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Since the rise of Russian Formalism in the early 19th century, literary theorists have been interested in
finding ways to detect actants (characters) in narratives. The recent rise of computational methods
within the humanities offers new ways of tackling this issue. As researcher-in-residence at the
National Library of the Netherlands (KB) I am currently involved in a research project1 that aims to
develop a computation-based model for analyzing narrative-semantic roles in large datasets in
Dutch. The premise of the project is that actantial roles are not only to be detected on the higher
level of motive- and theme-building, but also at the linguistic level of semantic roles. Furthermore,
the project aims to not only develop a tool for the detection of actantial roles, but also, and more
importantly, for discovering the relationships between those roles as they are encoded in language.
There are three main issues to be dealt with during the tool-development process. First, existing
research on semantic role labeling (SRL) almost exclusively focuses on English texts. Since the present
projects’ focus lies with Dutch, we need to revise existing SRL tools so that they work for Dutch.
Some work has been done in this respect already, and features as inspiration for our own tooldevelopment (Stevens, Monachesi, Van den Bosch 2007, Monachesi & Trapman 2006).
Second, the issues of co-reference resolution (Declerck, Koleva, Krieger 2012, Versley, Ponzetto,
Poesio, Eidelman,Jern, Smith,Yang, Moschitti 2008, Lee et al. 2013) and animacy detection (Karsdorp,
Van der Meulen, Meder, Van den Bosch 2015) needs to be addressed. As natural language processing
(NLP) techniques, they are mutually dependent on each other, SRL and syntactic parsing (Idem). We
therefore need to develop an integrated approach to actantial role modeling.
Third, and related to this point, the question of parsing comes into view. Automatic parsers are often
very inaccurate or even non-existent for many languages (Idem). For Dutch, the automatic parser
Alpino is the most advanced option. However, an uninformed approach that does not rely on
dependency parsing, is a very real possibility in our tool-development project, following Karsdorp,
Van der Meulen, Meder, Van den Bosch 2015. In addition to these main issues, questions of direct
and indirect speech (Karsdorp, Van Kranenburg, Meder, Van den Bosch 2012), frame analysis (Reiter
et al. 2014) and social interaction analysis (Karsdorp, Kestemont, Schöch, Van den Bosch 2015) play a
role.
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The poster presentation will show the most up-to-date version of the tool we are developing at the
KB and the preliminary results of its implementation. Special prominence will be given to how the
issues mentioned are integrated in the tool’s development. The poster aims to show how literarylinguistic theory and computational practice encourage each other in the development process.
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