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ABSTRACT
Deborah Maron: The Standpoint Practitioner: How Black and White Metadata Librarians at
Predominantly White Academic Libraries Articulate Personal, Professional, and Social
Experiences Relating to their Work with African American Collections
(Under the direction of Ryan Shaw)

In the United States, many academic institutions are plagued by a history of anti-Black
racism. Today, librarians from different racial backgrounds who work at libraries at
predominantly White colleges and universities are given the important task of describing
materials related to African American cultural heritage. This task has the potential to elevate
Black stories and remediate misunderstandings of the African American experience, but the
material effects of Whiteness loom over the process. First, librarians who describe African
American collections bring to the library their own view and understanding of Black culture and
history that may shape how they choose to describe materials. They are also professionalized
into the library science field which itself is shaped by an Anglo-American worldview. Finally,
they describe collections in predominantly White workplaces whose values and aims may or may
not align with their own when it comes to representing African American collections in a way
that is meaningful to them as people and professionals.
Other scholars have written about anti-Black racism in libraries and library description.
However, there has been less inductive research that takes a personal look at issues facing
librarians from different cultural backgrounds as they describe African American collections in
predominantly White academic libraries. I interviewed seven White librarians and two Black
librarians who describe African American collections at libraries at PWIs about their personal
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values, their professional mindset, and how the workplace affords or denies them opportunities
to create high quality descriptions. Findings demonstrate that librarians believe personal
experiences with Black culture impact their affinity for their work. Findings also demonstrate
that although librarians believe in the rule-governed ethos of metadata and that standards are not
wholly unfit for African American collections, that the absence of cultural literacy is a major
issue. Finally, workplace impediments stand in the way of librarians creating resonant and
thorough descriptions. I use the experiences articulated by librarians to suggest evidence-based
best practices for library governance and library school educators at PWIs so that African
American collections and the librarians who describe them can be better supported.
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PREAMBLE
On White Racism
I am a White woman scholar and librarian, born and raised in the United States. I have
lived and worked in different places here and abroad that afforded me a great degree of privilege
and safety due to my White skin. White racism is no stranger to the United States. However, I
cannot say I have always understood its machinations. I recently lived in a place for several years
where I witnessed extreme racial turmoil of a volatile nature, and I was in such close proximity
to it that it compelled me to reconsider my own role in racism/antiracism and to research more
deeply the effects of Whiteness in my field and in the U.S. more generally.
Black philosopher George Yancy called the process where White people improve their
understanding of their own role in White racism their unsuturing (Yancy, 2016). In this process,
Whites also come to a better understanding of the nuances of racism. The sutures are what
protect White people from acknowledging White racism and are both societally imposed and
self-imposed. The sutures, Yancy argued, prevent antiracist action. Yancy was also careful to say
that when the sutures come out, a gaping wound of our own making—the pain and indignities we
cause BIPOC from the racism we create—is forever branded on us, never healed, and, if we are
doing the job of antiracism correctly, we will continue to feel discomfort. In addition, a White
person cannot ever not be racist in a dominant White society that continues to benefit them
economically and politically (Yancy, 2014). Nonetheless, scholars like Yancy have argued that it
is toxic for White people to stay silent.
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I commit myself here to serve BIPOC colleagues by focusing on issues facing metadata
for African American collections and telling the stories of the people who do this important work
in this dissertation. A big part of this endeavor requires examining the compounding issues
inside and outside the library that make this work difficult.
On My Personal Experience as a Librarian
In addition to addressing my race and gender, I wish to identify myself as someone with a
master’s degree and now, also, a doctorate in library and information science. I studied
librarianship at two predominantly White institutions over the last decade or so. I also worked at
predominantly White academic libraries and archives.
As a researcher, I have been interested for several years now in the ways that race and
racism impact the library environment. Admittedly, when I practiced descriptive work in the
library many years ago, race and racism, and the ways in which my own race impacted my work,
were not at the forefront of my mind. As I began researching and becoming more entrenched in
library activist discourses outside of the classroom, however, I became increasingly troubled by
what I saw and heard from librarians on the margins. Many of the conversations I engaged in
were with Black librarians who had experienced trauma so egregious that it was pressuring them
to leave the field entirely. I extrapolated from my own concern about these accounts and thought
more about potential hindrances for professional endeavors in archives and libraries when
essential voices—BIPOC voices—are absent.
This led to self-reflection about my own antiracism in my past practice. I wondered if
certain educational or work supplements had been present, would I have been a more reflective
practitioner? A more antiracist practitioner? I wondered what other practitioners thought about
themselves. I thought about the reconciliation of identities or how there could be conflict
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between different sides of a person as they endeavor to work within a predominantly White field,
and in a predominantly White space. As a metadata person, I thought about how insiders to a
culture and outsiders to a culture could interpret and describe the very same document in very
different ways, something which could have significant material effects on the people who
consume the document. As I grew more interested in cultural material related to groups on the
margins, I was curious how cultural outsiders who have not been privy to a lived experience of a
group on the margins would grapple with a collection related to a marginalized group, and if
their lack of insider knowledge would in any way serve as an impediment in the process of
describing those kinds of materials. I also became convinced that metadata can be more than a
record. Metadata records could potentially scaffold stories of cultural heritage that could have
significant societal impact. That is: it is my belief that stories told well articulate the importance
of one group’s cultural heritage to people across cultural groups, remediating common
misunderstandings that have perpetuated violence against marginalized groups, and elevating
and celebrating cultural heritages that have been marginalized.
Spurred on by the first-person accounts to which I was privy, my knowledge about and
disappointment in the history and present state of the library institution, and by my knowledge
about how aspects of African American history and culture are obfuscated or erased in Majority
narratives, African American collections seemed a salient case for examining how personal,
professional, and political workplace commitments collide to produce an outcome that can be
good or bad for a cultural group. That is, a collision of personal, professional and social
dimensions, I believe, can result in metadata that depicts the African American experience
resonantly and with dignity, or, it can fail to do so. Folded in throughout the Findings and
Conclusion of the dissertation, I introduce sections with musings about the shortcomings of my
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own knowledge and education, and the shortcomings I perceive in myself as a librarian who has
not adequately reflected upon her own race in the past. The parts wherein I address my own
subjectivity in this dissertation are not an attempt to center myself or to draw attention away
from the participants. Rather, I use these moments where I talk about my own thoughts and
experiences as devices to help the reader better understand my motivation to pursue a diversity
of questions that may seem unorthodox to combine into a single study, or perhaps, to ask at all in
a study about metadata. What I found in pursuing these questions is that metadata is conflictual,
political, and complicated when you talk to people who work with African American collections
at PWIs, places that historically and presently have a fraught relationship to race and racism. I
began to understand the weight of responsibility that metadata librarians, with different racial
backgrounds, ultimately bear as they grapple with how best to describe African American
collections that historically have gotten short shrift or have been ignored entirely. I hope in the
end, that my findings are informative for library leadership and educators who read this research
and have been shifting their sight away from the pervasive racism in the field and the kinds of
issues that may arise when the description of African American collections is not considered a
process that is deserving of unique attention. I hope it is helpful as we as a community of White
ally librarians endeavor to support a more inclusive and just library where aspects of the African
American experience are represented resonantly and with dignity, in a way that truly supports
members of the African American community who use collections that represent aspects of their
cultural heritage. I hope that we, as scholars and librarians, can also support the librarians of
different cultural backgrounds who do the important work of describing those collections.
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CHAPTER 1: ACKNOWLEDGING VALUE CONFLICTS
African American collections reflect a vision of African American cultural heritage,
history, and life. People who have the opportunity to view those collections, either in person or
online, are privy to a snapshot of African American history or more contemporary aspects of
African American life and creations in photographs, art, writing, and other forms of
documentation. The process of curating a vision of culture and communicating its import begins
with the professionals in libraries who select and process collections based on the kinds of
heritages they believe their library should promote but, ultimately, it is the librarian or archivist
who will use language—single-word descriptors, linked data ontologies, hyphenated terms from
sanctioned vocabularies, short paragraphs, or longer narrative pieces—to create a structure for
the collection. The language they choose is integral to telling stories of African American history
and culture—stories that are classified by some Black scholars and librarians as being part of
what they call the Black experience in America, and by others as being part of the African
American experience—that have the potential to resonate with, educate, and otherwise support
those people who interact with the collections. However, the descriptive outcome of a collection
reflecting the Black or African American experience is not simply reflective of a set of choices
by processing archivists and librarians. The descriptions, or metadata, that a library professional
creates represents a locus of compounding and conflicting issues, circumstances, and value
systems.
A preface that explains the use of terminology in the literature review and study is
necessary before proceeding with describing the study further. In this study, I will capitalize the
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“W” in “White” when describing myself, my participants, and when discussing standards of
practice founded in a colonial tradition. There is disagreement among scholars on whether to
capitalize the “B” in “Black” or the “W” in “White”, or just capitalize the “B” in Black but not
the “W” in White, or to capitalize neither word. In this study, I capitalize the “W” in “White” to
situate this study within Critical Race Theory and Critical Whiteness Studies as well as the
discourse about the oppressive system run by a dominant Majority (also capitalized here when
White is implied) who are White. In these fields scholars problematize “Whiteness” as an
insidious phenomenon that shapes the thoughts and behaviors of people in White European,
Christian post-colonial societies such as the U.S. (Campt, 2018; Painter, 2011). Although it is not
unanimous, scholars in these fields will often capitalize “White” to underscore the significance
of Whiteness and to designate it as an official phenomenon of study, and to accentuate the fact
that White people will often regard their White race as incidental, or as not a race at all, which
continues to have negative ramifications for Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC)
who continue to suffer due to microaggressions and outright racism. One participant, however,
said that they prefer the small “b” in “black” to describe their own racial identity, so I will use
“black” when describing this participant. I would also like to note that there is conflict between
terming the experiences of Black people in America as being part of the African American
experience, or the (B)(b)lack experience. Ismael Fernandez (Fernandez & Triola, 2021)
contextualized the conflict as people of African descent in America choose to use either African
vs. Black by providing some examples:
In the late 80s and 1990s, the terminology African American began becoming
increasingly more popularized in American vernacular. Many leaders such as Jesse
Jackson would grasp this concept in an attempt to provide identity to blacks within
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America. But rather than being a uniting force for culture the concept of African
Americans became a division and point of contention because of the ambiguities attached
with this concept. In the 2000 election campaign this contention came to light when Alan
Keyes and Barrack [sic] Obama argued over this problem: During the campaign, the
debate spilled into public view when Alan Keyes, the black Republican challenger for the
Senate seat in Illinois, questioned whether Mr. Obama…should claim an African
American identity. “Barack Obama claims an African American heritage,” Keyes said on
the ABC program “This Week.” “Barack Obama and I have the same race that is,
physical characteristics. We are not from the same heritage.” “My ancestors toiled in
slavery in this country,” Mr. Keyes said. “My consciousness, who I am as a person, has
been shaped by my struggle, deeply emotional and deeply painful, with the reality of that
heritage.” (African American Registry, 2015) (Fernandez & Triola, 2021, African vs
Black section. paras. 1-2).
For the purpose of this study, because material focuses specifically on documents related
to or created by African Americans, and for the sake of consistency (and because I am unable as
an outsider to make an apt assessment or ideological commitment about whether to use Black
experience or African American experience), I will usually refer to material that participants
work with as that which relates to African American culture, history, and life. Because race is so
significant in this study in terms of its focus, in shaping the tenor and topics of the interview
guide questions, and as a key component in my participant sampling, I did not want to treat
Whiteness as incidental or reinforce the misconception that Whiteness is something invisible and
unimportant to acknowledge. Instead, I treat being White as a significant lived experience,
emphasizing that the actions that take place under the auspice of a White political-social system
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by its beneficiaries, or people who identify as White, have consequences for all systems and for
people of all races in that society (Painter, 2020).
As this study shows, the depersonalized or “objective” way in which the dominant White
majority of scholars frequently examines racism or cultural relevance in metadata and
classifications is arguably unsatisfactory. I believe the issues we encounter with metadata are
better understood through a process of reflection. Practitioners do not act in a vacuum nor were
their identities developed in one. Just as their users subscribe to a myriad of identities and have
different experiences and understandings of African American history, life, and culture, so, too,
do librarians, and they bring these identities and understandings into their library or archive. And
despite a librarian or archivist’s professionalization, they cannot remain completely impartial, or
leave their identities and accompanying values, opinions, and feelings about metadata—and
about the African American experience more generally—at the door when they walk into the
library. This is the case whether they are conscious of—or are given space to reflect on—how
these aspects of themselves play out in the work of describing groups and individuals on the
margins. This work is not only affected by individual professionals’ personal identities and
experiences. Organizational politics and White majority ideologies also have historically wielded
considerable control over academic libraries in ways that have impacted progress, especially
where racial inequality and cultural relevance in metadata is concerned (Bourg, 2016).
The library world increasingly uses the word “metadata” to talk about catalogue, archival,
and other descriptive records that represent a bibliographic or nonbibliographic object. The
people who work with African American collections and/or who catalogue books relating to
African American history, culture, and life may include archivists, librarians, and other
professionals. In this study I refer to those individuals who describe and organize materials for
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collections and in catalogues as metadata librarians. The metadata librarians I spoke with are
quoted below. They reference different archival standards or metadata standards throughout.
Some work with a variety of standards. I’ve removed identifying details (including their specific
job title and location) to protect their anonymity.
This study focuses on metadata librarians’ subjectivity. I was interested in learning more
about how these librarians view their work context as a confluence of personal, professional, and
public experiences and perceptions, and how they express this experience in their work as they
describe and organize African American collections.
The Problem
To admit that I am a white problem is simply to state a fact. Yet asserting it makes me
uncomfortable, in seemingly paradoxical ways: I am embarrassed to be a problem, yet
admitting it feels like boasting (Isn’t it wonderful that I’ve recognized that I am a
problem by virtue of being white?). In beginning to write about how it feels to be a white
problem, I have felt much as I often do in the face of my own and others’ racism:
paralyzed, uncertain how to begin…To perform antiracism, I have to decisively act,
drawing critical attention to myself. (Teel, 2016, pp. 23, 29)
Many universities in the U.S. historically did not permit Black students to enroll. When
Black students were eventually permitted to attend some of these schools, in addition to the
“unofficial” racism they reported from their daily interactions with White students and faculty
(who were the racial majority), they faced sanctioned forms of discrimination from the
universities as well—including segregation in dormitories and cafeterias as well as exclusion
from many university social clubs (Feagin, 1992; Troschitz, 2017; Thompson, 2019). In the
1960s, Black students at several predominantly White universities across the U.S. revolted
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against these injustices and demanded equal social and scholarly support. In response, Black
studies and African American studies departments dedicated to the study of the Black experience
and/or African American experience began to emerge at predominantly White institutions
(PWIs), specifically universities and colleges. Consequently, libraries at predominantly White
schools began collecting more books and articles on Black and African American history, life,
and culture to support the research and teaching endeavors of these departments (Anthony, 2006;
Fenderson et al., 2012; Ford, 1972; Joseph, 2003; Knowlton, 2020).
Eventually, predominantly White schools began curating more African and African
American archival collections showcasing different aspects of history, culture, and life related to
aspects of a shared cultural heritage. Collectively, books, articles, and archival collections were
envisioned to be the pillars of diversity and the foundation for the support of Black studies
programs. Many White and non-White librarians who organized African American collections
that contributed to a larger understanding of what constitutes history and culture in the US
viewed this work as one of the many steps necessary for dismantling racism and other forms of
inequality at their institution and as the means by which apt and rich reflections of African
American history, life, and culture were elevated (Hill & Hill, 2020; Brayboy, 2003; Caswell,
2014; Eze, 1998; Finley et al., 2018; McDonald, 2011; Schlesselman-Tarango, 2017; White,
2012).
Despite the strides PWIs have taken in the past several decades to promote equality, there
are compounding issues that affect the overall treatment of African American collections at
predominantly White libraries and these issues transcend problems in the library institution
alone. Acts of discrimination against African Americans at predominantly White colleges and
universities across the U.S. continue to be well-documented by scholars of color (Farmer, 2018;
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Smith, 1981; Weber & Vandeyar, 2004; Wingfield, 2015). Black, Indigenous, and People of
Color, or BIPOC scholars continue to be overlooked for faculty positions, and we see a similar
hiring problem in libraries (Griffin et al., 2020; Kawasaki, 2006; Mestre, 2010).
Some scholars of color in the field of memory studies assert that people who claim
membership to certain minoritized groups, including African Americans, due to their subjectivity
are the best experts in curating collections related to aspects of their cultural heritage (Bell, 2018;
Salmenkari, 2020; van Huis, 2019; Yusoff, 2019). Although majority White academic
workplaces such as libraries state in verbal and written discourse they are committed to
inclusivity and diversity, they rarely hire Black librarians, or, in general, librarians of color
(Curry, 1994). In addition, Black librarians and librarians of color who are hired report rampant
racism and abuse, and according to librarians including Theresa Byrd, many have left the
profession entirely (Byrd, 2012).
There is also the problem of larger institutional standards that make it difficult to describe
African American collections well. Librarians who describe materials in the library or archive
are often required to use a White Anglo-American description and classification system,
developed by White males over a century ago, that contains terms now deemed offensive or unfit
for describing non-White marginalized racial and cultural groups. Many librarians acknowledge
that although they must use these descriptors and systems of organizing, these systems and
descriptors do not allow for the resonant or relevant representation of aspects of African
American history or the African American experience (Adler, 2017; Higgins, 2016; Knowlton,
2005; Lo, 2019; Pacey, 1989). Cataloguing and archival descriptors promulgated in metadata
standards of practice, including descriptors created by the Library of Congress, are considered by
many to be antiquated, racist, and at times anti-Black; yet these standards persist.
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Problems such as racial discrimination in hiring, the reluctance to acknowledge the
expertise of Black librarians, and the use of biased White Anglo-American description systems
bely a lack of commitment in library institutions to values such as diversity, inclusivity, social
justice, and antiracism (Hudson, 2017; Kumaran & Templeton, 2020; Schlesselman-Tarango,
2017). In pursuing this study, I operated under the assumption that these and other issues likely
impair the quality of collections that represent marginalized groups at libraries at predominantly
White schools, and perhaps in ways that have gone underexplored by researchers.
Purpose of the Study
Many universities and university libraries developed verbal and/or written commitments
including the values of diversity, inclusivity, and equity, values that I believe should provide
guidance to a culturally resonant and respectful cultivation of African American collections
(Vinopal, 2016). Many White majority leaders at PWIs and their libraries have also voiced
support for, or put considerable funds toward, curating and describing aspects of African
American history in online collections (Hankins & Juárez, 2015; Jackson et al., 2016; Kenerson,
1997). However, as this study underscores, metadata librarians today experience cognitive
dissonance when trying to resolve the conflict between these public commitments, their own
values, and the reality of everyday work on their African American collections.
In addition to describing books and materials that are already part of the library and
archive, librarians at PWIs are working to repair relationships with Black alumni and gain trust
with Black donors so that they may curate their cultural heritage materials. As such, these
libraries have the important role of properly stewarding and honoring these materials. When
African American collections are curated and described well, they demonstrate to the Black
community of students, staff, and faculty that Black and African American history, life, and
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culture matters. Unfortunately, barriers such as the ones mentioned above—barriers that bely a
lack of values and/or a conflict of values between systems and people—have arguably hindered
Black studies departments from having the resources they deserve and, in some cases, may have
prevented collections from being described in the detail and with the resonance that the materials
may deserve. Further, Black students and faculty who wish to see themselves represented and
feel welcome in a university library may be deprived of that experience because collections
representing their cultural heritage are absent, or limited, or the descriptions miss the mark and
do not emotionally or culturally resonate. Just as important, a message might be communicated
to Black librarians that their own contributions to stewarding aspects of a shared cultural heritage
are not valued, or worse, that their presence is not valued in any way (Schlesselman-Tarango,
2017).
Despite (1) predominantly White academic libraries demonstrating more of an interest
than in years past in creating collections about African American history (Gravois, 1995) and
despite (2) conversation among BIPOC and White allies that work to remediate racism in
metadata, relatively little research has been done that investigates how a professional librarian, a
local institution, and a system of practice that lives under the auspices of Whiteness can
ultimately enact a true and resonant representation of African American history and culture.
More importantly, the thoughts, feelings, and reflections of librarians who do the work of
describing African American history and culture have not been regarded by researchers as the
paramount source of expertise while libraries pursue richer and more just representations of
Black history and culture at predominantly White schools.
In this spirit and to fill this research gap, I begin by looking at librarians’ subjectivity and
honoring the challenges in their own words. Equal ethno-racial representation in librarianship
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does not exist at present. Most librarians employed at PWIs are White and thus many White
librarians do the work of organizing and describing African American collections, which are
often just one genre of many kinds of collections in need of organization and description.
Therefore, I must understand the thoughts and feelings that both White and non-White librarians,
and in particular, the thoughts and feelings Black librarians who identify with Black and African
American history, life, and culture and who work with African American collections have about
the challenges in their practice within the confines of a racially unequal institution such as the
library world.
I am a White woman, an outsider to the Black or African American experience, and so
acknowledge that although I have done my due diligence in the research I present here and have
done so in good faith, people with an insider affinity will undoubtedly find cultural blind spots
present. Regardless, a major reason I embarked on this study is to use my platform, as a White
researcher and former librarian, to address other White librarians, administrators, and library
school faculty about issues of accountability of White people who will have some direct or indirect involvement, to the process of describing Black materials in White majority spaces. That
is, we in the Majority may know and acknowledge that certain barriers to a culturally resonant
practice in metadata exist, but other barriers—including the strengths and limits of a librarian’s
cultural knowledge, library politics, and lived world racism—are treated by us as incidental
information. We also acknowledge the existence of racist metadata—but we do not acknowledge
the compounding reasons for its persistence. Additionally, there may be existing barriers that we
have not identified.
The stakes are high in many ways. I am part of the White majority of librarians and am
disturbed by the lack of attention paid to the problems by the Majority. Consequently, I feel
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compelled to contribute to the conversations happening within BIPOC librarian communities, to
actively work to address these issues facing Black librarians and to demonstrate solidarity with a
movement toward racial equality that includes supporting the apt and just description of African
American collections that at some institutions may currently be getting overlooked. Metadata
librarians and archivists, those individuals who use description to present a picture of African
American cultural heritage and aspects of the African American experience, can provide insight
into what they perceive to be core problems based on their situatedness. Themes and
commonalities among their responses may shine a light on the impact of Whiteness on racial
metadata for minoritized collections.
A final purpose of this study is to better understand how metadata librarians navigate
between their values and the implicit values of standards practice and their universities and, in
doing so, how they approach the goal of describing and organizing African American cultural
material for the library and archive. I hope insights from this research will support emerging and
ongoing discourse about the role of Whiteness in the library and demonstrate to Majority
practitioners that more fervent action should be taken to address, mitigate, and prevent issues in
the library that may prohibit excellence in the description of African American heritage
collections.
Research Questions
The questions I seek to answer in this study are based on several assumptions and
understandings I have developed throughout my professional life. First, experiences inform our
identity. Experiences can tell a story of how an individual’s moral and ethical values were
formed and how they associate these values with particular aspects of their identity. By
understanding a professional’s complex identity, we may also better understand how they cue
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their moral and ethical values as they work with African American collections in White majority
libraries. Knowing more about a person’s experiences as it relates to their holistic identity can, in
essence, tell us about a metadata librarian’s desire to build affinity with African American
collections.
Second, per their professionalization and their personal orientations, metadata librarians
cast their unique lens on African American cultural heritage and accordingly may articulate a
fraught relationship to extant standards of practice and how those standards affect their work.
They may also have different opinions about what makes “good,” “meaningful,” “useful,” or
“resonant” metadata for marginalized collections. The metadata librarian is the best expert
concerning their own experience and can provide insight into the optics and difficulties
surrounding the use of racial metadata for African American collections.
Third, the local environment may confine or afford opportunities to metadata librarians
so they can make decisions for African American collections that align with their own values and
priorities. How metadata librarians articulate the social and political limitations of the workplace
may explain why certain problems with describing African American collections persist.
Exploring these assumptions can help us understand what I call the “metadata
performance”, or how metadata librarians per their subjectivity seek to resist or support
conventions of a predominantly White library system that have prohibited the resonant and deep
description of many marginalized collections such as African American collections. In particular,
we may learn more about the values that lend themselves to a more effective and perhaps
antiracist performance, even in the face of workplace adversity or roadblocks.
Therefore, the questions this research study seeks to answer are the following:
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Question 1: How do different types of identity—including racial identity, sexual orientation,
geography of origins, gender identity, religion, educational background—inform metadata
librarians’ perspectives of the African American experience?
Question 2: How do different types of value commitments inform metadata librarians’
approaches to African American collections?
Question 3: How do White librarians demonstrate the critical mindset needed to evaluate the
effects of Whiteness on their own lives, their libraries, in metadata, and in marginalized
collections?
Question 4: How do librarians interpret, define and regard concepts in metadata theory and
practice, some of which can be contentious, such as “interpretation,” “fact,”
“meaningfulness,” “usefulness,” and “cultural resonance?” in the context of their work with
African American collections, and in their work more broadly?
Question 5: How do social and political forces in the predominantly White workplace—such as
the demands of leadership, collegial interactions, hiring practices, and strategic goals and
missions—relate to metadata librarians’ work with African American collections?
Question 6: How do Black and White librarians perceive faults or strengths within extant
metadata standards as they apply to African American collections, and are there differences
in perception that fall along racial lines?
Limitations
I did purposive and convenience sampling and interviewed seven White librarians and
two Black librarians. I wanted to speak with more Black participants and participants of color,
but I was unable to get interviews with POC non-Black librarians and in the time frame I had
was also not able to connect with more Black participants. Eventually I needed to move ahead
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with the study after spending considerable time reaching out to diverse librarians via email.
Consequently, I have less transferable data, and data in general, about the experiences of Black
librarians than I do White librarians, and do not know about the experiences of other librarians of
color who work with African American collections.
Significance
There have been previous studies, advice, and guides for White allies, as well as firstperson testimonials about the role of Whiteness in libraries and how a system of oppression
affects librarians who work in predominantly White spaces. There have been examinations of
and testimonials about how an archivist’s or librarian’s own cultural heritage or sense of
belonging to a culture plays a role in their description of a marginalized cultural group. There
have been studies that examine the ways that descriptors and classification schemes, such as
Dewey Decimal and Library of Congress Subject Headings, contain terms and categories that
many BIPOC consider not apt or racially offensive. There have been critiques about how
diversity mandates are poorly written and not effectively enforced. And there have been reports,
first-person accounts, and studies on racial discrimination in hiring and retention of diverse
librarians at PWIs written by BIPOC and White allies.
However, although these issues have been studied and written about extensively by
BIPOC and ally librarians, especially in alternative presses, and although these issues have been
studied, written about, or acknowledged to happen in tandem, there is a dearth of research that
uses an inductive, in-depth analytic approach to investigate the collision of personal,
professional, and social dimensions corresponding to or inducing different value commitments,
tenets, and challenges, in relation to the practice of metadata in particular. Even less attention has
been paid in inductive research to how an understanding of librarians’ values—as well as an
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acknowledgement of neoliberal values in places such as PWIs—can be used to answer why these
issues persist in describing racially minoritized collections at PWIs.
In framing this study, I was inspired by scholars who study reflexivity, or how scholars
and practitioners articulate their lived-world attitudes and beliefs related to their domain of work
or research—inside and outside of librarianship. Many of these scholars use a multi-dimensional
analysis that accounts for identity affiliations of the actor, including their race, to understand why
so many practical problems persist. I think there is value in scholars in the White majority taking
the time and care to analyze problems related to race/antiracism in a research study focusing on
personal and professional values in the context of a workplace. This type of research may spur
more conversations among White majority scholars and educators, as we in the White majority
help constitute the state of the field of library and information to positive or negative effect by
acting (or failing to act) on certain values. It is my assumption based on the literature by BIPOC
librarians I have read, as well as in personal conversations I have had with BIPOC librarians who
work with minoritized material, that they are aware of how many of these problems compound
on each other and affect minoritized material because they have given careful thought to the
conflicts they face in describing material that resonates with them personally and may describe
aspects of their own cultural heritage. I also endeavor to see how librarians who are Black, and
who are White, grapple with conflicts based on their own values, tenets, and abilities—as I think,
frequently, White librarians especially are not urged in their workplace to consider the
relationship between themselves as White people, their values, and abilities, and their own
practice. Here, I take an inductive look at metadata practice in working with African American
collections situated at the nexus of the dimensions proposed by White librarian Chris Bourg
(Yousefi, 2017) and elaborated on by three other White librarians, Kalpin, Caragher, and Dover-
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Taylor (Schlesselman-Tarango, 2017). The work of Prescott, Caragher, and Dover-Taylor, a
collection of three personal essays in the book Topographies of Whiteness, included advice for
other White librarians and background literature that provided information on the history and
present of racism in libraries and focused on how White librarians can “dismantle racism and
white supremacy in ourselves, our institutions, and our communities” (Prescott et al., 2017, p.
293) by addressing problems of Whiteness at three levels: the level of personal and interpersonal
racist/antiracist behavior, the level of antiracism-in-action at the workplace, and antiracism at the
level of the library institution.
Following Bourg and these three librarians, who argued that we need to recognize the
significance of different levels of community in order to dismantle library racism in places from
public libraries to academic libraries, from reference services to metadata, I look at the conflicts
and dissonance that may occur when White and Black librarians who work with metadata try to
reconcile values, tenets, and social forces within three domains: the personal, the professional,
and in the local workplace. In so doing, I privilege the humanity of the librarians I speak to and
honor the often-confusing nature of their being a person in a raced profession, a raced person in
the greater world, and a raced person in the workplace. In doing this study, I came to understand
how they reconcile their thoughts, actions, and aspects of their identity as they attempt to best
describe materials that may have historically, and at present, gotten short shrift in dominant
White spaces. I listen to the words of these librarians and archivists who talk about their identity,
their beliefs, and their cultural fluency and ability within compounding dimensions, inside and
outside the library. I take their words to be the primary data that reveals why and how different
librarians may struggle with describing African American collections.
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I believe I learned a lot not only about what the challenges are, but also about the nature
of extant challenges, especially for those librarians who work with a broader swath of collections
in their day-to-day work (not only African American collections). I learned about the
complications and dissonance that occurs when one works with a professional framework with
tenets founded in technical rationality, and when one works within the confines of a technically
rational environment. I also learned about the ways in which some facets of technical rationality
are—almost paradoxically—harnessed by librarians, to demonstrate their reverence and respect
for the African American individuals and communities being represented in collections (or seek
to serve Black people who interact with the material). I also learned about how some abilities,
such as cultural literacy and historical knowledge on minoritized topics, are treated in some work
environments as “incidental” when to me (and to these librarians, even those who are limited),
these things are foundational in describing African American collections richly and aptly.
I do not regard the words of librarians and the collision of the dimensions as “incidental”.
My hope is that a holistic “standpoint” lens onto the issue of how people who claim membership
either inside or outside of the Black community use metadata for African American collections at
PWIs, will reveal the dimensionality and prism-like nature of this phenomenon, giving insights
to those of us who teach metadata, and to practitioners, so that aspects of the Black or African
American experience are described in a way that is the most useful and meaningful to others and
so that the challenges that may get in the way of doing that can be better understood and
addressed. My intent was to learn how different value dimensions play into one another,
revealing what is in actuality a very complicated, challenging, dissonant, and conflictual
endeavor that cannot be boiled down to a single value, tenet, or social pressure—rather, I hope to
demonstrate how values, tenets, and forces intermingle to induce an outcome which has lessons
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for how we may as an institution create a more realistic and antiracist best practices for African
American collections at PWIs based in the situated experiences of the people doing the work.
With a collection of issues accounted for through a standpoint feminist and critical race
lens, I believe library scholars and practitioners can better serve minoritized cultural groups, such
as African Americans, to better represent their materials. Here, race—and the librarian’s
experience with Black history and culture outside and within the library—becomes the primary
lens through which we may recognize how African American history and culture is ultimately
being represented in majority White libraries.
Because librarians of color and Black librarians have raised serious concerns about
workplace abuse, hiring inequality, and other forms of marginalization, and because nearly 88
percent of librarians employed at PWIs are White (Shlesselman-Tarango, 2017, p. 62), Majority
librarians can use the findings of this study to consider more carefully that a true valuing of
diversity and inclusivity, as well as the personhood of each librarian, could positively impact and
advance library practice in general and advance descriptive remediations for racial metadata on a
national level.
Summary
Despite predominantly White academic libraries demonstrating an increased interest in
creating collections about African American history, and despite growing interest in alternative
types of organizational and descriptive approaches that are more apt and resonant, a problem
remains. Relatively little research has been done that investigates how individual librarians from
different ethno-racial populations—racial insiders and racial outsiders to African American or
Black history, life, and culture in the U.S.—think and feel about challenges they face as they
work to apply metadata to African American collections. Because equal ethno-racial
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representation is lacking in librarianship at present—most librarians are White and thus do the
work of organizing African American collections—it is critical to better understand the thoughts,
attitudes, feelings, and practices of White and BIPOC librarians who work with African
American collections. The findings of this study may move libraries towards the goal of more
equitable and resonant description for all African American collections.
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CHAPTER 2: METADATA AND LIBRARIANS
As Majority and diverse librarians increasingly recognize the predominantly White
academic library as a political space where different power dynamics play out (SchlesselmanTarango, 2017), issues that arise in the library are considered against the fraught political
backdrop of racial discrimination that exists inside and outside of the workplace. Discourses that
situate metadata or description as something political, as something that conveys the
positionality of the practitioners, and that has a potential civic and social justice impact circulate
in alternative library presses and in blogs published by racially diverse librarians and White allies
(Caswell, 2014, 2017; Hathcock & Sendaula, 2017). The contention that metadata is something
political is especially relevant to collections representing underserved and/or racially minoritized
groups that historically have been given short shrift due to racial inequality in the library.
In this chapter I focus on the evolution of metadata as a concept in information and library
science. I consider the dominant role that the evolution of the web has played in creating certain
goals and ideologies for descriptive practices that may or may not align with the visions of
practitioners who work with marginalized materials. I set the stage to consider the work of
cataloguers, archivists, and those known as “metadata librarians” under a single “metadata
umbrella.” It is under this umbrella that clear delineations between skills for the different
information fields dissipate and the problems and issues that the professionals deal with merge,
regarding digitization of library materials, finding a common web-based structure for
representing those materials, and moving toward new philosophies of organization and
description. I close this chapter with a summary of next-generation discussions among library
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and archival activists who advocate for understanding metadata within its political and raced
landscape and leveraging more marginalized voices to better serve racially and ethnically diverse
collections.
Defining Metadata
Metadata is the term I use in this dissertation to discuss the descriptive data archivists,
librarians, and cataloguers create for library collections. I refer to practitioners who create
descriptions for collections as “metadata librarians” throughout this dissertation and justify my
use of that term in this chapter. Metadata is a relatively recent term in librarianship parlance.
According to Miksa (2017), the term “metadata” first entered the database world in the 1970s,
and database practitioners used the term to explain that a field name could “stand in” for its value
in the database, that value being whatever content—numerical, textual, etc.—is contained in a
particular cell. This framework of organization and retrieval was important for querying—asking
a database a question in mathematical terms—about particular values in the database because
you would simply use a field name to refer to what you needed to find and could build
increasingly complex questions using surrogate names. Thus, the field name became the “metadata” (the field descriptor, or data that referenced the data) distinguished from the actual data or
“stuff” stored in each cell of the database (Miksa, 2017).
A review of the Web of Science (ISI) provides a general idea of when “metadata” was
introduced into the Library and Information Science lexicon. The earliest literature from 1982
indicates that information specialists working with geographic information systems (GIS) used
the term “metadata” in their work. A decade later, in 1996, more musings about this new term
“metadata” appeared in ASIS conference proceedings as well as journal articles with titles like
“Why should a cataloguing department hire a metadata specialist?” “The role of metadata in
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libraries and archives”, “Metadata systems—integrative information technologies”, “The making
of a standard”, and “Review of metadata formats”, with the latter introducing the concept of
“metadata records” as tools for indexing and organizing information (Bantin, 1996; Heery, 1996;
Madsen et al., 1994; Mangan, 1995; McCue, 1996).
In pedagogical texts and the blogosphere, metadata scholars have framed the professional
account of this nascent technology by stating what metadata is not. Metadata expert Marcia Zeng
wrote: “The simplest definition for metadata is ‘data about data’...Broadly speaking, metadata
encapsulates the information that describes any information bearing entity...However, this
preliminary definition does not convey the full connotation of the term” (Zeng & Qin, 2008, p.
63). Zeng has also defined metadata via a canonical source, ALA’s task force on metadata, as
“structured, encoded data that describes the characteristics of information bearing entities and as
such enables functions for identifying, discovering, assessing, and managing the entities” (Zeng
& Qin, 2008, p. 12). Other metadata experts have provided explanations which fall in line with
the task force definition. Coyle, commenting on the definition “data about data” offered another
“less catchy but hopefully more useful” definition. She wrote, “Metadata is...constructed
(Metadata is wholly artificial, created by human beings) for a purpose (There is no universal
metadata…for metadata to be useful it has to serve a purpose) to facilitate an activity (there is
something that you do with metadata)” (Coyle, 2004a, “A brief introduction” section, para. 1).
Erik Mitchell, in his seminal dissertation on “metadata literacy”, described metadata as “a
form of structured or contextualized data that adds context to an information object” (Mitchell,
2009, p. 12). In this definition, he was following his mentor, Jane Greenberg, who years earlier
had defined metadata as “structured data about an object that supports functions associated with
the designated object” (Greenberg, 2003).
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In The Discipline of Organizing (2013), Robert J. Glushko argued that “resources that
describe, or are associated with other resources, are sometimes called metadata.” After
distinguishing what he called “primary resources” from “descriptive resources,” Glushko
clarified the difference:
Rather than being an inherent distinction, the difference between primary and associated
resources is often just a decision about which resource we are focusing on in some
situation. An animal specimen in a natural history museum might be a primary resource
for museum visitors and scientists interested in anatomy, but information about where the
specimen was collected is the primary resource for scientists interested in ecology or
migration. (Glushko, 2013, p. 9)
Regardless of specific terms used for “data”, certain assumptions are universal among library
theorists interested in description and organization of objects on the web: (1) metadata serves a
pragmatic purpose, that is, it is the purposive structuring of data around some primary object of
interest to make it comprehensible, findable, and presentable; and (2) the reference to metadata
as “structured data” implies that it follows some specified or expected pattern which allows it to
be consumable by a machine. This definition is similar to the one put forth by the Dublin Core
Metadata (DCMI) initiative—a collective of computer scientists, philosophers, and librarians
interested in standardizing descriptive data—who early on positioned “metadata” as an integral
part of the evolving World Wide Web.
A New Frontier for Metadata
In traditional cataloguing and archiving, librarians did not intend library objects to live
synchronously with, or be purposively connected to, a variety of other items on the web, some of
which might be non-bibliographic material. The DCMI, as staunch believers in the potential of
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the World Wide Web, argued that “metadata” signaled a new generation of description,
searchability, and discoverability, which surpassed the limitations of siloed library catalogues
and offered new possibilities for researchers seeking to uncover relationships between data.
Thus, metadata became a term for referring to description and organization that happens in the
digital sphere, where the lines between library database, catalogue, and the larger web are
erased.
Bringing in Cataloguing Practitioners
The goal of the initial metadata evangelists was not to alienate traditional cataloguers but
rather to convince them that next-generation technology is essential to advance descriptive
practice in the library. This meant, however, challenging the data model that cataloguers
traditionally used to describe and organize information in a library catalog—MARC. An antiMARC maelstrom was arguably precipitated in 2002 when librarian Roy Tennant published the
provocative article “MARC must die!” (2002), in which he argued that MARC was too tied to
items of the physical world and so “too limited to serve modern needs” (Kroeger, 2013, p. 874).
Angela Kroeger (Kroeger, 2013) wrote that the creation of the Functional Requirements
for Bibliographic Records model (FRBR), which dictates different levels of abstraction in
describing relationships between entities in a catalogued universe, did not work well with the flat
MARC model giving an additional reason why MARC needed to be replaced. Kroeger noted
Tennant’s requirement of “modularity” for whatever standard replaced MARC. Incidentally,
“modularity” is a trait supported in Linked Data, the data model where different nodes of
metadata are connected (Martin et al., 2014). Heeding the wishes of Tennant and many other
prominent librarians like Karen Coyle and Thomas Mann, a Library of Congress working group,
The Library of Congress Working Group on the Future of Bibliographic Control, began floating
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ideas concerning the development of a metadata standard for cataloguing which was to include
“realization” of FRBR. Their report, On the Record (2008), stated that MARC “is out of step
with programming styles of today” and called for
…a format that will accommodate and distinguish expert-, automated-, and usergenerated metadata, including annotations (reviews, comments) and usage data. Flexible
design should allow for the selective (modular) use of metadata in different environments
(e.g., use of controlled vocabularies appropriate to specific domains). (Library of
Congress, 2008, p. 24)
As an action step, the working group recommended that the Library of Congress “work with the
library and other interested communities to specify and implement a carrier for bibliographic
information” (Kroeger, 2013).
Following this report, arguments were made by librarians to demonstrate the conceptual
unity between the tenets of metadata and nascent ideas in cataloguing. Martha Yee (2005)
published a cataloguing model based on RDF. In language familiar to catalogers, she correlated
RDF’s triple structure to FRBR’s “entity-attribute-relationship” structure (Yee, 2005, 2007).
Deanna Marcum acknowledged these efforts alongside the development of RDA, a more
flexible, agnostic replacement of AACR2, and gave her endorsement to a bibliographic
framework transition initiative at the Library of Congress in 2011 (D. Marcum, 2011; D. B.
Marcum, 2008). In November 2012, the Library of Congress, notably the oldest federal
institution in the U.S. and the research arm of Congress, announced the Bibliographic
Framework, or BIBFRAME, an RDF-based metadata as a cataloging standard to replace MARC
(Kroeger, 2013). Despite these ongoing actions, MARC continues to be used by library
cataloguers to encode bibliographic information in library catalogues. Regardless, these
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conversations have signaled a convergence among the next-gen and traditional cataloguing
worlds, and cemented metadata as an acceptable term for describing different sorts of descriptive
practice that live along a spectrum of data models and technical approaches.
Cataloguing Groups
Different groups have a stake in updating and maintaining cataloguing standards. The
Library of Congress helms the Program for Cooperative Cataloguing (PCC), a “democratic and
diverse organization” wherein “members contribute bibliographic records and related data under
a common set of standards and conventions using the bibliographic utilities” (Library of
Congress, n.d.). The PCC (with its different branches), BIBCO (for monographs), CONSER (for
continuing resource records), NACO (name authority records), and SACO (subject authority
records), is comprised of volunteer members in “an international cooperative effort aimed at
expanding access to library collections by providing useful, timely, and cost-effective cataloging
that meets mutually-accepted standards of libraries around the world.” In their own words: “The
Program for Cooperative Cataloging (PCC) community is probably the most influential of the
groups for metadata expertise, experimentation, and training. The PCC community’s data are
trusted, integrated, and valued in the global data environment (Library of Congress, n.d.). The
PCC has the final say in remediating traditional cataloguing metadata, such as Library of
Congress Subject Headings, which are perceived by library practitioners around the US and the
globe who submit proposals to the PCC for changes to racist, queerphobic, or otherwise
offensive, unfit, and/or outdated terminology.
What are Metadata Skills?
As new metadata standards came on the scene, library workplaces began to recognize that
a new range of skills was necessary for library practitioners who organize and describe materials
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(Zeng & Qin, 2008). Typically, each type of metadata professional—archivist, cataloguer, and
metadata librarian—uses a metadata standard and set of rules concerning how to apply
standard(s) that are specific to the descriptive and organizational aims of their profession.
Archivists who focus on describing physical collections of archival objects will follow principles
from a ruleset called Describing Archives: A Content Standard (DACS). DACS is used in
concert with Encoded Archival Description (EAD) to present metadata in finding aids, which
shows to users folders and item-level descriptions from collections available in the physical
archive (Whittaker, 2007). For users of the library catalogue who wish to find bibliographic and
non-bibliographic material, cataloguers will follow the procedures of RDA and apply those
principles to encoding data in the MARC format (Marcum, 2008). Metadata librarians may do
more traditional cataloguing work but will often use a potpourri of next-generation standards—
such as MODS, Dublin Core, and serializations of RDF—in their day-to-day work to describe
and organize digital collections (Chapman, 2007). There might also be participation between
cataloguers, metadata librarians, and archivists who bring in their unique skills and training to
describe and organize the same collection(s) at a particular library or archive.
Despite differences between the types of items different practitioners organize and
describe, or differences between the procedures and the types of training professionals receive,
job postings for archival, cataloguing, and metadata librarian jobs increasingly state a desire for
candidates with similar technological skills relevant to digital archiving and data management
(Han & Hswe, 2010; Park & Lu, 2009). And despite ongoing differences, conversations among
cataloguers, metadata librarians, archivists, and metadata scholars show that similar
philosophical issues related to description and organization exist between their fields.

27

Digital Collections
Archival and library collections are not necessarily bibliographic. Rather, collections may
contain many types of materials on a variety of historical and contemporary topics. Archivists
and librarians increasingly want to put their collections, or parts of their collections, online. The
process of getting digital surrogates of physical objects, born-digital objects, and the records that
describe these objects online often entails the library or archival practitioner to use particular
metadata standards. According to librarian Steven Miller, “more and more libraries, archives,
and museums are creating online collections of digitized resources” and are “seeking guidance
on the actual practice of metadata design and creation” (Wisher, 2012). In the spirit of providing
guidance that falls in line with Majority discourse on metadata standards, many books and
articles on nascent metadata standards—including Dublin Core, MODS, and VRA—have
emerged to provide practitioners across fields common data models and vocabularies to support
web-based records in digital collections. Major digital archives platforms, both open-source and
pay-for-use, utilize Dublin Core to standardize objects so that they may be interlinked with, or
consumed by other web archives that deal with similar subject matter, or to aggregate material
for any other reason (Maron & Feinberg, 2018). Interlinking digital archives means that
librarians and archivists creating the metadata must adhere strictly to the rules put forth by the
web entities that govern these standards, to ensure that these archives are web stable and machine
consumable. However, the tenets and goals of metadata that are put forth in Majority metadata
discourse may not be transferable or suitable for digital collections that describe marginalized
groups who are discriminated against inside and outside of the library world. In other words,
Majority metadata pedagogy and conversation may exclude the racial politics of metadata.
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Metadata as Political
Several Black librarians and archivists as well as White allies and librarians of color have
advocated for criticalizing metadata in order to better understand how to address and mitigate
issues within extant systems of classification and organization and better serve diverse digital
and physical collections. To this end, they do not believe in separating the personal, the social,
and the day-to-day work of the library, and argue that the separation of these entities under
traditional librarianship has been artificial and that the White majority has maintained only a
veneer of objectivity.
At the fore of these discussions about equitable and antiracist description include
individuals such as Jarrett Drake (Drake, 2016; 2019), a Black archivist and scholar. One critique
of archival description Drake has offered is called RadArch. Via RadArch, he asserted that
archival description must be understood not only against a backdrop of anti-Black racism in
libraries, but also considering police brutality against Black people in the U.S. Drake argued that
concepts such as provenance—which is concretized and recorded as an integral piece of
metadata in archival collections—are used by predominantly White libraries and archives to
legitimate the roots and subsequent organization and curation of collections. Minoritized
collections, he explained, cannot always offer provenance in the way demanded by Majority
libraries, resulting in the delegitimization of these collections in Majority spaces. He also
described how archival descriptions tend to “venerate” White subjects or groups in collections—
particularly heterosexual males (Drake, 2016, para. 8). Drake argued that these practices further
elevate the cultivation of White majority cultural heritage collections over those of minoritized
groups and perpetuates the view that Majority heritage is the only cultural heritage that should be
valued.

29

White ally scholars such as Michelle Caswell (2014), an archivist and scholar who has
helped manage projects that represent marginalized cultural groups, has suggested mitigating
measures to “decolonize” the archive through “liberatory” archives that are community-based
and give minoritized groups the agency to describe themselves in a way they feel is resonant and
apt (Caswell, 2014, pp. 51-52). Along these lines, scholar-librarians including Kim Christen
(Christen et al., 2017) have argued that Majority metadata discourse—wherein its supporters
commonly argue metadata should be structured, regulated by web entities, and consumable by
search engines—is faulty and marginalizes cultural groups who do not espouse or are not served
well by Majority views such as these. In this spirit Christen and her collaborators devised a
digital library system for Indigenous groups called Mukurtu. This group disavows Majority
frameworks such as Linked Data, which promote highly structured metadata free of
inconsistencies and idiosyncrasies that a machine cannot understand, and instead focuses on
providing tribal groups the freedom to describe their belongings using the idiosyncratic terms of
their choosing. Additionally, a tribal group can choose to keep information on their collection
private, only to their group, which troubles Majority metadata’s notions that democracy is
contingent on sharing with “everyone” and making sure that descriptions are machine
consumable (Maron & Feinberg, 2018).
White Allies in Classification Studies
The library system has discouraged action toward social justice and equality and has
minimized the descriptive needs of culturally minoritized groups in cataloguing and
classification schemes. I acknowledge that space here does not allow me to attend to and present
the many excellent theories and discussions on gender equality and antiracist interventions in
metadata by other authors; nevertheless, I discuss here three White knowledge organization
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authors, Jens-Erik Mai, Hope Olson, and Emily Drabinski, who have encouraged interrogating
language in the vein of feminist thinkers and acknowledged the ways in which women and racial
minorities have been disenfranchised by the Majority librarian’s use of language in practice.
Mai’s The Modernity of Classification, forms the substrate of arguments he made in later
articles. In Modernity, he wrote:
Much classification work is built on the notion that what is being classified exists
independently of humans and that the work of classificationists and classifiers is to
discover the real essences and represent the kinds and phenomena as they really are, to
represent what documents are actually about. In opposition to this dominating view it
could be argued that classification work involves some sort of “interpretive flexibility”
in which the distance between what is classified (the object) and those who classify (the
subject) is not kept at an artificial distance. This taken-for-granted modern scientific
paradigm within folk theories of classification has carried over to information studies,
in which decontextualization and neutral and objective classifications continue to be the
norm and aim. (Mai, 2011, p. 711)
The “one size fits all” objects mentality is unsuitable, Mai argued, because as people we all
harbor different but perhaps equally useful or tenable vantage points to the world. Instead, “we
need to rethink the conceptual foundation of classification work and theory and build a
foundation that starts from an interpretive, pluralistic assumption” (Mai, 2011, p. 711).
According to Mai, rather than tending to theoretical developments, we should foreground finding
harmony in our epistemological concerns and instead spend our time speculating about the
essence or “true nature” of a thing. An illustrative example is his discussion of how one person’s
“shrub” is another’s “tree,” and how both descriptors, shrub and tree, are valid ways of viewing
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the plant in question. Finally, Mai advocated for an approach he calls “realism2”. It is a skeptical
version of realism that despite its belief that truth does exist and may be captured by us as
classifiers, asserts we can never be sure we have captured truth in the classifications we make
(Mai, 2011).
In the same article, the author pivoted to another way scientized classification might fail
us, i.e., in the essentialization of, misrepresentation of, and confusion regarding how to approach
racial categories. Mai addressed an example from the Dewey Decimal Classification in 1996,
when the system included a new notation for “race” which was summarily eliminated in 2003, in
a move based in social and political ideology and perhaps political correctness:
The unfortunate consequence of the removal of race—the impossibility of creating
notations for works about race—requires a “pragmatic and technical” (Andersen &
Skouvig, 2006, p. 316) workaround that generates an equation of race with ethnicity.
This equation is not representative of contemporary thinking in scholarship on race and
ethnicity and DDC (unknowingly?) makes a social and political statement
…Unfortunately, we do not know about DDC’s ontological commitments and cannot
evaluate the system based on the degree to which the system is line with its
commitments because DDC does not couch its decision in ontological terms, but
merely in “pragmatic and technical” solutions (see, e.g. Beall, 2009). (Mai, 2011, p. 24)
Logic and Classifying
Mai’s approach, especially in Marginalization and Exclusion: Unraveling Systemic Bias
in Classification (2016), is committed to interrogating inclusion/exclusion, vis-a-vis feminism,
and examining how racially minoritized groups are not described resonantly in prevailing
systems (Mai, 2016). In this focus, he follows the earlier work of Hope Olson. In How We
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Construct Subjects: A Feminist Analysis (2007), Olson contended that the logic we depend on in
classifying is inherently faulty and misogynistic:
To organize information, librarians create structures. These structures grow from a logic
that goes back at least as far as Aristotle. It is the basis of classification as we practice it,
and thesauri and subject headings have developed from it. Feminist critiques of logic
suggest that logic is gendered in nature. This article will explore how these critiques play
out in contemporary standards for the organization of information. Our widely used
classification schemes embody principles such as hierarchical force that conform to
traditional/Aristotelian logic. (Olson, 2007, p. 509)
Olson argued the reifying, discretizing, and hierarchical nature of classificatory structures like
thesauri embody the core tenets of a patriarchal type of logic that seeks to marginalize women
and racial minorities. Logic, she wrote, “has been called ‘the general science of inference’”,
wherein deductive syllogistic validity is equated with truth in organizing the world. Logic also
depends on a set of “laws” which help us derive universal truths. Certain “laws” of logic—such
as that of the “excluded middle” (i.e., everything is either “A” or “not A”)—contend that, for
instance, gender must be only male, or female, thus excluding and oppressing people who do not
fit into either or both of those gender categories (Olson, 2007, pp. 511-513).
Olson assailed Aristotelian laws based on what she perceived to be, ironically, logical
flaws or shortcomings, or at least flaws that do not account for life’s richness, confusion, and
blurry boundaries. She also critiqued other anti-women aspects of classic classifications:
In logic, the knowing subject (the person who achieves knowledge) is traditionally
masculine, or, as Plumwood denotes him, “the master” (1993, p. 454). Reason has been
the province of men since at least Aristotle, through Descartes and the Enlightenment

33

and beyond with emotion being the province of women (Lloyd, 1984, 1991, p. 174;
Plumwood, 1993, p. 437). Emotion is excluded from any role in reason or logic,
resulting in a familiar set of dichotomies Male/female and Reason/emotion in which the
two elements have a hierarchical relation to each other. The three laws of thought
enforce these dichotomies. (Olson, 2007, p. 512)
Olson argued that classifications reify or reinforce inequality between people on a gender binary
in the actual world and that such approaches are not suitable to the library sphere. Olson also
critiqued the hierarchal and privileging nature of thesauri, and interrogated specific examples
that she found to be problematic including some from the DDC, again, in which minority
populations are marginalized through a White Western lens (Olson, 2007).
The final scholar I note here, Emily Drabinski, is a librarian and queer theorist. In
Queering the Catalog: Queer Theory and the Politics of Correction (2013) Drabinski offered the
following argument in favor of user involvement in classifying:
Critiques of hegemonic library classification structures and controlled vocabularies
have a rich history in information studies. This project has pointed out the trouble with
classification and cataloging decisions that are framed as objective and neutral but are
always ideological and worked to correct bias in library structures. Viewing knowledge
organization systems from a queer perspective, however, challenges the idea that
classification and subject language can ever be finally corrected. Engaging queer theory
and library classification and cataloging together requires new ways of thinking about
how to be ethically and politically engaged on behalf of marginal knowledge
formations and identities who quite reasonably expect to be able to locate themselves in
the library. Queer theory invites a shift in responsibility from catalogers, positioned to
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offer functional solutions, to public services librarians, who can teach patrons to
dialogically engage the catalog as a complex and biased text, just as critical catalogers
do. (Drabinski, 2013, p. 94)
This form of reflexivity repositions the library user as someone beyond a passive user. This fits
in squarely with queer theory tenets, which advocate for flipping roles and rejecting oppressive
traditions in favor of horizontality and equality among actors who have a stake in how something
might be described.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I recounted the origins of metadata and discussed the ways in which
pressures and expectations of the metadata community, as well as merging foci and discussions
among archivists, cataloguers, and “metadata librarians,” have impacted the development of
digital collections. In the following chapter, I contextualize the metadata practitioner as an actor
in the workplace, and as someone who despite their individuality, creativity, and race, may be
constrained by the social forces around them, and therefore unable to act reflexively on behalf of
marginalized collections.
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CHAPTER 3: RATIONALITY AND RATIONALIZATION
In this chapter, I discuss constraints on professional freedoms of professionals in the
workplace. These constraints may stop professionals from having the freedom to use language to
express themselves idiosyncratically or creatively in their work, or to use language to work
toward a greater good both professionally and personally. Metadata librarians who function
within bureaucratic work environments experience these constraints as a result of their
workplaces and workplace mentality being conscripted within what Beniger calls a “control
society” (Beniger, 1986).
The theories that focus on constraints which I refer to in this chapter, relating to the
concept of a control society, include its primary mechanism for functioning, technical
rationality, and the foil for mitigating its issues, reflexivity. The term “technical rationality” was
coined by the Frankfurt School philosopher Herbert Marcuse to describe the totalitarian power
given in technological societies to notions of “rationality” (Adams & Ingersoll, 1990; Marcuse,
1941). More recently, Donald Schön has used Marcuse’s framework to describe how this kind of
dangerous control mentality governs skilled positions which include libraries. Both Marcuse and
Schön argued that technical rationality created environments and methods of practice that are
mechanically rigorous, siloed, and depersonalizing, much like the factory model. After reviewing
these ideas, in dialogue with thinkers like Wittgenstein and Winch (Rawls, 2011), I discuss the
implications of technical rationality on language formation and classifying the world, and how
technical rationality has arguably influenced theories by classificationists in librarianship who
view language problems and solutions through a depersonalizing and dispassionate lens.
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It is through arguments from individuals outside library science, like Winch and
Wittgenstein, and later arguments from feminist epistemologists including bell hooks (hooks,
2014), Judith Butler (Salih, 2007), Julia Kristeva (Oliver, 1993), and Lucy Suchman (Hutchins,
1988), that we see the relatively more recent move to reflexivity, which supports the idea that
people think in idiosyncratic and creative ways that actually help language systems to function
better and thus empower people. Many feminists, such as these thinkers, have argued that
reflexivity in practice often honors lived experience and honors how individuals self-identify in
verbal and written form. I then move from discussing the work of feminist thinkers outside
library science to the more culturally contingent feminist turns in classification and cataloguing
theory that attend to the more sensitive and apt ways women and cultural minorities can and
should be described in library collections.
Finally, in this chapter, I pivot back to the workplace wherein more nuanced and
reflexive choices may or may not happen, depending on how receptive a workplace is to creative
interactions that induce positive change. I focus on how Schön, in particular, gives practitioners
avenues for reflexive “revolt” through his framework that supports reflection-in-action, genuine
interactions between employees and bosses, and more freedom to choose impromptu and
creative methods for problem solving at work. As we will see in the study findings, the ideas of
technical rationality and reflexivity are brought to bear in the metadata practitioner’s workplace
and in metadata theory and practice.
Rationality
Metadata librarians and archivists arrive at their place of hire as more than
professionals—they are people who harbor certain values and perspectives on the world—and
consequently cast their unique lens on their work. Despite their perspectives, according to critics
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of hierarchical organizational structures, their personal proclivities are often ignored or
minimized in a work environment that values efficiency and creates barriers to communication
between bosses and employees and between departments in an organization. Their organizational
and descriptive practice—or the kind of practice they are encouraged to do—may also mimic
Majority or White male-defined views of scientific objectivity in quantitative science (Harding,
1995) that emphasizes a homogenized approach to work, despite the intrinsically and
unavoidably individually-contingent and subjective nature of description. Negative institutional
structures such as those at major colleges and universities leave the descriptionists little room to
consider how their own subjectivity could inform their descriptive work, or how they can
implement a unique and more culturally resonant plan for collections that do not fit squarely in
with a technically rational workplace philosophy. They may even feel compelled to make
decisions that counter their own sensibilities.
The historical trajectory of practitioners in skilled technical fields tells a fascinating story
of “scientization”—how Nathan Glazer described the minor sciences as emulating from theory,
methodology, and the goal setting of hard science—and a more recent move toward reflexivity
or reflection in action (Glazer, 1974). For those of us in the so-called minor profession of library
and information science, the story is also informative in indicating how the thoughts, actions and
beliefs—or rationality—of practitioners in information professions have for over a century been
shaped by scientized systems that instrumentalize and quantify success and regard the process of
creation mechanically and not on a personal basis. The impetus for such rationality has its roots
in bureaucratic and technocratic management rather than in an interest in how professionals'
work can make society better.
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Scholars have criticized the minor professions’ prevailing system of rationality, arguing
that administrators who manage workplaces such as libraries view problems too abstractly and
regard the practitioner populace as homogenous instead of as a group of individuals each with
unique perspectives and gifts. In the spirit of honoring thoughts, feelings, and individual talent, a
new movement toward reflection or reflexivity has emerged that emphasizes the ways in which a
practitioner’s work might steer toward causes of social justice and the public good.
Setting the Stage: Technical Rationality
In his groundbreaking 1983 work The Reflective Practitioner, philosopher and professor
Donald Schön quoted an article by W.J. Goode entitled “The Librarian: From Occupation to
Profession” (1961):
The central gap is of course the failure to develop a general body of scientific knowledge
bearing precisely on this problem [of perceived anti-professionalism], in the way that the
medical profession with its auxiliary scientific fields has developed an immense body of
knowledge with which to cure human diseases...most day to day professionals utilize
rather concrete rule-of-thumb local regulations and rules and major catalog systems...The
problems of selection and organization are dealt with on a highly empiricist basis,
concretely, with little reference to general scientific principles. (Goode, 1961 as cited in
Schön, 1983, p. 23)
Goode decried what he perceived as a lack of rigor in library work. In particular he is critical of
librarianship’s “atheoretical” methodologies for selecting and organizing materials. Although
this type of criticism might not resonate with some descriptive practitioners in libraries,
according to Schön, there is a historical reason people in libraries—and other ancillary
information fields—still might belittle localized, subjectivized, and at times unmeasurable
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approaches to the description and organization of bibliographic and non-bibliographic material.
Schön argued that Auguste Comte’s form of positivism—which argued that tasks should be
approached in a “means-to-an-end” fashion without too much introspection—informed technical
rationality, what Schön terms the “positivist epistemology of practice” (i.e., practical work)
(Schön, 1983).
Herbert Marcuse adapted Marxist thought to oppose emerging forms of fascism,
capitalism, bureaucracy, and technocracy, describing an emergent and disturbing form of
rationality that Schön takes issue with in his own work. This structure that Marcuse critiqued,
technocracy, is the framework wherein scientists, engineers, and other technologists assume
bureaucratic leadership roles in an “information society.” Marcuse, a Jewish thinker who escaped
Nazi-occupied Europe, described the new paradigm this way:
Technology, as a mode of production, the totality of instruments, devices and
contrivances which characterize the machine age is thus at the same time a mode of
organizing and perpetuating (or changing) social relationships, a manifestation of
prevalent thought and behavior patterns, an instrument for control and domination...The
Third Reich is indeed a form of "technocracy": the technical considerations of
imperialistic efficiency and rationality supersede the traditional standards of profitability
and general welfare...Under the impact of this apparatus: individualistic rationality has
been transformed into technological rationality...Technological rationality may easily be
placed into the service of...control: in the form of "scientific management," it has become
one of the most profitable means for streamlined autocracy. F. W. Taylor's exposition of
scientific management shows within it the union of exact science, matter-of-factness and
big industry. (Marcuse, 1961 as cited in Kaplan, 2009, p. 63)
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Marcuse’s assessment has implications for skilled practitioners today, such as those in
information professions. Technological rationality (or technical rationality) is principally
concerned with—as Auguste Comte famously said—a means to an end in professional tasks,
with that end being preordained not by the practitioner but typically by someone imbued with
more technocratic authority (Comte, 1858). Comte also believed that absolute higher laws exist
that cannot be questioned, and that humans should be compelled to comply with them. This
arguably creates a workplace dynamic in skilled jobs where valuable questions about goals or
methods may not be welcomed by superiors, or worse, creates a situation in which professionals
become complacent with the status quo (Schön, 1983).
Schön defined technical rationality as “professional activity consists in instrumental
problem solving made rigorous by the application of scientific theory and technique” (Schön,
1983, p. 21). It is, he wrote, the de facto model of thinking in the “professions” and their
“institutional relations of research, education, and practice” (1983, p. 26). In other words, Schön
argued that technical rationality has shaped not just professional practice but has scientized the
academy and the approaches of the scholars who establish theories and standards by which
practitioners think, goal-set, perform their work, and are measured. Under the umbrella of
technical rationality, (1) a caste system develops in which scholars have a higher place than
practitioners, and the practitioners merely do the work prescribed by scholars and do not
challenge the regime of rationality, and, (2) minor professions—which Berkeley and Harvard
scholar Nathan Glazer (1974) named as social work, education, divinity, town planning, and
librarianship—are distinguished from the major, learned professions—medicine, law, business,
and engineering—after which the minor professions are “officially” modeled (Schön, 1983).

41

Glazer, whose polemics on everything from professionalization to race have reverberated
in the scholarly community for decades and even put certain institutions in peril (Traub, 1998),
disparaged schools of the minor professions, deeming them, in Schön’s words, “hopelessly non
rigorous, dependent on representatives of academic disciplines such as economics and political
science, who are superior in status to the professions themselves” (Schön, 1983, p. 23). Indeed,
Ian Hacking in his foreword to Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Isaac, 2013;
Kuhn & Hacking, 2012) argued that findings like Einstein’s theory of relativity (1905) “had, at
the beginning, far more repercussions in the humanities and arts than genuine testable
consequences in physics” and many fields were then “mathematized” (Kuhn & Hacking, 2012, p.
xiii). Celebrated MIT and Carnegie Mellon professor Herbert Simon, author of The Sciences of
the Artificial (1969), developed theories on artificial intelligence and economics and, like Glazer,
supported scientization of skilled fields. Simon also advocated that people embrace problemsolver rationality akin to that of a computer, claiming that (1) this is how humans can reach their
full potential and (2) in the complexities of life, anything outside our brains can effectively be
reduced to noise. As summarized by Alex Michalos, Simon argued technical rationality should
be present in educational settings, that people should be taught to “design” life and work
products in a rigorous, efficient way through learning “utility and statistical theory, optimizing
and satisficing techniques, imperative and declarative logic, factorization and means-end
analysis, and design organization and representation” (Michalos, 1970, p. 119).
Technical rationality also pervades practical conversation in the workplace. Schön in The
Reflective Practitioner (1983) provided several examples wherein professional leaders (e.g.,
supervisors, bosses, mentors) of minor fields engage in technically rational conversations with
their employees or collaborators which are not fruitful or productive. Such conversations, which
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Schön observed and analyzed, reveal a leader in their line of questioning not listening and
responding to the particulars of the professional’s situation but instead employing scripts
focusing on other kinds of problems, procedures, and institutional goals (rather than, perhaps, the
professional’s own short or long-term goal based on the actual problems they are grappling
with). Schön aimed to illustrate the fallibility of pure procedure and logical abstraction, where
neither the actual problem is solved nor is the institutional goal met, which creates friction
between employee and manager. As such, the professional who is trying to problem solve is not
fully appreciated for their particular traits, approaches, and the overall expertise they offer.
Schön said that this predicament may often prevent quality work from getting done in
professional workplaces (Schön, 1983).
Rationalization of the Masses, Technological Development, and Control
Philosopher Max Weber introduced the concept rationalization—a concept ancillary to
technical rationality—to discuss the replacement of value and emotion with reason and
rationality in society as a means of controlling its subjects and maintaining the status quo (Kim,
2017). Salient examples of rationalization in the workplace include incongruous placement of
bureaucrats in authoritative positions and the depersonalizing of professionals. Manfred Stanley
situated this problem of generalizing or homogenizing people by introducing the concept of
faulty thinking known as technicism. Steven Del Sesto summarized Stanley’s concept this way:
[Stanley’s] central theme is that "technicism"—a state of mind that rests on an act of
conceptual misuse of scientific and technological modes of reasoning—has become the
dominant interpretation of human existence. Science and technology as such are not the
problem, says Stanley, but the mis-application of scientific and technological reasoning,
language, and imagery to understand culture, society, and individuals. Such
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interpretations leave little or no room for intrinsic human qualities such as uniqueness
and dignity, which Stanley feels are being threatened in the modern age. (Del Sesto,
1980, p. 547)
Information and technical rationality have historically been aligned. James Beniger in
The Control Revolution (1986) connected both bureaucracy and technocracy to an economy of
information. Beniger argued that a “crisis of control” emerged in the late 19 century with the
th

industrial revolution. The factory model, dependent on controlling the factory workers by
instituting silos between them so that they would stay on task with machine-like precision,
proved successful for capital gains and so the model was extrapolated to other areas of society,
resulting in greater societal control via this model of bureaucracy.
Beniger’s genealogy began with signals technology in the 1800s and continued to the
present, a time in which information about people and the processing systems which sort their
data are powerful commodities exploited by bureaucrats for societal and economic control
(Useem, 1987). Beniger (1986) noted the effects of a control society in other arenas of the
modern computing professions. One of these effects is the way in which communications and
computing professionals, to achieve economic benefit for the bureaucracy, must function and
maneuver to their own detriment.
Several implications of the control society affect metadata practitioners who function
within and use organizational systems for classifying and standardizing representations of
materials contrived for use within a bureaucracy within an increasingly technocratic framework.
Anglo-American classification studies have origins in scientization in ways that are germane to
classification practice today. Other critics such as knowledge organization scholar Birger
Hjørland argued that information organization was scientized as early as the 1870s via
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classificationist training approaches that relied heavily on foundations in natural science
(Hjørland, 2008).
Reflexivity
I shift the discussion here from discussing technical rationality to alternatives that trouble
technical rationality, alternatives that potentially give practitioners some room to revolt against a
technically rational workplace by harnessing their own subjectivity. In the influential text
Philosophy of Social Science, scholars Benton and Craib (Benton & Craib, 2010) asserted that
“the social sciences have objects of study that differ from those of the natural sciences, and they
must develop their own specific methods to study these objects” (p. 76).
What differentiates an object of study in social science, according to Benton and Craib, is
that human beings or human groups possess self-consciousness: “[Humans] are able to reflect on
themselves and their situations and their relationships. Human life is essentially a life of
meaning, of language and reflective thought and communication” (p. 76). Sociologists have
often referred to this self-consciousness and reflective ability—and a subsequent change in
action based on reflection—as “reflexivity” (Giddens, 1984). There are several very different
approaches that are based on this human capacity for self-consciousness and reflection, and they
all involve ways of interpreting the meanings that people give to their actions and are most
concerned with the nature of rationality (Benton & Craib, 2010).
Language Games and Hermeneutics
Scholars have written philosophical works that address the power of consensus,
interaction, and subjectivities in producing meaningful forms of language. In Philosophical
Investigations (Wittgenstein, 2010b), compiled posthumously, Ludwig Wittgenstein emphasized
the creative potential of the human mind in inventing categories to describe our experiences. The
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categorizations we construct, Wittgenstein asserted, can never be sacrosanct but rather are
fallible, uncertain, and socially contingent.
Philosopher Peter Winch drew on Wittgenstein in his 1958 work The Idea of a Social
Science (Winch, 1990) to examine how language and reality relate, claiming:
Our idea of what belongs to the realm of reality is given for us in the language that we
use. The concepts we have settle for us the form of the experience we have of the world.
It may be worth reminding ourselves of the truism that when we speak of the world we
are speaking of what we in fact mean by the expression ‘the world’: there is no way of
getting outside the concepts in terms of which we think of the world...The world is for us
what is presented through those concepts.” (Winch, 1990, p. 15)
The function of the social scientist or philosopher, Winch believed, consists in “explicating the
rules of social life, what Wittgenstein called ‘forms of life’ or ‘language games’—the social rules
that are implicit in meaningful behaviour” (Benton & Craib, 2010, p. 97). These games are,
according to Wittgenstein, the conversations and materials we engage with to advance
sensemaking, and games have a set of social or situationally contingent rules. In language games
the social and cultural context of participating subjects is essential to meaning building. These
lessons can be extrapolated to Documentalism and Classification Studies.
Poststructural and Associated Feminist Epistemologies
Librarians, and in particular librarians who do metadata, are concerned with how to
produce and structure language in ways that are meaningful to people. In recent years, the
discussions among librarians have veered toward topics wherein librarians consider how to use
language in a way that is the most relevant and respectful to marginalized communities. This is a
practice that entails reflection, (re)action, and knowing yourself and how you are embodying
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certain norms (or defying them) in your practice in order to be relevant or respectful in your
language-use. Many women-identified scholars have offered theories that address the power of
reflexivity, and how language can be deployed in more empowering ways—in ways that
empower the marginalized—through acknowledgement of lived-experience, something which
the technically rational workplace may disallow. Feminist research approaches are not simply
epistemologies, or ways of looking at things differently, they are also methods, or ways of
doing—in this case, articulating—things differently. They critically reflect on themselves as
individual women, theorists, and actors in a society built on inequality and consider how
misogynistic language has effectively constructed and compelled them. They reflect also on how
they continue to deploy language in unhelpful ways because they are forced to do so. These
feminist philosophers and researchers, people outside librarianship, present views relevant to
how individuals in information organization might reflexively address their own biased language
use.
Some women philosophers argue that considering the context in language use matters,
and that the ways in which women are allowed to use language also matters. To feminists, a
word term has the power to perpetuate aggression and discrimination, especially when its larger
societal context is not considered. Due to space limitations, all the feminist scholars and their
works cannot be discussed here. However, some of the most notable women to confront inequity
in the language space in ways that are germane to information organization are Julia Kristeva,
bell hooks, Judith Butler, and Susan Leigh Star.
Philosopher Julia Kristeva, the Bulgarian-born post-structural feminist who, according to
Toril Moi’s analysis of her and her work in The Kristeva Reader (1986), experienced great
discomfort with the “bourgeois”, deradicalized feminism she was surrounded by in France in the
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1960s. Kristeva turned semiotics/semiology, a structuralist movement popularized by Saussure,
Peirce, and other male scholars, on its head by examining language as something inherently
problematic because as she saw it, language is male-defined. She then began investigating the
problematics of feminism and how language is used problematically to connote feminist
principles and thought. In a way that mirrors Schön’s criticisms, Kristeva critiqued the
“homogenizing signifier,” or the homogenizing of the populace through language symbols. She
also criticized the “struggle against the phallic sign,” wherein language produces the otherness of
women in opposition to men instead of women being considered in their own right. Kristeva
argued that Anglo-Westerners are immersed in patriarchal culture and the very symbols they use
to produce language are themselves products of a patriarchal process (Kristeva, 1986). In other
words, constrictions of male-dominated language disallow a pure freedom of self-expression
within feminism.
bell hooks, an African American scholar, published a devastating critique of White
feminism in her 1981 book Ain’t I a Woman? where she demonstrated the ways that White
women use language to perpetuate the further discrimination and othering of Black women
feminists. She claimed White women fail in articulating all women’s struggles in America by not
considering their White, privileged standpoint in relation to women who are not White, and that
this is most visible in the writings of White feminists. To this end, she critiqued a White woman
historian, Barbara Berg, writing:
[Berg writes] “In their fight for the vote, women both ignored and comprised the
principles of feminism. The complexities of American society at the turn of the century
induced the suffragists to change the basis of their demand for the franchise” (hooks,
2014, p.8). The women Berg refers to are White women yet she never states this.
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Throughout American history, the racial imperialism of Whites has supported the custom
of scholars using the term “women” even if they are referring solely to the experience of
White women. What this indicates is that there exists in the language of the very
movement that is supposedly concerned with eliminating sexist oppression, a sexist-racist
attitude toward black women” (hooks, 2014, p.8).
Judith Butler, a feminist philosopher, also discussed how language, both spoken and
written, may enact certain forms of oppression along gendered lines. She drew inspiration from
John Searle’s speech-act theory, phenomenology, anthropology, and postmodernism in defining
her notion of performativity. All these theories explore the ways that social reality is not a given
but is continually created as an illusion "through language, gesture, and all manner of symbolic
social sign" (Butler, 1988, p. 519). A good example in speech-act theory is what John Searle
termed illocutionary speech acts, those speech acts that actually do something rather than merely
represent something (Felluga, 2011). Similarly, performativity, for Butler, is the idea that verbal
utterances have material effects.
Butler examined the artificial, sometimes dangerous construction of reality, and how we,
particularly women, are complicit in it. Taking this formulation further, she explored the ways
that linguistic constructions create our reality in general through the speech acts we participate in
every day. Dino Felluga (2011) described Butler’s ideas in the following way:
By endlessly citing the conventions and ideologies of the social world around us, we
enact that reality in the performative act of speaking, we “incorporate” that reality by
enacting it with our bodies, but that “reality” nonetheless remains a social construction (at
one step removed from what Lacan distinguishes from reality by the term, “the Real”). In
the act of performing the conventions of reality, by embodying those fictions in our
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actions, we make those artificial conventions appear to be natural and necessary. By
enacting conventions, we do make them "real" to some extent (after all, our ideologies
have "real" consequences for people) but that does not make them any less artificial.
(Felluga, 2011, para. 2)
Butler brings performativity to bear regarding gender and our bodies, in that how we
“perform” our societal roles might have concrete effects on our and others’ realities, for example,
addressing how women concede to and reify patriarchal gender norms in the things they do and
say. Butler’s performativity has recently been extended by other scholars to include performative
writing, the notion that norms, reifications or challenges to those things can happen on the page
or screen, in written language (Bergvall, 2000).
Following in the tradition of women scholars like hooks, Butler, and Kristeva, who
explore the multitudinous meanings, reifications, and consequences of language, is sociologist
Susan Leigh Star. Though not an information scientist by training, Star held professorships in
various information and library science departments, making significant contributions to the
theory and pragmatics of information organization in particular. In that way, her work acts as a
bridge between the “outer” worlds of sociology, communication, and philosophy, and the “inner”
world of information. Star, like the other women named here, used language in unique and
reflective ways that imbued nearly any object she discussed with materiality and agency. For
example, marks on a page, computer chips, and digital representations are all in Star’s view
actionable and deserve critical attention. They are also formal, meaning they are systematized,
simplified, and scientized. Formalism reigns in information organization; this position is
especially clear in her groundbreaking work with Geof Bowker, Sorting Things Out (2000).
There, she and Bowker asserted that the languages of science and medicine, supposedly made up
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of neutral and value free descriptors, in fact marginalizes groups such as gay people, women, and
the mentally ill (Bowker & Star, 2000). In post-structural tradition, such information does not
merely describe people, it also labels them in ways that align with bureaucratic and patriarchal
aims to oppress and to control.
Interested in humans and the human condition, Star challenged not just the artifacts of
language but also the groups of people employing language. Like Schön, Star looked at
technically rational workplaces, except she used the concept of formalisms and problematizing
labor to reveal how these language representations manifest in worker communication within
and across professional boundaries:
Layered representations are assembled by teams. These teams are composed of members
with disparate skills which must be coordinated. For chip design, for example, this means
managers, software tool designers, circuit designers, often those designing other parts of
the computer system, and those involved with the physical production of the chip. For
brain research, it meant putting together the results of clinical experience and basic
research across many medical and scientific specialties. In the museum, amateurs,
professionals, and commercial traders cooperated in a vast network to map distributions
of flora and fauna. The concerns of the various worlds of work were quite different, as for
example, between professional biologists and commercial sellers of animal specimens.
The process of crafting and use of such representations is thus also a story of the
intersection of many kinds of work-an intersection fraught with inconsistencies, different
evaluation criteria and commitments. (Star, 1995, p. 99)
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Similar to contentions by Marcuse and Schön about siloing and the control culture, Star claimed
anti-reflexive formalisms are not just artifacts of creation, but they also act as technically rational
devices that rationalize the professionals using them:
Teams creating such representations employ a wide repertoire of strategies to overcome
these problems and create the equivalent of an "optically consistent" representational
language: an "organizationally consistent" representational language that preserves visual
and informational continuity. The push toward formalism under these circumstances is
considerable. The more organizational and physical complexity must be aligned, the
more necessary it is for formalisms to reduce contingencies, force precise measurement,
and become mobile across organizational idiosyncrasies. (Star, 1995, p. 100)
Reflection in Action
We now shift the discussion back to workplaces themselves in order to understand how
troubling notions above may be enacted. Donald Schön, in The Reflective Practitioner (1983),
searched for a form of reflexivity in professional settings and pointed to what is now known as
reflection-in-action. When environments foster this type of thinking and action, Schön argued, it
acts as an antidote to the technically rational epidemic in skilled minor professions (and even
some major professions) wherein creative and fruitful solutions do not flourish. Schön posited
that reflection-in-action is when someone acts in a situation in a way that is fluid, creative, and
impromptu. The materials of the situation with which one acts reflectively can be a conversation
between a boss and employee, or colleagues, or consumers and creators, a chalkboard for
diagramming, a piece of paper and pen, and so on. As alluded to in the first section of this
chapter, Schön was particularly critical of “problem setting,” or confronting a problem in a
means-ends fashion that does not encourage professional growth or perhaps doesn’t even need to
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be solved. A better approach, he argued, is reflecting during a work process which allows you to
properly frame what it is you are trying to achieve rather than creating new, superfluous
problems to solve. Thus, learning and creativity becomes integral to the journey, and the
professionals-as-learners come up with their own methods, solutions, and problems to solve
along the way.
Lucy Suchman is another prominent scholar who in the 1980s revolutionized how we
think about the process of reflection in the things we do. She demonstrated, using the case of
Xerox copiers that had scripts intended to predict the steps anyone would take to make copies,
that machines cannot perfectly predict all or any human procedures because we are rife with
personal differences, confusion, and idiosyncratic problem solving. You cannot, she argued,
homogenize humans and human process; instead, humans act and learn creatively in the moment,
entrenched in their particular circumstances. She called this condition “situated action”
(Suchman, 1987).
Scholars interested in situated thinking and action acknowledge that critical approaches
to education are integral to the growth of professionals so that they may cultivate more effective
problem solving. Brazilian philosopher, phenomenologist, and educator Paulo Freire wrote a
seminal work on education approaches in Pedagogy of the Oppressed in 1971. In that work
Freire is credited with pioneering critical pedagogy, which, like Schön’s work, advocated a unity
of theory, practice, and substantive critical conversations between teachers and students. He
explained this unity in a published dialogue with Donald Macedo in the following way:
We must not negate practice for the sake of theory. To do so would reduce theory to a
pure verbalism or intellectualism. By the same token, to negate theory for the sake of
practice, as in the use of dialogue as conversation, is to run the risk of losing oneself in

53

the disconnectedness of practice. It is for this reason that I never advocate either a
theoretic elitism or a practice ungrounded in theory, but the unity between theory and
practice. In order to achieve this unity, one must have an epistemological curiosity—a
curiosity that is often missing in dialogue as conversation. (Freire & Macedo, 1995, p.
382)
Schön contrasted forms of reflective learning like that of the Latin American
schoolchildren with the more common technically rational state of secondary education. He and
Freire were critical of having students regurgitate facts on tests, another form of rationalization,
where teachers are using the technically rational style of learning providing technically rational
but uncritical instruction. Rote thinking, Schön asserted, “does not make for a good eventual
workforce. Instead, we should cultivate a new population of reflective practitioners, people who
do not simply hunger for technical expertise.” He wrote that this is possible via reflective
institutions, which “place a high priority on flexible procedures, differentiated responses,
qualitative appreciation of complex processes, and decentralized responsibility for judgment and
action” (Schön, 1983, p. 338).
Schön, like Marcuse, claimed the constructs of bureaucracy and technocracy dictate the
tenor of technically rational skilled professions. In a technocracy, people, mainly men with
technical ability and authority, lead a society consumed with the idea of technological
advancement. Bureaucracy informs technocracy, where technical rational mechanisms like
“uniform procedures, objective measures of performance, and center/periphery systems of
control” are employed (Schön, 1983, p. 338). Some of Schön’s critiques of this regime are
particularly dark: in technical rationality, the professions “mediate between science and society
and translate scientific research into social progress.” However, Schön argued, science is not

54

always social progress. Technical rationality is but a “facade of objectivity and value neutrality,”
rife with coercion, double-dealing and other negative behaviors perpetrated to maintain the
bureaucratic and technocratic status quo (Schön, 1983, pp. 338-339). He suggested that reflecting
in action could combat forms of bureaucratic and technocratic oppression, and that reflective
practitioners should strive in their work to benefit the greater good. For goodness is a natural
byproduct, or even an explicit goal, of reflexivity. The greater good, to Schön, is achieved by
giving the disempowered a voice and opportunities to reflect inwardly and outwardly. An
equitable workplace where people can engage in critical dialogues and think creatively, he
argued, does not simply make professional life more tolerable, but ripples into other areas of
society, creating a better, healthier world.
Still, some scholars question how much sway “objective” practice actually has in real
life. Graeme Simsion (2012), the erstwhile data professional/scholar who is now a full-time
novelist, investigated the supposed polarity between “description” (something akin to logical
positivist, uncritical data modeling) and “design” (a reflective approach to data modeling) in the
workplace. Among his notable findings, which he detailed in “Data modeling: description or
design?” (2012), was this: although data modelers might first subscribe out loud to an objective,
uncritical reality, their subsequent answers to questions and data modeling exercises reveal
otherwise. The argument, however, remains strong that technical rationality is a dominant social
and professional inheritance, one that reflexive epistemologies and methods continually attempt
to dismantle.
Summary
In this chapter, I examined the genesis and the current state of the skilled professional
workplace, including the library, and considered its relationship to norms of practice in the
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skilled professions, including classification practice in library and information science. I
provided scholarly evidence that suggests practices in the skilled professions and the skilled
workplace are possibly damaging because they constrain professionals' ability to think critically,
and that workplaces operate within a greater “society of control” (Useem, 1987). I considered
how professional or professionalizing frameworks either constrain or afford one the ability to
make choices that leverage their unique knowledge or ability; in this case, considering the impact
that constraints have on language-oriented professions. I discussed how frameworks make or
encourage professionals to fall in line with rules or expectations, and how alternative frameworks
let professionals flout rules and expectations that they deem unfit for a goal by allowing these
individuals to leverage their creativity and or personal experiences and orientations and infusing
those aspects of themselves and their gifts into their work through language. I argued that
technical rationality functions in the skilled workplace to govern and control the actions and
thoughts of its professionals, and that these legacies are present in the information science
profession, which encourages a logical, dispassionate, and mathematized approach to arenas such
as classification.
Despite the legacy of technical rationality dominating minor fields such as information
and library science, foils to this rationality have emerged, from Donald Schön and feminist
epistemologists who honor the professional’s reflexive ability, reflection, and overall lived world
experience as the means of finding better methods and solutions in work tasks. These foils
challenge the positivist way that language tends to be deployed or regarded in information
science by empowering practitioners to be creative and push back against requests or protocols
that do not make sense for a particular work endeavor. Reflexivity frees practitioners from the
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unhelpful constraints and control common to bureaucracies so that they may make better use of
their problem-solving abilities and make choices in their work that are more socially just.
To summarize and compare the major developments in the theoretical frameworks of
information science, below I group the major thinkers under the following labels.
Technical Rationality
A term from Herbert Marcuse that refers to “the ways in which physical mechanisms and
technologies that people interact with contain in their designs and uses logics that feel inevitable
and unavoidable, and create our choices” (Schreiner, 2009, p. 117). In the technically rational
workplace, we see the legacy of the Taylorized factory model as well as the model for Nazi
concentration camps. Even in professions including medicine, which has been regarded as an
exemplar for understanding the perils of this rationality, we see:
•

external regulation of [the professional’s] activities

•

diminishing autonomy

•

de-professionalization

•

proletarianization

•

micro-management

•

demoralization

•

silo mentality

•

complacency replacing reason

•

reinforcement of the status quo (adapted from Schön, 1983; and Nunner, 2017)

Reflection and Reflexivity
Reflexivity is a process in which we can make different decisions within our environment
based on negative or positive responses we receive as a consequence of our actions. When we
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are highly reflexive, we may grow and change with every iteration of our choice-making.
Reflexivity values a high level of consciousness and self-awareness. To be reflexive we must be
given the opportunity to reflect in action or post-action, which allows us to explore what we have
accomplished or have not accomplished using the materials (resources) given to us in a particular
situation, be those resources people or something else. Reflection in action is contingent on
having the freedom to self-express.
Lived Experience
Feminist thinkers especially have emphasized that by honoring the experiences of people
as the paramount source of evidence or knowledge, we may arrive at truth and higher knowledge
regarding a phenomenon. Many of these thinkers attend to how the conventional uses of
language have failed us, and even imprisoned us, and have stripped from us the right to be
reflexive, and to make choices that may be idiosyncratic or serve a non-Majority purpose. They
have argued that systems of governance and control have made it difficult to revolt. This has
implications for professionals who may believe they are not acknowledged for their talent or
possible idiosyncratic solutions to problems.
Summary of Interrelationships
Interrelatedness as well as differences exist between thinkers from inside and outside of
library science who wrote on topics that, in different ways, bear on how descriptive and
classification practice may function presently in the work context. Some thinkers also addressed
how the work context could function more humanely. Scholar Nathan Glazer, who set the stage
for ‘scientizing’ the minor professions, was likely influenced by the positivist thinkers such as
Auguste Comte and Ludwig Wittgenstein whose philosophies dominated the era in which he
wrote. Glazer excoriated fields such as librarianship by deeming them non-rigorous because the
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major approaches in librarianship did not align with tenets of the major, mathematized
disciplines he greatly admired. His thinking set a tone for workplaces undermining the lived
experience of library professionals and their ability to think creatively and think separately from
the people around them. Herbert Marcuse, on the other hand, took from his own lived experience
as a persecuted person from Nazi-occupied Europe and enumerated the perils of what he called
technical rationality, a mentality he said negatively influences people in all manners of
professions, stripping people of their agency, their creativity, and their ability to articulate their
needs and opinions, thereby maintaining the status quo.
Many scholars assert that control is maintained because language is constrained and
constricted by the majority as a legacy of technical rationality. Notably, we see this legacy within
library and information science from work by scholars such as Dewey, Svenonius, and others,
who admire the standardizing and mathematizing of language deployment in classification
technology. We see critiques and antidotes of the technically rational method from feminist
epistemologists, philosophers, and technology scholars who, following individuals such as
Marcuse, identified how the legacy of Comtean positivism and technical rationality negatively
impacts the workplace and larger society, and in particular how tenets put forth largely by White,
educated males devalue the lived experience. Feminists have argued that the dehumanizing and
dispassionate mindset and articulation of language that dominates analytic philosophy
undermines more creative individuals in terms of how they view themselves. Additionally, these
thinkers have offered foils to a restrictive rationality by emphasizing reflexivity—our ability to
reflect and react idiosyncratically and in an improved way within the lived world—and by
emphasizing the importance of understanding the self-articulations of individuals and their
experiences as a means of improving not only work but society overall. Scholars including
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Schön and Suchman examined how idiosyncratic or novel articulations and interactions are
disallowed in technological innovations and technologically oriented workplaces, which
sometimes prohibits goals from being met. Some individuals, such as the feminist thinkers
hooks, Butler, Kristeva, and Star, considered how language is often deployed to undermine
others and maintain the status quo, bringing in their own lived experiences as women, or in
hooks’ case her intersectionality, to understand and explain their stance. Individuals such as
Wittgenstein and Winch asserted that ‘actual’ language can only be understood in the lived
world, in terms of the human interactions that generate it.
Although the list of classificationist thinkers’ works I present is not exhaustive, there is
an emphasis on reflexivity amongst White knowledge organization authors, such as Bernd
Frohmann, Jonathan Furner, Jens-Erik Mai, Hope Olson, and Emily Drabinski. Overall, these
latter authors have advocated for recognizing epistemological, ontological, and individual
commitments, situatedness, as well as social justice/equality outcomes of work produced.
Increasingly, reflexive scholarly works are appearing that draw on feminism, critical race, and
other theoretical lenses, but there is also an increase in lab-based models within iSchools (as well
as the switch from LIS to just “i”) that may rely heavily on depersonalized analyses of language
use.
In the following chapter, I add to this understanding of the development of these
theoretical frameworks by digging more deeply into how Whiteness has constrained and dictated
Majority classification theory and practice and offer theories by Black thinkers who have
troubled the Majority notion of what classification is or should be.
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CHAPTER 4: WHITENESS
(W)hiteness is a location of structural advantage, or race privilege. Second, it is a
“standpoint,” a place from which white people look at ourselves, at others, and at society.
Third, “whiteness” refers to a set of cultural practices that are usually unmarked and
unnamed. (Frankenberg, 1993, p. 1).

Habituated as we (as Whites) are not to think about race, we fail to consider how the
manifestation of it within and outside ourselves affects the lives of those around us.
White people who are interested in social justice might therefore underestimate the
degree to which racial injustice is not just perpetrated by our silence, but by other kinds
of everyday actions. We might therefore do well to interrogate ourselves about our
everyday actions to evaluate how committed we actually are to antiracism. (Maron, 2020,
forthcoming)
I and others who investigate the effects of Whiteness argue that White racism is insidious
and embedded throughout U.S. social, economic, political, and cultural structures (Felluga,
2015). It is the de facto lens, or worldview, by which we as Whites understand, regard, and
accept a world that depends on the oppression of human beings (Frankenberg, 1993). Because
White racism is an organizational act so intrinsic to our thoughts and behavior, we tacitly justify
its use for classifying and describing the world in general (Bowker & Star, 2000).
Metadata is political and happens in predominantly White spaces dictated by racial
politics. Knowledge organization is the arena of study wherein scholar-librarians develop
philosophies pertinent to solving cataloguing and classification problems, using largely Anglo
and Western structures to interrogate those issues. Understanding classificatory principles and
the genesis of these principles serves as an essential bridge to next-generation discussions of
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metadata for digital and physical collections, because the principles of cataloguing and
classification informed the development of metadata standards. Further, collections are organized
and described by human subjects who themselves are classified and organized in a landscape
greater than just the library. Both organization and description are interrelated endeavors that
should be considered jointly in a discussion about how we tell a story in digital and physical
collections—including and especially those collections that promote individuals and groups with
marginalized racial identities. Traditionally, Majority-sanctioned forms of language used to
describe minoritized cultural groups does not properly encompass the cultural experiences of
these groups, and in the worst cases, seeks to shut them down and shut them out of societal
institutions.
Because White racism historically is a tacit lens of organizing in the Anglo-American
system, we can contextualize it for knowledge organization research and practice. However, a
concept that identifies and acknowledges Whiteness as something fundamental within metadata
theory and practice is absent from Majority discourse. Many Black scholars who utilize critical
race theory to examine the systems within a dominant White society claim that it is a practice
among White people not to acknowledge their own racism—that is, the absence of personal or
collective acknowledgement of White racism is its own normalized practice. When examined
through a critical Whiteness lens, the absence of such an acknowledgement within knowledge
organization—the practice of not acknowledging Whiteness as fundamental—confirms the
existence of another lens which seeks to invisibilize itself and its own mechanisms. I and others
have argued that White racism has been normalized as a prevailing and automatic way of
classifying a world shaped and determined by our racial identity, e.g., our position of power
within our contextual experience. White racism arguably perpetuates faulty practice as
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practitioners of all races are made to use the tools available from the Library of Congress and
other White dominant entities. It may be possible to leverage existing tools with some degree of
success if mitigating measures are taken and honored, but as will be explained in the following
chapters, and according to other scholars, remediations to existing racially offensive terminology
may not be taken seriously by governing bodies.
We must contextualize knowledge organization in the lived library world focusing on the
act to better understand the artifacts librarians describe. White racism, endemic to several facets
of the library world, generates violence in society's classifications that have shaped the presentday library system. Our tacit acceptance of White racism has normalized and institutionalized
violence against BIPOC colleagues in libraries and, because voices are shut out, this violence has
negative ramifications for advancing ethical modes of metadata theory and practice (Damasco &
Hodges, 2012; Schlesselman-Tarango, 2017).
I acknowledge a reality in which no one wants to be called a racist. I argue that the
perpetuation of racism is founded in large part on the lengths we take to hide racism in our work
to avoid shame and the criticism of our peers. At this time, the White classifier-scholar
community has not considered or studied at length our own White fragility, our reflexive and
habituated desire to shield ourselves from criticism (Sattler et al., 2010), and the White gaze, our
intrinsic way of looking and shaping a society (Fanon, 2017). But step one is for members of a
White scholar majority to call it out in themselves, as I am attempting to do here, and then move
forward.
I worked in libraries and archives within PWIs as a metadata practitioner prior to my
academic career and did not readily question or even think about the fact that most of my
colleagues were White. I did not think how this might have affected the metadata I created for
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web-based systems, whether that work was done collaboratively or alone. In this chapter, in the
spirit of what some BIPOC scholars have modeled within the confines of critical Whiteness
studies (Yancy, 2014) and a critical race theoretical approach (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017), I
frame much of the discussion of issues in knowledge organization in the context of antiBlackness in the U.S. and other White settler states. I intend the prescription that addresses these
present issues to extend to the health, safety, and fair treatment of all Black, Indigenous, People
of Color (BIPOC) colleagues in libraries and library schools who work with metadata and in
other arenas of librarianship.
In this chapter, I provide a background of Whiteness in classifications in the United
States. I consider issues in classification against the backdrop of workplace mistreatment of
BIPOC librarians in US libraries. I rely on Black-authored literature to focus on anti-Blackness
in general and examine its impact on the classification institution of libraries in particular. I
examine the relationship between anti-Blackness in society, in libraries, library standards of
practice, and the development and theorizing of warrant in classification studies, which I assert
happens under the auspices of White racism. I also examine methods of marginalizing ‘others’
such as White gaze that affect dominant classification systems. Finally, I look at remediating
turns in critical race theory, the countergaze, social epistemology, and standpoint feminism. My
hope is that this sets the stage for new frameworks for remediating metadata practice for African
American collections at PWIs which I introduce in the concluding section of this dissertation.
Classifications Origins
In 1876, Melvil Dewey founded his eponymous classification system, Dewey Decimal
Classification. Dewey sought to organize a universe of knowledge into ten categories. His
proprietary Anglo-American standard is the ubiquitous present-day classification scheme used
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around the world, with 135 English and non-English speaking countries having adopted it for
their own use. However, many argue that one standard does not fit all. Librarian Sanford Berman
was among the first librarians to critique the marginalizing and racist terms found in the AngloAmerican standards of classification, such as the Dewey Decimal System, and in descriptive
standards, such as Library of Congress subject headings (Furner, 2007; Higgins, 2016;
Knowlton, 2005). Following their lead, contemporary classificationists examined dilemmas
faced by practitioners who tried to shoe-horn racist, outmoded, and poorly fitting elements of a
vocabulary into their own practice (Hajibayova & Buente, 2017). These authors critiqued
Dewey’s system, which they argued marginalizes homosexuality and non-Western, non-JudeoChristian religions. Currently, U.S.-based organizations such as the Program for Cooperative
Cataloguing, founded by Whites who have promoted certain ideals of classification from their
subjectivity, are in a position to approve or deny requests from sanctioned groups composed of
minoritized individuals whose aim is to mitigate racism and queerphobia in dominant
vocabularies (Greenblatt & Greenblatt, 2011; Mutula & Tsvakai, 2002).
These classificationists who have critiqued racism in the sanctioned terminologies of LoC
equate the positivist model of warrant with an Anglo-American lens. They have argued that the
positivist model has caused problems for classifying materials related to diverse, non-White
cultures (Bullard, 2017; Choi, 2018; Martínez-Ávila & Budd, 2017; Rodriguez, 1984).
Classificationists study functional problems by looking at faulty lexicons or records or by
crafting new forms of warrant that oppose the anti-subjective nature of the literary warrant.
Warrant
Warrant is a concept popular for problematizing classification issues in knowledge
organization discourses. Warrant is understood in the classification world as the lens we cast
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onto an organizing task. Typically, we appraise a single document or group of documents that we
wish our users to understand. A particular organizational system is “warranted” via a set of
philosophical beliefs that are used to inform and justify the arguer’s assessment of how a
document or corpus should best be organized. Classifiers endeavor to leverage a particular
warrant to produce the best outcome for organization and describe the documents in a manner
that gets to the heart of the institutional collection. Dominant Majority classificationists in the
US, Canada, and other White European settler states have proposed warrants derived from four
major topical axes: philosophy, education, history, and culture (Beghtol, 1986b). Each axis forms
a point of departure for analysis, chosen according to what issue or lens in organization the
arguer believes is most important to emphasize.
There are several extant warrants a human classifier may choose from to organize
material. A classifier may incorporate values from different axes to analyze or propose a warrant
that they believe makes the corpus most useful or suitable for users of a system. The utility of
one warrant can be measured against another’s utility according to the perceived deficiencies that
the warrant could potentially address. For example, one might ask: “Is a classifying system
deficient when the collection fails to provide historical knowledge or context about a topic?” or
“Is it deficient when it does not promote the education of a particular group?” In organizational
theory, we often critique the prevailing literary or bibliocentric warrant used in classification,
which stems from a positivist, or anti-subjectivist framework. Established in the early 1900s by
classificationist E. Wyndham Hulme, the literary warrant urges librarians to value expediency
and mathematize the organization of documents, so that the greatest number of documents can be
organized quickly and retrieved by the greatest number of patrons (Barité, 2018).
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Classificationists interested in improving the ethics and ethno-racial resonance of
knowledge organizations (KO) via new forms of warrant will implicitly or outrightly focus on
the literary warrant as the primary point of concern. Many scholars of classification have argued
that the bibliocentric compulsion leaves librarians little room to reflect on ways that a resulting
collection may resonate with different user communities (Beghtol, 1986b, 2002; Bullard, 2017;
Furner, 2007; Hartel, 2018; Hjørland, 2008; Mai, 2011, 2016; Martínez-Ávila & Budd, 2017).
The User-Centered Cultural Turn
Cultural critiques often focus on users and their needs in specific cultural contexts.
Among culturally sensitive warrants is Beghtol’s (2002) proposition of the “ethical warrant”,
which as the name implies encourages librarians to act according to a code of ethics in
organizing materials. The ethical warrant is based on the cultural warrant, which requires
dominant-society individuals to be sensitive to the needs of individuals from the diverse cultures
whom they serve. Beghtol wrote about the importance of building ethical knowledge
organizational systems that resonate with users from marginalized populations within their
regional context, who ordinarily assimilate and maneuver the forces of a dominant convention as
they use knowledge organization systems.
As Beghtol and others have stated, warrants reflect or challenge the prevailing values and
attitudes of a society (Hjørland, 2008; Mai, 2011, 2016; Martínez-Ávila & Budd, 2017). As
classifiers we summon our value set in organizing, whether or not the particular material we
organize is expressly about race and ethnicity (Beghtol, 1986b). Our personal values often reflect
facets of ourselves, such as our income bracket, gender, religious background, nationality,
ethnicity, educational pedigree, and racial identity.

67

Race
It is helpful to contextualize racial problems in the field of knowledge organization in
terms of how our race/race is perceived in larger society. BIPOC scholars including Ibram Kendi
have argued that racial discrimination has been deployed as a mode of oppression since the
founding of White settler states, such as the U.S., Canada, as well as colonies in Africa, Asia,
and across Europe (Gomer, 2017). Focusing on the U.S. in particular, BIPOC scholars such as
philosopher Charles Mills described how every institution—economic, political, educational and
otherwise—is founded in White supremacist ideals and accordingly classifies its actors on the
basis of race (Mills, 2014). Raced classification systems that have been normalized over time
that cloak their intentions include the U.S. Census, which at its inception did not parade itself as
a nefarious operation but as a benign collecting operation focused on collecting U.S. inhabitants'
data. Prior to Reconstruction, the Census used pseudo-scientific principles to classify Blacks as
less than Whites in order to justify or warrant a global slave economy (Kendi, 2016).
The effects of this classification—mass incarceration, voter suppression, ghettoization,
and generational poverty—continued after abolition. We see these effects even in the library,
where Blacks initially were not permitted to practice, nor enter as patrons except under
exceptional circumstances. Consequently, separate libraries were funded by White benefactors to
accommodate Black patrons and practitioners (Schlesselman-Tarango, 2017). It is my
assumption that in this context where groups of individuals have been and continue to be
embedded and socialized in a raced society, a chosen warrant frames our situated understanding
and experience of race as classificationists.
Race can be considered the primary point of departure to understand how and why we
classify things the way we do, given the present fraught state of the library field. White librarians
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and classificationists often profess their commitment to the value of “antiracism”, but when we
examine statistics, surveys, and first-person accounts in the U.S. by librarians from diverse
ethno-racial cultures we see a conflict. Overwhelmingly, BIPOC practitioners have reported the
persistence of racism at work that affects their mental and emotional health to the point of
driving them out of the profession (J. M. Drake, 2017; Hathcock, 2015; Hudson, 2017;
Schlesselman-Tarango, 2017). The departure of librarians of color demonstrates that the
dominant Majority neither understands, commits to, nor practices moral values professed by their
library of hire and by governing library institutions (Hudson, 2017). Jessie Daniels, whose work
focuses on critical information studies issues, has argued that when Whiteness is discussed as a
problem in the information professions, it is often treated as a monolith; something incurable and
puzzling that individuals are not responsible for, or do not have time to correct (Daniels, 2013).
Memory studies is a field in which scholars study how the politics of dominant cultures
in a society shape a personal and collective understanding of the shared cultural heritage and the
history of a particular society, telling us also what is significant to know, or remember. De Cesari
wrote that “collective memory plays a crucial role in the making of spatial imaginaries and in
shaping the commonsense, taken-for-granted boundaries of the political community to which we
feel we belong” (De Cesari, 2017, p. 18). Some BIPOC and ally scholars who have incorporated
critical race theory into their interrogation of how societal memory is shaped in White settler
states have argued that events about racially minoritized and historically oppressed groups are
erased, ignored, and distorted in a greater collective memory that impacts how those in the
dominant Majority view minoritized cultural groups. These distortions not only contribute to
lack of knowledge, but also contribute to a lack of empathy among the Majority who do not feel
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compelled to engage in political activism in support of oppressed cultures (De Cesari, 2012,
2014, 2017).
In the U.S., and germane to Black history, we see examples of oversimplified or distorted
narrativations of events and figures which contribute to a faulty larger collective understanding
of, for example, slavery, abolition, and the civil rights movement. Narrativations by members of
the dominant Majority who work in museums, archives, and libraries, and may reduce the
African American experience to the history of oppression by leaving out, or not honoring those
histories, figures, and experiences that do not “fit in” with the widely recognized, larger cultural
narrative of what it means to be Black—or a significant Black figure—in the United States.
Germane to knowledge organization and description, dominant Majority historians, museum
curators, archivists and White librarians continue to curate minoritized knowledges, even as
some scholars from memory studies argue that collections should be curated by persons who feel
drawn to that task and feel the collection represents and resonates with aspects of their own
shared cultural heritage and their own insider experience (Nytagodien & Neal, 2004).
Discussions on who “should” be curating or remediating shared memory are fraught, however, as
some BIPOC scholars are critical of Majority scholars who foist ownership of the task of
curating cultural trauma on members of minoritized groups who have experienced said trauma.
In today's library field, it is cultural outsiders who most frequently make the final choices
within standards organizations or workplaces that profess to want to eradicate racism and who
are tasked with the description and organization of the material relating to different minoritized
cultural groups in a way that serves those minoritized groups well (Hathcock, 2015).
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White Gaze
Discourses ancillary to classification studies provide more information about how Whites
classify their world per their socialization. One theory that explicates the way in which this
happens is called the theory of the “White gaze”. The White gaze is a phenomenon first
introduced in the 1950s by psychiatrist and philosopher Frantz Fanon, a Black man in the French
West Indies, who sought to understand his own identity in contrast to the White oppression he
endured. Fanon focused on how the Black identity and self-image is “White-scripted” from his
situatedness as a Black man. Fanon argued that the White gaze is a force so strong that it reifies
the identities of Black people and works to erase their experiences, including his own (Fanon,
2017). Philosopher George Yancy adapted Fanon’s philosophy for his own work. He asserted
that the White gaze perpetuates acts that are insidious because they are mundane and go largely
unacknowledged by the perpetrator (Yancy, 2008, 2012, 2014). Both Fanon and Yancy argued
that the White gaze will always exist as long as there are “others” to behold. It is through the
process of the gaze that Black people become disenfranchised, and their agency is compromised.
White Fragility
White fragility as a concept has recently been defined by White scholar Robin
DiAngelo’s book of the same name (DiAngelo & Dyson, 2018) in an attempt to educate other
Whites about how to reckon with their own racism. Her presentation of the concept has been
contested by prominent Black scholars including John McWhorter who believe her construction
of the theory is “condescending,” tenuously constructed, often outright wrong in its claims, and
written from a place “on high” by a self-appointed White “proselytizer” who cannot possibly
know the Black experience intimately in such a way as to back up many of the assertions made
in her book about racist attitudes in society (McWhorter, 2020). I admittedly share these
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concerns, but White scholars who identify as allies have also argued that White fragility, as a
general concept, can still be useful in some ways in explaining how White racism perpetuates
many racialized problems we see in society.
White fragility is a byproduct of the gaze. Scholars who endorse the concept have argued
that White fragility is predicated on prevailing attitudes among Whites, who avoid, cloak, and
hide their racist acts, shielding themselves from criticism and their own shame and guilt.
DiAngelo contended, aptly here, that White supremacy does not only mean that you don a White
hood or give Nazi salutes; rather, it is more insidious and mundane, and no White individual is
exempt from perpetuating it to one degree or another (DiAngelo & Dyson, 2018).
Mitigating Measures: Critical Race Theory
Whiteness, or White racism, is the overriding or overarching ideology that governs the
everyday thoughts and actions of White individuals (Yancy, 2016). Black scholars have offered
techniques and tools to interrogate, address, and mitigate the effects of White racism. In the
1980s, prominent BIPOC lawyers and scholars in the US created an analytical framework called
critical race theory (CRT) to investigate and mitigate racial inequity in the law (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2017). As these individuals understood it, the legal system is part of a larger complex
system that enables racial inequality. CRT scholars have argued the law casts a “colorblind” lens
on issues affecting Black individuals, unfairly incriminating them, which has led to mass
incarceration on the basis of race. Inspired by CRT’s tenets of reframing what it means to fight
for equality, White researchers and researchers of color across many scholarly fields other than
law, including sociology, education anthropology, art, philosophy, and library and information
science, have begun using CRT to investigate phenomena in their own work (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2017).
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The way a researcher uses CRT reflects their personal investment in resolving a social
issue. To wit, CRT is not only a theoretical framework but also a method by which you
interrogate a phenomenon according to an ethics of antiracism. Although there are differences
among critical race theorists in terms of what they believe the theory can achieve, and
disagreement about how to deploy it in order to mitigate and prevent racism, in general, CRTdriven research espouses the following commitments:
•

Recognition that race is not biologically real but is socially constructed and socially
significant. It recognizes that science (as demonstrated in the Human Genome Project)
refutes the idea of biological racial differences. According to scholars Richard Delgado
and Jean Stefancic, race is the product of social thought and is not connected to biological
reality.

•

Acknowledgement that racism is a normal feature of society and is embedded within
systems and institutions, like the legal system, that replicate racial inequality. This
dismisses the idea that racist incidents are aberrations but instead are manifestations of
structural and systemic racism.

•

Rejection of popular understandings about racism, such as arguments that confine racism
to a few “bad apples.” CRT recognizes that racism is codified in law, embedded in
structures, and woven into public policy. CRT rejects claims of meritocracy or
“colorblindness.” CRT recognizes that it is the systemic nature of racism that bears
primary responsibility for reproducing racial inequality.

•

Recognition of the relevance of people’s everyday lives to scholarship. This includes
embracing the lived experiences of people of color, including those preserved through
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storytelling, and rejecting deficit-informed research that excludes the epistemologies of
people of color (George, 2021).
Standpoint Feminism
Standpoint feminism, which intersects with and shares tenets of CRT, exists as another
mitigating framework for grappling with White racism and is dependent on White individuals
honoring the reflections of BIPOC, in particular women-identified individuals. Adapting a
theoretical framework from Marx, standpoint feminists center the place and perception of
women as they critique gender-based power imbalances within economic, educational, political,
and medical institutions. Although not a monolithic set of beliefs, standpoint feminism focuses
on knowledge as “properly understood in the social contexts in which they arise, and in terms of
the biases and prejudices those contexts generate” (Bowell, 2021, para. 2). Standpoint feminists
argue that to gain true knowledge we must acknowledge the perils of espousing a Majority lens,
which renders an imperfect and at many times an inaccurate representation of a phenomenon. To
this end, researchers who adopt a standpoint method adopt the perspective of the outsider group
who must maneuver forces of convention on the “inside.”
The standpoint method challenges the traditional, silo approaches of hard science and
social science by privileging the viewpoint of the outsider group. Feminist researcher Sandra
Harding, in her advocation for strong objectivity, argued that truth is consensual and stems from
the marginal viewpoint. Traditional positivist approaches in the sciences are not necessarily
“right” or “sound,” although on their face they might appear that way. She argued Majority
researchers ignore researchers of color and “White-script” their initial questions, methods,
analysis, and implications related to marginalized groups based on their own racial biases and
assumptions. The result is that they end up misconstruing the problem. Thus, a prescription they
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provide might miss the mark entirely or their analysis indicts a group of people lending to further
or novel forms of discrimination (Harding, 1995).
In Black Feminist Thought and other works, Patricia Hill Collins, an African American
scholar, affirmed the standpoint, the place, and the perception of Black women thinkers and
scholars and provided an “insider” perspective to phenomena such as misogyny, the cycle of
poverty, and the state of the academy. These phenomena are something a racial outsider could
only surmise about based on their set of assumptions, not having access to that lived experience.
She suggested further that her own situatedness and insider status as a Black woman created an
affinity with the concepts and people she wrote about, which made for a more resonant analysis
of Black thought and issues affecting Black people (Collins, 2015).
There are analogs for understanding the insider/outsider phenomenon in computing as
well. Feminist scholars have criticized the marginalizing effects of a homogeneous, male, and
White-dominated computer science field. Jessie Daniels argued that people who are not White
and male have traditionally been blocked from top tier computer science jobs, which has had
particularly negative results for how online systems of classification and discovery are designed
(Daniels, 2013) and have led to what scholar Safiya Noble calls “algorithms of oppression”
(Noble, 2018). As a result, “color-blind” web-based antidotes to real world societal problems
have emerged as best practice—for example, mitigating loan discrimination against African
American applicants—but, in fact, they do not actually mitigate or prevent those types of
problems at all (NPR, 2018).
Cultural Turns in Knowledge Organization
Many scholars have written about the struggle within knowledge organization to define a
new cultural turn that addresses and mitigates the shortcomings of our prevailing warrant.

75

Among suggested turns is a standpoint-adjacent framework founded in a branch of philosophy
called social epistemology. In a conversation about the potential for social epistemology as a
cultural turn, Melodie Fox (2017) said:
In the middle of these extremes lies standpoint feminist epistemology, the best candidate
for a social epistemology, because it casts women as a collective and has socialist origins.
Additionally, they both value inclusivity, recognition of shared informal knowledge, and
personal testimony. (Fox, 2017, as cited in Hartel, 2018, p. 82)
Standpoint feminist epistemology, Fox contended, entails dual visions: a recognition of the
dominant (masculine) perspective and a situated awareness of a women’s marginality. Within
this philosophical framing, LIS scholars put knowledge systems in the context of gendered
power dynamics, embracing a macroscopic perspective to recognize the historical, social, and
cultural roots of knowledge and its access mechanisms (Hartel, 2018). The macroscopic
perspective does not focus on the individual librarian, but instead focuses on librarianship as a
larger entity in need of improvement.
Doing it Differently
BIPOC librarians and White allies have worked to remediate racism in metadata and
sought to create new decolonized approaches to description while arguing within the disciplines
of the social sciences and of classification and description. The decolonized approach depends on
cultural insiders doing the work of description and organizing. This “insider” perspective
correlates to memory studies wherein the person best suited to curate a marginalized history is a
marginalized person who is a member of that particular group (Daniel & Levi, 2014; Kansteiner,
2002; “The Inclusive Historian’s Handbook,” 2021). Following frameworks such as Black
standpoint feminism, validating the place and perception of individuals from marginalized
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cultures is I believe the cornerstone of creating metadata that is just and culturally resonant.
Culturally resonant metadata, I believe, has the propensity not just to provide structure and
discoverability to a set of things but also allows those things to tell a story.
Standpoint feminism as a theoretical and methodological baseline is a useful tool for
conceptualizing how we think and talk about metadata. Standpoint feminism may affirm the
remediation of metadata as a consensual process that relies on individual honesty as well as the
honesty of the group, a group which may have outsiders to a lived experience that those outsiders
are tasked with describing. It is through an honest and open process that we might build better
knowledge systems that aptly reflect diversity. Standpoint feminism—in concert with the tenets
of CRT—provides a baseline for viewing knowledge building as both a consensual and personal
process that happens in the context of the lived world and its success is contingent on the
participation of BIPOC individuals who are granted agency to make the choices best for them as
practitioners of color and for the betterment of the library institution. As Harding argued, truth
needs to attend to both the unspoken biases and assumptions of the Majority and to the essential
experiences of those marginalized by them.
All of the kinds of objectivity-maximizing procedures focused on the nature and/or social
relations that are the direct object of observation and reflection must also be focused on
the observers and reflectors—scientists and the larger society whose assumptions they
share. But a maximally critical study of scientists and their communities can be done only
from the perspective of those whose lives have been marginalized by such communities.
Thus, strong objectivity requires that scientists and their communities be integrated into
democracy-advancing projects for scientific and epistemological reasons as well as moral
and political ones. (Harding, 1999, pp. 244-245)
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Flipping the Script: A New Cultural Moment
White majority scholars have dictated the tenor and content of academic discourse in our
field. When our White lens looks at diversity issues in our work, we often miss the mark. At the
time of this writing (2020-2021) we find ourselves in the U.S. at an inflection point as Whiteness
is being challenged in unprecedented ways, both by aspiring White antiracists and BIPOC
individuals. We see the rise of something oppositional to the White gaze we have historically
imposed on the Black body, something akin to what African American philosopher George
Yancy calls the countergaze. Yancy frames countergaze as Black folks flipping the script and
turning the lens of scrutiny onto White folks, who, finally compelled to see themselves as
individual contributors to systemic racism from the POV of Black folks, contend with the
damage they as White individuals have caused Black individuals. Yancy calls the countergaze a
“gift” to Whites, who are at long last compelled to work toward a just society that benefits
people of all races (Yancy, 2012). It is also through a countergaze that we “unsuture”.
Positionality and Depersonalization: The Case of “Dewey Deracialized”
In the preamble to this dissertation, I pointed to my own membership in the White
majority and in the beginning of this chapter, to my tacit participation in and benefit from the
library system of inequality. Those engaged in standpoint theory, and who espouse tenets put
forth by prominent Black thinkers, seek to validate and center the expertise and humanity of
BIPOC and compel the White majority act more justly by pointing to themselves. Scholars may
reflect on their own propensity to depersonalize their critiques of metadata although I
acknowledge being a practitioner and a theorist is not necessarily mutually exclusive.
Deficiencies in the current depersonalized model of critique in scholarship have been
identified by analytic Black philosophers such as Charles Mills, Kristie Dotson, and George
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Yancy, who centered the problem of anti-Blackness in philosophy (Dotson, 2012; Mills, 2014).
Positionality is established by the nature of their critique, as they write their racial identity into
the work. The aforementioned authors established their premise that any actor, Black or White,
cannot extricate their identity from the scholarship and the work environment they inhabit. They
argue that when Whites grapple with their own inseparable identity as philosopher and White
individual, they begin to address and mitigate racism in their own environment. This includes
addressing the persistent invalidation of BIPOC scholarship in a way that challenges the nature
and character of the canon on a fundamental level—including, perhaps, the nature of their own
scholarly work (Headley, 2013).
White scholars who describe themselves as allies and advocates have written about the
ways in which White supremacy has permeated their own field of study (Daniel & Levi, 2014;
Shlesselman-Tarango, 2017). Although BIPOC scholars have applauded these efforts, they have
also urged White scholars who write about race not to imply that they have transcended the kinds
of mundane and insidious forms of racism they describe. As many BIPOC scholars see it, the
work is not just scholarship, but also activism. In that spirit, authors should not make solutions to
mitigate racism opaque to the reader (Yancy, 2014). BIPOC scholars such as George Yancy have
frequently pointed to White authors who critique racist theory or practice but neglect to mention
their own subjectivity, their own race, and their own contribution to the mistakes they seek to
address (Yancy, 2014). Yancy has argued that when Whites do not provide specific personal
examples, or when they only write about Whiteness as a more general phenomenon, the overall
critique loses its discursive power and seems less “real” to the White readers they hope to
influence, who might be left wondering why they should care about racism in their field of
practice (and what racism even looks like). Scholars of color have argued that critique absent of
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subjectivity is itself a form of racism emblematic of a history of individual Whites
acknowledging “Whiteness” in the abstract but not seeing and proclaiming themselves as a
participant and beneficiary of Whiteness.
We can point to arguments in knowledge organization discourse to better understand the
import of addressing our White subjectivity in our own work. One salient example in the KO
community discourse is Jonathan Furner’s 2007 article “Dewey Deracialized.” In this article,
Jonathan Furner provided an excellent and detailed critique of racism in the Dewey Decimal
system that he said was the result of its creator’s clumsy grasp of the concept of race. Furner also
enumerated the ways the academic institution and the library institution have failed people of
color. Advocating for White librarians to educate themselves on the history of race to challenge
deep-rooted errors in both our knowledge organization systems as well as our library system,
Furner argued that embracing critical race theory as a library method might not only improve KO
systems but also make the library, just, safe, and equitable for all people. To illustrate the utility
of CRT, Furner provided several examples of logical faults in Dewey throughout his paper and
inserted himself into an example:
To illustrate this complexity, let us consider, as an example, an object that, for some
reason, we wish to describe—that is, an object whose properties we wish to specify.
Suppose that object is me. We may specify certain of my properties in the form of a set of
attribute/value pairs. Each such pair consists of (i) a label for a given attribute, and (ii) a
label for the value that I exhibit for that attribute. For instance, three of my properties
could be specified as follows:
Attribute = “name” : Value = “Jonathan Furner”
Attribute = “age” : Value = “37”
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Attribute = “race” : Value = “white”’ (Furner, 2007, p. 147)
Although his critique is helpful overall, there is a problem. Ironically, Furner violated a
core principle of the very theory he proposed. He did not self-identify as White in the beginning
of the article, and it is only when you read this example, which is several pages into the article,
that you find out that Furner indeed identifies as White. Burying his own Whiteness in his
discourse arguably treats the “outing” of one’s own Whiteness as incidental to the discussion of
structural racism, which buries any acknowledgement of his race and how his experiences as a
White librarian relate to his critique. This treatment of race within a depersonalized critique
communicates particular meanings to the reader and perpetuates a faulty notion that some White
librarians do not commit racism in their practice, and that it is not always meaningful for
individual Whites to address it when they do recognize it.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I relied on the literature to provide ideas that confront the standard AngloAmerican classification systems. By using concepts such as warrant and White gaze, I suggest a
cultural shift is needed in the fields of information and library science, in ways that are also
germane to knowledge organization in particular. I argue that standpoint feminism and CRT
provide a framework for the needed shift, while acknowledging that the ways in which some
scholars have deployed these frameworks in KO are faulty or fall short. These concepts shaped
the choices I made regarding the methods I would use in the design of my research, and in the
antidotes to metadata racism that will follow. Those choices are discussed in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 5: METHODS
In the previous chapter I discussed critical race theory (CRT) and standpoint feminism as
a way of approaching the research design for this study. I chose CRT as my analytical tool for
understanding data practice at PWIs because it provides the qualitative lens needed for asking the
questions that would elicit the information I was seeking. In addition, CRT forces me, as a White
researcher, to be continuously present to the awareness that I am an outsider within the context
of the interviews I conduct.
In Chapter 3, I laid the groundwork to explore the “metadata performance”—in particular
one that is antiracist and just—as a tension between the reflexivity of a participant and the
strictures of an environment. In particular, I am interested in a person’s propensity or desire to
act differently in response to elements of technical rationality that construct a particular library
workplace environment and dominant library standards that dictate their practice. In addition to
creating silos or emphasizing expedience, a library environment might also be at present racially
hostile, have a history of racial inequality, and display a professional disregard for racially
minoritized collections.
In ways that will be further explicated in Chapter 9, I use Butler’s theory of
performativity to introduce the metadata performance, which describes how practitioners may
describe materials relating to racially marginalized groups, including African Americans, within
the confines of technical rationality and institutions that manifest some tenets of neoliberalism.
In a CRT-oriented study, the reflexivity of the participant who contextualizes themselves
aloud by recounting their experiences, thoughts, and orientations to the world is especially
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germane to what we ultimately learn from the study. However, also important is the reflexivity
of the researcher who comes into the study with their own notions, experiences, and beliefs and
brings those, consciously and not, into the interchange with the participant in ways that constitute
the study itself.
White and BIPOC researchers have written about the importance of acknowledging their
race and orientations to the world in their work. Mauthner and Doucet wrote of their own
dissertation experience and the perils of not considering their own beliefs as a researcher. They
wrote that what
...developed largely in response to our increasing awareness of how limited our
reflexive processes were at the time of our doctoral research, and how this was linked
to our ambivalence about our role in the research, to the epistemological and other
assumptions underpinning the data analysis methods we used, and to our lack of
theoretical and methodological tools with which to operationalize reflexivity.
(Mauthner & Doucet, 2003, p. 414)
When a researcher uses CRT as a method in concert with reflexivity, they acknowledge
that issues related to race and racial inequality cannot be investigated in a dispassionate or
detached way using the conventional scholarly methods. Rather, the researcher must use their
empathy and moral sense to scrutinize a phenomenon and themselves in the process, hoping their
research findings act as part of an antiracist intervention to address and mitigate racial inequality
relating to that phenomenon. A critical part of CRT is to contextualize the raced phenomenon
and remember that as actors we enable or disable a system of interest. Thus, the researcher may
contextualize themselves in the research process, bringing their own reflexivity—and their own
propensity to understand and to change—to their research approach.
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Being mindful of how one’s own experiences can influence their research, Mauthner and
Doucet wrote about how they used reflexivity in their research and how in essence, “hindsight
has enabled us to understand and articulate how our doctoral research was the product of our
academic and personal biographies” (2003, p. 420). To conduct my research dealing with race in
which I encouraged participants to be reflective about their work in the library and their
relationship to raced standards, I also had to keep in mind my own identity as not just a White
woman socialized in the wider world but also as someone who has worked in library
environments as a metadata practitioner at libraries in predominantly White universities.
Mauthner and Doucet wrote:
The ‘choices’ we make in our research with regard to ontological, epistemological
positioning, methodological, and theoretical perspective, and the adoption of particular
research methods are not motivated exclusively by intellectual concerns but also by our
personal or academic biographies. The interpersonal, political, and institutional contexts
in which researchers are embedded also play a key role in shaping research ‘decisions’
(Bell and Newby, 1977; Bell and Roberts, 1984) ...Human beings are viewed not as
independent but as interdependent, embedded in a complex web of intimate and larger
social relations. This view is akin to sociological accounts that highlight the self in
symbolic interactionist terms (see Doucet, 1998; Mauthner, 1999; Mauthner and Doucet,
1998). (Mauthner & Doucet, 2003, p. 421-422)
I have not worked with collections relating to the Black experience, but still I recognize
how I toed the line of descriptive conventions in my own metadata work. Then, in graduate
school, I began to question those rules I’d taken for granted and mechanically deployed for a
host of collections in my practitioner career. I began to reflect on how I had mostly worked with

84

White librarians in previous jobs, and I did not recall questions about cultural relevance coming
up in conversations we had had about metadata. In this study, I was heartened by responses from
White participants who demonstrated a higher degree of reflexivity than I did when I was
practicing, both regarding cultural relevance and racism in metadata and in their own roles in
perpetuating and/or limiting racist effects.
Today, I acknowledge that society’s view of race and gender played a substantive role in
“constructing” me, as did my education in secondary school, undergraduate studies, and graduate
school. Today, I can take information from how I practiced metadata in the confines of my
workplace and what I realize now about my own limitations or failures to act to guide my
approach to this study.
In the spirit of elaborating on my identity as it relates to this study design, I return to my
sense of being Jewish and address it more substantively. My Jewishness—and having been cast
as “other” at various points in my life because of it—was a factor in me wanting to understand
more about issues facing other “outsider” collections at historically racist institutions. However, I
am an outsider when it comes to the African American or the Black experience or being Black in
the United States. Although I have experienced anti-Semitism, I have not experienced forms of
discrimination based on the color of my skin. I do not know and cannot know what it is like to be
Black in America firsthand, or what it is like to be a Black librarian at a predominantly White
educational institution. Given what I knew of the library world’s failure to hire or retain Black
employees, it is important for me to value, taking from the tenets of CRT, Black librarians’
“centrality of experiential knowledge” as they work with these collections in predominantly
White workplaces (Bernal, 2002).
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Having explained my reasoning for choosing my approach to research design, below I
cover the details of the methods I used, including the design itself, data collection procedures,
interview schedule, coding, and analysis of the information I collected. I conclude this chapter
with a summary and discussion of my experience conducting this research.
Research Design
For this exploratory study, I conducted a pragmatic qualitative study—an approach “that
draws upon the most sensible and practical methods available to answer a given research
question” and used a semi-structured interview (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, p. 171). Pragmatic
method emerged in the 1930s. People supporting the pragmatic method originally based its tenets
in those of positivism and objectivity, but eventually embraced the nuanced, subjective, and
constructed nature of interviews and added different philosophical approaches encouraging a
more congenial interaction between researcher and subject.
This method is almost self-evident per its name: Pragmatic qualitative interviewers
generally value specific and direct questioning to get at the heart of a subject’s experience and
worldview, allowing their common (but rigorously informed) sense to guide them. Pragmatic
interviewers often pair this approach with overtones wherein they take what is useful from other
methods that often focus on experiences of practitioners and everyday people. I therefore
employed “overtones” of other practical and experiential-oriented methods that rely on people’s
story as data (among them, phenomenology and narrative inquiry) to conduct my study. For
instance, phenomenology was useful to take cues from because it invokes the reflectiveness of
interviewee and interviewer. Those using this method also seek to contextualize the experiences
of people, regarding interviewees as “real” beings who occupy the “lifeworld” and thus try to
make sense of participant experiences and connect them to a larger meaning or meaning within a
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task. The phenomenological researcher then can “thematize” the verbalization of the person who
is recounting their experience (Bevan, 2014).
In line with Kvale’s (1983) interpretation of the phenomenological interview, I wanted to
surface and be understanding of what I suspected would be verbalizations that were sometimes
ambiguous and belied inner conflict felt by the participants, because many of the tensions in
metadata bely a personal and professional conflict. Because what I wanted to know is so specific,
I followed phenomenology’s cue that the interview should be semi-structured to guide the
exploration of the phenomenon in some direction (Bevan, 2014). Narrative inquiry was also
useful as researchers using this technique have regarded professionals as reflective individuals
(or individuals who if given the opportunity are reflective). They also wish to foster more
reflectiveness and humanity within the fields they research. Researchers Lindsay and Schwind
wrote:
The Narrative Inquiry we use originated from Connelly and Clandinin in the 1990s, and
rests on John Dewey’s philosophy that experience is relational, temporal, and situational,
and as such, if intentionally explored, has the potential to be educational. More
specifically, it is only when experience is reflected upon and reconstructed that it has the
potential to reveal the construction of identity, knowledge, and the humanness of care.
(Lindsay & Schwind, 2016, p. 14)
With care and ancillary abilities such as empathy being of interest to me in the study, I
found this framework useful. Pragmatic interviews are common but are less recognized than
established qualitative methods such as grounded theory, narrative inquiry, and phenomenology,
from which pragmatic methods researchers take cues for conducting inductive analyses and
designing questions accordingly in order to surface the heart of a practical and human issue. The
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pragmatic method is especially useful for exploring phenomena related to people working in
various professional fields (Sandelowski, 2000; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). The memos I used
were based in pragmatic methods with overtones (Maietta, 2006; Saldaña, 2009) but have also
been used in other approaches such as grounded theory (Charmaz, 2014; Miles et al., 2013).
Participants
As I designed my study initially, I thought it would be informative to hear about the
differences between how African American heritage collections are treated at PWIs versus
HBCUs, because of my understanding of how excellent the stewardship of Black material is at
HBCUs. I thought that if I could secure interviews with librarians from HBCUs that that would
help me get a better idea of best practices that could be extrapolated or used at PWIs. However, I
was unable to make initial contact with librarians at HBCUs even during my information
gathering phase. One librarian at an HBCU I spoke to during the sampling process suggested that
my identity as a White woman might make connection-building in these institutions more
difficult because of embedded issues of trust and trustworthiness, stating that he could send my
recruitment email to colleagues but that they may be “cagey”. I admit that after this I reflected on
myself as being somewhat of an interloper, interfering in a safe space created by and for
members of the Black community. Thereafter I decided I would include only participants who
were librarians and archival practitioners who are currently working in predominantly White
institutional academic libraries with African American collections and materials, although I
acknowledged I would have to be sensitive to my own language and be informed about antiracist
rhetoric in order not to alienate BIPOC librarians at these universities so I could built trust with
them and let them know I appreciated their insights and their own emotional labor. To find
subjects who met these criteria, I looked online for libraries and archival websites hosted at PWIs
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that had metadata available for either physical, digital, or hybrid physical-digital collections that
featured material about African American history and culture. Different kinds of metadata—
archival finding aids, next-gen metadata, catalog records—were all acceptable forms of metadata
for the purposes of the study.
When seeking out participants from the BIPOC community at PWIs who are not Black, I
also had difficulty. I focused my initial search on librarians in California as it was close to where
I am located (Arizona) and so I thought perhaps we could speak in person in order to establish a
stronger rapport and sense of trust. For about a month, I emailed and phoned several librarians
from the Latinx community and Asian-American community who work with diverse collections
at California’s academic libraries. However, in all but one case I received no response, and in
that one case where I did receive a response, I was referred by that librarian to another employee
who did not respond to my query. It is hard to speculate as to why connecting with IPOC
librarians proved so difficult, other than my not being embedded in the BIPOC library
practitioner community, and me being a White academic, and not a librarian.
Notably, at some universities where I had initially thought to seek out participants (in
particular universities in California), there were no African American collections, or no African
American material in general at least at first glance. If there were collections of interest at the
library or archive, I searched the library directories to figure out who the best person of contact
might be for that collection, looking for people with job titles such as “archivist” or “metadata
librarian.” When I found a likely informant, I sought them out via phone calls and emails to
inform them of my study and see if they were willing to participate.
The process of identifying and establishing interviews with individual librarians took
about two months—December 2019 to February 2020, and then “snowballed” into subsequent
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months (early April). I sent out an initial email to each potential participant to establish contact
and explain the rationale for my study (see sample email in Appendix A) and then, if I received a
positive response to my query, I followed up with a Zoom call to explain more about my
research and gain a sense of affinity with the potential participant, as I knew that some of the
questions I would be asking would be of a relatively personal nature, and I wanted participants to
feel comfortable talking with me. Finding participants who worked with African American
collections in general proved difficult. Some people who I assumed to be the point of contact for
collections were not in fact responsible for those collections. In several cases (such as those
outlined above) people did not respond to my queries via phone or email. At other times, I
learned that people who had worked with the collections had since moved onto other jobs or
retired. Much of the time I was cold-emailing practitioners.
I had better luck connecting with individuals when I emailed supervisors who oversee
diverse collections or are subject specialists for diverse collections. Often it was a supervisor
who connected me with library employees who work more closely with African American
collections, either as their sole focus or as part of a larger swath of collections. I found that the
people who did agree to my study were eager to cooperate in the process. I had no trouble
scheduling interviews or soliciting answers to any questions, even though some of the questions I
asked during interviews concerned their own identity affiliations. I established during our initial
chats that their comfort was paramount to me and that they did not have to answer anything they
were not comfortable with. We agreed on 40 dollars for each of the three interviews, and that
same amount for any additional interviews onward if more were needed. In my Zoom calls, or in
the beginning of the first interview with them, I was often open about my positionality as a
White woman who is interested in learning more about the experiences and perceptions of people
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from different racial groups, who work with African American collections. In some cases, we
talked specifically about racial inequality and Whiteness before the interview process itself. In
the cases where Whiteness was brought up (as was the case with two participants in particular
who associate closely with activist causes in metadata and wanted to understand more about why
I as a White woman felt invested in this study), I explained that I wanted to work in support of a
process to surface the political, social, and personal issues that might prohibit the adequate
stewardship and description of African American collections and said I believed the stories of
librarians to be a paramount source of knowledge to help us understand extant issues affecting
collections. Because of their firsthand experience working with these collections and grappling
with dominant metadata standards, I emphasized the importance of their views to the study.
Although I did not always explicitly describe current cataloging standards as “faulty” in
our initial contacts, during the interviews the participants themselves often revealed their stance
to be aligned with mine, in that we agreed that aspects of the standards are faulty and
marginalizing. I wanted to make sure my study was culturally relevant and, being a White
woman, I wanted to ensure I was being respectful to the Black community of librarians.
Beginning in 2019 and through 2020, I had the opportunity to talk to BIPOC practitioners, some
of whom identified as Black and some as Asian-American and Latinx, who provided more
generalizable context on the problem of metadata for African American and POC collections.
Sometimes the librarians who provided me context and feedback on the problem did not work
with metadata themselves so would then refer me to other practitioners who do. In some cases,
these practitioners to whom I was referred became subjects for the study.
At the end of this process, I had a total of 10 participants. However, I was only able to
meet with one of the participants once and discussed only a few topics with her so was unable to
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get a sense of the dimensionality of the issues she grapples with. Given the lack of total material
available for analysis on that person and to extrapolate or group her responses into certain
themes, I had to exclude that person’s data from the study. Therefore, for analysis in my
findings, I present data relating to nine participants—two librarians who identified as Black and
female, and seven White librarians—two of whom identified as male, with the other five White
librarians identifying as female.
Data Collection Procedures
After obtaining written consent for participation from each participant, I conducted three
or four Zoom video and audio interviews with each during the months of February to April 2020.
Each interview lasted for an hour to an hour and a half. I saved both audio and video files
although I only used the audio files for transcription purposes. I ended up with 45 audio hours of
data. I saved each interview locally as an audio file on my secured computer and in a secure
cloud location. I then hired two transcriptionists who transcribed all the interviews by the end of
June 2020.
I worked around participants’ work schedules in terms of finding good times to talk. For
some participants, interviews spanned two weeks. For others, we were able to complete all
interviews within a single week. With two of the participants, I did three hour-long interviews.
With the other seven participants I did four hour-long interviews. At the conclusion of the third
interview, I had asked each participant if they would be open to a fourth interview for which they
would receive extra compensation, and so I did a fourth interview with all but two of the nine
participants.
The interview guide had three dimensions of questions so that participants could reflect
on different aspects of themselves and their context as it relates to their work with African
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American collections. Some questions were more about their personal identity and resonance
with the African American experience and history, culture, and life. Some were about their
professionalization and their professional tenets. The last series of questions focused on the
workplace and workplace relationships.
The study required multiple interviews because the interview guide was extensive, and so
I did not get to all questions in the guide with each participant. In fact, this was often the case, so
the parts of the interviews I present in Chapters 6, 7, and 8 are answers to the questions I had the
opportunity to explore in depth. I had to be selective because of time constraints. I often had to
think on my feet and use my intuition concerning which questions a participant would engage
with more than others. At times I jumped around to different questions out of order, skipped
questions I deemed less relevant in the process of a certain interview, and went off-guide to
probe for more specific answers about experiences they had that I felt were especially relevant to
the study.
Interview Guide
The structure of the interview schedule included 175 questions in total, 43 of which were
yes/no questions followed by a probe to add additional information. In line with the pragmatic
approach, the interview guide I developed was semi-structured (Sandelowski, 2000; Savin-Baden
& Major, 2013) and included yes/no and “terse” questions as well as open-ended opportunities
for more expansive narration by my participants. I asked the same questions of all participants,
or as many of the same as I was able, as there were specific themes I was interested in within the
personal, social, and practical spheres (see Interview Guide in Appendix B).
Regarding demographic questions, I was interested in using an inductive approach for
understanding what aspects of identity these librarians believed were relevant to their practice
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from their point of view, trying not to bias them in any way. If I asked explicitly about political
affiliation, sexuality, or gender orientation, I was concerned they would feel compelled or be
biased to answer that these aspects of themselves expressly do or do not relate to their practice
with African American collections. I therefore did not ask for demographic information (e.g.,
race, age, sexual orientation, gender orientation, political identity, marital status) in formal
emails or surveys, as I was interested to see how participants would bring up these aspects of self
to me in a more organic way during our discussions, as germane or not germane to their
practice.
I wanted to be careful not to profile my participants based on their names or photographs
and certainly did not want to make assumptions about their racial self-identity. However, I was
interested in talking to my participants using the Black scholar standpoint perspective, which
acknowledges the race of a participant as an especially relevant criterion in interviews. I was not
always aware of a librarian’s race when contacting them initially via phone or email. However,
in my initial contact email, many of which were “cold-emails,” I wrote that I was interested in
talking to White and diverse librarians who work with African American collections for a
research study. In response emails to me, or in short follow ups to those initial emails via Zoom,
when I established trust and affinity and went over parameters of the study with individual
participants, my Black participants disclosed their race to me without my prompting. I also asked
for preferred pronouns with each interviewee and so was aware of their gender identities.
During the interviews, I asked participants what aspects of their identity they believe are
germane to their descriptive activities with African American collections. I left the question
open-ended initially, then probed for more specifics. For example, if they did not address politics
outright but in voicing their support of Black culture and history alluded to disliking Trump, I
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would ask how they identify politically; if they felt comfortable telling me, then I probed to see if
and how such politics affect their practice.
Aspects of demography came out during the interviews. Some participants said outright
that their race affects their practice when I asked specifically about identity, others implied that it
does when they talked about cultural literacy and metadata practice at other points of the
interviews. When asked what aspects of identity affect their practice, the Black participants said
their racial identity affects their practice in an explicit way. Within the course of the interviews,
other identity characteristics were brought up by some participants (sexual orientation, political
orientation, and religious affiliation). My reasons for not soliciting for this latter information
upfront are elaborated on in the first section of the Findings (Chapter 6).
Avoiding Biased Responses in Question Design
My design of the instrument acknowledges the tensions practitioners may experience
between passionate and dispassionate practice, between what it means to be a “librarian” and
what it means to be a person in the world who has a certain vision and certain opinions around
African American history, culture, and life. Metadata theory and practice has historically
propagated a message that “good” practice is dispassionate—that you should not “know” who
the librarian or archivist behind the work is, because practice should be “objective.”
In this research study I wanted to better understand how individual librarians of different
racial backgrounds interpret Black history and culture and what they believe the role of a
librarian is—or can be—in conveying African American history and life through metadata, and
perhaps, how passionate and rich a librarian’s story of Black culture and life can be. Because we
acknowledge that support for the Black community of faculty, students, and library students can
and should be improved within PWIs, and that most librarians at these universities who work

95

with African American material are White, I wanted to understand how librarians of different
races interpret their role and their commitment to the Black community of librarians, scholars,
and users through their work with these collections.
The interview questions probed for qualities that may indicate the self-consciousness,
conscientiousness, and reflexivity of individual participants when it comes to creating metadata
for African American collections. The instrument questions were created with the assumption
that Whiteness is a reigning ideology within librarianship and the thing with which librarians of
all races must wrestle in their practice—even though I did not expressly, in the instrument
questions themselves, ask about Whiteness, by that name. Often, however, our conversations did
veer toward topics of Whiteness, privilege, racism in the United States, and racism in metadata
and libraries.
In preparation for developing my interview guide and for getting feedback on it
throughout its development, I spoke to BIPOC librarians about their views concerning the
consciousness, conscientiousness, and reflexivity of White people who work with Black and
other marginalized collections. They wondered what commitment looks like to a White librarian
when it comes to marginalized collections, given the fraught racial backdrop against which
curation, processing, and description happens (a fraught backdrop which is perpetuated by White
aggression). They were curious about what aspects of self a White person would deem relevant
to their practice with marginalized collections in a way that would drive them to better serve
collections. They wondered about how White librarians value or interpret their role as a conveyer
of Black history and life. I therefore put a premium on designing questions that would get to the
heart of such issues.
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Black collections have gone under-curated historically, and for reasons outlined in earlier
sections of this dissertation and elaborated on in further Findings chapters, there are outstanding
questions about whether metadata standards are fit for these collections. This led me to wonder
certain critical things about librarians of all races, things that I believe my questions were able to
address: What does quality in metadata look like for these collections? How do they achieve
creating quality metadata? There is also an imperative to avoid bias. Therefore, do librarians
want to remain objective within the metadata at any cost to what they perceive as high collection
quality, per expectations of the profession? How do BIPOC librarians and White librarians
experience tensions between being a “librarian” and being a person in the world? What does
“good”, or “meaningful” or “resonant” metadata look like for these collections, and how are
these words operationalized along racial lines? How can the metadata for African American
collections be “good” given the problems with standards many librarians acknowledge? Do
White librarians think about Black stakeholders? How do librarians both Black and White
envision the needs of the user community for these collections? Does their vision of the user
community include Black people as users, and what kinds of metadata show that Black users,
specifically, are being considered? Would a participant claim to value or think about Black users
of collections only when prompted by a question that expressly asks about Black people as
users? Or would they think about Black users anyway? I asked questions about hiring—who they
envisioned to be a “quality hire” in the library, for a metadata project related to or not related to
African American history. Is this quality hire a Black person, or does the participant not address
the race of this hypothetical hire unless probed to do so?
Some of the librarians I spoke to are insiders to the Black experience while many of
them—the seven White participants—are racial outsiders. I wanted to avoid biasing questions,
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questions that would elicit a response from participants—especially White participants—based
upon what they thought I wanted to hear. I did not want to initiate a response from a respondent
that was politically correct or socially expected if that response would not be genuine.
In this study I did not only seek out self-identified antiracist White allies whose work I
recognized, nor did I seek out practitioners who claimed outright to put a premium on the quality
organization and description of Black library and archival materials, over and above materials
not about a racially minoritized group. This led me to avoid asking outright about antiracism as a
concept and practice in metadata for collections representing historically marginalized groups,
even though antiracism in practice is the phenomenon I was interested in. I wondered, however,
whether some, or all, of these White librarians see themselves as antiracist in their process of
grappling with metadata? Given that the dominant rationality leaves little room for reflection on
issues of cultural relevance, do they see themselves as librarians first, and storytellers or
conveyers of African American history and culture second? Do they also see themselves as
soothsayers or remediators of African American history and culture?
Although my stance on antiracism was known to several participants who asked me about
my interest in this subject, I did not want to ask questions in my interviews using terms like
“antiracism.” I did not ask them expressly how or if they are antiracist in their metadata work,
and I did not ask, expressly, how they thought to best elevate Black culture per their work.
Rather, I wanted to see if they valued antiracism and the elevation of culture. I sought to discover
if they thought library standards are racist, if they had identified problematic conventions within
metadata, and if there were things they wished they could change or challenge in order to make
their practice better. I was also interested in how people think about themselves, think
reflexively, as they work with African American collections, if they are conscious of how aspects
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of themselves (e.g., sexual orientation, politics, familial background) likely influence them as
they work, and how, if at all, they have altered their practice and perceptions through time.
For some questions, I wanted to get a sense of their initial thoughts in relation to a topic. I
wanted to get a better sense of what they felt was relevant to bring up immediately, versus the
details I would have to probe for later. In particular, I wanted to understand sensibilities and
values that they were conscious of, versus those they may have never had the overt opportunity
to reflect on.
During my interviews with the first three participants, I tended to meander, asking
questions out of order in the instrument or asking questions not on the instrument when the
participant brought up something interesting and specific to their circumstances. However, I
found that too much meandering was a hindrance to my coding, as I wanted to elicit data on
specific phenomena related to my research questions. Therefore, moving forward from these
participants, I asked the questions in the order they were presented in the instrument. Often, I
would probe for further detail related to a specific interesting anecdote or challenge they
experienced and to do that I would go “off script,” but I tried not to subtract what I thought were
essential questions from the instrument. The questions I deemed most essential concerned the
specifics of metadata standards of practice and challenges within metadata fields; values as they
related to African American collections; questions about participants’ identity facets, their
values, their job title and background, and educational background; questions about quality,
meaningfulness, interpretation, and usefulness in creating metadata for marginalized collections;
and questions about the kinds of interactions they have with colleagues and collaborative
activity.
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Below are the areas I explored related to how my participants described and organized their
African American collections. Due to time constraints, I focused more on some areas than others.
I have highlighted the areas I emphasized in my interviews and then in my analysis. For the areas
not highlighted, I sometimes got to some of those questions with certain participants, namely,
those who granted me the extra hour and a half, but often I sacrificed several questions in those
sections. Therefore, less of my findings focus on details of technical skills, procedures, and rules;
rather, they focus on the following:
•

Education and learning

•

Expertise and knowledge

•

The fitness of metadata standards for African American collections

•

What it means for metadata to make sense and be useful and meaningful

•

Significance of the collection(s) to themselves, and to the library

•

Hiring practices for work pertaining to the collection

•

Leadership

•

Identity and individuality

•

Colleagues and collaboration

•

Technical skills

•

Rigor

•

Rules and procedures

•

Groups and associations

•

Physical space in the workplace
The semi-structured interview style elicited more precise, less meandering answers than

those elicited by a strict narrative inquiry instrument because I kept guiding the conversation or
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scaffolding it back to the questions which I believed would help me get to the heart of specific
practical issues and conflicts. However, some participants’ elaborations exhibited the
“overtones” of narrative inquiry where they would meander and go off script. This would at
times be helpful to me because it gave insight into problems that they were particularly fixated
on or enlightened me as to other aspects of their personality. The “algorithmic” design of the
instrument allowed me to “drill down” from broad, more neutral questions to more specific,
probing ones. I did this for instance, when asking what traits of themselves or their identity they
felt “in general” are germane to their practice. If they did not address a particular affiliation, I
would sometimes ask if their gender, or organizational membership somewhere, etc., influenced
their practice. As mentioned prior, such a design is intentional, considering the primacy effect
wherein participants are not encouraged by me to answer a question in a particular or “expected”
way initially, minimizing a biasing effect.
Coding
I kept an audit trail in the form of reflexive memos within the Atlas.ti program where I
recorded shifts in my own biases and perceptions about participant reflections as I coded each
interview. I used the Atlas.ti qualitative coding software to code my interviews. I began by using
Saldaña’s book (2009) as a guide to create my initial codebook. There were inductive and
deductive processes involved in creating and applying my codes. I started out with a deductive
codebook of mostly “structural” codes that provided labels that essentially were short summaries
or characterizations of the questions I was asking throughout the interviews. These were
organized and labeled topically (as shown in Figure 1).
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Figure 1 - Structural Codes

I then created codes inductively. Saldaña (2009) provides information on how to code for
values, conflict, emotion/affect, and topicality. Because mine is a study based in the humanity
and subjectivity of participants, I found that organizing my codes according to emotions, values,
conflict, and topics to be the most sensible approach to gain an understanding of who these
people are in relation to the work they do. During my interviews, I recorded my observations
about a participant’s personality traits in relation to how they handled dilemmas (for example,
that they often stood their ground in making decisions with certitude), or, how positively and
passionately they felt when talking about their work with the material (that they felt great respect
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for, interest in or connectedness with the African American experience), which gave me a sense
of the kinds of traits or values that drive them as they make choices for metadata on behalf of
collections. I developed the values, conflicts, and emotions part of the codebook based on a few
understandings I had from the initial messaging and interviewing and started to induce more
patterns among participants as I coded the interviews (e.g., several participants were taking a
stand on different issues and reiterated their ability to stand their ground, so this became the code
of certitude). When participants articulated a personal sense of investment in the material, I
created a code “interest in African American collections, culture and life.” Interest, in concert
with confident personality traits or expressions of certitude, was of value to me to know as a
researcher, as during my information collecting process several BIPOC librarians had said they
had wondered what motivates White librarians who work with minority and underrepresented
cultural collections to act on behalf of these collections. Throughout the iterations my emotion,
value, and action codebooks became robust and, as I discovered during analysis, the codes
complemented each other and suggested how certain actions may or may not be induced on
behalf of collections. However, the coding process was nonlinear and often codes would merge.
I wanted to develop a sense of how these participants aligned, or did not align, on certain
topics, or had similar or dissimilar experiences, and to see if new themes emerged as I moved
through the data. I found some emergent topics and themes, such as a concern about how other
people would feel about them and how they feel about themselves, in applying racial descriptors,
as well as anxiety some of them felt in using “negro” or the n-word in a record. I did not
anticipate these expressions of emotion, which is common in inductive qualitative interview
studies.
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I created new codes to reflect these emergent patterns as I moved through the initial
coding process(es), and these new codes were then incorporated into revisions of the initial
codebook that I would use the next time I iterated over my interviews. Some revelations—
wherein participants were focused on fidelity of documents, remaining steadfast and honest to
the African American community in their use of the correct descriptors, and not disrupting the
document organization—led me to bigger conceptual themes, such as that which I called their
commitment to “integrity.” I explore this development below.
Several paragraphs were coded with two or more codes. For example, if a participant
talked about a disagreement over time constraints with a colleague, I would code that with
“librarian v. other,” “expediency,” and “colleagues and collaboration.” If they brought up
expediency in concert with other metadata topics, I would use multiple codes.
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Figure 2 - Sample Coded Paragraph

Note: Key for “frequently used codes”: V2 and V = values; Vers = versus (conflict); G = gerund (action);
Em = emotions; Numbers = frequency of a particular code

I went through every interview twice to apply codes, in what I consider a primary process
and then a secondary process. I was dissatisfied with my coding process the first two times
around. This was because the codes I applied were too specific to one person’s utterance, rather
than being named according to overarching themes that could connect multiple participants. I
subsequently put many of my “belief” codes in a digital bin in atlas, not erasing them in case
they could later be used as illustrative quotes pointing to a larger theme or topic.
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Figure 3 - Discarded Codes

Similarly, I found that my in vivo codes—where I took illustrative snapshots of quotes
and put them in quotation marks—were appropriate for use as illustrative quotes later in
presenting my findings. I did use in-vivo labeled quotes as participants talked about technology
and the organization and description of African American collections. I also created
visualizations in Atlas that allowed me to see a web or map of how codes interrelated; this
allowed me to check for redundancy, or when two codes were so similar that they should be
merged.
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Figure 4 - Code Visualizations

In this way I was able to detect opportunities for re-organizing or consolidating codes in
thematic code categories. In each iteration I often consolidated codes (moving several similar
codes into a single code). After my secondary coding process, I went over my interviews two
more times, bringing my total iterations to four.

Figure 5 - Sample from Third Coding Round
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In a fourth round of review in the coding process, I created a “frequently used code
group,” moving the most frequent codes from code groups on value, emotion/affective, conflict,
action, and general metadata topics into that group so I could easily apply those codes for my
final iteration over all interviews. Code occurrences appear as a number in the right-hand
column, e.g., I coded fourteen portions of text with “significance of collection.”
Figure 6 - Sample from Fourth Coding Round

Analysis and Discussion
In doing my coding and subsequently during my analysis, I contextualized participants’
answers to questions in terms of their overall reflexivity—propensity to think and change in ways
that align with antiracist practice—and technical rationality—how their personal mentality and
practice interact with the social and political forces of the workplace, and conscientiousness,
operationalizing the latter according how they voiced adherence to conventions of metadata
practice and librarianship, which tends to be rule-governed, exacting, and objective.
For several interviews, I created a reflective, post-interview memo—a summary of our
conversation that included my interpretation of their answers and the interview itself—right after
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talking with a participant, doing one memo per interview (for three to four interviews total per
participant). Sometimes, instead of doing a distinct memo, I would add illustrative quotes that
characterized an incident, a dilemma, an aspect of a participant’s personality, or self-described
ability that related to their work, into a synoptic document in Atlas.ti where I compared and
contrasted quotes and orientations among all participants. Thus, during my primary and
secondary coding process, I could better visualize the emerging themes and topics in terms of
participants’ conscientiousness, or confidence, or feeling of worry of causing harm through racial
metadata. To this document I also added quotations germane to my study from thinkers who
write on reflexivity and CRT to help me contextualize at the conclusion of the dissertation the
major themes and topics that seemed to be emerging as I went through the data. These memos
provided an opportunity to adopt an inductive approach and to reflect on participants’ language
prior to coding. Memos and diagrams have been described by researchers who follow a
pragmatic tradition (Maietta, 2006; Saldaña, 2009) but have also been used in other approaches
(Charmaz, 2014; Miles et al., 2013).
Single Code and Co-occurrence Assessment
For my analysis, within the Atlas program, I printed out code reports on single codes and
co-occurrences of codes which showed me the passages (chunks of paragraphs within
interviews) to which they applied. These code reports showed me the instances where several
participants addressed a similar or the same topic. I tended to focus on codes in the columns with
the highest numbers of occurrences, although there were cases in which codes with lower
numbers were of interest to me as well, so I did not automatically exclude them.
There were affordances from using single code reports, and affordances from using the
co-occurrence reports. If there was one code for example that had a manageable (but to me,
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significant enough) number of quotes attached to it, and if the code signified a concept I was
interested in on its own terms, I would do a single code report. If I saw in the single code report
that my grouping of quotes under that code had not been precise enough or would make more
sense alongside other codes to shed light on another theme or topic, I would use run that code
alongside other codes in the Atlas.ti program to produce a co-occurrence code report.
Figure 7 - Sample: Code Reports for Single Codes and for Co-Occurrences Based on
“Education and Learning

I used this approach—going from a single code report to a co-occurrence report—for
several codes. One such important code, for example, was the structural code “education and
learning” which I had labeled in my primary codebook based on the topics of questions I had
asked participants about their education in LIS programs and in school growing up. I first looked
through that code report singularly. Under that code you could find information on the pragmatic
side of their education in school and on the job, as well as aspects of historical and cultural
education.
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As I was coding the interviews, I recalled that the larger public understanding of core
aspects of American history, such as slavery, abolition, and civil rights, as well as stories that
don’t fit squarely into these narratives, are often oversimplified in ways that may ultimately
impact the details provided in African American collections. I also recalled that in library school
I did not work with digital collections or objects related to African American history and culture,
which I believe would have helped me think more critically about how African American history
is typically or can be represented in metadata. Therefore, I was also curious about aspects of
“education and learning,” such as if participants felt they have educational deficits in relation to
American history from their primary and secondary schooling, and if they had learned how to
curate or describe aspects of African American history in digital collection projects or archival
projects in library school that encouraged them to challenge Majority knowledge or Majority
standards of practice. I had taken care to give multiple codes to a passage in the interview in the
instances where participants talked about this, so when I ran a co-occurrence report combining
the affective code “negative,” the structural code “education and learning,” and the structural
code (which I co-categorized as a “values” code) “African American collections, life and
culture” it provided me different participant perspectives and experiences on the topic of
educational deficiency in American history when it came to aspects of African American history
that I could compare (as seen in Figures 8 and 9).
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Figure 8 - Topic Building: Creating Topic from Deductive Code “Education and Learning”
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Figure 9 - Inducing Themes and Topics from “Addressing Race in Metadata” Code: Worry
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Figure 10 - Inducing Themes and Topics from “Addressing Race in Metadata” Code:
Integrity

I created an Excel spreadsheet matrix that displayed the co-occurrence of two codes,
using some codes as column header names and other codes in the row names. I used the code
reports to fill in cells of the spreadsheet where two codes met with illustrative quotes
representing an issue, e.g., filling in information and illustrative quotes at the intersection of
“bias, assumption, and interpretation” and “addressing race in metadata” as well as overall
summaries of similarity/dissimilarity between participants on that topic.
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I also made codes to core issues of the study “column headers” in the Excel spreadsheet
during analysis, and would look at the data pertaining to that code in a single code report (e.g., a
code report only for the code “addressing race in metadata”) and then create a co-occurrence
code report for phenomena I thought were particularly important to the study focus (e.g., looking
at the intersection of “addressing race in metadata” and “bias and interpretation”) and all data
relating to these topics would go inside a cell. Some examples of dominant or important codes
that got column header status are: “bias and interpretation” (this was emergent), “colleagues and
collaboration” (this stemmed from my structural codebook), “respect” (e.g., If the librarian feels
respected and if they say they respect the material), “Whiteness and antiracism” (something I
coded for, but did not ask outright ask about because I was curious how it would emerge on its
own in the thoughts or actions of participants), “addressing race in metadata” (this was emergent
and an induced code, as participants talked about the pragmatic and mental challenges they had
dealing with racial metadata, in particular), “getting it right” (I discovered these librarians are
very concerned with fact and correctness and have different ideas on what that means),
“expediency,” “sticking to the facts,” “appreciating,” and “expertise and knowledge.” There
were also emergent conceptual themes such as “caring” that I felt were important to create
column headers for, that related to someone’s commitment or affinity for the material, which
again I believed relates to collection outcomes.
As I alluded to above, a code report sometimes addressed a broad swath of topics that
could be further broken down. For example, when participants talked about “sticking to facts” or
“bias and interpretation” in concert with “addressing race in metadata,” they could be talking
taking the bias out of content by avoiding using words that address a subject’s race, or the
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conflict they feel with keeping, removing, or changing the “n-word” or “negro” from a record
representing a certain object that uses said word.
In terms of emergent findings, I was surprised to discover the degree to which the
workplace hindered the careful and apt description of African American collections, so socially
contingent codes concerning leadership, collegial interactions, and expediency became
increasingly emphasized in my analysis, getting “column header” status in the Excel sheet, and
were analyzed singularly as well as in co-occurrences. This connected to the higher analytic
theme of technical rationality in the workplace. A major analytical and methodological
framework from which I was drawing (Schön, 1983) cited expediency as a dominant negative
force in technical rationality, and expediency came up often in my interviews with participants. I
therefore thought it important to present data on how time pressures at work relate to creating
metadata for African American collections.
Figure 11 - Sample: Co-Occurrence Code Reports Showing Code Frequency

Some themes were emergent and unanticipated, but nonetheless were important, and
became primary foci in the study. One example was the theme of “integrity”, or a need to
maintain and/or not disrupt the make-up of a document or collection based on different aspects
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one must remain faithful to. Integrity began as an induced “values” code called “integrity of
description” that was elevated to theme status and then was broken down into constituent
categories of kinds of integrity when I got more into my analysis. Integrity is something I started
considering when I had begun using the code “addressing race in metadata.” That is, in looking
through data that had been coded with “integrity” and/or “race in metadata,” I realized this idea
of fidelity or integrity comes up in many ways in relation to using race in metadata—for
example, integrity can refer to maintaining the kinds of metadata descriptors that would be used
in the time period in which the object was created regardless of whether or not is deemed
offensive today. Or it could concern having the record reflect what the author intended in terms
of word choice; it could also refer to not interfering with the archival order or organization of the
collection. I organized my interpretations of different “types” of integrity into another Excel
sheet and put illustrative quotes as well as additional interpretation into each cell. Maintaining
integrity, especially when working with materials related to a racially minoritized group, can be
an emotionally fraught endeavor, so I also thought to code for and then enter in the spreadsheet
what I characterized as “worry words,” which themselves were either idiosyncratic utterances or
other emotional codes (e.g., discomfort). This theme of integrity later became a key part of my
findings, and later helped me cement or justify using the “conscientious” typology to
characterize the struggles participants felt as the strove to be a good librarian and a person who
wants to do no harm by, for example, using hurtful or demeaning descriptors that historically
have been used by Whites to describe Black people. Maintaining integrity is something many
participants deal with and in concert with using racial metadata, it can create a good deal of inner
conflict.
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Finally, for my analysis I referred to my personal reflection memos that regarded my own
biases and thoughts on a topic. For example, what did I assume White librarians would do in a
particular circumstance? What would I as a White librarian have done similarly or differently to
the White individuals I spoke with if faced with similar challenges? What ended up surprising
me as I spoke to people? What did I learn? How can I avoid my biases contaminating how I
present the data? Using my reflection memos, plus the memos I did right after the interviews,
and the data organized in the Excel spreadsheets and Word, I created a synoptic Word document
with analytical topics and hierarchies. Where data ultimately went inside the document depended
on whether that data addressed personal traits and identity, professionalization, or workplace
dynamics and forces (my major “spheres of understanding”).
In Chapter 6, I present responses to the interview questions in the context of a particular
theme. I separate my thematic findings into different “spheres” or dimensions— “professional,”
“personal,” and “social.” These dimensions are not mutually exclusive, because I often found a
confluence of metadata where personal and political forces influence one another. They were
inextricable from what I ultimately call librarians’ metadata performance, or how they work and
act within the strictures of their context. However, it was necessary to separate them, so I
developed the image of three dimensions for presentation of the findings.
Validity and Ethics
Quantitative researchers have criticized qualitative research based on their own positivist
assumptions of what validity means, arguing that because qualitative results cannot be measured
in a statistical sense, they are not valid. In response, qualitative experts offer compelling
interpretations of validity that build a strong foundation for my study. Those examples include
descriptive validity, interpretive validity, and theoretical validity (Maxwell, 1992).
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Even though these collections exist in a White institutional context, issues of politics and
identity and professionalization (and shortcomings in education) are often treated by researchers
as incidental data. A positivist or technically rational, depersonalized model for understanding
metadata is an insufficient or even invalid way to understand why and how problems in metadata
persist because they remove the actor—the person making the choices about metadata in their
situatedness—from the phenomenon (a metadata outcome).
I was principally interested in the accounts of actors, adapting this notion of qualitative
validity from individuals such as Maxwell (1992) and from standpoint theory, in that the place
and perception of the actor, expressed by that actor, is the means by which we ascertain our
understanding of a phenomenon. A valid understanding of the issue of why metadata challenges
related to African American collections persist can only be understood through the personal
expression of the actor.
Standpoint feminists assert that validity is contingent on a consensual understanding of
the issue, with voices from the margins present in that consensus. I understood that consensus as
an amalgam of personal expressions of people who work with African American collections. I
coded and analyzed those expressions and grouped them into categories and themes. The issues
faced are inextricable from the lived experience, and via standpoint feminism, the lived
experience is best expressed by the actor. Finding the themes common amongst the actors’
expressions, in this case, librarians, gave me what I argue is a valid understanding of why
metadata challenges with African American collections persist in PWIs. Collectively, the three
types of validity allow me to rigorously and comprehensively understand my subjects on several
levels.
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Descriptive validity requires accuracy of observation (Maxwell, 1992). For this, I ensured
I transcribed word for word what was said and did not do summaries of what was said. To ensure
interpretive validity, I am seeking confirmation from participants that the way I contextualized,
characterized, and interpreted their responses accurately reflected their intent. For theoretical
validity, I began with structural codes and then induced and named emotional and values codes
and cross-checked those labels against those used in different theoretical frameworks and
handbooks. During analysis I used theories from standpoint theory, critical race theory, and
antiracism to structure my interpretation of responses.
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CHAPTER 6: IDENTITY, EXPERIENCE, AND AFFINITY
Black scholars such as Charles Mills and Patricia Hill-Collins who write about race and
racism have said that when they write a book, work on an article, or even walk into their
predominantly White workplace, they cannot leave their race at the door. Rather, they argue their
racial identity is essential to their work. Because race is such a pervasive force in our society,
they do not see the possibility of someone’s work not being informed by their race, whether that
person is conscious of its effects on them or others, or not (Collins, 2015; Lee, 2015).
This first section of my findings focuses on librarians as people. In addition to being
professionals, librarians are individuals whose perspectives and identities are cultivated in a
racial context greater than the library. Further, librarians do not only have a racial identity,
rather, they have a myriad of other identities that exist inside or outside the racial intersection. I
believe we need to appreciate librarians as complex people and listen to how they express their
thoughts and feelings about their work, and especially feelings that relate to the kind of work that
is explicitly racially informed and potentially has a large social justice and civic impact. We need
a bigger picture of who these people are, the kinds of experiences they have had, and those
experiences they associate with aspects of their myriad identities in order to better understand the
perspectives they bring to their workplace and to their work with African American collections
in particular.
I acknowledge that these interviews also took place during early 2020, a period marked
by racial turmoil from generations of systemic and institutionalized racism, brutality of people of
color by the criminal justice system, the rise of White supremacist and extremist hate groups,
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repressive government policies toward immigrants, and an intolerant and xenophobic federal
administration. I consider responses against this backdrop, which some participants explicitly
brought up.
Experience and Affinity
It became clear in my interviews that the thoughts and feelings participants had about
African American collections transcended their knowledge or feelings about metadata. They
often addressed the ways they relate to and otherwise understand African American culture in
general, not “just” racial metadata. I was curious about the relationship between librarians’
cultural identity and their affinity for a cultural group, and how this might play into their
perception and use of metadata. In particular, I was curious how being a cultural insider or
cultural outsider to the African American experience factors into this relationship.
Also, given the racialized problems we know are endemic to predominantly White
libraries, I was curious overall about the kind of “caring” an outsider—in this case, a racial
outsider—may show toward a minoritized cultural heritage collection that does not reflect their
own cultural heritage, based on the kinds of experiences they have had. What kinds of variables
in their life do they believe play a role in their ability to care and commit to mitigating or
thinking through certain issues with these collections? Likewise, I was curious about the affinity
a Black librarian has with collections that represent aspects of their shared cultural heritage,
based on the kinds of experiences they have had. Would there be a marked difference in values
and commitment that falls across racial or other identity lines? How does a nascent awareness of
the effects of Whiteness on both Black librarians and White librarians and the history of the
library system factor into their understandings and commitments?

122

By talking with librarians of different races about their experiences with African
American culture, we may better understand the values librarians have that contribute to how
they describe and curate African American collections and thus evaluate how these values favor
or inhibit an apt description of African American culture. From there, we may also know more
about the ease or the difficulty with which librarians of different races believe they can execute
an accurate or resonant vision of Black cultural heritage that will support the African American
community, inside and outside the university.
Participants’ Profile
I interviewed seven White librarians and two Black librarians for this study. Although I
was principally interested in how race plays into their relationship to African American
collections, the librarians were also of different genders, sexual orientations, religions, and
political orientations. The librarians articulated values that they believe are either explicitly
affiliated or not affiliated with different identities. I did not solicit participants for demographic
data in a formal manner. Aside from their race, I wanted to see what aspects of their identity they
themselves deemed relevant to their own understanding and interpretation of African American
collections. Aside from race, which I knew prior to the interviews, I only note the other identity
facets they brought up to me in our interviews. Table 1 summarizes the sample’s self-reported
demographics.
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Table 1 - Demographic Profile of Participants (n=9)
P1

P2

Black

P3

P4

X

P5

P6

P7

P9

P10

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

Race
White

X

X

X

Male
Gender

Female

X

X

X

X

X

Straight
Sexual Orientation
Other

X

Christian

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Religion
Other
Liberal

X

X

X

X

X

Political
Conservative
Intermingled Aspects of Identity
Throughout this section, participants talk about their relationship to race, recalling
instances such as racism they witnessed in their lives, counternarratives they learned, as well as
events that spurred their own motivation to question or challenge value commitments of their
formative community and form their own new value commitments. In talking about experiences
related to their identity and individuality, these participants articulated certain values that relate
to their approach to describing African American collections.
Asked to reflect on their identity, participants addressed personal experiences they have
had, which they believe cultivated personal values that affect their work with African American
collections. As my participants speak, the reader will see experiences that pinpoint the genesis
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and development of the following kinds of values related to representing African Americans
justly and accurately such as: empathy and compassion, antiracism, empowerment through
education, self-growth, acknowledgment of Whiteness in one’s own life and in greater society,
and a desire for social justice and social progress.
They also expressed a critical mindset for evaluating the effects of Whiteness in the
United States in general, and the effects of Whiteness on their own lives. Participants suggested
that some aspects of their identity superseded other aspects (e.g., sexual orientation was
emphasized more than religion) in influencing their values.
Interview Findings
This section follows a primarily chronological format then shifts into a presentation of
other conceptual findings related to the formation of value commitments. In the interviews, I
began by asking participants questions that elicited anecdotes and observations about the various
stages of their lives. It begins with a section about their formative years; presented first are
results of the interviews with Black participants, followed by those of White participants. The
same pattern is followed to explore the participants’ experiences in their later childhood, teen,
and young adult years. The next sections focus on findings concerning aspects of their identity
that participants believe relate to valuing the African American experience, the insider/outsider
phenomenon, and conceptual findings about personal values, such as their regard for respect and
responsibility to the Black community. The last section summarizes the findings. Due perhaps in
part to the racial disparity in my participant sample and my being a White woman scholar who
has been out of the profession several years and thus is not part of an extensive network of
BIPOC practitioners, data in this chapter tend to focus more heavily on the experiences of
growth of White participants, as outsiders to the Black experience, as opposed to the kinds of
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ongoing experiences that further strengthened the Black participants’ commitment to
representing Black culture, history, and life.
Formative Years
Black and White participants talked about how the experiences they had in childhood, as
teenagers, and as young adults—in their homes, their neighborhoods, their cities, and their
schools and colleges—affected their initial knowledge about, and perhaps affinity for African
American culture.
In their early years, there are few variables a child has control over. If the messages a
person receives as a child are negative or in other ways deficient—in this case regarding African
Americans—they are not necessarily given the space to question what they hear and see. Rather,
they are in a more passive phase of receiving information provided by authority figures or other
members of their community. The initial information several participants received about African
Americans in their early experiences was often overtly positive or overtly negative, and a
deficient understanding of African American history was reported by several participants. In this
early phase of life, people, communities, and institutions of learning conveyed their own
impression and interpretation of African American culture and history to these participants as
youngsters. White participants addressed how they as children often did not have the facts
necessary to understand and appreciate African American culture and history or were not given
overt avenues to mitigate that lack of knowledge. Not all participants addressed homelife and
schooling, but I focus here on the anecdotes of those who did.
Home and School Life: Black Participants
For P3 and P5, who are African Americans, their race plays a major role in their passion
for their work. Both individuals discussed how experiences they had as children relate to their
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affinity for curating and describing African American collections. They learned aspects of
African American history in their homes, in particular counternarratives to the White majority
account of American history, from their fathers. P3 talked about her interest in Black history in
general, and her interest in the history of her own family.
P3: Hmm. Um…well, I feel like I can immediately connect with the work that I’m doing
as an African American. I feel a sense of connection in just the…the history of African
Americans in this country. And so when I do my work, I feel like it’s…it’s a passion of
mine, because…I can identify with it on a personal level. I’ve always enjoyed learning
about this history. My dad is, he’s like our family genealogist…[he] would always tell us
stories about this new relative that he discovered and has added to the family tree. So we
would talk about that kind of thing growing up.
She explained that her father’s stories about their family—stories which he told with lots of
detail and pride—provided a stark contrast to the superficial way Black history was taught to her
in grade school:
P3: I often think about the way I learned about African American history in school and
how often I recall the textbooks, which didn’t have like a lot of information about
particular events anyway, but they would always have a sidebar that talked about the
African Americans…Martin Luther King, Rosa Parks, Harriet Tubman.
Another Black participant, also credits her father with teaching her about pivotal Black figures
who are often left out of the popular or Majority understanding of history:
P5: My dad was a pretty radical person, and I learned a lot of things about…race in
America, being Black in America, and American history—an alternative American
history, before I even set foot in a school. And that stayed with me all my life.
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In addition to having a beacon in her father, P5 emphasized the value of a neighborhood
community in cultivating pride in her culture. She credits the vibrant community of Black artists
she grew up with in helping her relate to the work she does, as she envisions those people as
representative of Black users of her collections:
P5: Having known so many young poets myself… Everybody had, like, a rap album that
they were about to release (laugh)... [They] are inspirations for me, following me, as I
describe these collections: I have these kind of nebulous, shadowy multi-people. So, it’s
like, one person, but really there are all these faces behind that one person that I think of
when it comes to enhancing these kinds of collections.
Home and School Life: White Participants
For many White participants, opportunities to build affinity through knowledge of Black
history came later, outside the home, when they were no longer immersed in spaces that were not
tolerant toward, or did not accurately portray, stories of Black life. Just as the two Black
participants I spoke with addressed omissions or oversimplification of Black history in grade
school history courses, three White women participants reflected on how their schools and local
communities, which were predominantly White, also failed to adequately teach and acknowledge
Black history.
P4 and P10 acknowledged that after they had left their childhood homes, they realized
their schools did not expose them to rich or truthful accounts of local Black history growing up.
Both grew up in cities in the Southern United States that in many ways remain racially
segregated to this day. They learned later that their cities were historically at the epicenter of the
civil rights movement and that they were at one time a locus of extreme violence against Black
people. P10 talked about her initial knowledge of Black culture in her city:
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P10: I've kind of done…for myself, to deal with that feeling…digging more into my
own…history. Many of my friends [near me] went to [a school where violence against
Blacks occurred during the Civil Rights era], and the year that I graduated was the
anniversary of…the crisis. And…even though I grew up in that area and I had friends that
went there, I really only consumed the…the kind of more general, historical narrative,
about that.
Another southerner said that her teachers did not address the mass violence against Black people
in their city, adding that their approach to teaching Black history was reductive:
P4: I think people get a general knowledge of [slavery], whereas I think there’s other
aspects of African American history…that I think people don’t [get]…I grew up in [a
southern city] and I went to public school in [a southern state], and I had to take [our
state’s] history, and we never talked about the [event of mass murder of African
Americans in the city]. And that’s not something I learned about in high school at all.
[White] People have no context for [these events].
Unlike the Black participants, who named their fathers and neighborhood figures as positive
beacons of Black life and culture, P4 and P10 did not have positive foils in the home to help
counter deficiencies in their historical knowledge. P10 later investigated her family genealogy to
better understand and consider her own relationship to African American culture as a White
woman descended from colonists.
A White woman who grew up in a majority-White European country explained her initial
understanding of Black history in primary and secondary school this way:
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P9: In terms of knowledge of American history [schools in my country do not provide an
in depth exploration of it]. Maybe that's changed since I went to school but we didn't
[learn much about it].
Not all White participants reported getting negative messages about Black culture in their
home or community. For one White participant, an affinity for African American culture came
early in life, and it was at this time that positive values—such as a commitment to telling Black
stories—started forming. Like Black participants I spoke to, this person felt affinity with the
Black community from childhood. This was a White man who has lived in different parts of the
U.S. but grew up in the North. He also grew up in a Christian household. He explained feeling
close to the African American experience, mostly due to his upbringing in a more tolerant,
inclusive home. He recalled the positive personal relationships his family had with Black folks,
and told me about one transformational experience that he believes put him on the trajectory to
work with Black collections:
P6: Um…I think…some of my life experiences probably drew me into…having an
interest in the voices from the margins. Actually, that’s a lot of my theological
training…I grew up…in an industrial city in [the Midwest] that’s now a ghost town,
basically, a post-industrial city. We moved to [a northern city] and there my father—and
this is in the mid ‘60s…had a Black boss. And so, we had an African American manager
and his wife in our home for dinner on numerous occasions. That didn’t seem odd to
me…we hosted African American young people in our home one summer as an innercity exchange. We were not far from the inner city, but we had more of a suburban,
White experience…When I was a young person on a family outing—we love field trips;
always did field trips—I once got lost from my family [in the city], and it was an African
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American older gentleman who may very well have saved my life by helping me…and
calming me down and then walking me safely…to the fire station, where then they could
contact my family who had desperately been looking for me…I’ve had positive
engagement throughout my life with the African American community, even to the point
of maybe somebody saving my life as a youngster…I had some important camp guide—
camp counselors with the YMCA and with church camps who were African Americans
and…and sometimes they would come to our homes. So…maybe [I am] more prepared
than some people would be.
Coming Into Their Own: Aspects that Motivate Sensitivity and Change
All of the participants recognized that experiences early on, when they had little control
over certain variables of their lives and their surroundings, related to their initial affinity with
African American people and culture. They also understood they had internalized later
influences that in some cases motivated them to take another path with their beliefs and values.
Experiences such as attending college and moving to a different geographic location affected
how they viewed the world and altered their relationship with African American history and
culture. Their gender, sexual orientation, religion, and political views when in a context different
from their home, also brought experiences and insights at odds with their previous
understandings or messages about African American people and culture. These interactions
sensitized them to difference, to injustice, and accordingly motivated them to change in a number
of ways. In particular, for White participants, a sense of “outsiderness” in new situations, or
reflections on earlier experiences that left them feeling like outsiders, left some of those
participants feeling ambivalent about the White context of history that had been inculcated in
them by families, communities and in primary school, views they now seek to challenge.
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Undergraduate Education and Motivation to Become Knowledgeable
Whereas the White participants’ anecdotes focus on the passive education they received
about the Black community as youngsters, their young adulthood and adulthood provided
opportunities for them to play an active role in establishing new value commitments related to
the representation of the African American community. In this phase of life, several White
participants demonstrated their motivation to challenge the beliefs of their families and childhood
communities, and credit new events and new atmospheres with fomenting this interest. New
values started to form. In particular, they articulated their compassion, empathy, and a drive to
become more knowledgeable about Black cultural life and history.
Some White participants spoke about experiences that encouraged them to form new
value commitments. Their baseline for forming these new commitments was different from that
of Black participants for whom the experiences they had in college and beyond worked to
strengthen an existing interest and commitment to representing and giving voice to Black folks.
For some White participants, particularly those who grew up in the South, experiences outside
the home, as young adults and adults, made them become more interested in how
misrepresentations of Black cultural history had impacted them, and what they could do to
address this moving forward. Even the White participants who grew up in homes that may have
been more tolerant of racial difference realized they had a lot to learn insofar as Black history
and culture was concerned. In particular, they articulated their commitment to mitigate their
knowledge gaps concerning African American history and, moving forward, to be more aware of
the effects of White racism on Black culture. Several White participants articulated their
commitment to further educate themselves about Black history to counter the kinds of racist
beliefs they were exposed to growing up.
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Like the White participants whose experience I’ll elaborate on below, both the Black
participants stated that their undergraduate degrees helped prepare them for their work with
African American collections, but for different reasons. For one Black participant, she felt her
education prepared her to think rigorously about topics affecting humanity in general. For the
other Black participant, undergraduate education gave her the opportunity she may have missed
out on as a child to connect to larger counternarratives. Unlike P5, who grew up in a majority
Black community of African American artists, P3 grew up in a majority White community. Even
though she learned a lot about her family history growing up, the miseducation she says was
perpetuated by her predominantly White primary school experience resulted in what she believes
were deficits in her knowledge about African American history. Higher education proved pivotal
in her understanding of African American history and gave her an even greater appreciation and
affinity for her culture, inculcating a commitment to the cause of preserving and collecting
African American histories which would later become her vocation. She addressed what she calls
her initial “unlearning” and how that made her affinity for Black culture—and African American
cultural collections—grow even stronger. She also became further attuned to the messages that
Black people may receive from dominant White society about the (lack of) value of their
collections, extrapolating from more personal experiences to understand this:
P3: I would find myself having to supplement that [deficit] by reading books on history
and then going through school and learning more, particularly in college, kind of
unlearning (laugh) a lot of what I came across in high school and being a lot more critical
about this history and how it’s been documented…I think kind of coming into this
profession with that background, I feel this great sense of pride in having the ability,
really the honor, of being [a librarian]. And having the chance to work with African
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American collections is a thrill. I mean, I feel like this job, it’s like a dream job. I get to
focus on this particular group of people that I care so much about and that I can connect
with, and I feel like I can make a difference because I’m aware of this history and how
important it is to document this history, and the individuals who were involved, and so I
feel a personal connection oftentimes with donors who come in…Most of the time, I
really adore these people…So, when I do talk with them, I [say]…“I understand there is
this history, you had this experience, but do you know that the archives care so much
about you, we see the value in having your papers at this institution. It’s going to help
people know about your experiences and the challenges you faced. And that is so
valuable.” I know that they may…feel reserved about having something of their own at
this kind of institution…And sometimes when I meet with donors, I remind myself of
some of my own family members…particularly senior-citizen age, who may not see the
value of having their papers at an archives. Like, my aunt, for example…she’s in her 80s,
and she started [a special interests group for the church where she lived]. And this was at
a time when the church, the denomination, was not in favor of black women being in
church leadership. And her collection reflected that. And it talked about some of the
challenges that took place within leadership in the black church [where she lived] but it
also talked about black community at that time. And I was at her house one day, and she
handed me this bag and said, “Just toss it out.” And it felt a little odd, and so I just
happened to peek inside, and it was the records of this [group] that she started.
She said she takes from her own familial experience with genealogy and from her experience as
a black woman working at a predominantly White college, to support other Black folks who
want to contribute their own histories to libraries at predominantly White schools.
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As mentioned previously, for some of the White participants not only were messages they
received in childhood about African Americans negative, but they also were not given all the
facts about the role that Whites played, even in their own towns, in racial oppression. Perhaps
due in part to this, they were not as children or teenagers necessarily encouraged to “see”
themselves as White people who may, for better or worse, make an impact in that system of
oppression.
Similar to P3 who believed higher education helped her better understand herself as a
black actor and agent with a valuable history, for some of the White participants in college they
started to see themselves more clearly as White (raced) actors who can make decisions that
counter their previous understanding of African American history and culture. At this time of
life, as young adults in college, they demonstrated motivation to learn more about Black history,
life, and culture by taking certain courses that challenged them to form new value commitments
based on new knowledge about African American culture and a more critical view of how
Whiteness perpetuates a distorted view of U.S. history in general. They believe they were
afforded opportunities to gain more truthful, accurate, and richer perspectives of Black history
and culture, and many continue to cultivate those perspectives today at work. Throughout our
interviews, it was clear that their recognition of race as something fraught and complex impacts
them as they grapple with what are often difficult descriptive choices for African American
collections in their libraries (something which will be described in more depth in Chapters 7 and
8).
All the White participants hold undergraduate degrees in the liberal arts, the arts, or social
science as well as graduate degrees (graduate schooling pertinent to their understanding of
metadata will be explored more in Finding Section II). Two White women participants who grew
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up in the South—P4 and P10—said their degree programs did not directly enhance their
understanding of African American history and culture but emphasized that some coursework
they did inside and outside their degree program challenged the White majority account of Black
history and encouraged them to think differently about what they had learned and heard in their
childhoods. It was in college that they learned Black counternarratives. P4 explains she went “to
school in areas that are very liberal, and I think, more…more racially progressive”. In her
undergraduate environment, she explains:
P4: I was exposed to the critique of the western canon…and I [took] an African
American literature course and 20th-century literature course. So…even though it’s a
literature class [I received] some historical background. Yeah, so I’d say it was
relevant…there was a movement while I was there…[to] change [a required] course [that
supported Western views of history]. Students were critiquing it, and some professors
were critiquing it.
Like P4, P10 attended a predominantly White university but credits her coursework with
exposing her to the works of preeminent Black thinkers who wrote about anthropology,
philosophy, and told the stories of Black history and culture in the U.S. that had been submerged
in the White account of American history and culture:
P10: At the undergraduate college level, I studied…critical race theory and feminist
theory. And read Patricia Hill Collins, Black feminism. I read a lot of Audre
Lorde…[and] Angela Davis…And so, a lot of those kinds of theories and…worldviews
have definitely influenced how I approach my work in the library and archives.
P1, a White woman, credits coursework that highlighted minoritized artists, as well as doing a
practicum with someone who identifies as a racial minority, as being pivotal in her growth.
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P1: [Minoritized] collections [were not] on my radar initially, but when I started working
with that, and I was working with [a mentor from an underrepresented group], when I
started doing that I got very interested in special collections and I thought maybe that
would be interesting to me to focus on that area.
Although this individual she studied under was not African American, she believes this
experience helps her connect with her current work.
Geography
Several participants cite a change in geography as sensitizing them more to problems of
injustice and intolerance, while also inculcating the value of being respectful of minoritized
cultural groups. A White woman in her 50s/60s said:
P1: I’m a woman of a certain age that grew up in the south, ya know our relationship
with non-White people was very different than what I like to practice now. So I think as
a whole I’m trying to be more respectful of everyone…I think we all have built in
views that we grew up with, and maybe just trying, not trying to be judgmental in the
least, but respectful, that’s very important to me. But, I don’t wanna be too hard on
myself, to say that I’m doing my best…I think it’s wonderful that we found this
material and we were able to share it, because I sure didn’t know that, I didn’t know it
would be possible.
When P1 moved to the North she says biases she grew up with were challenged: "Yeah, ya know
maybe just...memory plays a big part because I grew up here. I’ve lived in the north though as
well, so that probably has altered my identity a bit." Asked what was different about the northern
experience, she responded with some trepidation, "I think it’s—where in the south its, and again
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my, mother, my grandmother, played a part in this but it’s not ya know, it’s just people, we’re
just all people versus quote unquote those people."
P4 also talked about how physical distance from her family changed her:
P4: Going to school in areas that are very liberal, and I think, more…more racially
progressive, but also having family members who are incredibly racist…makes me want
to counter that, in professional [life and] in life in general…I look for opportunities to
counter those things because I’ve experienced them. If that makes sense.
Gender
Intersectionality—as defined by Black scholars such as Kim Crenshaw, who focuses on
the marginalization of Black women in particular—plays a role in how Black participants in this
study relate to their work and how they understand the world. P3 and P5 said that as
black/African American women navigating the world, the library has attuned them to forms of
discrimination not just on the basis of race but also of gender and has informed how they
describe the African American cultural heritage in collections. They also feel like their
“insiderness” gives them a certain insight and strength of perspective on describing that cultural
heritage in a way that they believe is resonant and appropriate for users and donors alike. P5 in
particular referred to workplace discrimination from male colleagues but did not specify the
impact on her work with African American collections in particular (this type of discrimination
will be discussed in Chapter 8).
P3 believes that the experiences of Black men as subjects of collections are often
privileged over the experiences of Black women. As a black woman, she articulated an affinity
for collections that highlight Black women and addressed how she makes an effort to challenge
gender inequality in her own work.
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P3: Yes, oh, absolutely [my gender impacts me]. Yeah. Just like race. It’s something that
I’m aware of (laugh). I usually…am looking for that when I am looking through
collections. It’s like, “Okay, well, how do women fit into this, as well?” Yes, race is
important, but something else was going on here…I definitely keep gender in mind when
I look through our collections.
P10, as a White woman, has not experienced discrimination on the basis of race but—as a
woman—affirmed P3’s observations:
P10: Mm-hmm. Yeah, I mean…there has been this…(pause) lack of…(pause)
valuing…marginalized communities—in particular, Black communities. I think that
there’s also not been a value, to a different extent, of…the history and life experiences
of…women, or female identified people. There’s something that…has kind of stuck with
me.
Sexual Orientation
There are other aspects of self that sensitize members of a dominant racial majority to the
struggles of minoritized groups. Dominant White culture in the U.S. is not only racist, but also
has historically perpetuated hatred and intolerance for sexual minorities. Some of the White
participants who identify as queer, bisexual, and/or gay noted a possible relationship between
queerness and empathy during our discussions. In their case, they believe being queer or gayidentified—and having been discriminated against on account of this personal trait—may have
sensitized them to the struggles of Black people in the U.S. in a way that makes them perhaps
more thoughtful and thorough as they consider what metadata to use to describe African
American collections. They were often open about their knowledge gaps on the African
American experience, something that made them feel at times insecure about their ability to
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create resonant or complete metadata for their collections (this will be explored a bit later in
more depth in Findings Section II and III). When asked what aspects of his identity he felt were
salient to his descriptive approaches, one man began by talking about the traumatic experiences
he endured as a gay person coming to terms with his own sexual identity:
P7: Mm-hmm. So…I’m gay-identified, which I think gives me some kind of sense of
what other minority groups might have gone through. But I’m also a White male, so I
have blindnesses…to what other groups are going through. So…I hope that, at the very
least, having the experience of kind of growing up and…being in the closet until I
was…well, I came out to friends as a teenager, but it was in phases. But [I have had the]
experience of not being able to be who you are and feeling like a certain kind of
surveillance of your, I guess, cultural performance. And I guess the really negative effects
[are] just…how you internalize the hatred of the society around you. And that took me
decades to get over.
While comparing the struggles of LGBTQIA individuals to those of the Black community and
saying that his identity makes him more sensitive in his practice, he still acknowledges his own
limitations as an individual who is not African American:
P7: I guess there’s a certain kind of personal biographical aspect that I try to keep in mind
when I’m working with African American or other collections from other groups that
maybe I don’t…that I’m not part of myself or maybe don’t have a complete cultural
knowledge about. And it’s basically like, as a gay-identified person, that experience I
guess kind of helps, in some way…or I think it helps me frame some of the questions
around…gender terms, and how…it can be tricky to…I guess it just like kinda colors my
experience in some ways, knowing things that I found upsetting or ways that I felt
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invisible. Or erased. You know that that definitely plays a role, I think, in what I try to
do.
Like P10 who is also a White southerner, P4 brought up respect as an important value:
P4: Um, yeah. So, I identify as bisexual and queer…in terms of thinking about the
connection between marginalized sexuality and…they’ll describe LGBTQ people in a
way that is not…accurate, or not very respectful. Or even just that a lot of collections are
hidden for a variety of reasons, and…so, I think there’s some sort of, like…empathy
there. And I do think that a lot of people who are involved in some of the more critical
approaches, who are not, like…you know, are either people of color, or queer, women…
[it] forces them to think about it a bit more. And again, I mean, that’s not a blanket
generalization true, all the time. And I think maybe [you can] recognize how description
actually causes harm, if you’ve felt some sort of harm by description. Because I think
sometimes there’s like a…a disconnect between language…I think some people don’t see
language as being super important.
She went on to agree that she observed sexual discrimination in her home and her progressive
education helped her to confront the ingrained beliefs of her family members concerning the
LGBTQIA community as well. She acknowledged the conflict she feels being both an insider
and an outsider all at once:
P4: Um…I think every aspect of your identity kind of comes out in doing this…the fact
that I’m White, and not African American, the fact that I have…you know, grown up in
the United States, and have that kind of context for my understanding of history…I think
being middle class plays into things. I do think identifying as queer is relevant…taking
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that lens…there’s a lot of overlap in a critical approach to library and the descriptive
work coming out of that space.
P10 addressed an experience in library school where she felt more motivated or inclined to work
with POC in her classroom because of her sexual identity:
P10: And so…and the instructors were White, as well. And so…and they did not seem to
be really equipped to facilitate that conversation…like, look through the critical race
frame. For the introduction to archives class, we were divided up into groups to present
on a certain type of archival institution or archival area, like museum archives or
academic archives. And I self-selected into the community archive group.
And…(laugh)…it was all of the people who identified as non-White in my class, and me.
And I identify as queer, so I was kind of coming at it from that perspective, as well. And
we used a lot of the readings by White authors and archivists that we had read in class,
but we also tried to bring more contemporary voices and non-White voices into that
conversation.
Religion
As mentioned, these interviews were conducted in early 2020, a time period where the
injustices incited and perpetrated by the presidency against BIPOC was at odds with the morals
and ethics of some religious individuals and groups. During my analysis, it came to light that
several participants cited their religion or religious upbringing as sensitizing them to struggle, to
racial injustice, which helped cement their commitment to an ethical code to treat all people
fairly and decently. P3, P6, and P7 believe that their religion, Christianity (or in the case of P7,
the religion he was brought up with), casts a certain lens on their work with African American
collections. For two of them, they feel a stronger affinity to work that highlights Christians
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and/or folks who like them demonstrated a strong sense of ethics and morals in their lives. For
example, P3 said, "Um…yeah, I think definitely race and gender come through…um, maybe
religion…so like I’m Christian and so yeah…when I see that I take interest in that." P7 said that
he has a complicated relationship as an adult to Christianity but is able to recontextualize it and
take the positives for his own work now.
P7: And something weirdly that I always think…that I find very problematic…but I think
it really did have a big impact on my development, I was raised in kind of a devout
Catholic household and was sent to Catholic school. And that’s very problematic in a lot
of ways, but I think that throughout…like even in grade school there was this kind of
emphasis on ethics and social justice…with some…limitations, but…yeah, I think that
kinda gave me like a weird…a perspective that I think is a little different. So, I... yeah. I
feel like that kinda colored my worldview. In a positive way, overall.
P6 emphasized his current vocation as a member of the clergy as influencing his
commitment to service and social justice. P6 cites his theological background as influencing his
sense of moral and ethical values, which helps him see a higher purpose in his work cultivating
African American content—that is, to serve the African American community. He feels a pull to
content that highlights individuals who also defined their life by a strong set of morals and
ethics:
P6: And vocationally, I’m a member of the clergy. My theological training and bent has
really reinforced throughout my life…the importance and the beauty of every person.
And interest in every person, and in their journey of…being, and…of serving in some
way, hopefully to make the world better. So, wanting to know how people are
participating in that, what they’re doing to promote social justice.
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He explained that although he is a Christian White man, which he acknowledges comes
with a definite set of privileges, the religious sect of Christianity to which he belongs has
historically been subject to oppression in the U.S., due in part to their espousing tenets similar to
those espoused in socialism (at the time of interviewing in early 2020, socialism in particular was
being characterized as “dangerous” by right-wing media as well as the president). His
membership in a marginalized religious group has made him feel at times like an outsider, which
he believes influences him as much as the more general core tenets of Christianity do as he
works with African American collections:
P6: Definitely. My faith tradition is one of Christian [pacifism]. And I think that tradition
has formed a lot of who I am as a person who seeks justice and…wants a more inclusive
worldview, a more…equitable sharing…We’re sometimes a persecuted minority, as
pacifists, people who won’t fight and people who at times in the past have practiced
what’s called “the community of goods”, which means, you know, sharing of everything
you have so that somebody else in your community can get by. People would call that
socialism…like I’m the loyal opposition to…much of what parades as mainstream
Christianity, and…maybe you have to be inside to feel that tension, but…basically, I’ve
always got this thing in the back of my mind that says if I’m not swimming
upstream…I’m probably swimming in the wrong direction. And we have had those times
when we’re the last one chosen for the soccer ball team or whatever. That’s the lot in life
for a lot of people for everything, not just for kickball, you know? (laugh) And those
people have dignity and worth, too. But nobody…can associate or understand their pain
until they step back and start to listen in a new way.
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Political Beliefs
Participants said that their political affiliations help shape their perspective on African
American collections and culture overall. P1, P3, P4, P5, P7, and P10 explicitly identified with
leftist politics, with some of them linking their disgust and dismay for the racial turmoil and hate
mongering we have seen under the Trump administration to wanting to do even more work to
honor African American culture, history and life (these interviews were conducted in early
2020).
P1: I’ve been more active politically in the last couple of years, so now I’m thinking that
yes that probably has had an impact and also I think just political things that have
happened that I strongly disagree with, so certainly there’s maybe more empathy,
understanding, horror that has probably impacted me.
They suggested this leftist affiliation impacts their perspectives on African American collections,
attuning them to values such as social justice, democracy, and a regard for fairness—values they
try to keep in mind as they describe African American cultural heritage material. The evidence
suggests they enact these values by thinking deeply about the impact their choices have on the
agency and the fair representation of Black communities (how this intersects with racial
metadata choices will be discussed in Findings Section II).
Politics also impacts what interests P7 in terms of the content of the collections he works
with. Just as P3 identified most strongly with Black women represented in her collections, P7, a
White male who believes in some of the tenets of socialism—feels an affinity with Black people
represented in his collections who, like him, also may have been on the political fringe that leans
toward the social and collective good. He feels ambivalent about bringing this out in the
collection; however, without hard data on the political affiliations of these individuals, their
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political bent is more implied by their activities documented in the collection. This ambivalence
about making declarations through subject terms of narratives without facts will be addressed
more in Chapter 7.
Insider/Outsider Identity and the Cultivation of Empathy
Although sometimes a sense of being an outsider—in sexual orientation, for example—
suited a White participant's sensibility in terms of helping them relate to a cultural group outside
of their own (empathizing), at other times being an outsider to the African American experience,
or to other ethnic or religious groups, left them feeling out of their depth. Several White
participants acknowledged that their status as a racial, ethnic, or geographic outsider means they
need to depend on racial, ethnic, and geographic insiders to fill those knowledge gaps as they
grapple with questions about how to use metadata—or what metadata to use—for African
American collections. Several of them feel motivated to take extra steps to read books, articles,
or seek out people from those ethno-racial and geographic populations who have the information
necessary so that these practitioners may provide accurate metadata for their collections.
Religious Outsiders
Earlier professional experiences as religious outsiders may have sensitized two
participants to make sure they take extra care with African American collections, to make them
culturally relevant and accurate. Both P7 and P10, in talking about concepts like cultural
relevance for African American collections, brought up their work with Jewish collections in the
past although neither of them come from a Jewish background. In the process of curation and
description they felt motivated to do further research into the content, either by reading new
materials on their own and/or seeking out the expertise of Jewish individuals with whom they
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worked to make sure their descriptions accurately portrayed the people and events depicted in
those collections.
Racial Outsiders
As noted above, scholars in fields such as memory studies assert that those people best
equipped to curate and describe collections related to a marginalized cultural heritage are
members of that marginalized group. Several White participants demonstrated an awareness
about their own limitations as White people describing African American collections, and shared
thoughts regarding immediate or hypothetical problems that might emerge due to these
limitations. P9 emphasized that being a non-Black curator or metadata librarian of a Black
collection could possibly impact that collection in negative ways:
P9: If we had a huge project that focuses on African American experience and it's really a
big project—so big that we get a grant and we actually hire somebody to work just on
[it], I would certainly think that somebody of that cultural background would bring
something [to the project] that I don't. We've had in all honesty a lack of applicants of
any ethnic background.
Similarly, P4 feels she doesn’t always have the cultural insight to make an apt assessment around
the politics or appropriateness of the metadata she uses:
P4: I think if you were going to evaluate the [project] with a lens to: “does it serve
African American collections?” I’m not the person to answer that question...ask African
American people.
P6, as a White male, is loath to make too many assumptions in his own work with African
American collections:
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P6: As a Euro American person, writing about any other ethnicity of which I’m not a
part, I certainly have blinders and…a lot of data that I do not know, that I
would…hopefully not try to fill in the blanks. (laugh)
Accordingly, he seeks out the expertise of Black individuals, when possible, to avoid offending
Black communities due to poor choices in metadata descriptors:
P6: At [the] Library, we also had to run everything that would be made public—such as
our finding aides or our exhibit texts—through the head of our department, who
would…very seriously, make us rewrite six times, seven times, eight times. So, as a
structural thing, we did use the linguistic and cultural history and art history backgrounds
of other people…to…refine what we were going to present to the public. And having
multiple eyes, multiple viewpoints, multiple experiences…helped raise important
questions… “Do you realize that this phrase that you think is a kindly one could be taken
as derogatory in this community?”
P4 also takes strides to educate herself, beyond library-know-how: “I wouldn’t say I have
expertise in this area…but when I had to do extra research…I don’t think it’s things that
necessarily came from my library metadata background. [I] was kind of looking outside of that,
if that makes sense.”
As a White person, P7 hopes that when his knowledge falls short there is someone who
can intervene:
P7: Since I’m not like a subject expert on African American stuff, I do tend to keep my
interventions pretty broad, with the hope that whatever those interventions are they make
the collections more usable so that people who are more fluent…with…the history and
culture can then come in and maybe help out with the enrichments at a later date.
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He went on address the idea of cultural literacy and its import for describing marginalized
cultures:
P7: One of my English teachers used to call [it] “cultural literacy.” …It definitely helps
avoid errors and pitfalls. Although if you are kind of sticking to certain key
principles…most typical materials, probably just knowing the basic metadata standards is
good enough. But for anything that’s a little unusual or out of the box, having that
cultural literacy is sort of helpful.
Geographic Outsiders
For some participants, knowing they were from a different geographic region than the
collection they were describing motivated them to bridge their knowledge gap. P10 talked about
the importance of reflexivity, or realizing she is a raced, White individual originally from the
Southern United States. She also thinks about her own family history in the process of doing
metadata and adjusts her choices accordingly.
P10: Mmm. It all…informs who I am, so I guess in that way, it informs the collection
description, but…as someone who…(pause) tries to be part of…a White antiracist…community, in [this city]…that has motivated me to…evaluate my descriptive
practices more, and also to…(pause) try to…talk more with other White archivists about
biases and anti-racist descriptive practices…It’s weird being an archivist who
works…with collections that are documenting a region that you live in but you’re not
from there.
P9 as a White woman not originally from the U.S. is also reflective as she extrapolates from her
experience as a foreigner and as a non-Black person and accordingly, may change her decisions
as a response to her own self-reflections. She goes the extra mile to get metadata accurate for
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African American and other marginalized cultural collections. As she said, “…there are an awful
lot of assumptions…I sometimes cringe when I see how some Americans describe [people from
my country], you know. We are always assumed to be just like any other White person, but there
are differences.”
Identity, Intersectionality, and Affiliation
These findings have concerned the gender, sexual, religious, and political identities of
participants. At times, a majority affiliation felt influential, at other times a minoritized affiliation
felt influential. All but one participant articulated how an affiliation with one or more
marginalized groups impacted their work with African American collections. Two participants
mentioned that their intersectionality as Black feminists is significant to their work (e.g., being
Black and a woman), while White participants articulated being marginalized on the basis of
sexuality or religious affiliation as significant in their relationship to African American
collections and culture.
Identity is clearly an influence on the participants’ inclination to properly steward African
American materials, at least to the best of their ability (other social hindrances and roadblocks to
the excellent description of African American material will be discussed further in Findings
Sections II and III). Further, because African American history and culture is also not a
monolith, they also spoke about what aspects of the collections they tend to focus on based on
the kind of content they feel they can identify with.
Conclusion
Analysis revealed that for four participants foils to the narratives of Whiteness in primary
and secondary educational systems were essential to their process of understanding and relating
to Black historical collections. Although these four participants were roughly of similar age (all
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are young women in their late 20s and early 30s), the deficits in their childhood schooling were
framed differently along racial lines. The two Black women participants talked about how
positive aspects of Black history—like significant, impactful and empowering historical
figures—were relegated to footnotes and sidebars in their textbooks, while White participants
talked about the omission of negative parts of history, when their schools did not teach them
about the disenfranchisement and murders of Black people in their cities in the 1960s. Black
participants addressed the importance of knowing African American culture not just as a history
of oppression but also the importance of seeing themselves, their families, and friends as
important in the larger scheme of African American culture. P4 and P10 focused on the
importance of knowing the truth about violence perpetrated against African Americans during
the civil rights era, to better understand themselves and their own role(s) in helping to instigate a
more just world.
While affinity and identity related to Blackness and Whiteness is heavily influenced by
home life and school life (which are both foundational), attitudes about race are fluid and can be
related to a variety of things. Some White participants heard negative rhetoric about Black
people when they were growing up, while others relayed positive experiences that helped them
develop an affinity early on with Black culture. Almost all participants reported that the school
curriculum failed to present Black history in factual and positive ways, while some White
participants found that their higher education countered and clarified the more negative
narratives they encountered in their early years.
Another emergent theme was an expression of passive to active, self-motivated learning,
especially for White participants. That is, the turning point for many White participants was
when they developed the motivation to take a more active stance in their education about the
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Black experience, typically occurring around the young adult/adult years. Whereas the education
and messaging they received in early childhood was more passive (i.e., delivered to them by a
parent or teacher), these were the years when some participants decided to take a more active
role, whether in their college classrooms or in their activist activities, by investigating their own
education, identity, and biases. Affinity is arguably linked to a drive to progress in one’s
knowledge, and a growth of empathy and compassion, which may suggest why some of these
participants reported a more reflexive approach in grappling with representations of Black
culture, life, and history, translating to their work with African American collections.
I asked participants how different types of identity—including racial identity, sexual
orientation, gender identity, religion, educational background—informed their perspectives and
interpretations of African American experience, which in turn informed how they execute a
vision of the African American experience via their organizational and descriptive work,
something we will see in more depth in the following sections of the Findings. I asked
participants if, and how, they believe their identity and individuality are relevant to their work.
There were several aspects of themselves that participants said make them more sensitive to the
injustices perpetrated against Black individuals but also how important it is to elevate Black
culture. For White participants, being an outsider (e.g., in terms of sexual orientation, or
geography, or religion) or dissent to White supremacist (Trumpian) politics sensitized them and
accordingly made them more empathetic toward the struggles of Black individuals and develop
more of an affinity with Black history and culture. White participants in particular are concerned
about knowledge gaps they had and described the influences that helped motivate them as racial
outsiders to go the extra mile in their work.
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It became clear from their answers that the confidence and feelings participants have
about their work are shaped by their early experiences as well as experiences in their adult years.
The data show that entangled aspects of their identity and affinity for African American culture
influence their standards of metadata practice and their views on the appropriateness of these
standards for describing African American collections.
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CHAPTER 7: PROFESSIONALIZATION: LIBRARIANS
AND THE STANDARDS OF PRACTICE
I entered this study thinking about metadata librarians essentially as storytellers—
professionals writing narratives or shorter accounts about people, groups and moments
significant to self-identified members of the African American community. I entered this study
also thinking about my own education in library school and my experiences as a librarian.
Looking back, I feel I was not taught to be a storyteller. Rather, I was taught to abstain from too
much interpretation of materials and to focus primarily on presenting facts within the various
encoding schemes and standards. I do not recall meditating on whether I was presenting “facts”
or collections as viewed through the lens of my own interpretation. I was not thinking about
contextualizing that material for researchers through my use of metadata outside of some very
basic pragmatic uses for access and discoverability. It was this realization that led me to ask the
questions that became the focus of this study.
In the previous section, I reported findings concerning my White and Black librarian
participants’ affinity for the African American culture, history, and life as a culmination of
personal experiences they had throughout their lives. I focused principally on how these
experiences related to their growth as people and to facets of their identity, shaping value
commitments that inform their perception of and commitment to a better understanding of
African American history and culture that in turn impacts their description efforts. Because PWIs
have historically displayed a lack of commitment to Black individuals and collections related to
African Americans, I was interested in the kinds of personal traits and values librarians possess
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that contribute to empathy for the African American culture, life, and history, shown as a
commitment to going deeper into these collections despite the PWI’s attitudes and policies.
In this chapter, I look more closely at how these practitioners recall issues regarding their
professionalization, and how they believe their own proclivities and professional experiences
relate to descriptive activities for African American material in the library and archive. I report
their responses when they were asked to reflect on the kinds of issues they encounter as they
endeavor to describe African American collections. I asked for their interpretations of different
terms that come up in metadata discourse, such as “interpretation,” “opinion,” “fact,”
“meaningfulness,” and “cultural resonance,” in order to understand how they regard and deploy
these terms/concepts in practice. In our interviews certain themes and topics emerged about the
challenges of using racial metadata and providing context to collections. Below, I provide
evidence attesting to the challenges that librarians of both racial identities encounter as they
consider how, when, and why they make particular choices as well as the feelings they have
about those choices. Often, they contradicted themselves—but were also often mindful of these
contradictions, saying that they arise from the personal and professional conflicts they face. They
exhibited anxiety and some confusion about their own role in this process. They were also
anxious about how other people—African American stakeholders and users—feel about the
participants’ usages of metadata, and in particular, racial metadata. Their answers demonstrate
how complicated and conflictual this process is and how a lot of their negotiation relates not only
to themselves, but also to how other people may feel when they see the outcomes of their
choices.
Thinking about the librarian’s critical opportunity to tell African American stories, I was
curious how librarians viewed their own role—more as “soothsayer”, or “interpreter” and/or
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“contextualizer” of African American history and life. I was also interested in how librarians of
different races interpret their own cultural fluency and subjectivity within their metadata
endeavors.
Educational Foundations: Graduate Education and Preparation for Working with Diverse
Collections
The foundation for librarians’ professionalization begins in graduate school. Most of the
participants I spoke to have advanced degrees either in library science or in ancillary fields.
Library science programs are one of the first steps in professionalizing the librarian into the field.
Arguably, a library science education imparts a lens on metadata theory and practice to students
who will go on to describe collections related to marginalized cultural groups, including African
Americans. This lens has the potential to give these nascent librarians, and White librarians in
particular, a critical eye for the manifestations of Whiteness in the profession and ways to
mitigate its effects in their own practice.
Having in mind my own experience wherein I did not receive a diverse education in
library school, I asked participants about their experiences learning metadata in graduate
librarianship degree programs to understand how exposed they were to diversity in general and
racially diverse thought in metadata, and how if at all their experience in graduate school
prepared them for their work with African American collections today. According to participants
who hold library degrees, instructors in their graduate programs did not teach diverse approaches
to metadata for marginalized collections, nor did participants recall having projects from which
they learned how to relate to the description of collections for marginalized groups, including
African Americans. In several cases participants also reported being part of a majority White
student body and were taught mostly by White professors. However, two White participants who
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said their metadata instructors were Black reported they still learned what they would
characterize as an objective, neutral stance on metadata theory and practice.
P1 is a technically adept librarian fluent in digitization methods and data management,
and we talked a bit about the more pragmatic skills she had picked up in graduate school. She
had explained that her deep interest in working with culturally minoritized collections was
fomented during an internship she had in a library, outside the classroom. I was curious how her
time in the classroom had contributed to her interest in minoritized material, and if she was
exposed to diversity in the classroom.
Me: Do you recall if the teachers that you had for metadata, digitization, were they from
diverse backgrounds?
P1: Yes. African American specifically.
Me: Do you think with that background, do you feel like any sort of additional information
was imparted regarding how to create metadata?
P1: I would say no, no not really. I think it was pretty specific and kind of regimented
without going too much on the subject itself.
Me: So you would say [a] non-raced…approach.
P1: Right, right.
Me: Ok. Did you feel that the way that you learned metadata, even if it was sort of
regimented, that it prepared you or made sense for how you approached metadata for ethnic
collections?
P1: I'm gonna say no, I don’t think it did. I think that happened later.
Me: More with the professional on the job?
P1: Right, right.
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P4 is a White woman. She described the pragmatic side of her education, where she
learned the basic standards and encoding technologies common to metadata practice during her
time in library school. Her teachers focused on teaching standards including XML, MODS,
METS, cataloguing and classification, as well as archival description. After discussing the
pragmatics of what she had learned, I probed to understand more about diversity within her
program.
Me: Yeah. Were your instructors, were they culturally diverse?
P4: Um…no. No.
Me: Okay.
P4: (laugh)
Me: Do you remember any [project or lesson on diverse metadata] that was related to
ethnic collections in general, or African American collections in particular?
P4: I don’t.
Me: Okay. So, thinking about where you are now, did what you were taught make sense
to you for how a person should approach metadata for ethnic [racially diverse]
collections?
P4: Um…That’s a very complicated question. (laugh) I think, I mean, in some senses, I
guess…yes, in terms of, like, that there are kind of these metadata standards that you can
apply the same way you would apply with a lot of other collections. But I think there was
less discussion of…I guess, the implications of a lot of the standards that we use. And I
know…Like, I think we had a very brief discussion about some issues, discussions in the
field about subject headings, and like Library of Congress subject headings, but that
wasn’t really something that we…like, I feel like we maybe touched on it, very briefly. I
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don’t even think it was kind of a…like, a class dedicated to it. But I think with kind of
ethnic collections, there’s a lot more. You know, you can’t kind of just…I mean, again,
this applies to I think all collections, specifically say you can’t just blanket apply these
standards that were created in this kind of White, western context.
She also noted a lack of reflectiveness when it came to diversity issues among her
majority White classmates, something which unsettled her.
One exercise I do actually remember from one of my [courses]. But we were kind of
doing this, like…It was almost some sort of…I mean, I guess it was an exercise, not a
game. But kind of, the professor was saying different statements, and people would kind
of organize themselves depending on kind of where they…like, “yes” or “no,” depending
on a scale. And one question was, you know, something about like “libraries should
strive to be…are and should strive to be neutral,” and I think a lot of people were on this
“neutral” side, that I thought was very kind of surprising to me, that more, I think,
students didn’t have…I guess…an understanding of the fact that we see all these
metadata standards, as kind of these, like, very neutral, if not totally boring, and…you
know, things that don’t carry all this weight (inaudible) but I think when you start
applying them to…ethnic collections, specifically, you see them kind of fall apart
or…yeah, do harm, I think, in ways that, if you’re not thinking about that
critically…yeah, just kind of keeps putting this approach out.
Me: Right.
P4: So, I feel like that was not—at least in my program at the time—highlighted as much
as I think would have been useful for my (inaudible) practice.
Me: Were your classmates more or less ethnically [/racially] homogeneous?
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P4: Yeah, I would say they were primarily White, yeah.
P5, a Black woman, did not recall ethnic or racial diversity among faculty or teachers in
her graduate program, saying: “I do know that there’s one person who…is openly gay, and I
think that’s the only—from what I could see and what I knew—that’s the only person who would
fit the rubric of culturally diverse (laugh).”
On the other hand, P7, a gay-identified White male, said faculty in his graduate program
were culturally, ethnically, and racially diverse. He commented on the mostly normative or
conventional, non-diverse pedagogical approach one of his teachers used, but who also taught
lessons about discrimination in collection development. He brought up analogs of challenges in
the LGBTQIA community that may be similar to those challenges faced in the description of
African American materials.
P7: [He was a] straight, White male…I think that his interests were definitely kind
of…you know, literary canon…There wasn’t a huge emphasis on unearthing hidden
collections or making diverse voices speak through the archives. [He did discuss]
concepts of archival silence…and go over a lot of theory-based stuff like [the] tension
between…privacy and letting the materials speak for themselves versus…not bringing
things out that makes collections undiscoverable and…often LGBT stuff or themes is
something that often gets brought up in those discussions because…a century ago, a lot
of LGBT culture would have been talked about in coded language. And that’s hard to
really represent, in the context of archival description and discovery…There’s those
tensions between: “are we going to take our present-day conceptions and impose them on
these historical materials…How do we do that?” So, we talked a lot about that sort of
stuff, so that was probably helpful. So, I would say, also, that a lot of faculty were…were
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also female, so…there was diversity on that level, too. I’m not sure if there were any
queer or LGBT people that I took courses with. I certainly wasn’t…aware of that being
the case, if it were…I just didn’t know.
I asked, were any faculty African American or of African descent, and he said yes. He
said among the faculty who were African American, that although their approach in the
classroom was less like that of the “old-fogey White guy” their teaching approach to metadata
fell more in line with the Majority account wherein the focus was more on pragmatics and less
on race. I asked if he feels that what he was taught made sense for how a librarian should
approach metadata for ethnic or racially diverse collections.
P7: Um…you know, that’s an interesting question, so…I feel like it was, if anything, the
topic was somewhat avoided…or not really addressed. And the…any sort of perspective I
have on that, has come… more from, I guess from on the job and more hands-on
experiences, and kind of talking to colleagues about how to deal with…the issues that
might arise, like when you’re working with those types of collections. So…so yeah, I
think that I still have a lot to learn, for sure.
P10 recalls learning about diversity issues in metadata from White authors only and did
not recall having meaningful or productive conversations about racial identity in librarianship
within the classroom:
P10: I remember a…class discussion about…racist memorabilia and access to racist…
memorabilia and archives in libraries [and museums] …But other than that…we did have
different readings that addressed diversity and inclusion in archival record, as well as
different archival [theorists] and how they have theorized over the years about this.
That’s to say, I don’t remember reading any authors of color (laugh), talking about that.
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In that same course, we did have one…we had one discussion about…trying to get
students to talk about their own…identity perspectives, and…it was not…a productive
conversation, at all…and also, a lot of it had to do with the fact that my class
was…(pause) let’s say we had like 30 people in the class, and two people were not
White. And the instructors were White as well…they did not seem to be really equipped
to facilitate that conversation either. Um…in a lot of my…own personal projects for
classes, I would…(pause) it has always been important for me to look at that…like, look
through the critical race frame. And so, I have…incorporated that into some…papers and
projects. And…(pause) yeah. So, for instance, one class, for the introduction to archives
class, we were divided up into groups to…present on a certain type of archival institution
or archival area, like museum archives or academic archives. And I self-selected into the
community archive group. And…(laugh)…and it was all of the…people who identified
as non-White in my class, and me. And I identify as queer, so I was kind of coming at it
from that perspective, as well. And so, we…you know, used a lot of…used a lot of the
readings by White authors and archivists that we had read in class, but we also tried to
bring more contemporary voices and non-White voices into that conversation.
Contested Qualities: Facts, Interpretation, and Providing Context in African American
collections
As discussed above, the dictates of Majority-group-established library standards of
practice—and those taught in library school—often invoke the imperative to be “objective” and
“neutral” in one’s description of an object or objects. What a librarian includes in their catalog
record, archival record, or metadata record should, according to Majority discourses, be based on
what is considered “fact” and not personal assumptions that cannot be backed up by hard
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evidence. According to Majority dictates, objective practice necessitates divorcing one’s
subjectivity—their personhood, their personal inclinations, their individuality, and especially
their speculations—as much as possible in making judgments about what kind of fields and
values you should include in metadata and what to exclude.
In interviews, a conflict emerged between the dictates of professionalization and personal
inclinations as the participants discussed their efforts to balance facts, interpretation, criticality,
and a desire to provide their users with a rich and meaningful experience that was often
contingent on giving certain contextual details in the metadata. That is, when we talked about
enhancing the narrative aspects of the collection through metadata by adding more metadata or
context, participants brought up the professional imperatives of metadata—in particular,
avoidance of bias, aiming for objectivity, and “neutrality” in description. They reported that
these dictates make it difficult to provide as much richness and context as they might wish.
Nevertheless, they said they often make judgments about the narrative they are writing wherein
their subjectivity plays a role.
As this section of the findings will show, interpretation—as a conscious act—is often
regarded negatively in the professional standards of librarianship and is conflated at times with
“bias.” On the other hand, interpretation lends itself to providing rich details about marginalized
communities’ history and experience. However, if one even hints at one’s own views, “sides”
with, or stands with a minoritized group, that interpretation is often at odds with the more
“objective” professional standards that instruct librarians to remain impartial to what they are
classifying and describing, and not to insert themselves and their sensibilities into the equation.
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Sticking to the Facts
When someone writes a historical or contemporary story about African American culture
and life, their effort will inevitably be filtered through their own interpretation of people and
events. We are encouraged by educational systems and other entities to focus on certain aspects
of history in certain ways—often in ways that absolve members of the Majority from heinous
historical acts. Our opinions influence our telling of a story. By choosing to relay certain facts—
and by choosing to write those facts in certain ways—one is using interpretation, whether or not
they are conscious of it.
Facts
Given the tenets of professionalization, which state that the factual is simply that which is
based on verifiable evidence to be relayed for the purpose of discoverability, how do librarians
differentiate fact from interpretation, and how do they articulate the importance of distinguishing
these terms in their work with African American materials? How do they define context, and
how do they negotiate their personal and professional commitments to contextualizing the
material?
The importance of “sticking to the facts” was brought up frequently in concert with issues
of bias and interpretation when I asked about opinion and interpretation in metadata. However,
there was not agreement regarding the notion of “fact” or what constitutes “fact” in the context
of describing African American history. It was hard for many of my participants to define “fact,”
and many participants expressed feelings of conflict in trying to balance fact with their opinions
about Black history and antiracism. “Facts” (as something good) were distinguished from
“interpretations” (something which is complex, and at times, may be bad), even by those
librarians who showed a great emotional or intellectual investment in the material.
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Finding, selecting, and presenting the facts within metadata was not said to be an act of
interpretation by several participants, while with other participants, choosing facts to present in
metadata fields and values was identified as being an interpretative act. Facts were also often
equated with presenting what is “important” for a pragmatic purpose of findability and
discoverability, and basic “facts” were often taken as evidence that it is verifiable. Presenting
facts was often contrasted—but with palpable conflict and uncertainty—from “interpretation,”
something more akin to storytelling, or contextualizing, or in the negative case imputing bias of
some kind. For many participants, an act which was expressly believed to be interpretation was
shown to be a fraught and complex concept when creating metadata, especially for those who
feel emotionally and intellectually affected by the material and seek to honor the African
American subjects of the collections. When asked if she sticks to facts, P5, a Black woman
librarian, said:
P5: (a Black woman) Absolutely. I try to stick to facts and leave feelings out of it.
P3 (a black woman): I think when it comes to describing individual objects, I try my best
to stick to the facts…that’s there for the researchers to do that work themselves, and I
don’t want to interfere in that.
When asked if he sticks to facts, P6, a White man librarian, said:
P6: Uh…yeah, I mean, I think in general that that would be accurate. I try not to fill in
information I don’t have.
In trying to maintain historical accuracy, P2 tries to stick to metadata based on factual
evidence that to her is straightforward, e.g., dates, subjects, times, and locations that can be
verified. However, P4, a White woman, believes that facts—and “relevant” facts—are not
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always obvious to pick out, and even those aspects of the collection that seem straightforward, at
first glance, may not be so straightforward:
P4: That's an interesting question [about “facts”] …I would say I tried to stick to picking
pieces of information that are apparent from the documents themselves...relevant to a
broad variety of researchers using them...I think they're clues.
P10 sometimes tries to make an “informed guess” if things are missing, while attempting
to stick to facts:
P10: I mean…(pause) I’m trying to think of what non-fact-based metadata (laugh)…is.
You know, like…memories are faulty…A lot of things are left undescribed by their
creators…So…to the best of my ability, I’m using the information that has been
provided…by the people who have the expertise. But…you know, a lot of the descriptive
work I do has to be…[an] informed guess, kind of a description.
Interpretation
When you get into issues of creating more interpretative aspects for collections within the
metadata that are not based in what appears to be straightforward fact, such as dates and
locations, P2 believes you might veer into territory where you are making assumptions or
imputing your own beliefs about cultural import which is outside the purview of the librarian’s
job. She believes this is the case even where there is opportunity to provide more elaboration on
material that is culturally relevant to people who identify as members of the African American or
Black community:
P2: We’re really supposed to just stick with what the thing is, and that’s true regardless.
We have documentation about some place, we also have [artifacts that are from White
supremacist organizations]. And [these are] historically significant and potentially
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culturally important, but our goal is to describe what the thing is, and there’s not really a
whole lot of room for including feelings unless you’re really departing from the way that
we do metadata.
P2 admits it can be tempting to extrapolate in descriptive, free text, and keyword fields if,
for example, you believe something to be true based on the appearance of people in a photo (e.g.,
a family “looks” Black). However, she says it is important to balance that assumption with what
you know to be factually true. P2 previously stated her desire and the library’s effort to make
metadata more resonant. However, she tries to err on the side of being objective in her metadata
choices and sticking to the facts presented to her, especially in the context of content
descriptions, “just because too much information can get really tricky. I don’t know that that
necessarily qualifies as like overt interpretation, but I think it’s also easy to go down rabbit
holes.” I questioned P2 about what it means for metadata to reflect historical accuracy for her
collection. In answering the question, she said it is more the museum professional’s job to
interpret rather than the librarian, saying also:
P2: I think, just in general, we try not to insert anything we don’t know…if all you can
tell is that they are a bunch of people sitting in pews, it might be reasonable to say it’s
probably a church, but beyond that, you wouldn’t make an assumption that it’s a Baptist
church if you don’t know that. [I worked with someone] who was creating metadata and I
understand there’s lots of different ways in which you can talk about bias, but at least
from the standpoint of reading things into a record and implying more than what is there,
[there was someone who was] kind of like building whole stories around photographs
like they were describing what was in the image but then they would go off on tangents
like “we can assume by that angle of the weapons they’re holding that enemy troops
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might be on the other side of the hill where we can’t see them.” [To] purposely create
context around things. It was a little bit further than I would [have] preferred in terms of
just describing what was visible.
I asked P1, a White woman, if she ever feels she is conveying her own personal opinions
of African American history in creating metadata. She responded that she “certainly hope(s)
not”, and acknowledged that she was in a sense contradicting her earlier answers to questions:
P1: I try not to ever do that. I know this kind of conflicts with what I was saying before,
but I think those are dangerous waters, so I don’t, I just try to be as descriptive as
possible…the material was written at the turn of the century and referred to the abject
poverty among Black communities and racism against Blacks. [It was] so hideous…I
would probably just stay away from [bias and interpretation] and hopefully we’ll all learn
from it.
Even though she says she tries to steer clear from her opinions and what she called her
own “vices” by including metadata that conveys an opinion or value judgment on
racism/antiracism, she believes she can convey the collection’s important message of social
justice by having the arrangement and types of material available to create an excellent user
experience that draws people in. She discusses enriching the collection with more content in the
context of appealing to diverse users in particular:
P1: I am hoping that when the collections [are] put together that it’s interesting and
respectful and speaks [authentically]…you know with metadata they say just stick to the
facts, so it’s very hard to tap into that, that’s why I’m glad for [our African American
collection] that we have some video and audio because then [users] can hear the person
speak. So they may not know his name, but hopefully they can do a general search and
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find the video, so that’s our hope. I try to stick to the facts, just give all the facts I can. So
I [don’t] elaborate in a way that imputes my biases or beliefs ‘cause… [the collection is]
pretty descriptive itself, I don’t think you need anything else.
P3 expressed that same belief, that she has a strong personal connection to the Black
material she describes but tries to keep some of her own opinions limited insofar as the provision
of metadata is concerned. Although in her metadata she sticks to facts, when she works on
exhibits she says that is “my opportunity to bring in my own perspectives.”
Remaining Critical
The emergent theme of criticality often intersected with issues we discussed around
maintaining facts or imbuing interpretation. Some librarians believe that you can remain
“factual” but that you must also be critical in your presentation of those facts, in order to enrich
the collections and tell the story appropriately for the sake of researchers and other users. For
example, while she tries to stick to facts, P3 says she still tries to bring in her own critical
interpretation of the material for her researchers. She believes this can be done in a way that does
not break with the tenets of being an archivist and historian where you are taught to “stick to
facts”:
P3: Interpretation for me, it’s providing historical context and looking at…the
documents, and sort of pointing out…yeah what I’m seeing [and] what I’m not
seeing…asking questions…addressing issues that are really important to that particular
historical event. Yeah, it’s breaking down what’s involved in the history, helping it make
sense to researchers, getting them to think critically about the documents they’re
engaging with…it’s not something that I’m making up…When I’m interpreting, it’s
trying to make sense.
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P4 adds that when librarians in the U.S. describe something, especially when White
librarians describe something, they must remember that their assessment of the metadata and
ultimately the choices come from a default White colonist position. Therefore, and especially if
she is working on a collection about Black subjects that was created by White people (e.g., a
photographic collection) she provides a critical context (the context P3 referred to) that informs
researchers the collection was created through a White lens which ultimately shapes how that
aspect of African American history—and the African American subjects of the collections are
portrayed:
P4: Just by the nature of what we do, we are expressing our opinions about things.
[When] I write finding aids, I try not to make [them] a narrative about my opinion about
historical facts. But the things that you choose to…say or not say…necessarily expresses
your opinion about things...some of the historical periods that I write about…I don’t think
it is inappropriate [to] say, “The documents in this collection talk about this subject from
largely this perspective.” I guess I feel like that is kind of injecting my…opinions but I
think that that’s a helpful context to add to finding aides.
Being prompted to think further about conveying her own opinions beyond that point of
criticality, she said she tries to keep other biases at bay and focus on the imperative to make
things findable and usable by a wide audience:
P4: I feel like I try not to convey opinions to the extent possible…everyone has a bias
and when they're describing something that's going to come out. I guess my goal is
to...make things as discoverable as possible and…think about as many different kinds of
groups of researchers, or types of audiences as I can.
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Like P4, P10, who is also a White woman, tries to be critical of the Majority narrative she
was inculcated with growing up and as a library student while doing description, all the while
being mindful of trying not to make incorrect assumptions in the metadata she creates. She also
differentiates her position as a library professional from that of the researcher who is writing a
thesis or dissertation on African American history and life. I asked her if there was anything else
about her understanding of American history that plays a role in how she describes and organizes
the collection.
P10: Um, I guess knowing that a lot of the narratives I've internalized and a lot of the
narratives that are predominant… aren’t…So, I’d say [I’m] always kind of needing to…
catch myself when I’m assuming. I mean, in archival description it isn't like,
interpretation…it’s not as if I’m composing a thesis [or] writing an argument. But yeah,
I’ll say [it’s] made me more critical of the description I create.
Although P3 regards her approach to interpretation positively, she, like P4, is careful to
draw a professional line, wherein she does not pull her own opinions into a historical
conversation, saying that the conversation is to be had between and among her users, researchers,
and she as a librarian is not to be included in that conversation. In her view, she is a facilitator,
providing others, researchers, with a springboard so they may build their own opinions and
unique scholarship based on the information she provides, as the relatively more “objective”
library professional:
P3: So, my education is in history…but when I am working as [a librarian], I have to let
go of a little bit of that…when I’m creating an exhibit, I’m not writing a history paper or
dissertation. I’m not trying to build an argument or have a conversation with other
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historians. What I’m really doing is I’m interpreting it enough so that people have an
understanding of the history and that they have an interest in using the archival resources.
P9 also brought up the instance of researchers working on their theses. She spoke about
her affinity for facts, and her role as the facilitator for researchers, rather than the interpreter of
the information. She also emphasized going for opportunities to pick metadata that is less
judgment-based over metadata that perhaps conveys what she feels might be the librarian’s
assumption or over-interpretation:
P9: I…tend to be more of a fact-based, factual person. I feel that getting really involved
with each collection, that's the job of the researcher who's using the material to produce
whatever they're working on. My job is to make sure they are all able to find these
materials and incorporate them into their work. And hopefully I will do it in a way that
would not offend anybody…even if you can’t change the term that you don't want to use,
maybe there is another term that you can use instead, that's less judgment based…At first
our discussions were always based on how can we change these terms that are offensive
and then somebody said "well, just don't," if you can't change them, don't use them. Very
good point.
P6 had previously said he tries to stick to “facts” as he describes collections. However, he
believes that his point of view will inevitably color his interpretation of how to describe African
American collections (or any collection on U.S. history). He believes that the professional tenet
of objectivity within archival description and cataloguing is unrealistic and “unhelpful”:
P6: There is no writing that is unbiased…There was at one time a golden rule of
academic detachment and…impartiality that was seen as part of the historical discipline
that is…now looked upon as being naïve, if not unhelpful…in reality, anything that we
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write is an interpretation. But…you can work at a…an interpretation from many angles,
and that’s why you need to include multiple voices. But your own personal bias will be
there in how you…what facts you pay attention to and how you convey them.
because…well…a Euro-American person, writing about any other ethnicity of which I’m
not a part, I certainly have blinders and…a lot of data that I do not know, that I would…
hopefully not try to fill in the blanks. (laugh)
P7 also reported a fraught relationship with the tenet of objectivity in library description.
He tries to be as informative as possible, while adhering to the professional tenet of remaining as
objective as possible. The major concern he articulated is with providing information that is
untrue by making too many assumptions about the nature of the material, even if on its face it
seems suggestive of a certain message or a person’s orientation:
P7: [For one collection with a problematic, perhaps judgmental title of a certain illegal
act] I think we…we went back and forth. The [colleague] came and asked me: “how do I
approach this? Well, I would just assign like very general subject headings [that refer to
the act being described] …and let’s just leave it at that… [I’ve come across] political
sloganeering…and, you know, it’s hard to, without having a better contextual idea to say
that “this is related to a certain political party” or “this is about socialism,” or something
like that. So, I think… in those cases, I tend to err more on going broad and saying, “this
is about politics,” rather than trying to read between the lines.
P9, a White woman, tries to remain objective while acknowledging that imbuing our
presentation of information with our interpretation, and perhaps assumptions, is only human:
P9: Yeah, I mean, as I said [I] do my best not to [over-interpret. If] it's not specifically
said I would not interpret. I mean there's, you know like with the America [inaudible]
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example, it might mean there's things that are 80% true, but I will not add. That doesn't
mean it never happens, [I] just put in what is explicitly stated or what I can tell if I
actually watch it or listen to it.
She said that although it is not her job to convey her interpretation she likely does,
although she leaves most of the more interpretative work to archival curators. Her job, as she
sees it, is to provide sufficient metadata to the collection for pragmatic purposes:
P9: I probably do [convey my opinions in some sense] but I just try to assign enough
access points to make it findable on what I see in front of me. So when there is, when I
know this is the picture and…showing an African American composer, then I will say it's
an African American composer, but I don’t go beyond that. For that I feel the curators
will have to do a [inaudible] exhibit or something like that. You know…that's not my job.
Context
Often, participants invoked the word “context” to talk about the issues they face as they
try to situate their collections more meaningfully, or usefully, for their users. They talk about the
challenges they face as they try to balance fact, interpretation, and the antiracist views they
themselves harbor with their desire to do these collections justice in contextualizing events and
the people who are represented in collections about Black history and culture. Referring at times
to their experiences in school and on the job, which encouraged them to focus only on providing
factual information and less on the need to carefully read or study the content in order to make
determinations about what metadata to provide, the participants said that providing context for
the content can be a complicated, challenging task. In fact, they often expressed a great deal of
conflict over how much context to provide, what context should look like if they did provide it,
and if by providing context they might over-interpret the material.

174

To many participants, providing context in these collections necessarily involves some
level of intellectual interpretation, emotional interpretation, and the acknowledgement of the
materials’ historical and contemporary significance. Often, to the participants, contextual
information involves providing not only terms from nationally sanctioned controlled
vocabularies and including basic more straightforward metadata, but also both embellishing or
elaborating on metadata fields that accommodate free text and adding keywords. The degree to
which they felt comfortable providing contextualizing information varied among participants.
To many participants, providing context through embellishment of text in descriptive
fields involves familiarizing themselves with aspects of the African American history and life
that they are describing through additional research or conversations with people who are
cultural insiders. These conversations allow them to achieve resonance in that context and
ensures that they are describing people as they would want to be described. It also involves being
confident enough that what they are doing is not building context atop an assumption that cannot
be backed up with evidence. Rather, they draw upon information that enriches the collection for
users. Challenges and opportunities related to colleagues and their collaboration over African
American collections will be addressed in Chapter 8.
Comprehensiveness
Some of the participants believe that making metadata comprehensive for African
American collections is important. While many participants said they can give material context
in terms of “time and place” in history using minimal, factual metadata such as dates, actor
names, and locations, several participants try to be more comprehensive by:
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•

Leveraging free text in Scope and Context Note, and Biographical and Historical note
fields; enriching Title fields with more descriptive information; and embellishing the
Description field within Dublin Core with more contextual information;

•

Adding extra subject headings (LCSH);

•

Adding links to other collections in the metadata either through Notes fields or
description fields available; and

•

Adding extra keywords.
They said these methods of enriching context helps researchers get a better picture of

African American history and life and places one story in the context of a larger story of U.S.
history. Further, they believed that when a collection is linked to additional, related collections
via metadata fields, it helps place those collections in a historical context above and beyond what
simply can be accomplished by providing a place, time, and date.
Some participants argued that by being comprehensive (not just in terms of fields, but
what information is placed in the content of those fields), a relatable, rich human story has been
created and is ultimately more useful to researchers. However, some participants are loath to
make the metadata as rich as they might like—particularly in free text fields—for fear that they
might be imputing their assumptions about the material or that they may inadvertently provide
otherwise inaccurate information. Thus, fraught issues of context, bias, and interpretation found
their way back into discussions about comprehensiveness.
Basic Facts vs. More Information
P2 believes that basic facts, such as location, subject names, and date can place actors in
context in a way that is helpful to users:
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P2: I think that, generally speaking, historical materials especially images can be really
powerful and useful…so there’s enough context that somebody who’s looking for
information about the African American community [in a certain location], they’d be able
to search for more specific things [rather than] random pictures of people. I think just in
general, images in particular, but also historic materials, they’re all important to
somebody; it’s kinda like Ranganathan’s laws—there’s a book for every person and a
person for every book.
P3 thinks a certain degree of helpful context can be provided in metadata even when the
available facts one can record are “bare-bones”:
P3: [Users usually have a clear sense of what this collection is, why they might want to
take a look at what it includes] So, I think just very bare bones information [is sufficient],
I think we would be doing a good job if we have that. And yeah…just providing as much
context as we can. So, if we know the date or approximate date, include that. I think that
would be showing that we’re doing our best.
Although she acknowledges that context cannot always be conveyed through metadata
alone, P1 endeavors to provide more information, rather than less, in descriptive fields that allow
for free text in order to provide more context to the user. She said her approach sometimes
causes disagreement among colleagues (she did not delve into why this was the case) but that she
tends to stand her ground on this issue:
P1: I wouldn’t say it’s less. I would say it’s maybe more. Yeah I don’t think less at all. I
think maybe it’s just a little bit because the metadata is more specific, you know you have
the size, you have the date, you have this. So maybe it’s a little more regimented but I
think that the data is comparable in both because I always try—don’t want to leave off—I
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don’t want to leave metadata on the table. I want it in there. So if there’s something
that…if we have a situation where we have material both in an exhibition and in digital
collections then I’m gonna figure out a way to get it in there. It may be in the notes or
something but I think it’s important to be thorough in both areas.
Linking Collections
P3 also talked about investigating where and why links to African American history were
not previously made salient.
P3: I’ve come across some…. papers, like from like the [early 20th century], where the
person who processed that collection actually mentioned, “okay, there was a racial
incident that came up; you may want to look at this particular box and folder.” And that
was really helpful. Because if they hadn’t done that, I would have completely bypassed
that collection as being irrelevant to whatever research I’m doing. And I’m certain that
there are other places where that comes up. And sometimes we get approached by
researchers who say, “I had no idea that was there.” (laugh) Or “I had no idea that
particular topic was being discussed.” So, even outside of race, I think that there may be
more information in our collections that we could highlight, (inaudible) [for] researchers
to let them know that “You know, if you’re interested in this topic, this is where you can
find that information.” So I think we may have to…update some of these finding aides.
P9 also discussed creating context by linking different collections together, which she
believes benefits researchers who are seeking a bigger story or want to see how one story fits in a
larger story. She says that collections often become siloed due to how librarians are
professionalized not to think critically about the task of providing contextual information to
researchers:
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P9: In library schools they tend to look at individual collections. Once you work on 20 or
30 of them you recognize that they're not really so stand alone. And that they shouldn't be
because then you break the link between the material by or about a person, and another
collection may have material by or about that person. And if you can’t get across those
[barriers], then you hinder the information flow, you hinder researchers…making the
connection between one and the other. [It] used to be…[an] archivist specifically always
had the feeling that their collections were unique, they didn't need to be online, they
didn’t need to follow the standards because everything was just…now that there are
things like SNAC out there and…you really realize that maybe that letter is unique, but
there's another letter in somebody else's collection by that same person. You know, things
are not as stand-alone as they seem, [there] is a specific side of me that I try to put it into
that larger context…for better or for worse.
Pragmatic Challenges with Context
Participants were concerned with how contexts can change over time, about staying on
topic (P2), and getting to the heart of the collection without getting sidetracked with extra
information that may ultimately muddle the topic (P2, P7). P4 said librarians should pay
attention to how they use modifiers to describe actors whose contexts changed over time, in
order to tell the story accurately and in a way that honors those actors. She uses the example of
recording information about former slaves who themselves later became slaveholders, and
placing their story in the context of a complicated U.S. legal history:
P4: I think about [context] as providing understanding [for] the records that we
have…dates, connect relationships to other people, (inaudible) important relationships of
places, how those change over time…In this case, bringing in a little bit of context about
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the U.S. legal situation kind of explains why this is an African American person [has two
contradictory legal titles]. But it’s a lot more complex than that…just bringing in some of
that historical context [helps]…and I think this is relevant to a lot of different
collections—but trying to determine…like, how someone identified themselves. So, kind
of trying to…I guess, add description. I guess characterizing people how they would have
characterized themselves.
Erroneous Contextual Information
P9 said that although she may be tempted to provide more information about an object to
enrich it, she is careful to check her assumptions that may veer her toward providing inaccurate
information about material. This concern may compromise how much contextual metadata she
includes.
P9: Yeah, what differs might be the depths of the description. I try to do no harm. At
times it might result in maybe less than more…unless something is dated somewhere or
you know, somebody says so…We all infer to some level, but I try to make a conscious
effort to keep that...to a minimum. Even to the extent we [might have a photo of a]
woman with two children and [inaudible] I label it as mother and child and I'm like, well,
we don’t really know that...it might be the big sister for all we know…[all] we know it's a
woman with two kids. Maybe I’m going a little overboard. And when later if somebody
identifies…it’s Mrs. so and so, those were her daughters. Fine. We'll add that.
P2 claims that too much context can be dangerous, even when talking about something
that may be culturally significant to Black history. She says:
P2: It’s also easy to kind of get out of the scope if you want to start applying context to
lots of individual items if there isn’t an explicit reason to apply the context. Where do
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you draw the line around surrounding events?…Say if I have a picture of let’s say Bob
Smith and his whole family, his kids and…if we know that he was the first African
American person to graduate from some place…we should maybe include that in a
note…so that it’s in the record where people can see it but it’s not necessarily important
to the context of the image which is a family group. So that’s where it starts getting
sticky, and then if you are going to talk about it in more historical context, about like civil
rights or various environmental factors or whatever, especially if they are related to the
fact that he was the first to graduate, 30 years before that photograph was taken, now
suddenly you are expanding the scope and trying to provide a lot of context for this image
which is a family group…that’s where it’s hard to know exactly where to draw the line.
Institutional Image
Contradicting P3, who said that it is sometimes necessary to include unsavory
information in a collection that reveals negative aspects of her university’s history, P2 was
concerned that, if she provides context that users find detracting or even offensive, and/or if the
information is polarizing, then it will reflect negatively on her institution:
P2: Honestly, it’s hard to say whether [context] has a huge effect or not…[but] if we’re
gonna start providing information where we’re claiming that we know things about
materials or about the people in the images that we don’t actually know, then that gets
potentially sticky. Now whether that has an actual effect? I’m probably just being a little
obsessive, but my goal is to try and stay on the side of caution in terms of making
statements about what we know about materials.
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P2 adds that if she is uncertain how certain African American material will relate to a
larger, more mainstream historical significance (e.g., the civil rights movement), she might veer
away from providing additional contextual information for that collection.
Context and Time
The practice of using time as a tool to create context was brought up by several
participants at different parts of the interviews, in order to situate an individual or group within a
greater cultural moment or to show their evolution as people. For example, P1 said a key to
providing context is to arrange content according to the date on each item in the collection. In
this way, she creates a narrative effect for the collection that helps users better understand the
subject’s story. For example, for significant figures in African American history, a narrative
effect can convey the evolution of their upbringing and character that provided the confidence
for such a person to speak on behalf of members of the African American or Black community. I
asked how she decides to put emphasis on a particular field to “get it right.”
P1: I visit a lot of collections, to get maybe ideas and thoughts for things we could add…
I’m always looking for the date…how did that fit into history, what’s the data…where
this happened…like an exploration on my part [and it] kind of generates what I feel like
is most important here…what I like to do is sort them by date, especially because I think
if you just have some random materials, which is the case with these collections, I think
it’s important to see, ok, this is where they started out, and this is how they progressed
through their lives, so I think dates are more important than the title.
P4 also talked about using the concept of time in metadata to provide a context of
accountability. Because she believes “facts,” or what are deemed to be “relevant facts,” may shift
over time depending on what cultural group is interpreting the history, P4 believes that Majority
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librarianship should revisit how they establish provenance (the origins of legitimacy). She
believes it is the archivist’s or librarian’s responsibility to account for their interpretation of
history in a certain time and place, and to do this transparently in an institutional, public-facing
record. In this way she suggests using time as an accountability mechanism:
P4: In terms of thinking about ways that I think standards could be more correct,
or…doing a better job at representing different types of relationships…not just the
hierarchical relationship that comes from the collection creator type of provenance…but I
think it would make more sense to…represent records over time. Because archivists and
curators and universities change how collections are seen, and how we put them together,
take them apart, and…I think having standards that did a better job.
Humanity and Fallibility
Black subjects in the Majority record of history, especially at PWIs, are often described
in a depersonalized fashion or one-dimensionally, and in ways that diminish their agency as
individuals, according to the American Folklife Center at Library of Congress (2021). Several
subjects talked about situating events, groups, and people in their collections in a more
humanizing context that honors who these people are as contemporary figures and who they
were as historical figures. For example, P1, a White woman, and P3, a Black woman, both work
on collections that highlight issues of social justice affecting members of the Black community
and feel a commitment to showcasing the dimensions of African American figures highlighted in
the collections. P3, especially, is mindful of both humanizing her subjects and her professional
duty to make information findable and usable, believing that these two focuses can make the
collection the most useful:
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P3: I try to steer away from interpreting too much, but I think something that I do instead
is…bring out the human aspect of these collections. I want people to get a sense of who
these people are and perhaps they can find some connection to them and really care about
who they are as individuals as a way of interesting [them] in using the collections, if that
makes sense…A lot of the histories will speak about the student protestors as a collective.
And I’m just like, “Well, who were they? Can we get a sense of their backgrounds, their
interests, their fears? What were they up to? Can we learn a little bit more about them as
people? So, I think when we develop the biographical notes, I try to bring out as much
information about them as possible. I don’t know if that’s a form of interpretation.
She said that balancing “facts” and “interpretation” is not easy and expressed feeling
conflicted. In particular, she says it can be a challenge as she describes the more odious aspects
of history, and she cannot in those cases remain completely “detached.”
P3, a black woman, also said the issue and conflict around imputing one’s bias, especially
around race and racially charged issues, comes into play when creating metadata for collections
about White subjects who held racist views. She has worked on historical collections that
featured White subjects who held views that she believes were racist. She was careful, however,
to check her biases and keep in mind the fallibility of her subjects, who were the product of their
time, and tries to contextualize these people within a time that condoned more visible forms of
racism. In addition, she believes that building a context around the fraught reality of a situation is
difficult. She said she attempts to be objective per mandates of the profession but acknowledges
that inevitably her humanity and personal interest in the subject matter play a role in her
decisions and that her decisions veer toward contextualizing material in the larger landscape of
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systemic racism. She tries to base the metadata she provides on the facts of a situation presented
to her in the words of her donor population, so as not to erase the experiences of Black people.
How to Address Race: Conflicts and Dilemmas
As mentioned in Chapter 5, the process of developing the final codebook for this study
was iterative. It involved merging codes, deleting codes, and during analysis, breaking down
codes to make them more specific. One code I used frequently throughout the iterations was
what I called “race in metadata.” Because I was talking to participants about African American
materials—materials authored or created by African Americans and/or material that focused on
African American subjects or the African American experience—I knew descriptions would
entail the use of racial metadata. I also entered the coding process knowing that many
minoritized groups and White allies in libraries believe that Majority metadata vocabularies and
standards have failed cultural minorities in terms of cultural relevance and the use of respectful
terminology. I knew that I wanted to understand how and why participants used certain racial
terms in metadata and when they would perhaps opt out of doing so.
Interestingly, many unanticipated topics and themes related to the use of racial metadata
emerged during the final phases of coding and during the analysis of those quotations I had
coded “race in metadata.” Consequently, when looking at participant quotations I had coded as
such, and when I looked at the instances where it co-occurred with other codes, I grouped the
quotations under these emergent topics.
•

Whether or not to use certain racist terminology in the record when the material uses it;
specifically, the use of “negro” and the n-word came up several times unprompted by me.
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•

Whether or not to address the race of subjects referenced in cultural heritage material, the
race of authors, or the creators of cultural heritage material when subjects are identifiable
as White/of White European descent or when they are identifiable as Black.

•

Whether or not to honor the agency of the subjects and groups described in material by
using the terms they used to describe themselves.

•

Whether or not to maintain the integrity of the materials by using the words the creator or
time period would have used in order not to disrupt the original order of material even if
those words are offensive today.

•

Whether or not to draw upon analogs in LGBTQIA metadata to point to problems in
racial metadata
Discussion and debate continue among scholars who employ critical Whiteness studies

and critical race theory (CRT) and scholars in fields otherwise associated with CRT concerning
the use of marked or unmarked language. “Marking” actors or groups of actors refers to the use
of racial descriptors whereas leaving them unmarked means not using a racial label when talking
or writing about them. Antiracist librarians, as well as Black philosophers and linguists, argue
that historically the White race is regarded as the incidental, “default” race in the U.S. Therefore,
actors who are White are often not named outright as “White” actors in verbal and written
descriptions because Whiteness is not deemed a notable or significant detail to convey to the
listener or reader. Conversely, non-White races are cast as “others” existing in opposition to
Whiteness—the dominant race. Thus, non-White actors are “marked” with their racial identity
(or sometimes, an identity thrust upon them) in social and political discourses (i.e., their race is
used to modify a title or otherwise used in a description). This “marking” can be done as a means
of recognition and respect for a group of individuals (e.g., signifying a group of people as a
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league of leading Black actors and film directors) or for a single individual (e.g., Kamala Harris
being named the first woman VP of Black and South-Asian descent in personal discussions,
news outlets, in social media, etc.).
However, the use of racial modifiers to specify race is a complex issue fraught with
conflict. Some BIPOC individuals decry as offensive the ways in which modifiers are used (e.g.,
how race is talked about in the news or when a Black actor is named the “Black Seth Rogan”
(Dunn, 2016), or named in opposition or in comparison to a White actor rather than as an
individual being evaluated on his own merits and talent). The decision to mark or not mark
creators or subjects often depends on whether the creators or subjects are White or non-White.
This dilemma has influenced how cataloguing and classification standards have been devised as
well as the problems thrust upon these librarians as they attempt to decide whether to use racial
descriptors at all.
Optics, Pragmatics, and Anxiety Around Racial Descriptors
Both Black and White participants expressed anxiety regarding the uses of racial
terminology. For example, they questioned whether it was the “right” thing to point out the race
of a creator or focal subject within a metadata record by using a racial descriptor. Several
participants also pointed to the built-in logical faults relating to racial description within
vocabularies, faults that are a consequence of the vocabularies having been written through a
White, Anglo, and Christian lens. Several participants said that if you do not use a racial
descriptor from the Library of Congress or otherwise refer to race in the metadata, then people
cannot find what they need, especially if they are seeking out material expressly related to
minoritized groups such as African Americans. P3, a black woman librarian, talked about putting
race in the description about an object or collection even if the creator did not expressly identify
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it as an African American [artist, playwright, etc.). She believes her decision to include race
simply makes it easier for users to find the materials:
P3: Yeah, I think the description should…include some of the key elements that
represents the collection, and if there’s an African American individual involved…[but]
maybe it’s not really important to that individual or to their career. But if there’s some
information that helps a researcher know the person’s race, that’s helpful…even if it’s in
the subject headings…because I think having really good relationships with researchers is
important because they’re in deep, they’re doing deep dives into some of these
collections that we…may not be doing. And sometimes they come across things where
I’m like, “I had no idea that was there.” (laugh)
Participants described finding respectful or sensible ways to provide racial metadata in
the confines of what they consider what is perhaps racist or otherwise inappropriate
terminology.
P7: One principle that I did learn very early [in my career]…that one approach is…if
you’re adding a heading, like a subject heading, that’s…qualified by some sort of ethnic,
racial, gender…term or qualifier…that you should add the non-qualified heading
too…because in certain systems, if you don’t do that, then people looking for the…just
for the unqualified term will…not see all of the [material related to a racially minoritized
group]. If you’re looking for scientists, then, if you don’t have women scientists, or
African American women scientists, then you might not find those people… [you are]
reducing access.
P7 explained that existing standards of practice are limiting especially as they relate to
describing culturally marginalized individuals, who he said very often took (and still take) on
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many roles in addition to their “primary” or most recognizable role. The onus then falls on the
librarian to choose the most notable role, for example, for a prominent African American
individual or group, something that necessitates the librarian doing extra research into that
person or group to make that determination.
P7: And I think…some things that I still find challenging is that we’re sort of instructed
to limit the number of headings and that can be difficult when you’re working with…a
multi hyphenate individuals [who are activists, and artists, as well as other kinds of
professionals]…it can be hard to be consistent when you’re applying
[headings]…There’s biographical instructions…from Library of Congress that basically
says some of the principles that I’ve kind of said, but it says “enter a heading…If it’s
biographical material, enter a heading for occupation. I think this probably affects
marginalized groups more, like, they might have a lot of occupations, so then that leads to
the question of, “which occupation is the relevant one?” …I still don’t have a really good
answer for this.
Several other participants voiced feeling “plagued” and anxious by making decisions
about whether to include race in African American collection material. P5, a Black woman
librarian, is left feeling uncertain even when she decides to put race or a racial modifier into a
record, especially when that modifier could be interpreted as offensive or outdated by Black
users:
P5: I think of [other] people [such as users]–like, this often plagues me. Like, I’m
cataloging, and I’m like, “should I use that term?” And I just imagine, like, me, I’m
typically pretty…militant when it comes to things like that. Like, “why would you use
such an offensive term? How dare you other us?” (laugh)
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P9 is a White woman librarian who says she feels “haunted” by decisions of whether to
include modifiers:
P9: One thing that I debate and maybe I should at some point just ask somebody anybody
who’s African American is preferable, to label something as African American X or keep
it separate, well, if a person is African American and is also an actor, is that a person to
be labeled only as an African American or an actor?
Use of “Negro” and N-word
The term “negro” has a troubled history. In the US, political and social leaders of the
White majority sanctioned certain terms—including negro—for Black Americans who, from the
country’s inception, were not given the agency to decide on the “marked” terms they would use
to describe themselves. The word negro has in recent decades fallen out of favor within the
Black community, and many of the White majority now honor the belief of many that this term is
outmoded and may be considered offensive. Per Slate and the Ferris State University Jim Crow
Museum and Archive:
[Negro] started its decline in 1966 and was totally uncouth by the mid-1980s. The turning
point came when Stokely Carmichael coined the phrase black power at a 1966 rally in
Mississippi. Until then, Negro was how most black Americans described themselves. But
in Carmichael's speeches and in his landmark 1967 book, Black Power: The Politics of
Liberation in America, he persuasively argued that the term implied black inferiority.
Among black activists, Negro soon became shorthand for a member of the establishment.
Prominent black publications like Ebony switched from Negro to black at the end of the
decade, and the masses soon followed. According to a 1968 Newsweek poll, more than
two-thirds of black Americans still preferred Negro, but black had become the majority
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preference by 1974. Both the Associated Press and the New York Times abandoned Negro
the 1970s, and by the mid-1980s, even the most hidebound institutions, like the U.S.
Supreme Court, had largely stopped using Negro (2010).
I did not explicitly ask what my participants do when they are confronted by historically
racist material or material that employs what some today consider to be racist terminology, but
nevertheless several brought up predicaments they had faced in their careers related to this
problem. They talked about the anxiety and uncertainty they felt when having to make the
decision and whether to include or eliminate a racist or otherwise problematic term. They also
talk about difficult circumstances related to including racist terms that have not necessarily
occurred but may occur in the future, and what they might do in those situations, and why.
The challenge of maintaining, avoiding, or eliminating racist terminology from records
was an emergent topic in the data, with several participants citing specific examples they have
dealt with in the past. Every participant said they felt conflicted, and that using or eliminating
racist terms is extremely challenging as people and as professional librarians or archivists. They
often cited feeling remiss, regret, or uncertainty—or an overall lack of confidence—after
deciding to keep or remove a term, wondering if what they did was apt or appropriate, or if any
decision can ever be universally “right,” as different individuals interacting with the material
may react differently to these terms.
Specifically, several participants brought up that they had dealt with material that had
“negro” or the n-word in the title or textual content. Some dealt with these challenges themselves
in their own work situations, while others mentioned that professional colleagues had relayed
their own professional struggle to the participant. They offered several reasons why they made
the choice to keep or remove such terminology. They seemed to believe the boundaries are

191

negotiable, but the choices are still difficult. Some of the questions they asked themselves were:
When is a term outmoded as opposed to racist? When is a term unacceptable? When is it
acceptable or arguably necessary to maintain a term? And why? Participants said they had dealt
with using the word “negro” in LCSH (as a topic, or within a corporate name), in a folder name
or title in the archives, in content descriptions they inherited from previous librarians, and as
object creators in archival finding aids.
The circumstances in which participants would use or not use “negro” differed according
to an intersection of personal sensibilities, the genre of content they were dealing with, and
where the word appeared in the content. If they used the word “negro,” their focus was
maintaining the integrity of the content and historical accuracy. For example, P6, a White male
participant, maintained it is sometimes important to keep the term “negro” if he is confronted
with it as a “corporate” (institutional) name but not, necessarily, as a topical term. Therefore, he
keeps “negro” if it is integral to the content in some way and if changing it would disrupt the
user’s experience.
P6: But there are, you know, good academic reasons to keep those terms [such as
“negro”] somewhere in the metadata for these collections. And to doing it in a sensitive
way, which to me, is not…not the wiping clean of past history…If [someone] has files
from working with the United Negro College Fund, I’m not going to say it’s the…United
Black College Fund, because “Black” is more acceptable term now. No, that’s a
corporate name. you know? I don’t want to hide the fact that…there may be outdated
terminology because you’re studying a person from the past.
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Another example of the complexities around the use of “negro” is when the term appears
as a topic of a document or set of documents. P2, a White woman librarian, said she tries to
negotiate between maintaining the integrity of the material, and not causing offense to users:
P2: We did have some issues with [materials] where the titles were something like “negro
[child]” ...We wanted to reflect the materials appropriately, but we also didn’t want to
propagate things that were inappropriate. I think what we decided was that as much as
possible in the metadata we would use more appropriate language for current modern
times, but we wouldn’t necessarily [eliminate something essential].
Reflecting the thoughts of P6, who does not want to disrupt historical integrity of
materials by eliminating the word “negro,” P3, a black woman librarian, would be concerned
about changing “negro” to something else, if “negro” would be the term someone would use to
search for something. However, she feels a great deal of inner conflict around the decision to
keep or eliminate “negro” from extant collection descriptions she inherited from other librarians,
especially as she considers the feelings of her users. To satisfy this conflict, she has in the past
retained the “negro” label for a collection—but also has taken the time to explain to users that
the word represents the time in which it was created, and not necessarily her or other
contemporary librarians.
In a similar vein, P4, a White woman librarian, says she considers where the term comes
from. If it is a topical or folder descriptor that likely was ascribed by an archivist or librarian in
her institution in the past, she would be more likely to remove it. If it was integral in some way
to the content of the material itself, she would likely keep it. However, she was careful to say
that she does not want to completely remove the race from the material. This was reminiscent of
P3 saying that material relating to African American women is often submerged in archives
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because descriptors are absent for that material as relevant to the experiences of history of
African American women:
P4: The thing is we don’t want to just take out [a racial] description, because we’re
making like that person is invisible or we’re making the material that was described there
kind of invisible, so we do want to replace it with an appropriate term.
P5, a Black woman librarian, said that her institution links antiquated terms to more
acceptable terms in their library system, so a user can use either the antiquated or the acceptable
term for search, but acknowledges this resource is not available at every library:
P5: You won't, you know…a user can if they used, you know, outdated terminology, like
using the term “negro” instead of African American, they could find the resources they
wanted to, but that is not the term you would find in the records themselves. There are a
lot of institutions that don't do that, for lack of funding or maybe lack of knowledge. I
don't know.
P10 and P6, two White librarians, offered different perspectives on using the n-word. P10
dealt with this dilemma in her own work. At the time, she harbored serious concerns about the
impact the n-word would have on her users but emphasized that it is her professional duty as a
librarian to honor the integrity of the collection and the intent of the Black creator of the
particular document. Therefore, she took pains to disassociate herself, as a White woman, and
instead focused on the needs of members of the Black community in her description:
P10: As a White [professional]…I do feel really uncomfortable sometimes when there
are titles or descriptions…described by the creators…with racial epithets, like the n-word
and others…that have violent histories attached to them and…I don't want people to find
this [word] in a search…I don't want people to be searching this word.
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So, what did you do? I asked.
P10: Well, so I sort of did some research on perspectives from Black creators as well as
Black archivists about using historical language or like language like this. One thing
coming from outside of the library and archival profession…is the August Wilson
Society that includes a lot of educators who teach August Wilson's plays…if you're
familiar with August Wilson's plays [you know] there are certain plays of his that use the
n-word a lot in the dialogue. And people who knew him…Black scholars [who] have
written a lot on the subject of [how to teach his plays] …[they] believe really strongly
that in his plays that word is that word, and they [should] not censor it out. Even if they're
not a Black student, and they need to be taught the difference between this being in the
context of reading this artist’s work and the context of it outside of [the play]. And so,
that made me think like I don't want to prioritize…I don't want to cause harm, but I also
don't want to prioritize my Whiteness and my discomfort around that word. [emphasis
mine] So I opted to keep that as the title…that was like one really specific instance where
my values as a person and as an archivist, as a responsible archivist were…yeah, it was
complicated. I still don't feel comfortable, but I feel like it's the right choice.
P6 differed from P10 in that he would change the n-word, he says, to mitigate harm:
P6: This was [the] example I was working with. Lantern slides online, and the title of the
lantern slide was “Poor Little [n-word].” Do you use that as the title of the slide? I’m with
the participants who say you don’t necessarily have to use the published title as the title
of your entry for an item. You can use a descriptive term, saying, “Child with
Watermelon,” or even, “Black Child with Watermelon.” But I’m not into erasing
antiquated terminology…Do we have a right to impose our standards today and make
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history look different than it was, just because we’re embarrassed by it? And I think there
are a lot of things in history we need to be embarrassed by, and let’s not just get over
them easily by calling them something else. That would be “missing the mark.”
Other Ways Librarians May “Miss the Mark”
In the previous sections, the participants brought up concepts or qualities in metadata that
are often debated and highly subjective, as to whether a certain action in metadata is considered
“good” or “bad” for a collection. Often, in talking about contested qualities, librarians brought up
what to them is “bad” metadata practice, and several examples of the things they view as bad
practice were addressed above. I wanted to know more about this idea of “missing the mark” and
what it looks like in African American collections; that is, what does it mean to these librarians
for someone to describe African American history and culture poorly? Therefore, I outright
asked this question of them—what does it mean to miss the mark in African American
collections? To these librarians, “missing the mark” was equated with perpetuating
misinformation in a record or using racial metadata in ways that are disrespectful or inaccurate
according to members of the Black or African American community. “Missing the mark” was
also equated with the “lumping together” of diverse histories in collections in ways that are
neither useful nor meaningful. Participants also criticized the misplacement or misuse of racial
descriptors in records, which they often equated with a lack of criticality on the part of librarians.
Participants also brought up how cultural ignorance and the culture of intolerance against Blacks
in the U.S. likely shapes “bad” metadata practice for these collections.
Sometimes, an act that was construed as wrong by one librarian (i.e., providing richer
interpretation or context, or eliminating an offensive word from a record) was not characterized
as “bad” or “missing the mark” by another librarian. Some participants admitted to “missing the
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mark” when in the past they had misused metadata to describe cultural groups in ways that were
not appropriate or correct. P2 brought up several examples of “missing the mark.” She said that
too much subjectivity in the description, providing context that is based on assumption, or being
stereotypical in your description of an African American subject misses the mark, as is
perpetuating general misinformation in the metadata.
P2: I think most of it comes down to title and description. So, I think anything that is
overly subjective...or stereotypical…would always be a problem…or if you’re making
assumptions or you’re adding more context than necessary…or you’re purposely omitting
information like relevant historical context…for example, if it was civil rights protest and
you just described the images as a bunch of people sitting at a lunch counter.
P1 also talked about misinformation:
P1: As I mentioned, we missed the mark on one or two pieces of metadata so we were
relieved to fix that, so I think it’s not malice, it’s just ignorance, we do the best we can
and if we really miss the mark badly, then I think we have to take a step back and kind of
look at how did this happen?…What can we do to make that better?…All within time
crunches, ya know…I have no staff but you know you want to get that right.
P3, a black woman, said the act of leaving out racial metadata is another form of “missing
the mark.” She said perhaps White librarians are overly concerned with offending users by
pointing out someone’s race and/or they have not been compelled in the past to think about how
the absence of racial metadata can negatively affect a Black collection. She said when
conversations about race and metadata happen among her own majority White colleagues, they
then developed a better understanding about how using race in metadata can leverage a
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collection’s usefulness, and how it also honors the Black community of users and subjects of
collections.
A failure to provide racial metadata at all—or providing it in inaccurate ways that
mischaracterize material—was regarded by some participants as another case of “missing the
mark.” They believe the failure to use racial metadata appropriately results in material not being
findable, useful, or respectful to African American users and subjects. However, P7 said there
are perils in discussing African American history and culture in particular, wherein a librarian
could “miss the mark” and cause offense through their relatively inexpert use of racial or ethnic
descriptors. He had also throughout the interviews expressed feeling conflicted in doing this
himself.
P4, a White woman, and P5, a Black woman, talked about how collections about
minoritized history and culture are often organized and described poorly at PWI libraries due to
what they implied is a monolithic, imperial view of minoritized cultures in the U.S. Both
participants talked about how they have seen bad folder label names and other descriptors that
“lump” Black material together in ways that do not tell the user what aspects of Black history are
represented and available in that grouping. For instance, P4 talked about having seen material in
a library lumped into single groups which were given vague names like “Minorities” and
“Africa”. P5 also took issue with how material related to Black history and culture is often
“lumped” into massive categories using generalizing terms, providing an example from
cataloguing to illustrate her point:
P5: Missing the mark is when…(pause) on the one hand…there’s…omissions and
misspellings. But missing the mark is also when…there’s something really specific
that…actually resonates to a great deal with…a lot of the culture or a lot of researchers,
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and the cataloger just gives it the most basic, standard thing, like, “African Americans,
history.” Instead of, you know, “Sundown Town,” or something like that. (laugh)
Like…it’s…when you just take something…but you don’t call it what it is. I think that
does a disservice to the users, and it does a disservice to…cultural heritage in general.
Because it’s not getting lumped in with everything else that’s about that particular topic.
Does that make sense?
LCSH Falling Short
In the early 1980s, White librarians such as Sanford Berman initiated high-profile
conversations among librarians and archivists about the (lack of) fitness of Library of Congress
terminology, deeming it Anglo-centric, marginalizing, and by calling out particular terms as
racist (Knowlton, 2005). These conversations have accelerated in recent years among many
BIPOC librarians and White allies who want to work toward a unified vocabulary that is
antiracist and more culturally relevant to minoritized groups, and toward alternative vocabularies
tailored to the needs of specific cultural groups who wish to use them, even if the fields and
values chosen are idiosyncratic and not necessarily machine-consumable and highly
standardized in the vision of the Majority/via normative beliefs.
Description today is thus acknowledged to be a fraught endeavor when viewed by
scholars and practitioners through a critical race lens (Adler, 2017).We acknowledged in
previous chapters that many scholars and practitioners deem the current predominant
vocabularies unfit for descriptions of culturally marginalized collections because these
vocabularies and accompanying classification systems were created mostly by White males, who
applied their own interpretations of what terms are appropriate for cultural heritage collections.
Their vocabularies matched their idea of a very circumscribed and specific universe of

199

knowledge worthy of description; that is, the nature and scope of the material that librarians and
archivists “should” be describing. This Anglo-centric view was inappropriate, or in some cases
racist, when used to shape collections of marginalized materials (Adler, 2017; Adler & Harper
2018).
Even though many librarians have criticized Majority vocabularies as unfit, those
vocabularies—such as some sanctioned by the LoC—are still required for use in many libraries
today. Several participants—P1, P3, P4, P5, P7, P9, and P10—discussed at different points of the
interviews their belief that Majority metadata standards and standard of practices, such as
establishing archival provenance, are racist. They also argued that terms in dominant
vocabularies and encoding schemes—such as LCSH and MARC—were defined through a White
colonial lens and therefore may fail to capture minoritized experiences in a way that is useful or
makes sense.
Two librarians, P5, a Black librarian, and P10, a White librarian, referred to the work of
Sanford Berman, who in the 1980s endeavored to make terms in LCSH more racially just. Some
participants, such as P4 and P5, actively work in collaboration with other librarians to make
terms more appropriate and resonant for African Americans and other minoritized groups. P5
brought up several times injustices related to LCSH and the agency of Black people in describing
themselves and their culture in the way they deem fit. In their criticism of anti-Black racism in
metadata, participants often drew on analogs with other marginalized communities that also
suffer from a lack of resonant descriptors. Some participants believe they “missed the mark” in
their own work with minoritized collections due to LCSH being deficient as well as a pressure
from leadership to simply “get the work done” (this issue of expediency will be discussed in
more depth in Chapter 8).
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P7 believes that prevailing cataloging standards such as MARC and vocabularies such as
LCSH may accommodate for diverse values, but that librarians may miss the mark in deploying
them:
P7: Like, in MARC right now, they’ve kind of defined these fields for creator and
audience characteristics. And they’re a bit controversial, but there’s this idea that it would
help people kinda filter and find resources for specific demographic groups. And so,
that’s not something we’re really deploying, at least in the way that it’s being deployed in
MARC, right now. But that could be another, an alternate way, that we could potentially
go back and add access, as well. And we did…since I’ve worked on these collections, it
was more for art resources. Or the context was, we’re starting to put in more and more
digitized art resources. And their culture is a field that’s often—or a descriptive field
that’s often—invoked. And so that could be one potential...I mean, we probably wanna
have a discussion about…[the] choice of vocabulary terms, because it gets very
subjective, outside of the art world, where that’s very standard that something’s
American or whatever. It’s often a more historical category, but when we’re talking about
20th-century America, I could see that…implementing that could potentially backfire if
it’s not done correctly. Like, you could do something with good intentions but it…and it
ends up being sort of like offensive or inaccurate if you don’t really think it through
correctly.
In discussing issues relevant to African American collections, P7 and P9 brought up
analogous problems for Native American collections, something that they had had experience
dealing with, and how they saw things moving toward remediation. P9 recalled being troubled by
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a past event in which she felt forced into using LCSH for Native American collections even
though she felt the vocabulary unfit.
P9: I reached out [to a collaborator] and said well what terminology, and she said well
that depends who you're talking to. Well, that's not helpful. That means no matter what I
use I'm going to offend somebody, and then she gave me contact information of a group
of catalogers focusing on the type of material and being members of various groups. And
at that time they said well, we don't like LCSH but it's the only game in town and if you
want to have it searchable, that's what you're going to have to use...But you know fast
forward now, it's 10 years later…and there are actually you know some institutions
mostly in Canada unfortunately who do maintain their own vocabulary and those are
some institutions where I hope that they're not going to go away tomorrow. So we are
moving this collection from…once again from an old system to the new system with the
chance now to rethink it. Because you asked about going back. So now that we have
other institutions out there we can, I feel we should go back and investigate, and see if
there's maybe a better option out there. Now then what was back then. I feel bad then that
I did what I had to do. I will never feel good about it. [emphasis mine]
Issues related to cultural insidership as well as literacy was referenced by several
participants in criticizing LCSH. White participants who identify as queer or gay—P4, P7, and
P10—drew on their own positionality as queer-identified individuals who believe that terms to
describe queer people and movements in Majority standards are deficient, when they criticized
the ways in which metadata related to African American history and culture might also miss the
mark in terms the available terms being ineffective, inaccurate, or wrongly deployed. P7
specifically brought up the issue of Gertrude Stein and some librarians wanting to name her as
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“trans”. Another librarian, P5, brought up how terms related to drag and crossdressing are
sometimes inaccurately deployed in records by librarians.
Contemporary Judgment and the Temporal and Agential Integrity of Documents
A theme repeatedly emerged in the data. Although it was discussed in several of the
sections above, it is worth emphasizing here. This theme returned time and time again: many
participants did not want to rewrite or revise history or oppress a cultural group through an
uncritical use of metadata. They said their desire not to lend support to the oppression of groups
or to revise history came both from their professionalization as librarians as well as their
personal desire to remain respectful to African Americans and do their best to accurately reflect
their history, culture, and life. The need to adhere to the professional tenet not to rewrite history
while at the same time trying to remain mindful about how descriptors may affect African
American people’s feelings at times created tension for these professionals as they endeavored to
describe collections about African Americans.
Temporal Integrity
This theme—what I call integrity of documents/documentation—emerged in several
ways throughout the interviews, especially when participants talked about issues of race in
metadata. Although participants articulated not wanting to cause harm in their descriptions, they
were critical of librarians who cast contemporary value judgments on material, who let their
thoughts about what is appropriate or “right” today contaminate integral representations of
historical material related to African Americans. In my analysis I referred to these concerns as
the maintenance of temporal integrity, or a desire to contextualize something in terms of its time
of creation.
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P3 used her research skills to increase her own literacy in an area of Black protest she
was describing in order to revise metadata according to the terms the agents of the time would
have used. This involved changing a passive term into a more active term, thus representing the
fervent action these subjects had taken in the event. Likewise, P4 is a White woman who is
actively involved in Black social justice movements and talked throughout our interviews about
her own efforts in librarianship to make metadata more just. She echoed P5’s sentiment:
P4: I don’t know if I feel totally qualified to…answer this, but [in regard to missing the
mark] I guess some things that I could think of would be uncritically reusing
terminology…You know, terminology from a certain time period. I think, also, kind of
uncritically applying contemporary like, kind of the reverse, also. So, like, uncritically
applying contemporary language to historical materials.
P3, P4, and P7 all have inherited materials that have been previously described by
librarians who used value judgments to ill effect, showing perhaps a lack of criticality in their
organizational schemes. At other times (P3) they simply used terms of the time that we do not
use today because they have been deemed offensive. P3 agrees with other participants in that she
should not apply a contemporary lens and potentially alter historical objects in the collection.
She believes, by maintaining antiquated terminology applied at an earlier time, she is enabling
users to better see the course of racial and social history stemming from those events. In other
words, it supports an honest institutional record.
P3: We have a folder that [is labeled “Black”] and another labeled [“Negro”]. So, you can
see how the language has evolved over time. And yeah, sometimes it’s…it can be
difficult to see…But it exists, and I think it’s reflective of the time period, and I don’t
think I’m in a position to change some of that terminology. I haven’t figured out how to
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sort of reconcile with that. I know that that’s something that, going forward, that could
be…even more of a challenge for researchers, to see that.
P6 is also active in Black social justice movements inside and outside librarianship, and
also expressed conflict around the issue of historical integrity when it came to being hurtful to a
minoritized group. He does, as expressed in a previous section, maintain integrity of corporate
names and terms outside of the n-word, but draws the line at terms such as the “n-word” because
he finds it too harmful and odious, and does not for that reason believe it is necessary to include
at any cost. P10, a White woman, echoed P6 by saying that the words used may be hurtful but
they’re also necessary to use, to accurately reflect the time in which something was created. If
she was to change a term she feels she would be revising a part of history, P9 said something
similar in this vein:
P9: [Not all these issues] are a racial thing…[this] was for people [from other
marginalized groups]…you get this old legacy data from the collector and which may
have been, 80 years ago, accepted back then. But now I have to…so I feel more that I
have to then clean up [the] language. And we are research institutions and it might be
uncomfortable…it might be an uncomfortable past, but it is the past, you know, so there
are these things that are a judgment call…[Rather than make changes] some institutions
do add disclaimers that this description is based upon what it was in the 1950s or
whenever…And I think that's a good idea, you give the context…[it] doesn't necessarily
mean that people nowadays in the institution agree with it…but we're not going to change
the title of that book…But it is, you know, sometimes you read it I’m like oh my god, but
I can't not make it available.
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The words participants used to describe their decision-making suggest they feel a great
deal of discomfort or inner conflict when deciding if and how to maintain what are now
considered racially unacceptable terms from materials conceived in a historical time period. The
words they used gave me a glimpse into how challenging this task is to them and suggested that
they view this not just through a professional lens but also a human one wherein they do not
want to perpetuate racist terminology in their work. Below are some terms they used to
characterize their feelings or experience of negotiating how to maintain representation of the
time period of objects that contain terms considered offensive by today’s standards:
•

"uncomfortable" (P6, P10)

•

"difficult"

•

“reticent” (P1)

•

“hard to reconcile” representing an “uncomfortable past” (P5) (P3)

•

“a moving target” (P7)

•

“tread carefully” (P9)

•

“problematic”

Agential Integrity
The way African Americans and other cultural groups have described themselves have
changed through the years and the issue of representing the course of change and balancing this
with the need to be respectful to African Americans today was a tension that emerged in the data.
Participants also were concerned with what today’s African American people feel is appropriate
in terms of description. With this in mind I termed another related phenomenon agential
integrity. This term describes the goal of librarians who wish to remain critically minded and
sensitive to the desire of a minoritized group regarding historically accurate descriptors applied
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to their collections, or in the case of the deceased, appropriate descriptors that would have
honored the person in his/her time. The desire to maintain temporal integrity as well as agential
integrity are interrelated: trying to maintain one kind of integrity often interferes with
maintaining the other, and personal feelings may override professional imperatives.
There was also a relationship in the data between a participant identifying as a queer or
gay individual, and a desire to withhold contemporary judgments when describing marginalized
communities for fear of stripping away the agency and desires of the subject (or in thinking
about what those desires would or could be if the subject(s) described are deceased). In thinking
aloud about how modern descriptors are imposed on historical Black material, two participants
who identified as bisexual (P4) and gay (P7) talked about how terms for the queer community
have evolved over time for self-identification. Therefore, these participants are careful to
maintain the agency of the individuals they describe within any marginalized collection while
also staying true to the time period of the material. P7 talked about a prominent figure in the
queer community to make his point:
P7: I think it's really problematic if people doing description try to impose a
contemporary value system on individuals in the past. I felt less issues with applying
identity-oriented terms to deceased individuals, but I also wouldn't want to impose like
our current understanding of identity on an earlier generation or an earlier group of
people. And I think that comes out like more clearly…we talk about gender since the
notions of gender and sexuality have shifted quite a lot over the last like 150 years. So I
don't know if I would like retroactively go back and say that like Gertrude Stein was
transgender or some…you know, something like that. Because maybe if Gertrude Stein
were alive today, [ I can’t know if] she would say I am not a woman, I'm gender non-
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conforming, or I'm transgender or something, but we can't know that. And I know some
people want to do that but like, I would draw a line there and say that Gertrude Stein
refers to herself as “she” so we’re just going to stick to that.
Other participants talked about the importance of agency of Black people to define
themselves and referred at times to the changing landscape of library description that is allowing
them to do so, at different points of our interviews:
P3 (a black woman): I thought it was really important for our collections that we used the
capitalized B in “Black” when describing race, because that is something that the
[individuals involved] at the time would have preferred.
P5 (a Black woman): I think it’s her final will, where she basically named herself. So,
kind of trying to…I guess, add description. I guess characterizing people how they would
have characterized themselves…Me, I identify as a Black American. But somebody else
might identify as an Afro-American, or something like that. And if that’s written within
the text itself, I’ll make sure to put that in the summary.
P9 (a White woman): But sometimes…the question that haunts me is, what is preferable,
to label something as African American X or keep it separate, have the element this
person's African American and is X at times. Last time we talked about actors, African
American actors. Well, if a person is African American and is also an actor, that's a
person to be labeled only as an African American actor? Or does that person prefer to be
just, say that this person's an actor? You know what I mean? That is something that
comes up a lot and we had one collection that you know, somebody said this is an
African American [object] . I said well, it's really a [general object] but it's owned by an
African American.
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P9 (a White woman): Um yeah, one thing that I debate and maybe I should at some point
just ask somebody, anybody, who’s African American. I've still been using a lot of kind
of generalized terminology for African American, mainly the terms African American
and Black, because those are the words that are used, that are used in their selfdescription…self-descriptive literature.
P5 (a Black woman): I know…it's like we’re…it's going from this kind of Ivory Tower
institution that is so far removed from the people that actually use the materials, to
allowing the people to speak for themselves…giving more tools to entities that want to
empower users to use the terms that they use [emphasis mine], you know, to see the terms
that they use being represented. It's almost like the democratization of information,
because there are so many more people who have access to the means to find these new
things than before when we didn't have the internet. But it’s also…proving some agency
to the users that see incorrect terms or usage or whatever.
P6 (a White man): [We should] give them an opportunity, if possible, if they’re alive or if
they’re dead, through their records, to speak who they were and what they wanted to do.
Creator or Curator Integrity
Overlapping with the issue of agential integrity, the participants also talked about the
time-related challenges of maintaining the integrity of the organization and arrangement of
documents. Overall, my participants felt that when you disrupt the creator’s vision of a work you
disrupt the historical record, take away agency, and hamper findability. However, it was often
acknowledged that the intentions of the creator of the material and the curator’s necessary
professional aims and/or personal values were not compatible.
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P6 (a White man): Well, first of all, the archival standard of not rearranging records that
clearly show how the person…worked and thought and how he or she organized their
records…that’s really important to me and I don’t transgress that very often. I don’t mess
with original order, if there’s a clear order, because I think it’s disrespectful to do so, and
[changing the order] may hide evidence of how a person worked and thought.
P10 (a White woman): I try to… you know…negotiate how…how [the organization] was
describing itself and the activities that they were doing, and reconciling with that, what
kind of physical arrangement the collection just inevitably has to be in, because things
can only [physically live in one place at a time].
P9 (a White woman): You always have to be careful that…there's one collection [that
came in] where the data came in and it referred to certain people as freaks. It was the
original data from the collector. And I don't think the curator had actually even looked at
it, they just thought of metadata as metadata, and were like here you go and I look at it
and was like woah...
Content Integrity
Participants also talked about the veracity and reliability of document content based on
whether a librarian had imputed too many judgments in their descriptions as to distort the
integrity of the content itself.
P5: I think rules have changed…to let the resources speak for themselves… [rather than
make] all resources fit into that standardized document…it's like let the thing tell you
what it is. Um, and it's especially important for African American specific collections or
collections for any cultural group. LC currently doesn’t have that level of granularity.
Um, yes, I believe librarianship has kind of done a disservice to many people of color and
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it's kind of my job now to try to do as much as I can to describe the resources that are
about, and by, people of color.
P5 also described cultural illiteracy as librarians imputing contemporary value judgments
steeped in a history of intolerance among White people, which results in the metadata telling an
inaccurate story about the material related to Black political movements and fights for justice.
P5: So, there have been instances where I have witnessed materials coming in and of
course if it’s copy, I’m going to do just a light once-over of the subject headings, make
sure everything’s, you know… actually matches what’s in the resource- matches the
resource at hand. And for example, there was one title that I was cataloging. The record
looked okay. It was about… Black, British political activity, but like, revolutionary
political activity. And the British library had given it subject headings like, “Black People
Violence,” or something like that. And it was incredibly offensive to me. It would have
been one thing- like, it’s brought out in the title, “Black People Political Activity,” and all
that. But for whatever reason, they decided to use (laugh) this term.
Conceptual Qualities
Members of a cultural group may overall have certain definitions or requirements for
description of their materials that they believe can make a collection of those materials good,
meaningful, and useful to members of their group. Therefore, I asked participants—two of whom
are cultural insiders to the African American experience, seven of whom are outsiders—how
they define and interpret qualities of metadata, i.e., what to them constitutes “resonant,” “good,”
“diverse,” “meaningful,” or “useful” metadata. I was interested to learn if these terms would be
interpreted by the participants through a professional lens or a personal lens. I had assumed
going into the study that there would be a trade-off if one were to privilege findability over
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cultural resonance, given the limitations we know exist with some standards for capturing
diversity. Would the participants focus on the mechanics of “findability” and “discoverability”
that metadata can potentially offer at the expense of achieving cultural relevance or resonance
within the metadata? Would they emphasize diversity, comprehensiveness, and alternative
approaches that may be unorthodox and where accessibility and findability are less emphasized?
Cultural Resonance
As evidenced by anecdotes about metadata education presented previously in this section
on their jobs and professionalization, librarians and archivists said they were often taught to
focus on the pragmatics of metadata, i.e., learning and applying the extant standards in a
mechanical way. However, they said they believe the standards were emphasized at the expense
of delving into how metadata choices might affect the resonance or “heart” of the material, or a
deeper “meaning.”
Some scholars and BIPOC archivists and allies argue that possessing a deep, insider
knowledge of a culture is essential to telling a rich and apt story of that culture. Insofar as
scholars of memory studies argue, an insider knowledge is essential not just for conveying factsbased knowledge, but for representing that knowledge in a way that resonates with members of
that culture. The term “cultural resonance” (Ettema, 2005; Florini, 2019) which as the name
implies, may refer to how a term or terms “feel” when someone from the insider culture
encounters and receives it. As I pursued this research, I kept in mind my own belief that it is
important that that story or narrative one tells with metadata emotionally and mentally resonates
with, and feels otherwise relevant and meaningful to, the cultural group being described. What,
then, might resonance look like?
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I asked librarians specifically what cultural resonance looks like for metadata in African
American collections that are described within their PWIs. Not every participant had heard
cultural resonance as a term before, but they extrapolated from their understandings of
“relevance” and “feeling” in order to answer it. When selecting terms that they believe are
culturally resonant, the Black librarians I spoke with drew on their subjectivity to make informed
choices about what metadata would resonate best with African Americans. Even as White
librarians lacked the insider knowledge and subjectivity that they believe would help them know
what kinds of description are most apt, they often brought up analogous problems for describing
other cultural groups, i.e., Native Americans, and foregrounded their desire not to alienate
African Americans or otherwise cause them harm by misrepresenting something or not
describing material correctly as far as the facts are concerned.
In particular, the Black and White librarians who articulated having a strong passion for
African American history and life, and/or for antiracist activity, offered definitions of cultural
resonance that centered on the feelings of African American stakeholders as users, donors, or
subjects, bringing in their own responsibility as librarians not to alienate African Americans who
interact with the collections and their responsibility to honor and elevate those users. These
participants invoked the importance of having terms that are relevant and respectful to members
of the African American community, the importance of agency, and the importance of African
Americans “seeing themselves” in the collection through the types of terms being used. Here are
some answers participants gave in talking about cultural resonance. As evidenced here, some
answers had more to do with relevance and agency, while other answers connoted thought for
both relevance and feelings.
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P1 (a White woman): Well I think that [cultural resonance] is probably just reporting it in
the specific time frame where it occurred, is what I would think about in terms of cultural
resonance because I don’t want to misrepresent it based on current thoughts or vices or
even past thoughts or vices but to try be as true to the time period it’s in as possible.
P10 (a White woman): [Resonance means] to reflect a certain culture.
P2 (a White woman): I’m not entirely sure [what cultural resonance means or looks like]
in part because I do recognize my perspective as a person who is not a member of an
ethnic minority nor a protected community that would have those concerns…one of the
things we run into generally is when you have issues that only apply to a very small
portion of your materials…we have about 2.8 million items so the number of materials
that are potentially culturally significant…might be like 1% which is important and we
absolutely recognize it but it’s also hard to have real conversations and find the time to
make those decisions when it's affecting relatively few items…there’s never enough time
for all the things. I would argue that the majority of our items are culturally relevant in
some way shape or form, it just depends on which culture you’re talking about. That
being said, I don’t know how much of that would apply for example to the broad cultures
like the African American cultures and the Hispanic cultures…and the Danish cultures
and the Czech cultures. A lot of the things in the community are around like indigenous
rights…in terms of being culturally resonant…you don’t necessarily want to be creating
records that are pointed directly [at a] user group because the goal is to make them
accessible across the board. And I guess if I made a really short answer I’m not really
sure what it would look like for something to be culturally resonant…[and] then that gets
complicated who gets to decide.
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P3 (a black woman): Um…(pause)...culturally resonant. (pause) Yeah, well, I think…I
think the type of language we use is so important. So, if we’re using terms to identify
cultural groups, it should be terms that are respectful and that they can connect to… [an
example is] including the capitalized B in “Black” when describing African American
[individuals in our collections]. I think it’s important for people to feel like they’re
respected in these kinds of collections [so] they can see themselves in it, that they
can…like highlighting race. We see that as a way of identifying them, allowing them to
stand out, to be searchable.
P4 (a White woman): That’s a…hmm. (pause) I mean I think accuracy is a part of that.
But I also think that it’s related to using terminology to describe people that they would
use to describe themselves.
P5, a Black woman, had previously talked about using Afro-American or Black
depending on what the subjects may prefer. When asked about cultural resonance she said it is
achieved:
P5: When users, especially of particular cultural representations, see description of
resources about or by them, and…feel comfortable. They’re like, ‘Oh, yeah, that’s
exactly the term I would have used.’ (laugh) Like, they have no trouble with finding
resources because…the data kind of conforms to…how they see the world, and how they
seek out information.
P6 (a White man): Of course, I think that is one of my…larger goals…to find ways
to…for…underrepresented cultures to…(pause) to resonate with what I’m
presenting…so that it would interest them.
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P7, a White man librarian, like P2, a White woman librarian, brought up analogs in the
description of Native Americans in terms of using the types of terms they would use to describe
themselves, although expressed uncertainty about what is being done to achieve that for African
American material:
P7: Um…I guess…(pause) I would say…[cultural resonance is] not something that I’ve
really heard…I haven’t really heard people talk about culturally resonant metadata…to
any great extent…I think about a couple of projects [at the] University of
Alberta…there’s work on the same lines to figure out ways to describe materials or
collections related to Indigenous First Nations groups in a way that’s kind of like, you
can leverage the discovery power of Library of Congress subject headings, but those
might not…those headings might kinda conflict with the group’s self-identification,
figuring out ways to allow different types of accent.
P10 (a White woman): To me, metadata is culturally resonant when it is reflecting what
is meaningful to the culture...So for example, I'm making [this collection] culturally
relevant by using words and access points that I know people within [the Black
organization] use…[or] thinking historically…about what terms and metadata has been
created…how are some ways I can connect this collection to those to those histories.
I asked participants what “kind” of metadata—descriptive, technical, or administrative—
best contributes to meaningfulness, sense, goodness, and usefulness, in an African American
collection. Overwhelmingly, participants said that descriptive metadata supports these important
qualities in a collection. However, to some of these librarians, descriptive metadata is not only
functional, but it also can convey an implicit message to users about what the library and
university values. Because terms such as meaningfulness, use, sense, and so forth were often
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conflated with one another, below I present answers wherein I asked about meaningfulness
specifically, bringing in other qualities discussed as necessary.
Meaningfulness
Throughout the interviews, I talked with participants about their interest in and
knowledge about African American history and life. Some participants emphasized that this
topic was interesting and meaningful to them as individuals, based on their subjective
experiences and sometimes their identity affiliations. At other times, in talking about African
American collections more generally, they discussed the importance of the content.
When I shifted the focus to their jobs, I asked specifically about meaningfulness in the
context of metadata, i.e., what is meaningful metadata for African American collections? When
prompted to think about meaningfulness in metadata, I noticed a perceptible shift from a
personal lens that focused on their own interest, to a librarian lens wherein they focused on the
interest of other people. Participants talked about the meaningfulness of the content itself—its
educational value, its significance for the overall African American historical record, the
content’s ability to convey and enrich humanity—but also about metadata as a gateway to
surfacing and creating a different kind of “meaningfulness” for the content. Participants then
focused on findability, discoverability, and access by users, but also the possibility that users
might create their own, more interpretative meaning in the collection.
I was interested if cultural resonance and meaningfulness could be equated with one
another, i.e., is that which is meaningful also by definition resonant? As with cultural resonance,
when asked about meaningfulness, they focused on issues such as pragmatics, respect, agency of
African Americans, and resonance with the Black community. However, their initial answers
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about meaningfulness more often veered initially toward “usefulness”, or pragmatics, and then
secondarily, making sure the collection is resonant.
I was curious to know how all the professional imperatives taught to metadata
professionals—the emphasis on findability, accessibility, discoverability, nascent programming
and digitization skills, learning how to correctly fill out cataloguing fields, learning how to apply
archival standards—play out in the context of describing African American collections. I was
also curious to know if and how they would emphasize conveying humanity in the metadata, as
an essential part of making a collection meaningful. Below are answers participants provided
when I asked about what made metadata meaningful in African American collections.
P1 (a White woman): [Metadata is meaningful when it] tries to address the “why” and
“what” within events reflected in the material to make it meaningful and attending to
details.
P1: If I didn’t find every person in the photograph, as well as where it was…sometimes
you don’t have that information…you’re gonna get more hits the more descriptive you
can be…if it’s a document, lots of times the detail is included in the document so you can
make the metadata as descriptive as the document does and sometimes also we may have
more information on why for example the [person in the collection] may have been
giving a talk there, what the goal was, what the topic was, why they asked him, so
including that I think is important too.
P2, a White woman, says the definition of meaningful metadata is contingent upon its
pragmatic context, such as if the collection is being considered for its use/usefulness:
P2: Ideally we should describe everything we know about a thing accurately. In terms of
being meaningful…part of it…depends [on] what you mean by meaningful. Like if
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you’re talking about its usefulness in terms of being able to find things that are relevant
then things like names or dates are really important. If you’re talking about like being
able to look at search results and understand what things are and whether or not they’re
kind of relevant, then more text-based fields like title and description are probably the
most important. In terms of context, we do pull in at least the first part of the description
about the partner and the collection into the item records so if people are looking at a
particular item, they at least have information about…the creator, digital context of that
item…If you start asking me…is metadata important? Yes. Like are all parts of metadata
important, depending on what you wanna do with it, yes. If you have to start picking and
choosing which fields you’re going to enter, first of all, that’s kind of difficult choice to
make but secondly, the problem that we always run into and it’s not just us but even in
traditional cataloging…and you can make a really fast “OK” record and then come back
and fix it later even though no one ever does, like it just doesn’t happen. And what
sometimes frustrates me is I feel like there’s that line or sometimes if you spend an extra
minute working on a record, like it would take 10 minutes down the line because it would
be much better, but like where that line is, no one knows.
P3, a black woman, equates meaningfulness with usefulness for researchers:
P3: [Meaningfulness means] it’s useful. (laugh) It makes sense to people. (laugh) That
we’re using the same language that…current researchers understand. And searchable.
And yeah, I think…sometimes we use these kinds of (inaudible) information that’s really
only helpful for us on our end, and some of the metadata specialists have their own codes
and whatever (laugh), number schema that they include [that] I don’t find helpful and
researchers don’t find helpful. Actually, that’s something that has come up in the
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past...Do we need a lot of that kind of information on the front end? Does that help—does
that confuse researchers? Does that maybe even crowd out the space that’s in these
fields? Is that too much information thrown at them at once that’s not usable? But I think
there was some discussion of removing some of that from the front end, because that’s
just—researchers don’t care about that. They just need the very basic background
information.
P4, a White woman, equates meaningfulness with providing attention to remediating
language and details, but also, attending to archival pragmatics:
P4: And in these collections, there already was item level description…so, part of the
work was bringing out the names of the people...even though those names often only
have a first name…sometimes you have the county that the person was in. I think adding
[information] is meaningful…if you were to follow more traditional archival practices,
you weren’t doing this kind of very extensive cataloging, you just make sure you got the
creator’s name. But I think going back and thinking more about the subjects of
documents and doing better documentation of the subjects I think is meaningful…just
adding detail where it wasn’t before. There’ll be something on a topic, but then basically
anyone who’s considered, like, a minority…it’ll be like, “Minorities,” as its own kind of
subject area, so, going back and thinking about how we’re organizing records, separating
people who are considered minorities into their own category…change the organization
of collections to be more meaningful.
She added that, in archival collections, maintaining original order set forth by the creator
of the collection also makes a collection “meaningful.”
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P6, a White man, talked about meaningfulness for the Black community, in terms of
providing details that help make the collection accessible and showing, in the way you enrich the
metadata, that you stand with the Black community (as collection subjects, and users) and want
to represent them fairly and well.
P6: I…to me, I think metadata, to be meaningful, has to be fair and accurate, at least to
the ability that we can try to bring those values into the description. And…I guess,
personally, I’m interested in…the stories of the underdog, or the marginalized, and…the
communities of the marginalized. So, to some extent, giving…their stories a voice, or
allowing those communities to speak through me, is…a very meaningful and purposeful
thing.
I responded, “You used the word ‘fair and accurate’…can you elaborate? Fair to
whom?”
P6: Yes. I think…fair to the subject herself or himself, or the organization. And…for me,
I tend to look for the good in every person or organization…and to try to, to some extent,
ignore rumors and undocumented…problems, but to accept people as they are and give
them the benefit of the doubt. (pause) And give them an opportunity if possible, if they’re
alive or if they’re dead, through their records, to speak to who they were and what they
wanted to do.
Me: Okay, then. What does it mean for metadata to be meaningful for the user of the
collection?
P6: Um, I think for it to be meaningful to a user is…a matter of having enough
information, and…keyword, familiar…phrases to help the researcher find an entrée into
the aspect of the person or organization whose records are being researched. We
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need…to not just have a minimal…and I see this often in archival finding aids, where the
description of the collection is one sentence and the biographical statement is one
sentence. And to me that is…not as useful or meaningful as it could be for the user. I
want to push beyond that to a little more depth. Without becoming…without writing a
novel for each finding aide, or each picture.
P7, a White man, believes that meaningfulness can be imbued in metadata by attending to
pragmatic concerns, but also by using next-generation metadata tools like ontologies, to create a
context and structure that enriches the meaning of the content:
P7: You know, that’s a great question [what is meaningfulness in metadata]. The…I think
that if it serves certain basic user tasks, like, search and discovery, it’s more meaningful.
And if it’s not serving those types of user tasks, it’s less meaningful. So…and I guess
that’s just kind of maybe sort of a general principle of describing materials. So,
sometimes you don’t need more metadata if it’s not really helping those user tasks. So,
[it] can actually kinda detract. So, it’s a fine line.
I asked if he sees usefulness and meaningfulness as being two separate things when
thinking about metadata?
P7: Um…haven’t really thought about that too much. I feel like meaning maybe comes
more in tasks like vocabulary management and ontology creation…[but] I think day-today work where you’re taking a digital item or digitized item and trying to describe it, I
tend to focus more on the usefulness. And I guess they’re interrelated. So, if I start
noticing…that there are descriptive needs that I am experiencing that aren’t being met,
then that could filter into vocabulary or ontology work, like with creating authority
records or submitting subject heading change or creation proposals. So, yeah…I

222

guess…they are interrelated, but…often very separate in my head. And some of the
questions about meaningfulness…I have limited control over the front-end interfaces.
So…that has an impact, I guess, on the work, in the sense that there are some things that I
think are useful, that I’m spending time on, like putting language tags and adding subject
access points wherever I can do so expediently…But there isn't a meaningful way—or a
useful way—to really get to…to take advantage of those access points right now, in our
current interface.
P9, a White woman, looks at both pragmatics but also wants to put the collections in the
context of other collections at the institution to provide a narrative for users:
P9: Meaningful…first of all to find it, retrieve it, be able to put it into context…[our]
large finding aid. We make the effort of linking back into the finding aid. It's something
we started about a year ago, we order collections. In the digital collection, we don't have
that feature yet. In the newer ones we link back, so some…if somebody finds a
photograph of an African American person and says “wow, I want to find more about
where the photograph came from”, they can then click on the archival context as we call
it and that brings that person back and they can see the larger context of the archival
collection in the finding aid.
She however, brought up the professional imperative not to imbue one’s own bias into
meaning-making in a system, by using metadata:
P9: Meaningful to me and metadata is really…it has to be functional…People have to
find things. We have to provide enough to be findable…we don’t want to provide the
meaning behind it. That's not what I’m trying to do. And I don't…I think that would be an
overreach.
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I asked P9 whether they felt that there is alignment between their definition of
meaningfulness and the users’ definition of meaningfulness.
P9: Um, I hope so…. but…meaning in what way? You know, that goes into interpreting
again. That's what we're trying to avoid, even though we can't obviously. We can say this
is the picture of a [object] that belonged to this person, and it was part of this collection,
right now it's held by this institution. Yes, maybe we want to say that the holder of this
[object] happened to be African American, by…in that it’s in this person's collection, but
you know, getting meaning out of it, that's the job of the researcher. I try not to hide
information and I try not to add something that was not true. As I say we all have our
ingrained assumption that we probably aren’t even beware of…so, I don't know how you
interpret meaning, but to me that's almost an overreach.
I was curious about how suitable participants believe the extant standards are overall for
describing African American collections. When I asked participants if Majority standards and
platforms (e.g., content management systems, vocabularies such as Library of Congress subject
headings, archival description standards) are meaningful or contribute to meaningfulness in
African American collections, they said for the most part the standards are meaningful, but added
that some problems emerge because of the Anglo nature of the systems:
P1: I think so, they’re certainly better than they’ve been in the past. I think there’s a
constant attention to those and I see some improvements. Sometimes there’s an area
where I’ll go back and see that it’s been improved, and I think that’s a plus.
P4: Yeah, I mean, I think they are meaningful…for these collections...but...I think there's
still...ways in which they need to change because they were built with the traditional
method or style of doing archival description which is [a] provenance-based
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model…pretty much all of our American archival practice is based on the European
institutional kind of archives practice...but I think there's enough flexibility [with like
DACS] that you can make it more meaningful…it's much more focusing on users, like it's
centered on provenance and original order, but it's kind of like dethroning them. I think
the idea was like the DACS evision cycle…kind of starts with updating the principles and
then hopefully a lot of those principles flow down through all of the rules. So, I think
there's a lot of work to be done to improve that descriptive standard. But I do feel like the
change...the recent changes to the principles are promising and [will] make it more
meaningful for description of these collections.
To P5, when discussing “meaningfulness” in standards, resonance itself was less of an
issue. She had more of an issue with rules of deployment:
P5: Are the standards meaningful? Yes and no. The…existence of said standard, yes. But
maybe the rules behind those standards—may not be. For instance, like the…example I
use of 20th-century American literature. Technically, you’re not supposed to use that
term (laugh) in a 650 or anything, if you’re following—strictly following—the LC rules.
But I started to notice that a lot of people were doing it with the Latin American
collections, in particular. Not at my institution, but at others. So, I talked to the new
[boss/employee in the metadata unit] and she says, “Yeah, actually, that helps make it
more discoverable. I say put it in there.” And I’m like, “Yes, finally!” (laugh) “So happy
to hear this.” Even though I was trained to, you know, stick to the rules, I found myself
breaking the rules a lot more to make things more discoverable and accessible to people.
…(laugh) “We can break the rules!”
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P9 said that although there is reasonable flexibility with existing standards, she brought
up the difficulties faced when trying to record metadata for non-White, non-European subjects
whose names are not written in the same form as in an Anglo context:
P9: Um, there are a lot of metadata standards and different types. Most of them are
flexible enough to be employed in a lot of different contexts. Um, and again the schema
that we are using is not one of them, but…the schema that we’re using helps us to do that,
but there are some out there and whenever I see that, it rubs me the wrong way. But the
Digital Library Federation…no, it may have been ALCTS metadata group…about a year
ago published guidelines on how to evaluate your metadata standard [to see] how it
applies to minorities and [ethnic groups]. So there are some guidelines out there where
you can evaluate a metadata schema and how it works…Probably a combination of those
may be more pragmatic, so I think it’s kind of a combination, but certainly pragmatically
you wanna get it as right as you can.
Optics and Anxiety
A major theme that emerged during the interviews was the conflict concerning the optics
of racism/antiracism in library practice. This conflict was the result of the irreconcilability
between participants’ self-perception as one who aspires to be thoughtful, respectful, and
empathetic in their practice and their libraries’ metadata rules. As people who aim to make
decisions in their practice that are non-racist or anti-racist, these participants often voiced
concern about what others might think of the choices they make with metadata and about how
their choices would reflect back on them as people even if—as is the case with traditional
cataloguing where the record is created “anonymously”—the users of the materials or metadata
records are not aware of the librarian’s name or identity. The librarians I spoke with often
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thought about how they feel about themselves and wanted to feel good about themselves and
their decisions. Their perception of others as well as their self-perception helped guide their
decision-making and thus fomented the conflict Black and White librarians grapple after they
have made a particular decision regarding what terms to use.
As demonstrated above by the conflicts articulated by participants, the decision to use
metadata in certain ways for African American collections is anything but straightforward. As
many participants attempt to be sensitive and critical in their description of African American
material, they also attempt to be thorough. However, they have limitations to what they can and
cannot do, at times. They do not always work alone; often, they must engage in fraught
discussions with colleagues about how to deploy metadata and how to organize the collections.
They also have different degrees of agency in determining who they can or will work with, how
long they are able to take with a collection, and sometimes, the vision the participant has and the
vision a colleague has regarding properly serving African American collections conflict or differ.
Sometimes, leadership gets in the way. The conflict between professionalization, the personal,
and the workplace—as a technically rational social space—is summarized in the following
chapter.
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CHAPTER 8: THE SOCIAL DIMENSION OF LIBRARY PRACTICE
As noted in the previous two chapters, the three dimensions of library practice—
professional, personal, and social—are each important in their own right and should not and
cannot be isolated from one another. However, for analytic purposes, it is useful to look at them
one at a time. In this chapter I examine the social dimension, wherein librarians’ decisions about
the ways in which to describe African American collections are brought to bear in the workplace.
In the words of my participants, I wanted to understand how choices about metadata are made,
collaboratively and/or unilaterally, and when, how, and if conflict arises in ways that they
believe affects the collections. In this section of the findings, I report what participants said about
how they organize and describe African American materials in their social space, the workplace.
I asked them to elaborate on problems they encounter in their endeavor to describe material and
if they feel supported in their tasks.
Before the following two chapters are read, it must be underlined that participants were
asked specifically by me about their workplace so I could better understand the kind of resources
and dynamics that may contribute to actualizing the best choices for African American
collections. Their feedback should not be seen as an indictment of their leaders, colleagues, or
jobs. Even the most satisfied employee will express preferences or a wish list of improvements.
The purpose of this dissertation was to show how values from the participants’ personal
experience, professional mindset, and the workplace either contradict each other or work
together, in their own words, in a way that induces certain decisions being made. During
discussions, feedback emerged about resources they wish they had or the optimal circumstances
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in which to work and that is what this chapter focuses on. Chapter 9 uses this information to
provide valuable suggestions, and not to convey dissatisfaction or negativity. However, I do not
attribute many of the following suggestions or challenges to particular participants. Rather, I
identify every quote with “Px” to preserve anonymity.
During the interviews, participants talked about how they view the significance of the
material they work with, and their own responsibility to do Black material justice within their
work. They explained how the professional interests of colleagues and leadership mesh with or
diverge from their own interests and goals when it comes to describing African American
collections in the library workplace. Although we discussed some positive aspects of the
workplace that help facilitate a good and thorough description of collections, we often talked
about challenges.
In general, participants who work mostly or solely with African American collections
reported feeling supported and more certain in their ability to describe African American
collections in the ways they deem fit. However, participants who work on a broader swath of
collections often focused on workplace impediments to creating what they feel would be
excellent, resonant, and thoroughly described African American collections. Their reflections
emerged into two major themes: the influence on and effects of working within a specific
organizational governing structure and the tension between the dictates of the institution and the
librarian’s profession.
Libraries as Hierarchical Institutions
Academic libraries and their institutions tend to be organized hierarchically, with a high
degree of functional specialization among workers, with workers grouped according to those
functions. The attributes of hierarchical structures are evident throughout the everyday life of the
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institution—in the mission and goals, the allocation of resources, the arrangement of staff and
work, communication patterns, hiring practices, and how some skills are valued over others.
Aligning Practice with Institutional Mission
After hearing about how my participants, as individual librarians, value the minoritized
collections, I was curious to learn what the collections mean to their libraries as institutions. In
other words, how do the participants interpret the library’s commitment to these collections per
written documentation from administration? Therefore, I asked participants what goals are
articulated for the collections by library administration and if curation and description efforts fit
within the libraries’ strategic goals and mission statements.
The key missions and goals as articulated by these libraries vary. Some articulate a focus
on the user experience, learning, and education. Some but not all missions articulate a
commitment to diversity. Some of the participants were unsure how the curation of African
American collections fit into the mission because their library’s support for those collections was
not clearly articulated by a library statement.
Historic Racism
Participants addressed the sorts of actions their schools are taking in support of
minoritized collections, including African American collections, actions which may or may not
show a commitment to reparation and an overall acknowledgement of the entrenched historic
racism against Blacks at their school. As professional librarians, some participants said they and
their colleagues recognize description errors of the past and want to address and mitigate them.
Px: In terms of the efforts that…we’ve been making to kind of strategically go back and
address collections related to marginalized people where I think we’ve traditionally not
done as good of a job, I think there’s definitely a conscious effort to realize that we
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haven’t taken care in the past, so [now we want] to take additional care (inaudible)
materials.
Another White participant expressed hesitation concerning a historically racist institution
stewarding Black materials, even though they are showing increased interest:
Px: I'm not sure that it is in all cases...Like … we're probably not the best institution for a
lot of collections [on minoritized groups]. But I think we’re trying to do better, but still
just because of this whole, you know, the whole history of the institution…there's a lot of
like trust-building to be done...what it means to like own collections, especially when
they're specific to ethnic groups that [our school] hasn't historically, um...you know
included or cared about.
Another White participant said this of the school’s history:
Px: I know [our school has] been distrusted, especially by the Latinx community,
Hispanic American and Mexican [American individuals] …they didn’t always trust us as
their repository of cultural history. And the way, I think, with the Black community. They
didn’t trust [us either], this mostly White university, to be the managers of their story.
And I… I did a number of things to try to heal those relationships and build trust.
Limited Resources
Most of the librarians said that they are not given the resources, such as time or money, to
do user evaluation that could assess their ability to overcome the legacy of historic racism in
their descriptions. Some participants said they do think about the needs and desires of their users,
particularly their minority users. Sometimes they view their users primarily as “diverse,” other
times, they did not specify the race of their users. With some participants I had the opportunity to
ask specifically for their thoughts on serving diverse users; with other participants, we did not
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have the time to discuss this topic. One librarian who does not do user experience evaluation, for
example, assumes their users will have a good experience with the collection based on the kinds
of rich material they provide them:
Px: I’m glad for the video and audio because then they can hear the person speak, you
know, and the person that we have that of is very dynamic, so I think that would be
appealing. So they may not know [some] name, but hopefully they could do a general
search and find the video, so, that’s our hope.
Balancing Responsibilities
The topic of personal, professional, and institutional responsibility was brought up often
by participants. Some of their reflections concerned the conflict between their own personal
responsibility and institutional responsibility as it aligns with their own. One participant said
s(he) had the freedom to transgress rules but wanted to balance it with being responsible to the
library.
Px: There’s a lot of responsibility, too, but there’s a lot of freedom in that. To start from
scratch to build a program out of an amalgamation of collections.
Another participant said of their school,
Px: A lot of blame was thrown at the library for not, you know, taking on responsibility
of, you know, preserving Black history.
Several participants felt that they are responsible for meeting the demands of the outside
changing political climate but at the same time meeting the demands of their institution. One
participant said:
Px: We’re taking more of a responsibility of making sure the descriptions are…that they
highlight people of color and…that the metadata reflects race (inaudible) appropriately. If
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there is change, I’m making the assumption that perhaps people in the past were not as
open to some of those discussions…I do think that we have a responsibility to do the best
work we can. I feel most responsible for Black collections and so try to do the best job
possible.
Px: I guess, for me, it feels like a big responsibility. And I think…especially thinking
about African American collections…I don’t think we’ve always done the best job of
caring for those collections. So, I feel like for me, in thinking about which parts of my job
are meaningful or kind of like important in the bigger scheme of things, I feel like taking
time to…at least make an attempt to improve how we do…representing history for
people who are doing any sort of research.
Marcuse and other scholars who followed him critiqued a framework that they believed
was prevalent in the skilled professions, which they called technical rationality (see Chapter 3).
According to Marcuse and his contemporary critics in information and library science, libraries
and other information-focused professional workplaces often adhere to the tenets of this
rationality, which circumscribes the kind of work, and also, the quality of the work, that
professionals in those environments can produce. My data show that several aspects of technical
rationality are evident in communication from leadership and administration in the library, and
that the very framework of the institution itself—the hierarchy—often makes professionals work
in less-than-optimal conditions as they attempt to create metadata that is thorough and apt for
minoritized cultural collections. The following are the aspects of their workplaces that
participants focused on in their discussions with me, and the data demonstrates that often what
they discussed within these topic areas showed evidence of technical rationality at the workplace.
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Leadership
I was interested in how my participants’ administration (1) articulated their institution’s
pride and interest in their African American collections, and (2) how they valued their librarians’
work on these collections. Some participants reported that their vision for and execution of the
collection is appreciated by their library’s leadership. One participant talked about having a
particularly good alignment of values with their supervisor which helps this librarian better
execute the collection metadata. Another participant spoke in very positive terms of their
supervisor as someone with appreciation for what the African American collection they work on
offers:
Px: [My administrator] is a very exuberant outgoing person and wants, when we say
“well, I’d like to go speak to this person about this”, or “I’d like to talk this group about
this”, or “I’d like to share this”, [they always say] “yes yes yes”, so they are very much,
wants to, [bring back the library of the past, with] events all the time and people coming
all the time, so yeah, that’s a real positive thing.
Hierarchy
I was curious how institutional hierarchy affects metadata creation and maintenance for
collections in general and African American collections in particular. Participants brought up
hierarchy frequently and used other words at times to describe that sort of model such as the
“pipeline,” or “assembly line,” or that things “trickle down” to them in a top-down fashion.
Some participants reported feeling frustrated with the hierarchical structure of the institutions,
feeling that such a structure impedes efficiency and quality of collection metadata. As one
participant said:
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Px: Although I'm a non-hierarchical person, I recognize that…I work in…an institution
that's had people for a long, long period of time, so they're very used to this top-down…I
do what my supervisor tells me to do and nothing more. So for me to try to change any
rules, it has to go through several layers. In order for me to actually disseminate my ideas
to other people…forget it.
Others said they sometimes do not feel appreciated by the higher-ups. Another said that,
although there are problems, that doesn’t mean that decisions are necessarily “set in stone” by
leadership and they are able to “have discussions.” To get around mandates some participants
found “backdoor” ways to do things. At times, librarians in national metadata governance will
criticize the suggestions of these librarians lower down on the chain, without addressing these
librarians at the institutions by name (they only more generally reference this librarian’s
suggestion as one that is not apt or worthy of being incorporated into the national sanctioned
lexicon).
Silos
Many of the librarians spoke positively about working alone, saying it makes them more
efficient. However, a core tenet of technical rationality in the workplace is maintaining silos
between professionals, and the instituting of a hierarchy. This model of the silo effectively
minimizes necessary communication between people and departments—and can hamper
solutions, creativity, and problem solving. The participants often brought up positive aspects of
their collaboration with others. However, without my prompting, several participants talked
about how silos and hierarchy in their libraries affect them and their work.
Many of the archivists work on material early in the “chain of creation,” so have an easier
time making judgments about adding context, or additional metadata to the material. Many, who
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are not archivists, brought up the fact that they have limited to no conversations with
professionals in other departments who work with the collections in earlier stages of
development, and they feel conversations with these other individuals would help them as
metadata librarians better contextualize the collections. They feel inhibited in asking questions of
these departments about their methods and choices, so that they as metadata librarians might
make metadata richer, more culturally appropriate or relevant. We talked about how this happens
in general and the effects it has on their relationships with other staff and on the materials with
which they work.
One participant, who with others, works in the “middle” of the creation chain and works
on a broader swath of collections said that when they receive information from people further up
the chain they are not given much background on the material, which limits their ability to
embellish the metadata. They said that they often don’t get a whole lot of the contextual part that
goes into the collection description beyond a limited item-level description. Due to time
constraints on the participant’s end, and the limited amount of information they are given to
work on any given collection, they make few changes to metadata other than it being corrected
or normalized for presenting material in the user-facing database. Another participant said that
communication is hampered by silos.
Px: We…I don't think we really have any sit-down conversations about that. Um…Yeah,
I mean, I feel like sometimes we work in silos when it comes to um…like the specifics of
how we're going to describe and process our collections…I think there's going to be more
opportunities for that kind of collaboration [to address] how we're describing African
American collections, but we haven't really done a lot of that yet.
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One participant admitted to having a “blind spot” regarding digital materials because they are
initially handled elsewhere, saying “I’m not really aware of particulars until that material comes
to me. [Other departments or people have a bigger role in some ways with] African American
collections, or predominately African American collections. But we seldom collaborate on that
work.” Another person who works more prominently with metadata said that they get
information and content so far down the pipeline, they are not sure sometimes how to
appropriately enhance or change information in the metadata once it reaches them from archival
services.
Two participants, who work with minoritized cultural collections, reported issues with
the Library of Congress oversight of subject heading remediation, saying that their siloed
communication style—as well as overall slowness—results in a lack of efficiency and breaks
down communication among librarians working in national governance and practitioners
working at different libraries around the United States. One participant said that when they hear
something regarding changes to racial vocabulary terms that they have proposed, it comes after a
month of waiting. Further, the decision comes in the form of a massive list of approvals/denials
with little context or reason for a refusal. When the governance hands down a verdict, they do
not facilitate discussions with this librarian who along with others submitted terms for review.
All communication with the Library of Congress, they said, happens via webforms, and not via
phone or through personally addressed emails.
Another confirmed this opinion and said:
Px: For subject headings, it’s this whole, like…people at Library of Congress actually
have to review your proposals if you wanted to change an offensive heading. We all
know…there’s some very prominent examples where that’s gone very wrong, but even
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in, for the many cases where it…it actually does happen as it should, it still takes months
for that to go through.
Hiring
I was interested if effort had been made by these institutions to hire more librarians to
work on African American collections. I therefore asked about hiring practices at the
participants’ libraries. Overall, they said that there are a lack of diverse hires at their libraries.
Additionally, according to participants, there has been no concerted effort among leadership to
assemble hiring committees that concentrate on diversity nor outreach efforts to reach potential
BIPOC candidates. I asked the librarians a variety of questions about hiring, some of which
focused on hypothetical situations such as: if they were given the opportunity to hire more
librarians for African American projects, who would those librarians be? I also asked them to
elaborate on any hiring committee experiences they had.
One librarian said that they do not have African American library colleagues to work with
on their African American collections. I asked if you were in a greater leadership position, what
types of people would you hire to work on collections like these? This librarian’s answer
suggested that they were concerned about their library’s fiscal constraints, but that they value the
input of Black subject matter experts:
Px: Yeah, you know, it’s so tough in this world now…I was just on a…search committee
and we definitely wanted to interview people of color and women… [but in one recent
case there were only White interviewees]. The problem is trying to find someone that has
the right qualifications [for describing and evaluating BIPOC collections]…financial
constraints are a huge deal now but that doesn’t mean that I couldn’t meet with…[our]
strong African American community of students [at one key school at the university] and
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talk about what we’ve done in the past and what we can do in the future and what they
would like to see, what could we do for them as our audience if anything.
One Black participant said the following when asked if they participate in hiring committees and
if any of the hires are relevant to their work on African American collections:
Px: Well, I think admin thinks they relate to the work that I do, but they don’t. (laugh)
They know that there’s a relationship with [descriptive work], with my unit, but not
necessarily with my work [with African American collections]. I think the assumption is
just… because these hiring committees are formed at the highest levels of… our
institution’s admin. And one hand, yes, my unit is affiliated, but largely I’m on hiring
committees because I’m…a Black person, (laugh) honestly.
This person added that the library’s propensity to put a BIPOC librarian on different committees
as a token, seemingly at random, often for positions unrelated to their own work or area of
expertise, results in a situation where she says she sometimes “can barely understand the
people’s resumes.” This participant went on to say majority White leadership is unaware and
ignorant about the extra time and labor BIPOC are asked to assume compared to their White
counterparts. Because they need a token, BIPOC are often asked to do tasks above and beyond
their ordinary tasks that are related to racial diversity, to be present on more groups as a diversity
representative, etc.
Another participant, who said that extra support in their work would be nice, said the
following when asked if they had any recent hires relevant to her work on African American
collections:
Px: Um…I don't think so, but they are doing a diversity hire…this person is supposed to
consult with different people throughout the library to offer like some support. Yeah, in
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terms of things they could be considering…to be more inclusive of different
backgrounds. So, I think down the line that that particular position could be beneficial to
the work that I’m doing [with African American collections].
Another librarian said there has been some “movement” with some colleagues retiring. In terms
of bringing in someone to help curate and describe African American collections, they said a
new person has been making an effort to collect more African American material other than that
pertaining to slavery, although this participant is unsure what the ultimate hiring outcome will
look like.
Several participants said they had been on search committees, but none had been specific
to metadata, especially for African American collections. One participant said they have to look
for people with the skill to collaborate with the metadata unit rather than skills—e.g., subject
matter expertise—for specific collections. Then they laughed, “unless we get a grant…yeah, it’s
more about skills than collections.”
I asked another, do you know what traits and skills are looked for by hiring committees
that relate to metadata projects? They said:
Px: In our case, it's definitely a certain tech savviness. It doesn't mean that we're looking
for people who already know all of it. But a certain willingness…we're looking for
people who can learn on the fly and…not panic the second the ground shifts under them
because it shifts a lot.…Sometimes I say I'm looking for people who are compulsive
obsessive, who don't mind looking at a pile of data and make sense of it, which
sometimes is…you might think is at odds with flexibility, but it doesn't have to be.
I asked more specifically of that participant, are there traits that you looked for that relate to
specific kinds of collections? If you want them to work with collections about marginalized
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communities, are there certain traits or skills that you look for when hiring? They responded that
they “would look for skills that I'm lacking because it doesn't help if I just hired a second me.” I
asked if they would elaborate on that.
Px: It depends on the project. So if we had a huge project that focuses on the African
American experience and it's so big that we get a grant and we actually hire somebody to
work just on that. I would certainly think that somebody of that cultural background
would bring something in that I don't. We've had in all honesty a lack of applicants of any
ethnic background. We've been doing our best to reach out and so on and diversify in that
respect, but there is a definite lack of applicants. And that’s the pool that we are drawing
from so I would think in order to get a more diverse pool, it has to start earlier. Maybe if
somebody has a student worker who really has a knack for metadata say, “hey have you
ever thought about going to library school? You're good at this…we should talk
sometime.”
They added, “I think we can do better than this.”
Expediency
The pressure to be expedient means doing more with less. Library administrators, even if
they recognize the need to address historical negligence, are often unwilling or unable to invest
more resources in righting the wrongs of the past. This stance forces librarians to make difficult
choices between quantity or quality.
According to scholars including Marcuse and Schön, the technically rational workplace
emphasizes expediency in skilled work at the expense of quality (Marcuse, 1941; Schön, 1983).
According to participants, their libraries pressure them to be not only efficient but expedient in
their work. All but one participant brought up various ways this shows up in their own work with
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African American collections and collections more generally, sharing their concern for being
unduly rushed with metadata work. This mandate about speed was said to create conflict
between the librarians' responsibility to be thorough and precise and the administrators’ mandate
for quicker output.
I was curious to understand how and if participants felt collection quality was
compromised by time pressure and how they negotiated feeling pressured to “get it out” and still
create what they feel is a quality, or “good enough.” Overall, there seems to be a fundamental
tension between leadership requiring that metadata creation should take little time, and the
metadata librarian who knows that it takes time to do the job well.
Doing Work Quickly
Participants reported conflict between themselves and administration regarding the time it
takes to create metadata for African American collections. They feel that leadership’s often
unrealistic view and misunderstanding of the practice and craft of metadata—and how time
consuming it is to do when done properly—prevents the collections from being as good as they
can possibly be.
There are times when participants regarded speed in a good way, and at other times,
when they regarded it negatively. Several participants brought up having to work “quickly”,
using the words “quick” and “quickly” frequently. Several of them value their ability to work
quickly, saying they believe themselves to be efficient workers. They said they often work more
quickly on their own, rather than with others. They view efficiency positively when, in being
quick, they do not feel forced to compromise quality in the descriptions and can take the time to
sit with a collection to describe it appropriately, and in a deep enough way. However, the type of
speed associated with “efficiency” was contrasted with what can be called expediency, which is a
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pressure to be quick that comes from a source other than from the participant, often, from people
or groups who do not understand how much time it can take to apply metadata thoroughly and
accurately to a collection.
Two White participants described themselves as efficient people, but not expedient
people who cut corners. One said that despite the pressure they “never compromise quality”
while another said the following about balancing quality with time constraints. This person also
acknowledged the relative privilege they have in their own library and archive, compared with
what librarians may or may not have in other places:
Px: Well, when we have exhibits we have a schedule, so everything has to be done
according to that schedule, so just you know getting your work done on time, I think the
quality, maybe I’ve set myself too high a standard, the quality standard is there. There’s
resentment, a lot of resentment from other libraries because we do that, because they say
they don’t have the resources…I think we’re happy about it but it was surprising to me
how much resentment kind of went on.
Another said they pressured themselves to be efficient in order to “liberate this information” that
had been in boxes but in so doing insists they did not compromise on quality or were expedient
in their endeavor:
Px: I was a lone arranger, so that…that was mostly from within, a desire to…work both
efficiently and at a thorough level, because I didn’t want efficiency just to mean I did half
a job. Sometimes it means that. So, I had to balance time constraints for efficiency with
the desire to be doing a thorough job of arranging and describing. And…if institutionally,
if there was a push for efficiency—as there was—it was from my supervisor who…every
time I would come to his office and show him a brand-new finding aid and be smiling to
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say, “Look, I accomplished this. I finished another collection,” he’d look at me and say,
“Okay, so what are the next three collections that you’re going to process? What’s next
on the list?” And actually, it wasn’t just when I turned in a finding aid. It was just about
every meeting we had. “What’s next on the list?” So, there was pressure in that way, to
keep moving forward. But most of that pressure was from within because again, I wanted
to liberate this information that had been closed up in boxes, and nobody had seen…or
studied before.
Another participant got an African American collection to describe rather than it being handed to
non-professionals because “it needed to be done quickly” and properly. Throughout the
interviews, this person often brought up the need to work quickly. I asked if they felt like there is
that kind of push for efficiency with [the African American] collection?
Px: I’m still not entirely clear on what that whole deal was [with one African American
collection], I was just told that they needed to be up really quickly…I think, in general,
there’s not necessarily an understanding about the amount of time that metadata takes. I
think most people internally to our group have some sense of that but especially in terms
of the general public or partners we’re working with, I think a lot of people have
unrealistic expectations about the amount of time and energy it takes to do metadata.
One person said issues with time pressure are compounded by the preeminent philosophy More
Progress, Less Process (MPLP), an adage espoused in Majority archival description discourse
than encourages librarians to just move on and get as much processing and description done as
possible instead of sitting with metadata and enhancing it. My participants talked about how the
MPLP approach to archival practice affects their own work with African American collections.
One example:
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Px: I understand that archivists don't have time to like do this kind of rich description and
I agree with that, but when materials are selected for digitization and [they have had the]
MPLP treatment then…kicking that work down the line to people like me who are
interfacing with researchers trying to explain to them…to help them use these collections,
with that kind of minimal description. Um, and that can be problematic…in some cases
the processing archivist might be saving time and making the collection available for
research but then that also might be creating work for [other descriptive units in the
library].
Throughout the interviews, other professionals who do archival work said they prefer to take
longer with description and, although they did not call out MPLP by name, they implied they
disagree with its core tenets. Several participants said time constraints prevent the metadata from
being as comprehensive as they would like:
Px: We were not in a position where we can create a Library of Congress name authority
record for every individual that's in the digital collection because of the limits on
time…it's a portrait photograph of someone where they would benefit from having that
kind of structure where you could put in like variant names. So improve search and
discovery.
Several other participants reinforced that sometimes it is a challenge assessing how best to get
out a collection of quality within a small-time budget:
Px: I have to make choices on time depending on if an exhibit happens or not: Sometimes
I realize it’s…the greatest benefit is just making sure a collection’s available and
sometimes that’s the decision I have to make. And there are other times I’m like, “No,
wait a minute.” (laugh) I kind of have to pick and choose.
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Px: I think sometimes we have to prioritize what we can and cannot process [in archives].
Because we do have this backlog of collections. So, we may not…there may be times
where we can’t be as descriptive as we want to be. Just want to get the content out there.
And sometimes there are moments where that’s appropriate. But yeah, sometimes we
have to make decisions where…we just can’t invest as much time, and we just have to…
(laugh) “just get it out there.”
This person said, additionally, that they work more quickly alone than with others. They also
said they take more time when historical collections reflect people who are still alive, who will
physically see the output of these collections representing their own lives and associations.
Another participant said there is “an internal pressure, based on that pretty negative history [with
racial inequality],” that makes them want to get things done as quickly as possible, but they
could be “just overloaded with way too much stuff to catalogue.” A participant spoke about time
and resource related challenges this way:
Px: We are often short on time and staff. That's the biggest hurdle. As I said, there is this
pressure of doing minimal metadata for everything and what falls by the wayside is that
extra description that might bring out the special aspects of an African American
collection versus a Native American collection versus a…If you only have title, creator,
date, you know, you don't have much that would [have] meaning...they always say do
more with less.
Pushing Back Against Time Pressure: Certitude and Action
Several participants said they saw the value of thoroughly describing African American
collections and so revolted in certain ways against the system of expediency that was pushed by
leadership. They vocalized the need to do things differently by following confidently through
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with the plan to be more thorough and careful. One participant said they were privileged to be
working on what was at the time an unprocessed African American collection, saying “I made
that determination as I went, I spent as much time as I needed to on that collection.” They
focused on this endeavor to the extent that the work on other collections was stalled for nearly a
year. Arguing that African American history had not been curated well at their institution and
that up until that point they had mostly only told the stories of White individuals, this archivist
had to be direct with leadership and colleagues about the decision to privilege African American
collections and to plow forth with that decision regardless of pushback. They said:
Px: I did it with a sense of…intentionality. And so…in doing this, I had to choose for a
year to ignore all the other collections on the shelves. And I stand by that decision. I think
if I hadn’t done that, these things would still be unprocessed on the back shelves. So, I
did treat them differently in that way. I intentionally made it my goal to seek out and to
find out if those collections were processed, and if they were not, to process those
first…nothing was more important than that material for that year.
An archivist’s certitude and deliberateness can rub off on colleagues. Participants added that the
need to take time is also an issue of trust-building among the Black community of donors, to
demonstrate to them that the predominantly White institution did, in fact, care about their
materials. They also said this stance involves a certain level of humility among White librarians:
Px: I tried to impress that upon my colleagues in other libraries and right away they
joined in and said, “We want to do that too.” I don’t know that they…they spent the
amount of time on it that I did, but it was my personal journey that I shared with them,
and it was a little infectious, to say, “You know, maybe we have…shelved that material
for too long, also.” And what it showed all of us is that we had not been…proactive
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enough, in collecting. And even if we had collected, we were being proactive in
processing. And if you want to collect more materials, you had better show that you’re a
trustworthy steward of what you already have. There’s no reason that [another Black
donor will] want to give me his papers if he saw that every… [everyone else’s materials
from his Black peers] that we had…were totally inaccessible. Why would he…you know,
put his papers into those—that limbo? Or why would she do that? So, it’s to me a matter
of accountability, and…I had a collections development goal in mind, to say, then, to
admit publicly that we have not been the stewards we could have been, and we have not
been actively pursuing a more diverse record body, but that is ending now, and we want
to show that we are trustworthy. If you lose the public trust, then you’re out of
business…in the archives you need to build that public trust. And that means taking these
donations seriously, and respectfully…and being in continual communication, even in
admitting your mistakes, but then getting over those mistakes and moving on to a better
place.
Stealthy Approaches
Some participants pushed back diplomatically, or even secretively, with their collections.
These participants expressed having to undertake a relatively stealthy approach to continue
working on collections after the “due date” in order to spend enough time on them, showing a
conflict between what administration wants, and what they get. Participants’ answers suggest
that they will try to steer the course in the way they think is best—which is being thorough from
the onset—although this is not always possible.
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Another participant said that goals between their department and the ultimate decisionmakers “have rarely aligned” because “the others” do not understand how long it takes to make
quality metadata and what it can offer:
Px: Other decision-makers look at our budget. They want the metadata to be as fast as
humanly possible and just still be somewhat actionable and my goal is to invest more
time and effort and I guess…make it more discoverable because when you cut back on
that the less, you know, the more the same vanilla it's going to get. You know, you're
only going to have three or four elements. And the more…the more you cut back, the less
you can make sure that the aspect of this actually is a collection of an African American
person or whatever…I get their point of view. They have to look at the bottom line and
make sure we don't overspend, and we still get it all done and so on. But I tend to say
‘fine,’ and then just do more. Because it's mostly under the hood.
Other participants clearly take a stealthy approach. They said they take the time to “slow
down,” because they believe that pondering metadata is good practice—even if this approach to
slowing down creates some conflict with colleagues. They likened this tendency to plow ahead
with what is right by the collection, with their own “quiet” form of revolt:
Px: I don’t know. Just kind of being a little bit more thoughtful and…slow, taking the
time to think about the people involved in that object or thing or…So, I guess I feel like
in terms of actually just sitting and describing something, kind of like…doing a little bit
more of the… emotional sort of work of that. And again, I feel like it’s something that’s
really internal…sort of quiet, but there’s lots of those very minor decisions. (laugh)
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Expediency Versus Quality
I asked one participant if they always feels like they are able to sit with a collection for a
sufficient amount of time to describe it well. They explained that, no, they don’t, and feel this
expediency proves to be a more of a hindrance down the line:
Px: We've all been in situations where [quality has been sacrificed for expediency] has
been done in the past and then three years from now somebody says [we want some new
metadata] then you have to go back and do it after the fact. Which is far more
work…nothing’s perfect, but as far as you can at the outset, in the long run, my
experience and my colleagues’ experience, that will actually save us time. But in the
short term, you know, people are just looking for numbers.
Another participant echoed this issue wherein she feels like time spent upfront would obviate the
need for going back later. One Black participant said that with African American collections, that
they do not feel like they can in good conscience rush with describing the material. Therefore,
they stand by the choice to take longer, even if this creates conflict with their colleagues:
Px: I don’t have the heart to [rush], because [people are] entrusting us to take in their
collection, and for me, part of caring is having a description that is fully reflective of their
collection. So it means spending time with it and going through it and creating a finding
aid that truly describes what’s in it and gives all the contextual information a researcher
will need, in that biographical, historical note…and yeah. And the metadata. There
should be enough information in there, too, that fully describes that collection. So I do
think…Yeah. I’m at odds, oftentimes, with my colleagues on that issue. Yeah, and when
that does come up, I often just have to take that [responsibility for extra work] on myself.
(laugh)
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Another White participant regarded the practice of taking more time as a form of reparation in
the scheme of describing African American history aptly and well:
Px: I think, maybe spending more time than you might in other contexts…Making an
effort to improve…like, add fields to description, if they were missing. I feel like with
these remediation projects, that’s part of what we’re doing, going through and doing
more kind of intensive description than we would…otherwise. Kind of…yeah. In
recognition of…our past, like, failure, to do so.
Participants noted, however, this method is not necessarily “efficient” and certainly not
expedient. Despite this, they want to take the time to highlight the humanity of the collection’s
African American subjects through item level description. They note that other colleagues or
leadership might not see taking time and adding this extra description as “necessary” in terms of
providing “baseline access,” but that it is an archivist’s unspoken responsibility to provide that
depth and dimension to enrich historical collections, in particular African American collections,
saying:
Px: A lot of the collections I’ve worked with already were…described at an item level, so
when I went back to work on the description, kind of like, the fact that I was already
working at the item level, is not that efficient…if a large collection of [new documents
came in] I would definitely not be encouraged to process at an item level. So, like, names
wouldn’t be highlighted the way that they are kind of brought out, in the way that they
are in some of the finding aides. We’re definitely not encouraged to do item level
description. Or we’re definitely not encouraged to do any description that’s not necessary
to proving this baseline access…but in our context I think we’ve tried to say that
uncovering hidden voices or…you know, looking into the histories of marginalized
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people, should be a reason, in many cases, to deviate from the most efficient or most
minimal approach.
Another White participant talked about doing justice to African American collections in the
context of the MPLP conflict. They decided to find a happy medium as a thorough collection
description, even if every single item in the collection was not described:
Px: Before I came, it was enough that a collection have a simple MARC record,
indicating “these are Joanna Smith’s papers. She lived from these dates to those dates,
and we have 27 boxes.” And that was enough. So, in general, I had full support of my
department, not to do minimal cataloging of collections, but to do full processing to the
folder level, or at least to the box level, but usually to the folder level. My employer had
very significant manuscript holdings. And their practice in the past was to try to process –
or to describe–manuscripts at the item level, which led to them getting to about 5,000
individual and them then giving up, because, you know, I had 3 million records in the
archive…that’s one of the differences, generally, between a librarian’s approach and an
archivist’s approach. A librarian does want every item cataloged. An archivist says, “I
can spend my whole life doing either level and I can help, like, three people. Or I can do
group description through finding aids and help hundreds of people.” And so, archivists,
generally, are on the side of group description, except for those very rare occasions, if
you have a collection of documents written by George Washington, you want to do them
at the item level. And that’s a lot. But for 200 feet of records, you don’t need to work at
the item level, or else you’ll never get anything done. And so, I guess when I arrived, one
of the things that… our library was able to do for the first time, was collective description
beyond a simple MARC record, which is, of course, full EAD finding aids.
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However, according to this archivist, going deep with the metadata using EAD paid off in the
end:
Px: And [once the processing and description was done], within 10 minutes, we could
find particular boxes and folders that a researcher needed. If we had not invested that
money in…older-level processing, today it would still be a…a waste of time for scholars
to come use that collection. And scholars don’t have money to burn like that. They need
quick access to materials that only they can judge are relevant to their search. I can’t do
that for them. But if I give you a box and you go through it, chances are you’re going to
find something in there if we’ve got the topic of that box already figured out.
These participants also added, however, that they recognize their privilege in their situation, with
being able to take the time to be thorough:
Px: [What] I was doing was ahead of many of my colleagues at other institutions…maybe
in larger institutions where they had more hierarchy and more rules…but I really think
that that is the future of where finding aids are going. Not just to provide a one-line
description, “Correspondence, 1942,” but then a chance to, online, read that
correspondence, or sift through it. Just at the same order in which it is in the folder.
And…I think in 20 or 30 years, we’ll probably be there. So, I was…I was tinkering with
current systems to try to make that work. And I thought it made it work well, but I also
ended up inadvertently making more work for… another staff member, who, rightly,
protested. And the…result of that was that I then took that extra workload upon myself.
Because I shouldn’t assume someone else will do my follow up work that way…doubling
the amount of time it takes, or tripling the amount of time it takes, to encode a finding
aid.
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The issue of time pressure, racism, and resonance was also addressed. For example, a Black
participant said that you need to take extra time to make sure you are not misrepresenting an
object about Black history or culture through an incorrect use of Library of Congress subject
headings:
Px: You have to make sure that…what LC means…what you think it means. But then,
sometimes how LC describes things, is not how researchers in the field [describe things].
I find that LC has failed us, failed us so badly. (laugh) So, it’s important, and making sure
those terms are… something that users would use, is something I take a little extra time
on.
Echoing other participants that African American material deserves extra time and attention, they
also said that as they give more attention to African American cultural material they have trouble
knowing if they are doing the right thing by privileging the needs of those who use African
American collections over those who use other collections, given institutional pressures to work
with a broad swath of documents. However, they value respecting marginalized communities so
that often overtakes the pressure to be expedient:
Px: I’d…especially with the…marginalized communities, I go out of my way to actually
take more time with them. In fact, I just got crazy busy last year, I had a personal policy
to create LC name headings, when you have time. (laugh) So, to me, I made the time
when it came to members of marginalized communities. And now I just never have the
time. (laugh)
They said, too, that they feel proud of this decision to take time, even if it creates conflict with
leadership over how time is best spent. As one said, “deciding to take more time to describe
these things, is kind of my own expression of, ‘This is valuable.’”
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Px: [The values of leadership and my own values] do kind of clash because the [value] of
rich…providing for rich metadata, um, kind of conflicts with the need for just quickly
getting the stuff through the process so it can be made available to users. Um, so there's
always that kind of…walking on a tightrope trying to get it, right. But in general…yeah,
it depends on who you ask I guess. So like catalogers will probably say yes, it's important
to have the rich metadata. But unfortunately, we’re being pressured by administration to
just get it out there. Yeah, there’s seems to be a kind of mentality that we kind of just are
sitting on our hands…that came from a legacy from a long time ago where…[leadership]
would shout from the rooftops all the way up to the chancellor’s office about how useless
catalogers are. (laugh) And how we just slow everything down. And that seems to kind of
permeate into technical services, not including catalogers. So, if we take a while on
something, it’s not because…we’re obsessing over some little thing that doesn’t matter,
not because it’s actually difficult to describe.
They added that pressure sometimes comes from donors, who ask why their collections “aren’t
up yet”.
Reflect and Revisit
The theme of regret over how time pressure interferes with cleaning up older metadata or
enriching metadata in existing collections and the desire to revisit older collections for other
quality-assurance reasons was brought up by several participants. I also noted that many of the
participants say they lack the time and resources for doing user evaluation testing of the
metadata, so assessing the quality of the user experience is mere speculation on the part of the
metadata librarian. Thus, they must use their best judgment to assess metadata they have created,
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sometimes relying on conversations with their colleagues where they discuss what works and
what doesn’t.
One participant said s(he) would like to revisit existing collections to create more
connections in the metadata between the African American collections and other collections so
that all material relevant to African American history would become more plentiful and
available. However, noting time constraints they said: “That could be a very ambitious project. I
don’t know [if we could] necessarily do that.” On the other hand, one participant felt they do
have the opportunity and resources to ponder and revisit decisions among colleagues on African
American collections, saying that at the conclusion of projects they take the time to evaluate the
collection with the rest of the group, to see “what works” and what could be improved.
One participant said they were given the mandate not to iterate over older record
metadata, and voiced disdain for that policy:
Px: It’s a pretty static and complete thing, as the material comes in. We have a policy that
was enacted a long time ago…(laugh) Came from on high that I guess it was assumed
that [metadata specialists] were spending too much time on…cataloging. (laugh)
Something. I mean, I consider it to be database management, quality control, but I guess
they saw it as a waste of time. So, now our policy is, we only move forward, there’s no
going back and re-cataloging.
Px: There is this mentality to just get it done. Efficiency is valued over anything else.
(pause) Whereas…some of us catalogers and the head of cataloging, we tend to…if we
can’t go backwards, we want to make sure we get it right the first time. (laugh) So…you
want to get it done, and quickly, but it needs to be right because I’m not going to be able
to go back and change it.
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Another participant says that they slow down and take the time to revisit the materials to better
describe them after they have gone live or been made available to the public:
Px: I don’t feel like I’m an expert in African American history…but I do feel like…I’ve
been able to use a part of my kind of job description—taking time to go back and
reprocess and re-describe materials in a subject area—has given me…time to actually
slow down…more than I would in another environment. And kind of take more time with
materials to like, build…at least enough knowledge to kind of…describe…materials.
Another participant who works as an archivist said that as a rule, they constantly revisit their
metadata and make changes.
Px: Always. I would say that my…my process as an archivist, doing description, doing
arrangement, anything like that, it’s always very iterative, especially in such a large
collection. So, I was definitely really learning a lot along the way, and certainly making
decisions that, after having months of time, then after making that decision to think about
it and to talk to more people, I felt like, “Oh, there is a better way to deal with this.”
Another participant said the extra work in revisiting older African American collections
often involves doing more research and talking to additional people for more information. They
said they “do [this] as time permits, but in a lot of cases like these collections might have been
processed, you know, like 15 to 20 years ago, by people who are no longer with the institution”
so information may be missing. Another said the opportunity to revisit and reflect on a collection
simply is not there due to the time crunch: “Um… usually if I finish a collection or a batch or
something, I’ll note it. But other than that, there’s not much reflection. I just keep moving
onward. After it’s all said and done, it’s time to move forward.” Finally, another said, “It's a very
high emphasis [on efficiency], getting higher and higher, which of course means the collections
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are getting less described. We can get more out there but with far less information.” I asked what
fields do you feel like suffer the most?
Px: I do feel special collections addressing marginalized communities are amongst the
groups that suffer the most. Because if they tell us, well we don't have any money to
apply subject headings anymore, and the title of an image is a person's name, but you
don't have a subject heading saying that this is an African American painter…someone
looking for an African American painter is not going to find that…adding additional
summaries, additional abstracts, to give more context to it…we drop all of that in order to
be more productive in numbers.
Finally, one participant described doing metadata work well as “a balancing act between creating
and ensuring sharable data, but also creating data that is easy for the [African American] people
who I know have an investment in this collection… creating data that I know they’re going to be
able to navigate, and that that will be intuitive to [users].”
Relationships with Colleagues and Leadership
The ability of colleagues to get along with each other, share ideas, find the most effective
solution to a problem, and reach agreement is essential in the task of describing and organizing
African American collections in a way that makes the collections the most useful and impactful.
I wanted to get a general sense of the level of collegiality within and between departments in
their library.
The participants and I talked about how consensus is formed with colleagues and other
stakeholders—be they users, donors, or others—for descriptive tasks in the library. I was also
interested in whether they feel their solutions are heard and appreciated by peers. Participants
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addressed the ways in which consensus happens with their library projects as well as within
situations particular to describing African American collections.
Consensus
Overall, participants reported having collegial relationships with leaders and colleagues.
Px: [I don’t make all] decisions at the end of the day, but I definitely feel like I’m being
included and consulted. And if I do have issues with some decisions they make, it’s
definitely…there’s a community where people are open to discussing it.
One participant remarked that although it is easy to make decisions among some colleagues, it
can be difficult when other stakeholders’ opinions or desires are thrown into the mix:
Px: We make the decisions as a group, but there are certain constraints, you know, we are
using certain standards, we are using certain technology stacks, we're using certain
packages that people might be able to pick from, you know, but you can't have whatever
you want. And there is a lot of back and forth, you know, we try to accommodate, unless
someone is too late in the project…sometimes people come in…we just had somebody
recently when the project was almost done who said [they wanted a specific thing, and]
we were like, ‘um, no.’ We don't have a metadata element for that…even if we were to
do it, that means we would have to implement a new field into our system and then
somebody would have to redo the interface and that's why I'm saying we have to be more
upfront about what all this entails and it may seem like okay let’s do this and, you know,
it's not always that easy.
Another participant said their ability to collaborate together and form decisions ultimately makes
the African American collections stronger:
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Px: We all routinely collaborate about what we’re doing and I’m happy that we do…on a
regular basis every time we do an exhibit, and that to me is huge because the curators
[are] able to explain things that don’t necessarily come through in the text…
Other participants brought up the positive aspects of working with others, telling how their race
or the race of colleagues may play a role. These individuals said they feel that, with certain
issues related to the description of African American collections, they are on the same page with
their colleagues. One Black librarian expressed gratitude for her BIPOC colleagues:
Px: I’ve learned so much from [BIPOC colleagues] …(laugh) if this were like a TED talk
that would be my number-one recommendation, to get involved, because being
accountable to other people and contributing to [something] much bigger [is important].
Several White librarians talked about how they try to engage ethical and respectful description
through collaboration with others. A White librarian talked positively about group accountability
among White colleagues as they work on African American collections:
Px: Well I would say that all of us are conscious of wanting to be respectful, so
sometimes we may ask a question [that] is this something we really want to include [such
as] would this language be considered offensive but is it something we should include or
not. I bet definitely, again this is just a feeling on my part but I feel like that when we’ve
done that when we’ve had those collaborations…there’s been an overall sense of more
respect. For sure.
One White librarian talked about how collaboration with Black individuals enabled
growth in the area of cultural literacy and sensitivity on the part of the librarian. In this case, the
librarian was in charge of a project and did the bulk of the organizing and description work
alone, so did not have to put a premium on consensus as such. However, as a White librarian, she
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valued the input of Black individuals, including students, who offered their time to work on
metadata for the collections. Often, this meant pointing out that the terms they were using could
be deemed offensive to the Black community.
In addition to working independently to research and learn more about the topics in
African American history they describe, one participant expressed gratitude for colleagues with
subject matter expert backgrounds that they get to work with on African American collection
metadata development:
Px: I would say the expertise of some of my colleagues who are…trained historians in
American history. [I] definitely bounce ideas off of them…and I have colleagues who
have a [specialty] background—and they both are generalists, American history
folk…and I think they have a better background in African American history than I do.
At least in terms of my direct colleagues.
In several cases, White librarians expressed wanting to have more Black collaborators for
African American collection projects, and at present some of them have no Black team members.
One White librarian said this about trying to figure out racialized issues with LCSH as someone
who is not Black:
Px: I guess when you’re…using a general thesauri like Library of Congress subject
headings, it’s hard to separate the bias that’s in those knowledge systems, which were
created by a dominant culture. While I’m aware of that tension, in practice…it
hasn’t…led to huge changes in what I do. And that’s largely because I don’t really know
of good alternatives to get around some of those issues of bias without… either investing
a lot of time, which we don’t have, or there may be some sort of alternative vocabularies
that are out there that I’m not aware of, so it could just be ignorance on my part…I do
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tend to keep my interventions pretty broad, with the hope that whatever those
interventions are, they make the collections more usable so that people who are more
fluent can then come in and maybe help out with the enrichments at a later date.
Gender Discrimination and Dynamics
My participants all identify as cisgender men and women. I wanted to understand how
gender dynamics might complicate the collaborations on projects where participants create
metadata for African American collections. No participants reported working with people who
identify in ways other than cis men and women.
One woman participant reported gender discrimination in her general collaborations with
all-male groups.
Px: In the workplace, I'm in a pretty technical specialization of librarianship, and usually
the technology realm is one that's dominated by men and I find myself having to fight to
be heard, fight to be listened to, and having to just bring all these extra credentials just
someone to listen to my query, or my side of the story. So, um, it can be really
frustrating.
She brought up a scenario that illustrates her belief that some of the men she works with don’t
listen, even when she has the solution to something:
Px: There was an instance where we were testing something. It was the first time we were
doing [it]…it was a group of us. I just want to be a fly on the wall…see what it was like
in case, you know, one day I had to do it. And I'm pretty good at like finding information
on the internet…so we couldn't get the thing to work and I kept saying you need to
change this one little setting, this one line and I had to say it over and over again. It took
like 20 minutes and them trying it two or three different times and I’m like maybe you
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should just try this one thing. Then it worked. I feel more respected outside of libraries
than I do within them…But, you know, I do have background in computer science and
various other kind of tech specific things and even though I can't necessarily articulate
every little thing when it comes to transformations or…you know doing any kind of batch
changes or anything like that…still, I know what I'm doing and I've shown that. But
every time it's like I'm starting off from square one with [the male dominated
departments].
I asked another participant about how she feels in her workplace and workplace
community in light of her gender identity or gender expression:
Px: I think we have a pretty good group and I never feel like it’s a problem and, to be fair,
librarianship is a female-dominated field in general, not that it never impacts us but I feel
like we probably are impacted quite a bit less than women in other fields.
Disagreement and Discord Between People and Departments
Some participants reported being able to hash out disagreements or differing ideas well
with their colleagues inside and outside their departments. For instance, one participant
emphasized they stand their ground but that they all remain respectful of one another, and said
Px: I remember [I got new metadata ideas from another institution]. It was quite eyeopening, and it probably did result in maybe a couple of changes [in] what we were
doing, because it was so—it was relevant, and made some sense…[but] I also remember
that maybe my colleagues didn’t 100% agree with me.
I asked them, do you feel your ideas are received well by your colleagues?
Px: Yes, I think it’s a very shared respect across the board…not all of my ideas are
accepted but not all of the other people’s are accepted either. It’s, you know, we all want
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to do the best job we can…so I think my ideas are really well-received. I think there have
been times when particularly myself and [another person] wished that things might have
gone differently, but I don’t think we belabor the point. It’s just something we may chat
about.
There were times, however, where difficulties in communication were reported, and the
participants who did report discord believe that it impacted to differing degrees the metadata they
create. Some reported occasional misunderstandings but that they are able to hash it out. Echoing
an issue from a previous chapter, one participant disagrees with the amount of assumption
colleagues sometimes wish to impute in records.
For example, one participant said they had inherited an African American collection that
had poor information and, as much as they would have liked, they did not have the time to fix it.
They attribute much of this struggle to the siloed departments not communicating adequately
with their own:
Px: Um, there are instances where we simply are not able to add subject access points
because what we get is so poorly described that we would have to review files which we
don't have access to. But [other units are] promising us that we're going to get access to
view the files when we're making the metadata, but it just never happens…and, although
I can write to a point person about this, the credentials I would need to access new
information is labor-intensive both for us and for other parties down the pipeline, so we
try to not do that if it can be avoided.
Another participant said:
Px: I definitely felt oppressed at times. (laugh) Really did. Like…my creativity or my
sensitivity to special needs that came up…was being squashed by the institution. But…
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most of the time, I didn’t feel that deeply enough…to…resent it. And other times, I
forged ahead anyways to experiment with new procedures and rules and…new possible
guidelines, that…There was always an audience willing to listen and consider…if
something had value, and to let me know if it didn’t have value. (laugh) So, I think I did
alright. But there were, of course, times I was frustrated, and…felt like my creativity—
my creative problem-solving skills—were being underutilized.
One participant said there is a legacy of cataloguers and metadata librarians being told, more or
less, that they are “useless” because they tend to take a long time on making the metadata
thorough and precise (and that leadership does not understand that things take time).
Two participants reported negative interactions with Library of Congress groups if they
suggested introducing or changing subject headings. One participant introduced new racial
terms, the other worked in a different topic area not directly related to race. In particular, they
said their ideas were dismissed by semi-anonymous entities on the basis of their term not being
deemed “neutral” or “relevant” enough.
Although several participants said they get along well with colleagues and that, in
general, consensus is (for all but one participant) necessary for moving forward with the
description efforts, they sometimes feel they need to put their foot down and assert their decision
strongly and see to it that their choice is accepted. Some of them articulated that they feel a good
deal of independence and confidence in asserting themselves; however, some said their efforts to
have their decision heard and appreciated was rebuffed. We talked about this generally but also
in relation to their work with African American collections.
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One woman participant said she generally gets along well with her colleagues. In terms
of making decisions for the projects that she works on, I asked who she feels makes those
decisions—you or your colleagues? She replied that she largely makes the decisions on her own.
Out of respect for the African American subjects she describes, another woman participant said
they often “explain” to others the decisions they enforce, saying sometimes there isn’t so much a
“clash, but there were sometimes when I had to justify certain actions.”
One participant described the responsibility that comes with having to strongly enforce
decisions with metadata for collections in general.
Px: Because, you know, I think that comes with…with being a librarian you always want
to make everybody happy. You always tend to say, “oh, of course, we can do that” and
sometimes you have to…you have to be the subject specialist for the metadata, and say,
“that's not a good idea, we should not be doing it, it might look good now, but we won't
be able to transfer this collection” …and sometimes people are not happy to hear it. But if
you are the one who has that knowledge, [I’ve] learned that the hard way.
Summary
When talking about the different issues they grapple with, almost all the librarians in my
study expressed opinions about practice that align with the values of a conscientious personality
type. I did not give a personality test to participants but, being familiar with this personality, I
made this observation during my coding and analysis process.
Conscientiousness can have many positive returns for library and archival collections, in
that the conscientious person tends to be thorough, to pay attention to details, and to feel a higher
sense of obligation; in this case, an obligation to Black stakeholders as people with an investment
in the collection and/or those individuals who are represented in it as well as duty to the
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profession of LIS. Many traits of conscientiousness align with the tenets espoused within
technical rationality such as a propensity to value rules and procedure and having a lower level
of extraversion. Many conscientious values expressed by participants—their value of the rules of
practice, their value of orderliness, their valuing a higher obligation to the practice, their desire
for correctness and perfection—align with the tenets of technical rationality when considered
objectively.
Taken out of context, a workplace governed in a technically rational fashion, especially a
bureaucracy, would in theory value employees who are conscientious because they work hard,
and work to make things functional and make them “right”. However, the mandates of the
technically rational practice/workplace and the traits of conscientiousness are the source of
sometimes serious conflict. Some conscientious traits of the practitioner—assimilated from the
lessons of their professionalization that get reinforced as they attempt to exemplify those traits
and lessons—run counter to workplace rationality, which values expediency and function over
detail. In other words, there is a clash between the professionalization dimension (representative
of the librarian’s personality, affinity, and professional mindset) and the workplace, which can
often interfere with how well collections are described. This conflict is illustrated in Table 2.
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Table 2 - Comparison of Conscientious Personality Type Traits and Mandates of
Workplace Technical Rationality

Note: Yellow highlights indicate clash with workplace rationality’s major tenet that demands quick
production. Green indicates agreement with workplace technical rationality tenets to maintain status quo
and production. Adapted in part from Wikipedia.

In this table, I include the values that librarians articulated during the interview. It should
be noted, however, that conscientiousness does not by definition account for liberal thinking,
revising and revisiting, addressing (redressing) guilt and regret, resonance, meaningfulness,
respect, criticality, and acts that I characterize as being antiracist. But acting conscientiously may
actualize aspects of antiracism insofar as showing respect to and reverence for the African
American community in terms of presenting a thorough, resonant, and carefully constructed
description. It was clear that the librarians harbor values that center the perception of, and
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reverence for, African Americans and the collections that represent aspects of a shared cultural
heritage. They desire to act on these values, but the values are sometimes difficult to enact in the
work environment—and might, in the case of some White librarians, be difficult to enact due to
personal limitations, such as a lack of cultural literacy and general factual knowledge about the
African American experience. In many cases, these conscientious and often sensitive librarians
who are White do not want to cause harm to the Black community by “getting it wrong” and thus
they avoid acting in a way that significantly alters the metadata.
My conclusion is that as the workplace relegates some of the workers to more functional
groupings in silos wherein they have little interaction with others who work on the collection up
and down the chain, they are prevented from being as confident as they could possibly be when
applying metadata to the collections. Furthermore, this organization of work diminishes their
ability to be conscientious by not providing the time to revisit and work slowly and thoroughly
with the materials. Conscientiousness, or being conscientious, is one of the core ways that
librarians demonstrate respect and reverence for the Black community of stakeholders and
patrons. For several of the librarians, this entails certain resources and opportunities, such as time
for discussion, thinking, deliberation, and reflection. Even if initial literacy is absent, time and
reasonable pace of work enables these librarians to be conscientious, which is a way they show
reverence for Black communities in their work. And time is the resource they do not have in their
work context.
The PWI generally speaking, is historically racist and has historically disregarded
collections representing Black people, in addition to devaluing Black individuals as faculty,
students, and staff. Therefore, making strides in this work in the confines of the historically
White workplace necessitates antiracism. Below I take an integrative approach in presenting the
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traits of the workplace that show alignment with the tenets of technical rationality that I induced
from analysis. I take traits from Schön’s assessment of technical rationality; traits from
Marcuse’s initial assessment; and from assessments of technical rationality in skilled professions
including medicine. At times these traits of a workplace also correspond to those of
neoliberalism so I include a column for that as well for the purpose of comparison.
Table 3 - Comparison of Neoliberal Workplace Values and Librarian Values
Tenets or values of
technical rationality

Neoliberal
workplace value?

Librarian values?

Uniform procedures

Y

Y (uniformity in metadata for findability
and discoverability, machine consumable)

Factory model (silos)

Y

N

High workload

Y

N

Quickness

Y

Y

Minimized time for the
individual case

Y

N

Y

N

Scientization of
organization and
description

Y

It depends

Objectivity

?

Y

Value neutrality

?

Mostly N

Expediency

Y

N

Bureaucracy

Note: Adapted in part from Wikipedia.
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CHAPTER 9: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
In pursuing this research, I wanted to better understand the personal, professional, and
social impediments, challenges, and opportunities that are associated with the organization and
description of African American collections at PWIs. I thought of three dimensions—the
personal (how the individual articulates their experience in the “outside” world), the professional
(how the individual articulates their experience with the library world and the world of theory)
and the social (how the individual articulates their functioning and thinking in the workplace
world)—as dimensions that can each be examined separately, and then woven and understood
together. I do not think of any one dimension as more important than another in trying to better
understand the problems faced by my participants in their work of describing these collections.
Each dimension introduces values and social forces that may compete with or compound on each
other in ways that are significant for the outcomes of these collections.
The Three Dimensions of Library Practice
All three dimensions are important to understand why and how the collection descriptions
may or may not satisfy patrons and other stakeholders. While each dimension impacts the others,
I believe that thoroughly examining and acknowledging each dimension on its own terms—that
is, as if exploring each side of a multi-sided prism—is the only way by which we can truly
mitigate and address what may be weaknesses in how African American collections are currently
described in PWIs. Further, by noting the personal, professionalizing, and social circumstances
that lead to African American collections librarians feel confident in, we may better understand
the kinds of circumstances that improve what may be relatively weaker collections.
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In Chapter 6, I discussed the dimension of the “personal,” or how the participants, who
have experienced African American history and life in different ways, describe themselves as
individuals in the greater world. In Chapter 7, I examined their professionalization as librarians
and their relationship to standards of practice and how this bears on their interpretation of their
professional role and their professional limitations in using metadata for African American
collections. Finally, in Chapter 8, I examined the social dimension, wherein decisions for and
articulations of their desires to describe African American collections in particular ways are
brought to bear in the workplace.
Reflexivity and Antiracism
Chris Bourg (2016) writes “while programs like the ARL diversity recruitment and
retention programs are extremely important, it is not up to librarians of color to solve the
Whiteness problem in librarianship—that’s on us White folk.” She argued that the future of
libraries and archives depends on the following qualities:
1. We need to actively create the future we want, rather than passively respond to
trends, expectations, and neoliberal pressures to act more like a business.
2. We need to be forces for social justice and equity in local, national, and global
context.
3. ...If libraries have any hope of remaining relevant and of fulfilling our original
radical mission of providing unfettered access to knowledge for everyone, then I
think we need to deal with our Whiteness problem. (Bourg, 2016, paras. 5-6)
Racism and Antiracism in Libraries
In alternative librarianship blogs, journals, and books that are authored, edited, and run
by BIPOC and White allies which work to spur metadata and other areas of librarianship in a
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more diverse, inclusive, and antiracist direction, the authors encourage peers to engage in
antiracism at work. In the discourses I refer to, much of the writing—first person testimonies,
personal essays, research studies relying on interview data, and opinion pieces—leverage
personal reflexivity where the authors and researchers rely on their own and others’ reflections as
essential data for understanding problems in librarianship within a larger landscape and where
they often focus on the rampant racism—exemplified in others’ beliefs, attitudes, goals and
practices—that hampers social and intellectual progress in the field.
Many BIPOC and ally authors focus on changing descriptive practice in librarianship and
archival work and acknowledge that these changes must be implemented within workplaces and
by governing groups that are racially intolerant. They also acknowledge how embedded White
dominant Anglo practices are in our profession. In these works, librarians and archivists—many
of them practitioners and former practitioners—push back against current metadata norms of
practice by championing antiracism. When antiracism in arenas like metadata is engaged, it
supports idiosyncratic and creative methods that help language systems function better and thus
empower people—empower the BIPOC and ally librarians, empower the patrons, the donors,
and the subjects from marginalized groups being described in a collection.
Engaging reflexivity to achieve antiracism and induce change requires certain resources
from an organization such as emotional and intellectual support from colleagues and leadership,
time, and money, and first and foremost, freedom to act on personal antiracist values. That said,
the tenor and subject of many of these blog posts is that reflexive thinking in the workplace is
often prohibited, and the personhood of BIPOC librarians is diminished or pushed out by
Majority governance and sometimes by Majority peer-colleagues when BIPOC professionals
attempt to foreground diversity and inclusivity and advocate for themselves. Often it is not
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simply that ideas of BIPOC are rejected, but BIPOC are subject to microaggressions and more
forthright and brazen forms of racism. Therefore, any mitigating actions by the Majority must be
intentionally antiracist.
The Antiracist Practitioner
Being an antiracist practitioner entails different forms of reflexivity. Typically,
antiracism—actions that work to topple the status quo and achieve racial equality—falls on
members of the White majority, and this is not untrue in libraries. I believe the act of advocating
for and describing African American collections well is an antiracist act. However, there is a
dilemma. In the U.S., both Whites and BIPOC librarians describe African American collections
at PWIs; therefore, the onus falls on BIPOC librarians as well as Whites to upend this inequality
in terms of how collections are approached by being audacious and either bypassing or standing
up to leadership in ways that promote the excellence of these collections. However, I also believe
it is the responsibility of the White majority in leadership to change their policies to make it
easier to accomplish the goal of describing these collections well. Not to do so is to uphold a
racially hostile status quo.
Many extant collections are organized and described by White practitioners. This
includes African American collections. The opportunities for White practitioners to grow in their
antiracism or in their ability to better serve these collections by increasing their cultural
knowledge are often absent in PWIs for reasons that are explicated in former chapters and within
this chapter. It is essential to understand why and how problems occur from the point of view of
practitioners who reflect on their professionalization and their personhood in the work context. It
is also incumbent on leadership to check and alter their own beliefs, attitudes, and actions, which
is something that is possible when an organization fosters reflexivity. Antonacopolou wrote:
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A vital element of organizing reflection, critique, is limited [within organizations].
Therefore, exploring the relationship between learning and organisational change from
the perspective of the individual reveals new insights...The relationship between learning
and changing is based on social, cultural and political factors specific to the context in
which it takes place. These emotional, social and political dimensions influence whether
individuals learn from the changes they experience, and the changes that result from the
learning experiences they encounter. Organisational change as a learning opportunity
when examined from the individuals’ perspective, shows more clearly the individuals’
concerns and the tendency to passively adapt to the new demands placed upon them.
Learning in relation to organisational changes is a means of maintaining security and
protecting one’s self-image. These issues highlight that reflexivity is not simply a matter
of personal choice. As is the case with many other socio-psychological processes, it too is
bounded by the context in which it takes place. The contextual specificity does not only
colour the meanings of reflexivity. It also shapes whether and how individually and
collectively people reflect on their practices and on their reflections. (Antonacopolou,
1999, p. 2)
In pursuing this study, I was eager to understand more about the relationship between an
individual’s humanity and their practice contextualized within a majority White profession and
within a predominantly White workplace. I wanted to understand the complexities of this
relationship between person, profession, and workplace in the words of practitioners; that is,
through their reflections.
Reflexivity often refers to our personal ability or capacity to reflect on ourselves, our
abilities, and our humanity in the context of our relationships with other people and our ability to
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see our actions as situated and having consequences for people other than ourselves. In being
reflexive, we not only change outcomes by possibly making more thoughtful and humane
choices but in so doing summon our values so we may be good to others.
Creating Models Showing Relationship Between a Reflexive, Antiracist Practitioner and
African American Collections in PWI
I was interested in seeing what kind of metadata model both reduces harm and activates
positive change for these collections. Much of what participants discussed during our interviews
was addressing, mitigating, and preventing further harm to—and honoring and elevating—the
African American community through excellent representations of material. It is incumbent on
practitioners, then, to understand themselves in relation to metadata theory and practice,
simultaneously to reduce harm and do the best job possible. Hartman and Moore argued that
[A] self-reflexive individual is ‘a self that is capable of relating to others’ (Garrety, 2008,
p. 94), and is someone who is able to see what is wrong or injurious in her actions, for
herself or others, and thereby desires to change her practice...It requires engaging with
the world around us and recognizing that feelings of discomfort and anxiety can offer
opportunities to open up our actions and behaviors to reflexive examination. (Hibbert and
Cunliffe, 2013)
In theorizing how to improve the reflexivity of researchers, Emirbayer and Desmond
(2012) used critical race theory to take an approach like that of this study, entailing people from
a privileged majority to analyze themselves in relation to their actions. They wrote:
If more than a century of American race scholarship including work in sociology, cultural
studies, ethnic studies, and a whole host of related scholarly areas has taught us anything,
it is the unique importance of critical and reflexive thought. We have come to see, if only
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belatedly, that our understanding of the racial order will forever remain unsatisfactory so
long as we fail to turn our analytic gaze back upon ourselves, the analysts of racial
domination, and inquire critically into the hidden presuppositions that shape our thought.
(Emirbayer & Desmond, 2012, p. 574)
Authors who have written on other forms of critical reflexivity have also encouraged
“question(ing) the social practices, organizational policies and procedures that we are involved in
creating: to identify, advocate and support necessary changes in situations that promote harmful
values” (Hibbert, 2013, p. 180). Although the prescription researchers provide is at times
designed for managers of organizations to think and act more reflexively (which is something I
advocate for in my interventions and suggestions below), we can use the model to think about
how a practitioner may act when in the work environment (and why they may not act critically,
or why they may feel prevented from acting critically even when they are thinking critically).
For my study, I see this idea of reflexivity for social good as essential for understanding
how practitioners grapple with metadata problems for African American collections that may
incite inner and outer conflicts for them and are reflective of a larger problematic fabric of the
PWI library.
Reflexivity and the 6 Rs of Antiracism
Antiracism is not simply being “not racist.” It is knowing yourself, and growing, and
taking action. Anneliese Singh, in The Racial Healing Handbook (2019), provides what the
author calls the 6 “Rs” of antiracism. I incorporated my own findings from participants into
Singh’s table to underscore its relevance to this study in particular:
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Table 4 - Traits of Being an Action-Oriented Antiracist: The Six Rs
ANTIRACISM
(THE SIX RS)
READ
REFLECT

REMEMBER

RISK

REJECTION

RELATIONSHIP
BUILDING

DEFINITION
to educate yourself on the effects, impacts, and other structures of
racism.
on what this education means for you as someone developing a White
antiracist identity, such as identifying new ways to challenge everyday
racism and work on racial justice initiatives.
how you participate in the thoughts, beliefs, and actions that uphold
racism, whether you intend to or not, and how you “forget” that racism
exists. Identify internalized racial attitudes you have about people of
color.
involves codes of certitude and pushing back against expediency with
stealthy approaches.
learn to understand and accept rejection. Rejection is something you
will experience as an antiracist, sometimes you will make mistakes and
“get it wrong” when it comes to identifying and challenging racism.
Because of your White privilege, it will sometimes be tough to identify
how something you are doing may be harmful to people of color. And
people of color may reject what you are saying and even hold you
accountable for these missteps. People of color have justified anger
about racism, and they may reject you or White people harshly
because of it. If this happens, understand that this is the product of
their treatment at the hands of a racist system. Do not take it
personally; rather, help them if you can and continue to stay in the
fight against racism.
is a part of what you do along the way—with White folks and people
of color who are somewhere on their journey from nonracist to
antiracist.

Note: Adapted from Singh (2019, pp. 90-91)

In addition to drawing from the tenets of antiracism, I drew from standpoint feminist
theory which holds that people’s articulations of their own place and perception is the primary
data from which we as researchers can more realistically understand why and how racist issues
persist in the lived world. These articulations reveal that the degree someone reflects on their
own Whiteness and Whiteness in the profession may explain why people may go to bat for other
people who would benefit from allyship—whether the actor is a member of that particular
community or not. This idea of being willing to, and then actually going to bat for others in a
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way that challenges or successfully disrupts aspects of the status quo, is key in reflexivity and is
key in antiracism.
Identity and Antiracism
The idea that people with a marginal identity may have more of an affinity for antiracist
action or the propensity for self-reflection and reflections on racism in their lives led me to ask
questions about the influence that gender, race, religion, politics, and sexuality played in my
participants’ perception of African American culture and life, and how all those perceptions
affect their approach to African American collections. These facets all indeed instigated feelings
of empathy and affinity for the African American experience, and for people of African
American descent.
I was surprised to learn about other social experiences, such as geographic orientation
and movement from one location to another, that spurred some White practitioners to become
more aware of the effects of Whiteness in society and consequently in their own profession of
librarianship. Scholars of reflexivity, such as Julius Elster (2017), affirm this, arguing that
“[r]reflexive orientations do not start from scratch each time they operate; they are instead
constituted in and by lived experiences of the sociotemporal world” (p. 275).
Emotions and Antiracism
Emotions, often emanating from stress or confinement are often not considered in work
environments such as libraries because these institutions at times operate more like a business or
a factory, which is how Bourg (2016) classifies the Majority library. Because I am interested in
reflexivity in practice, I was interested in emotions and the emotional labor these librarians
incurred because of having to make what were at times, difficult choices. Therefore, I coded the
emotions that participants addressed by name and those they did not name, which I inferred
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based on certain responses. One thing I was struck by is their nervousness at making a misstep in
the metadata in a way that would alienate the Black community as well as their concern for the
optics of their choices. This concern, about making a choice that may be construed as racist,
inhibited different kinds of actions.
Some participants did discuss their emotional responses to the material they work with,
and these responses were often strong and connoted passion. Antonacopoulou wrote that:
By bringing to the fore the emotions that are part of the dynamic flow of interacting
social and political forces we are able to better appreciate the organizing processes of
reflection that underpin the way individuals make sense of the experiences they encounter
in their working environment. The relationship between learning and changing—i.e.,
whether organizational changes are perceived as a learning experience and then changing
as a result of learning) reflects the dynamic flow, which forms a complex web of
feedback systems, which in turn shapes reflexive practice. Therefore, the dynamics of
reflexive practice show more clearly the organizing process of reflection as individuals
seek to appraise personal and organizational priorities in relation to learning and
changing. (Antonacopoulou, 2004, p. 47)
Resources and Resourcefulness in the Workplace
I was curious how librarians brought their own emotions, values, identity affiliations,
knowledge, and abilities into the workplace as innate resources for working with African
American collections. How also, I wondered, in the context of what may be, according to
librarians such as Chris Bourg, a work environment with some neoliberal tendencies or
associations, do they become resourceful or push back in the service of African American
collections?
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My data included comments from several White participants that when it comes to
choosing apt metadata, some sensibilities cannot be learned by outsiders to a shared cultural
history or experience and so their resourcefulness even at its best may not be as effective as what
an insider can bring to a job. This unlearnable sensibility reflects a deeper, insider connection
around a shared sense of history and present that is almost difficult to articulate. This idea is
exemplified in my data as Black participants relied on their own insider sensibility to make
choices that they felt were the most sensitive to and appropriate for their own community, while
White participants expressed not having the same degree of confidence to make what would be
the most sensitive decisions regarding racial metadata even though they wanted to. In both cases,
the Black participants felt very comfortable in the arena of choosing from the array of racial
descriptors that Black individuals and groups use to describe themselves, and how these terms
should be spelled (e.g., Afro-American, black, Black, etc.). Whereas, when White participants
confronted with the need to decide to use certain racial metadata terms (e.g., using the n-word,
“negro”, or other terms that describe aspects of a shared cultural heritage), they often consulted
Black individuals to maximize their own comfort in making a choice and so as to not harm or
alienate members of the Black community. They expressed fear they might make an ignorant,
offensive, or inept choice in the metadata. Because they had few or no Black colleagues with
whom to consult on their metadata work, they would often seek advice from Black students,
personal friends, or interns—people whom they were fortunate to have in their proximity—and
thus gain some comfort with the terms that they chose. If they did not consult Black people they
knew, they consulted written resources about history and usages of certain terminology found in
books and articles authored by BIPOC. But often, for participants of both races, choosing racial
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metadata proved a difficult endeavor and gave them anxiety in a variety of ways, mostly in terms
of the harm—mostly in the way of upset and offense—a metadata misstep might cause.
In sum, engaging one’s reflexivity is dependent on certain innate and outside resources
for reflexivity to be available to the practitioner—be those resources intellectual and emotional
support, time, or money, or people to whom one may ask questions.
Dimensions of Being and Antiracism: Values, Tenets, Forces, and Actions
Following Bourg (2016) and others, I perceived my participants’ reflections as residing in
three dimensions: the personal, the professional, and the social workplace. In all dimensions,
participants articulated certain values and tenets they hold, and in the professional dimension and
workplace dimension, they often addressed conflict they had in reconciling their personal tenets
and values with those of the workplace.
In my analysis, I use the reflections and articulations of participants to understand their
challenges in terms of value commitments that are brought to bear personally, professionally (in
terms of their professionalization), and at work. From their reflections I induced that many have
varying levels of comfort and that each feels they have varying levels of ability to relay aptly the
African American experience given their schooling, upbringing, race, and other aspects of their
identity. I used their words to understand how their values relate to their personal identity, their
professional tenets, and the often-negative workplace social forces, which can induce actions that
may or may not be antiracist in terms of their manifestation or consequences.
In this work I used the following definitions:
Values: denote the degree of importance of some thing or action with the aim of
determining what actions are best.
Tenets: a principle or belief.
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Actions: taking action; doing something [adapted from Wikipedia].
It is a matter of fact that all professions have professional codes of conduct that are based
on values based in moral philosophy. These values lay out their professional principles and
tenets, and these govern their conduct and guide all professional actions. Thus, these terms—
values, tenets, and actions—are not synonymous. I think of them as a pyramid with values
supporting the tenets which in turn support the “best” actions or the only actions that seem
possible to the practitioner within the strictures of their professional code, their environment, and
their ability.
In my interviews, I was able to get my participants’ thoughts about their commitments in
each of these dimensions. I would characterize the commitments articulated by participants in the
“personal” dimension as value commitments. I would characterize the commitments participants
have in the professional dimension as professional tenets. Finally, what was of interest to me
were the negative social forces that made actualizing professional and personal tenets difficult or
seemingly impossible. Unlike in my experience in libraries, where I did not feel dissonance
between my own values, my professional tenets, and the tenets of the workplace, my participants
who work with minoritized cultural collections including African American collections did recall
experiences they had that suggest for them there is dissonance, although that is not always so.
Personal Values Meet Professional Tenets
Many participants expressed their personal commitments to fairness, diversity,
inclusivity, social justice, respect, and antiracism as they discussed their relationship with the
African American experience and African American collections. They also talked about their
commitment to fair and just representations of Black people in terms of criticality in their
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descriptions, avoidance of causing harm through inept use of metadata, and maintaining and
supporting the agency of Black people to be described in collections in ways they deem fit.
At the same time, their professional tenets included a commitment to the pragmatics of
metadata, such as providing usability, searchability, discoverability, access, maintaining the
integrity of the organization of documents intended by the creator (provenance), and factual
correctness, which implied an overarching commitment to rules, standards, order, and what these
tools can offer in a positive way. Participants also articulated a commitment to the professional
mandate to avoid bias, opinion, and assumption.
Tenets Overriding Values
When the values or tenets from one dimension conflicted with values or tenets from
another dimension, the conflict would produce an action wherein values would override tenets,
or tenets would override values. When participants discussed their professional mindset (the
professional dimension) it was evident from their responses that dogma from LIS often
dominated their personal desires, although their sensibilities or personal values cultivated in the
wider world would temper these responses so that whenever possible the actions they took with
metadata would serve and honor African American communities and collections, or at least
reduce harm. We saw this tempering of objectivity with sensitivity and care and commitment
when P3 was faced with the dilemma of creating too much bias and interpretation in her
collections. P3, a black woman with a background in history, channels her own interest in
African American history not into her own narrativization but instead, honoring the professional
tenet of objectivity and so focusing on how to aid from her place as librarian, conversation
amongst researchers while still creating a collection of quality.
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Figure 12 - Professional Tenets vs. Personal Values

The presence of dissonance and discord was evident as well as their desire for harmony
between these two dueling identities and mindsets. The struggle within librarians as (1) people
habituated in the outside world with certain values such as morality, criticality, often with a
strong personal interest in the Black experience, and a disgust for racism, and as (2)
professionals with a mindset for functional goals often led to discomfort, dilemmas, and stress
when workplace forces entered the equation.
A frequent professional dilemma that arose was whether to add more interpretation into a
work. Although participants often reflected on the importance of telling Black stories well and
reflecting other kinds of Black material well and acknowledged that historically PWIs had shown
these stories and materials short shrift, their professional mindset of objectivity told them to err
on the side of not taking a side by using their own personal narrativization or imbuing opinions
or by doing anything considered to be outside the confines of the rules of metadata. Several
librarians found ways to at least avoid blatant forms of racism in their practice and convey the
importance of the collections in ways other than by imputing bias, because this latter action
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would go against their professional mindset. In some cases, pragmatic, functional solutions were
tempered by their ability to be sensitive and critical in how they ultimately handled dilemmas
with racial metadata and maintaining the agency of Black groups and individuals being described
in the data. Pragmatic solutions were also tempered by participants who employed sensitive and
self-critical solutions. They want to be critical because they feel deeply the consequences that
their choices might have for Black consumers of the data. This was especially true for the Black
librarians I interviewed who were acutely aware of the impact their decisions would have.
Sometimes the professional imperative was at odds with what they wanted personally to do, e.g.,
the White librarian who felt forced to use LCSH to describe Native American collections, which
was at odds with her value of just and apt diverse representation. However, in many ways, the
professional mindset was not thought to be too much of a hindrance to them as they endeavor to
describe African American collections. The overarching functional rules and standards—as a sort
of functional paradigm—seem more or less to “work” for all collections’ metadata, including
metadata for African American collections.
Personal Values and Professional Tenets Meet Workplace Technical Rationality
There is a third set of values librarians must reconcile that are beyond the personal values
and professional tenets. How can librarians, as professionals and as people, fit into the value
systems of their local workplace hierarchy, administration, and institution? I did not know prior
to talking with participants how pronounced the value conflicts between the personal,
professional, and workplace dimensions would be, but they were, in fact, significant. The words
of many of the participants show that the workplace espouses a framework of technical
rationality (Chapter 3).

286

The workplace norms and procedures—the workplace values—actually prohibited some
librarians, especially those who do not work exclusively with Black collections, from fulfilling
certain professional values that align with their own desire to be conscientious (at a professional
level) which is mainly how they are able to demonstrate—within the confines of metadata
rules—their responsibility, respectfulness, and desire for racial justice (which speaks to who they
are, and who they wish to be, as people inside and outside the library). Oftentimes, being
conscientious—like being thorough, detail-oriented, complete, factual, and having the
opportunity to revise—is one means of showing respect, a greater responsibility to, and
reverence for, the Black community. As the data show, meeting these goals—showing respect,
being responsible—can be difficult, because of obstacles to acting conscientiously. And some of
the participants acknowledged that the emphasis the workplace places on expediency—as well as
the deprivation of other resources—has the worst consequences for BIPOC collections, which
they say need the extra time and care.
In the study, it became clear that although library administrators profess diversity in
documents or in just having these collections processed and/or available, they sometimes show
they are unwilling or unable to invest more resources to ensure the collections are of the highest
possible quality. This forces librarians to make difficult choices between making more materials
materially available but at a cost to quality, antiracism, or completeness. Participants said these
issues create conflict between the librarian who wants to be thorough and assertive about their
work and the workplace system which at times can be depersonalizing and can minimize the
librarian’s viewpoint on metadata.
The themes and topics that I classify as problems included lack of diverse hiring as well
as pressure to be expedient in the descriptive process. This mandate requires them to deliver
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collections within a certain time frame regardless of whether they feel completely comfortable
with the metadata they are able to produce. In particular, Black participants strongly articulated
the ways that time pressure negatively impacts how Black people encountering the collection
react to its description. White people often brought up their lack of cultural literacy and
familiarity with the Black experience, which is another major problem if collections are to be
described relevantly and resonantly.
All participants showed traits that suggested that, with the resources they have available,
they are extremely conscientious in their desire to do a good job with African American
collections. Many articulated a sense of responsibility for serving African American
communities despite the impediments they face at work, and they show appreciation for the
collections on a personal and professional level. They make the effort to be appropriate,
respectful, or thorough despite the impediments they face from the administration in both their
department and other departments, and some do extra work defiantly, or secretively, in ways that
ultimately improve the quality of the metadata for African American collections at their libraries.
From Data Interpretations to Models: Creating an Inductive Model of Best Practices from
a Practitioner’s Point of View
How can I make use of my participants’ verbalizations of their value commitments and
other aspects of identity to create a model of best practices for describing African American
collections at PWI libraries? The model I constructed, shown below, demonstrates a method by
which we can build a model of best practices based in the situatedness of librarians who practice
metadata for African American collections. Using this method we might better understand, in a
more grounded sense, the kinds of (1) personal experiences with African American history,
culture, and life a librarian brings into the library (their cultural literacy and familiarity), (2) the
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value commitments they have relating to this experience, (3) the professional tenets librarians
espouse, and (4) the conflicts that arise as librarians from different racial groups try to make
choices for metadata for African American collections that are thoughtful, skillful, and
knowledgeable. In designing this model, I considered not only the personal, professional, and
social/attitudinal value commitments that librarians articulated to me, but also how they
articulated their cultural competency in the arena of African American history and culture. When
this particular, valuable asset of cultural competency is curtailed by limitations of the library
workplace it becomes challenging for librarians to enact antiracism.
Figure 13 - Best Practices for African American Collection Metadata

Antiracist discourse is very action-oriented and urges White people to be resourceful to
grow in their antiracism. To grow and be effective antiracists, they must harness self-awareness
about their own limitations or contribution to inequality in order to power decisive action to
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disrupt the status quo. It emphasizes that in order to act in an antiracist way, you need to activate
the 6 Rs (shown in Table 4 earlier in this chapter).
Historically and presently, the status quo at PWIs is not antiracist. The participants
reported tenets of the workplace that do not align with the concept of diversity, with change, and
with antiracism. They say resources are not put toward hiring Black librarians. In many cases
librarians, many of whom are White, who are hired to work with a wider swath of collections
also are not given the time to make reparations and build trust with the African American
community by stewarding and describing African American material carefully and properly to
their own personal and professional satisfaction. Thus, much of what needs to be done in the
service of improving African American collection metadata and supporting extant collections
entails decisive actions by individual librarians that run counter to the status quo in their
workplace, and line up with the 6 Rs. As I mentioned prior, the onus also falls on the BIPOC
librarians I spoke with to be antiracist on behalf of African American collections, something I
concluded in talking to them about their confidence and certitude in making sure these
collections are of high quality and represent African Americans justly and aptly.
For White participants, antiracism often means doing extra research despite not having
time designated for this task and remembering and recalling the lessons of the dangers of White
racism in your own life even if it makes you uncomfortable, or seeking out the subject matter or
resonant expertise of Black colleagues when you yourself do not have that expertise to make
decisions about appropriate racial descriptors. It also means taking a risk by doing more work
with collection metadata despite being told not to by leadership.
As a librarian experiences conflict, they can decide to act in a certain way that aligns with
antiracism. They may for instance summon socially contingent values that I would call
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“courage” and “audaciousness” (values ancillary to my code of “certitude”, which many of the
librarians exhibited in different ways) to counter a decision of leadership.
The following illustration focuses on how tenets, values, and social forces collide to
induce an act. Given this study’s focus on humanity and human-based conflicts, I named values
in the illustration that follows according to code names I used and found synonyms and more
precise words to bolster existing value names associated with different sorts of commitments in a
social work manual for reflexive practitioners. Pictured are three interrelated dimensions—the
personal, the professional, and the social—and inside each box are the values, tenets, and social
forces. In the triangle at the top of the model, I use a quote from a participant summarizing an
action they have taken and will take in relation to their work with African American collection
metadata. This action may at best be considered reflexive (change-inducing) and antiracist but is
perhaps ineffective in changing the status quo with extant African American collection metadata.
The “action” behavior is induced or summoned by a paradox or agreement of commitments from
these dimensions. The behavior that is induced from the collision of these values, tenets, and
forces could be classified as resigning oneself, pushing back against authority, or reconciling,
subverting, or surrendering values or tenets (commitments) from one dimension to values or
tenets of another dimension.
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Figure 14 - Dynamics of Action Induced by Colliding Values, Tenets, and Social Forces
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Figure 15 - Dynamics of Participant X: Action Induced by Colliding Values, Tenets, and
Social Forces

When I put the case of participant x working “under the hood” to augment metadata for
collections representing marginalized groups within the larger context of other values and
experiences they had articulated over the course of our interviews, I would say there is
discernible disagreement between the professional dimension and social dimension (they attempt
to be conscientious, especially when working with material related to marginalized groups),
while there was agreement (or no discernable and verbalized disagreement) between the personal
and professional dimensions. If we want to induce a best practice from participant x’ dilemma
and subsequent choice, we can also induce a best practice for management to undertake (e.g.,
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“give practitioners more time per week to work on collections related to underrepresented groups
and codify this in a policy document”). However, given that these PWIs are designed
hierarchically and with silos, with forces that compel the professional to work quickly, the
antiracist action that a librarian takes is heavily circumscribed by the workplace environment,
and sometimes, must be done “in secret.” This is illustrated by the participant quote in Figure
15.
The effort to properly describe African American material is also contingent on one’s
knowledge of African American history and culture. This knowledge may come from one’s own
family, from formal or informal routes to education, or from different forms of immersion in the
culture (e.g., volunteering with different Black community organizations, or being part of a local
neighborhood community). There is also the element of subjectivity or belonging. Being an
outsider to the African American experience can make it difficult to ascertain if one, as a White
librarian, is describing an African American collection in a way that is resonant, that “does no
harm”, or otherwise makes sense to someone who identifies as an insider.
When a librarian is a cultural outsider to the African American experience but is someone
who values cultural literacy and does not have the opportunity to collaborate or research with
diverse librarians to become more culturally literate, that librarian may resign themselves to
inaction to avoid doing harm. In the following case, the librarian was reflective about their own
limits. They personally value literacy both in their life outside the library and inside the library
but recognize that they do not have the literacy to act, and the social forces disallow growth in
that arena.
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Figure 16 - Dynamics of Participant 7: Deferral and Inaction

Based on participant 7’s dilemma, another best practice we induce could also be for
management: “Have librarians and archivists participate in national and local working groups for
diverse metadata interventions. They then meet with staff to update and explore possibilities for
extant and future African American collections.”
Another example (Figure 17) shows a display of certitude that is not secretive, wherein
the participant acts in the best interest of the collection in a way that is unprecedented for their
institution. The act of risk can be classified as antiracist. This participant had throughout the
interviews expressed great affinity for the African American community and culture and felt it
was their imperative to act deliberately. There was not a personal value and professionalization
tenet conflict or tension in this case. Rather, their antiracist personal values and antiracist
professional tenets were in agreement and both dimensions seemed to ignite a desire to act on
behalf of the collection.
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Figure 17 - Dynamics of Participant X: Antiracist Act of Certitude

Figure 18 - Dynamics of Participant 10: Antiracist Act of Participation

In the case of participant 10 (Figure 18), a White woman, she takes the initiative to have
meaningful dialogues with others in the antiracist community so that she may do better work.
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She did not articulate in this case or throughout interviews that leadership or social forces was a
hindrance in doing this; in fact, she is encouraged to grow and learn. There was also no
verbalized disagreement in this case between personal values and professional tenets.
Some Things are not Clear
What is considered antiracist best practice for metadata might not be cut and dry when it
comes to applying racial metadata for African American collections. These cases usually surface
a tension between a people’s humanity and the tenets of the profession when trying to maintain
the integrity of documents. For example, when taking an antiracist action and wanting to do no
harm, a White librarian or archivist may face dilemmas in using or not using offensive
terminology for Black people as this language might be used in the material. What constitutes the
“correct” action aligning with antiracism to one librarian, grappling with whether or not to
eliminate hateful terms, might not correlate with what another librarian believes to be the
“correct” antiracist action.
One White participant felt strongly about “doing no harm” in her work but did her best to
“decenter” herself and deferred to the knowledge of Black artists and writers about what to do
when encountering the n-word in material authored or created by African Americans. So, this
qualifies as research under the antiracist tenets: “I sort of did some research on perspectives
from Black creators as well as Black archivists about using historical language or language like
this.” Conversely, another White participant deferred to his own disgust for the n-word and
overrode the professional tenet not to change a term associated with a document (in this case,
however, it was an image created by a non-Black person). His value of doing no harm thus
meant flouting professional tenets centered on collection integrity.
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Summary of Findings, Recommendations, and Conclusions
While I acknowledge that understanding Black history and life goes beyond thinking
solely about the history and the present oppression of Black people, we might more realistically
consider metadata issues for African American collections by acknowledging that metadata
“happens” for these collections at the intersection of several raced and classed dimensions and
letting this acknowledgement guide the kinds of questions we ask of the experts in their own
experience: metadata librarians. Here again are the research questions:
Question 1: How do different types of identity—including racial identity, sexual
orientation, geography of origins, gender identity, religion, educational background—inform
metadata librarians’ perspectives of the African American experience?
Question 2: How do different types of value commitments inform metadata librarians’
approaches to African American collections?
Question 3: What is meaningfulness, cultural resonance, fact, interpretation, and context
for metadata in African American collections?
Question 4: How do White librarians demonstrate the critical mindset needed to evaluate
the effects of Whiteness on their own lives, their libraries, in metadata, and in marginalized
collections?
Question 5: How do social and political forces in the predominantly White workplace
relate to metadata librarians’ work with African American collections?
Question 6: How do Black and White librarians perceive faults or strengths within extant
metadata standards as they apply to African American collections, and are there differences in
perception that fall along racial lines?
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Interpretation of Findings
Question 1. How do different types of identity—including racial identity, sexual
orientation, geography of origins, gender identity, religion, educational background—inform
metadata librarians’ perspectives of the African American experience or African American
history, culture and life?
The conclusion I came to relating to this question is that, whether they recognized it or
not, all my participants were strongly shaped by their histories as children, youth, and young
adults, and their resulting values led many of them, especially White participants, to think more
sensitively about African American people and the struggles they have faced in being treated
fairly and equitably.
Black librarians and archivists have written extensively in alternative library publications
about how their humanity is often not considered or respected in their library jobs, to the point
where some individuals have had to leave the profession altogether. Memory studies state that
cultural insiders are the most qualified to describe collections that relate to a shared cultural
heritage. With respect for the humanity of librarians in mind, and with an understanding that
cultural insiderness can sensitize a person to how best describe that culture in a library collection,
I thought it significant to talk with librarians of different races as individual people who bring
certain insights, viewpoints, opinions, and perhaps certain limitations into the library or archive
where they describe African American collections.
I talked to Black and White librarians first about their childhood and later formative years
and about aspects of their identity to learn about their understanding of and relationship to
African American history, culture, and life. Here is what I learned:
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•

All participants except for one Black participant grew up in predominantly White
environments and said that in school they received minimal, deficient, and otherwise
inaccurate education in the area of African American history.

•

The two Black participants grew up with strong, enriched narratives of Black history and
life in their homes, narratives about Black power, civil rights, and their own family’s
history that resonated with them. As a result, they expressed having a strong tie to their
shared cultural heritage and the work they do presently, where they feel they are acting
on behalf of Black people they themselves have known throughout their lives. They
referred to family members and to neighborhood friends they had in childhood as
“shadow” figures and inspirations for them as they do their work now.

•

One White participant grew up among Black community members and articulated a
strong pull to Black stories and a desire to represent Black people well in collections. At
least three White participants cited hearing anti-Black racist discourse in their home or
community in their youth and later realized that Black history was erased in their
childhood community.

•

All but one White individual expressed liberal political ideals that align with their desire
for social justice for Black people that they feel informs their sensibility and viewpoint on
their work.

•

All individuals I spoke with who identify as part of the LGBTQIA community expressed
empathy for the struggles of African Americans and a stronger desire to connect with
African American individuals, citing their own marginalization growing up as sensitizing
them to the struggle of people in non-White cultural groups.
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•

Most White individuals I spoke with who showed affinity for the African American
community cited membership in diverse friend and professional groups, and/or work with
social justice movements that support the Black community.

•

For three individuals, growing up with certain tenets of Christianity also informed their
perspective on social justice for Black people, even in one case where the individual is no
longer observant.

•

In their professionalization in library school, which for many of them happened in early
adulthood, participants reported not receiving a diverse library education in terms of
diverse collection exemplars and inclusive approaches to metadata and reported most of
the peers and teachers were White, which White participants in particular said made them
feel less prepared to work with minoritized cultural collections.
Question 2. How do different types of value commitments inform metadata librarians’

approaches to African American collections?
The conclusion I reached from the answers to this question was that my participants were
aware of the duality of personal and professional values, and when discussing African American
collections tended to emphasize personal beliefs and values that inform their work.
Black scholars and BIPOC librarians have written about the confluence of personal and
professional values in the workplace that reflect both aspects of themselves as people but also
aspects of themselves as professionals/their professionalization (Drake, 2017). Throughout the
interviews, all librarians articulated a commitment to different personal as well as professional
values that they bring into their metadata work. Some tended to emphasize their professional
mandates, but others clung more to their personal beliefs. Some major themes that emerged were
as follows:
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•

Respect for Black individuals as subjects of collections, as donors, and users of
collections.

•

The responsibility of the librarian to describe Black individuals and groups aptly, keeping
in mind the agency of Black individuals and how they would wish to describe
themselves.

•

The need not to offend Black stakeholders through inept or thoughtless use of metadata.

•

The necessity of maintaining the integrity of the time period or creator’s intention for the
material by reflecting time and intention accurately and aptly in the metadata.

•

Working both quickly and effectively.

•

The desire to revise and fix metadata.

•

Enhancing and ensuring searchability, discoverability, findability, and access to material
by ensuring that all metadata necessary for these functions are available and
comprehensible to the user.

•

Being accurate in metadata, that is, not presenting false facts/misinformation.

Some participants showed extra concern for:
•

Cultural literacy (e.g., doing research to mitigate personal lacuni in historical/cultural
data).

•

Criticality in how to choose to present metadata (e.g., thinking about what facts are
presented, how they are presented, and keeping in mind who is interacting with material).

•

Conveying antiracism and elevating Black communities and subjects of collections
through the careful and thorough use of metadata.

•

The desire to contextualize materials in a grander narrative scheme for the enrichment of
research and for the sake of education.
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•

Comprehensiveness and enrichment in metadata.

•

Trepidation around tech trends for organizing African American material given issues
with the history and present of unethical and non-diverse coding communities.

•

“Do no harm” by using metadata more critically and thoughtfully, especially in the
deployment of racial terms and humanizing of subjects.

•

Humanizing, adding dimensionality, and emphasizing the agency of subjects.
Question 3. What is fact, interpretation, cultural resonance, context, and meaningfulness

in metadata for African American collections?
The conclusion I reached from the answers to this question was that my participants did
not have a consensus concerning what constitutes a “fact” or an “interpretation” and they
exhibited significant levels of conflict regarding (1) their inclination to “interpret” the materials
to provide meaning, context, or other sorts of enrichment (2) the directive to “stick to the facts”
and remain objective so not to be accused of “bias.” This cognitive dissonance was sometimes
causing significant feelings of uncertainty.
Librarians have the potential to be storytellers through their metadata in the sense that, if
the metadata is done aptly, it can lend itself to telling a richer story about African American
material. It also has the potential to raise the public consciousness and function to support the
movement for antiracism and diverse representation.
However, there is the imperative to remain objective and factual in professionalized
library practice that may make librarians wary of being overly liberal in how they deploy
metadata descriptions. Librarians may make the choice to be more conservative in how much
metadata they present (especially as free text) and how they present it in ways that align with
more objective, traditional metadata values. Conversely, they may push the envelope in terms of
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“rules” when it comes to interpreting a collection or deciding how to apply context (and how
much “context” to apply). The participants and I talked about what these imperatives mean
generally in metadata librarianship but also how these concepts relate to their work with African
American material in particular.
The data showed a great deal of inner conflict as my participants attempted to reconcile
what they are inclined to do as a person in terms of representing African American history and
culture well, and what they are taught they should do as a professional librarian or archivist. In
general, participants had the following to say about these conflicts in reference to African
American collections and to collections more generally:
•

All participants said that they believe they “stick to facts.” What constitutes “fact” was
not agreed on, however, with one librarian referring to facts as that which is based at
times on faulty memory and another referring to facts as “clues,” or “informed guesses”.

•

Participants did not agree about constitutes fact, interpretation, resonance, and
meaningfulness as these terms apply to collections and African American collections in
particular. The conversations became particularly tense when they discussed “fact,”
“interpretation,” “opinion,” and what they often brought up, namely “bias” in African
American collections.

•

The data were inconsistent regarding how participants think about “interpretation.” They
provided a variety of answers about whether the librarians believe they “interpret” in
creating and presenting metadata. In general, “bias” was conflated with “interpretation,”
and the “biasing” sort of interpretation is carefully avoided by some librarians, even those
with close affinity to the material. All believed that when “interpretation” was regarded
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as something that can be done well, it should be done critically and only have data based
on verifiable, or hard-to-dispute facts.
•

The majority said that context is sometimes interpreted as something that can be provided
through “facts” that put people and events in a certain time or place. To some
participants, providing context for researchers entails a deep dive into the material,
embellishing the metadata, and creating links between that collection and others to fit
things together into a larger narrative.

•

However, one participant had extreme concern for providing too much “context” via
embellishment of the free-textual metadata.

•

Meaningfulness in metadata was described as that which is not necessarily meaningful to
the librarian but that which is most meaningful, or useful, to researchers and other users.

•

Almost all participants had not heard the term “cultural resonance” before. Half the
participants equated “resonance” in metadata with relevance to African Americans and
respecting the feelings of African Americans. Both Black librarians focused on the
feelings that Black stakeholders have when encountering the collection, in particular their
feeling that when they see the metadata, they recognize that that is how they would
describe themselves or other members of their community.
Question 4: How do White librarians demonstrate the critical mindset needed to evaluate

the effects of Whiteness on their own lives, their libraries, in metadata, and in marginalized
collections?
The overall finding that emerged from the answers to this question was that these White
librarians, in contrast to the Black librarians I talked with, feel uneasy and unqualified when
creating metadata for Black collections even though they understand that Whiteness has limited
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apt library descriptions and that they have a responsibility to right this wrong. In the job, this led
some of them to have made choices to leave metadata records slightly less enriched than they
would have been had the librarian felt they had the cultural literacy to do it.
Whiteness is a governing convention in the library institution, not least of all in dominant
metadata discourse. It has defined librarians’ practices, i.e., LCSH was created with a Christian,
Anglo-American lens that has made it hard to describe minoritized cultural material well.
Whiteness is also a pervasive social force that institutes racial inequality in terms of hiring,
tokenizing at work, and other racial issues in the library workplace.
My participants frequently relayed their observations of racial inequality at PWI libraries
and their concern for how Black collections have often been under-curated, and they talked about
how they feel responsible for representing Black folks in collections, whether these individuals
be subjects, donors, or researchers. The issue of agency of African Americans to describe
themselves was a frequent theme but was grappled with differently by my small sample of
participants as shown by the following:
•

Black participants felt confident in their ability to choose racially apt metadata,
particularly regarding using the capital “B” in “Black” and using other terms that African
American individuals might prefer. They referred to their own subjectivity in making that
point with certainty.

•

White participants said they often do not feel qualified to know if the metadata they
created constituted the best and most resonant vision for Black collections, or if their
racial descriptor is apt. Often, they stated they need Black collaborators and/or more
Black colleagues to confirm whether their decisions are apt to the Black community.
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•

Compounding their outsider status in the African American community and because of a
lack of diversity in the classroom, the White librarians did not feel the metadata-related
classes in their library schools adequately prepared them for working with minoritized
materials.
Not all of these librarians worked only with African American collections. Several

worked with a broad swath of collections that have nothing to do with minoritized cultural
groups. The fact that not everyone had extensive experience dealing with racialized metadata
issues for African American collections meant that sometimes a few had to draw on racial
analogs from issues facing other minoritized cultural materials such as LGBTQIA material or
Native American material. White participants who did work with racially offensive terms, such
as the n-word and “negro,” expressed anxiety in using this word and expressed how hurtful and
harmful the word might be to someone encountering it. This practice conflict is illustrated by
these two participants:
•

Although she felt uncomfortable doing so, one participant kept the n-word in a record and
did so because of her professional belief that it was necessary to maintain this so as not to
disrupt the integrity of the material.

•

Another participant, who had a strong connection throughout childhood and adulthood to
the Black community, deferred to personal morality and disgust for this word in making
the decision to eliminate it from a record.
Question 5: How do social and political forces in the predominantly White workplace

relate to metadata librarians’ work with African American collections?
Technological rationality is argued to be a governing force in skilled professional
workplaces, such as libraries. Participants expressed an interesting relationship to the tenets of
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technical rationality. Because it is a skilled field, the profession of metadata shares many traits
with technical rationality, and technical rationality in theory celebrates what the metadata
practitioner can offer: a sense of duty or obligation to the field of practice, a respect for order, for
rules, for objectivity, for care and precision.
Many of the participants did not show disagreement with these tenets; in fact, their
harboring of these traits indicate they are conscientious workers who want to get the details
“right” in what they do. However, part of their philosophy is also to do work thoroughly.
However, at work, expediency is often valued over thoroughness, so there is a core conflict
between traits of technical rationality in the professionalization sphere wherein librarians are
trained to be conscientious rule-followers, and technological rationality in the workplace sphere.
This conflict was further “complicated” or intensified because of the humanity of many
of the librarians who want to do right by marginalized groups, whether they are a part of the
groups themselves. Therefore, tension is prevalent in libraries and presented to participants
several impediments to them doing quality jobs with metadata, and in some cases, with African
American collections. Such impediments that exemplify the tenets of technical rationality
include: the need to be expedient at the expense of being apt and thorough in metadata; not being
able to revisit older collections that may have inaccurate or non-resonant metadata; hierarchy and
silos impairing communication between departments at different levels of the collection creation
chain.
Participants reported a lack of diversity in hiring and a lack of emphasis in the workplace
on recruiting and hiring BIPOC individuals for collections more generally and African American
librarians to work on African American collections in particular. Gender discrimination was also
reported by one participant. Despite impediments and mandates from above that sometimes do
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not make sense to participants, several participants expressed certitude in their pushing back
against some roadblocks that get in the way of them creating quality metadata, namely, the
expediency imperative, by insisting to superiors and colleagues on doing more doing that work
more slowly and thoroughly, or by doing a more thorough job in relative secrecy. Several
participants expressed remiss that they do not have time to revisit metadata on older collections
due to time constraints and other directives.
Question 6. How do Black and White librarians perceive faults or strengths within extant
metadata standards as they apply to African American collections, and are there differences in
perception that fall along racial lines?
The overall finding that emerged from the answers to this question is that among these
participants there are mixed feelings about the standards, but they are primarily unhappy about
the dilemmas they are forced to face (1) in describing minority collections sensitively and fairly
that may relate more to “rules” and (2) others’ sloppiness or cultural illiteracy in interpreting
how to properly use the headings to describe minoritized material.
Many scholars and librarians have argued that standards such as LCSH, and archival
standards like provenance, are racist and outmoded and work to keep African American material
from being aptly described and honored. In general, there was not as much disdain for these
standards as I had anticipated, but there certainly was unhappiness about the conflicts that they
caused my participants to face. Those who did address standards talked almost exclusively about
LCSH, saying that some of its descriptors are offensive.
Most of the issues discussed were not about the standards, as such, but rather how other
librarians have deployed them (e.g., ineptly or inaccurately applying terms to records, in a way
that is offensive to Black constituents). Several felt forced to deploy racially insensitive terms
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despite their best instincts. One participant talked about how traditional provenance is a racist
concept in archival practice and suggested a revision to provenance, for archivists to be more
transparent about their identities and rationale for choices in their archival documentation to keep
a “time trail.”
Limitations of the Study
I interviewed seven White librarians and two Black librarians several times. The sample
size was nine, so although findings are transferable, they are not generalizable. As a racial
outsider to the African American community, I had trouble connecting with librarians at HBCUs,
which means I was unable to compare the treatment of collections at a PWI with the treatment of
collections at HBCUs.
I also wanted to understand how people with other culturally minoritized identities
(including indigenous Americans, Latinx, and Asian and Asian-American individuals) grapple
with material related to a marginalized group other than their own. I wanted to understand how
they feel connection to these collections given their own subjectivity and how they interpret
concepts such as resonance and relevance. However, after “cold emailing” diverse librarians, I
was only able to speak to three Black metadata librarians as participants for the study and no
IPOC metadata librarians, and I had to stop my search in the interest of moving forward. Due to
technical problems on my end where my remote interviewing platform, Zoom, was not working
properly for several weeks, I was only able to secure one interview with one of the three Black
participants I had recruited, so I was not able to include her data in the study.
I spoke to other Black and Latinx librarians who were not interviewees, for information
gathering purposes and to learn more about their experiences in the library and what kinds of
interventions they feel would be useful to BIPOC librarians. Although they had remarkably
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interesting and helpful insights on issues of inequality in metadata and White supremacy in
PWIs, they were not involved day-to-day with metadata and therefore did not feel their
experience would be relevant to the study. We agreed, however, to stay in touch after my
dissertation was accepted by my participants and committee so as to keep them updated on my
findings and offer assistance to their library communities if my data in any way could help them
in moving forward. I would have wanted a more representative sample in terms of participants,
e.g., an equal number of Black, White, and either a group of Asian, Latinx, or Indigenous
American librarians.
Even though I did this study in support of social justice in libraries, I was still very
conscious of my Whiteness and outsider status, and the cold-emailing process at times felt like I
was racially profiling librarians, as I was relying on different data, such as photos or job
descriptions, presented on library websites to attempt to connect with people of different races.
Although I had made connections at conferences with BIPOC librarians, I did not have as strong
a network of librarians who do this particular work. This reality of being out of touch with the
community who does this work was uncomfortable for me and I feel did inhibit the overall
potential of the study. I do feel, however, that with my interview manner and my ability to build
a firm rapport with participants, I was able to get participants to be open and honest about their
own challenges and conflicts, so I do feel the data is rich and still serves the higher purpose of
social justice and provides solid data about the dimensionality of issues facing librarians who
work with African American collections.
Recommendations
Below are the recommendations I draw from this study:
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•

To ensure that African American collections are of high quality from the onset, I believe
leadership needs to honor metadata practitioners by prioritizing their work and striving to
provide the necessary resources needed for high-quality description, e.g., the availability
of more time, money for user testing, diverse hires, cultural literacy training, diverse
metadata group participation, etc.

•

Time should be allotted to metadata librarians for extant and older collections to be
revisited to make sure the metadata is apt, relevant, respectful, and otherwise resonant.

•

Missions, strategic aims, and other policies should be revisited to see how and if they
sufficiently support and provide resources for African American collections and diverse
collections. They should directly reference their support for African American collections
in these guiding documents.

•

White majority libraries should acknowledge the racial disparity in their hiring of library
staff and that a lack of Black subjectivities in organizing African American material
could be a detriment to the apt, resonant curation, and description of Black collections.

•

During hiring processes, potential hires should be asked how prepared they are to
describe minority materials and what metadata approaches they would use.

•

Communication silos need to be broken down so that workers, who work on collections
at different points in their development/lifecycle, can more easily collaborate and so feel
confident in changing and creating metadata at their point in the chain.

•

Library workplaces should encourage metadata workers to convene and talk about
alternative, more inclusive, and apt approaches to their work with minoritized collections
and give them opportunities to reflect on current and past choices and opportunities to
improve approaches to their work.
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•

More diverse teachers need to be hired for metadata instruction in library schools and
they need the freedom to infuse diverse approaches into the classroom. Their subjectivity
is essential for preparing students to work with diverse materials and approach thinking
about diversity in metadata more critically. Diverse approaches involve having projects
wherein students describe diverse collections, develop inclusive schemes, and use extant,
alternative approaches.

•

Students should be assigned alternative independent literature that challenges metadata
dictates and allows them to challenge and reflect on their own racial-cultural biases.

•

Curriculums in library schools in general should be revised in ways that questions the
ways in which Whiteness impacts the profession.

•

Individuals who have final say in Library of Congress subject headings in national
governance need to break down the siloed and impersonal communication and work more
closely with those local librarians who suggest changes to racial terms.

Moving Forward: Research-Based Solutions
The best practices induced from the words of library practitioners in this study are not
mutually exclusive, and one practice cannot be cherry-picked from the bunch while the others
are ignored. Better supporting African American collections requires best practices being enacted
alongside each other. For instance, if librarians are granted more time with African American
collections, that extra time is not useful if silos are not also broken down between departments so
that librarians up and down the creation chain can better communicate in order to make confident
and meaningful decisions with metadata, if hiring practices are not also pursued that focus on
bringing African American librarians into the fold as leaders for working on broad swaths of
collections, and if opportunities to enhance cultural literacy are not also mandated or encouraged.
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I advise that research-based solutions, such as the exploratory ones I propose here, are
discussed more thoroughly, explored further, and then enacted in tandem in predominantly White
libraries so that practitioners who describe African American collections are better supported and
so that the collections are of the highest quality possible. I also encourage research on collection
usability to be conducted so that librarians can better ascertain if users and donors are finding the
collections usefully and meaningfully described.
Reflexivity and Temporality
A prominent emergent theme of this study is the importance of temporality, or reflecting
on and being mindful of changes in the self, and in metadata, over time. Issues and experiences
related to temporality came up often with participants. They referred to their own
transformations, wherein they challenged and transcended biases in their education or in their
own families. Temporality also came up regarding metadata terminology that participants feel is
transitioning to a place where it is more resonant and less offensive. Participants were also
critical of the danger of letting contemporary biases disrupt the integrity of a document
collection, even when the terms used in the documents are considered problematic today. When
practitioners are given time to reflect on how temporality impacts them and their work, they can
more constructively serve their constituents (e.g., by taking accountability and being transparent
in archival records for the sake of the reader about their own process and identity; being
transparent about the current or previous biases held by the university that may be reflected in
the organization or description in the collections; questioning how provenance is established in
document collections, or what is considered a legitimate collection based on how temporality is
deployed and if this has been exclusionary to marginalized groups, etc.).
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Toward a Strong Objectivity in Metadata: Reclaiming, Reshaping, and Advancing Metadata
Practices for African American Collections
The study shows that rule governance is an engrained practice in metadata. It also
demonstrates that these librarians believe that without rules and consistency in metadata, African
American collections are not useful or meaningful to patrons because the items are not
discoverable or retrievable. Therefore, rigorous, good, or useful metadata to these librarians is
something that is machine-consumable, that allows things to be found. However, even if the
mechanics of metadata remain in place and are not considered faulty by librarians describing
African American collections, there can be modifications to approaches that ensure collections
are described resonantly. Although the data did not make it into this dissertation, many librarians
discussed their wariness about technical solutions that have recently become popular for
organizing and describing African American collection material en masse at predominantly
White institutions, in particular if Black members are not doing the organizing and describing.
Therefore, inclusion and diversity within groups is a concern of White and Black librarians who
work with minoritized material.
Earlier in the dissertation, I introduced tenets of Sandra Harding’s strong objectivity.
Harding focused on the importance of heterogeneity in groups working toward a solution to a
problem and emphasized that women’s voices should be present. I also discussed a brand of
standpoint feminism from the point of view of Black feminist and scholar Patricia Hill Collins,
who argued that the place and perception of people on the margins, especially those who do not
identify as male, is fruitful for truly ascertaining the nature of social problems (and even for
discovering new social problems that may have been overlooked by a Majority who are not privy
to a lived experience). The belief that heterogeneity in groups and consensus-building is
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necessary is based on Harding’s and Collins’s argument that all problems are socially embedded
and that the points of view of people on the margins help us arrive at a solution that accurately
reflects the nature or truth of the problem. Because of the historic and present treatment and the
history and culture of Black people, describing African American collections is a socially
embedded process with social ramifications; ramifications that can be positive if the right group
is in place.
We can look at the notion of heterogeneity and group leadership in different ways. First,
there is the notion of heterogeneous talent and skill. In a heterogeneous group designed to work
with African American collections, the members involved ideally possess a variety of skills,
opinions, and talents that can add dimensionality to collections—in terms of technology, design,
historical accuracy, and resonance. Then, following Collins’ contention that people with access
to a lived experience offer the insights that should be centered, a group who works on collections
related to Black culture and history is ideally led by people privy to aspects of the lived
experience expressed in the material, or in situations where this is not the case, at least led by
people with a willingness to embed themselves in communities and research in order to ensure
the collections are resonant and reflect Black history, culture, and life accurately in the view of
members of the Black community.
I suggest that we move toward a better practice in metadata—one that creates richer,
truthful, and respectful metadata—by moving toward strong objectivity in metadata for African
American collections. Leadership enables collaborative and inclusive consensus by breaking
down silos so that collaboration happens more readily, allowing librarians from different
backgrounds to foster knowledge and skill in using metadata related to Black history, culture,
and life and giving them time to conceive of ways to bring richness and criticality to the
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collections: hiring Black librarians to lead the charge, rethinking who is on the “ideal” team for
describing and representing Black collections (and what the skills are of an ideal team),
supporting Black librarians as stewards of Black history, enabling conversations among White
colleagues about cultural competency and possible methods for improvement in a way that takes
the emotional labor and onus off of Black people, and providing opportunities for all librarians to
engage in further research so that descriptions for collections are deeper and richer. I believe this
type of consensus-based, heterogeneous organization, as well as re-prioritizing the kinds of
skills, labor, and voices needed for consensus, will produce better outcomes and advance
remediations for metadata related to African American collections.
Storytelling
Stories told well compel people to pay attention to alternate (and often more just and
accurate) forms of history while also elevating the creations and histories of members of
marginalized communities. Although rule governance is a stronghold in metadata so that
collections are discoverable and in the words of these librarians, meaningful and useful, we may
start to rethink aspects of the metadata librarian’s role, their competencies, or who they work
with in heterogeneous groups. Several librarians were loath to make assumptions or insert too
many opinions into their work, but some saw exhibits and user interfaces as giving them the
opportunity to tell a story with fewer restrictions than they feel are there as they create metadata
records in the more traditional sense. Put another way: the story format allows them to put
objects into a richer and more compelling context that perhaps a standard metadata presentation
would not allow. Therefore, rather than upending the structures that make items findable and
retrievable, we can consider alternative or dual user interfaces that sit alongside each other, as
the means by which standalone metadata objects on one side of the interface inform the story
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presented on the alternate interface. This practice relies on the technical structures to be in place
so that patrons may interact with these stories in a meaningful way, in an online setting so that
the stories have the maximum reach. Further, creating good stories is contingent on a strong
objectivity wherein Black librarian and Black archivist voices are elevated in the storytelling
process within a core group, and/or the voices of outsiders who are not Black but who have done
the work of being embedded in the communities they represent and going above and beyond in
their research.
If storytelling is to become a desired component of a librarian or archival group working
with African American collections, then hiring practices must be reconsidered as well. Because
librarians typically work with a broad swath of collections that likely also include minoritized
cultural material, Black librarians, and those who identify with aspects of the African American
experience and demonstrate that they can make certain culturally relevant choices with comfort
and confidence, must be hired as general metadata librarians so that African American
collections (as well as other culturally-specific collections requiring parallel hiring decisions) are
described thoroughly and with resonance in a way that honors donors, patrons, faculty, and other
stakeholders.
Other faculty, experts, and donors may also be included—and their voices and opinions
foregrounded—in the process of fashioning stories appropriately, and they must be compensated
fairly for their effort and not be brought onto a team in a harried or thoughtless way wherein their
presence is not wholly valued. Storytellers and historians and, perhaps, museum experts can be
included in the storytelling aspect. Also, opportunities to enhance cultural literacy support the
ability of librarians less familiar with African American history, culture, and life in better
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describing or creating stories in workplaces where there are currently not Black librarians
(although the first priority should remain eliminating their relative absence).
Social Impact
The potential social impact of telling Black stories in ways that are meaningful and useful
is immense. It is important to remediate common understandings of American history for several
reasons. For instance, the White majority distorting Black history and promoting negative
depictions of what it means to be Black in America has had mortal consequences for African
Americans living in the United States. Distortions and erasures also demean the cultural and
historical contributions of African Americans. Having Black counternarratives and creations in
predominantly White spaces represented well not only demonstrates to Black stakeholders that
their culture and history matter, but also cultivates a more socially just and thoughtful White
majority who are more committed to antiracist action. Additionally, when the importance of
Black stories is increasingly recognized in predominantly White libraries, the environment of the
library and university becomes more respectful, welcoming, and just toward African American
faculty, students, donors, and other African American groups and individuals who have a stake
in how the collections are represented. When metadata is rich and stories are represented well,
collections can also become the pillars of history departments, philosophy departments, and
African American studies departments, which actualizes the general promise made to diverse
faculty who teach in these areas.
Conclusions
In this dissertation conclusion, I address two groups within the White majority. First, I
address members of the White majority who teach and hire not only in the arena of metadata but
those who teach different courses in library schools. Moving forward, the gravity and potential of
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the “professionalization” dimension that helps shape librarians needs to be acknowledged. The
library student will become a librarian, who may be charged with describing minoritized
collections such as African American collections.
Everything begins with the professionalization process, where we have the opportunity to
provide a diverse library education. We also need to acknowledge and address the fraught racial
reality of many workplaces and that the educational environment is often hostile for BIPOC
colleagues who bring their talents, gifts and a desire to teach and research to an institution where
the administration fails to appreciate their gifts or actively opposes their ascent. The best thing
we can do right now is to be more thoughtful, compassionate, empathetic, and reflective in our
roles as White ally-colleagues in library schools and libraries. We need to see and really hear our
BIPOC colleagues and honor their challenges and support them in their endeavors in the
classroom. The best thing we can do is institute policies that make our hiring and treatment
practices of colleagues more just and equitable so that we can provide the diverse education our
students deserve. The worst thing we can do is to be indifferent. We cannot afford to further fail
in this endeavor to be inclusive.
Second, per the recommendations earlier in this chapter, I urge PWI academic libraries to
scrutinize and update their policies related to hiring and metadata, to align with antiracism. Many
librarians who work with many collections in a more general sense are White, and it does not
seem to be a factor in interviewing whether a White librarian has the knowledge to work with
diverse material. If Black librarians who express the confidence and knowledge to work with a
broad swath of collections are not hired, and if current non-Black librarians do not get
opportunities to enrich their knowledge of diverse metadata approaches and integrate them into
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collections they work on, the collections may not reach the point of excellence that would be
possible were the proper resources in place.
Libraries in the United States, like all institutions, have a responsibility to struggle
against the inertia of history to serve all members of their community. And this is most true for
those Majority voices who still overwhelmingly dominate American meaning-making and
storytelling. In fact, according to those who provide libraries with the resources, labor, and
community interest required for their survival, libraries risk future irrelevance if they abdicate
their obligation to correct these stories with the lived experience of those previously
marginalized, to learn from them, and ultimately, to be humbled by them. As James Baldwin
instructed us: “Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is
faced.”
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APPENDIX A: INITIAL CONTACT
Dear X,
I’m now about ready to embark on my dissertation research about how a librarian’s subjectivity
relates to how they organize and describe African American collections at academic libraries, to
understand how this might happen when the collection they work on relates to aspects of their
shared cultural heritage and when it does not. I am interested in hearing in a librarian’s own
words how they feel their identity and experiences relate to their approach. I was hoping you
would be able to talk with me more in depth about your work.
I would love to talk with you online. I would like to do three interviews (about an hour each, one
a day) with you, over the course of 3 or 4 days, over Zoom, a virtual conference software. I will
follow up briefly afterwards regarding the integrity of the data I interpreted for the study to
ensure I am representing your thoughts accurately. Your name will be anonymized and there will
be no identifiable data in the finished product (i.e., there will be no specifics regarding you and
your particular project, school, and location).
I know this is a considerable time commitment for you. Therefore, you would be compensated
for your effort with a giftcard for 40 dollars, before each of the three interviews to a retail
establishment or a donation to a charity of your choosing.
Attached is information regarding the conduct of my study as specified by the Institutional
Review Board at the University of North Carolina. Please review the form and discuss the study
further with me if you are interested in participating, prior to signing the form.
If you are able and would like to participate, we can set up a Skype or phone chat to discuss
further. Please let me know by Monday, March 30th by contacting me either at my phone number
[my phone number] or email ([my email]). If you have any questions about this research, please
contact me at [my phone number] or emailing [my email], or email [my advisor at his email]. If
you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you may contact the
UNC Institutional Review Board at 919-966-3113 or by email to IRB_subjects@unc.edu.
Thank you for considering this request. I look forward to hearing from you!
Sincerely,
Debbie Maron
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW INSTRUMENT
Pragmatic approach to the semi-structured interview
Interview Guide – Consent form for interview #1
I want to thank you for taking the time to meet with me today. My name is Debbie Maron. I am a
former practitioner and current graduate student studying information science and am interested
in talking to practitioners working in retrieval, description, and organization as to learn more
about their practice as it relates to curating collections on African American history. This
interview is a chance for you to talk in detail about some of the experiences that you have had in
your current role.
As I mentioned, this first interview should take about one hour, but I am happy to talk with you
for whatever length of time is convenient for you. I will be audiotaping the interview because I
don’t want to miss any of your comments. I will be videotaping but that will be deleted shortly
thereafter. I may also take some notes as you talk.
So, just a few points before we begin. First, I will be asking a number of questions, but feel free
to raise related topics that my questions may not directly address. Second, I want to stress that
there are no right or wrong answers to these questions and I encourage you to speak openly and
honestly. I’m here to learn from you. You are the expert. Any information you provide will be
confidential. You are welcome to skip a question. Audio files will be destroyed after 12 months.
Your name will not appear in any final report or paper.
Please also let me know if the questions I am asking do not make sense or do not apply to you.
Before we begin, do you have any questions for me?
I Consent □

I do not consent and do wish to participate □

Interview 1
1. To begin: Please describe the kind of descriptive and organizational work you do and
how it relates to the larger mission of the library.
a. Explain what you do here.
b. What is your job title? How did you come to work at this particular institution?
i.
What related to your skills and background facilitated you working at the
library?
2. Expertise and Learning: I’d like to talk a bit about how you gained expertise and
experience as a student in library school and now as a librarian.
a. How did you learn metadata as a library student?
i.
Who taught you/what fields did they come from?
ii.
What kinds of descriptive or organizational projects did they use as
examples?
iii.
What kind of descriptive projects did they have you do?
iv. Did what you were taught make sense to you?
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1. ...For specific work with metadata related to this kind of work with
African American collections?
v.
Were platforms and schemas presented used for any projects that focus on
history in the US?
1. Please explain.
b. How do you learn metadata skills as a professional?
i.
Do you feel they enhance how you practice metadata for these types of
collections? Why or why not?
ii.
Can you describe the mentorship opportunities you received that
influenced or furthered your style of research and practice for these types
of collections?
1. Mentorship from leadership?
2. Colleagues?
3. Outside folks?
4. Other superiors...
3. I’m going to ask some questions, where you’ll briefly describe a project you have worked
on recently related to African American history.
a. How did you come to work on this African American historical collection?
b. Who are the main individuals or groups involved in establishing it?
c. Its Origins/context?
d. Significance according to library?
e. Goals for collection according to library?
f. Do you add to it periodically or is it static/complete?
4. Comparing schema, standards and platforms for fitness from a use case
a. What standards-- as far as vocabularies, schemas, etc. go-- are you encouraged to
work with for this collection or ones like it?
b. Did you design your own schema for the collection?
i.
Was anyone else involved?
ii.
If so, what were their roles? Please describe.
c. As far as metadata goes, what kinds of metadata-- technical, descriptive,
administrative, or other details-- were most important for you to capture? Please
explain.
d. Did you consult specific standards to pick your fields? Please describe.
e. What fields or elements did you choose to use? Please name them.
i.
Why did you choose these particular fields [or if subject explains
something compelling about one or two fields in particular, ask more
about those]?
ii.
Did you make up any of your own, not from a standard vocabulary?
iii.
What field or fields mattered most to you to ‘get right’, and why? Please
describe.
f. What vocabularies did you select for recording the values in different fields?
Please describe.
i.
How did you decide what [vocab terms] to use for a particular element?
ii.
What values for which fields, mattered most to you to ‘get right’?
iii.
Did any of the fields or elements you chose pose particular challenges for
you?
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1. Which ones?
2. Please describe the challenges.
iv. Did any of the vocabs pose any challenges for you?
1. Which ones?
2. Please describe.
v.
Did you make decisions to change particular fields or values as you went
along?
1. For the whole schema? Please describe why you made that choice.
2. In an instance of a record? Please describe the instance and why
you made the choice.
g. As far as metadata goes, what kinds of aspects-- technical, descriptive,
administrative, etc.-- make the collection useful? Please explain. Do you feel your
choices made it useful? Please explain.
h. What kinds of metadata-- technical, descriptive, administrative, etc.-- make the
collection meaningful? Please explain. Do you feel your choices made it
meaningful? Please explain.
i. Do you feel like the standards you work with for describing this collection make
sense for this collection? Are there other standards you think are useful for these
types of collections? Please describe.
j. What fields enable your collection to be discoverable?
k. What fields do you think help the most people to retrieve objects in the
collection?
l. Do you think the user interface makes sense for organizing metadata for these
collections? Please explain.
m. What kinds of platforms do you work with for organizing and presenting this
collection?
i.
Do you feel like the digital platform(s) you work with are good for
presenting metadata about this type of collection?
ii.
Are there other platforms you think are useful for these types of
collections? How do they enable you to work differently? Please describe.
n. What kinds of goals are articulated by colleagues for describing the kind of
collection you worked on?
o. Please describe the major challenges in creating metadata for the collection. Can
you provide a specific example of this sort of challenge?
p. Do you feel like your (and other decision-makers goals) are aligned? Please
explain.
q. Do you feel like metadata standards commonly employed by people from the field
you were trained in are meaningful for this collection?
5. Value definitions: Goals, Utility, Goodness, Expertise, and Meaning in relation to
metadata practice
a. Are there differences between how you used metadata for this collection
compared with a different collection not about a marginalized cultural heritage?
Please explain.
i.
Did you approach this collection in any other ways differently than other
collections? Please explain.
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b. Do you feel like you used your own interpretation in describing and organizing
this collection? Please describe, using any specific example you might have from
your project metadata to illustrate what you mean.
c. Is there such a thing as too much interpretation in creating metadata for this
collection?
d. Do you feel like you convey your own personal opinions on African American
history as you chose to describe the collection? Please describe, using any specific
example you might have from the metadata you worked with to illustrate what
you mean.
e. Do you feel like you convey others’ opinions on African American history in how
you describe the collection? Please describe, using any specific example you
might have to illustrate what you mean.
f. What does it mean for metadata to be meaningful?
i.
To you?
ii.
To users?
g. How do your personal values play a role in how you describe and organize this
collection? Please explain.
h. In creating metadata for this collection, do you try to “stick to facts”? Please
explain.
i. What does it mean for metadata to reflect historical accuracy for this collection?
j. How important is additional expertise-- outside of having knowledge about
metadata-- in creating metadata for this collection?
k. Do you feel like you used your own expertise from outside libraries in describing
and organizing this collection? Please describe, using any specific example you
might have from your project metadata to illustrate what you mean.
l. Did you use anyone else’s expertise? Please explain.
m. How does your understanding of American history play a role in how you
describe and organize this collection? Please explain, referring to any metadata
fields, if possible, to describe what you mean.
n. Did you engage metadata that resonated or reflected racial diversity for this
collection? Please explain.
o. What does it mean for metadata to be culturally resonant?
p. What does it mean for metadata to miss the mark in collections like these?
q. Do you feel the collection has educational value to users? Please explain.
r. Do you ever feel like personal and professional values in the context of the
workplace clash as you describe this collection?
s. Professional values?
t. What other values do you invoke for organizing this collection?
u. Resources
i.
Do you feel like you had adequate resources to make metadata for this
collection? Please explain.
ii.
What other resources would you like to have?
6. Who you are in relation to your thoughts and actions in the job: I want to chat a bit
about how you think aspects of yourself relate to what you do in curating African
American collections here at the library.
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a. What aspects of yourself -- of your identity-- do you find relevant to your practice
in general? [this is an intentionally neutral, free-style question. If certain aspects
of the standpoint are not addressed here, then ask the following more specific
questions]
b. What aspects of yourself affect how you describe this collection in particular?
c. What personal experiences play a role in how you organize this collection?
d. What professional experiences play a role in how you organize this collection?
e. What about yourself drives you in organizing this collection?
i.
Gender?
1. How do you feel in your workplace and community, in light of
your gender identity or gender expression?
2. [if negative] what are you most concerned about?
ii.
Cultural group(s)?
iii.
Socioeconomic position, then and now
iv. Educational background?
v.
Is there anything else you’d like to add? E.g., Personal/professional
affiliations relevant to your practice? Political affiliations?
vi. How if at all do any of these aspects of yourself influence how you
practice? Can you walk me through a recent time when that was the case?
7. Good work
a. Do you feel that the collection turned out well? Please explain.
b. If not: Please give an example of work you feel you have done well for a similar
kind of project. [or collections related to other racial- cultural minority groups?]
8. Rules and Procedures of metadata [ask for a procedures guide ahead of the
interview]: I’d like to dig deeper into spoken and unspoken, written and unwritten rules
(like from a procedure manual) that relate to how you implement rules for doing metadata
in this collection.
a. Please describe the rules that you refer to for use in this department, for
organizing and describing collections.
b. In what ways were rules implemented?
c. Who decided what rules were used?
d. Do you feel like you are heard and included when it comes to changing rules?
e. How stringently were rules emphasized?
f. How did you feel about that? How did you feel about that as an individual?
g. [If not addressed above] Did the rules make sense?
h. If expenses or other factors weren’t an issue, how would you change existing
[problematic rules]?
i. How have rules changed over time at the library in relation to these collections?
How do you feel about that?
j. Are the rules you use perceived to be the “correct” rules for organizing these
types of collections? Please explain.
k. How would you describe the correct rules in your field or place of work?
l. How if at all do, they differ from personal approaches to practice? Are the rules,
constituted by your field, appropriate or correct in your point of view? Please
explain.
m. How if at all do you come up with alternative rules?
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i.
What influences this? Why?
ii.
How are these different kinds of ideas received?
iii.
Do/How do you articulate why they are meaningful to you?
9. Technical Skills and Technology: Because of the focus on organizing and describing
online archives and collections, we’re going to talk about technical skills and knowledge
you think relates to this type of work.
a. How important is technical knowledge for creating metadata for this collection?
b. What kind of technical knowledge is required?
c. What kind of technical knowledge is valued?
d. What were conflicts around emerging technical skills required on the job?
e. How do you decide whether or not to use emerging technologies?
i.
Which ones?
ii.
Do you feel like they’re appropriate or that they work for describing
collections in general?
iii.
Relating to Black history in particular? Relating to marginalized groups?
Do your choices differ from other more general metadata work you might
do?
10. Curation changes over time
a. How do you think goals for description and organization shifted over time with
regard to these types of collections?
b. What do you think prompted these changes?
c. How do you feel about these changes?
d. What does the curation of these collections mean to you?
11. Rigor: Now I want to chat a bit about the notion of rigor in organizational and
descriptive work.
a. Can you describe what rigorous practice means to you?
b. What does rigorous metadata look like where you work?
c. What does rigor mean in the context of curating collections related to African
American history?
d. Can you describe what emphasis, if any, is placed on rigor in relation to
describing this collection?
e. Can you tell me about an instance in which this came into play?
f. If you work with or consult a community outside of your place of hire, does the
notion of rigor employed in your local library match up with theirs? How?
12. Efficiency in practice: I’d like to talk a bit about efficiency in workplace practice.
a. How would you describe what emphasis, if any, is placed on efficiency in
describing and organizing collections?
b. Do you feel you are able to sit with a collection a sufficient amount of time to
organize and describe it well?
i.
Can you please describe an instance in which this came into play?
ii.
Can you please describe an instance where this might not have been as
useful when it came to your descriptive tasks?
c. What emphasis is placed on Computation/describing collections at scale?
d. How do you think computation works for marginalized collections?
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Interview 2
1. Collaboration: How do you articulate your ideas for describing objects in these kinds of
collections in meetings among colleagues?
a. How do you feel your ideas are received?
b. How are your ideas utilized for these types of collections?
c. Did you engage in conversations with any colleagues about ways you would have
wanted to approach the work differently? Why/why not? How?
d. What are some examples of good work that inspires you?
2. Tasks: What kinds of tasks are emphasized by your department in your day-to-day
work?
a. What kinds of tasks especially matter to you? Do you take on new tasks to create
new or better metadata techniques?
b. Have you suggested new types of tasks to aid in the metadata process?
3. Individual Characteristics in the Work Context: What personal and professional
characteristics of yourself do you feel you exhibit at work?
a. Among your colleagues?
b. Can you walk me through an experience relating to [characteristics]? [Customized
question] and one specific to doing work on a project?
c. In what ways do you think your individuality is recognized in the work you do?
i.
What if anything gets in the way of being recognized on an individual
basis?
ii.
Can you talk about the characteristics of your individuality? What makes
it into your job?
4. Decision Making: I'd like to focus on how decisions related to metadata and to metadata
for these projects, in particular, are made in this dept.
a. How are decisions made for projects related to your practice?
b. Who makes these decisions?
c. Do you feel like you have input? Do you feel like you are heard and included?
5. Practice and Space
a. Where do you tend to do your descriptive work?
b. Where do you tend to do it for these types of collections you are working with?
c. Does your space ever shift? Why? And if so, how does this affect your work?
d. Do you tend to do your best work on your own or among colleagues? Why do you
feel this is?
6. Department Values
a. What values does your department have?
b. How do their values affect how you organize these types of collections/this
collection in particular?
c. How would you describe the values you have that affect how you practice?
7. Reflection/Measuring Success of metadata: Can you tell me about how you reflect on
the results of your work?
a. How do you evaluate the system after it's been created?
i.
In terms of your user base?
ii.
From the stakeholder perspective?
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b. What if at all do you wish was different about how you evaluate results of the
system?
8. Collaboration and Communication
a. Is collaboration emphasized in creating these types of collections/in your
particular collection?
b. Can you tell me about an instance in which this came into play?
c. Can you tell me the job titles of your collaborators?
i.
Do they have training or expertise in metadata?
ii.
Were they male, female, another identity?
iii.
Can you tell me how the collaboration went?
iv. Who spoke more?
v.
Who spoke less?
vi. When, if at all, did you alter your mode of collaborating?
vii.
How has collaboration influenced your practice?
9. Conversations: What kinds of conversations take place with your colleagues around
curating these types of collections?
a. Formally or informally?
b. Who are you talking to?
c. Job titles?
d. Male/female/another identity?
e. How do you feel about these conversations?
f. Where do these conversations take place?
g. Was there anyone absent who you feel should have been there?
h. When, if at all, did you alter your mode of communicating?
i. Do you communicate with anyone outside work to get ideas about how to
approach description?
10. User collaboration
a. As you designed metadata for users of your collection, who did you have in
mind?
b. Do you feel there are differentiations to be made between kinds of users and how
they might search? Please explain.
c. How do you think about diverse users of the collection?
d. What might diverse users find meaningful?
e. Do users contribute to your projects?
f. Do you elicit feedback about user experiences that relate to the metadata
available?
g. Across user communities?
i.
Explain different user communities if applicable.
ii.
What, if anything, do you wish was different about how users are involved
in the project?
11. Scholarly and other collaboration
a. Do scholars or other subject specialists come in to help?
b. How do they contribute?
c. What is their relationship or contribution when deciding on
i.
Descriptors?
ii.
Schema?
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d. Who do you get to review the descriptions? (formally/informally) -scholars/colleagues/friends/family?
i.
Do stakeholders outside your institution contribute to your projects?
ii.
How?
iii.
Describe a situation in which they did.
iv. What, if at all, do you wish went differently in this particular situation?
v.
What, if at all, do you wish was different in general about working with
outside stakeholders?
vi. What kinds of collaborations do you partake in outside of work that
influence your metadata practice?
12. How does leadership show up in your immediate department?
a. How has leadership affected what you do with your collections?
b. What if at all do you wish was different about leadership?
c. Does leadership recognize your work with this collection/these collections?
Please explain.
d. How has leadership changed since you’ve been there?
e. How does leadership compare to where you worked before?
f. How do you feel about that?
g. Given your professional mindset, what would you do differently if in a greater
leadership position?
h. Given your personal mindset, what would you do differently if in a greater
leadership position?
13. Hiring Committees and Metadata Work: I want to get a sense now about your
involvement in hiring committees when you were trying to recruit people who you think
would be best for the project.
a. How did you come to work at this particular institution?
b. Do you know what traits and skills are looked for by hiring committees that relate
to metadata projects? For metadata projects relating to specific kinds of
collections, for instance your collection?
c. Have you worked on hiring committees to scout people whose work or skills are
relevant to the kind of work you do with these types of collections?
d. Did the hire end up with a relationship that was beneficial to the quality of the
work you do with these types of collections?
i.
[If yes] What was the composition of the committee?
ii.
Did you lead?
iii.
Did you return?
iv. What was it like?
v.
Were you happy with the outcomes of that experience?
vi. What, if it all, do you wish would have been different?
e. Do you participate in committees that design frameworks and standards relevant
to your practice with these types of collections?
i.
Tell me about that (local and national participation’s)
ii.
Who was on the committee?
iii.
How did you feel about that experience?
iv. Do you articulate or come up with new rules for practice for describing
these types of collections anywhere outside of the formal workplace?
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v.
With whom?
vi. Where?
vii.
Which outlets?
f. What advice would you give to someone joining your team in designing this
collection or something like it, or, if you were moving onto a new role, someone
taking your role?
[After 3 major interview sessions conclude, go to Diary Discussion for walk-and-write]: Please
walk through the library, recording on notepaper or other device, if possible, how different
spaces in and around the library (for example different rooms and other spaces) relate to the
work you do day-to-day, and also for your African American collection specifically. Please think
about any events and spaces significant to your work as you walk through. Please meet me back
on Zoom in 30 minutes, where we can discuss what you’ve recorded. I will not collect the notes.
POST WALK: We are going to discuss the content of your diary on the day-to-day work, what
you feel comfortable sharing. Please walk me through events in the library space that you feel
relate to the day-to-day work, describing how each room relates to your work as you go through.
● To your collection related to African American history/life?
● have any events come up in the spaces that you feel are significant to you and
your work? Explain.
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APPENDIX C: EXEMPT RESEARCH INFORMATION SHEET
Note: Attached to the initial contact email and the second email contact
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
Research Information Sheet
IRB Study #: 19-1755
Principal Investigator: Deborah Maron
The purpose of this research study is to see how librarians in academic libraries feel about
descriptive theory and practice in general, and in their own library in particular, as it relates to
the organization and description of African American collections. You are being asked to take
part in a research study because you are a librarian who organizes and describes materials related
to aspects of African American history, within an academic library setting.
Being in a research study is completely voluntary. You can choose not to be in this research
study. You can also say yes now and change your mind later.
If you agree to take part in this research, you will be asked to participate in 3 hour-long
interviews (with a possibility of a follow-up interview and feedback check for accuracy) with
me; with a short follow-up where you help me ascertain what a typical day is like for you at
work in relation to your metadata tasks. Your participation in this study will take about three and
a half hours (with opportunities for breaks when you would like them) for the in-person
interviews, and approximately thirty minutes to discuss the content of your diary. We expect that
six to eight people will take part in this research study.
The possible risks to you in taking part in this research are:
● having someone else find out that you were in a research study via a potential loss of
confidentiality of data.
To protect your identity as a research subject, the research data will not be stored with your
name. In any publication about this research, your name or other private information will not be
used unless at some point you request and then consent that information be made available.
If you have any questions about this research, please contact the Investigator named at the top of
this form by calling [my phone number] or emailing [my email]. If you have questions or
concerns about your rights as a research subject, you may contact the UNC Institutional Review
Board at 919-966-3113 or by email to IRB_subjects@unc.edu.
Participant’s Agreement:
I have read the information provided above. I have asked all the questions I have at this time. I
voluntarily agree to participate in this research study.
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_____________________________________________________
Signature of Research Participant

______________
_____
Date

_____________________________________________________
Printed Name of Research Participant

_____________________________________________________
Signature of Research Team Member Obtaining Consent
_____________________________________________________
Printed Name of Research Team Member Obtaining Consent
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