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Abstract

Thegreatestbarrierto global communicationtodayis a widespreadlack of com-
puterliteracy. This barriermaybeovercomein two ways:oneis theeducationof
large populationsso that they will be ableto usetoday’s computers;the other is
thedevelopmentof computerswhich anyonecanfreely communicatewith in his
or hernaturallanguage.

Thefirst approachrequiresthatmany peopleof diversebackgroundsmustadapt
to the machines’interfacesand learn the commandsof programminglanguages
andoperatingsystems.As aconsequence,theculturaldiversityof theuserswill be
diminishedbecauseof thetimeandeffort neededto aquireandmaintaincomputer
literacy.

The secondapproachadaptscomputersto the naturalcommunicationconven-
tionsof humans.By obviating theneedto aquirecomputerliteracy, thepossibility
of globalcommunicationis openedto all people,regardlessof their culturalback-
groundor level of education.As a precondition,theculturaldiversityof theusers
mustbemodeledin themachines,at leastin part.

Why hasonly thefirst approachbeenpursuedsofar, frustratinguserswith ever
morecomplicatedgraphicaluserinterfaceswhichoffer hundredsof differenticons
to click through?Wouldn’t it be muchmorecomfortableto simply talk with the
machine?

Theansweris straightforward: so far, theoriesof languagehave beenavoiding
thequestionof how communicationin naturallanguagereally works. Insteadthey
have beendealingwith peripheralissuessuchasmethodology(behaviorism), in-
nateideas(nativism),andscientifictruth (modeltheory).

This talk provides the foundationfor the secondapproach.Its centraltopic is
modelingthe functioningof naturallanguagecommunication.‘Databaseseman-
tics’ explains how information is transferredfrom the speaker to the hearerby
meansof naturallanguage.
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