
Beacher Wiggins, Director
Acquisitions and Bibliographic Access Directorate
Library of Congress
101 Independence Ave., SE
Washington, DC 20540

Dear Mr. Wiggins,

We write to you as information professionals concerned with the current state of classification and semantic 
precision within the Library of Congress’s (LOC) cataloging practices. After thorough review of LOC’s current 
and historical practices regarding the creation and amendment of subject headings, we authored the following 
report to address the weaknesses we discovered in the Library of Congress Subject Heading Catalog (LCSH) 
and to propose new practices that would ameliorate issues in this problem area. 

Our analysis focuses on the field of “sex-adjacent labor” and its attendant and peripheral relations. Our ap-
proach is rooted in critical and feminist theory as well as linguistic and historical contextualization. As a global 
leader in cataloging practices, it is imperative that the LOC maintain subject headings that reflect current and 
lived experiences of the subjects it ontologizes. We found that the current LCSH catalog no longer accurately 
represents the relationships that exist between sex work, sex-oriented business, sexual crime, and labor mar-
kets.     

This report is written for you and your subordinates in the Library of Congress Acquisitions and Bibliographic 
Access Directorate, as well as library professionals at large whose collections’ accessibility, description, and 
contextualization are affected by LOC subject heading terms. Stakeholders invested in examining and ad-
dressing the LCSH include those whose identities are impacted by the way literature and other forms of media 
present them, those who seek to learn about subjects which are currently misrepresented, and the Library of 
Congress itself as a self-represented authority of language use and controlled vocabulary. Consistency in lan-
guage and description is important but should not come at the expense of depth or of catalog users seeking 
material that reflects current modes of communication regarding subjects that have historically been relegated 
to the margins.

We assert that current subject heading hierarchies and organization schemes are insufficient to support access 
to content concerning sex-adjacent labor and that they are fundamentally rooted in a perspective that is un-
amenable to the needs of the public. Despite recent advances in subject heading recommendation mechanisms 
that expand the available access points, the internal structure of heading hierarchies and the semantic pejora-
tion of certain subject topics has not been addressed to our satisfaction. 

Sincerely,

Kelly Ellis and Erin Shook
 

May 14, 2019



Executive Summary

This report proposes to amend the Library of Congress’ Subject Headings’ (LCSH) 
treatment of sexual labor by examining current practices and recommending new vocab-
ulary, tools, and approaches to the amendment of existing headings. In doing so, we hope 
that we will aid users’ ability to access relevant and accurate materials through keyword 
searches, as well as furthering the creation of a healthier and more neutral conceptual 
space for sex work, sex-oriented business, and sex-adjacent labor.

We argue that the both presently and historically, the LCSH has performed a normative 
function by abstracting and defining relationships between concepts, materials, identities, 
and experiences. Through this ontological role, the LCSH has great power over what 
relationships are presented to library users. It influences not only what materials a user 
has access to, but also how they conceive of the things they do find. We feel that the 
LOC must acknowledge the weight of this role and adopt an activist approach to their 
cataloguing practices. In a political and cultural climate rife with partisanship and misin-
formation, we believe that neutrality necessitates deliberate action.

Our proposal includes a five-pronged implementation plan to improve LCSH’s treatment 
of sex work, sex-oriented business, and sexual labor. Specifically, we suggest revised pol-
icies within the Library of Congress Acquisitions and Bibliographic Access Directorate, 
the introduction of new subject headings, the adoption of new user-experience oriented 
technologies, greater emphasis on education and activism within the cataloging com-
munity, and the prioritization of feedback from voices both internal and external to the 
LOC.  Additionally, we have included recommended tools and further resources in this 
section.

To illustrate the effects that LOC’s cataloging practices have on library users, we have 
collected and analyzed a sample set of MARC records pertaining to sex work and 
sex-oriented business from the University of Texas Library System. Our analysis focus-
es on the 650 field, as this is where LOC subject headings are the dominant form of 
metadata. In addition to analyzing existing MARC records, we look at other metadata 
elements within the LCSH keyword search and provide examples of amended MARC 
records that we feel more adequately represent the content of the item. 



Introduction to the 
Problem Space

The Library of Congress was established in 1800 to support the legislative aspects of the fed-
eral government. After the Civil War, the LOC expanded its role serving as the official library of 
the US Congress to include providing the general public with knowledge resources. The LOC 
was developed in an era and within a system that prioritized a relationship between the state 
and the education of its citizens. This relationship developed into a national system of resource 
institutions intended to facilitate Enlightenment ideals of a knowledgeable and intellectually free 
society.

The Library of Congress Subject Heading (LCSH) catalog is a controlled vocabulary of catego-
ries through which literature and other library materials can be organized by subject. Standard-
ized use of these headings enables patrons to have consistent and reliable access to materials 
across the world. The headings also allow librarians to better perform their reference duties by 
creating consistency across institutions and collections. The list of subject headings, first pub-
lished in 1914, has been continually updated to reflect changes in terminology and usage and to 
expand the offered subject headings as the world of scholarship and library offerings expands. 
Because of its placement within Eurocentric, Western, and imperialist institutions, the perspec-
tive of the LCSH exists in a lineage that has privileged certain identities and justifications for 
how ideas, people, events, and places should be labeled or categorized. The LOC is somewhat 
self-aware of its circular role in proscribing language and adjusting to external change (El-Hoshy, 
1998), but has not yet taken an active role in developing a critical stance on scholarship that 
addresses marginalized or taboo topics. We believe there is a need to scrutinize this history 
through critical theoretical lenses. While assessment of the entire LCSH is eventually needed, 
we intend to identify a sample set of subject headings to study based on our scholarly interests 
and expediency.
 
The process for submitting a new subject heading can be approached by three different routes: 
within the Library of Congress itself, via member institutions, and by citizen input to the Ac-
quisitions and Bibliographic Access Directorate. There is also a text submission box in their 
subject heading search form that allows for a change to be recommended. However, in the last 
several years there has been more scrutiny towards the submission, consideration, approval, 
and adoption of new and revised subject headings. We are interested in injecting some seman-
tic debate within this domain to encourage more holistic and critically minded subject head-
ings and to update what we will call “expired terms,” both to enhance findability and access of 
materials and to rectify what we consider to be historical inaccuracies, semantic imprecision, 
flawed logics, and ontologies of exclusion.



Theoretical Foundations

Before we address the adequacy or effect of any specific subject headings, we must lay a the-
oretical foundation for our semantic argument. Drawing heavily from The Power to Name 
(2002) and How We Construct Subjects: A Feminist Analysis (2007) by Hope Olson, we argue 
that the LCSH catalog is a collection of surrogates and, as such, is inherently symbolic in its 
nature. These symbols are abstractions of reality and will reflect the perspective, experience, 
and bias of the individual or institution that conceived them. (Olson, 2002) The subject heading 
“Occident and Orient” illustrates the interplay of abstraction and fixed perspective that is at 
play in the catalog. Although the heading now redirects users to “use East and West,” this his-
torical example illustrates both the metonymy and the bias that can be found in headings, and 
begs the question, “east and west of what?” Olson cites a succinct description of this process 
by Dale Spender. (Olson, 2002) As Spender puts it:
“All naming is of necessity biased and the process of naming is one of encoding that bias, of 
making a selection of what to emphasize and what to overlook on the basis of a strict use of 
already patterned materials.”  
Many of the problems with the LCSH catalog arise when naming leads to division, and division 
to hierarchies. Olson illustrates the issue with Aristotelian syllogisms. In these syllogisms, which 
are formed by two identity premises and a conclusion, there are two schemes for creating 
identity. The first (fig. 1) is exclusionary in nature. A thing is either “A” or “Not A.” In Olson’s 
words, there can be no “continuity” between them. In the second scheme (fig. 2), a thing is 
either “A” or “B” which creates a hypothetical space for things that are “Mostly A” or “Some-
times A.”
 

Fig. 1
Premise 1: All men are Mortal
Premise 2: Aristotle is a man
Conclusion: Aristotle is Mortal

 

 
The first scheme leads to the creation of hierarchies and inequalities of importance. Because 
Aristotle has the identity “man,” he is excluded from the identity, “not man.” And further, be-
cause the “man” is subordinate to the “mortal,” he is automatically excluded from the category 
of “not mortal.” In this way it creates a situation in which one identity has a positive reality 
and the other only exists as a negation of that thing. Immortality is defined only as the absence 
or negation of mortality.  In contrast, the second scheme allows both identities to affirm their 
own existence. We may rightfully infer that Aristotle will die, but if he did not, it would not 
shatter or negate his identity as a man. This is the sort of continuity we are hoping to expand 

Fig. 2
Premise 1: No man has yet to not die
Premise 2: Aristotle is a man
Conclusion: Aristotle will almost certainly die



Theoretical Foundations cont.

within the LCSH catalog’s treatment of terms regarding sexual labor. 

Librarian Sanford Berman has dedicated much of his career to remedying problematic relation-
ships of dominance and discontinuity within the LCSH. In a 2016-2017 correspondence with 
LOC representatives, Berman gives many examples of problematic headings and contextualiz-
es the issue with each (Berman, 2016). His argument for changing the “Sex Workers” heading 
demonstrates the bias and misrepresentation that results from the exclusionary hierarchies 
described by Olson in a particularly clear manner. Berman writes:

“I’m well aware that SEX WORKERS is presently a see-reference to PROSTITUTES. 
The trouble with that is that “sex workers” is a much broader term, encompassing 
not only prostitutes, but also exotic dancers, stripteasers, phone sex operators, and 
exotic film actors, among others.”

It is not a stretch to imagine that many exotic dancers, erotica actors, and other sorts of erotic 
performers would take some offense to being categorized as prostitutes. Their work does not 
necessitate intercourse with clients, yet that is what is implied by the current hierarchy (See 
Appendix A, Fig. 1 & 2). Prostitution is a heavily stigmatized term in our society, and by naming 
sex work as its subordinate, the LCSH catalog has extended that stigma to all forms of sex 
work, regardless of their actual nature.



Implementation Plan

Policy Recommendations

The Library of Congress Policy and Standards Division is responsible for providing guidance in 
the creation and application of cataloging rules, developing documentation to support catalog-
ing practices and policies, and engaging in national and international trends and discussions on 
cataloging and classification. This office is also responsible for fielding the communications from 
entities suggesting changes to, errors in, and opinions on subject headings and bibliographic 
entries. Because of the enormity of the communications as well as the complexity of the LOC 
and its member institutions, this workload is not responded to in a dynamic and timely man-
ner. The funding and support for these initiatives should be addressed in order to improve the 
turnaround of correction, addition, and subtraction or alteration of subject headings and their 
hierarchical positions. The context of the subject heading is as important as the semantic mean-
ing. By enhancing the ability of the LOC staff members in the Policy and Standards Division to 
address the information flooding their access points of engagement, we know there will be an 
improvement in the quality of the cataloging output.

We advocate for the LOC to adopt an activist role in determining subject heading relationships 
and terminology. The existing practice of latent reaction to usage and language development 
is no longer appropriate in the current climate, in which technology continually moves faster 
than the institutions that are meant to uphold reference standards and facilitate the access and 
dissemination of information. Adopting subject headings based on common usage should not 
happen fifteen years after the fact. Likewise, adopting subject heading terminology that reflects 
nonjudgmental, neutral, and accurate language, that acknowledges self-representation of a sub-
ject/community, and that fulfills the mandate of convenience for the user (in this case, a user 
of the LOC catalog or resources as well as members of Congress and the US legislature) is no 
longer a passive, neutral act. It is a powerful gesture of opposition to misinformation, partisan 
political motivations, violence and discrimination, and pejorative descriptions. The Library of 
Congress has a duty to implement an activist framework of adaptive policy in fulfilment of the 
principles of cataloging.

Introducing New Terms

The LCSH catalog is missing a critical economic link between sex work and sex-oriented busi-
ness. As depicted in sec. Xx of appendix Xx, the current hierarchy creates a parity between 
the neutral act of selling sex or sexual content (such as erotic performance) and the criminal 
act of sexual trafficking. By ontologizing “prostitution” as a subordinate of both “sex-oriented 
business” and “sex crime,” the catalog erases the agent from the act. A sex-worker in a regu-
lated market in the Netherlands occupies a very different role than a victim of trafficking who 



Implementation Plan cont.

is neither willing nor protected. By obfuscating this distinction, the current hierarchy makes it 
difficult to search for materials that pertain specifically to legal sex markets and the laborers 
within them.  Additionally, it contributes to the stigmatization of sex workers by associating 
them with crime and impedes the expansion of a conceptual space for sex work as labor- labor 
that entails the same economic principles and practices as in any other industry, such as regu-
lation, lobbying and union protection, and market influence. To ameliorate this false equivalency, 
we suggest the introduction of the term “sex-adjacent labor” to the the LCSH catalog. The lan-
guage of “Sex-adjacent labor” broadly acknowledges the relationship between the many roles 
performed under the umbrella of sex-oriented business without misattributing them to prosti-
tution, while remaining specific enough in its meaning to aid users in their pursuit of materials 
pertaining to the sale of sexual goods and services by sex workers.     

Leveraging New Technology

The Library of Congress currently makes its lists of subject headings available in PDF format 
available for download from their website. It is also possible to follow trails of subject headings 
and their variants and instances from the LOC Linked Data Service, which collects terms, ap-
plies a Universal Resource Identifier (URI) number, and enables linking to related terms, nar-
rower terms, and broad terms. However, this service does not give a comprehensive picture of 
the relationships between the subject headings. For example, each term requires its own LOC 
web page to list associated items and the different formats available for download. A less linear 
presentation of this information would reduce the reliance on discrete categories that com-
plicate description. Visualizing connections with a web or map rather than lists of terms, with 
nodes relating in size to the frequency of usage or broadness of association and arrows show-
ing the broad/narrow relationship. It could be color coded to illustrate spectrums of variants 
for single terms and to group associated terms together. This kind of visual presentation would 
be useful for both browsers and catalogers looking for subject terminology.

Education and Awareness

Cataloging education has been largely abandoned by academic institutions formerly involved 
in this field. Few library science programs surveyed mention a specific cataloging and classifica-
tion course; many offer metadata theory and instruction but do not solely concern cataloging 
as a primary approach. As search box origin keyword searching becomes more and more the 
norm in how users and patrons approach information retrieval, it becomes even more crucial 
that the controlled vocabularies supplying these access points accurately and comprehensive-
ly represent the information items in the collections. And as information institutions continue 
to rely on authorities such as the Library of Congress for their data dictionary sources (LIBRI 



Implementation Plan cont.

511, 2018) as well as the MARC bibliographic format, we assert that these metadata elements 
must adhere to the cataloging principles outlined by the International Federation of Library 
Associations (IFLA, 2016). Constructing hierarchies and authoritative vocabularies is a technical 
realm that touches on many disciplines of science and the humanities. Funding formal education 
to cultivate information professionals with an acute sense of the stakes of organizational ethics, 
as well as technical linguistic and taxonomic tools, is the backbone of ensuring access to infor-
mation. Combining classification and cataloging training with the new semantic web ethos of 
dynamically linked data will create a new dataset of subject access points that better supports 
the findability and research goals of information institutions.

Prioritizing Feedback 

Two important cataloging principles from the IFLA concern representation and accuracy. Rep-
resentation mandates that descriptions and controlled forms of names must be based on the 
way an entity describes itself. Accuracy requires that such an entity shall be faithfully portrayed. 
These principles hinge on the notion of the gaze and the ontology of the describer. The origins 
of classification science, from Linnaeus and positivist western perspectives of taxonomic hier-
archies, Otherness, and Aristotelian logics of boundaries, are not suitable for the current world. 
Critical theory undergirds much of how we understand information behavior and institutions. 
One component of critical theory is that there is not one way of knowing; objective analysis is 
not considered possible, much less appropriate, for the multitudinous context that we now ac-
knowledge as the norm for understanding and making sense of the world. As shown in our data 
model (Appendix I) and our summary of the problem, previous iterations of “logic” have failed 
to meet the needs of the new linked data web.



Appendix A: Data Modeling and 
Transformation

Fig. 1: Hierarchies of transactionary sexual acts found in the LCSH catalog 

Fig. 2: Application of Aristotelian syllogisms to existing headings 



Appendix A: Data Modeling and 
Transformation

Fig. 3: Related LCSH terms from UT library search

Fig. 4: Results from UT library LCSH search for “Sex Work”



Appendix A: Data Modeling and 
Transformation

Fig. 5: Problem MARC Record



Appendix A: Data Modeling and 
Transformation

Fig. 6: Amended MARC Record

650   0  Sex-Adjacent Labor (Proposed Term)
650   0  Sex-Oriented Business
650   0  Sex Work (Not Prostitution)
650   0  Internet Marketing
650   0  Social Marketing
650   0  Trade Regulation



Appendix B: Data Dictionary

1. Library of Congress Subject Heading Navigation Data Dictionary
https://www.loc.gov/rr/main/research/xrefer.html

Doing Research at the Library of Congress
IIB. The Four Ways to Find Proper Subject Headings
a. Follow cross references
The first way is to follow the cross-reference structure given in the LCSH list. For example, 
under the heading Dreams the following will appear:
Dreams (May Subd Geog)
[BF1074-BF1099 (Parapsychology)]
[QP426 (Physiology)]
[RC499.D7 (Hypnosis)]
UF Dreaming
BT Subconsciousness
Visions
RT Sleep
NT Children in dreams
Children’s dreams
Death in dreams
Family in dreams
Fantasy
Fortune-telling by dreams
Language and languages in dreams
Language disorders in dreams
Lucid dreams
Men’s dreams
Monsters in dreams
Nightmares
Sex in dreams
Vampires in dreams
Water in dreams
Women’s dreams
– Religious aspects
– – Buddhism, [Christianity, etc.]
The notation “(May Subd Geog)” immediately after the heading is an indication that it may be 
subdivided by geographical areas (e.g., Dreams--Australia). The next three lines indicate that 
various aspects of the topic will be assigned numbers in different areas of the Library of Con-
gress Classification Scheme. A column of cross-references follows.



Appendix B: Data Dictionary

These references are preceded by two-letter code designations, which are important:
UF = Used For. In this case, the code means that the bold-face heading Dreams, above, is Used 
For “Dreaming”;
in other words, do not use “Dreaming”—it is not a valid heading. UF means“ don’t use” the 
terms following it.
BT = Broader term(s)
RT = Related term(s)
NT = Narrower term(s)
The BT, RT, and NT headings are all acceptable terms in the LCSH system. They are not, howev-
er, subdivisions or subsets of the term under which they appear. Rather, they are entirely sepa-
rate headings that must be searched directly in the catalog. Thus, material under the NT term 
Nightmares appears only under that specific term, and not under Dreams.
The final lines, preceded by dashes, are subdivisions of Dreams; thus these headings are valid 
forms:
Dreams--Religious aspects
Dreams--Religious aspects--Buddhism
Dreams--Religious aspects--Christianity
Dreams--Religious aspects--Islam
Dreams--Religious aspects--Judaism
By far the most important cross-references are the NT or Narrower Term headings. Because 
of the principle of Specific Entry, it is necessary to search under the tightest-fit headings for 
whatever topic you have in mind, and the NT headings under a more general term are a very 
good place to look for them

2. MARC Record Subject Heading Field Data Dictionary
https://www.loc.gov/marc/bibliographic/bd650.html
650 - Subject Added Entry-Topical Term (R)

MARC 21 Bibliographic - Full
December 2017

First Indicator
Second Indicator
Level of subject
# - No information provided
0 - No level specified
1 - Primary
2 - Secondary



Appendix B: Data Dictionary

Thesaurus
0 - Library of Congress Subject Headings
1 - LC subject headings for children’s literature
2 - Medical Subject Headings
3 - National Agricultural Library subject authority file
4 - Source not specified
5 - Canadian Subject Headings
6 - Répertoire de vedettes-matière
7 - Source specified in subfield $2

Subfield Codes
Main term portion
$a - Topical term or geographic name entry element (NR)
$b - Topical term following geographic name entry element (NR)
$c - Location of event (NR)
$d - Active dates (NR)
$e - Relator term (R)
$g - Miscellaneous information (R)
$4 - Relationship (R)

Subject subdivision portion
$v - Form subdivision (R)
$x - General subdivision (R)
$y - Chronological subdivision (R)
$z - Geographic subdivision (R)

Control subfields
$0 - Authority record control number or standard number (R)
$1 - Real World Object URI (R)
$2 - Source of heading or term (NR)
$3 - Materials specified (NR)
$6 - Linkage (NR)
$8 - Field link and sequence number (R)



Appendix C: Recommended Tools and 
Resources

To facilitate the recommendations of our project, we have identified the following items 
for consideration.

The Dictionary of Bias-Free Usage (Rosalie Maggio, 1991)
This text undertakes an analysis of common vocabulary that perpetuates bias through exclu-
sion, binaryism, and stereotype, and suggests neutral replacements that still convey an intended 
underlying meaning.

Radicalreference.info (https://radicalreference.info/about)
This information collective supports efforts by library and information professionals to de-
mocratize information resources by providing ground-level grassroots research and an activist 
platform. They have collected a list of alternative references that provide an anti-mainstream 
perspective on topics such as the military-industrial complex, the treatment of protest groups, 
media fact checking, and legal rights. This platform supports the development of new vocabular-
ies to describe communities and events that are outside of the western intellectual regime.

Collaborative Tagging Systems
Research has been conducted to study ‘folksonomic’ or user-generated metadata tagging sys-
tems (Golder & Huberman, 2005; Noll & Meinel, 2008). The results of these quantitative analy-
ses have shown that minority opinions on the description of a web document can exist along-
side majority or mainstream opinions, and that the granularity of tagging (how narrow or broad 
the tag’s meaning is) can vary widely. User-end tagging may be a valuable asset for the Library of 
Congress to consider as it turns its attention more towards the general public as an audience 
and away from the legislature as its patrons.

Digital Humanities Approach: Topic Modeling and Qual/Quant 
Interpretation
Using topic modeling (a quantitative text analysis tool that pools words together in “topics” 
that are determined by proximity and frequency) and visualization together as a form of inquiry 
as well as research into the epistemological tribulations of interacting with data in text and dig-
ital formats may be a useful approach for determining subject headings as metadata. The general 
consensus seems to be that drawing conclusions from topic modeling data and illustrating it 
with visualization software requires many stages of refinement, enhanced subject familiarity, and 
an anticipated loss of context that has to be reintegrated to the final output. Digital humanities 
(DH) scholars have described this as the quantifying of text, and the resulting discrepancies in 
interpretation due to the structure of computation as a tool made within convention-heavy 
domains like scientific journal language. This presents a particular challenge to humanities and 
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Resources

linguistic scholars who are “attuned to subtle shifts in meaning and context” as Klein et al. 
(2015) describe. The goal of their two projects described in the paper are to facilitate interpre-
tation of topic model output and include it in extant research methodologies like close reading. 
Alongside digital visualization tools, quantitative text analysis can impart a depth of context that 
topic modeling computing and other quantitative analyses alone struggle to convey. If catalogers 
want to retain context while exploring new information they can keep in mind the fact that 
collaboration between domains, technologies, and datasets can enhance the conclusions pre-
viously drawn from a more narrow frame of reference of “expert” input and minimal subject 
heading addition.


