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• Classifiers consistently find the rule to be the most challenging aspect of 
learning and applying the DDC, and users can be confused by its results

• The official instructions addressing the rule and its many exceptions are 
scattered across the Introduction, Glossary and the Manual, while the 
logic is not fully explained and must be pieced together

• There are many grey areas of application where subject knowledge can 
be key, especially in relation to concepts  

• Accordingly, many unreliable precedents are to be found across even  
the most trusted online catalogues   

• Meanwhile, with modern means of information retrieval, the additional 
loss of specificity engendered by the rule means that unexpressed facets 
are a greater loss than ever before

Approximating the whole: 
BL triggers for querying the rule  

Presentatör
Presentationsanteckningar

The British Library first raised issues with the rule of approximating the whole 20 years ago, in a lengthy paper submitted to the Editors by one of my predecessors. The main triggers for a revaluation are the same now as they were then:

[Click 1]

Feedback from trainees generally confirms this view; even when they understand the theory, problems inevitably recur in practice. 

Also, staff in the reading rooms regularly report that users are sometimes confused at the open-access shelves: readers understand that the classification tends to move from the general to the particular -- but are then puzzled to find very specific works in a subject area mixed in amongst general ones to the left of the shelf, as it were.  

[Click 2]

If they were to be left to their own devices, then new classifiers would also need to piece the logic together from notes, the flow charts, and most usefully from Chan and Mitchell’s out-of-print Principles and application for DDC22.

The fact that the most detailed explanation occurs in the Introduction in the section on standard subdivisions mistakenly leads some trainees to suppose that it relates only to standard subdivisions; while the clearest statement to the contrary is actually in the Glossary in the entry on Standing room, rather than that on Approximating the whole.

The emphasis placed on the rule is inconsistent: great swaithes of the scheme waive it at least to some extent, e.g.:

Wherever number building follows non-standard patterns, as with Law, the Life sciences, and especially Literature
In the social sciences, where the Editors lifted some of the restrictions on number building in the social sciences from DDC22 so that the interdisciplinary nature of more recent works might be expressed more comprehensively in the notation
Std sub -092, which is far more liberally appended whether a work approximates the whole of the notation or not, notwithstanding exceptions for philosophers, artists and authors
Some of the more dubious Class here and Subdivisions are added notes, which don’t always seem to meet the criteria for the rule

[Click 3]

Most classifiers are required to be generalists, but at the BL the process of double-checking whether an aspect of an unfamiliar topic approximates the whole can be quite time-consuming – but then classifying is an art rather than a science(!) 

[Click 4]

Nobody’s perfect, but despite due checks, many errors resulting from a misapplication of the rule can seem almost self-perpetuating. 

[Click 5]

This is the main reason why the BL queried the effectiveness of the rule. 

Of course, the approx. rule isn’t the only reason for not being able to express useful facets: there are preference tables and so on, but it exacerbates matters.

Especially with contextual searching still a real possibility, the notation could be far more comprehensive. Yes, we can map indexing terms to existing numbers, but they still need to be translated: the notation is language free, which is one of Dewey’s great strengths.     
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• To create standing room at general points in schedules so future 
expansions can be made without immediate need to reclassify stock 
affected by those changes

• Works on specific topics in a subject therefore class with general 
works and precede broader topics with their own numbers, but 
standing room is consistently located      

• When the rule is waived, such specific material is usually not solely 
located at a general number but scattered throughout a class (and 
so along the shelf)

• To add subdivisions/standard subdivisions for a work that does not 
approximate the whole is/would be to add on to an unexpressed 
stage in the hierarchy

• The correct application of the rule ensures that any resulting 
synthesis remains ‘pure’ 

Approximating the whole: Rule logic 

Presentatör
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So, in the interests of fairness, especially as I have various views to represent from the UK Forum, let’s just remind ourselves of the logic behind the rule:

[Click 1]

Actually, this can be rather a specious argument, but we’ll come back to the ideal of reclassifying later …

[Click 2]

There can’t be a number for everything, and this way more specialised works do tend to stay in broadly the same places.

[Click 3]

[Click 4]

This point is a very logical one. The traditional view is that to add wouldn’t make sense because it would involve stepping over something that’s missing – as was once demonstrated with some optimism in the Introduction with the infamous example of Black Widow spiders in California …
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595 *Arthropoda

595.4 *Chelicerata

595.44 *Araneida

Variant name: Araneae

Class here spiders

[Latrodectus genus, including Black widow 
species = in standing room at this number]

* Add as instructed under 592-599

Approximating the whole:
Black widow spiders in California  595.44

Presentatör
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Here it is: T2 notation for California may not be added to the base number for spiders for a work on Black widows because there is no notation for that species to which to append the geographic facet – and 595.44097974 currently implies a work giving at least a reasonable, representative overview of spiders in California. Since meaning lies in the whole of the number, to use that same notation for Black widows alone would be inaccurate and users could, at least in theory, be misled. As you’ll appreciate, we must stop at plain 595.44, without expressing California, leaving a specific work on Black widows amongst those on spiders in general, pending any expansion of the schedule to accommodate Black widows at their own number, based on literary warrant. 
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Processing hardwoods in Canada 674.1420971

BUT Processing elm in Canada 674.142

Periodical on traditional jazz 781.65305

BUT Periodical on Dixieland jazz 781.653

British steam locomotives 625.2610941 

BUT LNER steam locomotives 625.261

Approximating the whole – or not! 

Presentatör
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As requested, here are some more examples:

[Click 1]

Currently, at least, we shouldn’t assume that because elm is ‘just another’ hardwood we can automatically add for the location, because as things stand we shouldn’t – elm doesn’t approximate the whole universe of hardwoods in Canada, and so we would be building a number that wouldn’t mean what it would imply, and users would (at least in theory) be misled. 

[Click 2]

[Click 3]

Correct classification here also relies on some subject knowledge to avoid following incorrect precedents online.

In any case, it’s clear that some potentially useful facets are being lost, pending expansions to the schedules that might never be made.

***

However, the fact that the rule is waived on numerous occasions arguably constitutes an implicit editorial acknowledgement that there are inadequacies in the concept of approximating the whole …
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• Fewer facets for a work may be expressed in DDC numbers than would 
otherwise be the case: the rule adversely affects retrieval 

• Unexpressed facets are a greater loss than ever before re automated 
retrieval and any advances in contextual searching 

• Interfiling specific works in standing room with general ones at the same 
number runs contrary to the overall schedule arrangement from the 
general to the particular: the rule adversely affects browsing

• Some scatter already due to instructions to waive the rule throughout the 
scheme: the rule fosters an inconsistent approach to specificity

• Crucially, classifiers lacking useful subject knowledge can misclassify

Approximating the whole: Disadvantages

Presentatör
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[Click 1]

Loss of specificity – pure and simple. 

[Click 2]

In the age of the card catalogue / microfiche, the Approx Rule had more going for it, especially as space was also at a premium in the regular printed edition, but nowadays it would be possible to retrieve more facets than ever before.

[Click 3]

Often need to go up to a broader number anyway, etc., but the Approx Rule exacerbates matters. 

Reclassification does not often seem to happen in practice except in response to urgent user need – and that would likely remain the case even if the approx. rule were to be either relaxed below a certain level of the hierarchy or abolished altogether.

[Click 4]

The abolition of the rule might still produce some scatter further down the hierarchy, but would most users hold that any additional specificity would be better than none? At least that arrangement would conform more with the general notion of moving from the general to the particular within each main class.

[Click 5]

Anecdotal evidence suggests that many classifiers are following the life maxim of If in doubt, then don’t -- sometimes stopping short when they could actually have continued to build; and probably doing so more often than when adding when they shouldn’t. 

And everything we do should ultimately be for the benefit of the end user …

At the very least, if the rule is retained, the explanations should be clearer – and we must certainly not muddy the waters any more than they are at present!

***
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