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Short description

Which passages in narrative texts are crucial for their plot? This contribution proposes a text
surface-based computational approach for exploring the relation between narrativity and
tellability (and thus relevant text passages). The approach builds on the operationalization of
the event concept in narrative theory and its subsequent automated identification. The
resulting event annotations are compared to plot summaries.
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Which passages in narratives are crucial for their plot? This question is discussed in literary
studies in the context of various concepts. For instance, the examination of passages
referenced in scholarly text interpretations shows that they may contain plot-relevant events
(Arnold & Fiechter, 2022). Additionally, empirical reader studies (Groeben 1977; Miali &
Kuiken 2001) and reception aesthetics (Iser 1976) focus on the reception of narratives. An
alternative approach, starting directly from the text rather than reception, considers concepts
such as eventfulness or tellability (e.g., Hühn 2014; Baroni 2012) to be potentially significant.
The present contribution aims to introduce an approach relating on textual features and
explores the relationship between narrativity and tellability, thereby highlighting the
importance of specific passages within the text.

In our EvENT project, we have already identified and classified events in narratives based
on textual features (Vauth et al 2021, Vauth & Gius 2021). We distinguished between four
event types (Change of state, Process, Stative and Non-events), to which we assigned
narrative values according to their eventfulness. Text passages with a high narrative value
thus indicate a high level of eventfulness. Narrativity graphs were subsequently generated
on the basis of the narrative values in order to be able to map eventfulness over the entire
course of the text. In the project we are currently examining the connection between i) these
four event types that can be discretely identified on the text surface subsumed under the
concept of "event I" in research, cf. Hühn 2015) and ii) more complex, particularly
narrative-worthy (or “tellable”) or particularly plot-relevant events (also "event II"). One way
of testing the relation between the basic and the more complex event types is to compare
our event I annotations of literary texts with various plot summaries of these texts. The text
passages mentioned in the summaries, so is the thought, are marked as particularly relevant
to the plot precisely by their mention. The annotated literary texts (Kleist's "Das Erdbeben in
Chili", Droste-Hülshoff's "Die Judenbuche", Ebner-Eschenbach's "Krambambuli" and Kafka's
"Die Verwandlung") are explored by mutual comparison of the texts with their summaries.
These summaries are also in German and belong to four groups: 1. summaries written by
students, 2. summaries professional summaries from "Kindlers Literatur Lexikon", 3.
summaries from the online encyclopaedia Wikipedia and 4. summaries generated by the



OpenAI programme Chat-GPT). The students' summaries were written with the aim of
addressing exclusively the plot of the narration. From the contributions of the literary
encyclopaedia and Wikipedia, only those passages were used that refer to the plot in the
primary texts.

In the following study, we first evaluated the quality of the summaries or rather the similarity
between them (Hatzel et al. 2023). To accomplish this, we used three metrics: one based on
lexical information (N-grams) and one based on distributional semantics (word embeddings).
In addition, for a comparison of our summaries that is more detached from the linguistic
structure, we adapted the pyramid method that was originally developed for the automatic
evaluation of machine-generated summaries (cf. Nenkova et al. 2004). We then focused on
the connection between narrativity, represented by our narrativity graphs, and tellability or
relevance, represented by the plot summaries. For this, we examined whether the part of an
original text to which a summary refers also has a high narrative value.

After we calculated the narrativity value of the passage referred to in the summary, we put it
in relation to the expected total score. This results in an average value of 1.0 for a random
selection of passages. A value > 1.0 means that the passages referenced in the summary
have more narrativity than the non-referenced passages. A comparison of events that are
mentioned in summaries with those that are not also confirms this on the basis of the
narrativity values. We calculated a mean value of 3.13 for mentioned and 2.86 for
unmentioned events.

Erdbeben Judenbuche Krambambuli Verwandlung

student summaries 1,04 ± 0,06 1,02 ± 0,09 1,04 ± 0,07 1,06 ± 0,10

professional summaries 1,00 1,03 1,02 1,05f

Wikipedia 1,06 1,12 1,07 1,08

ChatGPT 1,24 1,24 0,96 1,02

Expected Narrativity Value Factors. For the student summaries, the mean value (incl. the
standard deviation) is given.

The results of our study suggest that the approach we have taken is productive. The use of
summaries for further research on events in narrative texts opens up new perspectives. This
concerns especially the connection between events and plot, when events are
conceptualised and operationalised as phenomena on the surface of the text. While the first
findings for the first three summary types have already been presented at the DHd
conference (Hatzel et al. 2023), we have now also compared annotations with plot
summaries produced by the OpenAI programme Chat-GPT. In our contribution we will
present the results of our study in detail and reflect on them theoretically
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