From Tokens to Actions: A Computational View of Language in LLMs
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Large language models compute over tokens, yet a token maps onto no natural
linguistic unit, neither morpheme nor word nor concept. How do units that correspond
to no linguistic category nonetheless come to support structured meaning, and

increasingly, coordinated action?

This talk revisits the classical strata of linguistic analysis through a computational lens.
From tokenization as an arbitrary interface, I trace how representations settle into
partially legible geometries, and how mechanistic interpretability, inlcuding sparse
autoencoders, circuit analysis. This lets us read their internal organization. The
argument then turns from representation to use: Austin taught us that to say is to do,
and tool calls make the performative force of language computationally explicit.
Meaning is not replaced by pragmatics but operationalized through it. In multi-agent
systems, language returns to its oldest office, a heteroglossic exchange in which roles

and commitments are negotiated rather than dictated.

Language in LLMs, I argue, is best understood not as a static mapping from tokens to
meanings, but as a layered process linking segmentation, representation, interpretation,
and action. In this sense, mechanistic interpretability may be a form of computational
hermeneutics: an attempt to read not only what models say, but how linguistic

organization becomes action.



