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(1) veicinā-tāj-s ‘promoter, facilitator (may refer to any of the above)’ 
SPECIALIZATION: occupation, specialized tool, machine, technology vs. non-
specialized performer of an action, etc.; 
(2) uzlabo-tāj-s ‘enhancer, additive, improver with object’, rakstī-tāj-s ‘writer' 
EVENT: event-related vs. non-event-related; 
(3) turē-tāj-s ‘holder (may be event or non-event related)’ 
SEMANTIC ROLE: agent, experiencer, etc.; 
(4) meklē-tāj-s ‘seeker, searcher’ – slimo-tāj-s ‘smb who is ill’ 
TYPE OF ACTION: single, specific action vs. repeated, habitual actions, 
prolonged state/ status based on actions vs. hypothetical action. 
(5) staigā-tāj-s ‘walker (may refer to any of the above)’    
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Abstract Searchable, transcribed cultural heritage text collections have become an 
important part of digital GLAM. With the democratization of handwritten text 
recognition (HTR) platforms, this trend of studying and reusing more texts from 
archives will no doubt continue. The situation presents an ethical dilemma for 
computational study, however, since archival materials, particularly those of an 
intercultural nature, or those written in metropolitan languages about the 
colonized world are poorly served by text processing methods. Processes like 
named entity recognition (NER), which allow for the semi-automated 
annotation of transcribed archives, hold much promise for network and spatial 
analysis of the sources of the historical humanities, and yet state-of-the-art 
NER systems (e.g. NLTK) are generally trained on English-language corpora with 
a metropolitan, media focus and, thus, do not accurately identify non-English 
entities and labels. They do not offer much in terms of tag customization to 
move beyond western cultural notions of an entity, and NER is further 
complicated by inconsistent transliteration practices prevalent in Orientalist 
scholarship. 
 
Indeed, initiatives exist which begin to tackle the inequities within the field of 
digital textual analysis. For example, the ongoing #NewNLP workshop 
(https://newnlp.princeton.edu/about/) is fostering the development of 
language resources for various world languages. We would like to underscore, 
however, that the inequities are still present for NLP approaches to English 
corpora historical in nature and originating from non-metropolitan 
environments. Our paper reports on collaborative work attempting to close this 
gap for collections in English, containing transliterated names coming from 
Arabic-speaking or adjacent Muslim cultures. We present an approach to 
extracting a variety of named entities (NE) from unstructured historical 
datasets from open digital collections dealing with a space of the informal 
British empire—the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Persian Gulf 
region. The sources are largely concerned with people, places, tribes and 
transactions in the region, yet models in state-of-the-art NER systems function 
with limited sets of tags and they do not capture many of the entities of 
interest to the historian and do not perform well with entities transliterated 
from other languages. We build custom spaCy-based NER models trained on 
domain-specific annotated datasets: the correspondence ledgers of the British 
Colonial Residency in Bushire and the encyclopedic Gazetteer of the Persian 
Gulf, Central Arabia and Oman attributed to John Gordon Lorimer. We also 
extend the set of named entity labels provided by spaCy and focus on detecting 
entities of non-Western origin, particularly from Arabic and Farsi. We test and 
compare performance of the blank, pre-trained and merged spaCy-based 
models and suggest further improvements. Our study makes an intervention 
into thinking beyond Western cultural notions of the entity in digital historical 
research.   
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