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When a language you don’ t understand appears in your Facebook News Feed, you can
touch a button and quickly translate it. Facebook offers a way of communicating not just
with the millions of people who speak your language, but with millions of others who
speak something else. Or at least it almost does.
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This morning, the company’s central artificial-intelligence lab released a paper describing a new technology that
could accelerate the evolution of machine translation not only inside Facebook but across the internet. According to
Facebook’s tests, its technique does so far more efficiently than other methods, which could eventually lead to
even sharper translations.
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Facebook’s approach relies on neural networks, complex mathematical systems that can learn tasks by analyzing
vast amounts of data. This past fall, Google unveiled a new translation system driven entirely by neural networks
that topped existing models, and many other companies and researchers are pushing in the same direction, most
notably Microsoft and Chinese web giant Baidu.
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But Facebook is taking a slightly different tack from most of the other big players. It's using what are

called convolutional neural networks, a technique invented by the venerable researcher Yann LeCun, who now
oversees Facebook’s Al lab. Rather than analyze a sentence sequentially, one piece at a time, a convolutional
neural network can analyze many different pieces at once, before organizing those pieces into a logical hierarchy.
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Even if the system is only marginally more accurate than systems like the one Google rolled out in the fall, the
company says its technique is more efficient that other neural network-based methods.
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Others may help push the technique forward as well. Facebook is not only publishing a paper describing its new
system but open-sourcing the software engine that drives the system, freely sharing the code with the world at
large. It means that translation will evolve far more quickly across the internet—not just on Facebook.
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