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Writing across Languages
Computational Methods for the Study of Multilingual Literary Texts

Motivation

An increasing range of Anglophone novels are located at
the edge of English, fostering intricate connections to
other languages such as Hindi, Mandarin or Spanish. The
project aimed at familiarizing students with the manifold
potentials and pitfalls of studying multilingual novels with
computational methods derived from corpus linguistics
and natural language processing. It provided a hands-on
experience of annotating, analysing and translating
selected novels in an immersive online environment,
including the use of interactive video tutorials,
complementary quizzes and an academic blog.

Objectives

1. The creation of a unique dataset containing multi-
lingual sentences from selected Anglophone novels and
conforming to copyright laws

2. The conversion of the dataset into linguistic formats to
enable automated and manual annotations on distinct
linguistic levels

3. The analysis and interpretation of the different types
of multilingual narration in the dataset

4. The transformation of the dataset into parallel corpora
to study translational phenomena

Phase 1: Conversion and Annotation

Each of the 12 students worked on a different novel,
looking for multilingual sentences and employing a pre-
written spaCy code to annotate them in Google Colab.

Novel N
Abulhawa, Susan: The Blue Between Sky and Water (2015) 7
Castillo, Elaine: America Is Not the Heart (2018) 10
Coetzee, J.M.: The Pole (2023) 25
Coetzee, J.M.: The Childhood of Jesus (2013) 26
Donkor, Michael: Hold (2018) 8
Gurnah, Abdulrazak: Afterlives (2020) 10
Kuang, Rebecca F.: Babel (2022) 10
Owuor, Yvonne Adhiambo: The Dragonfly Sea (2019) 15
Owuor, Yvonne Adhiambo: Dust (2014) 13
Rodriguez Fowler, Yara: Stubborn Archivist (2019) 11
Roy, Arundhati: The Ministry of Utmost Happiness (2017) 11
Vuong, Ocean: On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous (2019) 16
162

Students discovered that the automated annotation of
multilingual sentences entails many problems. Assessing
the accuracy of spaCy’s annotations for non-English
words proved challenging because it necessitates basic
linguistic knowledge and the proficiency in two or more
languages. Using online dictionaries or transliteration
software, they determined the monolingual - i.e,,
Anglocentric — bias of NLP tools such as spaCy which
(1) struggles with non-English and literary language; (2)
incorrectly and inconsistently labels non-English words
as proper nouns; (3) always identifies and annotates
non-English words resembling English words as English.
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Example: Incorrect
labelling of ‘lengua’
as proper noun
(ANNIS interface)

Que siempre  la lengua fue compafiera del imperio

Phase 2: Analysis and Interpretation

To analyse the sentences, students employed ANNIS,
a “search and visualization architecture” that serves the
investigation of complex linguistic corpora. Using the
annotations created with spaCy, they also manually
tagged all tokens as English and non-English to define
the precise number of non-English words in the dataset.

Using the ANNIS Query Builder, students identified the
following part of speech (POS) distribution as defined
by spaCy. As the two pie charts illustrate, spaCy’s
inadequacy to properly annotate non-English words
results in drastically differing POS assignments for
English as opposed to non-English words.

POS DISTRIBUTION FOR ENGLISH

Verifying the accuracy of POS assignments for all
non-English words, students realized the scope of
spaCy’s failure; concerning the number of non-
English nouns, for instance, they found that more
than half of the assignments are incorrect.

ACCURACY OF POS ASSIGNMENTS FOR
LANGUAGES OTHER THAN ENGLISH
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Results and Outlook

The discussions of the results focused on the impact
of NLP tools such as spaCy on linguistic nuance and
cultural diversity. Employing ChatGPT or DeeplL to
translate the multilingual sentences, students found
that commercial translation tools show a similar
tendency to reinforce monolingual norms. Some
outputs were characterized by a syntactically and
semantically simplified language, while others kept
the non-English words intact, yet without exhibiting
any understanding of their actual meaning:
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Sentence | A breathed-out songreached her — Estes bragos eternos,
curvados sobre as oenas — and she followed it into Saudade.

ChatGPT | Ein ausgeatmetes Lied erreichte sie — Estes bragos eternos,
curvados sobre as oenas — und sie folgte ihm in die Saudade.

Deepl Ein ausgehauchtes Lied erreichte sie — Estes bragos eternos,
curvados sobre as oenas — und sie folgte ihm in Saudade.

Google Ein ausgehauchtes Lied erreichte sie — Estes bracos eternos,

Translate | curvados sobre as oenas — und sie folgte ihm bis nach Saudade.

Considering the various shortcomings of annotation
and machine translation tools, as well as their drastic
consequences for the poetics and politics of multi-
lingual literary texts, students pondered the feasibility
of devising approaches and building tools that serve
and diversify algorithmically produced language and,
by implication, knowledge production.

There was consensus that, if they corrected the spaCy
output or annotated the example sentences manually,
computer-based approaches could serve as a valid
starting point to examine the novels’ multilingual
strategies from the interrelated perspectives of
literary (multilingualism) studies, literary sociology and
literary translation.

Similarly, students agreed that the creation of parallel
corpora may serve to de-bias machine translation and
advance the much-needed development of multi-
lingual language models.

Proving far more intricate and time-consuming than
initially expected, the creation of tools that can better
annotate and translate multilingual literary texts
exceeded the scope of the project and will be pursued
in another context.

Evaluation
Overall, students
appreciated the
e-earning offer.
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They also found that
the blog entries helped 7 wm 0m o% 0%
them reflect on their t
learning progress.

On the blog, they shared their experiences and
observations in more detail:

“I found working with ANNIS both fun and insightful. |
especially appreciated that query results displayed
annotations and sentence dependencies immediately, unlike
in Google Colab, where multiple intermediate steps were
needed.”

“This is obviously not a great result in terms of correctly
annotating and tokenising sentences, however, in terms of
emphasising the problem of an anglocentric view and an
Anglocentrism in software developing, it is a very telling
result.”

The Project Blog

Access the OER materials —
video tutorials, ILIAS quizzes,
corpora and the students’
reflections on the project —
here!
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