provide them with
appropriate strategies to produce the results of translation
that are culturally acceptedin the target language in order to
keep the intended message or minimize misinterpretations.
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