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Distilling Abstractions: Genre Redefining Essence 
versus Context

Lei Zhang and Hope A. Olson

LIBRARY TRENDS, Vol. 63, No. 3, 2015 (“Exploring Philosophies of Information,” edited by 
Ken Herold), pp. 540–554. © 2015 The Board of Trustees, University of Illinois

Abstract
The construction of concepts achieved by the apparently incompat-
ible ideas of essence and context is examined through genre. Essence 
is defined by essential characteristics: innate, immutable, indepen-
dent of context. Unlike essences, contexts are fluid, changing with 
time and location. Genre has the stability of the essential character-
istics that define essence and the fluidity of differing circumstances 
that define context, thus making it effective for the exploration of 
essence and context. Controlled vocabularies reveal diachronically 
and synchronically the stable/fluid ambivalence of genre classes. 
The Dewey Decimal Classification (DDC1, DDC13, DDC23) exhibits 
stability (and modest fluidity) in the Divisions, the primary reflection 
of academic disciplines one hierarchical step below the main classes 
and the development of the standard subdivisions as a slow multi-
edition evolution. Genre serves as a lens for us to better understand 
essences, contexts, and concepts and their manifestations, classes. 
Rather than being incompatible opposites, essences and contexts 
complement each other in the definition of concepts. How these 
abstractions relate to classification is a question both theoretical and 
practical to our efforts to further knowledge organization.

Introduction
What is genre for? To classify what is like? To accommodate situational 
change? To preserve essence stability? Genre has long been a source of 
uncertainty and unease in bibliographic control. Can an ontological mod-
el enlighten the complexity of genres? Can it elucidate abstractions like 
essence and context that represent our fundamental understanding of re-
ality? Genre systematically operationalized in the concrete practice of bib-
liographic control reveals when subject is linked to “aboutness,” genre is 
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linked to “is-ness” or “of-ness.” Consider the basic example of periodicals. 
It seems commonsensical that in a precoordinated controlled vocabulary 
like the Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH), subdivisions like 
“Periodicals” represent what an entity (a manifestation) is, not what it is 
about. However, the LCSH main heading “Periodicals” represents what 
an entity (an expression) is about. Likewise, when applied in cataloging 
rules, periodicals are serial publications intended to continue indefinite-
ly—until they cease. Even this superficial discussion of the mundane ex-
ample of a genre illustrates the complexity of genre. Expanded further, 
this investigation would encounter sets, series, serials, and the nineteenth-
century development of publishing and scholarly dissemination. 

This paper analyzes the complexities of genre by applying an onto-
logical framework that is itself based on established, conventional, defini-
tional standards (see Olson [2012] for a further discussion of the initial 
development of this framework). It particularly examines the controlled 
vocabularies of the Dewey Decimal Classification (DDC) across three edi-
tions, the current edition of the Library of Congress Classification (LCC), 
and a couple of thesauri to look into the stable/fluid ambivalence of 
genre classes diachronically and synchronically.

Essence and Context—and Class
The ontological framework used in this analysis focuses on the potential 
stability of generic essences compared to the flexibility of context. For 
the purposes of this paper, it will be referred to as the “framework of on-
tological abstractions” (FOAs). Like most models, FOAs offer breadth 
rather than depth. Knowledge organization systems (KOSs), such as clas-
sification schemes, subject heading lists, and thesauri, take an entity out 
of its original environment, represent it as a surrogate, and insert it into 
the very different environment of KOSs. Is there a stable essence that de-
fines a genre regardless of context? In the following, we will introduce the 
framework, apply it to genre as a concept, and examine the reflection of 
essence, context, and related abstractions in the muddy pool of genre. 
The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) (2013) is employed in understanding 
the concepts of the framework because it reflects the relevant intellectual 
discourses at work in this domain. 

Contexts have long been defined by circumstances (circumstantiae, or 
“the things that stand around”).1 Circumstantiae were used by early Chris-
tian scholars in biblical exegesis to create categories of that collectively 
constituted context (Burke, 2002, p. 154). These circumstantiae (such as 
Sedulius’s ninth-century list: person, fact, cause, time, place, mode, and 
topic) strongly resemble facets like Ranganathan’s PMEST (personality, 
matter, energy, space, time). Circumstances are variables, each having its 
own values that, in different combinations, define different contexts. For 
example, in this paper, we use three different editions of DDC published 
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in three different years: 1876, 1932, 2011. Even if all of the other circum-
stances were the same, each variation in the circumstance of “time” de-
fines a different context.

Context suggests a synthesis, a wholeness built of parts. KOSs are texts; 
they weave circumstances (or facets) together into particular contexts.2 
Contexts, however, should not be confused with classes. The circumstances 
that define contexts are outside of the objects that populate contexts, and 
the circumstances define the context, not the object. Classes are defined 
by commonalities; that is, the boundaries of a class are determined by the 
common attributes or commonalities held by the objects within the class.3 
Hence, the definition of a class is evident according to what is within the 
objects. If there are no common traits, there can be no classes.

Contexts and circumstances and commonalities and classes are decid-
edly fluid. Contexts are defined by circumstances; classes are defined by 
commonalities. Contexts clearly have multiple, dynamic circumstances; 
classes may be defined by multiple, changing commonalities. The rela-
tionships among circumstances, contexts, commonalities, classes, and 
concepts are shown in figure 1. Essences bear the weight of providing 
stability; they are different in that they cannot be subdivided. Therefore, 
essences are innate, natural, and “hard-wired.” Essences are immutable; 
they do not change. Essences are independent and internal and are not 
affected by context. Is this really the case? The OED’s seventh definition of 
essence is perhaps most apt.4 The language used in this definition is singu-
lar (rather than plural), a quality compatible with its unchanging and in-
dependent nature. However, the OED provides eight different definitions 
that vary in their claims of independence and immutability. A physical 
presence is implied when essence is described as in 7.b: “Objective char-
acter, intrinsic nature as a ‘Thing-in-itself’; ‘that internal constitution, on 
which all the sensible properties depend.’” Other definitions limit essence 
to the immaterial: the second and fourth definitions (see endnote 4) have 
emerged from texts published from the fourteenth through the twentieth 
centuries. Collectively, they leave an equivocal definition to sort out: “8. 
Loosely. The most important indispensable quality or constituent element 
of anything; the specific difference, of the essence (of): indispensable (to).”

Genre
According to the OED (2013), genre is “1.a. Kind; sort; style. 1.b. spec. A par-
ticular style or category of works of art; esp. a type of literary work charac-
terized by a particular form, style, or purpose.” It is “a category of artistic, 
musical, or literary composition characterized by a particular style, form, 
or content” (Genre, Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2013). Although organiz-
ing information by genre can be traced back as early as Plato, who catego-
rized literary genres into poetry, drama, and prose, it lacks a full and clear 
definition toward genre in the field of knowledge organization (KO). 
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Genre has been addressed in the KO literature in regard to metadata 
schemas, description, access, and encoding, where the term form is likely 
to appear as its alternative. The Library of Congress Genre/Form Terms for Li-
brary and Archival Materials (LCGFT) (Library of Congress, 2011) leaves 
the distinction between genre and form equivocal by referring to the for-
mer as works characterized by similar plots, themes, settings, situations, 
and characters, while the latter as a particular format and/or purpose. 
The only genre definition in Resource Description and Access (American Li-
brary Association, 2012) states that the form of work is a class or genre 
to which a work belongs, treating genre as a referent of form in some 
cases. Nevertheless, the significance of genre in KO is shown through a 
number of entries included in the Online Dictionary for Library and Infor-
mation Science (Reitz, 2013): genre, subgenre, genre/form terms, form, 
form subdivision, and so on; in the third edition of the Encyclopedia of 
Information and Library Sciences: genre theory and research (Schryer, 2010) 
and internet genres (Crowston, 2010); and in The Epistemological Lifeboat  
(Hjørland & Nicolaisen, 2010): genre, domain analysis, writing studies, 
and so on. 

The appearance of a document enables one to be aware of its form, 
which, in turn, enables one to be aware of its type of content and use, thus 
the distinctive and salient structural cues can tell the document’s identity. 

Figure 1. The relationships among circumstances, contexts, commonalities, 
classes, and concepts.
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A genre, embodied in a text, image, audio, or video, is recognizable for 
its conventional structure and content and typical communicative pur-
pose. Genre is characterized by its stability, which makes one genre being 
distinguishable from another, and generally communicable between the 
producer and the recipient. The genre is a convention, so the producer 
conforms to the expectations of that genre, and the recipient knows what 
to expect from that genre. For example, we usually browse by genre, such 
as thriller, comedy, action, and so on, to find movies of interest, or by 
genres like rock, country, jazz, and so on when we download music. 

However, genres are “stabilized enough” though “constantly evolving” 
(Schryer, 2010, p. 1936), although the changes are usually subtle and 
will only be observable over time. From the three basic categories of lit-
erature divided by Plato to over a hundred genres spawned on the Web, 
some genres have split off from old ones, integrated from old ones, or 
evolved out of old ones (Crowston, 2010; Schryer, 2010). Undoubtedly, 
the Web environment spurs the fluidity of genre; the exponential grow-
ing of digital genres demonstrates the impact of digitality (Smith, 1996). 
One representative example is the blog, a hybrid genre that is drawn from 
both off-line and online sources, among which are journal blogs (derived 
from diaries) and filter blogs (derived from letters to the editor). Even 
the academic-journal-article genre has found its counterparts: adapted 
genres with linking or embedding information in articles or novel genres 
for reporting research results, such as datasets, software, and so on. Cor-
respondingly, a genre metadata element is needed. In the fifteen basic 
elements of widely used metadata schema Dublin Core, there is a “type” 
element to describe the nature or genre of the resource, and a controlled 
vocabulary set is recommended for use. In addition, there is a “format” el-
ement to describe the file format, physical medium, or dimensions of the 
resource. The top-level elements of another metadata schema, MODS, 
also include “genre” and “type of Resource” (controlled), mapping onto 
“type” in Dublin Core. 

As “typified rhetorical actions based in recurrent situations” (Miller, 
1994, p. 31) and “a distinctive type of communicative action, characterized 
by a socially recognized communicative purpose and common aspects of 
form” (Orlikowski & Yates, 1994, p. 543), genre can reveal the communi-
cative practices and their changes in a community. Hence, genre is not 
simply a text but a text in context; it is concerned with the contextuality 
that shapes the text, and, in turn, that is shaped by text. Any genre-related 
terms, such as genre system, genre chain, genre repertoire, or genre ecology, indi-
cate that a genre can never exist independent of other related genres, its 
agents who routinely use the genre, the domain where the genre grows 
and evolves, and the task the genre intends to accomplish. Genre, both 
traditional and digital, fits in the intersection of the philosophy of infor-
mation (PI) (Floridi, 2011) and library and information science (LIS); it 
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offers a broader scope to view an infosphere that humans as social inforgs 
inhabit, and genre is an important informational entity in the construc-
tion and deconstruction of an infosphere. 

Although genre has aroused increasing interest in LIS (Andersen, 
2002), it lacks sufficient attention to the role of genre in classification and 
bibliographic control. Nevertheless, genre is popular in organizing infor-
mation, manifested in shelving in the public libraries and bookstores, in 
the faceted search of library catalogs online, and in the arrangement of 
works in library classification schemes, subject heading lists, and thesauri. 
Genre is fluid as well as stable, thus making it effective for exploration of 
essence and context.

Stability and Fluidity of Genre Classes
Classification is referred to as gathering materials by shared characteris-
tics—that is, commonalities, usually of subject. Library classification num-
bers used to organize the library materials are assigned in accordance with 
the primary subject heading, which, in turn, describes the significant con-
tent of the material—hence, aboutness. However, a noticeable number of 
classes and subclasses are nonsubject; for example, “010 Bibliography” in 
DDC indicates that these are bibliographies, not about bibliographies. If a 
concept is beyond subject, beyond aboutness, we need to understand the 
nonsubject, concept-like genre in classification, and, furthermore, the es-
sence and context that is within and extended from genre classes.

We first tracked the treatment of genre in DDC by examining its three 
editions: the first edition conceived by Melvil Dewey in 1876 (DDC1), the 
thirteenth edition published in 1932 (DDC13) (Fellows & Getchell)—the 
last edition under Dewey’s direction (and using Dewey’s “simplified spell-
ing”)—and the most recent edition, the twenty-third, which came out in 
2011 (DDC23) (Mitchell, Beall, Green, Martin, & Panzer). The DDC ex-
hibits stability and modest fluidity in the Divisions, which are one hier-
archical step below the main classes, the primary reflection of academic 
disciplines, and the development of the standard subdivisions as a slow 
multiedition evolution. 

The genre-related divisions are gathered under the main class “000 
General Works,” and the first nine divisions of the subsequent main class-
es. As shown in table 1, the divisions in General Works grow from six in 
DDC1 to nine in DDC13 with the addition of “Library economy,” “Gener-
al collected essays,” and “Journalism General newspapers,” and shrink to 
eight in DDC23 with the removal of “General collected essays.” Divisions 
010, 030, 050, and 070 address genres, and the latter three are further 
divided by language or geography. Sections of “010 Bibliography” across 
these three editions reveal the history and evolvement of the bibliography 
and catalog genre and its subgenres, as shown in table 2. 

The bibliographic record, as a genre, is the product of the social- 
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communicative activity in organizing knowledge. The various biblio-
graphical data or data elements in the bibliographic record each tell a 
history, each perform a particular task, and each reveal something about 
the work they are representing and materializing (Andersen, 2002). The 
data elements—for example, author, title, subject, and so on—are the es-
sential substance of a bibliographic record, and they construct a genre 
as bibliographic record. However, the concept of bibliographic record as a 
genre is fluid due to the changes in its context over time. The epistemic 
existence of various bibliographies and catalogs are intended to serve 
knowledge-organizing activities at different times. The dictionary catalog 
was the predominant form of library catalog in North America prior to 
the conversion of card catalogs into machine-readable form. In table 2, 
the three editions provide a glimpse of the lifecycle of dictionary catalogs; 
the “019 Dictionary catalogs” is absent in DDC1 and obsolete in DDC23 
(indicated by the square brackets). The “018 Author catalogs” and the 
“Subject catalogs,” the two components of a dictionary catalog, show a 
decline throughout the years: “017 Subject catalogs” merged into “016 
Special subjects” in later editions, while “018 Author catalogs” turned out 
as obsolete, including author and other entries in DDC23, since multiple 
access points are available for online catalogs today.

In DDC1, form distinctions were introduced in the first nine divisions 
of each class with the same set of numbers: “1 Philosophy,” “2 Compends,” 
“3 Dictionaries,” “4 Essays,” “5 Periodicals,” “6 Societies,” “7 Education,” 
“9 History,” and varied forms for number 8. The rationale of this arrange-
ment was stated by Dewey (1876) in the preface to the first edition:

Table 1. Divisions of the DDC’s main-class “000 General Works”

DDC1 DDC13 DDC23

010 Bibliography
020 Book rarities
030 General cyclopedias
040 Polygraphy
050 General periodicals
060 General societies

010 Bibliography
020 Library economy
030 General cyclopedias
040 General collected essays
050 General periodicals 

Magazines
060 General learned 

societies
070 Journalism General 

newspapers
080 Polygrafy Special 

libraries
090 Book rarities

010 Bibliographies
020 Library & and 

information sciences
030 Encyclopedias & and 

books of facts
050 Magazines, journals, 

and & serials
060 Associations, 

organizations, and & 
museums

070 News media, 
journalism, and & 
publishing

080 Quotations
090 Manuscripts & and rare 

books

Divisions 010, 030, 050, and 070 address genres and the latter three are further divided by 
language or geography. Sections of 010 Bibliography across these three editions reveal the 
history and evolvement of the bibliography and catalog genre and its subgenres, as shown 
in table 2. 
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The classification is mainly made by subjects or content regardless of 
form; but it is found practically useful to make an additional distinction 
in these general treatises, according to the form of treatment adopted. 
Thus, in Science we have a large number of books treating of Science 
in general, and so having a 0 for the Division number. These books are 
then divided into Sections, as are those of the other Classes according 
to the form they have taken on. We have the Philosophy and His-
tory of Science, Scientific Compends, Dictionaries, Essays, Periodicals, 
Societies, Education, and Travels, — all having the common subject, 
NATURAL SCIENCE, but treating it in these varied forms. These form 
distinctions are introduced here because the number of general works 
is large, and the numerals allow of this division, without extra labor for 
the numbers from 501 to 509 would otherwise be unused. (pp. 3–4; 
emphasis in original)

This statement somewhat echoes the only mentioning of genre in an ap-
pendix of the US thesaurus-construction standard ANSI/NISO Z39.19-
2005, Guidelines for the Construction, Format, and Management of Monolin-
gual Controlled Vocabularies (National Information Standards Organiza-
tion, 2005), which suggests genre as additional criteria to group terms 
into broad classes for faceted display. Form distinctions were further 
developed without substantial changes half a century later as in DDC13: 
“1 Filosofy, theories, etc.”; “2 Compends, outlines, etc.”; “3 Dictionaries, 

Table 2. Sections of the DDC’s “Division 010 Bibliography”

DDC1 DDC13 DDC23

011 General bibliographies
012 Special forms
013 Manuscripts
014 Anonyms, pseudonyms, 

& c.
015 Special countries
016 Special subjects
017 Subject catalogues
018 Authors’ catalogues
019 Library economy and 

reports

011 General bibliographies
012 Of individuals
013 Of special classes of   

  authors
014 Of special forms:  

  pseudonyims, etc.
015 Of special countries
016 Of special subjects
017 Clast Class catalogs
018 Author catalogs
019 Dictionary catalogs

011 Bibliographies and 
catalogs

012 Bibliographies and 
catalogs of individuals

014 Bibliographies and 
catalogs of anonymous 
and pseudonymous 
works

015 Bibliographies and 
catalogs of works from 
specific places

016 Bibliographies and 
catalogs of works on 
specific subjects

017 General bibliographies 
and catalogs of works 
held in specific 
collections or offered 
for sale

[018] Catalogs arranged by 
author, main entry, 
date, or register 
number

[019] Dictionary catalogs
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cyclopedias, etc.”; “4 Essays, lectures, letters, etc.”; “5 Periodicals, maga-
zines, etc.”; “6 Societies, associations, transactions, reports, etc.”; “7 Edu-
cation, study, teaching, training, etc.”; “8 Poligrafy, collections, etc.”; and 
“9 History.”5 These forms continue throughout the years up to the pres-
ent, although DDC23 does not address form distinctions separately in its 
preface. However, moderate changes are observable in DDC23: “Section 2 
miscellany,” “Section 4 social activities,” and “Section 6 organizations and 
management” have switched away from the focus as in earlier editions. 

Furthermore, DDC23 applies more genre terms via the auxiliary tables, 
especially table 3, “Standard Subdivisions for the Arts, for Individual Lit-
eratures, and for Specific Literary Forms.” The form distinctions initiated 
in DDC1, developed through a specific form-divisions table in DDC13, 
appear as table 1, “Standard Subdivisions,” in DDC23: “Philosophy and 
theory,” “Miscellany,” “Dictionaries, encyclopedias, concordances,” “Spe-
cial topics,” “Serial publications,” “Organizations and management,” 
“Education, research, related topics,” “Groups of people,” and “History, 
geographic treatment, biography.” In the first edition, where class stops at 
the third place, genres appear more often in the schedules, such as “328 
Legislative annals,” “329 Political essays and speeches,” “379 Reports,” 
“620 Instruments and field books,” and “658 Business manuals,” which 
were dropped in the later editions.

Genres as a product of situated communication vary with domains. Un-
surprisingly, the discipline of literature produces a larger set of genres. In 
DDC23, American, English, German, French, Italian, and Spanish litera-
tures each have seven sections for poetry, drama, fiction, essays, speeches, 
letters, and satire and humor genres, while Latin and Greek literature 
uses four sections associated with poetry: dramatic poetry, epic poetry, lyr-
ic poetry, and poetry in general. The principle of parallel content did not 
apply to Latin and Greek literatures in the first edition, where Philosophy 
and History sections were included and poetry spanned four sections—
for example, Latin/Greek poetry, Dramatic, Epic, Lyric—but throughout 
the years, the schedule evolved to be similar to that of literatures in other 
languages. For example, in DDC23, they are: Latin/Classical Greek po-
etry, Latin/Classical Greek dramatic poetry and drama, Latin/Classical 
Greek epic poetry and fiction, and Latin/Classical Greek lyric poetry. It 
shows the history and tradition of literature in Latin and Greek and the 
status of poetry in Latin and Greek literatures, since dramatic, epic, and 
lyric are the three basic categories of poetry first divided by Aristotle. The 
evolution of DDC also suggests the fluidity of literary genre as follows: the 
rise of American literature, since the Division 810 was “Treatises and col-
lections” in DDC1 and changed to “American literature” in the two later 
editions; in the first edition of DDC, satire and humor was distinguished 
between Latin satire and Greek humor, and was separate for all other 
literatures; and “fiction” was first named “romance,” and “speeches” was 
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originally titled “oratory.” Additionally, music, first broadly classed as dra-
matic music and church music, now has a rich genre development; and 
the only “genre”-named class is under painting: for example, “754 Genre 
Paintings” in DDC23. This corroborates the definitions of genre by both 
the OED and the Merriam-Webster Dictionary in which the word first appears 
as a category of artistic, musical, or literary work. 

Religion, a discipline of perennial significance in Western culture, ex-
hibits a variety of genre classes in DDC: “249 Religious fiction and an-
ecdote,” “252–259 Sermons” (DDC1); “244 Miscellany: religious novels, 
Sunday school books, allegories, satires, etc.”, “245 Hymnology Religious 
poetry,” “252 Sermons” (DDC13); “242 Devotional literature,” “243 Evan-
gelistic writings for individuals and families,” “252 Texts of sermons,” and 
“270 History, geographic treatment, biography of Christianity” (DDC23). 
The genre-related classes also indicate which genres are most likely used 
for particular disciplines. For example, the genre “dictionary” plays a 
more important role in the discipline of language even though it is gener-
ally applicable, as does “biography” in the discipline of history; and maps, 
almanacs, and chronology are more likely associated with the astronomy 
discipline than others.

Like DDC, LCC divides main classes by academic disciplines, and sub-
classes by branches of the disciplines. It is largely based on literary war-
rant and develops form divisions individually under each subject. Broader 
subjects, which hold a larger amount of library materials, have more form 
divisions, while narrower subjects do not. There are many form tables 
in “Class K, Law”; furthermore, two LCC tables were published as sepa-
rate volumes: “K Tables Form Division Tables for Law” for Class K and 
“Language and Literature Tables” for Class P-PZ. Although genre is not so 
widely used as facet in LCC, the arrangement of works within each class or 
subclass moves from general to specific, usually starting from the general-
form divisions as indicated below: 

Forms 
   Periodicals, Societies, Congresses, Directories, Collections, Diction- 
         aries, etc.
  Philosophy
  History
  Biography
  General works 
  Study and teaching
  Subjects and more specific topics within those subjects

Scholarly disciplines offer varying circumstances that define differing 
contexts. Specialized thesauri are ontological representations of disci-
plines, meaning that their treatment of genre embodies that of the dis-
cipline as a whole. For example, a total of 231 types and forms of materi-
als delimiters are used in A Women’s Thesaurus (Capek, 1987), and 34 in 
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the Thesaurus of Aging Terminology (Rimkus, Melinchok, McEvoy, & Yeager, 
2005). Both contain the following terms, showing the common genres 
across social science studies dealing with groups of people: bibliographies, 
book reviews, commentaries, directories, encyclopedias, filmographies, glossaries, in-
terviews, narratives, photographs, plays, speeches, and surveys. 

Essence and Context through the Lens of  
Genre Classes
We approach the end of our exploration confronting the question “What 
is the real relationship between contexts and concepts, and classes?” 
through the lens of genre, and also the question: “Where does genre fit 
in?” (from Olson, 2012). We are interested in what genre will tell us when 
we view the framework where commonalities police classes; circumstances 
define contexts; and concepts complement classes and are generalized 
from instances in contexts. 

A comparison between controlled vocabularies regarding genre both 
diachronically and synchronically enables us to reflect on the previously 
proposed framework, particularly the relationships between concepts and 
contexts, between concepts and classes, and between classes and contexts. 
But first, what is the relationship between genre and concepts, contexts, 
or classes? Not all things can be taken or named as genre. When the home 
page comes as the first unique digital genre, it has formed its character-
istics different from other genres. Genre is so-called because it creates 
shared expectations of the form and content of communication; thus, if a 
document is produced conforming to its genre conventions, a mere men-
tion of the form should inform the reader about its typical content before 
he or she actually interacts with it, due to the concept the reader has in 
regard to a particular genre. The concept of genre does not include sub-
ject only but instead contains richer information: the form, the content, 
the purpose, the usual context where it is in use, and even its intended 
audience. 

Genre is, in essence, an integration of aboutness, of-ness, and is-ness 
for its multidimensions. A fiction, a piece of music, an image, or a film is 
likely being described as of-ness instead of aboutness, and form and genre 
are likely being taken as is-ness. Is-ness indicates the nature of genre—it is 
something rather than about something. However, it is form, one aspect of 
genre that is equivalent to is-ness; the other two aspects of genre, content 
and function, are mapped onto aboutness and of-ness, respectively. Genre 
can always reveal the context of a work and be best described by of-ness 
rather than the other two, since of, as defined by the OED, deals with tem-
poral and spatial aspects and constitutes the situation of an event. It is no 
surprise that fiction, music, image, and film have the most manifestations 
of genres.
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Svenonius (2004) addresses the following three theories as backbones 
of knowledge representation: operationalism, the referential or picture theory 
of meaning, and the contextual or instrumental theory of meaning. The essence 
of genre relates to the picture theory of meaning, where the extensional 
meaning of the word poetry is the set of all poetry, by different authors, 
at different times, in different places, in different languages, on paper 
to read or on a CD to listen to, but they contain the most important in-
dispensable quality or constituent element to make them identifiable as 
poetry. The referent of the word poetry is the concept of poetry, with all the 
typical genre characteristics that poetry must have. 

A concept of a different genre usually includes a different context as-
sociated with that genre, and therefore a genre class incorporates the con-
text of that genre. The similarities of literary genre are based on four 
main types of similarities: mental attitudes of authors, the effects on a 
reader’s mind, verbal constructs, and imaginative worlds evoked by ver-
bal constructs (Hernadi, 1972). These similarities are also applicable to 
genres beyond literary works and therefore real worlds by the verbal evo-
cations. Once a document is labeled as a genre, all of the characteristics 
essential to that genre, including its contexts, will be attributed to that 
document. Genre is an important descriptor or delimiter used in knowl-
edge organization, since it facilitates the user’s recognition of a document 
by conveying its characteristics of form, content, and essential function—
that is, the context in which it is likely to be used. 

The context of genre relates to the instrumental theory of meaning, 
where a word is defined in terms of its use rather than its referent. We 
can always expect the use of poetry to be different from that of essay. 
The consistent use of a genre in its context assigns the meaning of that 
genre with its unique function, and therefore the meaning of genre class 
with pragmatism. The instrumental approach is powerful, and likewise 
the contextual role that genre plays is more important than its referen-
tial role. Whether a genre is used to indicate what it is or is mix-used to 
indicate what it is about, a genre can express what beyond the subject can 
reveal. A music piece is better described by genre, so also for a painting. 
When used as a facet, no matter whether in the library classification as a 
subdivision or in the interface as an option for browsing and searching, 
genre enhances and extends the expressiveness of meaning. 

The entering, obsoleting, and rearranging of genre-related classes in 
classification systems are a reflection of changes in their contexts, as il-
lustrated by the changes in DDC over time. For example, is the satire and 
humor in today’s DDC an equivalent to the Latin satire and Greek humor 
in its first edition? A fiction is conceptualized differently from a romance, 
and a speech differently from an oratory. Furthermore, genre classes in-
form us of the ontology of a discipline like literature where almost all 
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classes are of genre, and also the statuses of disciplines like religion and 
law, which have larger amounts of documents and thus require more 
genre distinction. 

Concept is supposed to be subjective, while class, objective. The essenc-
es are innate, immutable, and independent of context; unlike essences, 
contexts are fluid, changing with time and location. However, when class 
is in use, the boundary between the concept of a class and a class itself is 
not so distinct. The concept plays a role in the use of class, especially for 
the genre class. The concept of genre class may be inclusive of context, 
and it has been evidenced that the emergence and evolution of genre 
class can hardly be independent of context. Fundamentally, genre has the 
nature of context, since a genre always embodies people’s action and vi-
sion. Genre as class is special: it inherits the essential characteristics of 
class, but unlike class, involves context as part of its essential characteris-
tics. 

Genre serves as a lens for us to better understand essences, contexts, 
and concepts and their manifestations, classes. Rather than being incom-
patible opposites, essences and contexts complement each other in the 
definition of concepts. This echoes Floridi’s (2004) claim that there is no 
unified theory of information, but “a distributed network of connected 
concepts, linked by mutual and dynamic influences that are not necessar-
ily genetic or genealogical” (p. 660). Nevertheless, how these abstractions 
relate to classification is a question both theoretical and practical to our 
endeavoring efforts to further knowledge organization. 

Notes
 1. circumstance: “2. a. pl. The logical surroundings or ‘adjuncts’ of an action; the time, place, 

manner, cause, occasion, etc., amid which it takes place” (OED, 2013).
 2. context: “1. The weaving together of words and sentences; construction of speech, literary 

composition. Obs. . . . 4. a. concr. The whole structure of a connected passage regarded in its 
bearing upon any of the parts which constitute it; the parts which immediately precede or 
follow any particular passage or ‘text’ and determine its meaning. (Formerly circumstance 
q.v. 1c.)” (OED, 2013).

 3. class: “2. a. A set or category of things having some related properties or attributes in 
common, grouped together, and differentiated from others under a general name or 
description; a kind, a sort” (OED, 2013).

 4. essence: “2. a. concr. Something that is; an existence, entity. Now restricted to spiritual or 
immaterial entities. . . . 4. a. ‘Substance’ in the metaphysical sense; the reality underlying 
phenomena; absolute being. . . . 7. That which constitutes the being of a thing; that ‘by 
which it is what it is’” [emphasis added]. . . . 7. b. Objective character, intrinsic nature as a 
‘Thing-in-itself’; ‘that internal constitution, on which all the sensible properties depend’” 
(OED, 2013).

 5. The texts by Melvil Dewey appear here as they were written; some are expressed in Dewey’s 
simplified spelling.

References
American Library Association, Joint Steering Committee for Development of RDA. (2012). 

Resource description and access. Retrieved August 12, 2013, from http://access.rdatoolkit.org



 distilling abstractions/zhang & olson 553

Andersen, J. (2002). Materiality of works: The bibliographic record as work. Cataloging and 
Classification Quarterly, 33(3–4), 39–65.

Burke, P. (2002). Context in context. Common Knowledge, 8(1), 152–177. 
Capek, M. E. S. (Ed.). (1987). A women’s thesaurus: An index of language used to describe and locate 

information by and about women. New York: Harper & Row.
Crowston, K. (2010). Internet genres. In M. Bates & M. N. Maack (Eds.), Encyclopedia of library 

and information sciences (3rd ed., pp. 2983–2995). New York: Taylor & Francis.
Dewey, M. (1876). A classification and subject index for cataloguing and arranging the books and 

pamphlets of a library. Hartford, CT: Case, Lockwood & Brainard.
Fellows, D., & Getchell, M. W. (Eds.). (1932). Decimal classification and relative index, by Melvil 

Dewey . . . for libraries and personal use, in arranging for immediate reference, books, pamphlets, 
clippings, pictures, manuscript notes and other material (devised by M. Dewey) (13th ed.). Lake 
Placid Club, NY: Forest Press.

Floridi, L. (2004). LIS as applied philosophy of information: A reappraisal. Library Trends, 
52(3), 658–665. 

Floridi, L. (2011). The philosophy of information. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Genre (2013). Merriam-Webster Dictionary. Retrieved August 12, 2013, from http://www.merriam 

-webster.com/dictionary/genre
Hernadi, P. (1972). Beyond genre: New directions in literary classification. Ithaca, NY: Cornell 

University Press.
Hjørland, B., & Nicolaisen, J. (2010). The epistemological lifeboat. Retrieved August 12, 2013, 

from http://www.iva.dk/jni/lifeboat/info.asp?subjectid=83
Library of Congress. (2011). Frequently asked questions about Library of Congress genre 

/form terms for library and archival materials (LCGFT). Retrieved August 12, 2013, from http://
www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/genre_form_faq.pdf

Miller, C. R. (1994). Genre as social action. In A. Freedman & P. Medway (Eds.), Genre and the 
new rhetoric (pp. 23–42). London: Routledge.

Mitchell, J. S., Beall, J., Green, R., Martin, G., & Panzer, M. (Eds.). (2011). Dewey decimal clas-
sification and relative index (devised by M. Dewey) (23rd ed.). Dublin, OH: OCLC Online 
Computer Library Center.

National Information Standards Organization. (2005). Guidelines for the construction, format, 
and management of monolingual controlled vocabularies (ANSI/NISO Z39.19-2005 [R2010]). 
Bethesda, MD: Author.

Olson, H. A. (2012). Distilling essence, enforcing shibboleth. In J. A. Chaves Guimarães &  
V. Dobedei (Eds.), Desafios e perspectivas científicas para a organização e representação do conhe-
cimento na atualidade (pp. 107–121). Marília, São Paulo: ISKO-Brasil / FUNDEPE. 

Orlikowski, W. J., & Yates, J. (1994). Genre repertoire: The structuring of communicative 
practices in organizations. Administrative Science Quarterly, 39(4), 541–574.

Oxford English Dictionary (OED). (2013). Retrieved August 12, 2013, from http://www.oed.com
Reitz, J. M. (Ed.). (2013). Online dictionary for library and information science. Retrieved August 

12, 2013, from http://www.abc-clio.com/ODLIS/odlis_g.aspx
Rimkus, A., Melinchok, M. D., McEvoy, K., & Yeager, A. K. (Eds.). (2005). Thesaurus of aging 

terminology (8th ed.). Washington, DC: AARP.
Schryer, C. F. (2010). Genre theory and research. In M. Bates & M. N. Maack (Eds.), Encyclopedia 

of library and information sciences (3rd ed.) (pp. 1934–1942). New York: Taylor & Francis.
Smith, B. C. (1996). On the origin of objects. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Svenonius, E. (2004). The epistemological foundations of knowledge representations. Library 

Trends, 52(3), 571–587.

Lei Zhang received her PhD in library and information studies from the University 
of British Columbia and conducted postdoctoral research in the Information Orga-
nization Research Group at the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee. Her research 
areas include information organization and information interaction, particularly the 
role of genre in organizing, structuring, presenting, and linking information. She 
has published articles in academic journals and conference proceedings, including 
Journal of the Association for Information Science and Technology and Proceedings of the 



554 library trends/winter 2015

Association for Information Science and Technology Annual Meeting. She won an award 
in the ALISE/Jean Tague-Sutcliffe Doctoral Student Research Poster Competition. 
She is currently teaching in the School of Information at San José State University.

Hope A. Olson is a professor emeritus in the School of Information Studies at the 
University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee. Her research addresses classification theory 
and problems of bias in subject access to information and is grounded in analyses 
of texts ranging from seminal works to the records in library catalogs. She has pub-
lished for both scholarly and professional audiences, including “The Power to Name: 
Representation in Library Catalogues” (2001), and The Power to Name: Locating the 
Limits of Subject Representation in Libraries (2002); coauthored Subject Analysis in Online 
Catalogs (2nd ed., with J. J. Boll) (2001); and edited the volume Information Resources 
in Women’s Studies and Feminism (2002). She was editor-in-chief of the international 
scholarly journal Knowledge Organization from 2000 to 2004. In her retirement, she 
continues to focus on her own research and on projects with colleagues and students. 




