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Cataloger’s Judgement: The Fluid Space 

H 180 (Assigning and Constructing Subject Headings)

“Individual cataloger knowledge and judgment inevitably play a role in assessing what 

is significant in a work's contents, but headings should not be assigned that 

reflect a cataloger's opinion about the contents.” 



How do we use this fluid space? 

Should ethical considerations play a role in ‘cataloger’s judgement’?



OUTLINE 

● Problematic headings, ethical subject heading choices

● Changes implemented or sought

● Recommendations

● Concerns



EAST INDIANS 



WorldCat Search Results



CONSIDER WHAT WE HAVE: CAN WE CATALOG 
DIFFERENTLY?

Can we be more precise, 

less prejudicial? 



LCSH for GUJARATIS:
Gujaratis (Indic people)

(May Subd Geog)   

[DS432.G85]

UF Gujaratees (Indic people) 

Gujratis (Indic people)

BT Ethnology—India



DO WE LOSE ANYTHING BY NOT INCLUDING THE HEADING 
“EAST INDIANS”?
Instead of the heading East Indians, use headings that are inclusive whenever possible: 



The diaspora 

aspect is 

covered by these 

3 headings

This is 

great!



GENDER - LADY CHABLIS AND DRAG AS EXAMPLES



LIKELY BETTER HEADING

I used “Suggest 

Alternative 

Terminology”!



ANOTHER LIKELY BETTER HEADING OPTION



HEADINGS THAT RESPECT IDENTITY 
INCREASE ACCURACY

● For example, Brenda Knox (AKA, the Lady Chablis) did not 

impersonate a female; she lived as a woman and assumed an 

outlandish role onstage, like many entertainers.

● “Impersonators” wording used mid-20th century when 

entertainers had to affirm assigned-at-birth gender in order 

to live and work (e.g., Danny LaRue). In modern 

entertainment, impersonators often mimic celebrities, and 

LC has “Celebrity impersonators” heading.

● She was also a civil rights advocate, comedienne, actress, 

and author. Gender was one part. Photo used with permission of Dr. Lemuel Watson

http://lemuelwatson.com/the-lady-chablis/


EVERY SUBJECT IS INDIVIDUAL

● Drag artists are diverse, like librarians

○ In Brenda Knox’s example, she was a woman and also transgender.

○ Famous drag performers RuPaul and Barry Humphries (aka Dame Edna Everage) live their lives as men 

when not at work.

○ Regarding gender and drag artists, artists are women, men, non-binary. Some were assigned a different 

gender at birth and some were not.

● If gender identity is a focus

○ Explore available LC headings like “Gender expression” and “Gender identity.” 

○ Headings for “Gender nonconformity” and “Gender identity disorder” exist, but carry their own 

baggage.

● Terminology changes over time for many subjects. Implement updates.



PEOPLE WHO WERE OR ARE ENSLAVED

● Term “Slaves” denies personhood.

● LC uses “Slaves” as major heading 

with variant “Enslaved persons.”

● Other controlled vocabularies 

replaced “Slaves” with heading 

like LC variant; terminology 

recognizes individuals as humans, 

not property.



LIKELY BETTER EXISTING HEADING



● If there are options available, why 

don’t catalogers use them?

● Catalogers pull from work of other 

catalogers in assigning headings.

● As in the case of citations, frequently 

assigned headings often get more use.

New/more inclusive headings are 

absolutely necessary:

Changing headings: “East Indians.”

Adding new headings when no 

appropriate headings exist.

DOMINO EFFECT?



● Reference librarian (Ann) searched with “sacred cow” to find literature 

on outdated practices, practices not based on evidence.

● Noted no heading could be found in CINAHL (nursing and allied health 

database) or MeSH (used primarily in MEDLINE biomedical database) to 

locate materials on out of date practices.

● Searched outside healthcare literature and found similar issue.



● In CINAHL, we recommended new heading “Outdated Practice.” Heading was 

accepted and introduced in 2019.

● In MEDLINE (AKA, PubMed), we recommended new Medical Subject Headings 

(MeSH) “Outdated Practice” and “Non-Evidence Based.” Awaiting decisions.



EFFECTIVE CATALOG MANAGEMENT 

● Implementing updates (challenging; can be more effective)
○ Transvestites: Changed nearly 200 headings 

● Including more inclusive headings from different thesauri
○ Illegal Aliens: 

■ UCLA: Adding the MeSH heading “Undocumented Immigrants” in MARC records

■ Adding “Undocumented Immigrants” in digital library projects

Catalog management: Cataloging as a conscious act of ethical choice

Make most of what is already out there (when change is slow):

Employ already available headings that are more accurate, less hurtful. 



TRAINING. AWARENESS. INVOLVEMENT 

● Training: Cataloging rules & Ethical issues
○ Design thinking in cataloging

● Writing/publishing
○ Blogs/Twitter (#critlib)

● Serving on committees and working groups
○ SAC working groups on “illegal aliens”

○ Cataloging Ethics Steering Committee working groups
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QUESTIONS, COMMENTS?

Please feel free to contact us!

○ Paromita Biswas, UCLA Library

■ pbiswas@library.ucla.edu

○ Ann Hallyburton, Hunter Library, Western Carolina University

■ ahallyb@wcu.edu


