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Abstract

This study examines the application of literary warrant—a key principle in modern classification
theory —in traditional Chinese bibliographic classifications for the purpose of improving the
understanding of classification theory in the Chinese tradition. The concept of literary warrant is first
briefly discussed. Next, the author analyzes a number of selected book classification systems from
premodern China to determine whether literary warrant is a factor in their design and how it is applied.
This paper concludes with a summary of the findings.

Keywords: Book Classification; Principle of Literary Warrant; Chinese Ancient Book Classification Systems

B R T R e E TR
Collection Development and Bibliography Management Division, National Central Library, Taipei, Taiwan
AR ER A T AR
CEBA Program, Department of Library and Information Science, Fu Jen Catholic University, New
Taipei, Taiwan

! BT EEAREE E AR
Department of Library and Information Science, National Taiwan University, Taipei, Taiwan

* SEaNE# Corresponding Author: B {22 Hui-Chen Cheng, E-mail: hcc@mail.sju.edu.tw

87



Journal of Library and Information Studies 14:1 (June 2016)

Extended Abstract

1. Purpose

Literary warrant is a well-known classification
principle from the West, and since its debut
a century ago, its importance has often been
discussed. Past scholars researching ancient
Chinese book classification have mentioned
literary warrant in their writings, yet have only
touched the surface of the matter. The purpose of
this research is thus to systematically examine the
application of the principle of literary warrant as
reflected in a selected number of major ancient

Chinese book classification systems.

2. Research Area and Limitations
In traditional Chinese bibliography,

classification and bibliography are not mutually
exclusive. In other words, the two disciplines are
always interdependent, and any classification
system is an integral part of a given bibliography
in the Chinese tradition that began a few years before
the Common Era. Not until very recently did Chinese
classification become a discipline of its own. That is
to say, the study of bibliography is an important key to
understanding ancient Chinese classification.

The author has focused this research on the
period before the late Qing Dynasty (i5%H), more
specifically, before the 20th century. The reason
for setting this timeframe is that after the Qing,

almost all the Chinese classification systems
adopted practices from other cultures, mostly
the West. Additionally, because the study of
Chinese bibliography dates back two thousand
years, this study, due to limitations of time, will
analyze only the bibliographic tools commonly

deemed important.

3. Literary Warrant

Literary warrant is a classification principle
proposed by E. W. Hulme (1859-1954). According
to Hulme (1911), literary warrant is the principle
to base the design of a classification on “an
accurate survey and measurement of classes in
literature.” Only when a body of literature has
been proven to existe in book form can a class
heading be warranted, and “the test of the validity
of a heading is the degree of accuracy with which
it describes the area of the subject matter common
to the class.”

Since Hulme’s (1911) introduction of literary
warrant a century ago, its popularity has never
ceased and the scope of its application has been
gradually expanding. Literary warrant has been
applied to book classification systems as well as
other knowledge organization systems such as
thesauri and subject headings. However, with the

advent of new types of materials being collected
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by libraries (e.g., audio and video recordings,
periodicals, research reports, etc.), Hulme’s
literary warrant seems no longer adequate
since his theory is originally exclusive to book
classification. Various derivations of literary
warrant have thus been proposed: terminological
warrant, scientific warrant, educational warrant,
cultural warrant, enquiry warrant, user warrant,
organizational warrent, structural warrant, logical
warrant, fictional warrant, and so on (Beghtol,
1986, 1992; Svenonius, 2000).

With the expansion of its application spectrum,
the definition of literary warrant underwent
two major changes. First, in a narrow sense,
Hulme’s (1911) original theory was modified
to accommodate the following criteria: (1) the
source of a class must come from a given library
book collection (whether the books already in the
library or those that may be aquired by the library
in the near future) or works that already exist in
book forms; (2) every book must belong to one
class; that is, a new class must be created even
if there is only one book belonging to the class
that cannot be placed in any other existing class;
and, (3) under every class, there must be at least
one book. Second, in a broad sense, the expanded
literary warrant principle addresses the following:
(1) the source of a class must come from existing
topics of a literature, or from high-frequency
concepts or terms appearing in the literature; (2)
a class should be warranted when literature of
similar topics or in-text high-frequency terms
exceed a certain number.

The author of this study will examine ancient
Chinese book classification systems by employing
the narrow definition of literary warrant (Hulme’s

original) in order to understand the sources of
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the classes in various Chinese classifications,
the criteria for creating the classes, and whether
the systems meet the two criteria—"“every book
belongs to a class,” and “every class has at least

one book.”

4. The Design of Ancient Chinese
Book Classifications

A large number of categories, official and
unofficial, have been devised throughout the two-
thousand-year history of Chinese bibliography.
The systems explored in this research include one
from the Han Dynasty (Z£8); five from the Wei
(#), Jin (%), Northern and Southern Dynasties
(FEdtHA) to the Tang Dynasty (JE#); five from
the Song Dynasty (K#f]) to the Yuan Dynasty
(JC#); two from the Ming Dynasty (H%H); and
one from the Qing Dynasty.

Generally speaking, there are three sources
of classes in ancient Chinese classification
systems: (1) from the books stored and preserved
in a particular library, and we can conclude that
these systems follow the narrow definition of
literary warrant given above, which also means
they employ the criteria of every book belonging
to one class and every class having at least one
book; (2) from the books existing in a particular
library as well as some long-lost books (which
are taken from previous bibliographies); (3)
completely from previous bibliographies, meaning
that there might not be extant books under a few
of the classes. Classification systems applied
in official bibliographies often include actual
books in government library collections, while
classification systems devised by private citizens
usually include works existing in book forms in

history that may or may not be extant.
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5. Conclusion

The classes in ancient Chinese book
classification systems mainly come from actual
collections or previously compiled bibliographies.
Both sources are literary records instead of
abstract concepts. In addition to extant books in a
particular library collection, some systems include
long-lost books — A practice that is considered
valuable in understanding the development of
literature and scholarship. Therefore, we can
conclude that ancient Chinese book classification
systems apply a literary warrant principle similar
to the narrow one mentioned above.

This principle imposes the following criteria
for justifying individual classes: (1) the quantity of
similar books—if there is a large number of similar
books, then a class is warranted to include them;
(2) if there is only a few books in a category that
cannot be classified anywhere else, a distinct class will
still be devised for them; (3) the maturity of a domain
is another consideration—if the number of books in
a category reaches a critical mass, the category may
become a class when the category has been recognized
as a matured domain in the general perception.
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