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The Inheritance and Innovation of Ancient Book Collation Paradigm
in the Digital Environment

LI Mingjie

ABSTRACT

Collating ancient books has a long history in China and has formed a kind of relatively stable pattern. In
Han Dynasty, a famous philologist named Liu Xiang created a general procedure and a set of methods to
collate Chinese ancient books, which included collecting various editions of the same book, choosing an ap-
propriate title for the book, reordering papers, correcting words, making a fair copy of the final version,
cataloging and classifying books. This procedure and the set of methods had developed into the basic para-
digm of collating ancient books because of their wide range of applications and profound academic influence
in ancient China.

However, in the process of “Eastward spread of Western learning and cultural awareness” in modern
times, the basic structure of Chinese traditional learning which consisted of Confucian classics, history,
philosophy and belles—letters was broken. At the same time, some studies which were formerly ignored got
more attention and many new subjects appeared. As a result, a split generated correspondingly in Liu
Xiang’s generally applicable paradigm of collating ancient books. From the perspective of Historiography,
Literature and Library Science, this paper selected some representative monographs on collating ancient

books in these three disciplinary fields, introduced and compared their different definitions about the con-
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cept of “ancient book collation”. On the base of that, the author argues that Liu Xiang’s paradigm can be
subdivided into four branches in the present paper environment such as the paradigm of restoring the text of
ancient books, the paradigm of annotating ancient authors’ original ideas, the paradigm of cataloging and
compiling ancient books and the paradigm of preserving the physical entity of ancient books. The paper ana-
lyzes the different principles for collating ancient books according to these four paradigms and points out
their respective function of paradigms in the traditional process of collating ancient books.

Since the 1970s, with the wide application of modern information technologies based on computer in the
collation of ancient books, these four paradigms mentioned above have extended themselves into the
collation of digital ancient books from that of traditional paper ancient books and a new paradigm of “datal-
izing” the knowledge in ancient books has been created gradually, which means the digital ancient books
are not only the result of the collation but also the data and source materials for the next collation. Through
fine-grained data processing of numerous ancient books, the modes to acquire, annotate, compare,
interpret and represent the knowledge in ancient books will fundamentally change. This is the biggest inno-
vation of ancient book collation paradigm under the digital environment. Based on a large number of case
studies, the paper probes into the development and innovation route of ancient book collation paradigm un-
der the digital environment and argues that the new paradigm of “datalizing” the knowledge will give a revo-
lutionary influence on the collation of digital ancient books and the research of humane-social studies in the
future. The value of this study is to reveal the development law of ancient book collation paradigm from the
complicated practice of collating ancient books. 1 fig. 37 refs.
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