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Message from Organizers

Welcome to the 2nd International Workshop on Computational Approaches to Historical Language
Change (LChange’21) co-located with ACL-IJCNLP 2021 on August 6, 2021 and held virtually.
Following the success of the first workshop organized at ACL 2019, we are pleased to present the
proceedings of the second installment of this workshop series.

The sociocultural and technological development in the world is closely connected to our language as
a means to facilitate efficient communication. As a consequence, human language changes over time.
Traces of these changes are apparent in our texts and important to anyone who either directly studies
changing phenomena, or who uses diachronic texts as a basis for their studies. This workshop explores
the phenomena of language change found in written text, on the topics of computational methodologies,
theories and digital text resources for exploring the time-varying nature of human language. Its aim is
three-fold. First, we want to provide an outlet for pioneering researchers who work on computational
methods, evaluation, and large-scale modelling of language change to disseminate cutting-edge research
on topics concerning language change. We intended this workshop as a platform for sharing state-of-
the-art research progress in this fundamental domain of natural language research. Second, we want
to bring together domain experts across disciplines including but not restricted to linguistics, natural
language processing, computer science, cognitive psychology, history and digital humanities. Third, the
detection and modelling of language change using diachronic text and text mining raise fundamental
theoretical and methodological challenges for future research in this area. We hope to engage corpus
and computational linguists, (big-) data scientists, as well as humanities and social science scholars to
address these open issues.

In response to the call we received 16 submissions.1 Each of them was carefully evaluated by three
members of the Program Committee, whom we believed to be most appropriate for each paper. Based
on the reviewers’ feedback we accepted 9 full and short papers as oral presentations or as poster papers.
We had two distinguished keynote presentations: the first by Maria Koptjevskaja-Tamm (Stockholm
University) and Tatiana Nikitina (LLACAN – “Languages and cultures of Africa”, CNRS) who presented
a talk titled “Linguistic diversity as a testing ground for the study of semantic change”, and the second
by Alexander Koplenig (Leibniz-Institute for the German Language in Mannheim) with the talk “Two
challenges we face when analyzing diachronic corpora”. Finally, we have invited 6 findings papers from
ACL2021 to be presented either orally or as posters, which are not included in the workshop proceedings.

We hope that you will find the workshop papers insightful and inspiring. We would like to thank the
keynote speakers for their stimulating talks, the authors of all papers for their interesting contributions
and the members of the Program Committee for their insightful reviews. Our special thanks go to the
emergency reviewers who stepped in to provide their expertise. We also express our gratitude to the
ACL 2021 workshop chairs for their kind assistance during the organisation process, and for arranging
the logistics and infrastructure allowing us to hold LChange’21 online. Finally, our thanks go towards
our silver sponsor iguanodon.ai.

Nina Tahmasebi, workshop chair, University of Gothenburg (Sweden)
Adam Jatowt, University of Innsbruck (Austria)
Yang Xu, University of Toronto (Canada)
Simon Hengchen, University of Gothenburg (Sweden)
Syrielle Montariol, INRIA Paris (France)
Haim Dubossarsky, University of Cambridge (United Kingdom)
LChange’21 Workshop Chairs

1The number of submissions is a significant drop from the 2019 workshop, following a trend of lower workshop submissions
as a consequence of the Covid pandemic.
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Keynote abstracts:

Keynote 1
Speakers: Maria Koptjevskaja-Tamm, Stockholm University (Sweden) and Tatiana Nikitina,
LLACAN – “Languages and cultures of Africa”, CNRS (France)

Title of talk: Linguistic diversity as a testing ground for the study of semantic change
Abstract: There are between 6000 and 8000 languages currently spoken in the world. The
majority of those still lack decent descriptions, not to mention any written tradition and sizeable
documents to rely on while trying to trace semantic changes they have undergone in the past
and understanding the mechanisms behind them. Understandably, but likewise regrettably, most
of the theoretical thinking in linguistics and adjacent disciplines has been formed by research
on a few very big languages with a long written tradition, and the same has to a large extent
been carried over to computational approaches, including work on semantic change. In our talk
we will focus on two big issues which we believe deserve more awareness and attention among
researchers involved in computational approaches to historical language change:

• A crucial part in any theoretical work consists of formulating hypotheses, generalizations,
laws etc. and explaining them, and work on semantic change is, of course, no exception.
Linguistic diversity does not imply that any such generalizations are meaningless or
premature before these have been studied for all the world’s languages. It does imply,
though, that such generalizations gain a lot from careful systematic cross-linguistic research
that may unveil cross-linguistic regularities behind diversity – which is foundational
for linguistic typology. Here we will discuss several cases whereby such research has
questioned earlier generalizations on semantic change based on the familiar languages
and/or has come up with new hypotheses.

• But given that the majority of the world’s languages lack any written tradition and sizeable
historical documents, how is it possible to study semantic changes they have undergone in
the past? This is indeed a big challenge, but not an insurmountable one. We will discuss
several methods which often combine a careful intragenetic comparison (i.e., comparison
of closely related languages) and a broader cross-linguistic perspective and some of the
results obtained by their application.

Keynote 2
Speaker: Alexander Koplenig, Leibniz-Institute for the German Language in Mannheim (Ger-
many)

Title of talk: Two challenges we face when analyzing diachronic corpora.
Abstract: In my keynote, I want to discuss two important challenges for the quantitative analysis
of diachronic corpora that I believe deserve more attention:

• The first challenge is the systematic influence of the sample size when it comes to basically
all measures in quantitative linguistics (Baayen 2001). By analysing the lexical dynamics
of the German weekly news magazine “Der Spiegel” (consisting of approximately 365,000
articles and 237,000,000 words that were published between 1947 and 2017), I show that
this influence makes it difficult to quantify lexical dynamics and language change. I will
also demonstrate that standard sampling approaches do not solve this problem. I will
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suggest an approach that is able to break the sample size dependence but presupposes
access to the full text data (Koplenig, Wolfer & Müller-Spitzer 2019).

• The second challenge is of methodological nature and relates to the problem of representa-
tiveness of diachronic corpora. Labov (1994) famously stated that “historical documents
survive by chance, not by design, and the selection that is available is the product of an
unpredictable series of historical accidents.” By using both Google Books Ngram data
(Michel et al. 2010; Koplenig 2015; Pechenick, Danforth & Dodds 2015) and publicly
available data from the German National Bibliography, I will try to show that the problem
is even more fundamental, because there is good reason to believe that composition of
the body of published written works (from which a corresponding corpus is supposed to
be sampled from) systematically changes as a function of time. This makes it difficult
to disentangle actual language change from environmental changes in the textual habitat
(Szmrecsanyi 2016).
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