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ABSTRACT: This issue of Knowledge Organization honour’s Clare Lawton Beghtol, recently retired from teaching at the Fac-
ulty of Information, University of Toronto, Canada. Clare Beghtol’s research and theoretical writings have been important in 
and to the development of the field of knowledge organization, and have exerted a palpable influence, such that Beghtol would 
appear to align with the definition of “pioneer.” In this special issue, academics with various scholarly connections to Beghtol 
contribute either an examination and critical assessment of a piece of her work that had especially impressed or influenced 
them in some manner, or a paper of original research reflective of directions also pursued by Beghtol. 
 
 
1.0 Introduction 
 
This collection of papers, occasioned for an issue of 
Knowledge Organization to honour Clare Lawton 
Beghtol, was prompted by her recent retirement from 
teaching at the Faculty of Information, University of 
Toronto, Canada. The phrase, “retirement from 
teaching” is used deliberately, to limit the scope of 
what occurred June 30, 2009. In fact, even the phrase 
is misleading as it stands. Professor Emeritus, Clare 
Beghtol, continues to engage in a program of research 
that has distinguished her as an international scholar 
and recognized expert in classification theory. Like-
wise, with regard to teaching, she has changed only 
her status, replacing full-time instruction with that of 
occasional guest lecture and ongoing graduate super-
vision, thus ensuring students an opportunity to learn 
from a specialist in knowledge organization, and re-
nowned classificationist.  
 

2.0 Biographical sketch 
 
Born in Lincoln, Nebraska (USA), Beghtol pursed an 
undergraduate degree in English at the University of 
Chicago (USA), continuing with graduate studies in 
American Civilization at Brown University, Provi-
dence R.I. (USA). In 1967, she moved to Montréal, 
Canada, where she taught at Sir George Williams 
University (now Concordia University), and began 
working in publishing. Moving to Toronto, Canada, 
in 1969, she was an editor with Copp Clark Publish-
ing for two years, then a freelance editor and writer 
from 1971 to 1978. In 1979, she entered the Master 
of Library Science degree program at the University 
of Toronto, graduating in 1981, and securing a posi-
tion as Chief Cataloguer/Indexer in the Resource 
Unit of CBC-TV Current Affairs, where she contin-
ued working part-time while also pursuing a doctoral 
degree at the Faculty of Library and Information Sci-
ence, University of Toronto. Between 1987 and 1992, 
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Beghtol was Director of Research at Ketchum Can-
ada Inc. 

In 1991 she defended her doctoral dissertation, 
“The Classification of Fiction: The Development of a 
System Based on Theoretical Principles,” completed 
under the supervision of Professor Margaret E. 
Cockshutt. Beghtol was appointed to a tenure-track 
position at the Faculty of Information Studies, Uni-
versity or Toronto, in 1993, achieving the rank of As-
sociate Professor in 1998. Between 2002 and 2004, 
she served as the Faculty’s Associate Dean. Having 
established an impressive record of scholarship, and a 
distinctive international reputation in classification 
theory, and acknowledged for her excellence in teach-
ing and outstanding supervision of her doctoral stu-
dents, she was promoted to the rank of Full Professor 
in 2007.  

At the end of this introduction is a list of pub-
lished works additional to those cited in Nancy J. 
Williamson’s article, “Clare Beghtol: Teacher, Re-
searcher, and Theoretician.”  The selected bibliogra-
phy does not refer to the more than forty unpub-
lished research presentations, including two dozen 
invited papers given at scholarly or professional ven-
ues over the past two decades. Nor does it reflect 
Beghtol’s many contributions to the scholarly com-

munity, refereeing submissions to international peer-
reviewed journals, serving as Acting Editor-in-Chief 
of Knowledge Organization from 1999 to 2000, and 
regularly planning or chairing sessions on classifica-
tion research at conferences of the International Soci-
ety for Knowledge Organization (ISKO), the Ameri-
can Society for Information Science and Technology 
(ASIS&T), and the Canadian Association for Infor-
mation Science. A brief biographical sketch would be 
incomplete without noting Beghtol’s appointment to 
the Universal Decimal Classification Advisory Board, 
ongoing since 2000, and her leadership roles as, re-
spectively, President of ISKO (1998-2002), and Chair 
of the ASIS&T Special Interest Group/Classification 
Research (SIG/CR), 1993-94. Throughout her aca-
demic career, she has also maintained memberships in 
a number of professional associations, including the 
American Library Association (ALA), and the Cana-
dian Library Association (CLA). 
 
3.0  Context for, and organization of,  

invited papers 
 
Addressing the question, “Who is a pioneer?,” W. 
Boyd Rayward (2004, 763) observed that: 
 

One way of trying to find answers to such ques-
tions is to identify those who have been in some 
way important in the development of the field 
either in terms of their research and theoretical 
writings or in terms of institutional develop-
ments of various kinds for which they were pri-
marily responsible. 

 
He noted further that, “They are pioneers not in the 
sense of simply being there or being first but because 
they can be shown to have had a palpable influence 
on developments that are important from the point 
of view of those who write about them in the pre-
sent” (2004, 764). While Clare Beghtol would surely 
chafe at the very idea of being considered a pioneer, 
Rayward’s framework would seem not only appropri-
ate, but also applicable. To the extent that her re-
search and theoretical writings have been important 
in – and to – the development of the field, and have 
exerted a “palpable influence” (Rayward 2004, 764), 
Beghtol would appear to align with the definition of 
“pioneer.” 

In assembling this special issue, academics with 
various scholarly connections to Beghtol were invited 
to contribute either an examination and critical as-
sessment of a piece of her work that had especially 

 

Figure 1. Professor Clare Beghtol 
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impressed or influenced them in some manner, or a 
paper of original research reflective of directions also 
pursued by the honoree. The first three papers in this 
special issue, i.e., those penned by Williamson, Kwaś-
nik, and Jacob, are exemplary of the first type of con-
tribution, while papers by Olson and Craig represent 
the second approach. 

Professor Emeritus, Nancy J. Williamson, a mem-
ber of Beghtol’s PhD thesis committee and long-time 
colleague, describes and evaluates the trajectory of 
Beghtol’s work in terms of its significance for the de-
velopment of modern information systems and the 
extension of classification theory. Her article includes 
a bibliography of selected publications highlighting 
Beghtol’s research on the determination of “about-
ness,” concepts of warrant, faceted classification sys-
tems, ethical approaches to knowledge organization, 
and the nature of relationships in classificatory struc-
ture and meaning. 

Professor Barbara H. Kwaśnik, a co-editor with 
Beghtol on proceedings of the 4th, 5th, 6th, and 13th 
ASIS SIG/CR Classification Research Workshops 
(listed in “Selected Publications”, below), and co-
winner of the American Society for Information Sci-
ence “Best SIG Publication Award,” for 1993 and 
1994, focuses her lens on Beghtol’s 1986 article, “Se-
mantic Validity: Concepts of Warrant in Bibliographic 
Classification Systems.” She discusses with compel-
ling clarity how and why the paper continues to merit 
a “Very good!,” with its enduring, timely, and meticu-
lously drawn perspectives of warrant. Professor Elin 
K. Jacob, who has presented her own distinguished 
research on classification theory at many of the same 
ISKO conferences as the honoree, revisits the “par-
ticularly strenuous objections” raised by Hjørland 
and Nicolaisen (2004) to Beghtol's (2003) use of the 
term "naïve" in association with classification. Jacob 
argues that Beghtol’s distinction between “profes-
sional classifications” that support information re-
trieval, and “naïve” classifications that facilitate 
knowledge creation, challenged prevailing orthodoxy, 
extending the research horizon beyond its single-
minded and limiting focus on classification schemes 
used for the retrieval of resources. Jacob advocates 
for the development of a classification of classifica-
tions, and the establishment of a science of classifica-
tion based on the foundations laid by Beghtol’s 2003 
article. 

Professor Hope Olson’s research paper on Hugh 
of St. Victor’s Didascalicon, a twelfth-century classi-
fication of Wisdom, offers a close reading of his text 
through its cultural and intellectual context of Me-

dieval Christian mysticism. She argues that Hugh’s 
work stands squarely within an Aristotelian tradition 
of classificatory structure that has endured to the 
present day with its characteristic mutually exclusive 
categories, teleological progression, and hierarchy. In 
assessing how Hugh’s classification embodies deduc-
tion, while also reflecting on constructed meaning 
within its historical and intellectual context, Olson 
offers a particularly “Beghtolian” approach to this 
twelfth-century system. Professor Barbara L. Craig, 
rounds out this collection of papers from an archival 
perspective. Reminiscent of “Exploring new ap-
proaches to the organization of knowledge,” the sub-
title of this introduction, and a hallmark of Beghtol’s 
research, Craig recounts the history of change to re-
cordkeeping practices in the U.K. Treasury’s paper 
room, from Victorian to post-World War periods. As 
she describes, from the mid-nineteenth, to the early-
twentieth centuries, registration of records occurred 
when a written communication was received, while 
classification of registered papers using indexes de-
veloped in the 1850s and enhanced in subsequent 
volumes was done at the stage in the business when 
records were put away as completed. Expansion of 
government, and the quadrupling of paper work dur-
ing the Great War overwhelmed traditional registry 
practices, necessitating reform and reorganization of 
the Treasury’s paper room in 1920, and uniting the 
processes of registration and classification. Within a 
context that might be described as “organizational 
warrant,” Craig’s paper reminds us that, like classifi-
cation systems that are continuously evolving, a reg-
istry and its records are always and necessarily a work 
in progress. 

This brings us nicely full circle. In her article, “Ex-
ploring New Approaches to the Organization of 
Knowledge: The Subject Classification of James Duff 
Brown,” Beghtol (2004, 702) observed that, “The 
creation of present from past is both linear and cycli-
cal: linear because of the passage of time and cyclical 
because of the potential for rediscovering ideas that 
were not recognized as seminal in their own time.” 
This present collection of papers from North Ameri-
can scholars in knowledge organization examines 
both the linear and the cyclical dimensions of Clare 
Beghtol’s oeuvre. While the linearity of her research 
is readily identifiable, and documented in bibliogra-
phies appended to this introduction, as well as to the 
Williamson paper, the determination of the cyclical, 
of “the potential for rediscovering ideas that were not 
recognized as seminal in their own time” requires fur-
ther consideration, and undoubtedly more time. 
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Nonetheless, Williamson and Jacob have both fo-
cused on what they (and we) might define as seminal 
ideas from Beghtol’s work. Kwaśnik, in re-reading 
Beghtol’s 1986 paper, “Semantic Validity,” observes 
that, “This time, every few sentences stimulated new 
thoughts – the margins of my copy filled with ideas 
to put aside and think about some more” – compel-
ling evidence, perhaps, of an experience of “rediscov-
ering ideas that were not recognized as seminal in 
their own time”? In contextualizing a Medieval classi-
fication system, and a Victorian registry, respectively, 
within their particular cultural milieu, Olson and 
Craig might be seen to be engaging in analyses of 
structure – whether classificatory or organizational – 
reminiscent of Beghtol’s perspectives on warrant. Re-
gardless, each of the five papers offers evidence of 
Beghtol’s “palpable influence” on developments in 
the field, and gives voice to her unwavering commit-
ment to exploring new approaches to the organiza-
tion of knowledge. 
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