
Abstract:
There is a commonly promoted view that AI language technologies are
future-oriented, technological innovations that ‘free’ languages and their
speakers from past processes of social and linguistic domination and will
improve access for minoritized populations. In this talk I will examine this
view by investigating how the AI industry (and computational linguistics) in
the context of LLMs treat language and compare it to what is known about
processes of language materialisation and making in another pivotal context,
namely the context of religious-lingusistic work during European colonial
times. This latter context, like the advent to AI nowadays, played an
important role in the development of linguistics and understanding of
language, including its relationship to society. I show that there are
indeed close similarities between concepts of language and their
materialisation in technology settings and during European colonialism. After
a brief discussion of missionary linguistics, the AI industry and language
materialisation, the presentation discusses conceptualisations of language
and the aims and processes involved in materialisation in these two contexts
in some detail. While the information on missionary linguistics comes from
dedicated research in linguistic anthropology (e.g. Errington 2008; Storch,
Deumert & Shepherd (eds.) 2020), I draw on a widely read document called
“no language left behind” and related publications to discuss the practices in
the AI industry. The paper highlights the crucial role that language
materialisations plays in the construction and maintenance of power and
social order in a global realm.
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