
Hello

Bias has many sources – implicit biases based on our lived 
experiences can be difficult to recognize but are essential to call 
out if we want our collections and resources to be discoverable 
and usable by all scholars and researchers

I am approaching this from my experience as a white woman from 
the Midwest. There is a lot I am learning now and my efforts here 
are to be conscientious of who I am in all of this and seek to 
amplify the work of others. International issue but focusing today 
in US.

Since this is investigative and I am still learning, I have a lot that I 
want to share today but I also want you to feel free to ask 
questions or offer suggestions. I would like to be discussing more 
than presenting at this point.
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Charles Cushman Photograph Collection 

Amateur photographer who took color Kodachrome slides of his 
travels in the 1930s-1960s - color images from a time period that 
we don’t normally see in color

He also wrote on the slides and kept a notebook with more 
information about the pictures he took - we used that for the 
description provided with the digitized slides on this site
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Cushman Photograph Collection (title)



We see a problematic title here provided by the information 
Cushman recorded

On original description: Hope Olson, Mapping Beyond Dewey’s 
Boundaries in 1998, agreeing with A.C. Foskett’s premise in 1971 
that classification is a social construct

Original description also shows social constructs of time
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Cushman Photograph Collection (subjects and genre)

On additive metadata (controlled vocabularies) reflecting 
mainstream knowledge domains but not marginalized knowledge 
domains: Olson, “rhetorical space for most mainstream social and 
scholarly knowledge domains but not for marginalized knowledge 
domains”

Indians of North America - LCSH subject heading that is too 
broad and imprecise (groups too many communities together and 
uses terminology that many would never use to describe 
themselves, namely Indian)

Ethnographic photographs – too generous a genre heading for 
what Cushman was doing with his photographs; by definition, 
there is nothing “relating to the scientific description of peoples 
and cultures with their customs, habits, and mutual differences.” 
about this photograph or the description provided by Cushman
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Library of Congress Subject Headings Assigned to US Poets



Searched Google for a list of poets from the United States. Then 
searched IU’s library catalog (IUCAT) for that name as an author. 
Once I found a record I could verify was the same person, then 
used the linked author search that searched for that authorized 
version of the name. So the result is a set of records that are 
definitely by that named author who is identified as a poet from 
the United States. I then looked at the list of subjects in the 
subject facet of IUCAT to see what was applied as a subject 
heading to this poet’s writing.
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Robert Frost

Has some subject headings that relate to Frost as a person 
(American Poets, American Authors)
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Allen Ginsberg

Also has some subject headings that identify things about 
Ginsberg as a person (American poets, possibly Beats (Persons))
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John Ashbery

More recent example - he actually has no subjects assigned 
about him as an author or poet, they are all subjects pertaining to 
what he wrote about, the content of his writing
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Sylvia Plath

She has similar subjects about her as a person (American poets, 
American authors) but also this additional American women poets 
subject

NEXT SLIDE

Elizabeth Bishop

She was the US Poet Laureate from 1949-1950

She also gets this additional American women poets
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Maya Angelou

She is not only identified with subject headings as a woman 
author but also an African American author and an African 
American woman author
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Gwendolyn Brooks

She was the US Poet Laureate from 1985-1986

She also gets the subject headings of African American poets and 
African American women poets applied
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Langston Hughes



African American author
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Terrance Hayes

Someone working much more recently, he was born in 1971

Still identified with the subject heading of African American poets
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Venn diagram

What we see here is evidence of a particular viewpoint where 
something is considered normal or default and everything else is 
considered “other” or not normal and not default requiring special 
identification. Hope Olson turned this into a Boolean phrase with 
an associated Venn diagram.
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Venn diagram (with red)

That right there is the result of all of those overlapping categories 
- the majority of power in the United States is in that little red 
splotch; all of our categorization and organization practices stems 
from that viewpoint

Sanford Berman wrote about this back in the early 1970s in his 
book Prejudices and Antipathies that Library of Congress Subject 
Headings reflect this narrow yet mainstream viewpoint. 



Melissa Adler at Western University in Ontario is studying the 
origins of the Library of Congress; what begins with Thomas 
Jefferson’s collection and his own classification scheme roots our 
current knowledge organization system in master/slave relations 
and power relations 

All of these categories are seen as the default and the norm and 
therefore they don’t require descriptive labels
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Impact on information retrieval

So how does this impact researchers trying to find things, 
particularly researchers from those other or marginalized 
communities? How do they know what search terms to use if 
there is a default and it doesn’t match their view of the world? 
Where are things organized on the shelf and how are they 
grouped together and is that going to make a researcher feel 
more or less confident that this collection or this university has 
them in mind and want them to be part of the scholarly output?

What we will see in many cases is that marginalization is 
reinforced in the controlled vocabularies used and the 
classification scheme organization applied unless that 
marginalized community is centralized and is the focus of that 
collection or that institution.

A lot has already been done through the years to mitigate racial 
categories and otherness categories or to offer options to the 
defaults that define mainstream controlled vocabularies and 
classification schemes
We’ll take a little journey through some of those next and then 
consider how all of this work might be applied to mainstream 



cataloging and description practices
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Approaches to controlled vocabs

Here are some of the approaches I have learned about so far
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Approaches to controlled vocabs (BC First Nations SH)

University of British Columbia in Canada uses the BC First 
Nations Subject Headings as subjects and name authorities in the 
Xw17xwa Library (pronounce “whei-wha” meaning “echo” in 
Squamish), a center for academic and community Indigenous 
scholarship. The collections and services reflect Aboriginal 
approaches to teaching, learning, and research. The have an 
entire library resource guide on Indigenous Knowledge 
Organization that includes controlled vocabularies and 
classification schemes. The BC First Nations Subject Headings 
list includes connections to LCSH where they exist.

NEXT SLIDE

Mashantucket Pequot Thesaurus of American Indian Terminology 
Project

Sandra Littletree and Cheryl Metoyer from the University of 
Washington have been leading an effort for the Mashantucket 
Peqout Museum and Research Center (which I think is in the 
Connecticut area) to create a thesaurus that defines something 
closer to the American Indian approach to understanding the 
Universe



Still in draft form and has never been published but was tested 
successfully in a museum setting to aid with exhibit description

Holly Tomren in a paper posted on the American Indian Librarian 
Association public works site explains that there are over 500 
American Indian nations

Each nation has “a unique culture, language, history, and 
worldview” so this thesaurus is getting at possible common 
underlying concepts that we are connected to the earth and 
everything on it
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Atria and Women’s Thesaurus

Women’s Thesaurus (1987 edition by Mary Ellen Capek or before 
that the Nonsexist Thesaurus from Joan K Marshall in 1977 or 
international edition known as the European Women’s Thesaurus 
used by Atria in the Netherlands which appears to be the only one 
online)

Nonsexist Thesaurus from 1977 has connections to LCSH terms
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Homosaurus.org - LGBTQ+ linked data vocabulary 

Used for Digital Transgender Archive and IHLIA LGBT Heritage 
from Netherlands (formerly International Homo/Lesbian 
Information center and Archive) – thesaurus began development 
in late 70s and was created by Jack van der Wel and Ellen 
Greenblatt



Digital Transgender Archive use resulted in vocabulary becoming 
a Linked Open Data vocab, K.J. Rawson and Steven Anderson 
were involved in making that happen – terms are posted with 
URIs and resolvable online using opaquenamespace.org code 
from Oregon Digital; shows example of possible path to take for 
turning an existing vocab into a linked data resource
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National Indian Law Library Thesaurus

From NILL website: NILL is the research center for the Native 
American Rights Fund and is a library devoted exclusively to 
Indian law. “The National Indian Law Library is the only law library 
specializing in legal practice materials which are essential for 
practitioners of Indian law.” https://www.narf.org/nill/about/
history.html 

Monica Martens article describes how NILL had a specialized 
subject list, adopted LCSH to be able to increase the shareability 
of their records, and converted that specialized subject list into a 
supplement to LCSH, using LC terms where there was overlap 
but also maintaining preferred terminology (such as “elders” 
instead of “older” or “aged”); also took on providing accurate 
naming of tribal groups by comparing LOC and  Bureau of Indian 
Affairs names to official names tribes have adopted for 
themselves

Thesaurus is not published but subject browsing in NILL catalog 
looks like it uses those terms and the process to supplement 
LCSH is insightful
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Dewey Decimal Classification (colonization and slavery)

Let’s take a look now at classification schemes or how items are 
categorized for placement on the shelf or for browsing

Dewey Decimal Classification is number based and used by most 
public libraries in the United States – been around since Melvil 
Dewey created it in the US in 1876

Within the 320s (Political Science) there is the 325 classification 
for “international migration & colonization” and 326 for “slavery & 
emancipation”
History of this use is that African American authors were placed in 
either the “colonization” section (325) or the “slavery” section 
(326)
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Dorothy Porter

1930s and 40s, Dorothy Porter Wesley created the first African 
American-focused library collection at Howard University; she saw 
how white libraries organized African American authors all 
together and changed her system to organize their works by 
subject matter; this was a new concept for libraries to consider 
works written by African American authors as simply works written 
– removing that “otherness” and seeing that the subject was the 
point, not the race of the author
We still have these racial identities applied but her work was 
transformative

Vivian Harsh at the Chicago Public Library, another librarian to 
learn about
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Dewey Decimal Classification (Natives of North America)

In another example that isn’t how the classification scheme is 
applied but simply how it is constructed, American Indians 
organized in the past under 970 “General history of North 
America; Natives of North America”
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Library of Congress Classification - Class E — History of America

LC Classification - American Indians organized in the past 
(E75-99 “Indians of North America” right after Pre-Columbian 
America and before Discovery of America and early exploration)
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Classification experiment (Native Enough)

Another small experiment to see if this classification still has an 
impact and I think it does
Native enough is a book by Nina O’Leary published this year that 
interviews current Native college students and includes 
photographic portraits and yet it’s classified as E97 under History 
of North America – Indians of North America like it is from the 
past
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Classification experiment (Reclaiming indigenous research in 
higher education)



This screen was too long to capture the call number but this book 
was published last year and is about helping students conduct 
indigenous research in higher education – organized on the shelf 
in the past in that same E97 category
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Classification experiment (Beyond access: indigenizing programs 
for Native American student success)

Another item on helping Native American students succeed today 
– published in 2018 and placed in the past on the shelf
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Approaches to classification (Brian Deer)

Here are some approaches to classification and grouping 
materials that I have learned about so far:

Brian Deer was a librarian from Kahnawake, a Mohawk Nation 
reserve in Canada, and in the 1970s he created this scheme to 
represent the First Nations perspective. He worked on this 
scheme at a few different libraries and adjusted it at each place 
so there are technically several versions but the one at the 
Xwi7xwa Library (“whei-wha”) at the University of British Columbia 
is one that is available online.

Xwi7xwa Library and UBCIC (Union of British Columbia Indian 
Chiefs) Library and Archives both use versions of Brian Deer 
classification scheme.
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Approaches to classification (LLACE and IUB LGBTQ+ Library)

Lavender Library in Sacramento, CA created the LLACE 
classification scheme for LGBTQ+ collections and IU’s LGBTQ+ 
Library found that and has been using it at least since 2001. 
They’ve made some local modifications but their system is 
external to IUCAT and the university’s cataloging system and the 
collection has grown to such a size that they have been able to 
focus shelf organization on how best to provide access to users 
interested in LGBTQ+ items. Completely student-run and a 
particularly cool example of what is possible for collection 
organization when a community historically seen as not the 
default or the norm becomes the center and focus of the 
organization scheme.
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Challenges
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Possibilities

DLF group is in collaboration with the Metadata Working Group; 
wiki has headings switched around but the 2018 Project Scope 
Document has accurate description for Inclusive Metadata Task 
Force charge
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IHLIA Screenshot

Contemplating how something like this could work to offer multiple 



views into a collection; different front doors to better connect 
terminology from a marginalized community to records that may 
be limited by the use of LCSH or other mainstream vocabularies 
that can get in the way of discovery
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Investigations

Gathering approaches to organization that have been offered or 
tried or are currently used
More learning to do; gathering thesaurus/ontology/controlled 
vocabs/classification schemes as I find them
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Centering the marginalized

Similar to concepts of accessibility and web accessibility

Curb cuts improve curb use for those in wheelchairs but also for 
those who are running, pushing a stroller, riding a bicycle, or wish 
to avoid tripping off the curb edge

Providing tab control access improves web site use for those who 
cannot use a mouse and for those who work more quickly with 
key strokes; alternative image text provides information for 
everyone if an image doesn’t load, not just the user who can’t see 
due to blindness

Rethinking metadata and information retrieval aids to help 
research needs of marginalized communities improves 
description and access for all researchers



There are things to figure out – can’t have more precise or 
narrower terms connecting back to LCSH’s broader term of 
Indians of North America for example, that isn’t helpful to find 
information

Some controlled vocabularies don’t have that connection to LCSH 
so if it’s possible or desired to do that, there is work involved there

Definitely something to providing more vocabularies that use 
terminology from that community for description work but also 
something to consider providing multiple entry ways to search and 
discovery, information retrieval based on a community’s 
terminology helps that community connect with collections and 
resources and helps those not from that community learn from 
that community and disrupts the concept of an other or a default 
or a norm
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Bibliography - Bias in metadata

Citations for things I referenced in slides – entire Zotero library 
with my notes so far are also available in the Bias and inclusivity 
in metadata link
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Bibliography - Controlled vocabularies

Citations about the controlled vocabularies I cited; I know there 
are more out there and this is just a start
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Bibliography - Classification schemes

Same for classification schemes, there are still a lot of items in the 
Zotero library that I haven’t had a chance to read yet, let me know 
if you know about something I don’t have included yet


