
While	libraries	continue	to	struggle	with	budgets and	keeping	the	proverbial	and	
literal	lights	on,	the	way	we	describe	materials	has	come	under	increased	scrutiny.	
How	can	libraries	catalog	in	a	way	that	provides	better	discovery	of	their	collections	
and	in	a	way	that	is	inclusive?

My	presentation	will	give	a	brief	overview	of	the	LCSH	and	its	problems	and	conclude	
with	a	proposal	of	a	project	I	hope	to	take	on	to	create	a	local	vocabulary	to	help	
make	the	UMD	Libraries’	materials	more	discoverable	by	working	with	our	own	
community.
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The	LCSH	is	an	essential	aspect	for	libraries	to	enable	their	patrons	to	find	and	access	
materials	in	their	collections.	In	the	days	of	the	card	catalog,	there	were	essentially	3	
ways	to	find	a	book:	by	it’s	title,	it’s	author,	or	the	subject	term.	The	LCSH	is	a	sort	of	
top-down	approach.	Someone	looking	for	a	book	on	a	topic,	could	find	the	
appropriate	subject	term	in	the	vocabulary,	and	then	search	for	that	card	in	the	card	
catalog	to	find	relevant	materials.	This	process	is	then	top-down.	Catalogers	and	
other	professionals	have	established	a	vocabulary	and	terms,	and	then	users	find	out	
what	term	is	used	for	what	they’re	looking	for.	An	example	of	a	controlled	vocabulary,	
is	the	Library	of	Congress	Subject	Headings	commonly	known	as	LCSH.	This	is	the	
dominant	source	of	subject	terms	for	library	catalogs.
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The	main	concern	is	outdated	and	offensive	terminology.	The	LCSH	was	first	
published	in	1898,	not	only	has	a	lot	changed	in	that	time	between	now	and	then,	
today	we	can	recognize	assumptions	and	biases	baked	into	the	vocabulary	that	were	
veiled	as	unbiased.	Some	of	these	biases	also	led	to	offensive	and	even	bigoted	terms	
being	included	in	the	vocabulary.	This	not	only	can	harm	and	turn	away	community	
members,	but	it	can	also	inhibit	access	to	library	materials.	Controlled	vocabularies	
like	the	LCSH	also	aim	for	universality.	While	the	vocabulary	is	really	a	national	
vocabulary	for	the	United	States,	so	its	ability	to	work	for	people	outside	the	United	
States	is	limited.
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Melissa	Adler	in	her	article	“the	case	for	taxonomic	reparations”	argues	for	the	use	of	
what	she	calls	reparative	taxonomies.	The	idea	here	is	that	libraries	should	use	more	
than	just	the	standard	vocabularies	like	the	LCSH.	Libraries	can	add	local	terms	and	
create	local	vocabularies.	There	are	also	vocabularies	created	by	communities,	for	
example	there’s	the	Homosaurus,	a	vocabulary	created	by	the	Transgender	Digital	
Archive	to	promote	the	discovery	of	LGBTQ+	resources.	The	main	idea	that	I	take	
aware	from	this	is	that	the	library	ends	up	sharing	its	power	with	its	users.	That	is,	the	
people	who	are	described	by	the	library	and	use	the	library	can	have	a	hand	in	
deciding	how	they	are	described	by	the	library,	not	just	catalogers.
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So	why	would	I	suggest	using	a	controlled	vocabulary	over	another	type	of	
vocabulary?

First,	my	interest	is	in	

The	main	thing	is,	honestly,	practicality.	Features	like	user-tagging	would	be	helpful,	
but	UMD	doesn’t	have	a	system	that	enables	user	tagging,	but	catalogers	can	edit	
records	to	add	local	terms.

Controlling	a	vocabulary	has	a	lot	of	benefits	that	add	value.	Because	folksonomies	
using	whatever	terms	a	user	uses,	their	efficacy	can	be	limited	by	users	using	
different	terms	for	the	same	concept.	In	a	folksonomy,	there	is	no	hierarchy	or	
relationships,	so	if	people	are	talking	about	terrapins,	the	terms	terrapin,	
diamondback	terrapin,	and	malaclemys terrapin	will	be	treated	as	wholly	separate	
concepts.	However	if	we	apply	some	control,	we	can	use	“terrapin”	as	our	preferred	
term,	the	term	that	will	be	displayed,	because	that’s	the	term	used	most	at	UMD,	but	
we	can	include	the	other	terms	as	alternative	terms,	so	if	someone	happens	to	
search	for	malaclemys terrapin,	our	system	will	know	what	they	really	mean	(at	least	
in	the	terms	of	our	system)	is	“terrapin”.	In	addition	to	establishing	preferred	and	

8



variant	terms,	we	could	also	establish	relationships,	providing	context	for	terms.	And	
the	reason	I’m	most	interested	in	a	controlled	folksonomy,	is	the	ability	to	publish	the	
data	as	linked	data,	making	
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Making a	local	vocabulary	available	as	linked	data	also	opens	the	opportunity	to	
connect	it	to	other	vocabularies	using	relationships.	This	means	a	local	vocabulary,	
which	would	normally	be	an	isolated	tool,	can	be	a	part	of	a	web	of	vocabularies.	
While	the	benefit	may	not	be	immediate,	it	would	enable	future	library	systems	that	
use	linked	data	to	understand

So	while	in	the	end	this	vocabulary	could	become	part	of	a	network	of	vocabularies,	
the	intent	is	to	create	workflows	and	a	supportive	system	that	could	enable	other	
libraries	and	other	communities	to	create	their	own	vocabularies	and	become	part	of	
this	network	as	well.	At	the	end	of	the	day,	what	I	see	as	most	valuable	is	the	shift	to	
working	with	our	own	community	to	help	making	our	resources	discoverable	for	
them.
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