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The urge to categorize is so intrinsic to the human brain 
that classification schemes, thesauri and other knowledge 
organization systems (KOSs) exert a fascinating magnet-
ism for the community of  members of  the International 
Society for Knowledge Organization (ISKO). Despite, or 
indeed because of, sharing this fascination, in February 
2015 ISKO-United Kingdom (ISKO-UK) felt the time 
had come to debate the proposition “This house believes 
that the traditional thesaurus has no place in modern in-
formation retrieval.” As reported on the ISKO-UK web 
page for the event at http://www.iskouk.org/content/ 
great-debate, the motion was resoundingly defeated. The 
debate was light-hearted, but the proposition remains a 
serious one, with much to be said on either side of  the 
argument. Hence this special issue of  Knowledge Organiza-
tion, aiming to open the floor to the whole knowledge or-
ganization (KO) community, encourage continuing de-
bate, and stimulate productive research and development 
(R&D). 

In truth the proposition is not new. The debate began 
long before ISKO was founded, and is almost as old as 
the information retrieval thesaurus itself. So that all 
ISKO members could join our debate, a call for papers 
went out last June, inviting contributions on any relevant 
aspect: the result is this special issue. 

The first short paper, from 
Stella Dextre Clarke, briefly traces 
the history of  the debate as back-
ground to our continuing discus-
sion. Another background paper, from Martin White, 
sketches a key area in the landscape of  “modern informa-
tion retrieval (IR)” in which the thesaurus might or might 
not find a place. While one region of  this landscape—the 
World Wide Web with Google as kingpin—presents a 
scene uniformly familiar to most of  us, the same is not 
true of  retrieval practices inside public and private sector 
organizations. What is it like searching for information in 
corporate intranets, document and records management 
systems, knowledge management systems, customer rela-
tionship management systems, image libraries, museum 
catalogues, sound archives, news databases, multilingual 
digital asset management systems, etc.? Finding informa-
tion is critical to the survival of  many public and private 
sector enterprises, and to the national economies that rely 
on them. These are the target markets for vendors of  en-
terprise search software, but do their products work effec-
tively? White’s paper points to widespread dissatisfaction 
with the technologies available, and to the correspondingly 
large opportunity for people with knowledge of  KO tech-
niques to put KOSs to work alongside them. 
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Only one ISKO member was brave and bold enough 
to speak out in favour of  the debate proposition—Birger 
Hjørland, who suggests that while thesauri no longer have  
a place, there will always be a need for “more flexible  
semantic tools based on proper studies of  domains.” This 
seems a promising area for KO research with opportuni-
ties to yield practically useful results. We very much hope 
there will be follow-up in both the academic and the 
practitioner communities. 

Andreas Kempf  and Joachim Neubert counter Hjør-
land’s arguments with their case study showing how at 
least one multilingual thesaurus plays a key role in sup-
porting retrieval in the field of  economics. By their ac-
count, the benefits of  this thesaurus, the STW Thesaurus 
for Economics, are not limited to direct users of  the four 
libraries and databases for which it was originally devel-
oped. The growth of  the World Wide Web and other 
networks has allowed the thesaurus to reach an unknow-
ably large global audience, supporting access to econom-
ics literature that may originate from a wealth of  other 
repositories. To achieve this success, the developers have 
been exploiting advances in technology and widespread 
adoption of  the publishing method known as linked 
open data. Standards such as the W3C recommendation 
Simple Knowledge Organization Sytems (SKOS) (Miles 
and Bechhofer 2009), as well as ISO 25964 Parts 1 and 2 
(International Organization for Standardization 2011 and 
2013), have helped them by providing guidelines that en-
courage a community of  developers to build tools, appli-
cations and resources that function interoperably across 
diverse platforms and domains. 

The remainder of  the papers all favour a continuing 
role for the thesaurus, sometimes complemented by other 
types of  KOS. Given the context of  a debate, some are 
fairly short and not all follow the usual style of  scholarly 
papers. For example, some of  them select references to 
support only one side of  the argument. If  this partisan 
stance provokes some readers to respond with research 
that demonstrates they are wrong, or even with a letter of  
protest to the editor, so much the better! 

The paper from Douglas Tudhope and Ceri Binding 
reinforces the STW case study by describing a wave of  
similar developments. They claim that efforts to build 
and apply an ontology have sometimes been abandoned 
or modified in favour of  the greater flexibility afforded 
by a thesaurus. It seems the rigour and expense of  the 
ontological approach is easier to sustain on a small scale, 
or in a small domain, than in circumstances that need a 
large number of  highly qualified developers and users. 
Their conclusion points to areas where more R&D would 
support progress. 

Moving forward from the established developments 
described by Tudhope and Binding, Javier García pro-

vides a more speculative paper, a leap of  faith in which 
the thesaurus publishing community exploits Wikipedia 
and its derived products to build an interconnected web 
of  thesauri and other KOSs. Predicting the future is al-
ways a dangerous game, and wishful thinking can lead to 
big disappointments. But a pilot project to test this pro-
posal could well provide insights and inspiration for new 
opportunities in which the social media take advantage of  
established thesaural structures. 

In the last four decades of  the 20th century, much of  
the thesaurus debate dwelt on comparisons of  full text 
with thesaurus-driven index terms. It neglected the con-
texts where there is no “full text”—notably collections of  
photographs, artworks, videos or audio recordings. These 
types of  material are nowadays in great demand, and in-
dexing is indisputably still essential. Andrew MacFarlane 
points to the failure of  artificial intelligence and other 
computer-based IR methods in this area—a clear exam-
ple of  the so-called “semantic gap.” Is the thesaurus the 
best option for subject indexing in this important niche, 
or should it be replaced by some other type of  KOS? 

Returning to White’s paper, he points to the value of  
“taxonomies and metadata” without specifying which of  
these KO tools is or are most useful, and how it or they 
should be built and implemented. Vendors as well as ty-
pical practising information managers and users employ 
the term “taxonomy” to mean anything from an ontology 
to a simple list of  folder headings. Between these ex-
tremes lie all manner of  thesauri, subject heading lists, 
synonym rings, filing plans, etc., with no very clear prin-
ciples for which type of  KOS functions best in what cir-
cumstances. Advances in technology and changes in so-
cietal expectations often tip the balance of  advantage 
from one type of  tool to another. And as Hjørland points 
out, the nature of  the domain and the quality of  con-
struction have a big influence on the performance of  any 
thesaurus. A small and little-recognized band of  consult-
ants is available to help managers design, choose or build 
and then implement the appropriate KOS (if  any), usually 
on the basis of  gut feel, artistry and experience as much 
as established principles. If  only the KO research com-
munity could provide clear guidelines for this work! 

We in the KO community are the best placed to study 
the theory and the practice of  KOS applications. Conclu-
sions from the papers in this issue of  the journal point to 
only some of  the many opportunities for R&D that 
could make a difference to people all over the world, as 
they struggle to find the information needed in today’s 
complex society. Can we deploy our fascination with KO 
techniques to effect, leading to thesauri that earn their 
keep, or to alternative types of  KOS that perform better? 
The editor of  this journal awaits news of  where we and 
you go next. 
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