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INTRODUCTION: THE HIDDEN
ARCHITECTURE OF KNOWLEDGE

Every day, millions of people search for
information  in  libraries  and  online
databases. They type a word or phrase
into  a  search  box  and expect  instant,
accurate results. But behind that simple
act  of  discovery  lies  a  complex  and
meticulously  crafted  system  that  has

been evolving for over a century. At the
heart of this system is a tool that few
users ever see, yet one that shapes the
very  way  we  find  and  organize
knowledge:  the  Library  of  Congress
Subject  Headings,  or  LCSH.
For  l ibrar ians,  cata logers ,  and
information professionals, the Library of
Congress  Subject  Headings  is  an
indispensable  scaffolding  that  brings
order to an otherwise chaotic universe of
published material.  It  is  the  controlled
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vocabulary used by libraries across the
United  States  and  in  many  other
countries to describe the subject content
of  books,  journals,  maps,  digital
resources, and other materials. Without
LCSH,  finding  a  book  on  a  specific  topic
would be like searching for a single grain
of  sand  on  a  vast  beach.  This  article
explores  the  history,  structure,
significance,  and  evolving  nature  of  this
foundational system.

WHAT ARE THE LIBRARY OF
CONGRESS SUBJECT HEADINGS?

The  Library  of  Congress  Subject
Headings is a comprehensive, controlled
vocabulary  system  developed  and
maintained by the Library of Congress in
Washington, D.C. It  comprises a list  of
authorized terms, or headings, used to

represent  the  subject  content  of
bibliographic items. These headings are
not  random labels.  They  are  carefully
chosen,  standardized  terms  that  are
applied  consistently  to  ensure  that  all
materials on a given topic are grouped
together  under  the  same  heading,
regardless  of  the  author's  specific
wording  or  the  language  used  in  the
text.
The  system  includes  not  only  simple,
single-concept  headings  like  “Climate
Change”  or “World War II”  but also
complex,  pre-coordinated  strings  that
combine multiple concepts. For example,
t h e  h e a d i n g  “Arch i tec ture ,
Gothic—France—History—16th
Century”  conveys  a  highly  specific
subject.  This  granularity  al lows
researchers  to  pinpoint  materials  with
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remarkable precision.

A Brief History of
LCSH
The origins  of  the Library of  Congress
Subject Headings date back to the late
19th  century.  When  the  Library  of
Congress  began  creat ing  a  new
classification  system  for  its  growing
collection,  it  needed  a  corresponding
system  for  subject  access.  The  first
edition of Subject Headings Used in the
Dictionary  Catalog  of  the  Library  of
Congress  was  published  in  1909.  It
contained about 6,000 headings.
In its early decades, LCSH was heavily
influenced by the work of  Charles Ammi

Cutter,  whose  Rules  for  a  Dictionary
Catalog  and  Expansive  Classification
provided  a  philosophical  foundation.
Over  the  subsequent  century,  the
system grew exponentially. Today, LCSH
contains  hundreds  of  thousands  of
headings, from the general to the hyper-
specific,  and  it  continues  to  expand  as
new concepts, technologies, and fields of
study  emerge.  The  system is  updated
weekly  to  reflect  changes  in  language,
scholarship,  and  society.

THE STRUCTURE AND SYNTAX OF
LCSH

Understanding the structure of Library of
Congress  Subject  Headings  is  key  to
appreciating its power. Each heading is
more than just  a word.  It  is  part  of  a
richly  interconnected  network  of
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relationships  that  guide  users  from
broad topics to narrow ones and from
related subjects to others.

Authority
Records and
Controlled
Vocabulary
E v e r y  h e a d i n g  i n  L C S H  h a s  a
corresponding  authority  record.  This
record is the official, authoritative source
of  information  about  the  heading.  It
includes  the  authorized  form  of  the
heading,  see references (pointing from
unused terms to the authorized term),

see also references (pointing to related,
broader, or narrower terms), scope notes
(defining  the  limits  of  the  term’s  use),
and  classification  numbers.
Controlled vocabulary means that when
a concept can be expressed in multiple
ways,  one  form  is  chosen  as  the
standard. For instance, instead of using
“Automobiles,”  “Cars,”  “Motor
Vehicles,”  or  “Passenger  Cars”
interchangeably,  LCSH mandates  using
“Automobiles”  as  the  authorized
heading. This consistency is what makes
reliable retrieval possible.

Broader,
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Narrower, and
Related Terms
LCSH  is  hierarchical.  A  heading  may
have  a  broader  term  (BT)  above  it,
narrower  terms  (NT)  below  it,  and
related  terms  (RT)  at  the  same level.
This structure helps users navigate the
vocabulary. For example:

Heading: Dogs
Broader Term: Canidae
Narrower Terms: Puppies, Sled
dogs, Police dogs, Working dogs
Related Terms: Dog owners, Dog
breeds, Pets, Animal welfare

This semantic network is a powerful tool
for  discovery.  A  user  searching  for

“Dogs”  can  easily  expand  to  find
resources on “Puppies” or connect to the
broader field of “Canidae.”

Subdivisions and
Pre-Coordination
One of the most distinctive features of
LCSH is the use of subdivisions. A main
heading can be followed by one or more
subdivisions  that  narrow  its  scope  by
topic,  form,  place,  or  time.  These
subdivisions  are  connected  by  em
dashes or double hyphens. The standard
order is:

Main heading1.
Topic subdivision2.
Place subdivision3.
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Time period subdivision4.
Form subdivision5.

F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  “ E d u c a t i o n ,
H i g h e r — U n i t e d
S t a t e s — H i s t o r y — 2 0 t h
Century—Bibliography” is a fully pre-
coordinated  string  that  tells  you  the
subject  (higher  educat ion),  the
geographic focus (the United States), the
time period (20th century), and the form
(bibliography).  This  level  of  detail  is
immensely  valuable  for  researchers
conducting  comprehensive  literature
reviews.

THE IMPORTANCE OF LCSH IN
INFORMATION RETRIEVAL

The core purpose of any library catalog
or  database  is  to  enable  users  to  find

what they need quickly and reliably. The
Library  of  Congress  Subject  Headings
serves  this  purpose  by  providing  a
consistent,  predictable,  and  powerful
access point. When a cataloger assigns
the heading “Astronomy—Observers’
Manuals” to a book, every other book
on that topic will be grouped under the
same term,  regardless  of  whether  the
book itself uses the phrase “stargazing
guide,” “astronomy handbook,” or “night
sky reference.”
For  end users,  LCSH enables precision
searching. A keyword search for “global
warming”  might  return  thousands  of
results,  many irrelevant.  But  a  subject
heading  search  using  the  authorized
LCSH term “Climatic changes” (or its
subdivisions)  dramatically  narrows  the
results  to  materials  that  are  actually
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about the subject, not just containing the
words.  This  distinction  is  critical  in
academic  and  professional  research.
Furthermore, LCSH is a universal bridge.
Because  it  is  used  by  thousands  of
libraries  worldwide,  a  researcher  who
learns  to  nav igate  LCSH  at  one
institution  can  apply  that  skill  at  any
other library that uses the system. This
interoperability  is  a  major  advantage,
especially in an era of shared cataloging
and international interlibrary loan.

HOW LIBRARY OF CONGRESS
SUBJECT HEADINGS ARE
ASSIGNED AND MAINTAINED

The process of creating and maintaining
LCSH  is  rigorous  and  ongoing.  The
Library  of  Congress  has  a  dedicated

team  of  subject  cataloging  specialists
who monitor new publications, emerging
fields,  and  changes  in  language.  They
also accept proposals from libraries and
institutions around the world.

The Cataloging
Process
When a new book arrives at a library, a
cataloger  examines it  to  determine its
primary  subject  or  subjects.  The
cataloger  then  selects  the  most  specific
LCSH term that accurately describes the
work.  This  process,  called  subject
analysis, requires both subject expertise
and knowledge of the LCSH system. The
cataloger  must  consider  not  just  what
the book is about, but how it is about it:
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Is it a history? A handbook? A biography?
A critical analysis?
Once the headings are chosen, they are
added to the bibliographic record along
with  other  metadata,  such  as  author,
title,  and  classification  number.  This
record is then shared with other libraries
through  utility  services  like  OCLC,
allowing them to copy the cataloging for
their own collections.

Proposing New
Headings
LCSH is not static. Anyone can propose a
new heading or a change to an existing
heading  through  a  formal  proposal
process. Proposals are reviewed by the

Library  of  Congress’s  Pol icy  and
Standards  Division,  which  considers
factors such as literary warrant (is there
enough published material on this topic
to  justify  a  heading?),  usage,  and
consistency  with  existing  headings.
This  process  has  led  to  significant
updates  over  the  years.  For  example,
headings have been revised to use more
inclusive  and  respectful  language.  The
heading “Illegal aliens”  was replaced
by “Noncitizens” and “Unauthorized
immigration.”  Headings  for  ethnic
groups  and  indigenous  peoples  have
been  refined  to  reflect  self-identified
names  rather  than  externally  applied
labels. These changes demonstrate that
LCSH is a living system that responds to
cultural and social shifts.
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LCSH VS. OTHER CLASSIFICATION
SYSTEMS

It is important to distinguish the Library
of Congress Subject Headings from other
library systems, particularly the Library
of Congress Classification (LCC). LCSH is
a  system  of  subject  headings,  not  a
classification scheme. A subject heading
tells you what a book is about, while a
classification  number  tells  you  where  it
lives on the shelf. The two systems work
in tandem but serve different functions.
Similarly, LCSH is often compared to the
Dewey  Decimal  Classification  (DDC)
s y s t e m .  D e w e y  i s  p r i m a r i l y  a
classification  system  for  physical
arrangement, while LCSH is a vocabulary
for  subject  description.  Many  libraries
use both: Dewey for shelf  organization

and LCSH for catalog searching.
Another important distinction is between
LCSH and keyword searching.  Keyword
searching  is  fast  and  flexible  but
imprecise. A keyword search for “apple”
might  retrieve  books  about  fruit,
computers,  or  record  labels.  LCSH
searching, by contrast, requires the user
to  know  or  discover  the  authorized
heading, but it delivers far more relevant
results. The best search strategies often
combine both approaches.

CHALLENGES AND CRITICISMS OF
LCSH

Despite its immense value, the Library of
Congress  Subject  Headings  is  not
without its critics. Several long-standing
c h a l l e n g e s  a r e  i m p o r t a n t  t o
acknowledge.



10

10 Library Of Congress Subject Headings 2025-08-04

Outdated or
Biased
Terminology
Because LCSH has been in use for over a
century, some of its headings reflect the
biases  and  worldviews  of  earlier  eras.
Headings  related  to  race,  gender,
sexuality,  and  disability  have  been
criticized  as  outdated,  Eurocentric,  or
even  offensive.  While  the  Library  of
Congress has made significant efforts to
revise problematic headings, the process
is slow due to the massive scale of the
system  and  the  need  to  maintain
consistency  across  millions  of  existing
records.

Lack of Post-
Coordination
LCSH  is  a  pre-coordinated  system,
meaning that complex topics are often
e x p r e s s e d  a s  l o n g  s t r i n g s  o f
subdivisions. This approach can be rigid
and  difficult  for  users  to  parse.  Modern
in format ion  re t r ieva l  sys tems
increasingly  favor  post-coordination,
where simple terms are combined at the
search stage rather  than pre-assigned.
There is ongoing debate about how LCSH
should evolve in this regard.
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Complexity for
End Users
T h e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  L C S H  c a n  b e

intimidating  for  library  patrons.  Many
users  do  not  understand  how  to  use
subject  headings  effectively,  and  the
syntax  of  subdivided  strings  can  be
confusing.  Libraries  often  provide
guides,  tutorials,


