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Digital Humanistic Perspective; A Study on the Visualization of
Political Network in Song Dynasty Based on Symbolic Analysis

YAN Chengxi & WANG Jun

ABSTRACT

The rise of Digital Humanities has aroused widespread concern in the field of social humanities and history.
Although there are controversies about the rationality of the Digital Humanities, it has been proved by many
projects and practices that the way of data-driven human computing performs quite efficiently on the
reconstruction of humanism, both in the depth and breadth. This research has extracted all historical figures
and their political relations ( “political confrontation” and “political support”) in the period of the Song
Dynasty (A. D. 960—-1279) from a famous Chinese historical database CBDB ( China Biographical Database)
built by Harvard University. The labeling for “+/—"" relationship and intensity indexing were carried out
according to the intimate degree among interpersonal relations, combined with expert knowledge.
Furthermore, the relative distribution of positive and negative relations and the degree of network stability
were measured by two new variables, namely “confrontation-support radio” and “balanced coefficient”.
Depending on the theory of symbolic analysis, we provided an empirical exploration in the aspects of the
whole network, the status of the core figures and the party structure, and the evolution of the time sequence

diagram in different historical periods, to compare and explain several historical problems and viewpoints.
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The experiment results show that: 1) the political network in Song Dynasty appears in a unbalanced
situation with antagonistic relationships and partisan games among political parties. Influenced by rights,
interests and values, the interiors of a party are not unified as a whole. 2) Interestingly, the political
network of the Song Dynasty is very similar to the modern social network. Its average distance is in
accordance with the Small-world Effect and the degree distribution follows the general power distribution,
but the average clustering coefficient of the network is significantly lower, which may be related to the lower
frequency of personal interactions in ancient groups, or the data distribution in the database. 3) Also, some
super chief ministers of state leads in a political network space with the Core-Periphery structure. Their role
functionality presents with “prestige effect” in the confrontation network and communicativeness in support
network. There may be a great conspiracy relationship between the premier and other supervisory scholar-
bureaucrats. The party of a premier can be viewed as a premier-centered inside-out organizational structure
in Differential Pattern. Although the political clique in the Song Dynasty is closely related to literary
thoughts, its core figures tend to be characterized by a passive behavior. 4) Compared with the Southern
Song Dynasty, the political balance coefficient of the Northern Song Dynasty is relatively lower, which
indicates that the former’s political situation may be even more instable. This results can be attributed to
three aspects in the progress of political reform and development in the Song Dynasty, including the
deterioration of political form, the imbalance of the official system and the simplification of information
channels, which is quite consistent with the existing historical proofs and viewpoints. For the entire
evolutional network, the situation of the support and cooperation, in the early Northern Song Dynasty (i.e.
before the “Wang Anshi Reform™), is its main feature. As time goes on, the scale of political party dispute
expands greatly, but there seems to be no obvious relativity between the temporal evolution and the strength
of political relationship.

Although there are still some problems in this research, it expands the thinking of analysis on Chinese
historical and political problems and provides scientific reference and basis for historical and political
scholars. 8 figs. 5 tabs. 40 refs.
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