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BROUGHTON, Vanda. Essential Classification.
New York, NY: Neal-Schuman, 2004. 324 p. ISBN 1-
55570-507-3.

Vanda Broughton’s Essential Classification is the
most recent addition to a very small set of classifica-
tion textbooks published over the past few years.
The book’s 21 chapters are based very closely on the
cataloguing and classification module at the School
of Library, Archive, and Information studies at Uni-
versity College, London. The author’s main objec-
tive is clear: this is “first and foremost a book about
how to classify. The emphasis throughout is on the
activity of classification rather than the theory, the
practical problems of the organization of collections,
and the needs of the users” (p. 1). This is not a theo-
retical work, but a basic course in classification and
classification scheme application. For this reviewer,
who also teaches “Classification 101,” this is also a
fascinating peek into how a colleague organizes con-
tent and structures her course. “Classification is eve-
rywhere” (p. 1): the first sentence of this book is also
one of the first statements in my own course, and
Professor Broughton’s metaphors — the supermarket,
canned peas, flowers, etc. — are those that are used by
our colleagues around the world.

The combination of tone, writing style and con-
tent display are reader-friendly; they are in fact what
make this book remarkable and what distinguishes it
from more “formal” textbooks, such as The Organi-
zation of Information, the superb text written and re-
cently updated (2004) by Professor Arlene Taylor
(2nd ed. Westport, Conn.: Libraries Unlimited,
2004). Reading Essential Classification, at times, feels
like being in a classroom, facing a teacher who as-
sures you that “you don’t need to worry about this at
this stage” (p. 104), and reassures you that, although
you now spend a long time looking for things, “you
will soon speed up when you get to know the scheme
better” (p. 137). This teacher uses redundancy in a
productive fashion, and she is not afraid to express
her own opinions (“I think that if these concepts are
helpful they may be used” (p. 245); “It’s annoying

that LCC doesn’t provide clearer instructions, but if
you keep your head and take them one step at a time
[i.e. the tables] they’re fairly straightforward” (p.
174)).

Chapters 1 to 7 present the essential theoretical
concepts relating to knowledge organization and to
bibliographic classification. The author is adept at
making and explaining distinctions: known-item re-
trieval versus subject retrieval, personal versus pub-
lic/shared/official classification systems, scientific
versus folk classification systems, object versus as-
pect classification systems, semantic versus syntactic
relationships, and so on. Chapters 8 and 9 discuss the
practice of classification, through content analysis
and subject description. A short discussion of diffi-
cult subjects, namely the treatment of unique con-
cepts (persons, places, etc.) as subjects seems a little
advanced for a beginners’ class.

In Chapter 10, “Controlled indexing languages,”
Professor Broughton states that a classification
scheme is truly a language “since it permits commu-
nication and the exchange of information” (p. 89), a
statement with which this reviewer wholly agrees.
Chapter 11, however, “Word-based approaches to re-
trieval,” moves us to a different field altogether, of-
fering only a narrow view of the whole world of con-
trolled indexing languages such as thesauri, and pre-
senting disconnected discussions of alphabetical fil-
ing, form and structure of subject headings, modern
developments in alphabetical subject indexing, etc.
Chapters 12 and 13 focus on the Library of Congress
Subject Headings (LCSH), without even a passing
reference to existing subject headings lists in other
languages (French RAMEAU, German SWK, etc.). If
it is not surprising to see a section on subject head-
ings in a book on classification, the two subjects be-
ing taught together in most library schools, the loca-
tion of this section in the middle of this particular
book is more difficult to understand.

Chapter 14 brings the reader back to classifica-
tion, for a discussion of essentials of classification
scheme application. The following five chapters pre-
sent in turn each one of the three major and cur-
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rently used bibliographic classification schemes, in
order of increasing complexity and difficulty of ap-
plication. The Library of Congress Classification
(LCCQ), the easiest to use, is covered in chapters 15
and 16. The Dewey Decimal Classification (DDC)
deserves only a one-chapter treatment (Chapter 17),
while the functionalities of the Universal Decimal
Classification (UDC), which Professor Broughton
knows extremely well, are described in chapters 18
and 19.

Chapter 20 is a general discussion of faceted clas-
sification, on par with the first seven chapters for its
theoretical content. Chapter 21, an interesting last
chapter on managing classification, addresses down-
to-earth matters such as the cost of classification, the
need for re-classification, advantages and disadvan-
tages of using print versions or e-versions of classifi-
cation schemes, choice of classification scheme, gen-
eral versus special scheme. But although the ques-
tions are interesting, the chapter provides only a very
general overview of what appropriate answers might
be.

To facilitate reading and learning, summaries are
strategically located at various places in the text, and
always before switching to a related subject. Profes-
sor Broughton’s choice of examples is always inter-
esting, and sometimes even entertaining (see for ex-
ample “Inside out: A brief history of underwear” (p.
71)). With many examples, however, and particularly
those that appear in the five chapters on classifica-
tion scheme applications, the novice reader would
have benefited from more detailed explanations. On
page 221, for example, “The history and social influ-
ence of the potato” results in this analysis of con-
cepts: Potato — Sociology, and in the UDC class
number: 635.21:316. What happened to the “history”
aspect? Some examples are not very convincing: in
Animals RT Reproduction and Art RT Reproduction
(p. 102), the associative relationship is not appropri-
ate as it is used to distinguish homographs and would
do nothing to help either the indexer or the user at
the retrieval stage.

Essential Classification is also an exercise book.
Indeed, it contains a number of practical exercises
and activities in every chapter, along with suggested
answers. Unfortunately, the answers are too often
provided without the justifications and explanations
that students would no doubt demand.

The author has taken great care to explain all
technical terms in her text, but formal definitions are
also gathered in an extensive 172-term Glossary; ap-
propriately, these terms appear in bold type the first

time they are used in the text. A short, very short,
annotated bibliography of standard classification
textbooks and of manuals for the use of major classi-
fication schemes is provided. A detailed 11-page in-
dex completes the set of learning aids which will be
useful to an audience of students in their effort to
grasp the basic concepts of the theory and the prac-
tice of document classification in a traditional envi-
ronment.

Essential Classification is a fine textbook. How-
ever, this reviewer deplores the fact that it presents
only a very “traditional” view of classification, with-
out much reference to newer environments such as
the Internet where classification also manifests itself
in various forms. In Essential Classification, books
are always used as examples, and we have to take the
author’s word that traditional classification practices
and tools can also be applied to other types of docu-
ments and elsewhere than in the traditional library.
Vanda Broughton writes, for example, that “Subject
headings can’t be used for physical arrangement” (p.
101), but this is not entirely true. Subject headings
can be used for physical arrangement of vertical files,
for example, with each folder bearing a simple or
complex heading which is then used for internal or-
ganization. And if it is true that subject headings
cannot be reproduced on the spine of [physical]
books (p. 93), the situation is certainly different on
the World Wide Web where subject headings as
metadata can be most useful in ordering a collection
of hot links.

The emphasis is also on the traditional paper-
based, rather than on the electronic version of classi-
fication schemes, with excellent justifications of
course. The reality is, however, that supporting or-
ganizations (LC, OCLC, etc.) are now providing
great quality services online, and that updates are
now available only in an electronic format and not
anymore on paper. E-based versions of classification
schemes could be safely ignored in a theoretical text,
but they have to be described and explained in a
textbook published in 2005.

One last comment: Professor Broughton tends to
use the same term, “classification” to represent the
process (as in classification is grouping) and the tool
(as in constructing a classification, using a classifica-
tion, etc.). Even in the Glossary, where classification
is first well-defined as a process, and classification
scheme as “a set of classes ...”, the definition of clas-
sification scheme continues: “the classification con-
sists of a vocabulary (...) and syntax...” (p. 296-
297). Such an ambiguous use of the term classifica-
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tion seems unfortunate and unnecessarily confusing
in an otherwise very good basic textbook on catego-
rization of concepts and subjects, document organi-
zation and subject representation.
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