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Opportunities and challenges for traditional Chinese linguistics research in the era of big data
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[ Abstract] The rapid advancement of digital technologies has made possible the collection, storage, and analysis

of massive linguistic data, a trend that is profoundly reshaping the methodological landscape of linguistic research.

Traditional Chinese linguistics—known as xiaoxue (“elementary learning”), encompassing the studies of script/characters

(wenzi), phonology (yinyun), and exegesis/semantics (xungu)—has accumulated an intellectual heritage of more than two

millennia. Yet in the face of the data-driven research paradigm, its established methods and discursive systems are under

pressure to renew themselves. Starting from the basic characteristics of big data, and drawing on Saussure’s classic

distinction between langue and parole, this article discusses threefold opportunities that data-driven methods bring to

traditional linguistics: the quantitative perception and automated processing of linguistic phenomena, corpus-evidence-

based gradient judgments of grammatical well-formedness, and empirical explanations of linguistic universals and diversity.

At the same time, the article examines practical challenges, including uneven data quality, the threshold of computational

resources, the weakening of fieldwork, and issues of personal privacy and ethics. It concludes with reflections on how

traditional linguistics can incorporate computational methods while preserving its own scholarly character.

[ Keywords] Big data; Traditional Chinese linguistics; Xiaoxue; Data-driven; Research paradigm; Opportunities and

challenges
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