
Assemblage theory and language mobility: How come some languages can't keep still, while 

others barely move at all? 

In an earlier seminar, I questioned the use of spatial metaphors to represent language and languages 

as self-contained, coherently organised systems. This seminar will develop an alternative view of the 

spatiality of language based on Manuel DeLanda’s Assemblage Theory. The basic idea is that 

language is a non-physical object that only exists in the world in the form of language-bearing 

assemblages (thought, speech, writing, print, digital text, etc.), in which language is attached to 

physical objects of various kinds. This idea will be applied, first, to the historical formation of 

languages and their standardisation, and, second, to the sociolinguistic concepts of language spread 

and language contact. I argue that the contrast between the mobilities of world, regional and 

national languages and the immobilities of minority languages and dialects are an ongoing outcome 

of inequities in the circulation of language-bearing assemblages. 
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