
dewey decimal classification and relative
index
Dewey Decimal Classification and Relative Index is a system that has revolutionized the way
libraries categorize and organize their collections. Developed by Melvil Dewey in 1876, this
classification system allows libraries to easily locate, organize, and manage books and other
materials. By assigning a unique numerical code to each item, the Dewey Decimal Classification
(DDC) streamlines the process of information retrieval, making it easier for patrons to find what they
need. In this article, we will explore the intricacies of the Dewey Decimal Classification and its
accompanying Relative Index, their importance in libraries, and how they continue to evolve in the
digital age.

Understanding the Dewey Decimal Classification
System

The Dewey Decimal Classification system is based on a hierarchical structure that divides knowledge
into ten main classes, each represented by a three-digit number. These classes are further subdivided
into divisions and sections, allowing for a detailed categorization of subjects. Here’s a breakdown of
the main classes:

000 – Generalities: Computer science, information, and general works

100 – Philosophy and Psychology: Metaphysics, ethics, and psychology

200 – Religion: Theology, comparative religion, and mythology

300 – Social Sciences: Sociology, anthropology, and political science

400 – Language: Linguistics, language learning, and specific languages

500 – Science: Mathematics, natural sciences, and technology

600 – Technology: Medicine, engineering, and applied sciences

700 – Arts: Fine arts, music, and recreation

800 – Literature: Poetry, drama, and fiction

900 – History and Geography: Geography, history, and travel

Each class is further broken down into more specific topics, allowing for a nuanced approach to
cataloging. For example, the 500 class (Science) can be divided into 510 (Mathematics), 520
(Astronomy), and so on. This structure helps librarians maintain order in large collections, making it



easier for users to find materials on a specific subject.

The Role of the Relative Index

The Relative Index is a vital component of the Dewey Decimal Classification system. It serves as a
comprehensive guide that helps users understand where to find materials on various subjects. The
Relative Index is essentially an alphabetical list of topics that correspond to the Dewey Decimal
numbers, allowing patrons to look up a subject and find its associated classification number.

How the Relative Index Works

When a user is searching for information on a specific topic, they can refer to the Relative Index to
find the Dewey Decimal number related to that subject. Here’s how the process typically works:

The user identifies a topic of interest.1.

They consult the Relative Index, either in print or digitally.2.

The index provides the corresponding Dewey Decimal number.3.

The user can then locate the section of the library where materials on that subject are housed.4.

This system not only saves time but also enhances the user experience by providing clear pathways
to information.

The Importance of Dewey Decimal Classification in
Libraries

The Dewey Decimal Classification system remains an essential tool for libraries worldwide, serving
several important functions:

1. Enhanced Organization

By categorizing materials based on subject matter, the DDC allows libraries to maintain a structured
and organized collection. This organization is critical in accommodating the vast amount of
information available today.



2. Improved Accessibility

The DDC and Relative Index make information more accessible to patrons. Users can easily navigate
the library and locate resources without needing extensive assistance from staff. This accessibility is
crucial for fostering a self-service environment in libraries.

3. Facilitates Information Retrieval

With a standardized system like the DDC, information retrieval becomes efficient. Users can find
relevant materials quickly, which is particularly important in academic and research settings where
time is often of the essence.

4. Adaptability to Digital Resources

As libraries continue to incorporate digital resources, the DDC has also adapted. Many libraries use
DDC to classify e-books, audiobooks, and other digital formats, ensuring that users can find
information across various platforms.

The Evolution of the Dewey Decimal Classification
System

Over the years, the Dewey Decimal Classification system has undergone numerous revisions and
updates to stay relevant in an ever-changing information landscape.

1. Updates and New Editions

The DDC is regularly updated to include new subjects and reflect changes in knowledge and
technology. New editions are published every few years to incorporate these updates, ensuring that
libraries can keep their collections current.

2. Integration with Technology

With the advent of digital libraries and online catalogs, the DDC has been integrated into library
management systems. This integration allows for efficient cataloging and retrieval of both physical
and digital resources.



3. Global Adaptation

The DDC is used internationally and has been adapted to fit various cultural contexts. Different
countries may modify the classification to include region-specific subjects or languages, making the
system versatile and globally applicable.

Challenges and Criticisms of the Dewey Decimal
Classification

Despite its widespread use, the Dewey Decimal Classification system has faced challenges and
criticisms over the years:

1. Cultural Bias

Some critics argue that the DDC reflects a Western-centric view of knowledge, leading to cultural bias
in classification. This has prompted discussions about the need for more inclusive and diverse
classification systems.

2. Limitations of the Numeric System

While the numeric system provides structure, it can also be limiting. Some subjects are complex and
may not fit neatly into the Dewey Decimal categories, necessitating the creation of additional
subclasses or categories.

3. The Rise of Alternative Classification Systems

With the growth of digital resources, alternative classification systems, such as Library of Congress
Classification (LCC), have gained traction. These systems offer different approaches to organizing
information, leading some libraries to reconsider their use of the DDC.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the Dewey Decimal Classification and Relative Index remain fundamental tools in
the world of library science. They provide an organized, accessible, and efficient means of
categorizing and retrieving information. While challenges exist, the system's adaptability and
continuous evolution ensure that it will remain relevant in the digital age. As libraries continue to
embrace new technologies and methodologies, the DDC and Relative Index will play a pivotal role in
shaping the future of information access and organization.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Dewey Decimal Classification system?
The Dewey Decimal Classification (DDC) system is a library classification system used to organize
books and other materials by assigning them a unique numerical code based on subject matter.

How does the Dewey Decimal Classification work?
The DDC organizes knowledge into ten main classes, each represented by a three-digit number. Each
class can be subdivided into more specific topics, allowing for a hierarchical structure that aids in the
organization and retrieval of library materials.

What are the main classes in the Dewey Decimal system?
The ten main classes are: 000 – Generalities, 100 – Philosophy and psychology, 200 – Religion, 300 –
Social sciences, 400 – Language, 500 – Science, 600 – Technology, 700 – Arts, 800 – Literature, and
900 – History and geography.

What is the purpose of the Relative Index in the Dewey
Decimal system?
The Relative Index serves as a tool to help users locate subjects quickly by providing alphabetical
listings of topics along with their corresponding Dewey Decimal numbers.

How can I find a book using the Dewey Decimal Classification?
To find a book using the DDC, you can either search the library catalog by title or author, or use the
Relative Index to look up the subject area, which will lead you to the specific Dewey number assigned
to that topic.

Are all libraries required to use the Dewey Decimal
Classification?
No, while many libraries use the Dewey Decimal Classification, others may use different classification
systems such as the Library of Congress Classification (LCC) depending on their specific needs and
collections.

Can the Dewey Decimal Classification be adapted for digital
resources?
Yes, the Dewey Decimal Classification can be adapted for digital resources by applying the same
principles of organization and categorization to online materials, making them easier to locate and
manage.



What are some criticisms of the Dewey Decimal Classification?
Critics argue that the DDC can be overly simplistic, culturally biased, and may not adequately reflect
the diversity of subjects, particularly in areas like gender studies or indigenous knowledge.

How often is the Dewey Decimal Classification updated?
The Dewey Decimal Classification is periodically updated to reflect changes in knowledge and society,
with major revisions occurring every few years to address new topics and emerging fields.
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