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The Significance of the Database Analyzing
Technique in the Study of
the History of Ideas

Liu Qingfeng (Chinese Culture Institute of Hong Kong)
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Since the 1950s when Raymond Williams established the analysis of the
historical transformation of meanings of key terms as a means of tracing the
continuous development of culture, the analysis of the historical meaning of
keywords has become the main theme of the study of history of ideas.

This essay introduces our basic technique of making use of the database
system to study the origin of Chinese modern political thoughts and its
transformation. In our study, we propose a new interpretation of ideas: we
understand an idea to be the expression of thoughts by means of keywords, and
we also primarily conclude that the best method for the study of the history of
ideas is the database system. This system requires the building of a database,
identifying the keywords used to express the ideas in question, and retrieving

sample sentences through human-computer interaction, confirming the
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dictionary and textual meanings of keywords by analyzing the meaning of each
sentence, analyzing and computing the meanings and connotations of the
keywords, and, hence, building up the database of sentences which contain the
keywords being studied. Our study of the origin and transformation of ideas is
founded on the process described above, and we believe that, through this
method, the study of the history of ideas is open to practical examination and
we can build on our experience.

The study of history of ideas and of intellectual history through the use of the
database system will lead to a huge revolution in the study of the humanities.
Besides investigating the internal logic of the transformation of ideas in more
details, and examining existing ideas, it will provide a new and powerful tool for
co-operation between many subjects (including language study, philosophy,
etc.). In addition, due to shared language sources in China, Japan and Korea,
where the adoption and development of modern ideas is concerned, as well as
the short time-frame involved and the comparatively limited number of historical
texts and their close interaction, the advantages of using the database system in

the study of history of ideas in East Asia will be all the greater.



