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To be, or not to he

A large percentage of novelists fear AT will eventually replace their work.
That may or may not happen but for now, the bot is certainly stirringup alot
of controversy and confusion, says Mathures Paul

he rain came before

the monsoon. It came

at half past five in the

morning and it came

hard, and the earth,
) which had been wait-
Ing a long time, took it. The streets
filled quickly.”

If Ernest Hemingway had read
that short passage while wasting an
afternoon at El Floridita in Old Ha-
vana, he might have scratched his
head at a style so lean yet forceful.
Or perhaps it reads like a lost slice
of Khushwant Singh. It has the kind
of soulful texture you expect from a
seasoned human writer,

Yet, given the speed and scale of
artificial intelligence’s advance into
the literary world, the selection com-
mittee of the Commonwealth Short
Story Prize and the folks at the Brit-
ish literary journal Granta could
well be forgiven for the fiasco that
followed the announcement of this
year’s winning entries.

Since 2012, Granta, which has
featured work by literary giants like
Kazuo Ishiguro and Salman Rush-
die, has published the regional win-
ners of the competition. Each year,
the London-based non-governmen-
tal organisation Commonwealth
Foundation awards its short story
prize to one writer in each of five re-
gions: Africa, Asia, Canada and Eu-
rope, the Caribbean and the Pacific.
An overall winner is then selected
from that shortlist.

This year, Jamir Nazir’s The Ser-
pent in the Grove found itself in the
eye of the storm. After its publica-
tion on the Granta website, readers
quickly pointed out that the style
mirrored LLM-generated prose.

Nabeel S. Qureshi, former vis-
iting scholar of Al at the Mercatus
Centre at George Mason University
in the US, posted on X — “Well, this
isafirst: a ChatGPT-generated story
won a prestigious literary prize.
‘Not X, not Y, but Z’ sentences every-
where, the ‘hums’ trope, and plen-
ty of other obvious markers of Al
writing. ” Others quickly chimed in,
sharing screenshots of the Al-detec-
tion tool Pangram flagging the piece
as machine-written.

The problem runs deeper than a
single story.

Currently, no Al tool can deﬁp-
itively prove the human authentic-
ity of a piece of writing. Common-
wealth Foundation director-gen-
eral Razmi Farook noted that the
organisation is aware of the alle-
gations, adding that they are “con-
scious that this is an evolving tech-
nological environment”.

Sigrid Rausing, the publisher
of Granta, which merely prints the
winning entries and has no say in
the selection process, released a
statement of her own, “We showed
Claude.ai the story and asked
whether it was Al-generated. The re-
sponse was long, concluding that it
was ‘almost certainly not produced
unaided by a human’.”

The fallout from this debate has
cast a shadow over the entire compe-
tition. All of this year’s winners now
have to bear the brunt of a rather
sour disclaimer added to their story
introductions, noting that there has
been speculation that some entries
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THE ORIGINAL: Shakespeare’s bust at the Holy Trinity Church in Stratford-upon-Avon. In 2022, researchers
trained an Al to impersonate the Bard in a debate at the University of Oxford Union

may have been at least partially

Al-generated.
ious. A study conducted
for the University of Cam-
bridge’s Minderoo Centre for Tech-
nology and Democracy surveyed 258
published novelists and 74 industry
figures. A striking 51 per cent of nov-
elists believed Al would
eventually replace their
work entirely. )
Many reported their
writing had already been
used without permission
to train large language
models, while 39 per cent
noted a drop in income
due to generative Al.
These anxieties are already playing
out in the publishing world with
high-profile casualties. Hachette
Book Group recently discontinued
the popular horror novel Shy Girl by
Mia Ballard in the UK and cancelled
its US launch following online alle-
gations of heavy Al reliance, Ballard
told The New York Times that she

aturally, writers are anx-

& You

wasn't to blame; rather, an acquaint-
ance she hired to edit a self-pub-
lished version of the book had used
generative Al

Similarly, author Steven Rosen-
baum was found to have included
fictitious or misattributed Al-gener-
ated quotes in his recent non-fiction
book about artificial intelligence
The Future of Truth. Rosenbaum
is now working with
editors on a full “cita-
tion audit”.

Despite the tensjon,
some authors are em-
bracing the tech cay-
tiously. Polish author
Olga Tokarczuk, winner
of the Nobel Prize in
Literature, clarified her
stance during a cultural event, stat-
ing she treats Al simply as a too] for
faster research and fact-checking,
not for the actual writing.

Meanwhile, Barnes & Nople
CEO James Daunt sparked contro-
versy by stating he had no problem
selling Al-written books, proviged
they didn’t masquerade as humap

work. Following boycott threats,
Daunt clarified to The Los Angeles
Times that while he opposes book
banning, the shop remains vigilant
against AT books pretending to be
by real authors.

Itimately, authors are in

a bind. Even using Al for

minor inspiration can back-
fire, much like filmmaker Martin
Scorsese faced criticism just for
using Al to quickly generate story-
board images.

There is a real danger that Al
will flood the Internet with mediocre
text, creating a monoculture. It is a
risk that somewhat mirrors the Irish
potato famine of 1845, where relying
on a single crop proved disastrous
for a dependent population. When
we asked Claude to suggest names
for a sci-fi protagonist, it offered pre-
dictably cliche choices: Kael Mor-
row, Seren Voss, Idris Talyne, Zeph-
yraOult and CassianDrek.

Now imagine a million articles
filling the Internet, all grown from
that exact same creative soil.




