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Abstract 

Compared with those developed for born-digital records, ICT applications for digitised historical 

documents remain relatively immature, awaiting further development. In response to growing 

interest in local historical research, the utilisation of digital technologies to discover contextual 

links among scattered records has yielded noteworthy outcomes. This paper examines the cur-

rent state of digital technology utilised for Chinese historical research and education through 

case studies. Three representative platforms, THDL, CGKSP, and CHLAD, which rediscover 

and present contextual links among fragmented Chinese medieval records, were selected for 

in-depth analysis. This paper examines the potential of introducing archival discourse on context 

to enhance the representation of historical record aggregates with greater consistency and integ-

rity on these platforms.  

Keywords: Archival science, Chinese historical records, Context, Digital technology application, 

Knowledge discovery 

1 Introduction 

With its indispensable role in handling historical records, the concept of context, even with its 

varied definitions and scopes, is essential in both archival science and historical research 

[1][2][3]. In this era, the digital transformation of records has further amplified the significance 

of context for archivists, but questions regarding the concept’s applicability and function persist. 

Although this concept has received limited attention from information professionals, the issue 

requires further exploration. 

Besides these considerations of the concept of context, it is reasonable and natural for infor-

matics specialists to develop applications for automated processing and broader access to records 

as information resources [4][5]. Although not the first type of information resource to be pro-

cessed, historical records – formed in the past rather than the present – have been integrated into 

platforms empowered by digital technologies for research and educational purposes for over a 

decade, especially in the context of emerging digital humanities. The employment of digital tools 

to quantitively analyse large volumes of historical data, such as in cliometrics, suggests that the 

application of digital technology to historical records can be traced back to earlier advances in 

information and communication technologies (ICT) [6]. Whereas historians have increasingly 

acknowledged the supportive effect and profound influence of digital technologies on the re-
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search and education of Chinese history, the discovery of contextual links among dispersed 

Chinese medieval historical records, rather than statistical analysis of the figures of and within 

them, remains a relatively innovative subfield. Furthermore, the design and development of such 

applications are short of a sophisticated consideration of the concept of context. 

By defining context as the information about the historical environment that characterises 

record creation, transmission, and utilisation, this paper examines recent advancements in digital 

technology applications that discover and present links among records through the lens of con-

text. This specified mode of knowledge discovery both supports and is supported by the latest 

trends in Chinese medieval local historical research. 

2 Reliance on Records in Recent Chinese Medieval Historical 

Research 

As in other national historiographies, research on Chinese medieval history heavily relies on 

records as historical materials and academic information resources [7]. However, such research 

places even greater emphasis on records and documentation, particularly due to their booming 

number and scope during the Ming and Qing Dynasties [8]. On the other hand, local research 

focusing on these periods requires more access to dispersed and scattered records due to the 

shortage of systematic and centralised official preservation of those records for local purposes.  

As a traditional and widely relied-upon academic information source, records from authorities 

during the Ming and Qing Dynasties have long been widely accessed and cited by historians. 

Moreover, there has been a trend in which researchers increasingly utilise private documents and 

other records outside official custodianship, as historians' attention and focus are drawn to local 

and village history in medieval China more [9]. Against this background, documentation publi-

cations, information platforms, and historians themselves are contributing an increasing number 

of records to historical research - many of which have not undergone processing or quality as-

surance by archivists. For research on local history beyond the centralised administration system, 

particularly in Southeastern and Southern China, concerns extend not only to the aggregation of 

records but also to how these records are organised and represented through schemas, frame-

works, and standards that structure otherwise separately maintained but collectively required 

information resources. When addressing this challenge, it is not sufficient for historical re-

searchers to represent historical records in a logical and detailed order. Besides them, it is more 

crucial to ensure that records are presented in ways that enable historical documents to be 

translated in either a narrow or broad context in favour of the needs of historians or archival 

traditions. For scattered and fragmented private records, it is critical to organise and represent 

them with their shared contextual substance, contextual information, and inter-record linkages. 

This context-based approach enables the understanding of these records not just as isolated 

documents, but as integral units—reflected in archival notions such as fonds, record groups, or 

series—and as evidence of creators and creations that form a continuum within historical events 

and existence. 

However, the lack of context in record representation worries users, providers, and organisers 

of private records and official documents, especially in local historical research. Similar to the 

current principles of respect for the original order, documentation from medieval China was 

primarily preserved in the order and organisation established by authoritative institutions where 

it was last circulated, utilised, and kept for transactions and administration. However, within the 

vein of the empire's developed administrative system, correspondence between the central court 

and local authorities, or among different functional sections across various civic levels, often 
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resulted in a complex organisation. Records from a single section were typically sorted into 

different inventories based on their authorship and style. As a result, sent documents and their 

replies were stored separately. Consequently, the original document sent and the response re-

ceived are often found in distinct inventories, and the latter usually cited only a simplified ver-

sion of the former in medieval documentation systems. Furthermore, when received records 

responded to or addressed an issue from a third-party department or local authority, they rarely 

included the complete originating cause of the response. These conditions often compel histor-

ical researchers to consult multiple inventories or even different fonds to compile a comprehen-

sive list of records within a single context. This dispersion of records from a single transaction or 

affair, combined with preserved context, implies compromises among various contexts of rec-

ords across different points in their lifecycle: the terminal agency where records are kept in their 

final preservation was commonly taken as the primary context, while previous agencies, where 

records were sent or received earlier, conceded. Despite efforts to represent and preserve the 

most recent state of records before archiving, limitations in traditional archival infrastructure 

result in compromises that limit more comprehensive descriptive practices. 

In addition to the challenges posed by the nature of paper-based record preservation and the 

complexities of bureaucratic structures, traditional publishing approaches impose further con-

straints. Due to the geographical distance between different archival repositories and the diffi-

culty of directly accessing the original records held in repositories, edited, compiled, and pub-

lished collections of historical records have become one of the primary means for historical 

researchers to initially review and investigate records related to their research topics, long before 

the emergence of digital repositories and online databases [10]. However, for those results of the 

collaboration between the editors and records custodians, some obstacles remain to the more 

efficient and convenient utilisation of records by historians. 

On the one hand, published historical records are often sourced from a single or limited 

number of fonds or inventories. Constraints such as time, cost, or authorised publication scopes 

through appraisal may prevent the inclusion of all original records referenced by others in a 

single publication. On the other hand, historians' efforts to aggregate records based on their logic 

and content around a given theme may also unintentionally overlook the citation relationships 

and the more profound contextual relevance among records. Although this analysis is based on 

the examination of conditions in Chinese medieval local research and studied records in this 

field, the discussion and exploration of digital technology solutions for current and potential 

difficulties can theoretically be expected to be applicable and extendable to all sources of dis-

persed and scattered records required by historical research. 

3 Digital Attempts to Discover and Present the Context of His-

torical Records 

In recent decades, there has been a growing trend toward digitising historical records and 

providing access to their digital surrogates. For digital collections and platforms focused on 

Chinese historical research, the first stage primarily involved the digitisation of records and their 

supplementary materials. The next stage was focused on extracting numerical data from records, 

describing them, and conducting automated statistical analysis. A case in point of this second 

step is the automated processing of historical records in the field of cliometrics and economic 

history, where an enormous volume of numbers and figures written down in records are required 

to be analysed statistically for macro-level description of quantified historical facts and some-
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times even historical trends as part of conclusion in historical studies. 

However, recent developments differ significantly from these earlier stages, as they aim to pro-

cess and present records holistically to enable the automated discovery of knowledge or insights 

[6]. As the novel stage progresses, the processing of digitised historical records reveals their 

context, which is vital for comprehending records in historical research. To examine how digital 

platforms represent context, particularly in terms of links and relationships, this paper reviews 

qualified cases that illustrate these emerging trends. 

3.1   The Selection of Cases 

Since this paper aims to review not only practical situations of but also the development of 

suitable platforms for discovering and presenting contextual links among Chinese medieval 

records in historical research, the selection of appropriate cases was conducted through a quali-

tative review of the literature describing the development of platforms meeting these conditions. 

To minimise the potential negative impact on the understanding of Chinese historical research 

due to linguistic barriers and a lack of basic knowledge of Chinese history, the writing language 

of the reviewed papers was limited to Chinese. Given the restricted writing language, the China 

National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI) was chosen as the primary source of papers de-

scribing the targeted digital technology applications, as it is the largest single source of academic 

papers in Chinese. According to the search syntax by CNKI, the search expression could be 

written as SU = (“Information technology” OR “digital technology”) AND (“historical data-

bases” OR “digital history” OR “digital humanities”) AND (“archives” OR “records”) AND 

(“context” OR “link”). Here, the SU refers subject. Additionally, the literature search was limited 

to the following classifications: “Theory of Historiography”, “History of China”, “China Ancient 

History”, “Library Science and Digital Library”, and “Archives Science and Archival Under-

taking”. 

After searching on CNKI, a screening of the papers describing or mentioning the targeted 

platforms was conducted. During this screening, a set of simplified rules was developed and 

applied to candidate papers. 

Firstly, the criteria of selected platforms were established, which means a publicly accessible 

website employing digital technology application(s) on the databases aggregated and/or pro-

vided by itself for utilisation. Regarding the function of the selected platform, it shall be 

demonstrated through the discovery and presentation of knowledge among the aggregation of 

historical records. Secondly, the processed raw data in their databases shall be historical records 

collected and kept as archival objects, allowing historians to use these databases as an alternative 

to traditional archives for part of their functions. Thus, since the databases are not exact digital 

replicas of authentic archives, they should be considered as a kind of online digital repository or 

collection. 

Then, given the growing focus on the trend of historical research, the records mainly offered 

by these databases are limited to those created during the Chinese Ming and Qing Dynasties. For 

the influence and representativeness of the platforms, the compositions of the offered historical 

records should be as comprehensive and extensive as possible. On the other hand, the developers 

shall consciously target historical research and learning as their platform’s utilising scenario, 

with historical researchers and learners as intended users. Furthermore, among the discovered or 

rediscovered knowledge in the records, there must be context and links that are based on the 

context of the records. Lastly, the design, selection, and mechanism of the applied digital tech-
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nologies must be depicted and explained in the published literature. 

After reviewing the literature from CNKI, platforms with the largest volumes of historical 

records in a specific region or genre were selected for their representativeness and excellence as 

historical record repositories, which are crucial for knowledge discovery and historical research. 

To facilitate the anticipated comparison among different types of digital technologies and their 

application patterns, only one platform was retained when similar digital technologies were 

applied in a similar manner. Finally, a further extension to related papers written in English was 

conducted based on the authors of the Chinese writings. 

Following the steps mentioned above, three cases – the Taiwan History Digital Library 

(THDL) [11], the Chinese Genealogy Knowledge Service Platform (CGKSP) [12][13], and the 

Chinese Historical Local Archives Database (CHLAD) [14][15] – were selected for subsequent 

comparison analysis. 

3.2   The Cases’ Profiles 

These selected cases were chosen for their representativeness as online platforms that apply 

digital technologies to furnish historical records in their respective contexts. Notably, these 

platforms differ in the types and approaches of digital technologies employed. With the shared 

goal of providing historical records for research and education, they apply digital technologies to 

discover and present contextual links among records from different repositories and prove-

nances, as shown in Table 1. All of them are designed and developed as experimental projects to 

explore automated or semi-automated approaches to processing historical records as research 

materials through the support of digital technologies. 

Table 1: Basic information of the selected platforms 

Platform THDL CGKSP CHLAD 

Published time 2009 2015 2012 

Development 
Organisation 

National Taiwan Uni-
versity 

Shanghai Library Shanghai Jiao 
Tong University 

Types of records Private deeds and offi-
cial documents 

Genealogies Diverse private 
records 

Sources of rec-
ords data 

Publications, archival 
repositories, and private 
collections 

Library collection and 
indexed genealogies from 
outside collections 

Original private 
collections 

Provenance of 
records 

Transaction parties and 
authorities at various 
levels 

Families and their houses Ordinary citizens 
of towns and vil-
lages 
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THDL (URL: http://thdl.ntu.edu.tw/) was launched in 2009 by digital humanities scholars at 

National Taiwan University. As a platform that integrates official and private documentation core 

databases for issues regarding Taiwan during the Ming and Qing Dynasties, THDL provides 

aggregated and arranged full-text transcriptions of records concerning the same or relevant 

transactions or communications. Referring to the original or photographic versions of the rec-

ords, THDL employs text-mining algorithms to automate the discovery and representation of 

potential contextual relevance among historical records [11]. 

CGKSP (URL: https://jiapu.library.sh.cn) is a historical knowledge platform launched by the 

Shanghai Library in 2015, catering to both professional historians and amateur researchers. With 

the participation of librarians, this platform introduces broader perspectives on knowledge dis-

covery and management. It is built upon a core database of global Chinese genealogies and 

empowered by linked data of people, places, time, genealogies themselves, and other entities 

involved in their creation [12][13]. 

CHLAD (URL: http://ndfwx.datahistory.cn/) was started in 2012 as a platform to promote the 

academic utilisation of private records collected by the Department of History at Shanghai Jiao 

Tong University.  In collaboration with the Press and Library of the same university, the platform 

relies on a standardised and specified metadata schema and metadata field search function to link 

private records, primarily from the southeastern provinces of Ming and Qing China, according to 

historical entities mentioned within them. Designed and constructed with input from historians, 

the platform’s development incorporates principles and practices around provenance from ar-

chival science [14][15]. 

3.3   Sources, Scales, and Presented Forms of Records 

The genres of incorporated records, such as official documents, private and business land deeds, 

and genealogies, clearly distinguish these selected platforms. Additionally, their sources, in-

cluding compilations of records, academic monographs extracting records, and central or local 

chronicles, are fundamental for their diverse characteristics. Furthermore, the presentation for-

mats of records can influence how users utilise the platforms simultaneously. 

While these platforms share a common aim of supporting historical research and education 

through digital technologies for knowledge discovery, they focus on contextual links among 

historical records, each with diverse yet representative sources. The THDL collects and provides 

Ming-and-Qing records related to Taiwan, sourced from extant publications and accessible re-

positories, offering what is likely the most comprehensive list of Taiwan's private and public 

historical records from that period. The CGKSP focuses on Chinese genealogies, offering the 

broadest scope for this special genre. Based on a published catalogue and continuous updates, the 

CGKSP database may be the most extensive digital surrogate and reference collection of Chi-

nese genealogies from the Ming and Qing Dynasties. The CHLAD, of its term, is built on unique 

and exclusive data sources, mainly as private records collected by the history faculty at Shanghai 

Jiao Tong University through years of fieldwork. Most of these records were created and circu-

lated for transactions in the southeastern provinces during the Ming and Qing Dynasties. Com-

pared to other local record collections, CHLAD stands out due to its spatial and temporal range, 

as well as the platform designed for its utilisation. The representativeness of these platforms is 

evident in the vast number and broad range of records they include as historical information 

resources. The THLD comprises approximately 40,000 land deeds and over 37,000 official 
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documents. CGKSP and CHLAD provide more than 56,000 genealogy entries and 35,000 local 

records, respectively. These substantial volumes make them among the most comprehensive 

platforms in their respective categories and scopes at the time of their founding, ensuring their 

representativeness and value for historical researchers and enthusiasts. 

In addition to the types of sources and quantities of records, the platforms differ in their 

presentation formats. Both THDL and CHLAD provide the full text of every record included, 

while CGKSP adopts a different approach. The latter platform only provides partial access to 

certain genealogies, which can be searched and reviewed. This limitation is a result of the plat-

form's goal, as expected by its developers, to include all existing Chinese genealogies on a global 

scale, not just those in their own collection. Due to the limited accessibility of original manu-

scripts, CGKSP provides as much descriptive information as possible for each genealogy and 

provides references for access through their custodians. Regarding the presentation of full-text 

records, CGKSP and CHLAD primarily provide photographs of original documents, whereas 

THDL offers only transcribed texts.  

3.4   Primary Digital Technology Applications and Their Patterns 

These cases, with similar development goals and target users, utilise distinct types of digital 

technology in various patterners to facilitate the discovery of contextual links among records, 

which are necessary intermediate outcomes for historical research. This diversity highlights the 

varied directions and potential solutions that coexist for advancing specialised knowledge dis-

covery based on archival data. Faced with these differences, there is a clear need to examine the 

adaptability of various digital solutions and platform frameworks to enhance the efficiency and 

effectiveness of information retrieval in a specific context. 

At THDL, the primary digital technology employed is text mining based on cus-

tom-developed algorithms. Both private deeds and official documents undergo text extraction 

and are tagged with the extracted words and phrases according to developer-specified rules. 

These rules help identify proper nouns - such as names of historical figures and places - by 

recognising exclusive terms that typically appear in specific positions relative to the proper 

nouns within the content of records. The THDL team developed a custom algorithm called 

Word-Clip to extract and tag these words, presenting them as properties of the records in both 

content and context. The tagged terms are then used as metadata and the basis for automatically 

comparing the given description elements, such as individuals or organisations involved in 

transactions, geographic locations of transactions, and dates of record creation. This facilitated 

the automated discovery of latent connections among records based on the shared contextual 

information. 

On CGKSP, metadata forms the foundation for its digital technology applications. However, 

the primary phase of metadata preparation is carried out manually by experts. In this way, the 

platform primarily processes data derived from the records to describe them rather than the 

content of the records themselves. Based on expert-created metadata, CGKSP utilises linked data 

as the core component of its framework. On this platform, the metadata structure deviates from 

the traditional approach; instead, it redefines metadata items as entities and their associated 

properties. Guided by linked data principles and designed to support historical research and 

education in a digital humanities environment, the platform structures the description of records 

using the Resource Description Framework (RDF). This approach facilitates more precise and 

reliable discovery of correlations among entities described by and used to describe records, many 
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of which form part of the context of records. Through this approach, CGKSP applies digital 

technologies directly to the contextual information of the records, not to the contentive infor-

mation, the plain text, of records. Each entity is assigned a unique Uniform Resource Identifier 

(URI), which together forms a lightweight semantic web of records on CGKSP [13]. While the 

platform supports traditional information retrieval through a metadata-based search interface, it 

offers a knowledge discovery service that identifies contextual links among records, such as 

shared creation dates, geographic locations, or families with the same surname of creators.  

CHLAD employs relatively straightforward digital technology solutions. Like CGKSP, it 

focuses on the role of metadata in the discovery and presentation of contextual links among 

records for historical research. However, CHLAD does not adopt linked data structures. Instead, 

it devotes effort to designing a detailed and delicate metadata schema through close collaboration 

among digital technology specialists, librarians, and historians. This design process draws upon 

archival theory and practice, particularly the concept of provenance—the origin or creator of a 

record—which is treated as a key contextual factor linking records. All metadata on CHLAD is 

manually created and entered by experts. The platform then offers a search interface with fully 

searchable metadata fields. Notably, the "family" field, unique to CHLAD, represents both the 

administrative divisions and familial information of the record creators simultaneously. This 

design illustrates a historian’s conviction that research and interpretation should be grounded in 

the aggregated records generated by social units, such as families or communities, rather than 

isolated documents. Similar to CGKSP, records in CHLAD are linked through shared historical 

entities, such as family, geographic locations, dates, and causes. However, this is achieved 

without the use of more advanced metadata frameworks or semantic technologies. In this way, 

CHLAD provides a knowledge discovery tool in the form of information retrieval to support 

historical research and education while requiring less labour for the organisation and search of 

contextually related records. 

In summary, these three representative platforms demonstrate the diverse applications of dig-

ital technology for discovering contextual links among records in the research and education of 

Chinese medieval history. Beyond the distinct compositions of their development teams and the 

varied involvement of professionals such as librarians and historians, this diversity indicates the 

need to evaluate the applicability and adaptability of different digital technologies for the same 

purpose. In detail, the divergence raises questions about whether the semantic web or metadata 

can provide a direct mapping of contextual entities and their relationships. Moreover, the di-

vergent technological solutions adopted by these platforms prompt consideration of whether 

digital technologies should be applied to deal directly with the contextual information of the 

records, as their attributes, or the content information, as their text. More importantly, it is a 

haunting problem of which side should be prioritised: the design and development of technolo-

gies, the framework and algorithm, or the manual generation of contextual information by ex-

perts. These considerations will provide guidance for future innovations in platform design and 

technological advancements in this field, offering a reference framework that is acceptable to 

both developers and users. 

4 Role of Context Notion in Development of Digital Technology 

Applications 

Beyond the digital technological solutions for discovering contextual links among historical 

records, other basic and supportive features are critical to these platforms; however, they are 

often overlooked because they do not directly involve the components and procedures for re-
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constructing lost contextual links. Among them, the most influential ones are those presenting 

rediscovered links and defining the scope of context. 

More importantly, these often-neglected aspects of the analysed digital technology applica-

tions may be significantly affected by the developers’ understanding and perception of the con-

cept of context. In this way, the potential improvement in performance from these perspectives 

implies a greater reliance on the existing notion and expertise of context from the field of ar-

chival science. 

4.1   Presenting Form of Contextual Links among Records 

After discovering contextual links using various digital technology solutions, another key task 

for these platforms is to present and effectively communicate the discovered knowledge to users. 

In addressing this challenge, the developers of the platforms mentioned above appear to have 

adopted more conservative approaches. 

THDL provides a more comprehensive and integrated representation of its records, along with 

the contextual links among them. This applies to both incorporated private deeds and official 

documents. THDL represents these records through diagrams that display directly or indirectly 

linked items based on their contextual information. In the case of private deeds, links are estab-

lished based on land parcels that were traded, divided, or transferred. For official documents, 

links are established through citations and references, which collectively build their functional 

and creation contexts. A strong contextual link can generate a diagram that spans dozens of rec-

ords, presenting a chain of linked records at a glance. Regardless of the number of records in-

cluded, the primary advantage of this presentation format is that it displays linked records in 

chronological order and integrates records that may not share direct citation or textual relevance, 

all in a cohesive relational web. 

In contrast, CGKSP and CHLAD represent linked records primarily through lists. Even 

though they provide visualisations of the temporal and spatial distribution of records, which 

include the geographic location and date as shared contextual information, the records them-

selves—whether aggregated by contextual entities, attributes, or common geographic or tem-

poral information—are presented in a list format. This mode makes it challenging to reveal in-

direct links or to bridge gaps where contextual information is not shared among records. For 

example, if Record A shares the same creator with Record B, and Record B shares the exact 

geographic location as Record C (based on the location of the transactions they document), the 

list format definitely cannot effectively reveal the indirect contextual link between Record A and 

Record C in a single output as a list of searched results. 

This limitation shows a potential area for improvement in the presentation and discovery of 

contextual links among records. It also suggests that a more effective approach to platform de-

velopment may involve a more inclusive design that integrates diverse experiences from various 

pioneers. The model and scope of different context elements should also be considered when 

determining the presentation format of contextual links. Here, the notion perceived by the de-

velopers is primarily reflected in the extent to which a historical record's context is preserved – 

whether records indirectly related to it still hold a position within its context. 
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4.2   Scope of Context Discovered 

Furthermore, a review of the three platforms reveals a lack of consensus on the scope of context 

and contextual information that digital technologies should discover and present for historical 

research and education. Generally, the contextual links aimed at by these platforms can be 

summarised as relationships constructed based on the shared or similar entities or properties of 

their records. However, concerning specific and individual varieties of contextual links, there are 

still significant differences among these three platforms. 

On THDL, the processing of land deeds prioritises the geographic location of the transacted 

land as the primary context. However, this is technically a property of the recorded item, such as 

the land itself, rather than the entities themselves existing in a transaction. In contrast, for official 

records on the same platform, developers place greater emphasis on citations to other records, 

which serve as the direct cause and legal foundation for those records. 

For genealogical records on CGKSP, the scope of context is broader, encompassing the fam-

ily's surname, lineage, or household, as well as the temporal and spatial distribution of record 

creation and even information about current custodians. 

In the case of CHLAD, unique elements, such as family affiliation and the causes leading to 

the creation of private records, have been introduced as a pillar of knowledge discovery [14]. For 

the platform’s developers and early users, these entities, properties, and events are considered 

crucial to historical research and education, as they facilitate the creation and inclusion of these 

items within the broader context. 

Although it is expected for the scope of context in knowledge discovery to vary based on the 

source, provenance, record type, and user needs, such diversity also reflects a dynamic, com-

petitive trend in the field’s progress. For those representative platforms and projects, there are no 

commonly accepted and adopted routines in their design and development processes yet, only 

coexisting solutions and approaches. Conversely, the lack of a reference model that defines the 

scope of context poses a universal challenge, which limits the interoperability and convenience 

of research or educational projects conducted across multiple platforms. As a practical instance, a 

historical research project designed with a unified scope of context, intended to be explored and 

requested in consistent formats, will inevitably find that the needs of its researchers can only be 

partially met by some platforms, not all of which contain relevant records related to the given 

historical topics and themes. Therefore, a standard reference framework for contextual links 

discovery among historical records could support the quality, consistency, and evaluative poten-

tial of these services for both academic communities and the broader public. 

Even though there has been clear and functional progress in the discovery of contextual links 

among records for historical research and education through digital technology applications, 

several challenges remain. As shown in Table 2, the diversity in the types and patterns of applied 

digital technologies, the forms of presentation for discovered contextual links, and the under-

standing of the scope of the context all require a thorough review with a critical reflection on the 

needs of both historical researchers and amateurs. On the one hand, historical research is usually 

personal and context-specific, shaped by individual research objectives and thematic focuses. On 

the other hand, it is feasible for digital technology applications to establish referential models that 

promote broader usability and interoperability. In particular, the definitions of context and its 

scope could benefit from simplification, especially in light of the absence of a universal metadata 

standard, as the THDL developers found in their work. CHLAD’s incorporation of the archival 

science concept and principles of provenance into its digital framework has highlighted the po-

tential value of drawing on broader theories and practices related to context - particularly those 

surrounding and extending from the notion of provenance - to enhance the scope of context and 
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to develop more robust technical frameworks for the discovery of contextual links among rec-

ords [15]. 

Table 2: Comparison of the digital technologies applied on platforms 

Platform THDL CGKSP CHLAD 

Applied digital tech-
nology  

Text mining Linked data Search engine based 
on metadata 

Processed objects Original text of records Metadata of 
records 

Metadata of records 

Represented form of 
records 

Transcribed text Digital image Digital image 

Presented form of con-
textual links 

List and diagram of 
linked records 

List of linked 
records 

List of linked records 

4.3   The Potential Enhancement from Archival Expertise on Context 

Although widely used in everyday and academic circumstances, there is no universally accepted 

definition or scope of context across distinct academic fields and professions. Similarly, a no-

ticeable gap in understanding the notion exists between archival science and history. However, 

by drawing on the enduring tradition of supporting access to and reviewing records in historical 

research, consistent engagement with records enables archivists to develop more systematically 

considered approaches to describe records with a carefully captured notion and quality of con-

text. 

Firstly, archival expertise can provide a steady and general basis for a more comprehensive 

description framework of context. Since the last century, archivists have developed standards 

concerning the context and description of records. For entities and properties in modern admin-

istrative and official documents, archival professionals have a relatively long history of devel-

oping demonstrations to enhance the presentation of their context. Although not specifically 

tailored for historical records, these approaches can still be adapted and implemented for digital 

technology applications that discover contextual links among them. Along with the recent focus 

on describing records in a broader and more complex landscape of context, especially as the 

Records in Context model has been developed and launched as the novel outcome of these ef-

forts, it is reasonable to extend existing archival models to include more comprehensive con-

textual entities for historical records utilised in research and education [16]. 

Secondly, the archival discourse on the distinction and relevance between provenance and 

context could be borrowed to clarify the presenting form of contextual links, which could be 

enriched to be more reasonable and practical for historical researchers and learners. Besides 

taking the scope for context and contextual information as a reference, the evolving notion of 

context in archival science can also provide a structure for arranging records on these platforms, 

which are contextually relevant to each other. This could address the question of how closely 

related records should be represented together during the development of these platforms. Fur-

thermore, a presenting form that distinguishes records aggregated by precise provenance from 

those by only relative context could be developed for more practical effect and support of this 

category of digital technology applications. 
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Lastly, not only the presenting form of contextual links among historical records but also the 

presenting form of historical records themselves could benefit from the understanding of context 

provided by archival professionals. Within the designed framework of these platforms, the ar-

chival notion of context can be used to justify why often-overlooked information in records, 

beyond the transcribed plain text, is essential for platforms that prioritise their context. 

From a broader perspective, it is anticipated that the targeted development of digital tech-

nology applications will get a universally applicable reference from archival expertise on the 

presenting form of historical records, contextual links among them, and, more importantly, the 

scope and elements of their context, all of which are currently plagued by inconsistencies. 

5 Conclusion 

At present, the discovery and representation of contextual links among records constitute a spe-

cialised subfield within the broader discipline of knowledge discovery and digital humanities. In 

response to the growing focus among historians on local history and private records as historical 

information resources, both in China and globally, this subfield has made notable progress. Ac-

cording to the examination and investigation of the selected cases, it is evident that one of the 

reasons for this progress is that medieval Chinese history has greatly benefited from the abun-

dance of surviving private and official documents from the Ming and Qing dynasties. Given 

clear and diverse advancements in this area, it is both timely and reasonable to anticipate further 

utilisation by targeted user groups. Moreover, continued development could be effectively sup-

ported by the integration of archival management theories—particularly those related to the 

description of records and their context—and by developing a standardised reference frame-

work, which encourages a universal scope and format for discovered contextual information 

items and links based on them. 
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