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New information technologies force a re-examination of the relationship between information and its "embodiments" (Svenonius, 2000, p.8).  Stable, persistent information containers have facilitated the development of knowledge representation.  New Internet technologies for marking up text, linking to portions of different texts and styling text with filters and conditional statements challenge our traditional assumptions of where meaning may reside.  New Web information objects can exhibit instability (e.g.: information containers have fuzzy edges), evolution (e.g.: contents permute with time), and contingency (e.g.: different contents can be produced by the same Web object).  Legacy methods of knowledge representation may no longer be adequate in the Internet environment, which prompts the question: Where is meaning when form is gone?  


This essay surveys the impact of new technological environments on traditional methods of knowledge representation.  It suggests new forms of knowledge representation in Meaning Communities, and Situational Expertise, which will orient information seekers to the semantic norms of a particular meaning community.   

The Legacy Technological Paradigm of Knowledge Representation


Representative technologies of knowledge representation in the 20th Century would be the Machine Readable Cataloging (MARC) record structure, the Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH) and the WorldCat database.  The development of these tools reflected a historic transition from paper-based systems to digitial systems.  Their construction and design reflected institutional assumptions such as: 

(1) As a library might use a uniform catalog entry for the representation of its holdings, the MARC record acts as a uniform record structure for the representation of disparate information types, including manuscripts, archives, cartographic material, musical scores, serials, sound recordings and so on. It is an “integrated format defined for the identification and description of different forms of bibliographic material” (The MARC 21 formats)

(2) As a library might have a single list of subject terms to provide subject access to his collection, LCSH acts as a single list of control vocabulary terms and phrases.  “As an increasing number of other libraries have adopted the Library of Congress subject headings system, it has become a tool for subject indexing of library catalogs in general.” (Library of Congress Subject Headings)
(3) As a library was a single repository for information, the WorldCat database acts as a single repository for information.  As of June 2000, WorldCat hosted 40 million MARC records.  It "is the most consulted database in academe" (Smith, 1996, p. 1).

These three technologies were not unique in expressing these assumptions.  These assumptions were also evident in other dominant, 20th Century information providers such the Dialog Corporation, which vended access to approximately 500 databases.  Each Dialog database used a discrete record structure, and many of them featured a unique list of subject term and descriptors.  In the early days of online information retrieval, it was common to refer to specific databases as "the medical database" (MEDLINE, Dialog database 154) or "the education database" (ERIC, Dialog database 1).  The 20th Century was an era of information oligarchy where a small number of information tools dominated access to information and a small number of information companies aggregated large, encompassing databases and vended access. 

I

 The technological framework for the development of these tools included (1) stable and persistent text forms, (2) the topicality of a text was established by the work of catalogers and indexers who affixed subject terms and phrases to rigid record structures, and (3) it served the interest of the assumed community of these information tools to aggregate information into massive, monolithic information stores.

Internet


While the roots of the Internet lay with ARPAnet in the 60s, the World Wide Web began to have consequence with the invention of HTML by Tim Berners-Lee who authored the first browser in 1990.


Significance of web is that content is displayed, content is marked up with display tags of HTML.


The impulse was to extend knowledge paradigm to these new text forms.


Results were:

· Attempting to catalog the Web, example being OCLC NetFirst database, which has approximately a 100 thousand records.  Attempt to describe and declare the meaning of web resources using a structured database and the 

· CORC

Perhaps the most significant extension of the cataloging paradigm was the development and application of metadata.
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