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Subiect Headings: An Introductory Paper 
By JULIA PETTEE 

Head Cataloger, Union Theological Seminary, New York 

I N NO other field of library science does one feel quite so inadequate, if asked for 
advice, as  in the field of subject headings. Even the instructors in the library 
schools confess an incompetence to deal as thoroughly and systematically with 

subject headings as they deal with other topics. One teacher I once approached ex- 
claimed "Oh, subject headings!" and threw up her hands with a gesture of despair. 

There is a very good genealogical reason for this uncertainty. Subject headings on 
their mother's side have an ancient and honorable lineage. They are derived from the 
systematic or classed catalog. They inherit an innate instinct for order and comple- 
tion. But on their father's side they spring from the index, a modern upstart, a quick- 
witted, impulsive, irresponsible fellow out after immediate results, throwing all sys- 
tem and order to the winds. I t  is this ill-mated pair tha t  are responsible for the whole 
progeny of alphabetical subject catalogs as we know them today displaying often- 
times in fantastic ways both the strength and weakness of their forebears. 

We have to understand this before we can make much progress in reducing them 
to anything like a systematic order. But just as in biology two opposite strains may 
produce an entirely new strain with superior qualities, so today this possibly is being 
realized in our best type of alphabetical dictionary catalog. 

The index idea, dating back to Poole's lirst periodical index in 1853, dominated our 
first attempts to construct a dictionary catalog. "Enter topics directly under their 
immediate name," a book on oak trees under oak, is a fundamental direction taken 
from the index. I t  remains a fundamental direction and must be remembered as an . 
organic idea underlying this type of catalog. Here both the catalog and the reader 
using the dictionary catalog must be instructed, for it is natural to  our thinking to  
class our ideas, and, even when we want specific material, to  search for i t  under more 
comprehensive captions; for example, if we want oak trees or pine trees or trees of any 
description we are likely to think of trees, or even, perhaps, forestry or botany. 

This is the first law of the dictionary catalog, and to  the user of i t  we say: Look 
directly under the name of the very specific topic you are dealing with. If you do not 
find material there, if the library has it, you should at least find a direction designat- 
ing the heading under which i t  will be found. 

Having said this and emphasized it, a whole chapter might be devoted to the as- 
similation of this index idea with our dictionary catalog's other heritage - a syste- 
matic ordcr. This index direction, to  enter topics under the  most spec~fic headirlg 
possible, though i t  must stand as our basic rule, should be applied with discretion. 
Exceptions many times better serve our purposes and this rule must always be 
4 1 
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adapted to the size and nature of our collection of books. But only one who under- 
stands and appreciates the value of a rule is wise enough to make exceptions. 

Our dictionary catalogs today are much better organized and much more efficient 
instruments than they were 30 or 40 years ago. At that date subject headings were 
still in the process of coijrdination. Many subject entries were simply inverted title 
entries. Each catalog was practically a law unto itself. Many stock jokes were made 
a t  the expense of the dictionary catalog, as for example the book on neat's foot oil 
that  was found entered under two headings - NEATNESS and FEET. I will not vouch 
for the truth of this illustration, but ignorant catalogers did perpetrate many holy 
horrors of just this sort and for a time the dictionary catalog was somewhat in ill 
repute. 

This danger made me very hesitant some years ago when the question of setting up 
a dictionary or a classed catalog had to be decided. I t  made other catalogers open 
their eyes to the function of the dictionary catalog and it has been gradually dawning 
upon us that, after all, the index gave us a method but that  the catalog itself must be 
considered as a true descendant of the systematic catalog much modified by a new 
method. 

Because it is a descendant of the systematic catalog the second law and command- 
ment is " Consider your dictionary catalog as a 'whole.' " Think of i t  as a systematic 
arrangement of knowledge, just as truly as a classed catalog, but broken up into 
segments which are provided with names and scattered by an alphabetical order. 

Now in this paper I am assuming two types of catalogers and I am going to talk to 
them separately. 

First, I will assume a cataloger, who has some knowledge and experience in making 
a dictionary catalog, faced with a special library which she must organize or some 
library catalog, which is already made, which must be overhauled and revised, or a 
cataloger, who is responsible for the upkeep of the catalog. 

T o  this cataloger who has an initial job of organization on her hands, there is one 
absolutely necessary essential to her task. She must, first of all, know her literature 
and  know the purposes for which i t  is used The special librarian must master thor- 
oughly all material relating to her special field, know how it is used and be perfectly 
familiar with its terminology. If it is a psychological research library, she must be up 
t o  the minute in the literature of the field of psychology; if i t  is the rubber industry, 
she must know all about the production, manufacture and sale of rubber and rubber 
goods. If she doesn't know i t  when she takes the job, like the lawyer who pleads a 
case, she must get up this knowledge and master it. You cannot achieve real success 
and make a catalog of permanent value unless you know the subject matter of your 
literature. 

T o  make an adequate subject catalog, the subject matter must be considered as  a 
unit t o  be analyzed into its logical parts in the very same way that is done in building 
u p  a classed catalog. If your topic is rubber, you will have topics on the sources of 
rubber, the planting and culture of rubber trees, on the chemical processes of the ex- 
traction of rubber and the technical processes of the making of rubber goods. You will 
have geographical and descriptive works on rubber-producing countries, books on the 
economic and political control of these countries, books relating to labor in rubber 
colonies, books on the economic and financial problems of the rubber industry, on 
the tariff, on the rubber monopolies and on the sale and distribution of rubber prod- 
ucts. You will study these topics in all their interrelations until you are familiar with 
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everything relating to  rubber. You will know the history of the Belgian Congo, have 
the run of tariff legislation and know the names of rubber articles from hair brushes 
to rubber tires and the processes that go with their manufacture. Upon this basis of 
familiarity with the topics and their nomenclature, you are ready to select and deline 
your headings. If your subject is very technical, secure the cooperation of some one 
who is an authority on your subject. The terms chosen should be comprehensive 
enough to avoid the use of largely overlapping terms. They should be expl~cit as  to  
what is definitely included and excluded. If the heading itself does not show this 
clearly, an information card should precede the entries. The Library of Congress list 
of "Subject Headings" gives good examples of these explanatory cards. 

For every special librarian considerable original work must go into the subject 
catalog. No general list of subject headings will exactly apply to the special material 
and the special uses made of it. Of course, general lists should be consulted but many 
questions regarding subject headings can only be settled out  of a fullness of knowl- 
edge of the subject. For instance, whether the catalog for the rubber library is best 
served by using the Library of Congress heading TIRES, RUBBER, with subheads to  
cover all sorts of rubber tired articles from automobiles to doll carriages, or whether 
works on tires should be scattered alphabetically by  kind, into AUTOMOBILE TIRES, 
BICYCLE TIRES, etc., not the layman but only a person familiar with the material can 
wisely decide. In this original work i t  will help greatly if a list of all the headings used 
with cross references is kept and counterchecked in the form ol the old A.  L A. 
"Subject Head~ng List." I keep my list on cards for convenience. 

If you are faced with the revision of an old catalog or making a new dictionary 
catalog for a general collection, perhaps you will be tempted t o  dismiss my advice as  
too big an order when I say the cataloger should master her material. "The whole 
sum total of knowledge! What do you think we are, walking encyclopaedias? " I hear 
you say. Well, yes, we would have to be just that if we retained all that me once had 
mastered. But, Blessed be! it's the things we forget (as well as the things we never 
knew) that fill the encyclopaedias, and excellent catalogers can still go along and be 
taken for very ordinary normal people. 

With this happy provision for forgetting in mind, I still say, master your silbject 
material. I t  is not so difficult if mastered piecemeal. If you are recatalogi~lg a library, 
plan to recatalog by subjects. I t  is a far more satisfactory method than taking your 
books hit or miss, now one on Africa and immediately after that ,  one on confetti. By 
taking up your sections by subjects, just as the special librarian does, you will have 
the opportunity of getting the relationships between your subject material correctly 
established and become familiar with the nomenclature of the subject. Analyze the 
subject material, search out the established forms of name or phrase by which each 
topic is known, then check with the Library of Congress or other recognized subject 
lists. Note my order. Do your own thinking first. Then you are ready to check an 
authoritative list. 

In  recataloging a subject, I actually save up the master cards before they are cop- 
ied until I have the cards for the whole class together, then with all my material in 
hand decide upon the  headings. By doing this one is not only able to select the better 
forms of heading but  one can see to it that similar books are entered under the same 
headings. Books done hit or miss are very likely to  go unrepresented under some 
headings which would be caught up if you are doing a r~urnber of similar books at the 
same time. 
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If one is revising a catalog and not reclassing, I would advise a similar method. 
Remove the main cards (or keep tabs on them in some other way, by cards or slips) 
for the whole subject a t  the same time'and revise the headings en masse. Where pos- 
sible, wholesale methods are preferable to the hit-or-miss-single-book-method in 
revision. This is not saylng that each single volume should not be accurately sized-up 
for its particular subject matter. That  of course goes without saying and is assumed 
in the first place. 

Every head cataloger or cataloger responsible for the making of a dictionary cat- 
alog must look at  the catalog as a whole, consider i t  as a unit of subject material. I ts  
underlying structure must be built up as systematically and consistently as we build 
our classed catalog. The alphabetical order is an incident, a peculiar method of ar- 
rangement. 

But now, how about the cataloger who does not have the overhead responsibility 
for making an original catalog or for the upkeep of the catalog - the cataloger who 
cannot choose her own part but is handed out books hit-or-miss, on every known 
topic and expected to catalog, class and assign subject headings and to do i t  quickly 
too, Would her practical chief tell her that she must master the whole system of 
knowledge before assigning a particular subject heading to a particular book? I 
expect if the cataloger put that idea into practice, she would run the chance of being 
dismissed at  the end of the month when she handed in her record sheet. But let me 
whisper in her ear " I t s  a good idea - keep i t  in your head just the same, even if you 
are  expected to earn your money by a pretty fixed output of work." 

I t  is possible for her to realize the value of this as an ideal and to keep her eyes open 
t o  the possibility of applying it in her daily work without spending library time un- 
necessarily in covering the x~hole field. 

She is provided with an authoritative list of subject headings which has already 
been carefully worked out and counterchecked and this list she is expected to accept 
instead of the whole sum total of knowledge her chief is supposed to be possessed of. 
(I a m  sorry for the chief I am creating, but chiefs must have ideals no matter how low 
they fall from them.) 

I t  is not only a possibility but it is one of the essential qualifications of a good 
cataloger that she should consider the relationships of each heading she assigns a t  
least a s  far as the "next of kin." 

Here is a language book entitled "Life of Christ in a phonetic alphabet of 47 char- 
acters." The printed Library of Congress cards carry the single subject heading 
PHONETIC ALPHABETS. She checks this heading with the catalog and notes that sim- 
ilar works are entered under REFORMED SPELLING. Before she can dispose of her book, 
she must consider the various headings that have to do with phonetics and reformed 
spelling. To the extent of knowing how these various headings are defined, what 
cross references are necessary to bind them together and if the entries under the 
various headings are correctly made according to the contents of the books, the cat- 
aloger of that particular book is responsible. I t  is her duty to master this small topic 
SPELLING in all its relationships. And by mastering topic by topic in this way, in time 
and  with ambition, she may approximate that encyclopaedia. 

This is a minimum required of every cataloger who assigns subject headings. With- 
ou t  this care in seeing that the "next of kin" stand in proper relationship to  the im- 
mediate book and that these kindred subjects occupy their own respective domiciles 
properly connected by references, the catalog becomes a hodge podge. Without this 
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careful definition of subject headings there will be an unnecessary duplication of en- 
tries and what is even more serious all the material on each subject will not be found 
under its own proper heading. 

A warning should be given concerning the use of the headings on the Library of 
Congress cards. I t  is no reflection whatsoever on those headings themselves. As a 
rule, they give very careful and correct summaries of the subject matter contained in 
the books they represent and the recent cards conform pretty exactly to the Library 
of Congress list. Some of the older cards, however, bear headings which have been 
changed and consequently each heading should be checked for form. 

As a rule the headings in the catalogs of our libraries have been set up independ- 
ently. Lists other than the Library of Congress list of headings have been used in the 
past, and even if the Library of Congress list is adopted as a present standard, there 
are many variations from it. Unless there is some unusual advantage to be gained to 
offset the trouble of changing, it seems to me poor policy to change just for the sake 
of uniformity. I t  is better to check variations in a copy of the Library of Congress 
headings which is kept on hand a t  the cataloger's desk. Personally I prefer to check 
my headings by my catalog itself, using the list only for establishing new headings. In 
this way, I see what books are actually under the headings. But often the catalog is 
inaccessible and the ease of the desk chair makes a checked Library of Congress list 
desirable. Of course a special library should keep its own checked and counterchecked 
list. 

There are several things of importance the cataloger should be on the lookout for in 
using Library of Congress cards. The cards may offer analytical headings not needed 
in your catalog. If you are in a special library, you will want to drop out many of 
them not important for your work. In  a theological library, a general treat~se on eco- 
nomic conditions in South Africa may have a chapter on carboniferous rocks which is 
brought out by a heading on the printed card. Now my readers are not particularly 
interested in the carboniferous period and I see no use in noting this material. So I 
drop i t  out. In  dropping it out I have to size up future possibilities. If some professor 
is apt  to go in for carboniferous rocks I'd better not drop it, but the chances are that  
we will never need that heading and if a book specifically on that subject comes 
along later and I have to use i t  no harm will be done if that particular chapter is 
missed. 

A danger very closely allied to this is the temptation offered for setting up headings . 
which we do not wish to build up. Here is a book on excavations in Palestine. The 
Library of Congress cards have the heading EXCAVATIONS (ARCBAEOLOGY) PALES- 
TINE. NOW my particular library has no interest in EXCAVATIONS as such - there is 
no reason why I should start this heading. ARCI~AEOLOGY will cover the general ma- 
terial. The particular material I want under place or topic. So I discard it completely. 
Headings started but not kept up are misleading, for one expects to find under each 
heading a complete file of the subject matter the library has on that topic. Discarded 
headings should be kept in mind and may be listed or checked in the desk copy of 
subject headings. But in any case be warned. Do not start a heading you do not need 
and when a heading is once used keep it u p  - use i t  to full capacity. 

In its present stage the Library of Congress list is necessarily incomplcte and the 
headings on the Library of Congress cards must be supplemented from other lists. 
Here is a card for a book entitled "Community Religion." I need to supplemellt the 
Library of Congress headings with COMAIUNITY CHURCIIES which is lacking. Here 
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again it is necessary to know your own catalog. You are not building a universal cat- 
alog but one for your own collection. 

Another danger is in the use of subheads. In a small catalog, few subheads are 
necessary. I t  is quite good form to use many cards and make several entries under 
different topics which as the catalog grows should be consolidated into fewer entries 
with subheads. For example, a book on public schools in New York City in a small 
catalog is represented by two cards: one, PL'DLIC SCHOOLS; the other, NEW YORK 
CITY; but the time wlll come when a single entry with subhead is better. Lye should 
never duplicate synonymous headings. We can not run both headings PUBLIC 
SCHOOLS -NEW YORK CITY, and NEW YORK CITY - PUBLIC SCHOOLS, but we must 
choose one. So we cut out all New York City entries from our caption PUBLIC 
~CHOOLS and insert a cross reference to the effect that works on public schools in 
particular cities are entered under the name of the city and consolidate the cards 
under the single heading NEW YORK CITY - PUBLIC SCHOOIS. This shifting and con- 
solidation as the catalog grows is a continuous process and as Miss Mann has well 
put i t  - in building up our subject catalog we take two steps backward to each step 
fonvard. Library of Congress headings printed on our cards have to be constantly 
watched here. Does the Library of Congress use a subhead when we have used two 
headings, or have we used a subhead when the Library of Congress has two? Do we 
want to establish in our catalog all the headings indicated on the Library of Congress 
cards? Have the Library of Congress cards omitted headmgs we have already estab- 
lished or that we wish to establish? These are questions we must keep well in mind. 

I have one other bit of advice to offer makers of a dictionary catalog. The diction- 
ary catalog, although I have emphasized the necessity for consistency in i t ,  and its 
intrinsic nature as a systematic catalog, is not necessarily a complete subject catalog 
of all the literature the library possesses. Of course, it can be made complete, but that, 
in my estimation, would be work of supererogat~on. I t  is intended to be used in a li- 
brary which is classed. If the library has no open shelves, i t  is always provided with a 
classed catalog - the shelf list. In most libraries the shelf list can be made readily 
available and n e  should not ask the dictionary catalog to do what the shelf list can 
more readily do. We should treat the dictionary catalog as complementary to the 
classification. For that reason, all form entries for literature may be omitted. Make 
the classification or its representative, the shelf list, do its full share of work. Do not 
duplicate the classification schedules in the dictionary catalog but develop the dic- 
tionary catalog as a supplement to the classification scheme. 

I have tried to give my idea as to the essential nature of the dictionary catalog and 
some directions which I regard as fundamental and which every one having any re- 
sponsibility for a dictionary catalog should observe. To  go further and give more 
specific directions would be to repeat Miss Llann's excellent chapter on SUBJECT 

HEADINGS in her "Introduction to cataloging and the classification of books " Every 
cataloger, of course, should be familiar with these rules. This paper may be consid- 
ered as  introductory to them. 
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Periodicals: Their Collection, Care and Use in 
the Special Library 

By ELSIE RACKSTRAW, Librarian 
Federal Reserve Board, Washington 

w ITH the rapid growth of the special library, increasing importance is 
attached to periodicals, and the work of ordering, circulating, indesing and 
clipping current material assumes a place commensurate with, if  not over- 

balancing, that of the collection and cataloging of book and pamphlet material. 
This emphasis has followed a vociferous demand to know what the world is saying 
and doing each day, each week, each month in particular phases of our life and work. 

I t  has been necessary for special libraries to devise methods of meeting some of 
these demands as quickly and satisfactorily as possible, and through a process of 
trial and error certain rules of practice can be laid down as a workable basis for a 
periodical service. 

Order Routine 

If the subscription list is small, the best results are obtained by placing orders 
for periodicals directly with individual publishers. The slight additional cost and 
detail work involved in handling subscription orders individually are offset by having 
a direct transaction, not complicated by a middleman. A subscription agency be- 
comes a necessity, however, when the number of subscriptions is large enough to 
invite the saving of subscription rates by  group ordering, and the saving of the 
time of a periodical clerk or purchasing agent who handles the orders. Such agencies 
are fairly numerous for both foreign and domestic subscriptions - G. E. Stechert, 
I;. W. Faxon Company, Brentano's, Henry Goldberger, International Sews Com- 
pany, Franklin Square Subscription Agency, to name only a few. 

I t  is practical to have all subscription orders issued from the library, and all 
subscriptions expire at the same time each year. This facilitates the making of a 
complete record of publications received by an organization, and avoids a lapse in 
deliveries and a constant attention to renewals when expiration dates differ. In most 
organizations maintaining a library, a purchasing department performs the detail 
work of order and payment, and close cooperation between the library and this 
department must exist i f  this centralization is to be effected and the machinery, 
which regulates the flow of material to the library, is to be kept running smoothly. 

Many libraries have found a great help and time-saver in the circulation of a 
complete list of periodicals received. Sometimes these lists have a simple classihca- 
tion, by country, by subject, etc., with notes on the frequency of issue, length of the 
file, the location of the file (if other than the library) and the source, that is, \r hether 
the publication is subscribed to, is received gratis, or in exchange for some publication 
of the organization -all very helpful information to the research worker \vhose desk 
is somewhat removed from the library. 

Circulation 
When the group to whom periodicals are circulated is fairly small, i t  is found 

satisfactory to write or stamp the names of persons on a slip attached to the periodi- 








































































