
Language Technology
and the Metacrisis

Steven Bird
Australasian Language Technology Workshop

Canberra, 2-4 December 2024
linktr.ee/stevenbird



Australian Language Families
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~300 Pama-Nyungan languages

~100 non 
Pama-Nyungan
languages

~10 Tasmanian languages



Kunwinjku: A polysynthetic language (pop. 2,000)

noun incorporation

Evans, N (2003). Grammar of Bininj Gunwok
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I/them-again-     wrong-       for-        meat- cook    -PP

I/them-again-     wrong-       for-        cook   -PP     neuter-meat
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Throw a
Language

Party!

‘An awakening’

‘Unexpectedly
illuminating’

‘Filling up and
overflowing’
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Background reading, with citations to related work
https://aclanthology.org/people/s/steven-bird/

1. Centering the speech community
Bird & Yibarbuk, EACL’24

2. Must NLP be extractive?
Bird, ACL’24

3. Envisioning NLP for intercultural climate communication
Bird, Aquino & Gumbula, ClimateNLP’24
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https://aclanthology.org/people/s/steven-bird/
https://aclanthology.org/2024.eacl-long.50/
https://aclanthology.org/people/s/steven-bird/
https://aclanthology.org/people/d/dean-yibarbuk/
https://aclanthology.org/2024.acl-long.797/
https://aclanthology.org/2024.climatenlp-1.8/
https://aclanthology.org/people/s/steven-bird/
https://aclanthology.org/people/a/angelina-aquino/
https://aclanthology.org/people/i/ian-gumbula/


BACKGROUND 1:
6,500+ oral languages with diglossia

Typical 
low-resource

NLP agenda ✔

Diglossia
⇓

functional 
differentiation

⇓
different 

opportunities!



BACKGROUND 2:
Designs for building human capacity

Build
machines to
“conquer the 

language 
barrier”

Build
human

capacity to 
work 

interculturally



BACKGROUND 3:
Beyond the noisy channel model

Add MT to the 
noisy channel

Support co- 
construction 
of meaning



Why?



behaviours

beliefs,
intentions
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behaviours rewards & penalties
(enforcing public-spirited behavours)

private interest
beliefs,
intentions



HPMs

DATA
CENTRE

DATA

USED WITHOUT
PERMISSION

GREENHOUSE 
EMISSIONS,

WATER 
CONSUMPTION

CONTENT

NOT
TRUSTWORTHY

Hallucinating 
Plagiarism 
Machines 
(HPMs)
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What does technology do?

Technology creates a level playing field

Technology magnifies existing forces

“Technology’s Law of Amplification”

–Kentaro Toyama
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Metacrisis?
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behaviours language data

social & cultural meaningbeliefs,
intentions



Doug Englebart

SRI International

1960s

Augmentatitive Intelligence

Must NLP be extractive? S Bird, ACL’24

John McCarthy

Stanford University

1960s

Artificial Intelligence ✗✔
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https://aclanthology.org/2024.acl-long.797/
https://www.compart.com/en/unicode/U+2717


Co-creating meaning with 
language mixing and 
assistive technologies

Envisioning NLP for intercultural climate communication, Bird, Aquino, Gumbula, 
ClimateNLP’24

Information transmission 
by transmitting and 
translating documents

✗✔
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https://www.compart.com/en/unicode/U+2717
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Language as Situated and 
Embodied Social Practice

Language as Data

Centering the speech community, S Bird & D Yibarbuk, EACL’24

✔ ✗

https://www.compart.com/en/unicode/U+2717


CLOSED
language-as-code;
language-as-data;
monolingual mindset

OPEN
language-as-situated-embodied-
social-practice;
diglossia

STATIC document the language
(we create rich archival 
records and preserve the 
language in perpetuity)

leave them be
(locals use the contact 
language to participate in 
the information society)

DYNAMIC develop the language
(we deploy the full suite of 
language technologies;
“all languages are equal!”)

?
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Intercultural communication
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Clear your premises of 
potential wind-borne missiles

Take two pills twice daily for 5 
days. Do you understand?

Catchments are likely to 
respond relatively quickly to 

new rainfall

Self-isolate if you develop 
respiratory symptoms
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Lexicogrammatical Translation
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Quotes: Sapir, Evans



Cross-Cultural Translation (English1 to English2)
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CLOSED
language-as-code;
language-as-data;
monolingual mindset

OPEN
language-as-situated-embodied-
social-practice;
diglossia

STATIC document the language
(we create rich archival 
records and preserve the 
language in perpetuity)

leave them be
(locals use the contact 
language to participate in 
the information society)

DYNAMIC develop the language
(we deploy the full suite of 
language technologies;
“all languages are equal!”)

work together
(locals and newcomers;
building capacity in 
intercultural spaces;
assistive technologies)
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meanings

forms

Centering the speech 
community, S Bird & D 
Yibarbuk, EACL’24 28



STORY ON THE GROUND
1. Diglossia: local language; contact language

2. Functional differentiation of speech varieties 

(identity, country, knowledge transmission)

3. Diverse positions on if/how to develop the 

local language (90% oral / “unwritten”)

4. Many situations of locals and newcomers 

coming together ( healthcare, education, 

construction, land management, …)

✔ activates leaders

✔builds human capacity (scales exponentially)

TECHNOLOGY STORY
1. Language for information access

2. But there’s a “language barrier”

3. Deploy LT to “remove language barrier”

Q.E.D.

✔ “Scaled” (for 1000+ languages!!!!)

✗ Data centres accelerating the climate crisis

✗ Performance on small languages not measured

✗ Literal translations not situationally aware

How can we say LT offers a “scalable solution”?
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https://www.compart.com/en/unicode/U+2717
https://www.compart.com/en/unicode/U+2717
https://www.compart.com/en/unicode/U+2717


Resources

workthatreconnects.org

sarahwilson.substack.com

thegreatsimplification.com
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