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Many libraries and archives have recently released statements about harmful material in their collections
and the descriptions of these collections. However, these types of statements are not required for any
professional accreditation or membership, nor are there specific guidelines to follow. This study collected
and analyzed statements from members of ARL (Association of Research Libraries) and CARL (Canadian
Association of Research Libraries), measuring their prevalence and identifying common elements. The
findings and discussion can be used as a resource by those hoping to create or amend a statement, and for

the larger library community to take stock on this topic.

Introduction / Background

The vast collections within libraries and archives tell many stories - stories within the items collected,
stories about those who collected, arranged and described those collections, as well as information about
the time period in which both existed, and allow us to reflect on the time we live in now. They also shine
a bright light on who and what are missing and misrepresented, both in the past and today. Many
institutions are reckoning with materials in their collections, how and why they were acquired and
described, and starting to acknowledge their subjective place in social and cultural systems that shape
these collections. One method being employed is to write statements on institutional websites, catalogs,
records, archival descriptive notes, finding aid notes and digitized and born-digital content. The
University of Waterloo’s Special Collections & Archives decided to move beyond blanket, single-

sentence statements about “historical” content and language that are often euphemisms for racist, sexist,
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exclusionary and many other types of harm. They decided to hold themselves accountable and implement
change without having all the answers and released an expanded statement about harm found within the
language of their archival descriptions.' Acknowledging harm can start to alter the story of the collection.
When an institution acknowledges the problematic language in its descriptions or the materials in its
collection, it begins to show the community that it is aware of its complicity and no longer turning a blind
eye. It is only then that libraries and archives can begin to move forward alongside all the patrons they
serves. Many other libraries and archives have completed similar exercises, as documented by Cataloging
Lab’s “List of statements on bias in library and archives description”.? This list is continuously updated.
The statements in this list focus primarily on cataloging and description, such as University of Southern
California Libraries’ Statement on Anti-Racist Description.” However, many other institutions have
released statements referring to the harmful material held within the text and imagery of collections,
including Indiana University’s Digital Collections’ Harmful Language Statement.* These types of
statements are not required for any kind of accreditation or membership, nor are there specific guidelines
to follow. Statements are ad-hoc in nature and sometimes difficult to find. This study aims to inspire and
help academic librarians and archivists in North America (and perhaps elsewhere) to take stock, to learn
about what these statements contain and to discover their prevalence. In this study, all types of
“statements” from Canadian Association of Research Libraries (CARL) and Association of Research
Libraries (ARL) members were investigated, from single-sentence blanket statements about “historical

language” to multi-page websites. This study investigates the following research questions:

! Danielle Robichaud, “Integrating Equity and Reconciliation Work into Archival Descriptive Practice at the
University of Waterloo,” Archivaria 91 (2021): 74—103.

2 Cataloging Lab, “List of Statements on Bias in Library and Archives Description,” 2022,
https://cataloginglab.org/list-of-statements-on-bias-in-library-and-archives-description.

3 University of Southern California Libraries, “Statement on Anti-Racist Description,” accessed November 23,
2022, https:/libraries.usc.edu/locations/special-collections/statement-anti-racist-description.

# Indiana University Bloomington Libraries, “Harmful Language Statement,” 2022,
https://libraries.indiana.edu/harmful-language-statement.
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1. What proportion of ARL and CARL member libraries have harmful language and/or content
warnings?

2. Are the statements about cataloging and archival description or are they about the contents of the
collections (text, speech, images, items)?

3. Are there trends and commonalities amongst the statements?

In doing so, results of this study become a resource that can be used to create or amend a statement, and
for the larger library community to take stock on this topic and start a conversation about best practices

and the creation of guidelines in this area.

For the avoidance of doubt, in this study, “language” refers to terms in the cataloging and archival
description, whereas language that constitutes part of the item (e.g., racist language in a piece of
correspondence included in an archival fonds) falls under the category of “collections and content”. The
authors acknowledge their own bias and privilege as white cisgender women who work in a large, research-

intensive academic library.

Literature Review

Librarian and archival practice has traditionally been portrayed and self-represented as neutral and free
from political entanglements.’ It coalesces around the foundational myths that collections objectively reflect

the recordkeeping practices of their creators, and that material is simply being exposed.® There is an ever-

° Emily Drabinski, “Queering the Catalog: Queer Theory and the Politics of Correction,” The Library Quarterly:
Information, Community, Policy 83, no. 2 (2013): 94-111, doi:10.1086/669547; Sam Winn, “The Hubris of
Neutrality in Archives,” On Archivy, April 27, 2017, https://medium.com/on-archivy/the-hubris-of-neutrality-in-
archives-8df6b523fe9f; Howard Zinn, “Secrecy, Archives, and the Public Interest,” Midwestern Archivist 11, no. 2
(1977): 14-26.

® Alexis A. Antracoli and Katy Rawdon, What's in a Name? Archives for Black Lives in Philadelphia and the
Impact of Names and Name Authorities in Archival Description, 2019,

Moving Beyond “...of its time” 3



growing body of literature that shines a light on the ways in which every aspect of librarians’ and archivists’
practices, from appraisal to description, is permeated and shaped by bias, affecting what is collected and
how it is showcased.” A profession long-dominated by white people,® alongside Christian, heterosexual
norms’ has resulted in language and practices that are exclusionary, racist, sexist, and “fraught with violence
and othering.”'® While librarians and archivists work “within and against these linguistic structures,”
building and extending them, and teaching patrons how to use them,'' some information professionals are
starting to acknowledge and learn more about underrepresented and unheard voices, these “silences and

erasures in our archives.”'? This involves investigating ourselves with new and inclusive perspectives, and

https://scholarshare.temple.edu/handle/20.500.12613/377; Joan M. Schwartz and Terry Cook, “Archives, Records,
and Power: The Making of Modern Memory,” Archival Science 2, no. 1 (March 1, 2002): 1-19,
doi:10.1007/BF02435628; Jessica Tai, “Cultural Humility as a Framework for Anti-Oppressive Archival
Description,” Journal of Critical Library and Information Studies 3, no. 2 (2021), doi:10.24242/jclis.v3i2.120.

" Elvia Arroyo-Ramirez, “Invisible Defaults and Perceived Limitations: Processing the Juan Gelman Files,” On
Archivy, October 31, 2016, https://medium.com/on-archivy/invisible-defaults-and-perceived-limitations-processing-
the-juan-gelman-files-4187fdd36759; Michelle Caswell, “Seeing Yourself in History: Community Archives and the
Fight Against Symbolic Annihilation,” The Public Historian 36, no. 4 (2014): 26-37, doi:10.1525/tph.2014.36.4.26;
Jennifer Douglas, “Toward More Honest Description,” The American Archivist 79, no. 1 (June 1, 2016): 26-55,
doi:10.17723/0360-9081.79.1.26; Marisa Elena Duarte and Miranda Belarde-Lewis, “Imagining: Creating Spaces
for Indigenous Ontologies,” Cataloging & Classification Quarterly 53, no. 5-6 (July 4, 2015): 677-702,
doi:10.1080/01639374.2015.1018396; Bergis Jules, “Confronting Our Failure of Care Around the Legacies of
Marginalized People in the Archives,” On Archivy, November 12, 2016, https://medium.com/on-
archivy/confronting-our-failure-of-care-around-the-legacies-of-marginalized-people-in-the-archives-dc4180397280;
Mario H. Ramirez, “Being Assumed Not to Be: A Critique of Whiteness as an Archival Imperative,” The American
Archivist 78, no. 2 (September 1, 2015): 339-56, doi:10.17723/0360-9081.78.2.339; Tonia Sutherland and Alyssa
Purcell, “A Weapon and a Tool: Decolonizing Description and Embracing Redescription as Liberatory Archival
Praxis,” The International Journal of Information, Diversity, & Inclusion (IJIDI) 5, no. 1 (February 20, 2021): 60—
78, doi:10.33137/ijidi.v511.34669.

8 Antracoli and Rawdon, What's in a Name?; Brenda Banks, “Part 6: A* CENSUS: Report on Diversity.,” American
Archivist 69, no. 2 (2006): 396—406; April Hathcock, “White Librarianship in Blackface: Diversity Initiatives in
LIS,” In the Library with the Lead Pipe, 2015, https://www.inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.org/2015/lis-diversity/;
Kellee E. Warren, “We Need These Bodies, But Not Their Knowledge: Black Women in the Archival Science

Professions and Their Connection to the Archives of Enslaved Black Women in the French Antilles,” Library
Trends 64, no. 4 (2016): 776-94, doi:10.1353/1ib.2016.0012.

® Drabinski, “Queering the Catalog,” 97.
1% Sutherland and Purcell, “A Weapon and a Tool,” 61.
" Drabinski, “Queering the Catalog,” 94.

12 Jules, “Confronting Our Failure of Care Around the Legacies of Marginalized People in the Archives.”
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altering language that has been in place for decades. Some efforts are at the grassroots, individual level. For
example, Ramirez points out that “whiteness” has several euphemisms amongst our collections and their

9 ¢

descriptions, including “tradition,” “neutrality,” and “objectivity”. This small example may seem subtle or
banal to some but is glaringly exclusionary to others and needs to be examined. He states that having honest
discussions about how the library and archives communities perpetuate inequality can be liberating,
allowing for a freedom to start “the real work of documenting history”."* Other efforts are occurring on a
larger scale, such as librarian and archivist responses and recommendations related to the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission of Canada: Calls to Action.'* For example, the framework developed by the
Steering Committee on Canada’s Archives aims to identify how archives in Canada can move toward
reconciliation and decolonization of practice’® and the Canadian Federation of Library Associations-
Fédération canadienne des associations de bibliothéques (CFLA-FCAB) aims to highlight best practices in

1.16

place across Canada and foster greater cooperation at the federal level.” Both grassroots and large-scale

efforts are critical for systemic changes to take place.

Some discussions about change in this area revolve around one major component of description: subject
headings in library collections. These have been debated, examined and critiqued for decades, for their

inherent bias and harm, and inaccuracy in representing certain communities.'” As Adler notes, there is a

13 Ramirez, “Being Assumed Not to Be,” 352.

% The Canadian Federation of Library Associations / Fédération canadienne des associations de bibliotheques Truth
& Reconciliation Committee, “Truth and Reconciliation Report and Recommendations,” 2017, http://cfla-
fcab.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Truth-and-Reconciliation-Committee-Report-and-Recommendations-
ISBN1.pdf; Steering Committee and on Canada’s Archives, “Reconciliation Framework: The Response to the
Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission Taskforce,” 2022, 117.

15 Steering Committee and on Canada’s Archives, “Reconciliation Framework: The Response to the Report of the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission Taskforce,” 6.

'® The Canadian Federation of Library Associations / Fédération canadienne des associations de bibliotheques Truth
& Reconciliation Committee, “Truth and Reconciliation Report and Recommendations,” 3.

"7 Sanford Berman, Prejudices and Antipathies: A Tract on the LC Subject Heads Concerning People (Metuchen,
N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1971); Drabinski, “Queering the Catalog”; Sara A. Howard and Steven A. Knowlton,
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growing recognition in some circles that library classifications are “reflective of the times and spaces in
which they are created, revised, and amended as well as the perspectives and interests of the writers of the
classifications, and... we must now take for granted that classifications are inherently biased.”'® As Berry
points out, “the language serves the systems, not the subjects”.!” Librarians and archivists are in a good
position to locate the need and possibilities for “repair and redress.”?’ Offensive and outdated terminology
has been the topic of many studies;*' most recently, the publicity and politicization of efforts to replace the
subject heading illegal aliens resulted in the Library Congress’ (“LC”) eventual implementation of the
terms "unauthorized immigration" and "noncitizens".** This case illustrates the considerable amount of effort

and time needed to effect change to problematic LC subject headings. While alternative subject headings

“Browsing through Bias: The Library of Congress Classification and Subject Headings for African American
Studies and LGBTQIA Studies,” Library Trends 67, no. 1 (2018): 74-88, doi:10.1353/1ib.2018.0026; Hope A.
Olson, “The Power to Name: Representation in Library Catalogs,” Signs. Journal of Women in Culture and Society
26, no. 3 (April 2001): 63968, doi:10.1086/495624; Hope A. Olson and Rose Schlegl, “Standardization,
Objectivity, and User Focus: A Meta-Analysis of Subject Access Critiques,” Cataloging & Classification Quarterly
32, no. 2 (September 1, 2001): 61-80, doi:10.1300/J104v32n02_06.

18 Melissa Adler, “The Case for Taxonomic Reparations,” KO Knowledge Organization 43, no. 8 (December 14,
2016): 630, doi:10.5771/0943-7444-2016-8-630.

19 Dorothy Berry, “The House Archives Built,” Up//Root, June 2022, https://www.uproot.space/features/the-house-
archives-built.

2 Adler, “The Case for Taxonomic Reparations,” 630.

2! Howard and Knowlton, “Browsing through Bias”; D. Vanessa Kam, “Subject Headings for Aboriginals: The
Power of Naming,” Art Documentation: Journal of the Art Libraries Society of North America 26, no. 2 (2007): 18—
22; Olson and Schlegl, “Standardization, Objectivity, and User Focus.”

22 American Library Association, “ALA Welcomes Removal of Offensive ‘Illegal Aliens’ Subject Headings,” Text,
News and Press Center, (November 12, 2021), https://www.ala.org/news/member-news/2021/11/ala-welcomes-
removal-offensive-illegal-aliens-subject-headings; Grace Lo, “‘Aliens’ vs. Catalogers: Bias in the Library of
Congress Subject Heading,” Legal Reference Services Quarterly 38, no. 4 (October 2, 2019): 170-96,
doi:10.1080/0270319X.2019.1696069.
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can be implemented at a local or consortia level, as discussed in by Bone and Lougheed, this is a resource-

intensive practice that presents a variety of challenges for libraries.**

As well as changes to subject headings in library collections, there is a movement calling for descriptive
equity® and reparative archival practice to address and redress the power imbalances, harm and erasure
resulting from previous practice. There are many examples of case studies where these principles have been

applied.”® Suggested strategies and practices include:

e Diversification of archives, advocacy/promotion, and utilization;’
e Reparative archival description: describing and naming whiteness, rather than solely including

racial descriptors of non-white subjects;?® describing and contextualizing racist or problematic

2 Christine Bone and Brett Lougheed, “Library of Congress Subject Headings Related to Indigenous Peoples:
Changing LCSH for Use in a Canadian Archival Context,” Cataloging & Classification Quarterly 56, no. 1 (January
2,2018): 83-95, doi:10.1080/01639374.2017.1382641.

24 Karen Smith-Yoshimura, “Strategies for Alternate Subject Headings and Maintaining Subject Headings,”
Hanging Together, October 29, 2019, https://hangingtogether.org/strategies-for-alternate-subject-headings-and-
maintaining-subject-headings/.

= Dorothy Berry, “Conscious Editing: Enhancing Diversity and Discovery,” October 8, 2020,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XGCTtDgNty4.

26 Tara Backhouse et al., “Approaches to Reparative Metadata Projects,” June 6, 2022,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JCy_AT-0caA; Dorothy Berry, “Descriptive Equity and Clarity around
Blackface Minstrelsy in HTC Collections,” 2021, https://www.dorothy-berry.com/minstrel-description; Kelly
Bolding et al., “Introduction to Conscious Editing Part 2 of 3,” November 4, 2020,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YD4V-FZCkkw; Liz Caringola, Hannah Frisch, and Marcella Stranieri,
“Consciously Editing SCUA’s Finding Aids,” June 3, 2021, doi:10.13016/2wdt-5xdL.

2T Lae’l Hughes-Watkins, “Moving Toward a Reparative Archive: A Roadmap for a Holistic Approach to
Disrupting Homogenous Histories in Academic Repositories and Creating Inclusive Spaces for Marginalized
Voices,” Journal of Contemporary Archival Studies 5, no. 1 (May 16, 2018),
https://elischolar.library.yale.edu/jcas/vol5/iss1/6.

3 Bolding et al., “Introduction to Conscious Editing Part 2 of 3”; Jackie Dean, “Conscious Editing of Archival
Description at UNC-Chapel Hill,” Journal of the Society of North Carolina Archivists 19 (2019): 41-55.
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language as well as racist policies and practices that shaped collection, and being transparent and
accountable by preserving evidence of racism in legacy description for future study;*

e Naming the subjects of records to the same extent as the creators of the content/records® and
respecting and using the self-descriptive terms and names chosen or preferred by the subjects of

the records.?!

Additionally, many institutions create statements related to bias, harm, exclusionary and offensive language
within descriptions and content of the materials (in text, speech, images). Rogers wrote that these types of
statements acknowledge the historical record and may counteract or alleviate harm. She draws attention to
the notion that intolerance and misinformation may inflict many different types of harm.*? While appearing
with increasing frequency in both libraries and cultural heritage institutions, these kinds of statements are
relatively recent within the long history of libraries and archives. Many statements have been created in the
past decade, resulting in a new body of literature consisting primarily of case studies from individual
institutions. For example, Danielle Robichaud, Digital Archivist at the University of Waterloo, described
the evolution of her department’s statement of language in archival descriptions.** The process she
described is similar to many - conversations over several years, combined with a change in resource (in this

case, staffing and a platform to manage records), eventually culminating in working on changes to processes

2 Kelly Bolding, “Reparative Processing: A Case Study in Auditing Legacy Archival Description for Racism”
(Midwestern Archives Conference, Chicago, IL, March 2018),
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/ I MhOXx5Z1Vjb_8pfvwwFquMqLsUUIOHFFMT4js5EP4qnA.

%0 Ibid.
31 Arroyo-Ramirez, “Invisible Defaults and Perceived Limitations”; Jarrett M. Drake, “RadTech Meets RadArch:
Towards A New Principle for Archives and Archival Description,” Medium, April 7, 2016, https://medium.com/on-

archivy/radtech-meets-radarch-towards-a-new-principle-for-archives-and-archival-description-568f133e4325.

32 Shelley L. Rogers, “Harmful Content Warning Statements for Library Archives: Implementing an EDI Initiative,”
Music Reference Services Quarterly 0, no. 0 (July 6, 2022): 10, doi:10.1080/10588167.2022.2097564.

33 Robichaud, “Integrating Equity and Reconciliation Work into Archival Descriptive Practice at the University of
Waterloo.”

Moving Beyond “...of its time” 8



and a statement. In another example, Rogers describes how one donation was the catalyst to implement a
statement at Irvine Sullivan Ingram Library at the University of West Georgia.>* Although the impetus
behind such statements is not always disclosed, two major factors are mentioned more than most. The first
is increased awareness/sensitivity around anti-Black racism. At an institutional level, references are made
to institutional efforts, such as upholding new statements of values or principles. Sector-wide, within the
library and archive communities, reference is made to professional responsibilities in the context of the
Black Lives Matter movement and the murder of George Floyd through statements by the American Library
Association,*® the Society of American Archivists,*® as well as the Anti-Racist Description Resources by
Archives for Black Lives in Philadelphia.’” The second factor was institutions being forced to reckon with
these issues when attention was drawn to racist and otherwise offensive material held in their archives
and/or digital collections. This is most explicit in cases where photographs of students and staff in blackface
were featured in digitized yearbooks. Much attention was brought to instances of this at Hollins University
when the institution removed issues of the yearbook from the digital archives until a contextual statement

could be posted.*® The SAA condemned this removal, pointing to the SAA Core Values Statement,* and

34 Rogers, “Harmful Content Warning Statements for Library Archives.”

% American Library Association, “ALA Statement Condemning Police Violence against BIPOC, Protesters and
Journalists,” Text, News and Press Center, (June 11, 2020), https://www.ala.org/news/press-releases/2020/06/ala-
statement-condemning-police-violence-against-bipoc-protesters-and; American Library Association, “Libraries
Respond: Black Lives Matter,” Text, Advocacy, Legislation & Issues, (June 3, 2020),
https://www.ala.org/advocacy/diversity/librariesrespond/black-lives-matter.

36 Society of American Archivists, “SAA Council Statement on Black Lives and Archives,” June 2, 2020,
https://www?2.archivists.org/statements/saa-council-statement-on-black-lives-and-archives.

37 Archives for Black Lives in Philadelphia’s Anti-Racist Description Working Group, “Archives for Black Lives in
Philadelphia Anti-Racist Description Resources,” October 2019,
https://archivesforblacklives.files.wordpress.com/2019/10/ardr_final.pdf.

%8 Debbie Truong, “A Va. University Temporarily Removes Yearbooks with Blackface from Digital Archives,”
Washington Post, April 3, 2019, https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/a-va-university-temporarily-
removes-yearbooks-with-blackface-from-digital-archives/2019/04/03/f6812234-5627-11e9-814f-
e2f46684196¢_story.html.

3 Society of American Archivists, “Code of Ethics for Archivists,” 2012,
http://web.archive.org/web/20110725013613/http://www?2.archivists.org/code-of-ethics.
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noting that “impeding access to archival materials that were produced by the institution and that serve to
demonstrate the institution’s beliefs and norms at the time of production denies the ability to hold the
institution accountable for these actions and choices.”® Other similar examples continue to be found

throughout the United States*!, and in response, more statements are popping up.

Outside of published studies, gray literature also addresses harmful language/content statements. These
typically provide insight into working with collections and descriptions, and the context of creating
statements in a less formal manner. Librarians and archivists can learn from these experiences when making
changes at their own institutions. For example, a librarian at the University of North Georgia presented on
the process of drafting a statement, including the supporting role of other departments in the university.**
University of Indiana librarians presented on the harmful language and content reporting system (including
a content warning) implemented in their Digital Collection Services.*® In the UK, Jessica Smith wrote a
blog post detailing the issues that served as an impetus to her creating the first content warning on an
archival collection at the University of Manchester.** Some have gone beyond case studies, including
Recollection Wisconsin, a collection of digital cultural heritage resources from local libraries, archives,
museums and historical societies. Employees there created a toolkit of resources for institutions considering

creating their own statements, highlighting some of the elements that commonly appear in these

40 Society of American Archivists, “SAA Response to Hollins University Removal of Yearbooks,” April 2019,
https://www?2.archivists.org/statements/saa-response-to-hollins-university-removal-of-yearbooks.

1 Oliver Batchelor, “Navigating the Campus Past: College Yearbook Controversies,” Reference Services Review
48, no. 1 (January 1, 2020): 5-14, doi:10.1108/RSR-09-2019-0059.

42 Allison Galloup, “Warning! Potentially Harmful Content Ahead,” April 5, 2022,
https://kaltura.uga.edu/media/t/1 mt7d94x0.

“3 Brianna McLaughlin, “Remediating Harmful Language and Content in Digital Archives,” November 2021,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aMp8X7m47s8.

44 Jessica Smith, “Rylands BlogRylands Reflects: Content Warnings for Collections and Catalogues,” Rylands Blog,

November 5, 2020, https://rylandscollections.com/2020/11/05/rylands-reflects-content-warnings-for-collections-
and-catalogues/.
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statements.*’ Finally, a group from the University of Toronto used their review of the statements listed on
the Cataloging Lab website, to inform the creation of their own statements.*® While their sample was fewer
than the number of statements included in this study, they reported on several similar themes, such as
inclusion of supplementary resources, justification for providing access to harmful content, noting specific

groups identified, user feedback, action and more.

This study aims to add to the literature through a systematic and widespread analysis of statements present
in Canadian and American research university libraries. These results will demonstrate what has been done
already regarding statements of harm, and in doing so, highlight what work is still outstanding. It will
provide a tool to help librarians and archivists reflect on current practices, and hopefully allow everyone to

aim higher in future endeavors, by showing what is possible.

Methodology

The initial sample of libraries in this study included all 109 ARL and 29 CARL member libraries, with
138 libraries in all. The authors manually searched each library website for a statement relating to harmful
content, bias, warning, archival or cataloging procedures. Statements ranged from a single sentence on a
collection/archive, a warning or label about “historical language” to lengthy webpages discussing
potential types of harm within collections and descriptions, and explanations of the library and
institution’s actions, and everything in between. All types were included in the study. From December

2021 to January 2022, the authors ran Google searches and browsed the websites of target institutions to

45 “The Toolkit: Content Statements,” Recollection Wisconsin, December 4, 2020,
https://recollectionwisconsin.org/the-toolkit-content-statements.

6 Cora Coady, Tina Liu, and Jordan Pederson, “Truth Talking in The Library: Thematic Investigation of Statements

on Bias in Libraries and Archives” (Concordia University Library Research Forum 2022, Montreal, QC, April 26,
2022), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r5aklmOWYUU.
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locate statements. From February through May 2022, the authors emailed librarians from a special
collections, archival or digital collections unit to ask if the library had a public-facing statement. When a
named contact was not listed, the authors sent an email to the unit’s contact form or generic email address
asking if the library or unit used statements of this kind. Only publicly-accessible statements were
included in the study; internal statements and policies described in the email responses were excluded.
Through email replies, 11 libraries indicated that they did not have public-facing statements but were
working toward creating one. New statements have been released since the data-gathering phase of this
study. Although the authors did not formally gather data on why institutions did not have statements,
some respondents indicated that barriers or delays to creating statements included lack of institutional
support as well as limited time and resources to prioritize this work. Others mentioned that they had
encountered resistance to undertaking this work at their institutions due to fears that being explicit about
the harmful aspects of their collections would draw attention to them and result in unwanted controversy.
Others indicated that this type of work is needed but may be uncomfortable, and systems are not in place

to support employees.

Where institutions had multiple statements, all statements were considered as a whole, as a representation
of the institution’s entire effort. For example, when an institution had a public-facing statement related to
its archives or archival description and a separate statement related to the content or cataloging of its library
collections, both were included in this study. Likewise, statements by various units or institutions within
consortia were considered as a whole. Exceptionally, the University of California (“UC”) schools were
considered separately. The libraries within the UC system have a joint statement; however, some UC
libraries also have additional, more specific statements. For that reason, it was pertinent to consider them
as unique institutions. Further, an institution- or collection-wide statement was not required for inclusion
in the study; where a statement or note appeared on a single digital collection or finding aid this was

included.
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The authors created a rubric to systematically record the elements in the statement, including whether the
statements referred to collections (materials) or description (cataloging and/or archival description).
Collection/materials can refer to anything collected or managed by a library or archive, such as books,
digital collections, artifacts, archival collections, images, yearbooks, journals and more. The location of
where the statements were located on the institutions’ website was noted, such as on the unit’s homepage
or within a cataloging record. In some cases, a statement was delivered via a pop-up image filter that the
user has to click through to access the content. In these cases, an accompanying note sometimes explained
why the filter was used. For example, “This image contains graphic violence.” Other times, the filter did
not have any accompanying notes or metadata to explain why it was placed over an image. The rubric was
also used to note the method for contacting the unit within the statement, links to further reading and other
statements that were listed as inspiration, and commitments for improvement (for example, a unit may
commit to update procedures or create working groups to focus on this work). Collating these aspects may
help others make decisions when creating and updating their own statements, and learn about what is

possible.

Additionally, under “Types of Harm Mentioned,” the rubric noted when specific marginalized groups and
types of harm were specified in the statements, such as racist, colonialist or sexist material or language. To
be included in the rubric, types of harm had to be explicitly named in the statements, and not inferred. This
study did not determine if they were accurately representing the description or content but merely noted
them, so others can see what has been included in these types of statements. Some types of harm were
grouped together in the rubric for readability, and the authors recognize there is bias in creating these
groups. When multiple types of harm were mentioned, all were noted; as such percentages do not sum to
100%. For example, a statement with a phrase such as, “This collection contains racist and sexist content,”
would be marked under “racism” and “gender/sexism/misogyny/misogynoir”’. Additionally, sometimes a

statement included a general phrase that the descriptions may be “offensive” and a specific type of harm,
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such as “ableism” was referred to for a single collection. In that case, the statement would be noted in the

rubric under “Offensive/sensitive problematic/objectionable/inappropriate” and “ableism”.

Finally, each statement was coded as being a “disclaimer” or “acknowledging harm”. Statements referring
to the collections or descriptions as simply being a ‘product of its time”’ or ‘historical language’ were marked
as ‘disclaimer’. Often these were short, blanket statements for an entire collection or institution. Statements
were marked as “acknowledging harm” when they indicated that their description or content could cause
harm in some way, or those that had a regretful tone, or indicated extra care might be required. When
completing the rubric, the most generous interpretation was given. For example, if a statement had a single-
sentence disclaimer that the archival description was historical and based on Library of Congress subject
headings that cannot change, but also indicated that the library was taking other steps, such as creating a
committee and updating notes on digital collections, it was marked as “acknowledging harm”.

Authors coded the statements separately and discussed discrepancies until a consensus was reached.

Results

This study identified statements from 11 CARL and 65 ARL member libraries, resulting in 76 statements
in all, or 55% of the initial sample. Percentages below are based on the final sample of 76 statements. Nearly
one-third (32%) of those with statements indicated that their institution were working toward improving or

adding to their existing statement, but their efforts were not yet public.

Statements could pertain to the content of the collection/materials or cataloging/description. Some
institutions had one statement that referenced both, and others had multiple statements. Of the statements
in the study, 78% (59 statements) pertained to the collection, and 71% (54 statements) pertained to the

language in cataloging and description.

The majority of statements, 63%, appeared on or were linked from the homepage of special collections
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and/or archives units, digital collections homepages or the opening screen of a digital collections platform.
Statements were sometimes linked in multiple locations (see Figure 1). Options noted in “Other” results
include blogs, the advanced search page of the library catalog, feedback forms, banners on the catalog (and

thus appearing on every record) and the library’s legal information page.

FIGURE 1: Where does the statement appear?
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Contact Methods

Contact methods related to the statements were noted in the rubric (see Table 1). Typically, statements
would contain a sentence such as, “If you have feedback or questions about this statement, please contact
X”. General contact information displayed in website banners or footers that did not relate directly to
statements, or “Ask Us!” banners/links to virtual reference were excluded. Some libraries and archives
had multiple contact methods and all methods were counted in the rubric. Of special note, UC libraries
did not include individuals’ email addresses but the Heads of Special Collections Common Knowledge

Group University of California Libraries were listed at the end of their primary statement. As these were
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not specifically listed as contacts, they were not included in the count under “an email address for a

specific person”.

Table 1: Contact method for feedback

Method Count Percentage
General email address for the unit or library 26 34%

Link to a contact form 22 29%

Phone number 6 8%

Email address for a specific person 4 5%

Email address for a working group 3 4%

Email for a specific role 1 1%

Created By and Last Updated Dates

It is helpful for readers of webpages to know when the page was created or updated. As such, this was noted

in the rubric, showing that 34% of statements had either a created date or a date of when it was updated.
g p

External Reasons for Creation

While there may be many factors that lead to the creation of these statements, external reasons for creation
were listed in 16% of statements. These typically include sentences such as “in accordance with” the

university’s principles, policies, statements of value, or calls to action for specific commitments.

Moving Beyond “...of its time” 16



Additional Reading, Referenced Statements and Codes

Links to additional reading were found on 38% of statements (29). Twenty-four institutions (32%) indicated
that the statements were based on similar statements from other institutions. Temple University Libraries’
statement was referenced the most often, in 14% of statements (11 mentions), followed by Princeton, with
8% (6 mentions). Yale, Drexel, Duke, University of Colorado Boulder and University of Virginia were

referenced in 2-3 statements each (3-4% of the statements). Many others were referenced a single time.

Of the formal codes and guidelines in statements, the “Society of American Archivists Core Values
Statement and Code of Ethics,” was mentioned the most often, in 16% of statements, followed by the
“ACRL Code of Ethics for Special Collections Librarians” and the “Society of American Archivists’
Statement of Principles Describing Archives: A Content Standard (DACS),” which were both mentioned
in 12% of statements. The Anti-Racist Description Resources by Archives for Black Lives in Philadelphia

was included in 8% of statements (n= 6). Many others were mentioned a single time.

Reasoning

The authors devised the rubric by extrapolating the most common elements across statements. In addition
to this, a number of other elements may be relevant for professionals considering the composition or
review of statements. For example, a number of institutions included implicit and explicit explanations as
to why the institution devoted resources to collecting, preserving and providing access to potentially
harmful language and materials. For example, “The archival resources in this exhibition contain offensive
and outdated language. We chose not to censor these items in order to accurately represent the bias and
prejudice of the time.”” University of Maryland Libraries states, “This exhibition includes historical

attitudes and beliefs about race that are offensive and dehumanizing. We present them in order to provide

4 University of North Carolina, “Introduction: Race Deconstructed,” accessed November 23, 2022,
https://exhibits.lib.unc.edu/exhibits/show/race-deconstructed/introduction.
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a more complete and critical examination of the past.”** The National Archives includes a similar
statement: “NARA’s mission is to preserve and provide access to the permanent records of the federal
government. NARA, working in conjunction with diverse communities, will seek to balance the
preservation of this history with sensitivity to how these materials are presented to and perceived by

users.”®

Acknowledging Harm

Short, blanket statements referring to “historical” language and content were marked as ‘disclaimers’ in the
rubric. Statements showing that the library or archive was recognizing harm and that extra care is required
to use the collections and read descriptions, were marked as “acknowledging harm”. The most generous
interpretation of the statements were applied. Of the 76 statements in the study, 37% (28/76), were marked
as disclaimers and 63% (48/76) were categorized as acknowledging harm. When considering all 138 CARL
and ARL member institutions, 35% of members have some kind of statement acknowledging harm

(48/138).

The statements were analyzed for any mention of specific types of harm, and reference to specific groups,

events, or categories. See Table 2 for the most commonly mentioned types of harm.

48 University of Maryland Libraries, “African American Suffrage: Get Out the Vote,” accessed November 23, 2022,
https://exhibitions.lib.umd.edu/get-out-the-vote/african-american-suffrage.

49 National Archives, “NARA’s Statement on Potentially Harmful Content,” National Archives, 2022,
https://www.archives.gov/research/reparative-description/harmful-content.
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Table 2: Most commonly mentioned types of harm

Types of Harm Mentioned Count Percentage
Racism 37 49%
Gender/sexism/misogyny/misogynoir 34 45%
Other 29 38%
Sexual orientation/LGBTQ+ /homophobic/ transphobic 29 38%
Ableism 21 28%
Offensive/sensitive/problematic/objectionable/inappropriate 21 28%
Stereotypes 19 25%
Indigenous peoples 14 18%
Black people/culture 13 17%
Colonialism/Imperialism 12 16%
Immigrants/Undocumented immigrants 8 11%
Violence 8 11%
Marginalized people/communities 6 8%
Xenophobic 6 8%
Religion 5 7%

The “Other” category is composed of categories or terms mentioned one or two times amongst all

statements. Larger themes emerged from the terms, including gentrification, unhoused people,
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underrepresented and unserved communities, medical procedures, war, crime and terrorism and terms

related to class structure.

Commitments

Some statements include commitments to the wider community regarding additional work that will continue
or that is forthcoming, to attempt to move forward in a harm-reducing way. These ranged from broad
statements to “do better” and “elevate narratives” to specific lists of action items, such as those described
on Yale’s Bias Awareness and Responsibility Committee.”® Time and resource commitments vary widely
by institution, and these results provide examples of what can be done; they should not become a
prescription. About Y5 (33%) of statements did not contain commitments of any kind. Updating metadata
was the commitment mentioned most frequently, in 49% (37) statements, followed by updating procedures

and policies, updating notes on digital collections, creating committees and educating employees. See

Figure 2.
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0 vale University, “Bias Awareness and Responsibility Committee (BARC),” 2022,
https://lux.collections.yale.edu/bias-awareness-and-responsibility-committee-barc.
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Outside these main categories, other commitments were noted, including working with members of
marginalized communities to update language, policies and collections to become more inclusive and
diverse. Some statements referred to prioritizing recruitment of people who have been systematically and
historically unrepresented and underrepresented. Several statements also mentioned looking through

content for marginalized voices to enhance discoverability of non-white cultures.

Discussion
Given the history of the professions of librarians and archivists, it is unsurprising that collections and
discovery are deeply impacted by the myth of neutrality.”’ Archival professionals have started work to

2 and some of the commitments mentioned in these statements of harm are

overcome this tradition,’
examples of this work. Racism and sexism are the most commonly mentioned types of harm in the
statements in this study, possibly because instances of these types of systemic harm have already been
publicly uncovered in many institutions. As statements of harm are often a first step, many include broad
categories, like “racist,” without providing more detail about specific communities. When the harms related
to specific communities, items and collections are identified, the statements become more useful to
everyone, including the employees who work in the institutions, the patrons they serve, and the people and
places represented in the collections. As Rogers states, a “synergy occurs when people come together to
discuss an issue; the sum is greater than its parts.””* However, detailed statements and commitments to
changing processes require ample resources to analyze and prioritize this work.>* Nevertheless, starting

with a broad statement is more helpful than not having a statement at all. Over time, these can be updated,

potentially in collaboration with the affected community groups.

%1 Antracoli and Rawdon, What’s in a Name?, 311.
%2 Ibid., 329.
%3 Rogers, “Harmful Content Warning Statements for Library Archives,” 11.

% Smith-Yoshimura, “Strategies for Alternate Subject Headings and Maintaining Subject Headings.”
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The impact of meaningful statements reaches beyond acknowledgement of the collections and descriptions
themselves, beyond a simple warning. While they do not absolve institutions nor “fix” systemic issues,
statements represent a signal that the institution is aware of its complicity in perpetuating harmful
acquisition and descriptive practices and recognizes the complexity of the situation rather than ignoring it.
“When archives ignore or emphasize one narrative over another, it influences how people see themselves
and how others see them.””® Douglas encourages actively embracing what she called the “constructedness”
of archival fonds, to openly acknowledge that archives are “built by many hands and formed over time.”®
Both Warren and Douglas highlight the need for institutions to continue looking at and improving upon its
conventions, traditions and processes. A statement is a start. It is positive that over half of CARL and ARL

member institutions already have a statement of harm of some kind, and that many are working toward

creating or improving one.

Many of the statements in this study (63%) were located on the homepage of special collections, archives
and digital collections. However, patrons often arrive at a record, note, or digital collection through a
different page, such as a catalog, database or an internet search engine, and may not see the statement.
Moreover, often the statements in this study were not easily findable through a Google search or a scan of
the institution’s website; rather, direct links were made available through the email replies received in the
course of conducting this research. When statements are more general in nature, about entire collections,
subject headings or problematic areas at a high-level, it may be appropriate to have them on the special
collections or archives’ homepages. However, having them visible or linked to within the records of library
catalogs or archival records would make them easier for patrons to come across. Furthermore, institutions

that have more resources to dedicate to this work can place notes or statements directly on the page about

%5 Warren, “We Need These Bodies, But Not Their Knowledge,” 786.

% Douglas, “Toward More Honest Description.”
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the items. A common example of this is when yearbooks contain offensive content. Currently, many
yearbook collections contain a single-sentence blanket statement about historical language/images that can
be found on the webpage with information about the yearbooks. In future, this would be a good place for a
longer statement about harmful content, in tandem with item-level details on specific yearbooks. More

research is needed about where best to place these types of statements for meaningful visibility and impact.

Easily available contact information and dates of when the statement was last updated provide credibility.
They are signals to patrons that the institutions are taking the statement seriously enough that they have
provided and prioritized resources recently and are open to receiving feedback. Some institutions simply
do not have these resources yet. As time passes, language evolves and new ways of thinking come to light,
so a date on these types of statements is extremely important; however, only 34% of statements had either
a created date or a date of when it was updated. The most common contact methods found on statements in

this study included a general email address for the unit or library (34%) and links to contact forms (29%).

While 16% of statements explicitly stated they were created due to an external reason, such as in accordance
with a set of principles, policies, or call to action, it is possible that this number could be higher. Some
institutions may have chosen not to disclose this information within their statements. For example, Canada's
Truth and Reconciliation Commission Calls to Action include steps for archives, museums, and Library
and Archives Canada regarding records relevant to the history and legacy of the residential school system,
and a national review of best practices.”” This work may be ongoing but simply not posted in a public
statement. Regardless of whether the reasons for creating the statement are disclosed, creating these types

of statements builds community within the people who work at the institution, and it fosters discussion and

57 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, “Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada: Calls to
Action,” 2012, https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/british-columbians-our-governments/indigenous-
people/aboriginal-peoples-documents/calls_to_action _english2.pdf.
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engagement between the institutions and the communities they serve.’® Patrons and employees may also

stand to learn from the additional readings when they are provided.

Writing these statements of harm is a relatively new practice in the library and archives community. As
such, there is a lack of best practices, standards or codes from the major associations to help guide their
creation. Having these types of statements or prioritizing this work is also not a condition of membership
in ARL or CARL. Many statements are created in a grassroots fashion, often pushed forward because of a
personal interest of a single librarian or archivist. It would help the community as a whole and the patrons
they serve if best practices or standards were released to guide this work, as it can be overwhelming to get
started. Until then, the results of this study will hopefully help those who are thinking of writing or

improving a statement and provide resources for creating one.

Limitations and Future Research

One limitation to this study is that the sample included only ARL and CARL member libraries. The
authors chose this sample because they work in an ARL- and CARL-member institution, but it is in no
way reflective of the qualification or ability of institutions to formulate and disseminate these types of
statements. Future studies could broaden the scope to other geographic areas, other types of libraries and
other types of institutions and collections, including galleries, museums and beyond. For example,
Cataloging Lab’s List of Statements includes many excellent and interesting statements from other types
of organizations and jurisdictions. Much can be learned by venturing beyond the library and archives

landscape.

This study is also limited by the authors’ privilege and bias as white cisgender women who work in a large,

research-intensive academic library. This area of study would benefit from the perspectives and knowledge

%8 Rogers, “Harmful Content Warning Statements for Library Archives,” 10.
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of a more diverse group of authors and would be enriched by interviews with community members, both

as subjects and users of the collections to which these statements pertain.

One of the challenges noted in the literature and by librarians and archivists who were contacted for this
study was the constraints imposed by library and archival technologies and systems. Other methods for
acknowledging harm, such as through new interpretations of archival processing notes or the creation of

accompanying LibGuides were outside the scope of this study but may address some of these challenges.”

Future research could include a deeper analysis related to the content of these types of statements and a
reflection on the objectives of creating them. What do different types of communities want these statements
to address? What is helpful for different types of researchers to know ahead of time? Are they effective?
Where did the authors get it wrong? Further research might also investigate the processes by which these
statements were created, approved and disseminated. Compiling qualitative data on what worked well, the
challenged encountered and how these were addressed may serve institutions looking to implement similar
statements. These questions can be investigated as libraries and archives continue to acknowledge their past

and move forward, respectfully.

Conclusion

The types of statements analyzed in this study are a first step, the start of a bridge to close the gap into

finding out who and what is missing, misrepresented and underrepresented within the stories of our

%9 Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum, “Archive Record 1995.12,” 2007,
http://semtribe.pastperfectonline.com/archive/58352BBC-025E-49E3-BF23-203308281334; Backhouse et al.,
“Approaches to Reparative Metadata Projects”; Gayle O’Hara, “Receipt for Emma, An Enslaved Person - Archives
West,” Archives West, 2021,
https://archiveswest.orbiscascade.org/ark:/80444/xv855925?qg=receipt%20for%20emma; University of Colorado
Boulder Libraries, “Collection: Oyate Indian Club Collection,” 2021,
https://archives.colorado.edu/repositories/2/resources/1738.
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collections and descriptions. They can help show the community how an institution is reckoning and help
us reflect and move forward in collaboration with our patrons in a way that was not common in the recent
past. This study shows the quantity and commonalities amongst the statements within the ARL and
CARL member institutions today. In time, perhaps with some guidance from the large associations, we
can move beyond these types of studies and see the creation and implementation of best practices.
Hopefully institutions will continually increase their support for prioritizing this type of work, so that the

stories can continue to evolve, so all patrons can be included respectfully.
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