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Multiple-contextualization: Problems

and Challenges on Digital Archives
Jieh Hsiang *, Chi-an Weng ™

Abstract

Although preserving archives through digitization has become the trend of the era, it
has also faced criticisms. The primary concern is that the original context of archive might be
compromised during the digitization process. In response, this paper reviews the traditional
principles of archiving: by institution, by timeline, and by event. Regardless of which one is
adopted, its purpose is to preserve the original context of the historical documents. We point
out that these principles might in fact be contradictory. For instance, re-organizing an archive
according to events is bound to compromise the timeline structure or organization according
to agencies. An archivist’s personal view and preferences also inadvertently disrupts the original
context. Furthermore, humanities research, historical studies in particular, largely involves
the discovery of previously un-observed context from among primary documents. This paper
argues that digitization will not only preserve the original context of the archive (if there is
any), but also yield an enormous possibility of re-contextualization. To realize this possibility,
however, it is imperative to design a powerful search system. This is the key to digital archives,
since a digital archive can only be used and utilized through a system, not the naked eye. In
addition to search and retrieve, such a system should also provide a environment that allows

the forming of multiple contexts and the facility for their observation.

Therefore, the software system for a digital archive should not be an after-thought of
the digitization procedure. Rather, it should be a key component designed to fully utilize the
nature and characteristics of the documents of the archive. The kinds of contextualization
that the system should provide include: (a) the original context; (b) re-ordering of the original
context according to other metadata attributes; (c) horizontal context; (d) holistic context; (e)

statistical context among the documents; (f) hidden (semantic-driven) context. In summary,
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through digitization, a digital archive breaks away from the limitation of the single context of
the original (paper) archive and reconciles the tension between the archival requirement and
the contextualization need of the researchers. Through a carefully designed system, the rich
and multiple contexts implicitly existed in an archive can be discovered, displayed, observed,

and explored.
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