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ABSTRACT. The Library of Congress Subject Headings have been
criticized for containing biased subject headings. One leading critic has
been Sanford Berman, whose 1971 monograph Prejudices and Antipa-
thies: A Tract on the LC Subject Heads Concerning People (P&A), listed
a number of objectionable headings and proposed remedies. In the de-
cades since P&A was first published, many of Berman’s suggestions
have been implemented, while other headings remain unchanged. This
paper compiles all of Berman’s suggestions and tracks the changes that
have occurred; a brief analysis of the remaining areas of bias is included.
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THE PROBLEM OF BIASED HEADINGS IN LCSH

Since its first publication in 1909 as Subject Headings Used in the
Dictionary Catalogues of the Library of Congress (Stone 2000), the Li-
brary of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH) have come under scrutiny
by librarians. Critics have questioned the choice of terms, the syndetic
structure, and the inconsistency with which subject headings are formu-
lated.

However, none of these objections have prevented the widespread
acceptance of LCSH as the primary thesaurus for controlled vocabulary
searching in libraries. Its dominance within libraries in the United
States, coupled with the export of OPAC technology from American
companies to libraries around the world, has led to the adoption of
LCSH in libraries around the world (Olson 2002).

With the increasing use of LCSH worldwide, librarians continue to
raise questions about a topic that first appeared in professional literature
in the late 1960s: bias in subject headings. Critics contend that certain
subject headings, particularly those that are used to identify groups of
people, perpetuate “the exclusionary cultural supremacy of the main-
stream patriarchal, Euro-settler culture” (Olson 2000). In a word, many
subject headings exhibit “bias”: that is, they use language that shows a
prejudice in favor of particular points of view, and against others.

The roots of this bias lie in the operating principles of the LCSH. In
1951, David J. Haykin, chief of the Library of Congress’ Subject Cata-
loging Division, laid them out in his Subject Headings: A Practical
Guide: “[T]he heading . . . should be that which the reader will seek in
the catalog, if we know or can presume what the reader will look under”
(Haykin 1951). In other words, the subject headings assigned to works
in the catalog should be what a particular type of library patron would
be most likely to search under–regardless of the notion of universal bib-
liographic control, to which the LC is also committed (Miksa 1983).

Whatever the merits of this principle in theory, critics find it trouble-
some in practice. The crux of their objections lies in the identity of the
“average” reader:

The reader has been identified as American/Western European,
Christian, white, heterosexual, and male. The identification is not
surprising since it reflects the point of view that has been dominant
for so long in our society. But that point of view does not accurately
reflect the world we live in. Non-American/Western Europeans,
non-Christians, non-whites, non-heterosexuals, and non-males ex-
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ist in numbers and have always existed in numbers. . . . Ideally the
‘nons’ should not have had to become a force before bias was iden-
tified and corrected in the LCSH. But then, ideally, there should be
no such concept as “nons.” (Marshall 1977)

By utilizing the language and perspective of a particular group of read-
ers, rather than seeking a more neutral set of terms, LCSH can make ma-
terials hard to find for other users, stigmatize certain groups of people
with inaccurate or demeaning labels, and create the impression that cer-
tain points of view are normal and others unusual. As LCSH has spread
across the globe, objections to this bias have been stated from librarians
as far afield as Great Britain (Trickey 2003) and Australia (Moorcroft
1992).

The movement to correct biased headings has resulted in a large
number of changes; in 1980, the Library of Congress convened a Rac-
ism and Sexism in Subject Analysis Subcommittee, which reported a
number of recommendations (Beall 1980). The advent of a computer-
ized catalog in 1986 made the process of changing headings much sim-
pler, and the pace at which biased headings were changed quickened.
However, many librarians contend that biased headings persist in
LCSH; this paper seeks to identify how far the LCSH has come in cor-
recting bias, and what types of bias remain within the subject headings.

SANFORD BERMAN’S PREJUDICES & ANTIPATHIES

Among the many librarians who have called attention to bias in sub-
ject headings, Sanford Berman (former Head Cataloger of the Hennepin
County Library in Minnetonka, Minnesota) has been recognized as
“[t]he pioneer and leading proponent of the need to update LC terminol-
ogy and remove terms with pejorative connotations to racial, ethnic or
religious groups” (Shubert 1992). In 1971, Berman published Preju-
dices and Antipathies: A Tract on the LC Subject Heads Concerning
People (P&A). His work addressed what he perceived as “foolish and
wrong-headed aspects of [Western] bias” (Berman 1971) within the Li-
brary of Congress Subject Headings. Berman’s intent was to call into
question certain subject headings in LCSH–and propose alterations, ad-
ditions, and deletions of headings and cross-references to more accu-
rately reflect the language used in addressing these topics, to rectify
errors of bias, and to better guide librarians and readers to material of in-
terest.
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P&A was received with mixed reviews in the library press. Some re-
viewers hailed it as a “scholarly, fascinating, upsetting analysis of bias”
(Musser 1972) and “a substantial contribution to the understanding of
these problems, and . . . a good precedent for the criticism of LC subject
headings which I hope will be followed by more such undertakings”
(Son 1972). Others, however, expressed reservations about the pro-
posed changes, on the grounds that “the subject catalog is only an aux-
iliary tool to the much more sophisticated subject bibliographies”
(Nitecki 1972), or that the biased language of the headings merely re-
flects biased literature being cataloged. In those days of card catalogs,
many librarians resisted changing headings because of the time- and la-
bor-intensive process involved (Greenblatt 1990). A number of writers
objected to the strong language Berman used, calling him “emotional,
bitter and misplaced when he attaches to a technical cataloging question
some sinister political significance” (Lubetzky 1972).

In the three decades since the publication of P&A, much discussion
of Berman’s arguments (and similar proposals by other librarians) has
occurred, and many changes have been made to LCSH. Berman’s sug-
gestions have not achieved universal acceptance, but it cannot be denied
that his assertions of bias in LCSH were part of a trend within the cata-
loging profession toward scrutiny about the assignment of subject head-
ings for people.

CHANGES TO LCSH SINCE THE PUBLICATION OF P & A

As a way to examine in which ways that scrutiny has changed LCSH,
this paper compiles a table of the proposed changes described in P&A,
followed by the current status of the headings in question. The data will
show how many of Berman’s proposed changes have been imple-
mented (Berman himself estimates that no more than half of his sugges-
tions have been adopted) (Berman 2003) and which areas of bias are
still prevalent in LCSH.

Research for this paper proceeded in two phases. First, the current
LCSH (as of July 2003) were searched (via OCLC Connexion) for the
headings Berman listed as objectionable, and any changes that have oc-
curred were noted; cross-references were searched using the printed
version of the 26th edition of LCSH. Second, the volumes of Cataloging
Service Bulletin published since 1971 were skimmed to locate the date
that changes were made. Not all changes (particularly in cross-refer-
ences) were published in Cataloging Service Bulletin, and some that
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were published may have been missed by this author; the data obtained
in this phase are used only in an illustrative manner and are not part of
the analysis.

The results of the research are displayed in three tables below. Each
table contains the section and item number of a heading under question,
followed by its page number in the 1971 Scarecrow Press edition,
Berman’s suggested remedy, the actual change that has occurred (if
any), and the date of the change (when known). It should be emphasized
that the terms and remedies under consideration are best understood
with reference to Berman’s original work, which contains lengthy dis-
cussions of the issues at hand, as well as the items and suggested reme-
dies. The 1993 McFarland edition contains the same text as the 1971
edition; although page numbering is different, the section and item
numbers are consistent with the 1971 edition. (The 1993 edition is
available as a PDF file at http://www.sanfordberman.org/prejant.htm.)

Appendix, Table I includes those headings which were changed in
ways that substantially conform to Berman’s suggestions, in spirit if not
in exact wording. Appendix, Table II includes headings which were
changed in a way that partially resolves the objections originally listed,
but which may leave other objectionable wording intact, or introduce a
different shade of bias. Appendix, Table III includes headings which
were not changed in any way that reflects Berman’s suggestions. Ap-
pendix, Table IV includes headings Berman listed under the chapter
“Do-It-Yourself,” with no particular suggested remedies.

Subject headings or suggested subject headings are italicized. Cross-
reference codes and other discussions are in roman text. Note that the
format of the LCSH syndetic structure has changed since the publication
of P&A. Cross-reference codes See, See also, x, and xx are no longer in
use. Instead, LCSH uses the following codes: USE, UF (used for), BT
(broader term), RT (related term), SA (see also), and NT (narrower term)
(Library of Congress Subject Headings 2003). To save space in the ta-
bles, all terms which share a cross-reference code are listed in the same
line, separated by semi-colons (e.g., Child rearing BT Child care; Child
development; Child psychology indicates that Child care and Child de-
velopment and Child psychology are all broader terms to Child rearing).

DISCUSSION

Prejudices and Antipathies proved a harbinger of changes in LCSH.
Of the 225 headings Berman suggested changes in, 88 (or 39%) have

Steven A. Knowlton 127

http://www.sanfordberman.org/prejant.htm


been changed almost exactly as he suggested, while an additional 54 (or
24%) have been changed in ways that partially reflect Berman’s sugges-
tions.

The 80 items that remain unchanged (some 36% of Berman’s sugges-
tions) show some patterns of thought that persist in the Library of Con-
gress–for example, many subject headings pertaining to the Christian
religion remain unglossed. Other unchanged headings simply reflect a
difference of opinion on the literary merit of subject headings (e.g., Un-
derground Press, U.S. military), a different way of restructuring biased
headings (rather than compensate for using Man as an umbrella term for
humanity by adding similar subdivisions under Woman, LCSH now
uses Human beings), or an alternate view on the link between topics
suggested as cross-references (e.g., Poor xx Capitalism).

It appears that bias in subject headings, while a continuing source of
concern, has been addressed in a serious manner by the compilers of
LCSH. The main biases found in this study are the persistence of the as-
sumption that unglossed religious headings refer to Christian topics,
and unglossed terms relating to United States history and geography,
which may simply be confusing to users outside the U.S.

Concentrated attention to the issue of bias in LCSH has borne fruit in
the three decades since the publication of P&A, and the library commu-
nity can point to these precedents as hopeful milestones in the continu-
ing effort to provide equal access to all users.
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