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Despite such minor omissions and commissions, this 
lucid book of  classification knowledge in pellucid prose 
and engaging style can easily be described as the best one 
as of  today. 
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One of  the hallmarks of  a domain is the demonstrable 
presence of  a research front. Usually this is visible through 
bibliometric analyses that show both the most prolific au-
thors and the most-cited. With any luck, a domain that has 
intellectual coherence has both, and coherence is demon-
strated when the two lists are more or less the same. An-
other sign of  a mature domain is the introduction of  text-
books that are created to bring along a new generation of  
researchers. In this regard, knowledge organization has 
been rather at a loss for a long time. In 2014 both the do-
main’s founder Ingetraut Dahlberg and I published core 
texts about the basics of  the domain (Wissenorganisation: 
Entwicklung, Aufgabe, Anwendung, Zukunft and Elements of  
knowledge organization). These were artfully reviewed by 
Kleineberg (2015), who carefully contrasted the different 
philosophical viewpoints of  the two authors. Of  course, 
neither of  these books was intended for use as a textbook; 
rather, each was intended to serve both as a sort of  primer 
for researchers entering the domain from outside, as well 
as a state-of-the art summary of  basic knowledge organiza-
tion. 

The practice of  knowledge organization has a long his-
tory, reading back centuries or even millennia depending 

on your sources, but let us agree that education for orga-
nizing knowledge roughly parallels education for informa-
tion as a discipline, which began in schools of  library 
economy or documentation in the late nineteenth century 
and continue today in schools of  information. Here there 
are several textbooks self-identified as appropriate for edu-
cation for knowledge organization, although in reality there 
is only a bit of  overlap among their content, which is heav-
ily oriented to library practice. Many rely on Arlene Taylor 
and Daniel Joudrey’s 2008 Organization of  Information 3rd edi-
tion, others on Rowley and Hartley’s 2008 Organizing Knowl-
edge, and yet others on a more recent text produced in the 
iSchool movement, Glushko’s 2013 The Discipline of  Orga-
nizing. It is difficult to criticize any of  these texts—all of  
them are extensively detailed, and all of  them are written to 
serve a particular pedagogical purpose. But none of  them 
is truly a textbook for knowledge organization. 

In 2015 a new text by Koraljka Golub titled Subject ac-
cess to information: An interdisciplinary approach appeared. Go-
lub is a member of  the International Society for Knowl-
edge Organization (ISKO), the sponsor of  this journal, 
and she also has been a contributor to the journal (2007; 
2011). Most recently, she is the lead author of  an exten-
sive literature review of  automatic classification (Golub et 
al. 2016), an important approach to knowledge organiza-
tion that has had little impact so far in the formal litera-
ture from ISKO. 

Subject Access to Information has five sections: 1) Orga-
nizing Information by Subject; 2) Knowledge Organiza-
tion Systems; 3) Technological Standards; 4) Automated 
Tools for Subject Information Organization; and 5) Per-
spectives for the Future. In “Organizing Information by 
Subject,” Golub gives an overview of  what is or can be 
considered to be a “subject,” describes how subject in-
dexing takes place, and introduces the distinction among 
knowledge organization systems (KOS’s), automatic in-
dexing, ontologies, etc. The chapter concludes with a sec-
tion contributed by David Elsweiler about user informa-
tion behavior. It is here that the reader begins to see a 
distinction between knowledge organization and the use 
of  specific bits of  knowledge as information. The defini-
tion of  a KOS in this chapter’s glossary is a “system 
which can be used for various aspects of  organizing in-
formation” (34). 

Chapter two is by Claudio Gnoli, who is a prominent 
and active member of  ISKO. Gnoli shifts away from the 
“organization of  information” phraseology of  the first 
chapter in favor of  “knowledge organization systems.” 
The chapter opens with a paean to knowledge organiza-
tion as “an encompassing notion” (41). Gnoli carefully 
distinguishes between the terms “knowledge” and “in-
formation” and then lays out the details of  both the his-
tory of  the science of  knowledge organization and the 
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evolution of  systems for knowledge organization. This 
chapter itself  could be a primer for beginning students of  
knowledge organization. Subject headings, thesauri, clas-
sifications, and ontologies all are described in under-
standable terms with plentiful examples. In the summary, 
Gnoli distinguishes the purpose of  knowledge organiza-
tion systems from the generic organization of  the more 
vaguely conceived “information.” 

The rest of  the book is adequate, concise, and accurate. 
The third chapter is about technological standards and has 
as its focus: XML and RDF; ISO 2709, which is presented 
as a class of  information exchange standards that includes 
MARC21 and UNIMARC; SKOS and OWL, which are 
discussed; and the ISO 25964 standard for thesauri and in-
teroperability with other vocabularies. The fourth chapter 
has selected topics about automated tools for subject in-
formation organization, including bibliometrics by Fredrik 
Åström, automated classification by Ingo Frommholz and 
Muhammad Kamran Abbasi, and machine-learning by 
Dunja Mladenić and Marko Grobelnik. The final chapter is 
said to include perspectives on the future. In fact, it is a 
short essay on the relationship between computer science 
and the science of  information. 

Each chapter contains a set of  review questions that 
could be used as teaching aids, a glossary of  terms, and a 
bibliography of  related literature. It seems questionable 
whether it might not be more useful if  the glossaries and 
bibliographies were combined and edited both to make 
them consistent and to allow easier searching. One won-
ders sometimes whether this is an anthology or a mashup 
of  five different tiny books. 

There are unfortunate editorial anomalies, including the 
confusing mixture of  text by the named author and other 
contributors. The work is attributed to Golub, whose name 
appears on the title page, but it could as easily be consid-
ered to be an edited anthology. There also are other edito-
rial oddities, such as the opening of  the summary of  the 
first chapter (31-32): 
 

As part of  making sense of  the world, people at-
tempt to organize everything around them. The li-
brary and information science and profession hold 
the longest record of  organizing information. The 
first known library catalog comes from the third 
century BCE and organizes scrolls by authors and 
subjects. 

 
Following the astonishing historical sweep of  this para-
graph and the ungrammatical domain attribution, the text 
continues with the relatively mundane (32) “searching for 
information on a certain topic is very common.”  

In the end the volume is useful, but not critical. It will 
not serve by itself  as a textbook for knowledge organiza-

tion for the simple reason that it does not have a clear de-
finition of  knowledge organization—either the science or 
its application. While Gnoli’s chapter could usefully be 
separated into the core of  a textbook for KO, the rest of  
the book suffers from a mixed identity crisis of  focus 
placed on organization of  the vague “information,” ra-
ther than on the science of  knowledge organization. 

Other volumes have appeared that, similarly, cover as-
pects of  KO more or less indirectly. Patrick Lambe’s 2007 
Organising knowledge: Taxonomies, knowledge and organisational 
effectiveness is perhaps first among equals on this list, al-
though it too begins with an essay about how knowledge 
cannot be organized but information can (exactly the op-
posite of  the theoretical approach taken by Dahlberg and 
others in KO). It is an extensive analysis of  the uses and 
usefulness of  taxonomies for organizational effectiveness, 
which is the hallmark of  knowledge management, a 
neighboring cousin of  KO. Emilia Currás’s 2010 Ontolo-
gies, taxonomies and thesauri in systems science and systematics is 
shorter and is situated completely in the realm of  com-
puter science. Claudio Gnoli and Carlo Sconomiglio’s 
2008 Ontologia e organizzazione della conoscenza is a concise 
treatment of  ontology and its applicability to systems for 
knowledge organization. Alas, KO still needs textbooks 
that are designed to promulgate its own domain. 
 
Richard P. Smiraglia 
University of  Wisconsin-Milwaukee, School of  Informa-
tion Studies 
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