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The Disorder of  Things: Metaphysical Foundations of  the Disunity 
of  Science by John Dupré. Massachusetts; London: Harvard 
University Press, 1993, 308p. ISBN0-674-21261-4 (Hb) 
 
Human Nature and the Limits of  Science by John Dupré. Ox-
ford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2001, 201p. 
ISBN 0-19-926550-X (Pb) 
 
John Dupré emphasizes the pluralistic and social aspects 
of  knowledge in his two books The Disorder of  Thing and 
Human Nature and The Limits of  Science. In The Disorder of  
Things, Dupré presents two ideas that for him are closely 
related: a rejection of  the notion that science can represent 
a single unified project, and a metaphysical assertion that 
the contents of  the world are diverse such that each sub-
ject has its own characteristic behavior and interaction. He 
begins by presenting a comprehensive discussion of  the 
three philosophical doctrines associated with the metaphor 
of  an ordered universe: determinism, reductionism, and 
essentialism. Dupré interweaves his notion of  a universe 
lacking order throughout this discussion, skillfully present-
ing abundant evidence drawn from the biology domain to 
validate his thesis. He concludes that the contents of  the 
world are diverse such that each subject has its own charac-
teristic behavior and interaction. He rejects the notion of  
“natural kinds” and the unique orderly organization of  
things that exist and embraces a pluralistic stance. The Dis-
order of  Things is organized in four parts: I: Natural Kinds 
and Essentialism; II: Reductionism; III: The Limits of  
Causality; and IV: Some Consequences of  Disorder. 
Dupré’s discussion in Part I of  the book focuses on classi-
fication. Discussions in the remaining three parts of  the 
book provide interesting reading related to pluralism. Be-
low is a summary of  the key concepts. 

In Part I of  the book Dupré introduces his theory of  
pluralism through a discussion of  ordinary language and 
classification. Dupré presents classification in the tradi-
tional sense, an orderly, unique and perhaps hierarchical 
arrangement of  things.  He argues, as many knowledge 
organization scholars have before him, that the process 
of  classification is difficult due to the complexity of  lan-
guage and the challenges associated with representing the 
many social and cultural aspects as well as aspects associ-

ated with meaning and purpose. He emphasizes the im-
portance of  classification as a lens through which an or-
ganism is described completely and argues that the cur-
rent classification methods used within the biology do-
main are ineffective in presenting the diversity of  mean-
ing associated with an organism. He proposes an alter-
nate method of  classification in which cross-classification 
is used to identify complex relationships. He presents evi-
dence to support such a classification from within the bi-
ology domain and argues that there is no place for a uni-
que privileged scheme of  classification that assigns every-
thing to a class defined by common possession of  the 
appropriate essence. Here Dupré’s discourse regarding 
classification is all too familiar to those in the knowledge 
organization domain.  The challenges so clearly identified 
in this chapter are the very challenges that knowledge or-
ganization scholars have earnestly examined through the 
years and are the basis of  the philosophical underpin-
nings associated with faceted classification.  

In Part II of  the book, discussion turns to pluralism. 
Here Dupré argues against the belief  that the world is 
composed of  a single substance that is common to all 
organisms.  His argument centers on the concepts of  ma-
terialism and reductionism, which he identifies as the ba-
sis for the theory of  scientific unity. He concludes this 
section by refuting these concepts, stating that biology 
consists of  many complex and interdependent entities 
that cannot be presented through a unified method. He 
draws upon examples from the sciences of  ecology and 
genetics to support his argument against scientific unity.  
In parts III and IV of  the book, Dupré presents his ar-
gument against casual order defending his belief  that the 
occurrence of  casual order is not as prominent as alleged. 
Here, Dupré describes a pluralistic epistemology, as is 
presented by the later philosophy of  Wittgenstein, in 
which science can be seen in terms of  the family resem-
blance concept.  He concludes the book by stating that 
there can be nothing unique about science because there 
is nothing common to the various domains of  science 
and science is a human product evaluated only in terms 
of  its contributions to the success of  humanity. 

In his later work Human Nature and The Limits of  Science,  
Dupré reinforces the importance of  pluralism through 
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his discussion of  human nature. Dupré begins the book 
by presenting the bond that exists between humans and 
science, a bond that humans find essential in providing 
explanations to natural occurrences and ultimately en-
hancing human understanding. However, Dupré dis-
agrees with such devotion to science, stating that science 
alone cannot answer the most complex questions that 
humans can ask and specifically, questions regarding hu-
man nature and behavior.  Instead Dupré advocates the 
combination of  empirical knowledge stemming from the 
sciences with wisdom and insight into human nature, 
stemming from humanistic studies.  Dupré believes that 
only through such a pluralistic approach can humans un-
derstand nature. As in The Disorder of  Things, Dupré is op-
posed to the mechanistic and reductionist view of  the 
world in which the world is understood through a de-
tailed analysis of  how its components work disregarding 
the contextual or environmental influences. Dupré be-
lieves an understanding of  the world stems from a thor-
ough investigation of  not only how things work but also 
what they do and why. This type of  understanding incorpo- 
rates the interaction between humans and their environ-
ments including the social context in which humans exist. 
Dupré opposes the mechanistic and reductionist view 
that presents humans as machines with distinguishable 
mechanical sub-units designed to respond to particular 
features of  the environment but ignoring the diversity of  
human behavior. Dupré believes that it is only the plural-
istic approach that provides the key to understanding the 
genuine autonomy of  much of  human behavior, for 
genuine autonomy can only exist in the interaction be-
tween humans and society. Human Nature and the Limits of  
Science contains seven chapters however, of  particular in-
terest to the knowledge organization audience is Chapter; 
2. In this chapter, Dupré illustrates the problematic and 
controversial grounding assumptions of  evolutionary 
psychology, the belief  that natural selection is an engine 
that directs changes in the frequency of  genes towards 
adaptive end. His arguments opposing this belief  center 
around human language and his belief  that humans are 
ontologically dependent on their social context and that 
aspects of  the mind depend ontologically on the com-
munity in which they are embedded. Social context and 
community is also an important construct within the 
knowledge organization domain where the meaning of  
words is examined from the community in which the 
words and the language are used (Mai 2004) and knowl-
edge is a reflection of  communities and the society in 
which they belong (Hjørland and Pedersen 2005). Simi-
larly, tagging is yet another process where members of  a 
community share their reflections and provide a glimpse 
of  life within a community (Campbell 2006). 
 

Relevance to the Knowledge Organization Domain 
 
The Disorder of  Things and Human Nature and The Limits of  
Science make interesting reading for the knowledge organi-
zation audience.  In both books, Dupré highlights one of  
the basic tenets of  the knowledge organization domain, 
pluralism, as the lens through which knowledge is viewed 
and through which all aspects of  life including the social 
and cultural are embraced. In The Disorder of  Things Dupré 
challenges the concept of  “natural kinds,” discovering that 
an orderly, unique and hierarchical arrangement of  knowl-
edge is not easily accomplished due to the complexity nat- 
urally inherent in knowledge. Through several examples 
drawn from the biology domain, Dupré presents a valid 
defense for the pluralistic representation of  knowledge. 
This theme has been discussed by various knowledge or-
ganization scholars but recently, the work of  Smiraglia, van 
den Huevel and Dousa (2011) best highlights the impor-
tance of  a pluralistic view of  knowledge by introducing the 
concept of  a “multiverse of  knowledge,” where knowledge 
embodies physical, conceptual and social elements.  Also 
relevant to the knowledge organization audience is Dupré’s 
discussion of  the challenges associated with classification, a 
prevailing discourse in the knowledge organization domain 
over the years.  In Human Nature and The Limits of  Science, 
the social aspect of  knowledge is highlighted reaffirming 
one of  the basic tenets within the knowledge organization 
domain and one that has been widely explored by various 
knowledge organization scholars including Hjørland and 
Pedersen (2005), Mai (1998, 2009), Campbell (2006), 
Kwasnik (1999), and Mills (2004). 
 
References 
 
Campbell, D. Grant. 2006. A phenomenological frame-

work for the relationship between the semantic web 
and user-centered tagging systems. In: Furner, Jona-
than and Tennis, Joseph T., eds. Information realities: sha-
ping the digital future for all: proceedings of  the 17th American 
Society for Information Science and Technology SIG/CR Clas-
sification Research Workshop, 3-8 November 2006, Austin, 
Texas. Available https://journals.lib.washington.edu/ 

 index.php/acro/article/viewFile/12489/10987. 
Hjørland, Birger and Karsten Nissne Pedersen. 2005. A 

substantive theory of  classification for information re-
trieval. Journal of  documentation 61: 582-97. 

Kwasnik, Barbara H. 1999. The role of  classification in 
knowledge representation and discovery. Library trends 
48 no. 1: 22-47. 

Mai, Jens-Erik. 1998. Organization of  knowledge: An in-
terpretive approach. In: Toms, Elaine G., Campbell, D. 
Grant and Dunn, Judy, eds. Information science at the dawn 
of  the next millennium: proceedings of  the 26th Annual Con-



Knowl. Org. 40(2013)No.2 

Book Reviews 
151

ference of  the Canadian Association for Information Science, 3-
5 June 1998, Ottawa, Ontario, Canadian Association 
for Information Science, pp. 231- 42. 

Mai, Jens-Erik. 2004. Classification in context: Relativity, 
reality, and representation. Knowledge organization 31: 39-
48. 

Mai, Jens-Erik. 2009. Classification in a social world: bias 
and trust. Journal of  documentation 66: 627-42. 

Mills, Jack. 2004. Faceted classification and logical division 
in information retrieval. Library trends 52 no. 3: 541-70. 

Smiraglia, Richard P., Charles van den Heuvel, and Tho-
mas M. Dousa. Interactions between elementary struc-

tures in universes of  knowledge. In: Slavic, Aida and 
Civallero, Edgardo, eds. Classification and ontology: formal 
approaches and access to knowledge: proceeding of  the Internati-
onal UDC Seminar, 19-20 September 2011, The Hague, 
Ergon-Verlag, Würzburg, pp. 25-41. 

 
 
Elizabeth Milonas 
Palmer School of  Library and Information Science 
Long Island University, CW Post 
Brookville, New York 11548  
emilonas@citytech.cuny.edu 

 

 



Knowl. Org. 40(2013)No.2 

 

KNOWLEDGE ORGANIZATION KO 
Official Bi-Monthly Journal of the International Society for Knowledge Organization ISSN 0943 – 7444 

International Journal devoted to Concept Theory, Classification, Indexing and Knowledge Representation 
 
 
 
 
Publisher 
 
ERGON-Verlag GmbH, Keesburgstr. 11, D-97074 Würzburg  
Phone: +49 (0)931 280084; FAX +49 (0)931 282872  
E-mail: service@ergon-verlag.de; http://www.ergon-verlag.de 
 
Editor-in-chief  (Editorial office) 
 
Dr. Richard P. SMIRAGLIA (Editor-in-Chief), School of  Information 
Studies, University of  Wisconsin, Milwaukee, Northwest Quad Building 
B, 2025 E Newport St., Milwaukee, WI 53211 USA. E-mail: smi-
ragli@uwm.edu 
 
Instructions for Authors 

 
Manuscripts should be submitted electronically (in Word format) in Eng-
lish only via email to the editor-in chief  and should be accompanied by 
an indicative abstract of  150 to 200 words. Manuscripts of  articles 
should fall within the range 6,000-10,000 words. Longer manuscripts 
will be considered on consultation with the editor-in-chief. 

A separate title page should include the article title and the author’s 
name, postal address, and E-mail address, if  available. Only the title of  
the article should appear on the first page of  the text. 

To protect anonymity, the author’s name should not appear on the 
manuscript, and all references in the body of  the text and in footnotes 
that might identify the author to the reviewer should be removed and 
cited on a separate page.  

Criteria for acceptance will be appropriateness to the field of  the jour-
nal (see Scope and Aims), taking into account the merit of  the contents 
and presentation. The manuscript should be concise and should con-
form as much as possible to professional standards of  English usage 
and grammar. Manuscripts are received with the understanding that they 
have not been previously published, are not being submitted for publi-
cation elsewhere, and that if  the work received official sponsorship, it 
has been duly released for publication. Submissions are refereed, and 
authors will usually be notified within 6 to 10 weeks.  

The text should be structured by numbered subheadings. It should 
contain an introduction, giving an overview and stating the purpose, a 
main body, describing in sufficient detail the materials or methods used 
and the results or systems developed, and a conclusion or summary. 

Footnotes are accepted only in rare cases and should be limited in 
number; all narration should be included in the text of  the article. Para-
graphs should include a topic sentence and some developed narrative; a 
typical paragraph has several sentences. Italics may not be used for em-
phasis. Em-dashes should not be used as substitutes for commas. 

Italics should not be used for emphasis. Em-dashes should be used 
as substitutes for commas. Paragraphs should include a topic sentence 
and some developed narrative. A typical paragraph has several sen-
tences. 

Reference citations within the text should have the following form: (Au-
thor year). For example, (Jones 1990). Specific page numbers are re-
quired for quoted material, e.g. (Jones 1990, 100). A citation with two 
authors would read (Jones and Smith, 1990); three or more authors 
would be: (Jones et al., 1990). When the author is mentioned in the text, 
only the date and optional page number should appear in parenthesis – 
e.g. According to Jones (1990), … 

References should be listed alphabetically by author at the end of  the 
article. Author names should be given as found in the sources (not ab-
breviated). Journal titles should not be abbreviated. Multiple citations to 
works by the same author should be listed chronologically and should 
each include the author’s name. Articles appearing in the same year 
should have the following format: “Jones 2005a, Jones 2005b, etc.” Is-
sue numbers are given only when a journal volume is not through-
paginated. 
Examples: 

Dahlberg, Ingetraut. 1978. A referent-oriented, analytical concept 
theory for INTERCONCEPT. International classification 5: 142-51. 

Howarth, Lynne C. 2003. Designing a common namespace for 
searching metadata-enabled knowledge repositories: an international 
perspective. Cataloging & classification quarterly 37n1/2: 173-85. 

Pogorelec, Andrej and Šauperl, Alenka. 2006. The alternative model 
of  classification of  belles-lettres in libraries. Knowledge organization 33: 
204-14. 

Schallier, Wouter. 2004. On the razor’s edge: between local and 
overall needs in knowledge organization. In McIlwaine, Ia C. ed., Knowl-
edge organization and the global information society: Proceedings of  the Eighth In-
ternational ISKO Conference 13-16 July 2004 London, UK. Advances in 
knowledge organization 9. Würzburg: Ergon Verlag, pp. 269-74. 

Smiraglia, Richard P. 2001. The nature of  ‘a work’: implications for the or-
ganization of  knowledge. Lanham, Md.: Scarecrow. 

Smiraglia, Richard P. 2005. Instantiation: Toward a theory. In Vaughan, 
Liwen, ed. Data, information, and knowledge in a networked world; Annual confer-
ence of  the Canadian Association for Information Science … London, Ontario, June 
2-4 2005. Available http://www.cais-acsi.ca/2005proceedings.htm. 

Illustrations should be kept to a necessary minimum and should be 
embedded within the document. Photographs (including color and half-
tone) should be scanned with a minimum resolution of  600 dpi and 
saved as .jpg files. Tables and figures should be embedded within the 
document. Tables should contain a number and title at the bottom, and 
all columns and rows should have headings. All illustrations should be 
cited in the text as Figure 1, Figure 2, etc. or Table 1, Table 2, etc.  

The entire manuscript should be double-spaced, including notes and 
references. 

Upon acceptance of  a manuscript for publication, authors must 
provide a wallet-size photo and a one-paragraph biographical sketch 
(fewer than 100 words). The photograph should be scanned with a 
minimum resolution of  600 dpi and saved as a .jpg file. 
 
 
Advertising 
 
Responsible for advertising: ERGON-Verlag GmbH, Keesburgstr. 11, 
97074 Würzburg (Germany).  
© 2013 by ERGON-Verlag GmbH.  
All Rights reserved.  
 
 
KO is published bi-monthly by ERGON-Verlag GmbH.  
– The price for the print version is € 229,00/ann. including air-

mail delivery. 
– The price for the print version plus access to the online version 

(PDF) is € 258,00/ann. including airmail delivery. 



Knowl. Org. 40(2013)No.2 

 

KO KNOWLEDGE ORGANIZATION 
Official Bi-Monthly Journal of the International Society for Knowledge Organization ISSN 0943 – 7444 

International Journal devoted to Concept Theory, Classification, Indexing and Knowledge Representation 
 

 
 
 

Scope 

The more scientific data is generated in the impetuous present times, 

the more ordering energy needs to be expended to control these data in 

a retrievable fashion. With the abundance of knowledge now available 

the questions of new solutions to the ordering problem and thus of im-

proved classification systems, methods and procedures have acquired 

unforeseen significance. For many years now they have been the focus 

of interest of information scientists the world over. 

Until recently, the special literature relevant to classification was 

published in piecemeal fashion, scattered over the numerous technical 

journals serving the experts of the various fields such as: 

 

 philosophy and science of science 

 science policy and science organization 

 mathematics, statistics and computer science 

 library and information science 

 archivistics and museology 

 journalism and communication science 

 industrial products and commodity science 

 terminology, lexicography and linguistics 

 

Beginning in 1974, KNOWLEDGE ORGANIZATION (formerly 

INTERNATIONAL CLASSIFICATION) has been serving as a 

common platform for the discussion of both theoretical background 

questions and practical application problems in many areas of concern. 

In each issue experts from many countries comment on questions of an 

adequate structuring and construction of ordering systems and on the 

problems of their use in opening the information contents of new litera-

ture, of data collections and survey, of tabular works and of other ob-

jects of scientific interest. Their contributions have been concerned with 

 

(1) clarifying the theoretical foundations (general ordering theory/ 

science, theoretical bases of classification, data analysis and re-

duction) 

(2) describing practical operations connected with indexing/classifi- 

cation, as well as applications of classification systems and 

thesauri, manual and machine indexing 

(3) tracing the history of classification knowledge and methodology 

(4) discussing questions of education and training in classification 

(5) concerning themselves with the problems of terminology in gen-

eral and with respect to special fields. 

Aims 
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KNOWLEDGE ORGANIZATION also addresses the intellectual 
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KNOWLEDGE ORGANIZATION publishes original articles, 
reports on conferences and similar communications, as well as book re-
views, letters to the editor, and an extensive annotated bibliography of 
recent classification and indexing literature. 

KNOWLEDGE ORGANIZATION should therefore be available 
at every university and research library of every country, at every infor-
mation center, at colleges and schools of library and information sci-
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above and thus also at every office for updating information on any 
topic related to the problems of order in our information-flooded times. 
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Verlag, too.  
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US $ 110). 
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