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McIlwaine, Ia C. and Mitchell, Joan S. Preface to Special Issue. “What is Knowledge Organization”. 
Knowledge Organization, 35(3/2), 79-81. 
 
 
The aim of this special issue of Knowledge Organiza-
tion is to explore the definition of the interdiscipli-
nary field of “knowledge organization” through his-
torical and contemporary perspectives. The goal is to 
provide a shared framework of terminology, theories, 
methodologies, and approaches to stimulate research. 

The International Society for Knowledge Organi-
zation (ISKO) is the premier international scholarly 
society devoted to the theory and practice of knowl-
edge organization. At the Ninth International ISKO 
Conference in Vienna in July 2006, it became clear 
during informal conversations and discussions within 
the Scientific Advisory Council that there was a need 
to present a shared definition of the field of knowl-
edge organization. While a majority of ISKO mem-
bers are drawn from the field of library and informa-

tion science (LIS), interest in knowledge organization 
is not limited to the LIS field. Indeed, contributors to 
Knowledge Organization (the society’s journal) and 
to ISKO conferences represent areas of interdiscipli-
nary research and application well beyond LIS itself. 
The excitement engendered by wide interest from 
many disciplines in the field of knowledge organiza-
tion has also caused some confusion about the mean-
ing of “knowledge organization” and its relationship 
to other fields such as “knowledge management.” 

We have invited a group of authors drawn widely 
from the ISKO community and who among them 
span a half century of research in the field to address 
such questions as: 

 
– What is knowledge organization? 
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– What are the meanings of “document,” “informa-
tion,” and “knowledge” in knowledge organiza-
tion? 

– What are the defining questions in knowledge or-
ganization? 

– What fields have an interest in the defining ques-
tions of knowledge organization? 

– Which epistemologies, theories, and methodolo-
gies are relevant in the knowledge organization 
field? 

– What are some current research questions in 
knowledge organization? 

– What are the long-term research questions in 
knowledge organization? 

– What relationships are specified in the organiza-
tion of knowledge? 

– What are knowledge organization systems? 
 

We begin the issue with an interview conducted in 
December 2007 with Ingetraut Dahlberg, founder of 
ISKO and the journal Knowledge Organization. Dal-
hberg shares a fascinating history of her personal in-
volvement in the field of knowledge organization—
early work in the field of classification in Germany, 
ties to colleagues in the German and U.S. library 
automation communities, and organizational activi-
ties in Germany and on the international level. Dahl-
berg discusses the adoption of “knowledge organiza-
tion (from the German “Wissensorganisation”) as 
the term to describe ISKO, its activities, and (even-
tually) its journal. Dahlberg also discusses the gene-
sis of the Information Coding Classification (ICC), 
a fully faceted classification system she developed 
and the system used to organize subject fields in po-
sitions ending with 8 in the bibliography that ap-
pears in each issue of Knowledge Organization. She 
also shares her views on the prospects for knowledge 
organization as a discipline. 

Hjørland tackles the central question of this issue, 
“What is knowledge organization?” He describes the 
narrow meaning of knowledge organization in LIS—
activities such as document description, indexing, 
and classification; and the broad meaning of knowl-
edge organization in the sense of how knowledge is 
socially organized and how reality is organized. 
Hjørland offers a critical analysis of the different ap-
proaches to knowledge organization in LIS. He as-
serts that any knowledge organization system has a 
bias to some philosophical position, and proposes 
the key is to mediate between different views and 
develop the system in accordance with the goals and 
values of the users for which the system is intended. 

He also explores the definitions of information, 
document, and knowledge, contrasting positivist and 
pragmatic views of the last. Hjørland argues that 
knowledge organization in the narrow sense cannot 
be fully developed without considering knowledge 
organization in the broad sense. He observes that 
knowledge organization may have a theoretical base 
in the theory of knowledge. 

Tennis takes a creative approach to the question 
“What epistemologies, theories, and methodologies 
are relevant in the KO field?” by proposing a pre-
liminary classification of knowledge organization re-
search. He divides research among epistemology, 
theory, and methodology, plus three spheres of re-
search (design, study, and critique). Tennis also of-
fers a definition of knowledge organization: “the 
field of scholarship concerned with the design study, 
and critique of the processes of organizing and rep-
resenting documents that societies see as worthy of 
preserving.” At first glance, Tennis seems to place his 
definition of the field close to the “narrow meaning” 
of knowledge organization described by Hjørland, 
but it is clear in his subsequent discussion of “epis-
temology,” “theory,” and “methodology” that his 
view of the field is certainly closer to Hjørland’s de-
sire to root the theoretical base of knowledge or-
ganization in the theory of knowledge. 

López-Huertas addresses current research ques-
tions in the field of knowledge organization. She 
structures her discussion under two broad areas: 1) a 
demand for quality, and 2) a demand for managing 
emerging knowledge. López-Huertas uses “quality” 
as an umbrella term for research questions related to 
social issues (social groups, ethics, and social ques-
tions) as well as questions related to technical con-
cerns (the integration of structures, forms, and for-
mats). Under the second broad heading of managing 
emerging knowledge, she looks at work-oriented and 
organizational knowledge, with a special focus on 
what she terms “multidimensional knowledge” 
(knowledge that is multidisciplinary, interdiscipli-
nary, transdisciplinary). López-Huertas roots her 
paper in a ten-year study of the literature. The main 
question under quality is: “How to ensure quality in 
knowledge representation and organization and in-
formation retrieval in the Internet environment?” 
The quality area includes questions related to multi-
lingual and socio-cultural diversity, and the tension 
between universality and diversity. She notes special 
research interest in multilingual thesaurus construc-
tion and the treatment of indigenous knowledge. 
López-Huertas has a strong focus on gender and 
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women’s studies in her own research, and explores 
research questions related to these areas under the 
quality framework. She suggests ethics is an impor-
tant emerging topic in knowledge organization that 
perhaps has not been pursued to date by scholars at 
the same level as other topics. 

López-Huertas’ second broad framework, manag-
ing emergent knowledge, is devoted to research 
questions related to multidimensional knowledge in 
interdisciplinary domains. She explores different ap-
proaches to research on the organization of knowl-
edge in work-oriented and organizational environ-
ments. She argues that the Web environment has 
brought the organization of knowledge in interdisci-
plinary and transdisciplinary domains to the fore-
front, and there is a need to study each discipline 
within the domain in order to construct effective 
knowledge organization systems. 

Gnoli explores long-term research questions in 
knowledge organization. He presents ten questions 
to be considered in the 21st century: 

 
1.  Can knowledge organization principles be ex-

tended to a broader scope, including hypertexts, 
multimedia, museum objects, and monuments? 

2.  Can the two basic approaches, ontological and 
epistemological, be reconciled? 

3.  Can any ontological foundation of knowledge 
organization be identified? 

4.  Should disciplines continue to be the structural 
base of knowledge organization? 

5.  How can viewpoint warrant be respected? 
6.  How can knowledge organization be adapted to 

local collection needs? 
7.  How can knowledge organization deal with 

changes in knowledge? 
8.  How can knowledge organization systems repre-

sent all the dimensions listed above? 
9.  How can software and formats be improved to 

better serve these needs? 

10.  Who should do knowledge organization: infor-
mation professionals, authors or readers? 

 
In a sense, the previous papers are building blocks 
leading up to Gnoli’s ten areas—each of the authors 
preceding Gnoli is referenced by him within the ten-
question framework. 

Green addresses relationships in knowledge or-
ganization, and observes that relationships are at the 
heart of knowledge organization. Relationships in 
knowledge organization include both non-subject 
bibliographic relationships (document-to-document 
relationships, responsibility relationships) and con-
ceptual content relationships (subject relationships, 
relevance relationships). Green notes that knowledge 
organization schemes seldom express relationships 
fully and systematically. 

The final paper is a state-of-the-art review of 
knowledge organization systems by Zeng. Zeng of-
fers a taxonomy of knowledge organization systems 
(KOS) grouped loosely into the following nonexclu-
sive categories: term lists, metadata-like models, clas-
sification and categorization, and relationship mod-
els. She presents a thorough investigation of the 
structures and functions of common KOS. Zeng 
notes that in the current networked environment, all 
KOS must become machine-understandable. She ends 
her paper with a provocative statement that perhaps 
sets a general direction for the field of knowledge or-
ganization: 

 
The KOS in the networked environment do in-
herit most of the structures that the world has 
witnessed for at least a hundred years, yet net-
worked knowledge organization systems/ser- 
vices/ structures are not simply a repetition of 
the past. They are forming new semantic struc-
tures that will function with a greater impact 
far more extensive than imagined. 

 
 
 
 
 




