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Preface by the General Chair

Welcome to the 5th International Workshop on Computational Approaches to Historical Language Chan-
ge (LChange’24) co-located with ACL 2024. LChange is held on August 15th, 2024, as a hybrid event
with participation possible both virtually and on-site in Thailand.

Characterizing the time-varying nature of language will have broad implications and applications in mul-
tiple fields including linguistics, artificial intelligence, digital humanities, computational cognitive and
social sciences. In this workshop, we bring together the world’s pioneers and experts in computational
approaches to historical language change with a focus on digital text corpora. In doing so, this wo-
rkshop carries out the triple goals of disseminating state-of-the-art research on diachronic modeling of
language change, fostering cross-disciplinary collaborations, and exploring the fundamental theoretical
and methodological challenges in this growing niche of computational linguistic research.

In response to the call, we received 24 submissions. Each of them was carefully evaluated by at least two
members of the Program Committee, whom we believed to be most appropriate for each paper. Based
on the reviewers’ feedback we accepted 17 full and short papers as oral or poster presentations. We had
two distinguished keynote presentations: the first by Antske Fokkens (Professor at the Computational
Linguistics and Text Mining Lab at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, Netherlands) who presented a talk
entitled “What Changes in Language Modeling mean for Modeling Language Change”, and the second
by Johann-Mattis List (Professor and Chair of Multilingual Computational Linguistics at the University
of Passau, Germany) with the talk “New Approaches in Computer-Assisted Language Comparison”.
Finally, we invited two ACL’24 Findings papers to be presented at the workshop, 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
2024 workshop chairs for their kind assistance during the organization process. Finally, our thanks go to
our sponsors, the research program “Change is Key!” (Riksbankens Jubileumsfond, contract M21-0021).
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Keynote Talk: What Changes in Language Modeling mean
for Modeling Language Change

Antske Fokkens
Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam

Abstract: Language change detection has emerged as a subdomain that has caught the interest (com-
putational) linguistics, historians, social scientists and computer scientists. Despite this enthusiasm and
stable attention from the NLP community over multiple years, our methods keep on having difficulties in
distinguishing valid signals of change from noise. This holds both for methods using static word embed-
dings as well as for more recent explorations with methods that make use of contextual embeddings. The
question of how to distinguish true signal from noise has received substantial attention from the field, wi-
th the design of benchmarks, control tests and artificially created samples and data. An aspect that has, to
my knowledge, received less attention is the fundamental differences between most methods using static
on the one hand, and most methods using contextualized embeddings on the other hand. Mainly, me-
thods that make use of static embeddings involve creating new embeddings for the full vocabular creating
general shifts in space.

Methods using contextualized embeddings on the other hand mostly make use of pretrained language
models, either as is or with some continual training on the target corpus. Change is then studied by
comparing instances including target terms from different corpora. In this talk, I will explore what these
fundamental differences mean when carrying out methodological checks and balances for studying lan-
guage change with the aim of answering the question: how can we find meaningful change and know that
is meaningful.

Bio: Antske Fokkens is a researcher at the Computational Lexicology and Terminology Lab and a visi-
ting researcher at the Web and Media group at VU University Amsterdam, where she is also part of the
Network Institute. Her main interest lies in the methodological aspects of Computational Linguistics,
particularly how computational models of language work and which methods are suitable for modeling
or analyzing linguistic phenomena. Her recent work focuses on applying NLP to digital humanities,
enhancing historical research through the BiographyNet project. Additionally, she addresses methodolo-
gical issues in system architecture and large-scale news processing through projects like NewsReader and
Can we Handle the News. Her PhD thesis proposed a methodology for developing linguistic precision
grammars, applicable across various theories.



Keynote Talk: New Approaches in Computer-Assisted
Language Comparison

Johan-Mattis List
University of Passau

Abstract: The field of computer-assisted language comparison seeks to develop interactive computa-
tional workflows that facilitate those tasks that linguists working in the field of historical or typological
language comparison usually carry out manually. While the field has substantially grown over the past
decade, with new tools and new workflows that support computer-assisted analyses, there remain many
challenges that have so far not yet been addressed in computer-assisted approaches. In this study, three
new approaches that facilitate detailed comparative analysis will be presented. The first approach allows
for an efficient manual labeling of correspondence patterns in comparative wordlists, the second approa-
ch allows to group sounds in phonetically transcribed wordlists and to segment words into morphemes.
The third approach allows to correct individual word forms in comparative wordlists, by contrasting the
reflexes of a proto-form that one would expect under the assumption of regular sound change with the
reflexes that are attested in the data. All approaches are implemented in an interactive web-based tool
that is freely available and integrated with previous computer-assisted tools and workflows.

Bio: Johan-Mattis List is a comparative linguist and Chair for Multilingual Computational Linguistics
since January 2023, leading the ERC-funded ProduSemyresearch group. Previously, he was a stand-in
professor at Bielefeld University and a senior researcher at the Max Planck Institutes in Leipzig and Jena.
He earned his doctorate at Heinrich Heine University in Diisseldorf and completed his habilitation at
Friedrich Schiller University in Jena. His research focuses on the evolution of human language lexicons
and language change, with particular interest in Southeast Asian and South American languages. He
advocates for open research and draws inspiration from bioinformatics to improve language comparison
methods.
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