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Introduction

Although the problem of bias, prejudice, and marginalization has long been a subject of critical 
reflection and inquiry in library knowledge organization systems, recent years have seen a dramatic 
surge in initiatives to address such longstanding issues. Those efforts have been inspired, in many ways, 
by the public controversy over “illegal aliens” and related terms in Library of Congress Subject Headings 
(LCSH), as well as the groundswell of racial reckoning across the United States in 2020. However, 
these recent developments should not overshadow a history of critiques of cataloging practices shaped 
by the widely used systems and tools maintained by the Library of Congress and other standards 
organizations.1 One of the foremost critics is Sanford Berman, who famously criticized LCSH for its 
normative representations of Euro-centric, white Christian, capitalist worldviews marked by racism, 
patriarchal authority, and antipathies toward working classes and sexual minorities.2

The focus of this article is to analyze how gender is represented (or not represented) across headings 
for classes of persons within LCSH. In particular, the study examines these terms through the lens 
of gender marking. Gender marking, referring to how gender is explicitly signaled in linguistic 
expressions, has attracted scholarly attention in linguistic research since the 1960s and gained 
particular prominence since the feminist critique of language of the 1970s.3 While most linguistic 
studies address gender marking in natural languages, this study’s focus is on LCSH, a controlled 
vocabulary governed by cataloging rules and policies designed to support effective retrieval.

For the purpose of this article, the term “gender” is used narrowly in terms of female/male dichotomies. 
The female/male categorization is one of the foundational binary constructs shaping social hierarchies 
and ideologies, and as such also has a section of its own (“Man/Woman/Sex”) in Berman’s classic 
treatise on LCSH.4 Many, including Berman, have long criticized how these gender categories are 
represented in LCSH, pointing to a litany of LCSH terms that have no comparable headings assigned to 
men. For example, there is no equivalent heading for the LCSH term Women accountants (old heading: 
Women as accountants), meaning that terms like Male accountants have not been available to be 
assigned to works dealing with male accountants. (Likewise, African American accountants exists as an 
LCSH term, but White accountants does not.) The implicit effect of such subject cataloging practice is to 
normalize the male-as-default position and relegate female classes of persons to a special, nondominant 
category.

Sungmin Park (sungminp@rutgers.edu) is Resource Description Librarian, Rutgers, The State 
University of New Jersey. Yuji Tosaka (tosaka@tcnj.edu) is Cataloging/Metadata Librarian, The 
College of New Jersey.



LIBRARY RESOURCES & TECHNICAL SERVICES� APRIL 2026

Marking Gender� 126
Sungmin Park and Yuji Tosaka

As noted earlier, the problem of sexism in LCSH has been widely known among catalogers and given 
critical scrutiny from many researchers over the years. However, past literature has lacked a detailed, 
systematic analysis identifying the exact scale and patterns of gender categorization within LCSH. The 
authors aim to fill this critical gap in the literature by conducting a comprehensive evaluation focusing 
on LCSH demographic terms from a gender categorization perspective with an eye toward uncovering 
underlying patterns that might be deeply embedded within the most widely used multidisciplinary 
thesaurus in the US library community. This article’s findings contribute useful insights that will inspire 
readers to reexamine subject cataloging practices and consider how they have reflected and reinforced 
systems of inequity, marginalization, and exclusion in the larger culture.

Literature Review

Although critiques about various aspects of LCSH have a long history in the cataloging literature, such 
critical attention “greatly intensified” since the late 1960s.5 An important part of this critical literature 
involved efforts to question prejudicial headings and arose amidst the rise of various social movements, 
including civil rights and feminism.6 As Hope A. Olson and Rose Schlegl noted, the treatment of 
gender was “by far the largest category” of critical writings on biases in subject cataloging practice.7 
The predominance of gender-based critiques should be hardly surprising because gender relations and 
discourse are essential to the ways in which human knowledge and social power are constructed.8

As noted earlier, one of the best-known examples of such critiques can be found in Berman’s classic 
1971 treatise Prejudices and Antipathies. His work devoted a whole section to criticizing twenty 
categories of gender-related headings, such as Women as accountants [architects, artists, astronauts, 
soldiers, etc.]. He rightly noted the absence of “comparable terms assigned to the other sex, e.g., Men 
as accountants.” In Berman’s analysis, such women-only headings were a clear reflection of “male 
chauvinism” and the “wholly indefensible stereotype that relegates women to ‘hearth and home’” and 
treats women engaged in nondomestic situations as exceptions.9 By the late 1970s, similar critiques 
about sexism in LCSH led to the publication of On Equal Terms: A Thesaurus for Nonsexist Indexing 
and Cataloging, in which the compiler Joan K. Marshall highlighted both “biased terminology” and 
“the absence of terms to adequately cover concepts” as the key impetus for developing an alternative 
vocabulary to provide enhanced subject access to materials related to women.10

Since then, a number of researchers have also approached the question of gender bias in LCSH from 
broader theoretical perspectives. Olson critiqued “bias in the representation of marginalized groups and 
topics bounded by gender, race, ethnicity, nationality, class, sexuality and other factors,” which in her 
analysis manifested the inherent linguistic shortcomings of imposing universalistic order for subject 
access and authority control. The practice had the practical effects of limiting diversity in naming 
concepts and groups outside the mainstream cultural norms.11 Likewise, Emily Drabinski highlighted 
the inherent limitations of subject language as a universalizing system and structure, and called for 
broader efforts to engage users in critical interrogations on controlled vocabularies as constructed, 
contested domains rather than fixed sets of authoritative terminologies.12
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While problems of gender-related subject access thus have been widely recognized and well defined over 
the years, comprehensive evaluation of gender bias and disparities in LCSH has been mostly lacking in 
the literature. Some studies have evaluated LCSH terms and bibliographic records in specific subject 
areas such as women’s studies, examining the shortage of appropriate headings established for many 
basic women-related topics or catalogers’ failure to assign relevant headings to bring out such topics 
effectively.13 Others have examined gender bias found in LCSH terms and the evolution of headings 
concerning women.14 For example, Margaret N. Rogers tracked changes for LCSH terms beginning with 
“women” (or old heading “woman”), as well as all narrower terms under those headings, between 1975 
and 1991.15 Examining only women-related headings is methodologically limited and does not reveal 
a full story about their marginalization and exclusion in LCSH, however. Tracy Waterman focused on 
compiling LCSH entries beginning with “male,” “men,” “female,” and “women,” among others, in the 
1988, 1993, and 2003 editions.16 While illuminating in many ways, the study did not present a clear 
picture of “systemic biases” within LCSH at the time. The data were obscured by the simultaneous 
inclusion of references and all precoordinated headings under a single main heading; for example, the 
dataset contained more than 250 entries beginning with “women” followed by subdivisions.

More recently, Amanda Ros in her 2019 article criticized the “‘straight white American man’ 
assumption” entrenched in LCSH and produced a high-level snapshot based on “search[ing] for 
subjects containing ‘women’ or ‘men.’”17 Those searches found a dramatic imbalance in the LCSH 
structure: 4,056 and 444 terms containing “women” and “men,” respectively. The article did not analyze 
gender bias within LCSH in any close detail, however, other than highlighting several sample terms that 
are respectively perceived as male (or rather, white American male) or traditionally as female.18 Given 
that there has been a recent proliferation of interest in various reparative cataloging initiatives, the 
existing literature reviewed above shows that more systematic efforts are timely and critically needed to 
gain a fuller understanding of the overall state of gender representations in LCSH so that the cataloging 
and metadata community can work more effectively to effect systemic changes in subject cataloging 
standards and practices.

Research Questions

Sexism in LCSH has been well documented as one of the fundamental problems shaping subject 
representation of various social concepts and groupings. Many critics have noted that the prevalence 
of headings for classes of persons qualified only for women (Women accountants, Women physicians, 
etc.) in effect marginalizes those engaged in nondomestic spheres as special categories not conforming 
with the gender stereotypes. Men, by contrast, tend to be normalized and represented in broader, 
gender-neutral terms. A review of past research in the previous section shows, however, that the 
problems of gender categorization in LCSH, while widely recognized, have not been studied in a 
systematic manner. To fill in the critical gap in the cataloging literature, the authors aimed to conduct 
a comprehensive analysis of LCSH’s gendered headings with regard to demographic group terms. By 
doing so, the present study intends to throw fresh light on how genders are marked in LCSH and how 
such practices differ between male and female groups, and across various LCSH demographic group 
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categories. Specifically, the authors sought to contribute to a fuller understanding of the implicit gender 
assumptions within LCSH by focusing on the following research questions:

•	 How many gendered headings are currently found in LCSH representing classes of persons 
overall?

•	 How many gendered headings are currently found across various LCSH demographic group 
categories?

•	 How many unpaired gendered headings (i.e., terms qualified only for women or men) are currently 
found across various LCSH demographic categories?

•	 What patterns and underlying assumptions may be identified, if any, through analysis of such 
unpaired headings?

Methodology

Scope and Data Extraction

To address the study questions outlined above, the authors used the OpenRefine software to query the 
LC Linked Data Service (https://id.loc.gov/) to extract and compile a dataset for the current research. 
OpenRefine (https://openrefine.org/), a powerful open-source tool for working with often messy 
datasets, is useful for extracting external data from web services like the LC Linked Data Service. For 
data collection, the authors decided to focus solely on evaluating the main topical headings marked with 
gender terms such as Women authors and Male authors. In other words, the primary research focus 
in this study was on better understanding the overall gendered structure of LCSH without individually 
counting precoordinated strings that combine those headings with various subdivisions, or non-
gendered main headings with gendered subdivisions. Note that although gendered headings encompass 
such terms as Wives, Mothers, Lesbians, Husbands, Fathers, etc., those lexically gendered terms were 
intentionally excluded from the analysis because the focus of this study is on how LCSH explicitly marks 
gender for standalone nongendered terms. In the present work, gendered headings were defined as 
main topical headings containing four gender markers—women, female, men, male—in any position, 
whether the beginning, middle, or end. The authors used those parameters to construct their LCSH 
dataset for detailed quantitative analysis. 

To extract subject headings containing the gendered terms above, the authors used the procedures 
outlined at the Programming Historian website,19 revising them as needed to fetch URLs and parse 
web content for the matching LCSH terms retrieved from the LC Linked Data Service. The LC website 
has brief documentation for URL patterns to be used for searching and querying (https://id.loc.gov/
techcenter/searching.html). Conducting queries via its online search form and then filtering results 
helped to clarify the documentation and provide further clues for refining search queries. Specifically, 
the following type of URL was constructed for queries to interact with the LC Linked Data Service via 
OpenRefine: 

https://id.loc.gov/search/?q5rdftype:Topic&q5memberOf:http://id.loc.gov/authorities/subjects/
collection_LCSHAuthorizedHeadings&count52500&q5women. 
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Special search constraints used to construct these queries were:

•	 rdftype:Topic: This limited a query to only topical terms, excluding precoordinated strings with 
subdivisions that are effectively treated as duplicates for this study (e.g., Women architects—
United States).

•	 memberOf:http://id.loc.gov/authorities/subjects/collection_LCSHAuthorizedHeadings: This 
limited a query to authorized LCSH headings, excluding topical subdivisions that contain the 
gender keyword used for a particular query. 

•	 count: The LC Linked Data Service did not return all available results to OpenRefine without 
specifying these numbers. The numbers specified in the search string above were based on test 
results returned via the online search form and filters.

The authors conducted four separate queries for headings containing “women,” “female,” “men,” and 
“male” via OpenRefine on November 28, 2023. The returned results included headings that did not 
contain any of the gender keywords used in the queries. Such headings were returned by the LC web 
service because references containing each keyword were included in their authority records. For 
example, Menopause was returned as a search result in both “women” and “female” queries because 
the subject authority record included Change of life in women and Female change of life as see from 
references. Accordingly, the returned LCSH data needed cleaning to filter out such valid gender-related 
headings that fall outside the scope of this study.

After the initial data cleanup, the authors performed the following additional steps to limit the extracted 
LCSH data further to demographic group terms. Headings that contained the search keywords but 
did not indicate human gender, such as Male (African people), were identified and excluded from 
the dataset; so were terms referring to female or male organisms that are not human, such as Males, 
Females, Female honeybees, and Male livestock.20 In addition, headings in which the keywords were used 
as modifiers of nondemographic subjects were also excluded from the study; examples included Male 
friendship, Female seminaries, and Men’s magazines. Similarly, headings where a keyword was used 
either as the object or part of the object of the preposition were also excluded. Examples included Anxiety 
in women, Diving for women, Grief in men, Children of women drug addicts, and Legal assistance to 
women. Note, however, that headings containing the preposition “in” were retained in the dataset, and 
thus included in the present study, when the gendered term representing a demographic group is not the 
object of the preposition but was rather qualified by the prepositional phrase as the primary focus of the 
entire nominal phrase. Such headings included Women prisoners in motion pictures, Women college 
students in literature, and African American women in higher education. Compound words containing 
one of the keywords, such as Businessmen, Businesswomen, and Snowmen, were also excluded because 
such lexicographically gendered terms, as noted above, were outside the scope of our research design.

Additionally, the following types of headings were removed from the original dataset:

•	 Proper nouns containing one of the keywords, such as International Women’s Decade, 1976-1985, 
Young Men’s Christian Associations, or X-Men (Fictitious characters).
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•	 Musical headings containing “Men’s voices” or “Women’s voices,” such as Choruses, Sacred 
(Women’s voices), or Cantatas, Sacred (Men’s voices).

Duplicates extracted in separate keyword queries (e.g., Male to female transexuals and Female to male 
transsexuals) that were retrieved both in the “male” and the “female” queries, were also removed so 
that each term was grouped under only one of the women, female, men, and male groups.

As noted earlier, the key question that particularly interested the authors was the extent to which LCSH 
terms including “women” or “female” (hereafter “feminine” terms or headings) lack equivalent headings, 
including “men” or “male” (hereafter “masculine” terms or headings), and vice versa. In other words, the 
lack of such masculine headings might be regarded as good indications that men, covered by gender-neutral 
headings, are the default or norm in a particular social group, while women are an exception or deviation 
from that norm that warrants a special gendered heading. Likewise, if masculine headings lack equivalent 
feminine terms, it would in turn imply that such social groups are essentially marked as female by default.

The final dataset—the lists of gendered LCSH terms limited to demographic groups—was used to 
identify feminine or masculine headings lacking equivalent gendered counterparts. For that purpose, 
the gender keywords—women/female and men/male—were dropped to output four separate lists 
of feminine or masculine headings without the gendered keywords. These lists were cross-checked 
to identify headings that either have equivalent headings in parallel construction (e.g., Male college 
athletes/Women college athletes, Male musicians/Women musicians) or lack such equivalent headings 
(e.g., Male high school teachers, Female offenders).

Analytical Framework

To analyze gendered headings in a more granular, comprehensive manner, this study first defined 
thirteen demographic group categories and coded the cleaned LCSH dataset accordingly. These 
categories were primarily based on the nine Library of Congress Demographic Group Terms (LCDGT) 
categories: age, educational level, ethnic/cultural, language, medical/psychological/disability, 
national/regional, occupation/field of activity, religion, and social categories. In LCDGT, each term 
is assigned to at least one of these categories to enable broad-level collocation. This study utilized the 
nine categories (both names and codes) defined in the LCDGT instruction sheet, “L 405-Categories of 
Terms of LCDGT Manual,” as well as the detailed instruction sheet for each category provided in the 
“Understanding of the LCDGT categories” section of the LCDGT Manual.21

Additionally, the present study introduced modifications to the LCDGT categories for reasons that 
will be detailed in the following subsection. Specifically, it merged LCDGT’s ethnic/cultural, national/
regional, and language categories, forming a new ethnic/national/language category to assign a single 
category to terms with polysemous qualifiers. However, the study adhered to the definitions in the 
relevant LCDGT Manual instruction sheets in coding this merged category.22

Furthermore, this study introduced six additional categories because the authors found that many gendered 
LCSH terms did not quite fit within the LCDGT’s nine categories, or that subcategories seemed necessary to 
enable a more detailed analysis. The scope of the occupation/field of activity category was slightly modified 
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to exclude headings indicating the athletic activities of the group members. Instead, a separate subset, the 
athletics category, was created and defined specifically for this study. Along with the athletics category, 
new categories for fictitious, gender/sexual orientation, general, offense/custody, and time were also 
established. The subsection below provides concise explanations on the scope of each demographic category 
used for the present study. These categories and their scopes are summarized in table 1.
Table 1. Categories and Scopes of Gendered Headings

Category/Code Scope
Age
[age]

Use for the chronological age of the group members.
(e.g., Middle-aged women; Older women).

Education level
[edu]

Use for the educational level of the group members (e.g., Women college students; Women 
doctoral students; Women college graduates).

Ethnic/National/Language
[eth/nat/lng]*

Use for (1) the ethnic or cultural identification of the group members (e.g., Cherokee women; 
Women, Tibetan; Hispanic American men); (2) the demonym related to a supranational 
region, a country, or a subnational region or jurisdiction that is associated with the group 
members (e.g., Women, Ukrainian; Women, Cook Islander); (3) the language associated 
with the group members (e.g., Women, Bantu-speaking; Women, Swahili-speaking).

Medical/Psychological/
Disability
[mpd]

Use for the medical or psychological condition, or the physical or mental disability, of the 
group members (e.g., Mentally ill women; Women alcoholics; Learning disabled men).

Occupation/Field of 
activity
[occ]*

Use for the activity or avocation associated with the group members (e.g., Women air 
pilots; Women chess players; Male models; Male nurses).
[c.f., Headings associated with the athletic activities of the group members were grouped 
under the athletics category (see below)]

Religion
[rel]

Use for the religion, denomination, sect, religious order, etc., of the group members (e.g., 
Buddhist women; Hindu women; Muslim women).

Social
[soc]

Use for identifiable social groups that cannot be included in the other categories (e.g., 
Women dog owners; Divorced women; Women millionaires).

Athletics
[ath]*

Use for athletic activities of the group members (e.g., Male cross-country runners; Women 
wrestlers; Women skateboarders).

Fictitious
[fic]*

Use for fictitious groups (e.g., Women superheroes; Women antiheroes; Leopard men).

Gender/Sexual orientation
[gen]*

Use for the gender or sexual orientation of group members (e.g., Transgender women; 
Bisexual women).

General
[gnr]*

Use for gendered terms that are not modified either by noun or adjective. This category 
includes how those unmodified gendered terms are portrayed, as well as unmodified 
gendered terms combined with other topics using the conjunction “and” (e.g., Women; 
Men; Women in art; Women and religion; Architecture and women).

Offense/Custody
[ofn]*

Use for the illegal activities of the group members or the custody of the group members, 
irrespective of the legality of the group members’ actions (e.g., Women murderers; Women 
war criminals; Male prisoners).

Time
[time]*

Use for the time-related or historical context of the group members (e.g., Women, 
Prehistoric).

*Excluding the final six categories, codes and scopes are drawn from LCDGT Manual L405-Categories of Terms. The scope 
of the ethnic/national/language category is a merged category, drawing its scope from the three separate LCDGT categories: 
ethnic/cultural, national/regional, and language. The scope of the occupation/field of activity category has been slightly 
modified to exclude headings indicating the athletic activities of the group members.
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Scope of Categories
Age category [age]

Reflecting the LCDFT categorization, LCSH terms indicating the age of the group members were 
grouped under the age category. Terms in this category contain qualifiers such as older, young, juvenile, 
and middle-aged. Examples include Middle-aged women and Older women.

Education level category [edu]

Headings indicating the educational level of the group members were grouped under the education 
category. Examples include Women college students, Women doctoral students, and Women college 
graduates. However, groups of students in a specific field of study, such as Women medical students 
and Women seminarians, were grouped under the social category, in alignment with the LCDGT 
education level categorization policy.23

Ethnic/National/Language category [eth/nat/lng]

In this study, LCDGT’s ethnic/cultural category, national/regional category, and language category were 
merged into one ethnic/national/language category because of their often inherent amorphousness 
and ambiguity. This category grouped headings qualified by the terms showing the ethnic or cultural 
identification of the group members (e.g., Cherokee women; Women, Tibetan; Hispanic American 
men); the demonyms related to a supranational region, a country, or a subnational region or 
jurisdiction associated with the group members (e.g., Women, Ukrainian; Women, Cook Islander); and 
headings qualified by the language associated with the group members (e.g., Women, Bantu-speaking; 
Women, Swahili-speaking).

The decision to merge these categories was based on several factors. In LCSH, nationality of classes 
of persons is not designated by adjectival qualifiers, but by geographic subdivisions. Adjectival 
qualifiers can be used to designate qualifications other than the nationality, including ethnic group and 
language.24 However, “Celtic,” “Germanic,” and “Slavic” in Celtic women, Germanic women, and Slavic 
women are ethno-linguistic terms, complicating the assignment of a single category to each heading.

Moreover, there are exceptions in which adjectival qualifiers are used to indicate the nationality of 
classes of persons. Adjectival qualifiers are allowed for nationality for classes of authors. However, 
qualifiers for literary authors can indicate nationality, language, or both.25 For example, “Urdu,” 
“Yiddish,” and “Malayalam” adjectival qualifiers in Women authors, Urdu; Women authors, Yiddish; 
and Women authors, Malayalam indicate languages used by the literary authors. In contrast, “Filipino” 
in Women authors, Filipino and “Commonwealth” in Women authors, Commonwealth indicate 
nationality or supranationality. However, “English” in Women poets, English indicates both the 
language used by the women poets and their nationality.

Furthermore, while adjectival qualifiers for ethnic groups can also be added to classes of authors, 
distinction between a nationality and an ethnic group is sometimes not clear. For example, Armenia  
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is a nation-state, and Armenians can indicate both an ethnic group and a nationality. Adding  
more complexity, Armenian is also a language. Therefore, Women authors, Armenian could be  
grouped under the three different categories, the ethnic/cultural, national/regional, or language 
category.26

Medical/Psychological/Disability category [mpd]

Headings indicating a medical or psychological condition, or physical or mental disability of group 
members were grouped under the medical/psychological/disability category. Examples include Autistic 
women, Mentally ill women, Women alcoholics, and Learning disabled men.

Occupation/Field of activity category [occ]

Headings indicating the avocation or activity associated with the group members, whether paid or 
unpaid, were grouped under the occupation/field of activity category.27 Examples include Women 
air pilots, Women chess players, Male models, and Male nurses. Unlike the corresponding LCDGT 
category, however, terms specific to the athletics category were excluded from this category and 
analyzed separately. Additionally, headings with qualifiers indicating employment status, such as 
Working class women, were categorized into the social category.

Religious category [rel]

Gendered headings qualified by terms of religion, denomination, sect, religious order, etc., were 
grouped under the religious category. Examples of such headings include Buddhist women, Hindu 
women, Muslim women, and Shaker women. For this study, headings containing the ethno-religious 
qualifier “Jewish” were categorized into this category, consistent with its treatment as a religious group 
in the Subject Headings Manual.28 Likewise, Karaites women, Shiite women, Sikh women, Yezidi 
women, Alevi women, and Druze women were coded into this category.

Social category [soc]

As defined in LCDGT Manual L540, headings representing identifiable social groups that could not be 
placed under other categories were grouped under the social category. Examples include Women dog 
owners, Divorced women, and Women millionaires. Additionally, groups of students in specific fields 
of study, such as Women engineering students and Women veterinary students, were also grouped 
under this category in alignment with the LCDGT education level categorization policy.29

Athletics category [ath]

The authors established the athletics category, separate from the LCDGT categories, to allow for a 
more in-depth analysis of the dataset. Headings that include qualifiers indicating the athletic activities 
of group members were grouped under this category. Examples include Male cross-country runners, 
Women wrestlers, and Women skateboarders.
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Fictitious category [fic]

To accommodate fictitious headings that do not fit into the existing LCDGT categories, the authors 
created the fictitious category for this study. Examples of such headings include Women superheroes, 
Women antiheroes, and Leopard men.

Gender/Sexual orientation category [gen]

To collocate headings associated with the gender or sexual orientation of the group members, the 
authors created the gender/sexual orientation category for this study. Examples include Transgender 
women, Bisexual women, and Female-to-male transsexuals. For the purpose of data analysis, Female-
to-male transsexuals was classified as a “male” term, while Male-to-female transsexuals was classified 
as a “female” term.

General category [gnr]

In this study, the authors created the general category to group headings that do not include qualifiers 
designating them to any of the other categories, including unmodified gendered terms combined with 
other topics using the conjunction “and.” Headings without adjectival or noun modifiers, such as 
Women, Men, Women in comics, Women and religion, and Architecture and women, were grouped 
under this category.

Offense/Custody category [ofn]

This study created the offense/custody category to collocate headings that indicate illegal activities 
of the group members, as well as headings related to the custody of group members, regardless of 
the legality of their actions. Examples include Women murderers, Women war criminals, and Male 
prisoners.

Time category [time]

This study introduced the time category to group headings that indicate the historical period to which 
group members belong. Examples of such headings include Women, Prehistoric and Women healers, 
Medieval.

Assignment of Categories

Categories identified in the previous subsection were coded across the entire LCSH dataset based on 
identity elements appearing in either the modifier or head noun position. Multiword terms were treated 
as single units. For example, “African American” in African American women (modifier position) or 
“volleyball players” in Women volleyball players (head noun position) were coded into the ethnic/
national/language and occupation/field of activity category, respectively.

Headings containing multiple identity elements were coded for multiple categories. For instance, African 
American women surgeons was coded into both the ethnic/national/language and occupation/field of 
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activity category for “African American” and “surgeons,” whereas Creek women was coded solely into the 
ethnic/national/language category for “Creek.” Similarly, Older women authors was coded into both the 
age and occupation/field of activity category for “older” and “authors,” while Older women was coded 
solely into the age category.

When appropriate categorization was unclear, nongendered terms in LCDGT were used as references. 
For instance, Women human rights workers was coded for the occupation/field of activity category 
because Human rights workers is grouped under the same category in LCDGT. Similarly, Women 
activists was coded for the social category as Activists is placed under the same category in LCDGT. If 
nongendered terms do not exist in LCDGT, variant forms from either LCDGT or LCSH were consulted. 
For example, Women political activists, which lacks a nongendered equivalent in LCDGT, was coded 
for the social category because “Political activists” is listed as a variant form of Activists, which is 
grouped under the social category in LCDGT.

Broader terms (Hypernyms)

Headings qualified by broader terms associated with specific categories were still grouped under 
that category. For example, Indigenous women, which does not indicate a specific ethnic group and 
is broader in meaning than Cherokee women, was categorized under the ethnic/national/language 
category. Additional examples coded into this category include Minority women30 and Racially mixed 
women. Likewise, broader terms such as Women with disabilities and Women patients were coded 
into the medical/psychological/disability category, while terms such as Women employees, Women 
specialists, Women artisans, Self-employed women, Working women in motion pictures, and Women 
in the professions were coded into the occupation/field of activity category. In the athletics category, 
general terms such as Women athletes and Male athletes were included; similarly, in the gender/sexual 
orientation category, Sexual minority women and Sexual minority men were included.

Headings with “in”

There are two distinct types of headings that include the preposition “in.” The first type involves a term 
referring to a member of a demographic group followed by “in” and the name of a specific medium (e.g., 
motion pictures, television, literature), signaling that group member’s representation within the given 
media context. The second type includes headings where the same “in” construction does not pertain to 
the portrayal or representation of a demographic group member (e.g., Women in agriculture, Women 
in the labor movement, Women in Buddhism).

For coding consistency, this study categorized headings with “in” based on the category of the 
demographic term preceding “in” when the preposition was used to indicate the portrayal of group 
members. For example, Women college teachers in literature was coded for the occupation/field of 
activity category, and Abused women in art was placed under the social category. Likewise, Women in 
art, Women in comics, Men in motion pictures, and Men in popular culture were coded for the general 
category.
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When “in” was not clearly used to indicate portrayal, categorization was based on the overall meaning 
of the phrase. For example, Women in the food industry was grouped under the occupation/field 
of activity category, not under the general category, as “in the food industry” indicates a specific 
occupation. Similarly, Women in agriculture and Women in missionary work were also categorized 
under the occupation/field of activity category.31 In the same sense, headings such as Women in guilds, 
Women in cooperative societies, Women in the labor movement, Women in the Rastafari movement, 
and Women in public life were grouped under the social category, while Women in Islam was grouped 
under the religious category, as “in Islam” indicates the religion.

It is important to note that the ambiguity of “in” headings, especially when not indicating 
representation, has been a subject of criticism. Berman argued that headings such as Women in 
Buddhism and Women in the Bible failed to convey a clear conceptual distinction. While a heading like 
Women in the Bible might be understood as denoting a depiction of women in biblical texts, Women 
in Buddhism could equally suggest the theological position of women in Buddhism, the representation 
of women in Buddhist literature, or their experiences as faith practitioners. Marshall highlighted an 
unclear distinction between headings such as Women in Islam and Muslim Women.32

Acknowledging said ambiguity, this study categorized headings such as Women in Buddhism, criticized 
as not clearly differentiated from Buddhist women, under the religious category, interpreting such 
headings as indicating the group members’ religions. Similarly, Women in Christianity and Women 
in Latter Day Saint churches were grouped under the same category. Headings such as Women in the 
Bible were categorized under the general category, with such headings interpreted as indicating the 
discussion or representation of group members in religious texts. Likewise, headings such as Women 
judges (Islamic law) were categorized under the occupation/field of activity category, based on the 
categorization of the gendered terms, with those headings interpreted as indicating the discussion or 
representation of group members in legal codes.

Headings with “and”

LCSH includes many gendered terms combined with other subjects using the conjunction “and.” 
Although it can be argued that these terms are not strictly demographic headings, they were included in 
this study because these headings are used for resources discussing a gender group. All such headings 
found in this study were in the form of either: [an unmodified gendered term (Men or Women) and 
other subject] or [a subject and an unmodified gendered term], except Libraries and abused women. 
Examples of such headings include Women and animals, Internet and women, Men and literature, 
and Motion pictures and men. For this study, this type of term was categorized based on the gendered 
terms regardless of the other combined subjects. For example, Women and war and Technology and 
women were assigned to the general category, while Libraries and abused women was categorized 
under the social category.
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Results and Discussion
Gendered LCSH Terms
Number of Feminine and Masculine LCSH Terms

From the LCSH queries described earlier in the “Scope and Data Extraction” section, a total of 3,286 
subject headings were retrieved. As noted there, the initial dataset was subsequently narrowed down 
to demographic group terms, yielding a total of 2,343 headings. Of these, 2,142 headings contained 
“women” or “female” (2,126 and 16 headings, respectively), and 201 headings contained “men” or 
“male” (142 and 59 headings, respectively) (see table 2).

Table 2. Number of Headings in Each Keyword Group

Category Women Female
Feminine 

Term Total Men Male
Masculine 
Term Total

Total (Feminine 
and Masculine)

Initial dataset from 
id.loc.gov

2,487 121 2,608 538 140 678 3,286

Cleaned dataset for the 
study

2,126 16 2,142  
(91.4%)

142 59 201  
(8.6%)

2,343

One basic finding that jumps out at any observer is that a significant disparity exists in the number 
of feminine versus masculine headings. The total number of headings containing either “women” or 
“female” constituted 91.4 percent of the total gendered demographic headings.33 In sharp contrast, the 
total number of headings containing either “men” or “male” constituted only 8.6 percent of the total 
gendered demographic headings (see table 2). These results closely align with Ros’s findings in 2019. 
While her research was exploratory and differed in scope from this study, a similar ratio was observed 
among 4,045 LCSH terms that were analyzed in her study: 90.2 percent containing “women” as 
opposed to 9.8 percent containing “men.”

Number of Paired and Unpaired Gendered LCSH Terms

As noted earlier in the “Research Questions” and “Scope and Data Extraction” sections, one of the 
key questions of this study was the extent to which feminine LCSH terms lack masculine equivalents, 
and vice versa. The absence of such masculine counterparts could suggest that men are implicitly 
treated as the default or normative group in a particular social group, represented through gender-
neutral headings, while women are positioned as deviations from that norm, thus necessitating gender 
markings. The scope of this investigation was limited to subject heading pairs in which the only 
difference was found in the gender markers (i.e., women, female, men, male). For example, in the case 
of the heading Women physicians, the present study examined whether equivalent headings such as 
Male physicians or Men physicians exist within LCSH.

Among the total of 2,142 feminine headings, only 5.9 percent (126 headings) had equivalent masculine 
LCSH terms (i.e., containing “men” or “male”), while the overwhelming majority (94.1 percent, 2,016 
headings) did not. In contrast, of the total of 201 masculine headings, 62.7 percent (126 headings) had 
equivalent feminine LCSH terms (i.e., containing “women” or “female”), whereas 37.3 percent (seventy-
five headings) did not (see table 3).
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Table 3. Gendered Headings with and without Their Equivalents

Category With Equivalent Pair Without Equivalent Pair Total
Masculine 126 (62.7%) 75 (37.3%) 201

Feminine 126 (5.9%) 2,016 (94.1%) 2,142

Even without going into any in-depth qualitative analysis, the striking disparity in feminine and 
masculine headings suggests a distinct, systematic pattern within LCSH: a male-centric perspective 
that overwhelmingly assigns existing general headings to resources even where specific masculine 
terms would be more appropriate and warranted. Even when a male subject is discussed in a resource 
being cataloged, that fact is unmarked and elided by using a gender-neutral heading. This omission can 
be illustrated readily by the following set of examples spanning decades, all LC or PCC (Program for 
Cooperative Cataloging) records that can be retrieved without much effort:

•	 The Roles of Men and Women in Eskimo Culture by Naomi Musmaker Giffen (1975) has Eskimo 
women as a subject heading in its bibliographic record, but there is no parallel masculine term 
created for Eskimo men, resulting in the general term, Eskimos, as in Eskimos—Social life and 
customs, being used as the sole available heading to represent the topic of “Eskimo men.”34

•	 Different Paths of Iñupiat Men and Women in the Wage Economy: The North Slope Experience 
by Judith Kleinfeld, John A. Kruse, and Robert M. Travis (1984) has Inuit women in its LC 
bibliographic record, but Inuit might be regarded as representing the “Inuit men” topic, if at all.35

•	 The bibliographic record for The Occult Sylvia Plath: The Hidden Spiritual Life of the Visionary 
Poet by Julia Gordon-Bramer (2024) was assigned Women poets, American—20th century—
Biography. However, James Buchanan Elmore (1857–1942): Literary Ethnographer and Folk 
Poet by Ronald L. Baker with Catherine A. Baker (2024) has Poets, American—20th century—
Biography in its bibliographic record. The heading “Male poets, American” was not created nor 
assigned on this record.36

While these examples illustrate missing masculine headings that are explicitly warranted by resources 
being cataloged, another contributing factor here may be the authors’ implicit bias. As Olson pointed 
out, authors writing about male accountants, for instance, may have focused on men without 
acknowledging this focus (and catalogers not bringing out the gendered aspect of such resources), 
whereas those writing about women accountants emphasized the role of gender in their discussion of 
the topic.37 Trinh T. Minh-ha’s observation that “men, having always assumed the right to speak for the 
other, obviously didn’t think about expressing the male condition in their works” reinforces this idea.38

Gendered Headings in Thirteen Categories

This section categorizes each gendered heading and presents a basic quantitative analysis of the LCSH 
dataset for this study using the thirteen categories and the coding policy outlined in the “Analytical 
Framework” section. In total, 2,871 categories were coded for 2,343 headings. The analysis revealed that 
1,815 headings (77.5 percent) were exclusively coded for a single category, while 528 (22.5 percent) were 
coded for two categories, with no headings coded for more than two categories. Out of the total 2,871 
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categories, 2,632 categories (91.7 percent) were coded for 2,142 feminine headings, and 239 categories 
(8.3 percent) were coded for 201 masculine headings. A detailed breakdown of these findings can be 
found in table 4.

Table 4. Number of Headings Coded for Single or Multiple Categories

Feminine Masculine Total
Total headings 2,142

(91.4%)
201

(8.6%)
2,343

Headings coded for one 
category

1,652 
(91.0%)

163
(9.0%)

1,815

Headings coded for two 
categories

490
(92.8%)

38
(7.2%)

528

Total categories coded for 
headings

2,632
(91.7%)

239
(8.3%)

2,871

Distribution of Headings across Categories

Table 5 and figure 1 show the distribution of gendered headings across the thirteen categories. Table 5 
focuses on the distribution of feminine and masculine headings coded for each category, while figure 1 
presents how gendered headings are distributed overall across the thirteen categories.

Table 5. Gendered Headings across Categories

Category Women Female
Feminine 

Term Total Men Male
Masculine 
Term Total 

Total 
(Feminine and 

Masculine)
Age
[age]

26 2 28 (60.9%) 15 3 18 (39.1%) 46

Education level
[edu]

11 2 13 (76.5%) 0 4 4 (23.5%) 17

Ethnic/National/
Language
[eth/nat/lng]*

981 0 981 (95.4%) 40 7 47 (4.6%) 1,028

Medical/Psychological/ 
Disability
[mpd]

20 0 20 (71.4%) 8 0 8 (28.6%) 28

Occupation/Field of 
activity
[occ]*

1,065 3 1,068 
(96.1%)

5 38 43 (3.9%) 1,111

Religion
[rel]

113 0 113 (86.9%) 17 0 17 (13.1%) 130

Social
[soc]

198 0 198 (85.0%) 29 6 35 (15.0%) 233

Athletics
[ath]*

66 2 68 (90.7%) 0 7 7 (9.3%) 75

Fictitious
[fic]*

11 0 11 (91.7%) 1 0 1 (8.3%) 12
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Category Women Female
Feminine 

Term Total Men Male
Masculine 
Term Total 

Total 
(Feminine and 

Masculine)
Gender/Sexual 
orientation
[gen]*

14 1 15 (26.8%) 39 2 41 (73.2%) 56

General
[gnr]*

77 0 77 (84.6%) 14 0 14 (15.4%) 91

Offense/Custody
[ofn]*

27 10 37 (90.2%) 0 4 4 (9.8%) 41

Time
[time]*

3 0 3 (100.0%) 0 0 0 (0.0%) 3

Total 2,612 20 2,632 
(91.7%)

168 71 239 (8.3%) 2,871

*Categories have been modified from LCDGT. See table 1 for further details.

Figure 1. Distribution of gendered headings across categories. 
*Categories have been modified from LCDGT. See table 1 for further details.

The occupation/field of activity category was the most frequently coded category, being coded for 1,111 
headings (1,068 feminine headings and forty-three masculine headings). Only slightly less frequently 
coded was the ethnic/national/language category, being coded for 1,028 headings (981 feminine 
headings and forty-seven masculine headings). The two categories combined constituted nearly 
three quarters (74.5 percent) of the total coded gender categories (38.7 percent and 35.8 percent, 
respectively).
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The social category was the third most frequently coded category, being coded for 233 headings (198 
feminine headings and thirty-five masculine headings), followed by the religious category, which was 
coded for 130 headings (113 feminine and seventeen masculine headings). The two categories combined 
constituted 12.6 percent of the total coded categories (8.1 percent and 4.5 percent, respectively).

The remaining 12.9 percent was coded for the other categories: general category (3.2 percent), athletics 
category (2.6 percent), gender/sexual orientation category (2.0 percent), age category (1.6 percent), 
offense/custody category (1.4 percent), medical/psychological/disability category (1.0 percent), 
education level category (0.6 percent), fictitious category (0.4 percent), and time category (0.1 percent) 
(see figure 1).

Proportions of Gendered Headings and Unpaired Terms Across Categories

As shown in table 5, feminine headings accounted for nearly 90 percent of the total gendered headings 
in more than half of the categories. The greatest disparity appeared in the occupation/field of activity 
category, where feminine headings made up 96.1 percent. The ethnic/national/language category 
followed closely, with feminine headings constituting 95.4 percent. The fictitious, athletics, and offense/
custody categories all displayed a similar disproportion, with feminine headings constituting more than 
90 percent of the total. The categories that exhibit a disproportionately higher number of feminine 
headings, such as occupation/field of activity, athletics, and offense/custody, might well be regarded 
as areas that are marked by stronger gender norms. A similar pattern emerged in the case of feminine 
headings without masculine equivalents and masculine headings without feminine equivalents. Table 
6 presents the headings coded for each category, as well as those lacking corresponding gendered 
counterparts within each category.

Table 6. Unpaired Gendered Headings across Categories

Category Feminine
Feminine Without 
Masculine Equivalent Masculine 

Masculine Without 
Feminine Equivalent

Age 
[age]

28 20 (71.4%) 18 10 (55.6%)

Education level 
[edu]

13 10 (76.9%) 4 1 (25.0%)

Ethnic/National/Language 
[eth/nat/lng]*

981 948 (96.6%) 47 14 (29.8%)

Medical/Psychological/Disability 
[mpd]

20 15 (75.0%) 8 3 (37.5%)

Occupation/Field of activity 
[occ]*

1,068 1,039 (97.3%) 43 15 (34.9%)

Religion 
[rel]

113 101 (89.4%) 17 5 (29.4%)

Social 
[soc]

198 177 (89.4%) 35 14 (40.0%)

Athletics 
[ath]*

68 65 (95.6%) 7 3 (42.9%)
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Category Feminine
Feminine Without 
Masculine Equivalent Masculine 

Masculine Without 
Feminine Equivalent

Fictitious 
[fic]* 

11 11 (100.0%) 1 1 (100.0%)

Gender/Sexual orientation 
[gen]*

15 7 (46.7%) 41 33 (80.5%)

General  
[gnr]*

77 64 (83.1%) 14 1 (7.1%)

Offense/Custody 
[ofn]*

37 34 (91.9%) 4 1 (25.0%)

Time 
[time]*

3 3 (100.0%) 0 N/A

Total 2,632 2,494 (94.8%) 239 101 (42.3%)

Note: A total of 2,871 categories were coded across 2,343 headings.
*Categories have been modified from LCDGT. See table 1 for further details.

Occupation/Field of Activity, Athletics, Offense/Custody, Fictitious

In the occupation/field of activity category, feminine headings lacking parallel masculine terms often 
represent traditionally male-dominated occupations. Examples include Women coal miners, Women 
carpenters, Women chemists, Women chief executive officers, Women economists, Women engineers, 
Women heads of state, Women helicopter pilots, Women mathematicians, Women mayors, Women 
surgeons, and Women presidents.

The opposite was also true. Although they constitute only a small number, certain masculine headings 
in the occupation/field of activity category, such as Male prostitutes, Male strippers, and Male 
quiltmakers, lacked equivalent feminine headings. The corresponding generic terms (e.g., Prostitutes, 
Strippers, Quiltmakers) apparently have been understood traditionally to denote women in these roles, 
reflecting prevailing gender norms that historically associated such occupations with women. It should 
be acknowledged that some terms traditionally associated with men have parallel feminine terms along 
with masculine terms, such as Male lawyers, and vice versa. However, these cases represent only a 
small fraction, and parallel terms were, in general, created relatively recently.39

A similar pattern was evident in the athletics category. Sixty-eight feminine headings coded for this 
category included headings such as Women boxers, Women snowboarders, Women rowers, Women 
triathletes, Women wrestlers, Women speed skaters, and Women polo players. These headings, 
lacking masculine counterparts, designate athletic fields that have historically been considered outside 
the traditional spheres of women’s participation.

In contrast, only seven masculine headings were coded for the athletics category, and among them, only 
three headings—Male cross-country runners, Male cheerleaders, Male junior high school athletes—
lacked female parallel headings. In particular, Male cheerleaders in this category can be seen as a 
parallel to Male quiltmakers in the occupation/field of activity category, in that masculine gender 
marking appeared within domains culturally coded as feminine.
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Within the offense/custody category, there were only four masculine headings, whereas there were 
thirty-seven feminine headings in the same category. This disparity appears to reflect societal norms 
that associate criminal acts predominantly with men.40 Feminine headings in this category lacking 
masculine equivalents include Women suicide bombers, Women terrorists, Women child molesters, 
Women serial murderers, Women drug dealers, Women bank robbers, and Female assassins. 
Consistent with the pronounced disparity between feminine and masculine headings, the proportion of 
masculine headings lacking feminine counterparts is very small. Of the four masculine headings, only 
one, Young male prisoners, had no feminine counterpart.

In the fictitious category, eleven feminine headings were identified, while only a single masculine 
heading, Leopard men, was found. Apparently, no feminine headings in this category have parallel 
masculine headings. This disparity is largely due to headings containing “Women superheroes,” such 
as Women superheroes in comics, Women superheroes in motion pictures, and Women superheroes in 
mass media. Once again, there is no masculine parallel heading for Women superheroes. Superheroes 
was implicitly used to refer to male superheroes, while women superheroes are treated as exceptions.

Ethnic/National/Language

In the ethnic/national/language category, 981 feminine headings were identified, compared with only 
forty-seven masculine headings, an overwhelming ratio of more than twenty to one. Strikingly, 96.6 
percent of the feminine headings lacked corresponding masculine forms. This asymmetry is especially 
pronounced for American Indigenous peoples: approximately 170 headings, such as Abenaki women, 
Choctaw women, Haida women, Nez Percé women, Yakama women, Achi women, Otomi women, 
Tzeltal women, Mataco women, and Quechua women, appeared only in feminine form. The sole 
exceptions were Navajo women and Navajo women weavers, which had masculine counterparts.

A substantial subset of feminine headings (390) was cross-coded with the occupation/field of activity 
category. Examples include Women poets, Arab; Women novelists, Moroccan; Women dramatists, 
Korean; Women authors, Turkish; Indian women air pilots; Haitian American women surgeons; 
and African American women judges. In contrast, only six masculine headings were cross-coded with 
occupation/field of activity, and all of these had feminine counterparts.

Notably, a significant number of feminine headings containing “African American women” (110 
headings) were identified in this category, while only twelve masculine headings containing “African 
American men” appeared. Of these, seventy-four feminine headings were cross-coded for occupation/
field of activity, but only two (African American women singers and African American women 
teachers) had masculine counterparts. The feminine-only examples highlight professional or leadership 
positions and traditionally male-dominated occupations, such as African American women chemists, 
African American women chief executive officers, African American women executives, African 
American women fire fighters, African American women in higher education, African American 
women lawyers, African American women legislators, African American women physical scientists, 
African American women physicians, African American women school principals, and African 
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American women school superintendents. Among the fourteen masculine headings lacking feminine 
counterparts, six included the phrase “gay men” (e.g., Cree gay men). Four of these would have 
feminine equivalents if headings containing “lesbians” had been included in the dataset.

Medical/Psychological/Disability, Age

In contrast with the categories examined thus far, some categories showed less pronounced disparities 
between feminine and masculine headings. In the age category, feminine headings accounted for 60.9 
percent. Similarly, within the medical/psychological/disability category, feminine headings constituted 
71.4 percent. These results may be explained by the comparatively weaker influence of gender norms in 
these categories, as opposed to the occupations or athletic fields, where male dominance has historically 
been more pronounced. Pronounced male dominance was obviously not the case for certain age groups 
or medical conditions. Moreover, gender itself is an important consideration in many medical and 
sociological contexts. These dynamics are evidenced by paired headings such as Older women/Older 
men, Middle-aged women/Middle-aged men, Young women/Young men, Deaf women/Deaf men, 
Women with mental disabilities/Men with mental disabilities.

However, there was still a disproportionately high number of feminine headings without masculine 
counterparts coded for the medical/psychological/disability category (fifteen out of twenty headings). 
Notably, headings such as Women patients, Blind women, Autistic women, and Mentally ill women 
lack parallel masculine forms, even though they describe broad medical conditions that affect all 
genders. It is also significant that headings like Women athletes with disabilities, Women alcoholics, 
and Women drug addicts highlight demographic groups or conditions that have, in many contexts, 
historically been associated with men.

In the age category, fourteen of the twenty feminine headings lacking masculine counterparts included 
the terms “older” or “middle-aged” (e.g., Older women authors, Older women athletes). By contrast, 
eight of the ten masculine headings lacking feminine counterparts contained the term “young” (e.g., 
Hispanic American young men, Puerto Rican young men, Young male authors, Young bisexual men). 
These patterns reveal a marked asymmetry: women’s aging is explicitly marked in subject headings, 
whereas men’s aging remains largely unmarked. Conversely, youth is disproportionately marked for 
masculine headings, far more than for feminine ones. This dynamic may not only underscore cultural 
and scholarly attention to women’s aging and men’s youth as distinct categories of study, but also reflect 
a patriarchal duality in a larger modern culture: women’s aging is often remarked in terms of decline in 
youthful appearance, while men’s youth is marked as noteworthy as a distinct phase toward achieving 
substance, growth, and success.41

General

In the general category, with the exception of Women, all of the feminine headings (seventy-six out 
of seventy-seven) either were linked to other topics through the conjunctive “and” (e.g., Women and 
democracy, Advertising and women, Women and journalism, Women and land use planning, Women 
and communism, Women and the military, Women and sea, Women and war, Computers and 
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women, Museums and women, and Architecture and women) or indicated portrayal (e.g., Women in 
mass media, Women in comics, Women in video games, and Women in opera).42 These “and” heading 
patterns have drawn criticism for describing women in a passive role for works in which women play 
an active role.43 Indeed, forty-two such “and” feminine headings were identified in the general category, 
forty of which lacked the masculine equivalents. By contrast, only two masculine “and” headings (Men 
and literature, Motion pictures and men) were found, and both had feminine counterparts. Overall, 
nearly all masculine headings (thirteen out of fourteen) had equivalent feminine counterparts, whereas 
the vast majority of feminine headings (sixty-four out of seventy-seven) lacked masculine equivalents. 
If Women—Religious aspects—Christianity, the feminine counterpart of Men (Christian theology), 
were included in the dataset, all masculine headings in the general category would have corresponding 
feminine forms.

Education level

In the education level category, feminine headings accounted for 76.5 percent of the total (thirteen out 
of seventeen). However, this proportion would increase to 85.2 percent (twenty-three out of twenty-
seven) if ten headings indicating students in specific fields, coded into the social category according 
to the LCDGT definition, had been coded for the education level category.44 These headings distinctly 
indicate the education levels of the group members: Women agricultural students, Women law 
students, Women medical students, Women science students, Women veterinary students, Women 
dental students, Women engineering students, Women sociology students, Women art students, and 
Women seminarians. Notably, none of these headings has a corresponding masculine equivalent, and 
the majority pertain to fields that have been historically male-dominated.

By contrast, only four masculine subject headings were identified in this category: Male college athletes, 
Male college students, African American male college students, and Male junior high school athletes. 
Of these, only one heading, Male junior high school athletes, lacked a corresponding feminine form. 
By comparison, the majority of feminine headings did not have masculine counterparts. The examples 
included Women college students in literature, Women doctoral students, Women graduate students, 
Women college graduates, Filipino American women college students, Hispanic American women 
college students, Indian women college students, and Minority women college graduates. It is 
noteworthy that the feminine-only headings include those denoting advanced academic degrees beyond 
the undergraduate level (e.g., Women doctoral students, Women graduate students), as well as those 
referring to graduates rather than current students (e.g., Women college graduates, Minority women 
college graduates). This pattern suggests that women’s educational experiences are disproportionately 
marked, while men’s are left unmarked, reinforcing the implicit assumption of male students as the 
default.

Religion

In the religion category, feminine headings accounted for 86.9 percent of the total. One contributing 
factor to the disparity was the inclusion of twenty-nine “in” feminine headings (e.g., Women in 
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Buddhism, Women in Judaism, Women in Christianity) in this category. As discussed in the 
“Assignment of Categories” section, this form has been criticized for its ambiguity. No such structure 
was found in masculine headings grouped under the religion category.

Most of the masculine headings in this category had corresponding feminine counterparts (twelve out of 
seventeen headings). Notably, the five masculine headings lacking feminine equivalents were also coded 
for the gender/sexual orientation category, including the qualifier “gay”: Jewish gay men, Catholic gay 
men, Muslim gay men, Christian gay men, and Presbyterian gay men. Thus, if headings containing 
“lesbians” were included in the dataset, only one masculine heading, Presbyterian gay men, would 
remain lacking a corresponding feminine counterpart.

In particular, the masculine headings with corresponding feminine headings in this category pertain 
to widely accepted religions or religious sects, such as Christian men, Muslim men, Catholic men, 
Jewish men, Protestant men, and Presbyterian men. By contrast, the feminine headings lacking 
corresponding masculine equivalents encompass a more diverse range of religious affiliations (e.g., 
Taoist women, Moravian women, Zoroastrian women, Bahai women, Anabaptist women, Jaina 
women, Swedenborgian women).

Social, Time

The characteristics of the headings grouped under the social category exhibit greater variety compared 
with those in other categories.45 Nevertheless, feminine headings constitute 85.0 percent of the total in 
this category. Indeed, 89.4 percent (177 out of 198) of feminine headings in the social category lacked 
masculine counterparts. Those feminine-only headings included many headings related to reform 
or activism (e.g., Women political activists, Women social reformers, Women abolitionists, Women 
revolutionaries, Women pioneers, Women pacifists, and Women philanthropists) and headings not 
traditionally associated with women (e.g., Women cigarette smokers, Women daredevils, Women 
heads of households, Women intellectuals, Women soccer fans, Women sports spectators, Successful 
women, Tattooed women, Women presidential candidates, Women political candidates).

In contrast, only 40.0 percent of the masculine headings (fourteen out of thirty-five) lacked feminine 
counterparts. Several of these terms are associated with categories traditionally linked to women, 
such as Male feminists, Male sexual abuse victims, Male rape victims, and Male fans. In addition, a 
substantial proportion of the remaining terms refer to conditions or identities historically applicable 
only to men, such as Uncircumcised men, Strong men, and Remittance men. These latter examples do 
not necessarily reflect normative bias but rather denote gender-specific phenomena. Furthermore, as 
was the case in other categories, although gender bias predominantly affects women, instances of this 
bias, albeit on a smaller scale, were observable in both directions in some cases. For example, while 
there is no parallel masculine term for Tall women, there is also no parallel feminine equivalent for 
Short men.

In the time category, no masculine headings were coded for this category, and only three feminine 
headings were identified: Women, Prehistoric; Women, Prehistoric, in art; Women healers, Medieval.
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Gender/Sexual orientation

Headings in the gender/sexual orientation category exhibit a reverse pattern, with a higher number 
of masculine headings compared with feminine headings: forty-one (73.2 percent) and fifteen (26.8 
percent), respectively. It is primarily because the paired heading for Gay men is Lesbians in LCSH, and 
headings containing “lesbians” were not included in this study.46

In fact, almost all masculine headings lacking feminine counterparts (thirty-three headings) contained 
“gay men” or “bisexual.” The sole exception was Female-to-male transsexuals in art. Only twelve out 
of those thirty-three masculine headings would be truly without feminine counterparts if headings 
containing “lesbians” were included. Reclassifying the twenty-one headings with feminine counterparts 
containing “lesbian” as having feminine equivalents would reduce the proportion of masculine headings 
without feminine counterparts in this category from 80.5 percent (thirty-three headings) to 29.3 
percent (twelve headings), a level comparable with the proportions observed in other categories such 
as education (25.0 percent), ethnic/national/language (29.8 percent), occupation/field of activity (34.9 
percent), and religion (29.4 percent).

Discussion and analysis

As has been observed, the disproportionately large number of headings coded for the occupation/field 
of activity and the ethnic/national/language categories can be attributed largely to the prevalence of 
feminine headings within these categories. In contrast, the number of masculine headings in these 
categories does not differ significantly from those in the other categories (see figure 2).

Figure 2. Number of feminine and masculine headings coded for each category.
Note: Total number of categories coded for 2,343 headings was 2,871.
*Categories have been modified from LCDGT. See table 1 for further details.
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While this study focuses on presenting a comprehensive, quantitative analysis of gendered headings, 
anyone interested in further exploring reasons for considerable gender disparity in LCSH can readily 
identify several broader contexts offering explanations. As Rogers noted, the high number of feminine 
headings in the occupation/field of activity category can in part be explained by the explosive increase 
in occupational headings for women between 1975 (Library of Congress Subject Headings, 8th edition) 
and 1980 (9th edition), followed by the continued growth until 1991 (14th edition).47 Likewise, the large 
number of feminine headings coded for the ethnic/national/language category can partly be traced to 
hundreds of headings referring to women of particular ethnicities added between 1993 and 2004. As 
Waterman noted, terms such as Women, Achuar; Women, Acoma; Women, Afghan American were 
added to LCSH during that period.48

Regarding the exceptionally high number of feminine headings in the two categories, important context 
that should not be overlooked is the rise of women’s studies and related disciplines. This led to an 
increase in the creation of women-related headings driven by literary warrant, influenced by third-wave 
feminism beginning in the early 1990s.49 Central to this movement was the concept of intersectionality, 
which examined the layers of oppression women face as a result of gender, race, and class.50 In addition 
to a proliferation of newly emerging literature that needs headings, Rogers also noted that the surge of 
occupational headings for women reflected a growing awareness and broader recognition of women’s 
roles extending beyond traditional domestic spheres as discrete, identifiable topics, paralleling the 
expansion of women’s studies as a scholarly discipline.51

It is also undeniable that, along with this growth in feminine headings, however, remaining forms of 
biases have continued to contribute to disparities in the numbers of feminine and masculine headings 
in these two categories. One of these biases is the subsuming of terminology, as Rogers and Marshall 
noted, where terms, used for people in general, are also used for men in specific contexts.52 As explained 
earlier with examples in the “Gendered LCSH Terms” section, the male-centric norms have perpetuated 
disparities by assigning existing general headings to resources when specific masculine terms would 
be more appropriate and should have been warranted. In fact, the large number of feminine headings 
within the occupation/field of activity category reflects a long-standing practice of explicitly designating 
women in professional roles, without creating equivalent masculine headings. Women’s participation in 
these fields is singled out through gendered headings such as Women physicians, Women astronauts, 
and Women engineers, while the unmarked terms Physicians, Astronauts, and Engineers implicitly 
continue to be used to represent men. It should be noted that many of these headings originated as 
part of the gradual replacement of earlier forms like Women as physicians, Women as engineers, 
and Women as astronauts. These “Women as...” constructions were criticized as a reflection of male 
chauvinism, as they reinforced the assumption that the normative physician, engineer, or astronaut 
was male and that women in these professions were exceptions to that norm. Currently, LCSH does not 
include any occupational headings containing “women” or “female” with “as.”

Furthermore, LCSH has a general policy that instructs catalogers to assign a broader heading that 
represents two or three subtopics when it “includes no other topics within its scope.” Because gender 
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is deeply entrenched within simplistic female and male binaries within LCSH, it might be possible that 
the instruction also played a role in inhibiting the creation of masculine headings even when possibly 
warranted by works that discuss the activities and positions of both men and women specific to a 
particular subject.53

Use of Gender Markers in LCSH

Gender marking is a way of “explicitly signaling 
that a linguistic expression refers to a male 
or female being.” The semantic feature of 
gender in English can be marked through 
various linguistic means, including attributive 
adjectives (e.g., male nurse), compounding 
(e.g., chairman), and derivation (e.g., actor/
actress).54 The present study examines LCSH 
terms in which gender is explicitly marked 
by attributive adjectives (female, male) or 
by gender-denoting nouns (women, men) 
appearing either in head position (e.g., African 
American women) or in modifier position (e.g., 
Women daredevils) within a noun phrase.

The results in table 2 in the “Gendered LCSH 
Terms” section revealed a pattern in the 
use of gender markers within LCSH. Notably, the dataset indicated a substantial prevalence of the 
nominal forms, “women” and “men”—90.7 percent (2,126 headings) and 6.1 percent (142 headings), 
respectively—compared with their adjectival counterparts, “female” and “male,” 0.7 percent (sixteen 
headings) and 2.5 percent (fifty-nine headings), respectively. The predominant use of the nominal 
gender forms obviously reflects the fact that in LCSH, Women and Men are reserved for works on 
human females and males, while Females and Males are reserved for works on female and male 
organisms in general.55 However, it is noteworthy that the dataset demonstrates that the adjectival 
forms, “male” and “female,” are still employed to mark gender in some demographic headings, albeit 
much less frequently (3.2 percent or seventy-five headings) compared with the nominal forms, “men” 
and “women” (96.8 percent or 2,268 headings).

 Another noteworthy pattern emerges when comparing the use of “women” vs. “female” forms and 
“men” vs. “male” forms. Among the feminine headings, the gender marker “women” was used far more 
frequently than “female,” appearing in almost all cases (99.3 percent, 2,126 out of 2,142). In contrast, 
the use of the terms “men” and “male” was much less skewed: 70.6 percent (142 out of 201) and  
29.4 percent (fifty-nine out of 201) (figure 3). The primary reason for this contrast is that “women” is 
used both as a personal head noun and as a modifier, as evident in examples such as Navajo women 

Figure 3. Proportion of LCSH terms by gender markers.
Note: Percentages were calculated against 2,343 headings, the 
entire dataset.
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and Women teachers, whereas “men” is used exclusively as a head noun and “male” is consistently used 
as a modifier, as in Navajo men and Male teachers.

Historically, the decision to use “male” exclusively as a gender marking modifier for masculine headings 
can be traced back to the comprehensive replacement of noun modifier “men,” with the attributive 
adjective “male” at the beginning of 1998.56 The change resulted, for example, in Men nurses and Men 
authors being replaced by Male nurses and Male authors, respectively. Consequently, the two different 
types of gender markers, “women” and “male,” are now being used as modifiers in LCSH.

This discrepancy is clearly indicated in the see also notes for Women and Men. The subject authority 
record for Women includes the see also reference: “headings beginning with the word Women,” 
whereas the see also reference for Men directs catalogers to search also under “headings beginning with 
the word Male, e.g., Male nurses.”57 As shown in this study, because “female” is also used to serve as 
a gender marker, this see also reference note, particularly for Women, may mislead users by failing to 
direct them to search under headings containing “female.” In contrast, there is no similar issue for Men 
because no masculine demographic headings begin with “men,” and the word “Male” is consistently 
used at the beginning of a heading as a gender marking adjectival qualifier. The inconsistent use of 
feminine gender markers in LCSH, together with the misleading see also references under Women, 
hinders effective retrieval. Addressing these issues would reduce confusion, improve search precision, 
and improve resource discoverability for both catalogers and users.

As noted earlier, a category-by-category analysis of gender markers revealed “women” was 
predominantly favored over “female,” as evidenced by 1,065 headings containing “women” compared 
with only three containing “female” in the occupation/field of activity category. The offense/custody 
category had a higher incidence of “female,” however, accounting for ten of the twenty “female” 
headings in total. While twenty-seven headings containing “women” still outnumbered those ten 
headings containing “female” in this category, the disparity was far less pronounced than in the 
occupation/field of activity category. One possible explanation is the continued use of Female offenders, 
a term introduced in 1974 to replace Delinquent women, and its derivatives (i.e., Female offenders in 
literature, Female sex offenders). Despite being an improvement, these terms have faced criticism for 
not aligning with other headings for criminals. Marshall criticized Female offenders and Reformatories 
for women, used instead of “Women criminals” and “Prisons for women,” respectively.58 Because half of 
the “female” headings fall under the offense/custody category, it is possible for users relying on the see 
also reference for Women to miss a substantial number of feminine headings in this category.

Conclusion

This study surveyed how the gender binaries were represented and marked as shown in the total 
number of LCSH terms containing “women”/“female” or “men”/“male.” The results show that LCSH 
has a significantly disproportionate number of feminine demographic terms (91.4 percent, 2,142 terms). 
A significant disparity was also observed in gendered headings lacking corresponding terms for the 
opposite gender. Almost all feminine headings (94.1 percent, 2,016 out of 2,142) lacked equivalent 
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masculine headings, while only 37.3 percent (seventy-five out of 201) of masculine headings lacked 
equivalent feminine LCSH terms. This stark difference paralleled the lopsided difference in the total 
number of feminine and masculine headings.

This study also examined gendered headings coded into thirteen demographic categories to analyze 
their distribution across the categories. Analysis of the terms grouped by the demographic categories 
showed that the proportion of gendered headings varied significantly in some cases, with greater 
disparities evident in categories such as occupation/field of activity, athletics, and offense/custody. The 
results suggest that the disparity between feminine and masculine headings is particularly severe in 
categories that have historically been associated with men.

This study validates Olson’s observation that LCSH expresses gender explicitly when it is outside of the 
norm.59 It also shows that Berman’s classic criticism on parochial LCSH terms regarding people and 
cultures remains valid:

In the realm of headings that deal with people and cultures—in short, with humanity—the LC 
list can only satisfy parochial, jingoistic Europeans and North Americans, white-hued, at least 
nominally Christian (and preferably Protestant) in faith, comfortably situated in the middle- and 
higher-income brackets, largely domiciled in suburbia, fundamentally loyal to the Established 
Order, and heavily imbued with the transcendent, incomparable glory of Western civilization.60

The shortage or absence of discrete headings for men that parallel those established for women reveals 
the gender bias embedded within LCSH and, more broadly, within broader cultural norms—biases 
that appear to have shaped term creation regardless of intention. The disproportionate distribution 
of feminine headings across various categories suggests a selective process in establishing headings 
for men and women. This issue extends beyond LCSH itself. If authors had taken patriarchal systems 
for granted and not written about “male executives” but just “executives,” for example, the principle 
of literary warrant might have resulted in gender-neutral headings being assigned in bibliographic 
records, thereby masking traditional gender stereotypes in nondomestic spheres. By applying 
patriarchal perspectives as universal and normative, LCSH reinforces and perpetuates systemic gender 
bias in library metadata.61 This issue is compounded by the subject cataloging policy of assigning 
a broader heading to represent two or three subtopics within its scope, which might have a further 
effect of impeding the creation of masculine headings when authors discuss both men and women as 
subgroups in some specific subjects.

The significant disparity between the number of feminine and masculine headings, together with the 
disproportionately large share of feminine headings lacking masculine equivalents (and the reverse for 
masculine headings), points to a pattern of subsuming terminology, as noted by Marshall and Rogers, 
in which generic terms function as masculine by default. This practice not only suggests sexism within 
LCSH but also creates challenges for users searching for library resources on general topics versus those 
specific to men. Both types of resources are grouped under the general topic, with no mechanism to 
distinguish or collocate them separately.62
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Feminine headings, in conjunction with cataloging practices, potentially marginalize resources that 
lack corresponding generic headings. Resources that have only feminine headings assigned in their 
bibliographic records may be excluded from searches conducted using generic headings, whereas 
resources related to men, due to subsuming terminology, are likely to be included in search results. 
This issue also applies to masculine headings; however, because the number of masculine headings is 
much smaller than that of feminine headings, the same risk is significantly smaller for resources related 
to men. Only assigning headings like Women scientists or Women accountants, for example, in effect 
segregates those groups as separate, special classes when they are no less scientists or accountants in 
the male-dominated fields. One practical approach to solving this problem may be through catalogers 
consistently supplementing these headings with broader gender-neutral headings.63 In LCSH, when a 
biography is assigned headings specifying sex or ethnic group of persons, catalogers are instructed to 
also assign a corresponding generic heading. For example, a biography with Women architects as its 
subject heading should also include Architects as a subject heading.64 The Subject Headings Manual is 
silent on applying this practice consistently to other types of resources, however.

Another method is to implement a faceted approach to assigning subject headings. Rather than creating 
or assigning a single, precoordinated subject heading such as Black women scientists, catalogers could 
assign multiple discrete headings, such as Black people, Women, and Scientists. This faceted approach 
ensures that resources containing Women as their subject heading will still appear when users search 
broadly under a general subject heading such as Scientists.65 However, it also risks reducing precision: 
users seeking works specifically about “Black women scientists” may retrieve materials on any of these 
individual facets unless the system or users apply effective Boolean combinations. Additionally, faceting 
does not preserve the semantic specificity conveyed by a precoordinated heading. For example, if a 
resource discusses Navajo women weavers and Asian American men, assigning separate facets (i.e., 
Navajo, Asian American, Women, Men, Weavers), does not accurately represent the resource’s context. 
As a result, the resource may appear in a search for Navajo men, even though that combination does 
not occur in the work itself. Such false positives highlight the trade-off between flexibility and precision 
inherent in a faceted approach to subject access.

This study’s findings also suggest the potential marginalization of resources containing demographic 
headings beginning with “Female,” because the see also note for Women references only headings 
beginning with “Women.” In the offense/custody category, ten of the thirty-seven headings began 
with “female,” making resources in this group more likely to be missed than those in other categories. 
Furthermore, the results show that “men” and “male” consistently appear in the head noun (e.g., 
Navajo men) and modifier (e.g., Male feminists) positions, respectively, whereas “women” appears 
in both the head noun and modifier positions, with “female” appearing in the modifier position. The 
discrepancies in the usage of gender markers in the construction of subject headings, as well as the 
see also note for Women, could confuse users and potentially marginalize resources with headings 
beginning with any one of these terms.
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Although this study provides valuable insights into the gendered structure of LCSH, it is certainly not 
without some important limitations. The categorization of certain terms in this study, particularly 
those with ambiguous or overlapping meanings, is not definitive. Some headings occupy borderline 
positions between categories, and the category boundaries themselves are often fluid, leaving certain 
classification decisions open to interpretation. The categorizations employed in this study represent, 
therefore, one possible approach, and alternative, equally valid approaches may certainly be possible. 
In addition, feminine and masculine terms such as Wives, Husbands, Queens, Kings, Fathers, and 
Mothers were excluded from the scope of this study because these headings are not suitable for 
analyzing the specific patterns by which LCSH constructs gendered headings using four explicit 
gender markers. For the same reason, compound words (e.g., Businesswomen) were also excluded. 
Nonetheless, examining patterns in these excluded terms could also provide valuable insights and 
contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of gender representation in LCSH. Furthermore, 
while this analysis is primarily quantitative, future qualitative research will be needed to provide a 
deeper understanding of these issues. In addition, investigation on paired headings structured as [x for/
in/to/with/of women] and [x for/in/to/with/of men], which were excluded from the scope of this study, 
may reveal further evidence of gender bias in LCSH. For example, Fencing for women, Leadership 
in women, and Shooting for women lacked masculine counterparts, whereas Cosmetics for men and 
Ballet dancing for men lacked feminine counterparts.

Language not only reflects cultural norms but also shapes how people perceive and conceptualize the 
world.66 Subject headings, likewise, are not neutral descriptors but carry cultural assumptions that 
influence how users encounter and conceptualize knowledge. Male-as-norm bias and other normative 
assumptions are thereby reinforced through subject vocabularies. Because LCSH is widely adopted 
internationally, its ideological influence extends beyond the local to the global.

While the current information environment continues to evolve with advancements in linked data, 
discovery systems, and artificial intelligence, among other advancements, most users clearly lack 
advanced search skills to harness the full potential of controlled vocabularies. Recent literature seems to 
underscore the continuing relevance of LCSH and other controlled vocabularies. Users tend to struggle 
with formulating or iterating appropriate keyword searches; search performance improves for those 
who learn to use controlled vocabularies because they are designed to eliminate inherent ambiguity 
and variations in natural language; and quality structured metadata, including controlled vocabularies, 
provides an essential foundation for developing sophisticated retrieval systems that can better support 
their information needs with high accuracy and precision.67

Research on natural languages has shown that in both gendered and nongendered systems, generic 
human terms frequently default to male referents.68 LCSH, however, is not a natural language: gender 
is marked according to prescribed rules designed to support effective information retrieval. Although 
gender bias in natural languages is embedded in grammar, lexicon, and everyday use—making reform 
slow and diffuse—it is possible to address bias in controlled vocabularies more systemically.69 As 
designed systems are governed by prescriptive rules and centralized authority, they allow for deliberate 
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intervention. Ensuring equitable gender marking in LCSH thus serves a dual purpose: enhancing 
retrieval effectiveness and counteracting the reinforcement of male-as-norm assumptions.
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