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Overview
Susanne Caro, Government Information Librarian,

New Mexico State Library



Marginalization 

•Health (medical/ paternalism)

•Race (othering/belittling/ ignorant) 

•Political (intentional)

•Economic

•Incarcerated

•Ignorant 



Throughout gov publications

• Census

• Congressional 
Documents

• Department of Health

• Department of 
Education

• Department of Defense

• Bureau of Indian Affairs

• Maps



Evolving language- it doesn’t mean that anymore

• Acceptable* >> slur >> new term >> slur >> new term

• Uncomfortable terms- Primary sources

• Spelling: Navaho? Navajo? Dine?

• Modern language in metadata

• Listening to those affected

• Change can take time

*Acceptable to the people using the term which may or may not relate to them



260    ##$a[Washington :$bWar Dept.],$cc1919.
300    ##$a511, [1] p., [96] p. of plates :$bill., facsims., maps, ports. ;$c24 cm.
599    ##$amf/dl
650    #0$aWorld War, 1914-1918$xAfrican Americans.$0(uri) 
http://id.loc.gov/authorities/subjects/sh2010119458$2LCSH$041-LIBRARY_OF_CONGRESS-
sh2010119458$9Y
650    #0$aAfrican American soldiers.$0(uri) 
http://id.loc.gov/authorities/subjects/sh85001906$2LCSH$041-LIBRARY_OF_CONGRESS-sh 
85001906$9Y
650    #0$aAfrican American military personnel$2LCSH$041-LIBRARY_OF_CONGRESS-sh 
85001906$9N
650    #0$wnne$aAfro-American soldiers$2LCSH$041-LIBRARY_OF_CONGRESS-sh 
85001906$9N
650    #0$wnne$aNegro soldiers$2LCSH$041-LIBRARY_OF_CONGRESS-sh 85001906$9N
650    #0$wnne$aNegroes as soldiers$2LCSH$041-LIBRARY_OF_CONGRESS-sh 
85001906$9N
650    #0$aSoldiers, African American$2LCSH$041-LIBRARY_OF_CONGRESS-sh 
85001906$9N
730    0#$aOfficial history of the American Negro in the World War.
852    0#$bSPECCOLL$822465413450003843



Legal and Historical Language, 
Working with Users 

Jennifer Morgan, Government Information Librarian, 

Maurer School of Law, Indiana University



“Illegal Aliens”: Multiple Problems

• November 12, 2021, the Policy 
and Standards Division (PSD) of 
the Library of Congress (LC), 
announces decision to replace 
the terms “Aliens” and “Illegal 
aliens” with new subject 
headings “Noncitizens” and
“Illegal immigration” 

• “We're constantly reviewing 
subject headings as language 
changes, to make sure that we're 
keeping current with the language 
that researchers are using.”  
(Library of Congress)  

• 2014: Students and librarians at Dartmouth submit a 
formal request that LC revise the heading “Illegal 
aliens” to “Undocumented immigrants.”
• Dec. 2014: LC doesn’t approve the request for two 

reasons: (1) “Undocumented immigrant” is not directly 
synonymous with “Illegal alien,” and not all 
undocumented people are or intend to be immigrants; 
(2) authoritative sources for legal terminology generally 
use “Illegal aliens” as their established term. 

• Jan. 2016: ALA Council adopts resolution & calls on 
LC to change the heading “Illegal aliens to 
Undocumented immigrants”

• March 2016, LC convenes stakeholder meeting to 
examine the problem. Instead of “Undocumented 
immigrants,” LC determines that the “Aliens” 
heading will be revised to “Noncitizens,” and for 
“Illegal aliens,” the heading used will be 
“Unauthorized immigration.”



Political Backlash

https://www.congress.gov/congressional-report/114th-congress/house-report/594/1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/114th-congress/house-bill/4926


Current Legal Language: “Aliens”

United States Code
• Title 8, “Aliens and Nationality”
• 8 USC § 1101(a)(3) The term "alien" means any 

person not a citizen or national of the United States.
• “Illegal alien” (e.g., 6 USC § 240, 8 USC § 1365, 8 USC 

§ 1611, etc.) 

Code of Federal Regulations
• Title 8, “Aliens and Nationality”
• “Illegal alien” (e.g., 13 CFR § 109.400, 13 CFR §

123.702, 29 CFR § 20, 29 CFR § 500.140)  
• 29 CFR § 500.20(n) Illegal alien means any 

person who is not lawfully admitted for 
permanent residence in the United States or 
who has not been authorized by the Attorney 
General to accept employment in the United 
States.

http://uscode.house.gov/browse/prelim@title8&edition=prelim


Efforts to Modernize Statutory Language 
Correcting Hurtful and Alienating Names in Government 
Expression (CHANGE) Act 

• 2015, 2019, & 2021, Rep. Joaquin Castro [D-TX 20] 
introduced legislation to remove offensive and 
inflammatory language characterizing immigrants as 
"aliens" from federal law (H.R. 3785, 114th Cong., 
H.R.3776, 116th Cong., & H.R. 457, 117th Cong.)  

Health Equity and Accountability Act of 2022, H.R. 7585, 
117th Cong. and S. 4486, 117th Cong.
• TITLE X—Addressing Social Determinants and Improving 

Environmental Justice
• Sec. 10009. Correcting Hurtful and Alienating Names in Government 

Expression (CHANGE). 

21st Century Language Act of 2012, S. 2367, 112th. Cong. 
(2012), became Pub. L. No. 112-231
• SEC. 2. Modernization of Language Referring to Persons 

Who Are Mentally Ill 
• Removed references to the word "lunatic" from several 

sections the U.S. Code.

158 Cong. Rec. H6656 (daily ed. Dec. 5, 2012).

https://www.congress.gov/bill/114th-congress/house-bill/3785
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/3776
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/457
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/7585
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/7585
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/4486
https://www.congress.gov/bill/112th-congress/senate-bill/2367/all-actions
https://www.congress.gov/bill/112th-congress/senate-bill/2367/all-actions
https://www.congress.gov/112/crec/2012/12/05/CREC-2012-12-05-pt1-PgH6656.pdf


Legal Finding Aids: Controlled Vocabulary
West Key Number System: classification system that indexes cases by topics and specific 
legal issues

• Topic number 24: “Aliens, Immigration, and Citizenship”
• Key Number 778: “Harboring or concealing alien”

https://training.thomsonreuters.com/media/How%20to%20use%20the%20Key%20Number%20System/1_wlku7rm2


Controlled Vocabulary in Commercial Databases

https://judiciary.house.gov/committee-activity/hearings/consequences-criminal-aliens-us-communities


15th Amendment, floor debate

• Feb. 26, 1869, Conference report debated and 
agreed to in Senate 

• Cong. Globe,  40th Cong., 3rd Sess. 1625 (1869) 
(statement of Sen. Jacob Howard).

Language in Historical Government Documents



Historical Newspapers

Barnstable Patriot (1866) 2 Jan, 
p. 2, (online NewsBank).



Working with Library Users

Supporting users and researchers on sensitive topics

1. Explain Historical Context

2. Acknowledge Discomfort with Offensive Language

3. Highlight Educational Purpose

4. Encourage Critical Analysis

5. Promote Respect 



Proposing Changes
Melanie Polutta, Cataloging Policy Specialist,

Library of Congress



Making proposals
LCSH, LCDGT, LCGFT, LCMPT

LCC



Who makes proposals?

• Library of Congress catalogers
• This includes everyone at LC

• SACO catalogers (Subject Authority Cooperative Program)

• Anyone

• Overview of the process for non-librarians
• https://www.loc.gov/aba/cataloging/subject/lcsh-process.html

https://www.loc.gov/aba/cataloging/subject/lcsh-process.html


Why make proposals?

• New concepts

• Updated an existing heading/Used For/Broader Terms, etc.



When to make proposals?

• As part of cataloging process
• We do not anticipate topics

• Special projects

• https://www.loc.gov/aba/cataloging/subject/Evaluation-Headings-
Indigenous-Peoples.pdf

https://www.loc.gov/aba/cataloging/subject/Evaluation-Headings-Indigenous-Peoples.pdf
https://www.loc.gov/aba/cataloging/subject/Evaluation-Headings-Indigenous-Peoples.pdf


Where to make proposals?

• LC & SACO catalogers: Classification Web Proposal System 
https://classweb.org

• Everyone else: web form at 
https://www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/lcshproposalformnew.pdf

https://www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/lcshproposalformnew.pdf


How do you make proposals?

• Not going to cover the technical aspect here



Proposing a new or changed heading

1. Search the existing headings

2. Research the topic

3. Formulate the heading, references, etc.

4. Input the proposal into the system

5. Inform Policy, Training, and Cooperative Programs Division 
(at policy@loc.gov for non-SACO people)

mailto:policy@loc.gov


Reviewing a new or changed heading

1. Publish the proposal on a tentative list

2. Gather the comments on any and all proposals

3. PTCP analyzes the proposals according to the established 
principles of LCSH and makes the decision about each 
proposal

4. Publish the Summary of Decisions,  
https://www.loc.gov/aba/pcc/saco/cpsoed/cpsoeditorial.html

5. Publish the approved lists, https://classweb.org/approved-
subjects/

https://www.loc.gov/aba/pcc/saco/cpsoed/cpsoeditorial.html
https://classweb.org/approved-subjects/
https://classweb.org/approved-subjects/


Proposing a new heading: the beginning

• History of the Chawai of North-Central Nigeria to 1932
• Book about a specific ethnic group which does not yet exist in LCSH, 

confirmed by searching the database

• Why doesn’t it exist? No one has needed the heading.



Proposing a new heading: research

• Work cat: History of the Chawai of North-Central Nigeria to 
1932, 2002: $b page 4 of cover (The book is titled, History of 
the Chawai of North-Central Nigeria, to 1932; using Chawai, 
which is the name with which we are called in the Hausa 
language. This name has become the most widely known, and 
without it many readers will not readily see that this book is 
about our history. But, as the book has brought out clearly, we 
call ourselves the Atsam, and our land, the Yinatsam, and our 
ruler, the Restsam. For the sake of cultural and historical 
authenticity, beyond the title, and in special cases, it is these 
names, which we use in our own language, which are used in 
this study.)



Proposing a new heading: research

• 670 $a Ethnologue, 2022 $b (Atsam, a language of Nigeria; cch; Alt. 
names: Cawai, Cawe, Cawi, Chawai, Chawe, Chawi; Location: 
Kaduna state: Kauru LGA; Classification: Niger-Congo, Atlantic-
Congo, Volta-Congo, Benue-Congo, Kainji, Eastern, Piti-Atsam) 

• 670 $a African ethnonyms and toponyms, 1984 $b (Chawai; UF 
Chawe, Chawi, Atsam; Nigeria)

• 675 $a African ethnonyms, 1996



Proposing a new heading: create the heading

Heading

Atsam (African people) 
Cawai (African people)

Cawe (African people)

Cawi (African people)

Chawai (African people)

Chawe (African people)

Chawi (Nigerian people) 

Broader term

Ethnology—Nigeria 

Cross-references



Research

• Subject Headings Manual H 202 
https://www.loc.gov/aba/publications/FreeSHM/H0202.pdf

• Purposes
• What work triggered the proposal?

• What is the definition of the term?

• What variant terms did you find? What term is preferred? Is it clearly 
understood?

• Where should it exist within the hierarchy?

• How much research do you do? It varies.

https://www.loc.gov/aba/publications/FreeSHM/H0202.pdf


Research
• What is literary warrant? Why do we use it?

• “Justification for the representation of a concept in an indexing language or 
for the selection of a preferred term because of its frequent occurrence in the 
literature.”

• Guidelines for the Construction, Format, and Management of Monolingual 
Controlled Vocabularies Z39.19-2005 (R2010)

• What is authoritative?
• Dictionaries, encyclopedias, general indexes and thesauri, titles in the LC 

database, work being cataloged and its bibliography, topical reference 
sources (especially those within a discipline), websites (for example of related 
organizations)

• https://www.loc.gov/aba/cataloging/subject/indigenous.html – Interim 
guidelines for work on indigenous headings

https://www.loc.gov/aba/cataloging/subject/indigenous.html


Questions and Discussion



Resources

• GPO Statement on Outdated and Offensive Language

• GPO Cataloging & Indexing

• Library of Congress Evaluation of Headings for Indigenous Peoples 

• Subject Headings for Indigenous peoples (interim guidelines)

• Redressing Relationships with the Historically Marginalized/ Redresser les relations avec les 
personnes historiquement marginalisées

• Corbett Jenny. 1996. Bad-Mouthing : The Language of Special Needs. London: Falmer Press.

• The Word “Negro”, U.S. Census, 2010

https://fdlp.gov/cataloging-and-classification/gpo-statement-on-outdated-offensive-language
https://fdlp.gov/cataloging-and-classification/cataloging-and-indexing
https://www.loc.gov/aba/cataloging/subject/Evaluation-Headings-Indigenous-Peoples.pdf
https://www.loc.gov/aba/cataloging/subject/indigenous.html
https://sr.ithaka.org/publications/redressing-relationships-with-the-historically-marginalized-redresser-les-relations-avec-les-personnes-historiquement-marginalisees/
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/blogs/director/2010/01/the-word-negro.html


Resources

• “ALA Welcomes Removal of Offensive ‘Illegal aliens’ Subject Headings,” (November 12, 2021).

• Change the Subject (2019), documentary film about a group of Dartmouth students who 
challenged anti-immigrant language in the Library of Congress subject headings. 

• SACO: Summary of Decisions, Editorial Meeting Number 2111.

• Search Terms Up for Debate: The Politics and Purpose of Library Subject Headings

• Integrating Content on American Indian Law and Indigenous Identities, RWU School of Law 
Integrating Doctrine and Diversity Series Oct. 19, 2022

https://www.ala.org/news/member-news/2021/11/ala-welcomes-removal-offensive-illegal-aliens-subject-headings
https://www.library.dartmouth.edu/digital/digital-collections/change-the-subject
https://www.loc.gov/aba/pcc/saco/cpsoed/psd-211115.html
https://www.historians.org/research-and-publications/perspectives-on-history/march-2022/search-terms-up-for-debate-the-politics-and-purpose-of-library-subject-headings
https://youtu.be/GHZEN_O6JU4?si=nQaJ6MpYpOV_-EeY
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