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Tags, What Are They Good For?

Evidently quite a few things. In the past few years, tags have been

attached to virtually everything, from web links[1] to photos[2] to bars[3].

The University of Pennsylvania has recently introduced a way[4] for those

on campus to tag items in their online catalog, Franklin. With the arrival

of the Zotero server this year, it will be possible for the community of

Zotero users to collaboratively tag almost any object of research, from

books to sculptures to letters. For their promoters, tags are a low-cost,

democratic advance over traditional systems of cataloging. Detractors

disparage tags as lacking the rigor of those tried-and-true methods. As I

started to think about the composition of this blog, all I wanted to know

was, why do so many blogs have tags all over them and what function or

functions do they serve? Do I need them? What are they good for?

I have to admit that when I started this blog I had a visceral dislike of

tags, probably because I was approaching them from the perspective of

an academic who liked the precision and professionalism of the card

catalog and encyclopedia. Tags seemed fatally flawed as putative

successors to Library of Congress subject headings or the indexes in the

back of books. I still believe the much-ballyhooed “tag clouds,” or set of

tags of various sizes arranged in a pattern to show the contents of a blog

or book or site, are poor substitutes for a good index of a work—not only

because indexes are usually done by professionals who know what to

highlight and how to summarize those topics, but also because indexes

tell little stories through their levels, modifiers, and page numbers. For

instance, here’s a section of the index the talented Jim O’Brien did for my

book Equations from God[5]:

Euclid, 165; in mathematics education, 147, 148, 214n185; Elements by,

21, 106, 138, 179, 180, 214n185; long-lasting influence of, 21, 58, 79, 147,

164, 174; waning influence of, in late Victorian era, 138, 148, 164, 178-

179, 180 (see also non-Euclidean geometry)
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At a glance you can tell the story line about Euclid—the ancient Greek

mathematician’s incredibly long relevance (well into the modern era),

and his eventual fall from grace in the nineteenth century in the face of a

new kind of geometry. Some have proposed adding the hierarchical levels

and other index-like features to tags to approach this level of usefulness,

but that misses the point of tagging: it works because it’s done in a

simple, generally offhand way. Add a lot of thought and hurdles to the

process, and you’ll kill tagging. Tagging is a classic case of the “good

enough” besting the “perfect” in new media[6].

Despite my hesitancy, I figured that there must be some reason to use

tags on this blog. So I included them in the database but chose, due to

my initial aversion, not to show them all over my site like many blogs do.

They would just sit in the background and in the RSS feed. It turned out

that was a very good compromise as I began to appreciate that tags are

good at some functions that traditional taxonomies don’t address.

Much of the antagonism between the promoters and detractors of tags

seems to arise from the sense—I believe, the incorrect sense—that they

are competitors for the same market. But when you actually look at tags

in action and actuality, it’s clear that they serve a number of functions

that are distinct from the traditional cataloging functions and that make

them poor replacements for high-quality categorization.

For example, look at the variety of tags on a highly used folksonomic site

like del.icio.us[7], the grandaddy of social bookmarking. To be sure, there

are some fine categorizations of websites. But del.icio.us also harbors a

large number of tags with other aims. Coexisting with tags that might be

at home in a Library of Congress subject heading (e.g., “history”) are tags

like “readlater” (busy people marking a site as worth going back to when

they get the chance), “hist301″ (a tag used by students in a particular

class for a particular semester), “natn” (used by listeners of the podcast

“Net at Nite[8]” to submit websites to the hosts for consideration), and of

course every possible variation of “cool” (to signify a site’s…coolness).
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Awareness of these other kinds of tags made me realize that what

distinguishes tags from traditional forms of categorization, aside from the

obvious amateur/democratic vs. professional distinction, is that while

both are forms of description, tags often have specific audiences
and time frames in mind, while traditional categorizations
(such as Library of Congress subject headings) have only a
vague general audience in mind and try to be as timeless as
possible.

This distinction is particularly true when you realize that tags are

strongly interwoven with feeds[9] (RSS). Since people can subscribe to

the feed of a tag, tagging a blog post in effect places it into a live, running

stream of alerts to an awaiting audience. Want to alert John Musser, who

maintains the list of APIs[10] I have frequently referred to in this space,

about a new API? Just tag a blog post “API” or “APIs” and I suspect John

will hear about it very soon, as will a very large audience of those

interested in knitting together information on the web.

Thus tags have a great utility on the “live” web, as the blog search engine

Technorati[11] calls it, as well as for personal uses of an individual or

microaudiences like a college class or even for inane commentary

(“awesome”). Yet I still feel that as an entrée into a blog, as the equivalent

of scanning a table of contents or the index of a book, they are fairly

poor. I had planned to expose my internal tags of posts to the audience

of this blog in some “traditional” blog way—at the bottom of each post,

down the left sidebar, in a tag cloud—but it didn’t seem helpful. If

someone wants to find all of my posts on copyright, they can search for

them in the upper right search box. And the tag clouds I’ve tried all seem

to misrepresent the overall thrust of this blog since (like everyone else

using tags) I haven’t put a lot of thought into the tags.

My hunch early on was that tags are best heard from but not seen, and I

think I was mostly right about that.

Next up in the series: I make my first change to the blog, from a partial
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feed to a full feed, and explain the advantages and disadvantages of both

—and why I’ve decided to switch.

Part 8: Full Feeds vs. Partial Feeds[12]

This entry was posted on Friday, January 5th, 2007 at 3:17 pm and is

filed under Blogs[13], Tagging[14]. You can follow any responses to this

entry through the RSS 2.0[15] feed. You can leave a response[16], or

trackback[17] from your own site.
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READABILITY — An Arc90 Laboratory Experiment 
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