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Faceted classification

Ranganathan devised facets 
as a method to create 
classmarks by synthesis of 
simpler elements
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Faceted classification

V institutions
4d ruled by: law of torts
8sh concerned with: wildlife

V8sh4d institutions concerned with wildlife 
ruled by law of torts



Free classification

Alternatively, synthesis can be done by 
simple juxtaposition of concepts:

V institutions
Sh wildlife

V Sh institutions (in some relation with) wildlife



Free classification

This technique has been called free classification 
by Jean-Claude Gardin 

[Free classifications and faceted classifications: their exploitation 
with computers, in Classification research: proc. int. conf. 
Elsinore 1964, Munksgaard, Copenhagen, 1965, p. 161-176]

It works like phase relationships in classifications 
like UDC and Colon:

3:572.028



V8sh faceted classification uses facets

while

V Sh free classification uses phases



Free classification

The first examples 
were used for 
punched cards

e.g. Brisch Building 
classification (1926):

13 35 538 thermal properties : steel : refrigerators

[Kyle, Special libraries, 47 (1956), 100-105]



Free classification

It also suits computer applications, as each 
concept can be retrieved separately by 
searching for the corresponding notation.

“wildlife” Sh



Free classification

Sh wildlife

Sh Ksr wildlife: rivers
U Sh economy: wildlife
V Sh institutions: wildlife
Xg Sh painting: wildlife

Results can be sorted systematically



Free classification

Traditional classifications
(DDC, UDC) 
can be used in this way
for retrieval purposes, by
assigning multiple classes
to a document

Example: 
NEBIS opac [Pika]



Free classification

(though items are sorted 
alphabetically rather 
than systematically)

This is also what keyword indexing does

A fashionable version     
of keywords are 
folskonomies



Free classification

drawback: the kind of relationship 
between concepts is not expressed, 
though sometimes it can be relevant...

dogs : postmen : bites

???

especially in the “soft sciences” [Austin]



So, why not joining the merits of 
free classification with those of 
faceted classification ?

The resulting monster is...



...Freely faceted classification

[Derek Austin, The CRG research into a freely faceted
scheme, in Classification in the 1970s: a second 
look, edited by Arthur Maltby, Bingley, London, 
1976, p. 158-194]

NB: Ranganathan and his Indian scholars use “freely faceted 
classification” in a slightly different sense

[Ranganathan 1967, Prolegomena, section CY
Wali & Koul 1972, Development of notation in freely faceted 

classification: a case study, Herald in library science, 11, n. 1, 
p. 30-43]



Freely faceted classification

Developed within NATO-granted          
CRG research for a new general scheme

mainly by
Douglas Foskett and Derek Austin 

then partially evolved 
into the PRECIS verbal system

photo
wanted...
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Freely faceted classification

• Any concept has a constant notation, and

• can be combined with any other

• by expressing the kind of relationship.

• Concepts are not bound to disciplinary classes, 
but organized in classes of phenomena.

[Austin 1969, Prospects for a new general classification, 
J. librarianship, 1, n. 3, p. 149-169]



FFC: constant notation

Sh2a wildlife in Atlantic ocean

Sh7n wildlife used as food

Tni60sh vessels damaged by wildlife

V8sh institutions dealing with wildlife

Xg8sh painting of wildlife



FFC: free combinations

Tni60sh vessels damaged by wildlife

Sh60tni wildlife damaged by vessels

the notions of facet and of phase
here tend to merge...



FFC: citation order

Facets of the same relevance are cited in a 
standard citation order (like in classic FC)

but focus facets can be promoted to the leading 
positions (like in Nuovo Soggettario)

Sh7n2a wildlife used for food in Atlantic

Sh2a7n Atlantic wildlife, used for food



FFC: integrative levels

E atoms
F molecules
L cells
M organisms
N populations
R communities
W cultures
...

increasing
organization



The heresy

Disciplines !

or phenomena...
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The León manifesto

• interdisciplinarity

• requires some new KOS

• based on phenomenanomena

• allowing to shift between perspectivesshift between perspectives

• by analytico-synthetic techniques



Existing freely faceted
verbal indexing systems

• relational indexing [Farradane, 1950s]

• Syntol  [Gardin, 1960s]

• PRECIS [Austin, 1970s]

• POPSI  [Bhattacharyya, 1980s]



ILC project



FFC problems

More freedom requires more skills...

Users want simple notation (a virtue of DDC and BC2)

Austin concluded that FFC was good for IR, while 
mark-and-park systems were good for shelving

two separate systems?!



Possible solutions

• Indexers can be helped by
semi-automatical classification, and

• assisted by 
visual interfaces



Possible solutions

• Notation can be shortened 
by extra-defined foci 

25 [Ny] in environment
Nyc oceanic environment
25c in oceanic environment



Possible solutions

• only using letters, digits, and brackets

Abcd9e(5fg)8h

main class facets subfacets



A property of free/FFC

items with more facets are more 
retrievable (by one facet or another)

paradoxically, specialized documents 
tend to be retrieved more often

a balanced cataloguing policy is needed



Testing



Testing

The database is feeded with papers 
actually used by the CIBRA staff
in bioacoustic research, 
in both field recording 
and signal processing



Testing



Testing

Verbal captions 
are synthesized 
from notation 
by a PHP script



Testing

The indexer
can edit the
classmark and 
dynamically see
the caption 
he is producing



FFC problems

“Guidelines on the applications of the environment
protection and biodiversity conservation act to 
interactions between offshore operations and 
larger cetaceans”

V8sh(9w48Mqvtn(902o68t(3)25c))4d

Much facet nesting becomes problematic
even for the PHP script...



Taming complexity

V4d8 Sh9w48 Mqvtn902o68t(3)25c

Ending facets refer to 
the whole subsequent phase,
avoiding most brackets

...Middle way between
freely faceted and
free classification



Possible solutions

The system can be used 
at various degrees of complexity,
from purely free to fully faceted, 
according to the needs.

Websites:   free classification
Specialized literature:  freely faceted cl.



Classification flavours

by:  disciplines/subjects   phenomena/objects
enumerative DDC, LCC SC
faceted CC, BC2, ICC
freely faceted UDC NATO, ILC
free opacs Brisch, KM, websites

Further dimensions:
• paradigmatic facets (clustering, classifying, thesauri) vs.

syntagmatic facets (matching, classing, subject headings)
• universal vs. local

Towards a typology [Slavic & Gnoli pers. comm.]
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advertisement

Axiomathes 18 (2008)
editor-in-chief Roberto Poli 
published by Springer

special double issue 
on facet analysis
including contributions by Beghtol, Broughton, Cheti, 

Dahlberg, Gnoli, Priss, Slavic, Tudhope, Vickery
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