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Radical Cataloging & Why it Matters: 

Interrogating Library of Congress Subject Headings 

 

 Based upon the idea that classification systems and controlled vocabularies carry an 

inherent bias, radical cataloging attempts to reconcile established cataloging and classification 

systems with constantly evolving social mores and contemporary language.  These systems carry 

biases in two ways; through language—classifications use the hegemonic language of the 

powerful; and through structure—systems inevitably reflect, produce, and reproduce hierarchies 

(Drabinski, 2008, p. 4). 

 Since the job of a librarian is always about making information accessible and radical 

cataloging does not involve abandoning existing systems, one may ask, “what makes radical 

cataloging ‘radical’?”  Whereas radical cataloging does attempt to work within the very systems 

it critiques, we can see how even “radical” political groups can utilize conventional, structured 

systems to organize and disseminate information.  The Occupy movement, whose agenda is 

commonly understood to have been a radical one, employed a system of hand signals to allow 

for communication within large group settings.  One of these, the “twinkles” signal, consists of 

raising both hands and wiggling fingers to signify agreement, is a modified form of the American 

Sign Language word for applause. 

 In order to fully grasp the radical nature of radical cataloging, it is necessary to examine 

its history.  Although the term radical cataloging was coined by K.R. Roberto, who in 2002 

started the RADCAT listserv as a forum to discuss the politics of cataloging, Sanford Berman is 

considered its originator.  Berman’s 1971 book, Prejudices and Antipathies: a Tract on the LC 

Subject Heads Concerning People, addresses specific instances of bias in Library of Congress 

Subject Headings (LCSH).  In the book, Berman identifies two essential problem areas with 
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Library of Congress subject cataloging: vocabulary and assignment.  Within these areas he cites 

the Library of Congress’ failure to: correct obsolete words; create new headings for new topics in 

a timely manner; reform headings that inaccurately and/or offensively describe groups of people; 

and provide sufficient cross-references and subheadings.  Berman exposes biases pertaining to 

ethnicity, religion, gender, age, sexuality, and labor issues, among others, and suggests ways to 

resolve these problems, encouraging librarians to participate in the process of evaluating and 

correcting LCSH.  Most importantly, Berman asserts that cataloging that is erroneous, 

inadequate, and/or biased renders material inaccessible and is, therefore, a form of censorship. 

Considered by many to be too political and left leaning, Berman’s critique was not 

widely well received at the time.  In his review of Prejudices and Antipathies, Seymour 

Lubetzky writes, “a list of subject headings is not a social treatise reflecting its author’s 

philosophy or point of view” (Lubetzky, 1972).  However, we know that LCSH is the most 

widely used vocabulary authority and is an integral part of bibliographic control.  The Online 

Computer Library Center (OCLC) uses 7 million Library of Congress records including the 

Subject Heading authority database; over 35,000 libraries in more than 64 countries use OCLC 

(Olson, 2000).  The LCSH is a vocabulary that has global impact, yet its origins are 

American/Western European, Christian, white, heterosexual, and male—a very specific social 

position and orientation. 

By considering some examples of Berman’s successful recommendations for subject 

heading changes, we can readily see the biases in LCSH and that the criticism of Berman’s text 

was unfairly dismissive.  As a result of Berman’s recommendation to cancel and/or assign under 

the broader term (BT) of Pan-Pacific relations and racism, the Library of Congress decided to 

delete the subject heading YELLOW PERIL altogether.  In 2006, the Library of Congress finally 

changed the heading VIETNAM CONFLICT to VIETNAM WAR, a change Berman had 
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recommended much earlier.  Similarly, the subject heading LYNCHING, which was originally 

placed under the BT of “criminal justice, administration of,” was eventually removed. 

Even a cursory examination of LCSH reveals existing Subject Headings that should be 

revised.  The headings EX-CONVICTS and FEMALE OFFENDERS are both problematic, as 

these words are increasingly becoming understood as stigmatizing.  The term “Ex-convict” is a 

label that has lifelong implications even after a person has served his or her sentence.  As such, 

the current subject heading FEMALE OFFENDERS is no better than the previously used LCSH 

DELINQUENT WOMEN.  Similarly, it is widely agreed that the labels “illegal aliens” and 

“Illegal immigrants” are offensive, yet ILLEGAL ALIENS—a construction the Associated Press 

Stylebook dropped in 2013 (Downes, 2013)—is still the preferred LCSH pertaining to 

undocumented immigrants. 

It is evident from these and past examples that LCSH authorities involve biases and are 

problematic.  So, what is the value of keeping LCSH in place?  In 2006, the Library of Congress 

commissioned the report “The Changing Nature of the Catalog and its Integration with Other 

Discovery Tools,” by Karen Calhoun, in which Calhoun proposes abandoning LCSH.  

Abandoning Subject Headings, Calhoun argued, would reflect the changing nature of collections 

and research, which are increasingly electronic in nature.  For example, Calhoun found that the 

majority of researchers begin their research with Google.  She also argued that abandoning 

Subject Headings would increase flexibility in cataloging specialized collections.  Doing so, she 

reasoned, could enable collections to more freely adjust their subject headings and share them 

among libraries, in line with the dispersed, cooperative trend as seen in OCLC.  Further, she 

argued, abandoning LCSH would save time and reduce costs, two perennial interests of 

underfunded and understaffed libraries and collections. 
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In addition, the rise of tagging and folksonomies, as well as free-text and natural 

language searching, allows libraries to apply technologies to reduce reliance upon structured 

classifications and utilize Google-type relevance ranked searching.  These tools are often seen as 

a more democratic, less hierarchical approach to subject analysis.  In this light, the Library of 

Congress’ hierarchical, institutional approach to subject analysis seems outmoded. 

However, although bias is inherent in any system, we know that classification is an 

important tool for helping us understand the world—and for building and transmitting 

knowledge.  If we agree that classification is not only necessary, but also inevitable, then we can 

see that there are reasons for keeping LCSH.  Thomas Mann argues in support of LCSH stating 

that it provides “the mechanism that enables researchers to recognize what they cannot specify.” 

(Mann, 2005)  Keyword searches typically return high volume, low relevancy records.  The 

algorithms upon which they are based are additionally unable to turn specific words into 

conceptual categories, provide relationships to other terms, or systematically map out a range of 

unanticipated aspects of a subject.  Though a vocal critic of LCSH, Hope Olson uses Homi 

Bhahba’s concept of “The Third Space”—a space where oppressed and oppressor are able to 

come together, free of oppression itself—to illustrate her vision of LCSH as a bridge to accessing 

information and knowledge (Olson, 2000). 

How do we proceed as librarians and information workers?  Drabinski (2008) points to 

Paulo Freire’s idea of “problem posing education”—wherein everyone is both a teacher and a 

learner, through listening, dialogue, and action—and urges librarians to engage critically with 

cataloging and classifications.  Mann (2006) notes the importance for catalogers and research 

librarians to work together to inform one another’s work.  And, as Buckland (1999, p. 5) points 

out, “Vocabulary is used to indicate meaning, but language is unstable, dynamic.”  We need to 
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recognize this fact, realize how this directly impacts the systems we use, and take action 

accordingly. 

Librarians can take action by participating in groups such as the Subject Authority 

Cooperative Program (SACO), which enables members to submit subject heading proposals for 

inclusion in LCSH; the American Library Association’s Social Responsibilities Round Table 

(SRRT), which works to establish democratic and progressive priorities in the profession, with 

an emphasis on human and economic rights issues; and the Progressive Librarians Guild (PLG) 

which is intentionally non-neutral and asserts that people-centered libraries are critical to the free 

public sphere that makes a democratic civil society possible. 

So, what is radical about radical cataloging?  It is radical because it encourages us to 

return to our roots as librarians by demanding that we advance a concerted awareness that 

language is always in flux and that language has meaning and impact, ensure equality in access 

to information, and engage with all points of view.  Olson (2001) argues that our systems “hide 

their exclusions under the guise of neutrality,” disproportionately affecting access to information 

to those outside the cultural mainstream.  As PLG’s statement of purpose suggests, librarianship 

is not a neutral endeavor.  Instead, librarians must be advocates for inclusion and constantly 

work to ensure that systems serve library users and not exclude them.  Whereas it is not 

necessary to do away with existing systems, such as LCSH, that involve biases but are effective 

tools for organizing and disseminating information, librarians must constantly work to make 

them ever more inclusive, egalitarian, and useful to all. 
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