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In 2021, Lale Gül won the popular-literary NS Publieksprijs for her novel Ik ga leven (eng. I

Am Going to Live), which narrates her youth and upbringing in a strict conservative

muslim household in Amsterdam. The novel became last year's best-selling Dutch novel

with over 207,000 copies sold to date (Peppelenbos 2022). After being published, Gül

received threats from members of the muslim community.

The book’s victory in the NS Publieksprijs, where it obtained 32% of the popular vote, and

its high sales figures (De Cocq 2021), stand in stark contrast to its lukewarm reception on

the Dutch literary scene, where the book was critiqued for its “unnatural” and “overly

complicated” style (Van Houwelingen 2021). In response, Gül herself has explicitly

positioned herself and her work away from professional critiques, stating that “I have only

received bad critiques… Sorry, but I really look down on critics … I speak with

booksellers who tell me that people come to buy my book whom they have never seen in

their stores before: young people and non-Western immigrants. That is a lot more

meaningful to me than good critiques. I’ve never received a single negative review from a

reader” (Krul 2021, our translation).

As such, Gül and her work Ik ga leven seem to be operating on the divide between

academic and popular perception and reception of fiction. This tension has been widely

studied in academia, with recent work especially centered on literary-sociological notions

of prestige (see, for example, Neidhofer  2016; Sandberg 2017; Eatough 2021).

We take a computational approach to this debate by investigating stylistic aspects of Ik ga

leven and how these interact with (non)literariness of a text. The representation of anger

is central to our research: literary journalist Lieke Kézér has drawn parallels between

Gül’s stylistic informality and the sense of anger that pervades her work. Kézér writes:
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“[Gül] does not endow her book with a lot of structure, which reinforces the idea that it

has been written in a single irate sigh; a passionate account of what it means to be caught

between two cultures [...] Gül is venomous, crass, and funny, but also vulnerable” (2021,

our translation).

In our reading of the book we have similarly observed that whenever the narrator’s tone

becomes more angry, critical or derisive, her style becomes more complex and

grandiloquent, with longer sentences, bigger words, and more abstract comparisons. To

give an example, when describing the muslim community’s response to terrorist attacks,

Gül uses a long sentence, abstract terms such as ‘indignation’ and ‘superiority,’ and

complex references, such as reflexive pronouns and increased semantic distance between

subject and relative pronoun.

“Je kunt na elke aanslag in naam van ons geloof de klok erop gelijkzetten dat mijn

gemeenschap daad en motief zal ontkoppelen en daarna verontwaardiging zal

uiten over de verontwaardiging; een blijk van morele superioriteit die zichzelf

uitlokt, iedere keer als zij geuit wordt door moreel inferieure mensen.” (2)

“After every terrorist attack in the name of our faith, like clockwork, my

community will decouple act and motive, and will then express indignation at the

indignation; a token of moral superiority that provokes itself, each time that it is

expressed by morally inferior people.” (our translation)

Many paragraphs which critique the muslim community, like this one, use linguistic

complexity to express anger or derision. This seems counterintuitive: although the exact

stylistic properties of anger in fiction remain understudied, we assume that anger is

associated with a reduction in complexity or nuance in language use, with short sentences,

expletives and brief, simple outbursts. Preliminary evidence indicates that expressions of

anger in fiction are relatively formulaic on the sentence level (Klégr and Šaldová 2017).

Gül’s anger appears distinctly different from these stylistic expectations, by deviating from

existing formulas and instead employing archaic words, expressions and syntactic

structures. Because anger and stylistic deviation from conventions are so interwoven in Ik

ga leven, we hypothesize that it may be a major contributor to the work’s differences in

reception.

To test this, we first aim to establish whether our perceived link between anger and

increased textual complexity can also be recognized computationally. Establishing this

link requires the computational operationalization of two variables: the level of anger in

the text, and its level of complexity. We acknowledge that our approach reduces our

qualitative reading of the novel to quantifiable variables, which in the case of

operationalizing emotion is a constant balancing act between “low-level linguistic feature

analysis of emotional language and a rigorous high-level hermeneutic inquiry dissecting

the form of the novel and its under-covered philosophical layers” (Kim & Klinger 2018).
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To measure the text’s anger, we used the Dutch translation by Boot et. al. (2017) of

Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count or LIWC (Pennebaker et. al. 2015). LIWC was

developed to measure, among other things, the level of emotionality in written statements

(Tausczik and Pennebaker 2010). Although LIWC was not developed for literary analysis,

parts of the software have also recently been adapted for use in literary studies, for

example to measure narrative arcs of texts (Boyd, Blackburn, and Pennebaker 2020).

While LIWC works only on the word-level, we use this tool, rather than other tools for

sentiment analysis, because it differentiates between anger and other emotions. The

software scores text based on the percentage of words it contains that occur in a

dictionary relating to a particular textual feature, such as anger. For this analysis, we split

Gül’s novel into paragraphs and assigned each paragraph an anger-score using LIWC’s

anger-dictionary. We also scored each paragraph in the LIWC-category “negative emotion”,

a higher-level category that contains dictionaries for “anxiety”, “anger” and “sadness”.

Taking the paragraph cited above as an example, LIWC recognizes “aanslag” (terrorist

attack) as an anger-word and “inferieure” (inferior) as a negative-emotion-word. This

paragraph thus scores 2.08% on anger and 4.17% on negative emotion.

We operationalized textual complexity using the GZip compression algorithm to obtain a

near-perfect approximation of Kolmogorov complexity for each paragraph. Kolmogorov

complexity “measures the informativeness of a given string [...] as the length of the

algorithm required to describe/generate that string” (Juola 2008:91). Measuring the

linguistic complexity of texts has been found to yield meaningful results for English in

both works of fiction and newspaper texts (Ehret 2014), as well as for Dutch (Redactie

Wetenschap 2002). We excluded paragraphs shorter than 50 words to ensure that the

compression yielded a meaningful ratio and was not an artifact of compression algorithm

technicalities (e.g. of storing a hashed vocabulary).

Results are visualized in the scatterplots below. Each dot represents a paragraph, with its

orientation on the Y-axis indicating its percentage of words related to the relevant

LIWC-category (anger and negative emotion, respectively) and its orientation on the

X-axis indicating its complexity expressed as the compression ratio obtained for each

paragraph. Assuming that a more complex string is more difficult to compress, a higher

ratio corresponds with less compression and thus with higher complexity.

We found a weak positive correlation between the LIWC category ‘anger’ and complexity

as visualized in Figures 1 and 2, with R2 values of 0.15 for ‘anger’ and 0.03 for ‘negative

emotion’ (p<0.01). Measuring the same values in dialogue-only paragraphs (i.e. text

between quotation marks) yields a corroborating result of R2 0.36 (p<0.01), depicted

in Figure 3.

These results indicate that the levels of complexity of paragraphs of Lale Gül’s novel are

positively correlated with the occurrence of words relating to anger or negative emotion
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in those paragraphs. In other words, paragraphs that are more angry are also more

complex and vice versa.

Figure 1: Kolmogorov complexity vs. LIWC category ‘anger

Figure 2: Kolmogorov complexity vs. LIWC category ‘negative emotion’.
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Figure 3: Kolmogorov complexity vs LIWC category ‘anger’ in isolated dialogue text.

Our hypothesis was informed by intuition about an unconventional stylistic mode of

expressing anger within a literary context. We favor this approach over a tool-led

framework in which literature is explored as data, a pervasive tenet in computational

literary studies critiqued by Da (2020:919). Further subscribing to Da’s view, we have

shaped our methodology to test hermeneutic interpretation and to critically reflect on tool

refinement. While our results are based on conceptual models and approximate the

occurrence of textual properties, they indicate that this combination of tools produces

meaningful results for analyzing fiction.

Our results present a first step in examining our hypothesis that divergence from stylistic

conventions associated with emotional expression inspire divergent reader responses.

The results leave ample room for improvement. We are currently developing more

detail-oriented measurements of the levels of anger and complexity in this text, for

instance by applying T-Scan (Pander Maat et. al. 2014; Pander Maat and Dekker 2016) to

generate more fine-grained measurements of textual complexity.
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