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This article is a selective review of recent studies in classifica-
tion and indexing theory. A number of important problems are
discussed, including sub jectivity versus objectivity, theories of
indexing, the theoretical role of automation, and theoreticat
approaches to a universal classification scheme. Interestingly,
much of the work appears to have been done outside the United
States. After reviewing thetheoretical work itself, some possible
reasons for the non-American origins of the workare explored.
(Author)

1. Introduction

This study is a selective review of some of the more
interesting theoretical approaches in classification and index-
ing. As such, it is not meant to be a comprehensive or
exhaustive survey of every development currently taking
place. Its purpose is simply to call attention to some of most
interesting work that has recently been done in the field.

The ma jority of this work does not appear to have been
done in the United States. Of course, there are a number of
theoreticians writing in the U.S., such as Dagobert Soergel,
Elaine Svenonius, Jean Perreault, and Francis Miksa. And
historically the U.S. has produced Dewey, Cutter, Bliss, and
more recently individuals like, Lubetzky, Dunkin, Iminroth,
Richmond, and Painter.

Nonetheless, therelative lack of American contributions is
enough to give one cause for reflection. What is it about
American classification in particular, andthe Americanmind
in general, that makes it so pragmatic and practice-oriented?
Afteroutlining some recent theoretical approaches in classi-
fication, this study concludes with speculating aboutsome of
the possible reasons why heory seems to be less central in
American classification.

2. Subjectivity versus Objectivity

Among the more interesting theoretical issues that
catalogersaretryingtoresolve concernsthedegree of sub jec-
tivity vs. objectivity in classification. Researchers are trying
todetermine if the inquirer’s and indexer’s pointof view plays
a role in the ways he classifies information for retrieval (I,
p.204). Some of the more extreme subjectivists verge on
mentalism in holding thatindexing is an unsolvable problem
in information science. They believe that definitions of con-
cepts are in the eyes of the beholder rather than in what is
beheld.
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The work of the individual indexer, forexample, is highly
subjective and open to personal interpretation because the
decisions he makes involve judgements of the value of what
is presented. His interpretations may or may not be the same
ones that occur to the inquirer in the process of searching.
Thus a subjective bias is introduced in the classification
process.

Subjectivity is also a consideration with regard to the
searcher. How to incorporate knowledge about users in
designing aneffective information retrieval systemis viewed
as being of major importance. So far, information retrieval
systems have been structured to deliver the same response
regardless of the user’s cognitive characteristics. Those work-
ing in this areasuggest that a more flexible system capable of
adapting to different users is needed. The object is to create
a retrieval system fluid enough to match the fluidity of the
searching process of the unique and fluid inquirer (2. p.63).

An opposing group of researchers are critical of this
subjective approach and argue for a more objective view.
They have applied this view to the practice of indexing.
Rather than attempting to discover the unconscious mental
processes by which people derive indexing phrases from
texts, efforts should focus on examining the objective rules
they follow (3, p.94). Rules are not sub jective or mysterious,
theyreason, butare actually social conventions in the form of
practices, customs, or techniques. It is rules, not hidden
mental processes, that people use to derive indexing phrases
fromtexts.

The goal of indexing theory thus becomes not one of
discoveringsubliminal processes but of constructing explicit,
well formulated rules that can be used to yield indexing
phrasesfrom texts. Theproblems ofindexer inconsistency is
notsolved by discovering cognitive functioning or by bring-
ing order to the variety of tacitly known rules unconsciously
followed by indexers. The solution lies in replacing vague
rules subjecttoindexerinterpretation, withmoreprecise rules
that establish clear standards of correctness. Experts need to
reachaconsensusas to whatrulesindexers should follow and
how their performance is to be evaluated. It is the structural
properties of the text itself, not the mentnl rules of text
processing, thatyield criteriaof significance for theconstruc-
tion of indexing phrases.

This is an additional advantage toregarding rules as social
conventions or constructs, the objectivists argue. One can
really only understand the rule by placing it in its social
context, including the historical, economic, political, and
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cultural domains. Rules are not ahistorical, classless, or
genderless, and are therefore subject to critical inquiry and
vulnerable to social bias. This approach brings into promi-
nence the social role of retrieval practices. The relevance of
the subjective/objective debate in classification theory can be
seen in de Grolier’'s work (4, p.64). He emerges on the
objectivist side in proposing the study of the semantic struc-
ture of natural languages as a means of devising an interme-
diary language to.interconnect various natural and informa-
tion retrieval languages. This necessitates an objective basis
for the organization of knowledge. De Grolier suggests that
Bliss’s 1929 theory of scientific and educational consensus
provides the foundation for further attempts to furnish an
objective basis for the systemization of knowledge. By em-
phasizing the social character of all classifications, he paved
the way for an emerging relativism.

More recently, de Grolier cites studies of the linkages
between the fields of science and technology as revealed by
the Science CitationIndex. Thelisting of journals under more
than one subject category indicates strong linkages between
agriculture and botany, or psychology, neurology, and psy-
chiatry. Theselinkages, de Grolier suggests, demonstrate that
“intuitively reasonable” sequences have actual objective
nature.

3. Toward a Theory of Indexing

Another areaof classification research thatis thesub ject of
considerableinterestabroadisindexing theory. Thelackofan
indexing theory to explain the indexing process is a major
blind spot in classification. According to one researcher, an
indexing theory should consist of five levels. The first is
concordance, whichconsists of references to all words in the
original text arranged in alphabetical order. The second is the
informationtheoreticlevel, whichcalculates the likelihood of
a word being chosen for indexing based on its frequency of
occurrence within a text. For example, the more frequently a
word appears, the less likely it is to be selected because the
indexer reasons the document is “all about that.”

The third level is the linguistic one. This level of indexing
theory attempts to explain how meaningful words are ex-
tracted from large units of text. Indexers regard some of a
documentasespecially rewarding. Opening paragraphs, chap-
ters, or sections, and opening and closing sentences of para-
graphs are more likely to be a source of indexable words, as
are definitions.

Beyond individual words or phrases lies the fourth level,
the textual or skeletal framework. When an author creates a
work, he does so in an organized manner which produces a
skeletal structure clothed in text. The successful indexer
needs to disinter this skeleton by searching for clues on the
surface. Certain markers can be identified which hold a text
together and accentuate its key elements.

Thefifthandfinallevel of indexing theoryis theinferential
level. An indexer is able to make inferences about the
relationships between words or phrases by observing the
paragraph and sentence structure, and stripping the sentence
of extraneous detail. This inferential level makes it possible
forthe indexer to operate in novel subject areas (5, p.121).
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The number five also plays a pivotalrolein the indexing
theory proposed by Robert Fugmann. His theory is based on
five general axioms, which he claims have obvious validity
and are in need of no proof. He believes they explain all
currently known phenomena in information supply.

The first axiom is the axiom of definability. Compiling
information relevant to a topic can only be accomplished to
the degree to which a topic can be defined. The second axiom
is the axiom of order, with Fugmann explaining that any
compilation of information relevant to a topic is an order
creating process.

The third axiom, called the axiom of the sufficient degree
of order, posits that the demands made on the degree of order
increase as the size of a collection and frequency of the
searches increase. This is followed by the axiom of predict-
ability, which says that the success of any directed searchfor
relevant information hinges on how readily predictable or
reconstructibleare the modes of expression for concepts and
statements in the search file. The fifth axiom of fidelity
equates the success of any directed search for relevant infor-
mation with the fidelity with which concepts and statements
are expressed in the search file (6, p.13).

Fugmann has also taken up the difficult question ofindex-
ing consistency. Many investigators working in this area
believe thatindexing consistency should be somehow related
toindexing quality and search effectiveness. Yet others have
pointed out that consistent indexing can be consistently bad.

Even though perfect consistency can be readily achieved
by the literal extraction of natural language expressions used
by the author of the work, it is of little use to the searcher.
Neither the searcher nor the retrieval system can foresee
which words, phrases, or expressions the author has used and
the indexer has chosen, and thus which search terms to use.
Unaltered extraction of text words may actually be less
conducive toeffectiveretrieval than amore mediated process
whereby the indexer attempts to select the words he suspects
the user might use Consistency in the form of a single mode
of expression can have a limiting effect on user access. This
makesit much less essential to indexing quality than predict-
ability. The user must be able to predict the terms chosen for
indexing. Consistency is only essential in the initial selection
of key concepts.

Fugmann believes that the real purpose of controlled
vocabulary and classification in general is to enhance repre-
sentational predictability. This is why he made it his fourth
axiom. The element of predictability is largely missing from
natural language expressions, particularly the more general
ones. Terminological consistency is likewise next to nil due
to the infinite number of paraphrasalformsin which they may
appear in the text. Predictability is a much more important
factorincontributing tooverall indexing quality than consist-
ency (7, p.21).

Anothercommon belief among researchers thatFugmann
takes issue with is the value of automation in indexing. Much
of contemporary information science researchhas focusedon
improving methods for algorithmic processing of natural
language texts. So much so that some individuals are now
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claiming that this process is superior to human indexing.The
author points out that these claims disregard the fact that
human indexing can also be improved and that its potential is
still far from being realized. One advantage of human cogni-
tion is its ability to view the same word or phrase quite
differently depending upon the context. “Benzene” means
one thing to a chemist, but quite another to a fireman.

Recognizing these different meanings constitutes a virtu-
ally insurmountable obstacle to developing purely algorith-
mic methods to a near human level of perfection. Only
humans are capable of recognizing the equivalences of para-
phrases and of lexical expressions such as descriptors.
Fugmann is convinced the greatest potential for automated
systems is in serving as aids to human indexers (8, p.65).

4. The Theoretical Role of Automation in Classifica-
tion

It should be noted that this rather ambivalent view of
computers is hardly typical of classification theorists. Many
are quite enamored with the potential of automation to offer
a radically new and different approach to classification.
Computers allow information to be arranged and accessed in
ways that will underscore the interconnectedness of different
fields and systems of knowledge.

For example, prior to the development of computers, a
library thatarranged itsholdings according to Dewey was not
able to use LC classification. But a computer is multilinear
and hence not limited to any particular set of relations. It
allowsbookstoremainin Dewey order while simultaneously
making them accessible via different classification systems.
This allows the possibility of comparing how the altemate
systems of Bliss or Ranganathan use different concepts to
classify a given item.

Thecomputeriscapable of changing classificationin other
ways. In large libraries, computers are able to catalog all
personal names and their variations together to be accessed
froma single source. Thisis much easierthan having to search
a multi-volume catalog of names to see which variant a
particular name might be listed under.

The full text storage capabilities of online systems further
reduce the possibility that books on a specific subject will be
physically classed apart. Computers will help to synthesize
previously fragmented disciplines by establishing new con-
nections between different fields and subfields. By providing
us with a bigger picture, they are helping to extend the limits
ofknowledge (9, p.11).

Oneway computersare able to help synthesizefragmented
disciplines is through post-coordinate indexing. When used
in conjunction with systems of faceted classification it be-
comes possible to create new knowledge implicit in studies
that have already been published but from which no infer-
ences have been drawn. This new knowledge is created by
generating new combinations of concepts, thereby giving
information systems a role in the stimulation of creativity.

Classification theorists as early as Ranganathan had rec-
ommended the use of classification for creating new knowl-
edge by using vacant class numbers to suggest the creation of
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corresponding new subjects. Ranganathan, and later Jolley,
hoped that a self-perpetuating classification that assigned to
logical places subjects that did not exist when the scheme was
planned would be capable of revealing gaps in our knowl-
edge.

Zwicky developed a technique which he considered to be
a new method of classification known as morphological
analysis. Using a combinatorial approach, all possible solu-
tions to a given process are generated, then evaluated to
determine which one is the most suitable. Morphological
analysis requires storing and manipulating various tables,
whose creation could be greatly facilitated by using classifi-
cation schemes and thesauri to identify relevant categories.

Classification could also play a role in finding unknown
connectionsintheliterature. Farradane suggested developing
techniques based on a form of indexing that is suitable for
makinginferences. An indexing system that recognizes logi-
cal relationships would offer great potential in creating new
knowledge. Swanson has proposed using a systematic trial
and error search strategy. This consists of retrieving a set of
references on a topic and scanning subtitles for words or
phrases that might suggest links. These words or phrases are
then used as search terms to retrieve documents, which are
thenscanned todetermine whether there are any conceptsthat
are linked to the original topic in a logical way. If none are
found, the idea of the logical connection is assumed to be
original.

A majorrequirement forsystems supportingcreativity will
be the development of improved means of representating the
information needed to bring out “hidden” relationships, pat-
tems, and analogies. One way to accomplish this might be to
develop relational indexing. The other would be to utilize
techniques of knowledge répresentation used in expert sys-
tems. One of these methods might provide a means of finding
undiscovered public knowledge that does not depend on the
interestsorability of the searcher. Ultimately it could result in
asystem thattracesrelational paths ofassociations,to provide
the user with previously unseen connections and associations
thatcouldresultinnewdiscoveriesand new subjectareas (10,
p.298). :

5. Theoretical Approaches to a Universal Classifica-
tion Scheme

Along with therole of automation in classification, theo-
rists are working onanumberofothervital issues. One sub ject
has perhaps engaged them more than any other. That is the
effort to develop an absolute, general, universally valid
classificationscheme. '

Researchers working on this problemagree that it poses a
number of obstacles toits solution. Forexample, disciplinary
main classes tend to have the effect of freezing the structure
ofknowledge. Yetknowledge itselfis constantly changing as
new discoveries are made, and old ones 1'ep'1ace.d. ‘

Not only are the boundaries of knowledge expanding, the
relationships between different areas of knowledge are con-.
stantly in flux. The growing importance of interdisciplinary
subjects is difficult to accommodate in a scheme based on
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disciplines. Disciplinary classes thus lack an absolute basis
which would keep them universally valid whatever changes
occur in the structure of knowledge (11, p.109).

Therearenumerous social forcesthatalso presentdifficul-
ties to the development of a universal system. Classification
schemes and their categories, divisions,and subdivisions, are
based on social consensus about knowledge. Yet consensus
itself differs from one society to another, onehistorical period
to another, as well as by discipline.

Given this social basis of classification, it becomes diffi-
cult to create a universal classification system that is free of
nationalistic or ideological biases. Often in such a system,
socially acceptable concepts are given prominence in a
hierarchy, while socially unacceptableideas or termsarenot.
What was intended to be a universal scheme thustuins out to
be a socially stratified hierarchy of knowledge that is perme-
ated by ideological bias. Classifications are mirrors that
reflect their time, place, and society.

ImagineiftheUDChadbeen constructedby workingclass
women from Third World countries. It might take on a very
different character than its present form. Initscurrent version,
it cannot help but reflect the perspective of American and
European middle class whitemales. Not only the hierarchy of
concepts, butthe very choice of which subjects theclassifica-
tion seeks to enumerate is socially influenced. The Broad
System of Ordering,concept-based systems likethe Informa-
tion Coding Classification (12) and new technologies such as
computerized switching languages may present alternatives
forminimizing theinherentbiases of ““universal” systems (13,
p.396).

6. Concept Theory as an Approach to Universal Clas-
sification

In an attempt to solve the problem of fixed structures in
universal classification systems, Ingetraut Dahlberg has pro-
posed a new theory of classification based on concepts and
definitions. Itdoes nothavea classificatory frameor structure
to hamper periodic efforts torevise or update the system. The
theory assumes that knowledge is social and verifiable and
thus in need of regular updating.

Thetheory is based ontheidea that classificationdoesnot,
asis commonly assumed, deal with ob jects orterims, but with
knowledge. This includes both knowledge about items and
the organization of that knowledge.

Knowledge can only be generated by statements about
something, This “about something” or item of reference, she
calls the referent. Whenever a word or term is used to
designate something about which a statement has been made,
it is called a designation. A concept is defined as a unit of
knowledge that comprises necessary and verifiable state-
ments about a referent, and is represented by a designation.

There are four kinds of formal relationships between
concepts. These she calls identity, inclusion, intersection, and
exclusion. Besides formal relationships, there are also con-
tents related or material relationships between them. These
include the genericrelationship, the partition, the opposition,
and the functional relationship.
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The genericrelationship between concepts is the relation-
ship of a broader or narrower concept. This relationship
builds up conceptualhierarchies, oftenrepresentatedas atree.
The partition relationship occurs when the whole is split up
into itself and the concept of its parts. The opposition or
complementary relationship occurs in concepts which in-
clude the possibility of a positive and a negative kind of
characteristic or an opposite or complementary one. The
functional relationship consists of two concepts that find
themselves syntagmatically related, such as a subject and its
predicate or predicate and its complements,

Dahlberg says that knowledge elements derived from
statements about referents become the components of con-
cepts whicharecalled characteristics. There are many differ-
ent possible kinds of characteristics. The broadest kinds of
characteristics are called Categories and their Subcategories,
they have also been called Form Categories.

In contrast, there are also Categories of Being derived
from Aristotle just as the Form Categories, viz. inanimate,
animate, mental, and divine being. Dahlberg extends these to
ninelevelsusingtheintegrativeleveltheory of J.K. Feibleman
and Nicolai Hartmann. These nine levels are 1) Being of
structure and form, 2) Being of matter and energy, 3) Being
of cosmosandearth,4)Biologicalbeing (plantsandanimals),
5) Anthropological being (mankind), 6) Social being (soci-
ety), 7) Material Products (material artefacts), 8) Intellectual
Products(knowledge, information), and 9) Spiritual Products
(spiritual artefacts, language, music, art). Any combinations
of this kind with form categories (such as ob jects, properties,
activities) generate subject categories, which themselves may
serve as the starting points forthe formationof subject groups
and fields (14, 15).

7. Concept Systems as Definition Systems

Concept systems can be utilized as definition systems. A
definitioncanhelpinclassification by explaining the contents
ofa concept. Defininga concept as broadly as possible yields
a generic definition. By defining a conceptas acomponentof
an object, one obtains a partition definition, whose structure
follows the partition relationship. Similarly, if a concept is
defined as a negation or any kind of opposition, then the
symbol representing it is the opposition definition. Finally,
the functional definition provides a concept structure which
not only comprises the totality of elements and characteris-
tics, but also maps their syntactical relationships. The func-
tional definition is also used to define disciplines and subject
fields.

Dahlberg believes her concept and definition theory has
applications for the field of classification. Thisis because it
demonstrates therelation between concepts and knowledge,
serves in the construction and reconstruction of concepts,
helps analyze concepts according to characteristics, facili-
tates the comparison and correlation of concepts, explains
conceptual relationships, categorizes concepts and character-
istics of concepts and helps clarify the structure of concepts,
among other reasons (15).

One investigator, P. Rolland-Thomas, claims that until
recently, most attempts to construct broad based general
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classificationschemeshaveusedthe sciencesasthemodel for
all knowledge. The worldwide emphasis on scientific re-
search has created a strong demand for access to scientific
documents. Thomas points out that recent investigators at-
tempting to devise universal encyclopedic classification sys-
tems have realized that any such efforts are invalid without
also including the arts and humanities. They have concluded
that a theory of knowledge needs to be created for the
humanities (16) and much attentionhasrecently beenfocused
on that task.

8. Classification Theory in the Humanities

Ironically, althoughRolland-Thomasdoesn’tmentionitin
her article, the development of The Art and Architecture
Thesaurus had begun several years prior to its appearance.
The AAT isstill underdevelopment, and asof 1990 consisted
of nearly 40,000 terms representing the field of art and
architecture.

The thesaurus was created to provide a link between the
object, its images, and related bibliographic material. It was
developed because of general dissatisfaction among art li-
brarians with the coverage LCSH gave to thefield of art and
architecture. Focusing on Western art and architecture, it
builds upon vocabulary already in use in the field.

Itwas originally designedtouseasimplealphabeticlisting
of hierarchies. Later, it was revised into a faceted classifica-
tion scheme. It starts with the most abstract concepts and
proceeds tohierarchiescontaining terminologyforstylesand
periods of art, agents, activities, materials, and then object
types.

The AAT tries toassimilate both the language of scholars
in the field and the more popular language found in basic
literary sources. Thisreflects the view of its creatorsthat while
itisdesirable to have acomprehensive, standardized vocabu-
lary, a thesaurus cannot be stagnant or authoritarian. They
envision the thesaurus “as a living tool; a body oflanguage
that can be added to and changed as it responds to the needs
of its users” (17, p.653).

One of the difficulties of this undertaking is that there is
some difference of opinion regarding what constitutes the
humanities. History is a discipline that is claimed by both the
humanities and the social sciences. Another obstacle is the
form that primary works take, such as a painting, a music
score,ora work of fiction. Of all these, fiction is closesttothe
documents for which techniques of subject analysis have
already been developed.

9. A Theoretical Approach to Classifying Fiction

Beghtolbelievesthatadequateclassificationsystemshave
notbeendeveloped toaccess the contentelements of primary
works of fiction. As a result, they are often classified by
creator rather than by subject matter. Since more detailed
content access would prove useful, efforts have beenmade to
devise such a scheme (18).

Extracting data from fiction presents special difficulties
forthe classifier. The presence of all sorts of fictional entities
in the form of unknown or unnamed creatures is possible.
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Fictionmayalsoblendtogether“real” and““‘unreal”’ elements,
which may magically transform into one another without
reason. Characters may change gender, occupation, or loca-
tion in the course of a story.

Fictionalsocontains agood deal of ambiguity. Theactions
of characters, their motives, and sometimes the relations
between onepartofthe plotand another, arenotalwaysclear.
The questionbecomes one of whether this kind of datacanbe
classified,andif so, whether different catalogers would agree
on subject headings.

One way aclassification theory canhandle this ambiguity
is through fuzzy sets. Fuzzy set theory assumes there are no
strict well defined categories in the real world. Instead of
simply assigning an item to a category, a fuzzy set acknowl-
edgesits ambiguity by assigning itadegree of membership in
a certain class, signified by values between 0 and 1.

Another way to handle the uncertainty of fiction is to
introduce a notational element expressing ambiguity. This
notational element could be used to categorize documents
demonstrating ambiguity at any or all available depth of
specification. A default category “Other” could also be used
forproblemdatathat will not fit any othercategory. Itis worth
noting that whatever theories are developed to cope with the
difficulties of classifying fictional data may also prove quite
useful forclassifying the content of other kinds of documents
(19, p47).

From the preceding sample it can be seen that classifica-
tion theory is a lively andricharea of exploration. A number
of issues remain unresolved and many of the problems are
ratherdaunting, butthisis a part of whatmakes it so intriguing
andimportant. Yetdespiteall theinteresting work beingdone
internationally, the question still remains as to why America
is so underrepresented in these efforts.

10. Discussion

In orderto try to account for the paucity of classification
theory by Americans in this review, the current literature on
librarianship was carefully searched for clues. Only one
article was found that mentioned this phenomenon, which
itself seemed odd. Apparently no one seems to have taken
note of the situation. Or if they have, they have not bothered
to write about it. Instead, American cataloging journals are
filled with endless numbers of articles discussing the most
idiosyncratic details of descriptive and subject cataloging,
with hardly a thought given to any broader perspective.

Thelonearticlethat does mention this unfortunate state of
affairs was written five years ago by Richard Halsey, then
dean of the School of Information Science and Policy at
SUNY Albany (20, p.93). Halsey speculates that classifica-
tion theory has not been given the attention it deserves in the
United States for several reasons. These reasons are de-
scribed very loosely, without being too specific or offering
much in the way of examples or evidence, which tends to
underscore the tentative nature of his argument.

According toHalsey, thestudyand creation of taxonomies
and classification systems requires a command of language
and culture that Americans lack. He does not specify any
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particular language, nor why it is necessary tohave mastered
it. Nor does he define what he means by “culture,” or why it
is important to classification design. One clue though, is
offered when he confesses “Jade strokers and speculative
thinkers are a minority of our most educated population.”

He seems toattribute this lack of speculative thinking to a
decline in education and literacy, which itself has several
causes. Among these are the diminishing literacy caused by
competitionfromthe media and mass culture. Perhapsitisno
coincidence that Halsey was writing this at the time when
Alan Bloom and Ed Hirsch were generating considerable
controversy on campus with their books The Closing of the
American Mind and Cultural Literacy.

Bloom chronicles the decline of interest in reading the
Great Books and classics which he believes is brought about
in part by competitionfromthe mass media. He also blames
the narrow disciplinary fragmentation that has occurred in
many fields, led by the sciences, and the corresponding loss
of perspective this has created due to specialized vocational
training. Bloom suggests that the sciences and other practical
disciplines claim to be metaphysically neutral and thus have
no need to ask the big questions anymore: “The kinds of
questions children ask: Is there a God? Is there freedom? Is
there punishmentfor evildeeds?Is there certain knowledge?
What is a good society? These were also the questions
addressed by science and philosophy. But now the grown-ups
are too busy at work, and the children are left in a day care
center called the humanities, in which discussions have no
echo in the adult world.” (21, p.372)

He conasts this situation with the one in Europe where
“school children are taught philosophy, and it seems to be
something real.” The only philosophical movement that
America has given birth to is pragmatism, and America is an
inherently pragmatic culture, concerned with the observable
and the measurable.

If Americanschoolchildrenlack much of abackground in
philosophy, Americanlibrary students lack much in the way
of exposure to classification theory. This is a result of an
American tradition in library education that began with its
founders. Dewey himself may have constructed an elaborate
classification, but he did not encourage the students in his
library schoolto do so, and neitherdid mostof his successors.

This heavy emphasis on vocational education at the ex-
penseof theoryreflectsa more general Americanemphasison
the utilitarian value of knowledge. Practical knowledge
benefits the whole society and is therefore democratic. Phi-
losophy, however, is a luxury enjoyed by an intellectual
aristocracy and is therefore elitist.

The emphasis that American library education placed on
vocationalism struck the eminent library educator Pierce
Butler as being rather ironic. He saw library education as
rooted in epistemology, the branch of philosophy that studies
the nature and extent of knowledge. If librarianship is con-
cerned with the management of knowledge it is conceivably
the most interdisciplinary of all disciplines. Similarly, if it is
concerned with the philosophy ofknowledge, it is potentially
the most deeply philosophical of all professions (22, p.176).
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If one is hard pressed to find much theory in American
library schools, the same holds true for cataloging courses. A
recent examination of some of the better known American
texts such as Wynar, Chan, and Immroth, reveals just how
little theory students are exposed to. Wynar devotes less than
twenty pages to a general discussion of classification, fol-
lowed by 270 pages covering schedule formats, number
building, Cutter numbers, subject headings, automated in-
dexing, authority files, online bibliographic networks,
cataloging routines, and filing. Throughout, the emphasis is
on technique, not theory (23).

Chan’s focus is even more narrow, being almost exclu-
sively concerned with LC classification. There is a brief
historic introduction, followed by mostly technical discus-
sions of Cutter tables, Cutter numbers, tables, individual
classes, classif ying serials and collections, corporate head-
ings and similar topics (24).

There is a general absence of theory, and the whole
approach is similar to Wynar’s practical cookbook style
presentation.

Togetasense ofhow the educationof American catalogers
compares with that of students abroad, some of the better
known texts used in England were alsoexamined. JackMills’
textonlibrary classificationhas a brief theoretical discussion
in the opening two chapters of the book, and a final short
chapter that is somewhat theoretical as well. But overall, his
treatment of classification is practical and applied, with the
emphasis being heavily on technique. He is a soit of English
Bohdan Wynar, at least as evidenced in this text (25).

A. C.Foskett’stext onthesub jectapproach to information
is altogether dif ferent. From the very firstchapter “Theory of
Information Retrieval Systems,” the approach is strongly
theoretical and conceptual. Along with the theoretical ap-
proach, there is also much more emphasis given to automa-
tion, indexing, andevaluation thaninthe Americantexts(26).
The whole concern is with understanding classification con-
cepts rather than applying them. Thediscussion is thoughtful
and sophisticated, with the emphasis on explanation rather
than demonstration.

Twotexts by Derek Langridge are even more theoretical
in their approach. HisApproachTo Classification (27) reads
less like a text than a book of aphorisms. It consists of five
parts, each of which contains a brief statement of classifica-
tion followed by single page explanations of their signifi-
cance. The directness and simplicity and brevity is reminis-
cent of Strunk and White’sT he Elements of Style. Classif ica-
tionis treated not somuchasa technique than asa sub ject, and
thebook isrefreshingly free of jai'gon. Atone point, Langridge
says candidly: “Classification is sometimes discussed as if it
were solely atechnique forarranging bookson the shelves of
libraries. Infact there is a school of thought, predominantin
USA, that does attempt to restrict classification to this role,
but this is a mistaken view.” Langridge holds amuch broader
philosophical view of classification as the fundamental lu-
man activity for making sense out of the world that permeates
all aspects oflife. His other text Subject Analysis: Principles
and Procedures (28) has a more specific focus, but its
approach is also highly theoretical and conceptual in nature.
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Fromthiscomparison of Americanand English cataloging
texts, it is evident that students abroad receive much mome
exposuretoclassific ation theory intheir trai ni ng thanstudents
in the U.S. This suggests a strong reason why theory is so
insignificant on the American scene. American catalogers
who have had little exposure to it can hardly be expected to
have any understanding or appreciation of its value to classi-
fication.

This raises an important question. What i s the value of
theory to classification and cataloging? Very liltle seems to
have been written about the role of theory in cataloging and
classification, orinlibrarianship in general. Those who have
wiitten about it however, tend to agree that it serves a vital
function.

Oneimportant function of theory isto establish an agenda
forresearch. Theory givesresearchers anidea of the extent of
what is known by synthesizing it. Equally important, by
identifying gaps, it suggests what remains to beinvestigated.
Theories are created provisionally, with the understanding
that subsequent research will either support or refute them.
Theories also supply a rationale for, or an argument ag ainst,
cument practices in the field (29, p.358).

Theory can increase understanding and guide practice. It
mayalsobeusefulinamore fundamental senseof getting one
to think about a problem. Theories can serve as a prelude to
a more systematic examination of the topic (30, p.17). They
can put thingsin perspective, or provide a new and different
perspective.

Anotherpurposeoftheory is tospurinnovation.Itcanhelp
generate the production of new ideas. By causing the ques-
tioning of existing practices, established traditions, and un-
questioned assumptions, it canlead to better ways of doing
things (31, p.153).

The practice of any problem solving activity usually
proceeds in the most obvious and expedient manner. Prob-
lems are thus often treated on a superficial level. Theory
allows for deeper analysis and deeper insight. It invariably
leads one to ask “why do I do these tasks?” instead of “how
do I do these tasks?”

One study has suggested that the notion that theory and
practice are separate is actually a myth. They are really
different aspects of the same thing. Every theory is related to
practice in some way. And every practice is ultimately based
onsome kind of theory. It is simply a matter of strengthening
the connection (32, p.28).

Theory enables one to explain relationships among phe-
nomena. It allows one to generalize beyond one’s particular
situation tootherincidents orc ases to better understand them.
By doing so, it goes beyond explanation to open up the
possibility of prediction. To the extent that one can predict,
one may be able to control a situation to some degree (33.
p.228).

Everyone is a “theorist” to the extent that he/she holds
beliefs about something. The value of theory is that it makes
explicit what we all do implicitly. By making one’s beliefs
explicit, one becomes more aware of one’s ideology and its
strengths and weaknesses. Becoming conscious of the as-

146

sumptions and principles that underlie one’s techniques,
operations, and services is the first step toward improving
them (34, p.3).

Theory may be a determining factor in whether classific a-
tionandcatalogingin America(and, forthatmatter,librarian-
ship) deterioratesintomere craft or develops as a profession.
In order to justify their claims to be a profession, librarians
must master a body of knowledge as well as techniques,
because a profession consists of both. Theory in particular
and research in general provides the knowledge base which
characterizes a profession (35, p.375).

Being aprofessional involves prolongedtraininginabody
of abstractk nowledge which is conceptual,not just technical.
Professionals not only possess this knowledge, they help
create it. Librari ans thus needa strongertheoretic al underpin-
ning for their actions. Exposure to day today procedures and
techniques based on rulebooks or manu als without reference
to more general theoretical principles does not properly
constitute a profession (36).

Theory can thus be seen to play an important role in the
practice of any activity. The estrangement of Ameiican
classification fromits theoretical, philosophical,and concep-
tual foundations cannot continue without deleterious conse-
quences. Until this situation is corrected, it is a discipline
destinedtodiiftaimlessly, withoutalongtermvisionand with
limited prospects for development orrenewal (37,p.9).

Asonestudy ofthelibrary field warned over adecade ago,
adisciplinethat does not formulate theory does not controlits
own scientific or technical advance (38, p.391). If Ameiican
classification continues to function as more of a service than
a science, it runs the risk of forfeiting control of its destiny.
For example, the increasing technical feasibility ofthe elec-
tronic production of journals and books, including direct
dissemination to clients, necessitates that librarians take a
leadership rolein theory and research inthis area. Failure to
do so may resultin other fields taking the lead, with the result
that the library community mightend up as an occupational
dinosaur.

In all fairnesstothe American classificationcommunity, if
they are tobe expectedtotake theory more seriously, notonly
thequantity of theory butthe way that theory is disseminated
mustchange. The presentsituationin Americaisoneinwhich
infrequent articles on classification theory appear in obscure
journals or conferencereports. Since most catalogers do not
read these publications, the impactofthe articles on working
catalogerscanbe at mostindirect. They mayeventually result
in practical applications if some cataloger happens to come
across one by chance, but the few theory articles that appear
should be published in more of the mainstream journals so
that they are able toreach a wider audience (39, p.2).

There is also room for improvement in the quality of
classification theory currently being generated both here and
abroad. Presently, ittendstolack cohesive ness and synthesis.
Articles on theory tend to be random and noncumulative (40,
p-487). There appears to be little collaboration between
theorists inattempting to solve longstanding problems. Theo-
rists pay little attention to each other’s work, and essentially
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functionasindependent auteurs. Theorists areeveninconsist-
entwiththeirownindividualresearch, in thattheir theoretical
works often do not build on their previous theoretical efforts.
They frequently tend to generate new theory on new topics
without first bothering to revise or refine previous theories
they have published.

Thisisinno waytodiminish the importanceoftheory, only
to note that there is much room for improvement. More and
better theory must be created, because without theory, the
American classificationand catalogingcommunity will have
no place to tum for its new ideas.
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