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Deep in the Library Catalog: 
How MSU Librarians are Eliminating 
Harmful Language

In his book, The Library as Night, Alberto Manguel asks, “Can a library reflect a plurality 
of identities?” At MSU Libraries, that’s an imperative, not a question. An academic library 
at a public university must reflect a plurality of identities and, through that dedication to 
plurality, help give definition to the university as a place committed to diversity, equity and 
inclusion.

There are many ways we are working to honor a plurality of identities at Michigan State 
University. One way is by thinking deeply and carefully about the language we use in 
our catalog records. Descriptive standards have evolved over time, and our catalogers are 
working to eliminate racist terminology. This is complicated, labor-intensive work, and 
there is much to consider when tackling it. 

This interview was conducted by Communications Manager Cindy Hunter Morgan 
and features Head of Cataloging and Zine Librarian Joshua Barton and Head of 
Metadata Management Lisa Robinson. 

 

Some who read this will be very 
familiar with cataloging work. 
Others — maybe even many or most 
— probably appreciate that they can 
search for “hatpins” and find materials 
related to women, defensive weapons, 
fashion, and femininity, though they 
might not have a deep understanding 
of what cataloging entails. Can you 
share a brief summary of what you do 
and why your commitment to naming, 
labeling, and describing matters?

JB: Cataloging in libraries is the 
systematic description of the materials 
in the library’s collection. We create 
catalog records, sometimes in batch, but 
often one-by-one, which taken together 
in the catalog help users find and access 
library materials. We use standards to 
govern our descriptive work — that’s 
the “systematic” part — to tell us 
which aspects of a given book, movie 
or whatever kind of resource should 
be highlighted and made searchable in 
the catalog: like title, author, subject, 
physical aspects of the work such as 
pagination and size, and plenty more. 
For datapoints such as author and 
subject, we’re careful to use one agreed-
upon form of name or subject term, 
which is to say, we use “controlled 
vocabularies.” One important vocabulary 
we use is the Library of Congress Subject 

Headings (LCSH). So for example, 
we would use the LCSH term “Banks 
and banking” as a subject term for 
books about banking, rather than, say, 
“banking industry.” Similarly, we use 
another resource called the Library of 
Congress Name Authority File (LCNAF) 
to determine which forms of name to use 
for people, corporate bodies, geographic 
areas, and so on. This helps us reliably 
bring resources by the same author or 
on the same subject together for library 
users. The fruits of our work result in the 
local catalog that MSU Libraries’ users 
rely on every day. However, the bulk of 
our work actually takes place within a 
global network of library catalogs called 
WorldCat, which is managed by a group 
called OCLC. 

In WorldCat, we rely on the descriptive 
work of other libraries, while 
contributing our share of original 
descriptive work to that network. 
Even with standards to guide us and 
our cataloging colleagues elsewhere, 
invariably, the decisions about whether 
and how to highlight aspects of a 
resource are influenced by the judgment 
of the cataloger. Those judgments can be 
impacted by bias. Our tools themselves, 
like LCSH, are subject to bias, too. 
LCSH is a vast vocabulary that has 
been around for a long time and it can 

certainly show its age in some of the 
terminology it uses. Racist, colonialist 
and oppressive framing is there to be 
seen. While LC does constantly revise 
and update LCSH to mitigate some of 
this, addressing it in its totality is just a 
gargantuan task. So there are occasions 
where we might want to make different 
decisions and use terms other than what 
LCSH would prescribe. In general, 
cataloging decisions matter because, 
in aggregate, they will influence the 
interpretation of the materials in the 
collection and how they might be framed 
in scholarship and in the cultural record. 
Our work helps determine whether or 
not a given resource will be found and 
used. And because our catalog data is 
shared and used beyond our own library, 
our naming and labeling decisions 
will impact how people and concepts 
represented in our collections will be 
identified, described and related on the 
internet or in different datasets for years 
to come. So it’s important for us to be 
deliberate in the choices we make or 
accept and to be aware of the ways bias 
might be affecting those choices.

LR: My part of cataloging is called 
“authority control.” I and others in 
my unit edit bibliographic records to 
ensure the consistency of the controlled 
vocabulary terms used. Sometimes this 
work is to correct simple mistakes — 
“hatpins” not “hotpins.” But most of the 
time, we are updating the access point 
terms to match changes made in LCSH 
and LCNAF. Both these authority files 
are incredibly dynamic, with additions 
and changes made every day by libraries 
all over the world. We typically get about 
7,000 name changes and 600 new names 
reported to us every month, so we are 
constantly editing the catalog to keep 
our names and subjects in our catalog in 
sync with those changes. For example, 
the personal name entry for Joseph R. 
Biden was created back in 1984, when he 
was a Senator from Delaware. In January 
2021, this entry was updated to “Joseph 
R. Biden, Jr.” and linked to a new entry 
for “United States. President (2021- : 
Biden)” that represents the Office of 
the President during Biden’s term. 
Making sure that our catalog has the 
most current and correct forms of names 
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and subjects allows patrons to retrieve 
everything we have by an author or on a 
subject (collocation), and allows them to 
search seamlessly across other libraries' 
catalogs (interoperability), such as when 
they use UBorrow (the collective catalog 
of the BTAA libraries).

As an academic library, we follow 
Library of Congress cataloging 
practices, but in the last few years, 
MSU Libraries have been better 
positioned than the Library of 
Congress to update our practices to be 
anti-racist. We've had more freedom 
to do that. If our language is different 
from the Library of Congress Subject 
Headings, how might this complicate 
a search? How do you address practical 
issues and navigate a balance between 
updating language and keeping 
records searchable and findable?
How do you navigate consistency and 
adaptability?

LR: You do lose interoperability when 
you use subject terms that are not used 
by other libraries. But you have to weigh 
this loss against the harm done in your 
local catalog by using terms that are 
offensive and that make segments of 
your campus population feel unwelcome 
and perhaps even afraid. We use local 
authority records in our catalog to point 
users from the national terms to our local 
substitutes, so someone searching the 
LCSH term is readily redirected to the 
subject term we use.

LR: It does take work to maintain a local 
subject or name, but we have editing 
tools in the catalog to help. For example, 
every month, I change all instances of 
“Illegal aliens” to “Noncitizens” in our 
catalog. It usually takes me about 1 to 
2 hours. So while we don't have the 
financial and staffing resources to entirely 
depart from prevailing cataloging 
systems, we are committed to limiting 
their harm and helping to change those 
systems from within. We are supported 
in this work by the Libraries' Strategic 
Plan, which emphasizes a consideration 
of the impact of our work on creators, 
researchers, and communities and the 
power to name things that we have as 
creators of bibliographic description.

How have descriptive practices 
evolved over time?

LR: There are entire textbooks 
written about that! In the 
United States, we often point 
to Charles Cutter's Rules for 
a Dictionary Catalog (1876) 
as the first set of American 
cataloging rules. The first rules 
from the Library of Congress 
came in 1949 (Rules for 
Descriptive Cataloging 

in the Library of Congress), while the 
Anglo-American Cataloguing Rules 
from the British Library and the Library 
of Congress came out in 1967. The latest 
set of rules, Resource Description and 
Access was published in 2010 and is an 
international undertaking. But these 
dates represent just some of the major 
overhauls of cataloging practices. During 
the course of its lifetime, each set of rules 
is constantly under revision.

The Library of Congress Subject 
Headings were first issued in 1898 and as 
of 2020, has been through 42 editions. 
Each month, the Library of Congress 
issues additions and changes, some of 
which reflect changing ideas about the 
appropriateness of descriptive terms.

— story continues, p.4

Head of Cataloging 
and Zine Librarian 
Joshua Barton.
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Deep in the Library Catalog
continued from p.3

For example, in 1996 the generic term 
for humanity, “Man,” was changed 
to “Human beings,” to avoid the 
implication that being male is the main 
characteristic of being human.

How do you handle catalog records 
that include offensive and harmful 
language when the materials are 
historically important to retain for 
scholars who might need them for 
research?

JB: First, there might be oppressive 
language or viewpoints in the material 
itself. This can be a concern anywhere 
in the library, but especially in Special 
Collections, where the collecting focus 
specifically includes radical points of 
view. Leslie McRoberts has recently had 
her unit work on ways that oppressive 
material in Special Collections can 
be contextualized for users, including 
a public-facing statement in this 
respect. Second, though, there might 
be oppressive language in the catalog 
record. If such language is in a part 
of the record that the cataloger has 
direct responsibility for, like the subject 
headings, one option is to pursue a 
change in LCSH itself. That can be a 
lot of work: it entails making a proposal 

and shepherding it through a process 
with LC. And the process isn’t always 
successful. Alternatively, we can choose 
to just create a local term, but there 
are upshots to that as well. However, 
if the oppressive language is coming 
from a part of the record where we’re 
constrained to just transcribe what we see 
on the piece, like the title, that puts us 
in a bind. We really have to record that 
so that the title represents reality and the 
book can be identified based on what it 
calls itself. Scenarios like this have led 
to interest in a statement similar to that 
of our Special Collections colleagues, 
but about descriptive language in the 
catalog, so we can let users know what to 
expect. We have a group of folks within 
the library working on that presently, 
which we will pitch to administration. 
We, and the profession generally, are 
building our own awareness about these 
issues and looking for ways to be more 
responsible in our use of language while 
also continuing to accurately describe 
our collections.

LR: When we choose to use a local 
term in our catalog, we are not erasing 
problematic language in the materials 
themselves. That language is still there 
for scholars to study. What we are doing 
is highlighting the dissonance between 
terms used today and past descriptions 
of people and things. When our patrons 
use the library catalog, they have a 

right to not see themselves described in 
derogatory ways, even if past publications 
that we own did use such terms. 

I am a member of the cataloging group 
Joshua mentions that is drafting a 
statement about descriptive language 
in the catalog. This task draws 
inspiration from the new (Jan 2021) 
ALA Cataloging Code of Ethics that 
calls for catalogers to think about their 
descriptive standards critically and to 
advocate for making cataloging language 
more inclusive. Our local group has 
recently drafted a policy statement and 
recommendations for further action, 
but have not yet sent it to the library 
administration.

Is there a way that library patrons 
can let us know if they find harmful 
language in our description and our 
metadata as they search for books and 
other materials?

JB: There’s interest in fielding that 
kind of input, but we still have work to 
do. Like I mentioned, we have a group 
within the library working on drafting 
a statement on this. The hope is that 
this would be a public-facing statement 
that could contextualize descriptive 
language, acknowledging how, given 
the historical nature of the apparatus 
we’re working in, there will be bias, for 
example. Fielding outside input could 
be part of that. I would hope that we 
would be able to field suggestions for 
ways we could deviate from LCSH both 

The catalog record featured on the previous page in the picture with Joshua Barton represents the same 
project (a zine, a portion of which is pictured left) as the record below, but the record in MSU Libraries 
uses “noncitizens” instead of the problematic “illegal aliens.” The difference is important.
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from colleagues internally and from the 
community. That kind of input could 
be really helpful for identifying biased 
terms in our descriptive language. 
Making those kinds of changes entails 
backend work, especially for Lisa's team. 
So whatever we do, we'll have to look for 
scalable ways to actually implement and 
maintain whatever deviations we make 
from LCSH or in other parts of the 
record, too.

LR: As a library, we are committed 
to transparency in our cataloging 
processes and so welcome user 
input. Some of the draft 
recommendations of the 
descriptive language 
group do address how to 
contextualize descriptive 
language in the 
catalog, ways we could 
incorporate outside 
input, and resources 
for furthering the 
awareness of our 
catalogers.

Has the 
cataloging 
community grown 
in any surprising 
ways? Have you 
developed new 
relationships with 
historians or others 
who specialize in
some of the subject areas 
you describe? Do any outside groups 
ever help you create headings or 
descriptions?

JB: Violet Fox is a librarian in 
Washington, DC who has done excellent 
work advocating for crowd-sourced 
kinds of approaches to changing subjects 
and classification systems where there's 
bias or other problematic assumptions. 
She created a site called Cataloging 
Lab where anyone can help flesh out 
proposals to LC for terms in LCSH 
to be changed. Work like that means 
that LCSH itself can improve, and 
then everyone benefits. Here at MSU, 
the most significant conversations I've 
had with folks outside the library are 
with the zine community. In addition 
to managing cataloging, I curate

our zine collection in the Murray & 
Hong Special Collections Library. 
These are self-published, do-it-yourself 
publications with a deep history in 
the many marginalized or subcultural 
communities. Among those active in 
zines, there's a lot of concern about zine 
creator privacy and in the language used 
to frame zines. So cataloging and subject 
headings come up a lot. The librarians 
and archivists in that community do

get feedback from zine creators. We've 
done things like remove authors' names 
from the catalog upon their request and 
add rich summary notes in the catalog 
records to make some of the vernacular 
of the community part of what's available 
for keyword searching. But as mentioned 
earlier, with regard to engaging more 
broadly with external communities on 
cataloging issues, we still have work to 
do. There's interest in building out ways 
we can field community input. That's 
still very much in the works, though.

LR: Librarians from the University of 
British Columbia have long collaborated 
with local indigenous communities 
to create and maintain the Xwi7xwa 
Library for Indigenous scholarship. They 
maintain a thesaurus of First Nations 
subject terms rather than use the Library 
of Congress generic term “Indians of 
North America.”

Inclusive cataloging practice is a growing 
topic at professional conferences. For 
example, at last week's ALA CORE 
Interest Group week, there was an entire 

session devoted to “Embracing Equity, 
Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) in 

Library Cataloging,” as well as a 
session giving an update about 

the new Code of Cataloging 
Ethics.

It seems like an enormous 
task to revise problematic 
headings and descriptions. 
How are you prioritizing 

this work? Where do you 
start? And how do you 

identify bias?

JB: Yes, it can be a lot of work and 
prioritizing and identifying terms can 

be hard. Some of the recommendations 
from the previously mentioned group 
on biased language might speak to this 
more. However, in cases like the “Illegal 
aliens” example, the issue became very 
prominent. Lisa was heavily involved in 
helping us make a local change there.

LR: The LCSH term “Illegal aliens” 
gained notoriety in 2016 when the 
House of Representatives prohibited 
the Library of Congress from 

changing the term. (See https:// 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Illegal_aliens_ 
(Library_of_Congress_Subject_ 
Heading)) I believe this was the first time 
Congress had ever directly intervened 
in the cataloging work of the Library 
of Congress. In 2019, a documentary 
film, “Change the Subject,” about the 
“Illegal aliens” subject change proposal 
and the subsequent political battle was 
shown nationally. (I saw it at the ALA 
conference that year.) This film is now 
viewable on YouTube: https://www. 
youtube.com/watch?v=1SroscdR7-Y.

— story continues, p.12
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New Collection in Vincent Voice Library Features  
Voices of the Black Imaginary
An Interview with Professor of English Julian C. Chambliss

The Vincent Voice Library (VVL) is a collection of more than 100,000 hours of spoken word recordings dating back to 1888. The collection 
includes the voices of more than 500,000 people. Political and cultural leaders and minor players in the human drama are captured and 
cataloged to serve the research needs of a local, national, and international user base. Clients include students, staff, and faculty of Michigan 
State University; other scholars and researchers; broadcasting networks; news agencies; and film, video, and Web production companies. 

As the VVL continues to grow, more files are added to the repository. Voices 
of the Black Imaginary (VBI) is a unique oral history archive spearheaded by 
Julian Chambliss and built from interviews with scholars and creatives engaged 
with Afrofuturism. Defined broadly, Afrofuturism offers a way to rethink the 
place of race, art, science, and design in society. With roots in a longer history of 
black speculative practice and Afrodiasporic experience, the practice and theory 
linked to Afrofuturism offers new ways to see and understand our world.

Julian C. Chambliss is Professor of English with an appointment in History 
at Michigan State University. He also is the Val Berryman Curator of History 
at the MSU Museum and a core participant in the MSU College of Arts & 
Letters’ Consortium for Critical Diversity in a Digital Age Research (CEDAR). 
His research interests focus on race, identity, and power in real and imagined 
urban spaces. 

This interview was conducted by Communications Manager  
Cindy Hunter Morgan.

We’ve collaborated with you on a 
variety of projects. You’re famous 
around campus for your work with 
comic books, and you’ve used our 
collections to research the relationship 
between superheroes and the 
American Experience, but recently 
we’ve collaborated on a new project: 
Voices of the Black Imaginary (VBI), 
a new collection of oral histories 
informed by Afrofuturism and housed 
in the Vincent Voice Library. As of this 
writing, there are twelve interviews 
with various scholars available in the 
collection. How did you select these 
interviews? What was the criteria for 
inclusion? Do you anticipate adding 
more?

VBI is a companion digital humanities 
project linked to a curating project I’m 
doing with the Zora Neale Hurston 
Festival of the Arts and Humanities. I’m 
a national planner for the festival and I 
serve as the curator for the current five-
year cycle exploring Afrofuturism. I’m 
considering 1) What is Afrofuturism? 2) 
What is the sound of Afrofuturism? 3) 
What is the vision of Afrofuturism? 

4) What is the spirit of Afrofuturism? 
and 5) What is the space of 
Afrofuturism? 

Each year I’m inviting scholars and 
practitioners to participate in the 
academic conference held during the 
festival. This is an opportunity to get a 
cross-section of thinkers engaged in the 
contemporary Afrofuturism moment to 
reflect on its meaning. These interviews 
are charting a dynamic intellectual 
landscape. This project builds on a 
pattern of interviewing I’ve done in 
conjunction with the festival for a 
podcast called Every Tongue Got to 
Confess. The partnership with VVL is 
vital as it provides an institutional home 
for these conversations and increases 
the chance students and the public will 
gain an understanding of Afrofuturism 
by finding the people deeply engaged 
in doing and defining this intellectual 
movement. The scholars and practitioners 
we are talking with provide background 
and chart an intellectual landscape you 
could not easily get any other way. I 
cannot argue it is encyclopedic, but I 
believe it is super useful.

My goal is to collect at least ten 
interviews for each year of thematic 
exploration. Ten is a baseline and the 
pandemic year is a bit of a challenge, 
but I hope to realize that goal. If 
successful, by the end of the project, we 
will have a set of conversations that offer 
definitions and practical understanding 
of Afrofuturism across different ways of 
meaning.

There are various ways of describing 
Afrofuturism, but hope is central to 
most explanations. Would you share a 
distilled version of your definition? 

I tend to define Afrofuturism as the 
intersection between liberation and 
speculation. Afrofuturism offers an 
alternative framing of modernity’s 
meaning by asking us to consider 
how knowledge is defined. As an 
epistemological tool, Afrofuturism 
calls our attention to how colonial 
belief and practice designed to facilitate 
imperial exploitation in the Age of 
Discovery continues to shape our world. 
In the African American experience, 

Photo courtesy of University Communications, 2019.
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speculation around freedom is a central 
part of the American experience. African 
Americans have pushed the United States 
to live up to its ideas. Their speculation and 
activism around the meaning of freedom 
has pushed the live experience of every U.S. 
citizen toward greater freedom.

The oral tradition is important to African 
Americans, so it feels particularly 
appropriate that Voices of the Black 
Imaginary is housed in the Vincent 
Voice Library, which archives not only 
knowledge and information but also 
sound. Can you talk a little bit about how 
the voice is important to Afrofuturism? 

I think the sound is a powerful expression 
of Afrofuturist thinking. Sound reflects 
invented and transformative creative practice 
like music but moves beyond that to reflect 
culture and thought through speech. In 
this way, the antislavery oratory in the 
19th century and the legacy of the griot 
storytellers from African tradition are bound 
together by considering black sound practice. 
Creativity and invention linked to sound 
practice in musical forms such as the Blues, 
Jazz, and Hip Hop highlight how sound 
allows black people to create counterpublic 
spaces that articulate their critiques of the 
dominant system. In every case, the black 
voice is being heard and in that hearing there 
is a moment of clarity about culture and 
experience from the black perspective.

The name of the collection feels 
significant. What is the relationship 
between imagination and Afrofuturism, as 
you think of it?

In trying to describe the collection, I 
wanted to recognize two things. First, this 
collection is a living project. These are voices 
that I’m seeking out and I’m using a rough 
framework of my own making to create a 
kind of ecosystem of the black imaginary. 
I recognize the voices here are some of the 
voices that can be included, but they are not 
all. If I’m lucky, we will continue this process 
for years to come, taking the opportunity to 
look deeper and hear more. Second, I want 
our collective understanding to shift to see 
that the black imaginary is not just merely 
futuristic stories. The collection becomes 
a way to understanding how Afrofuturist 
thought touches on every aspect of life.

Several of these interviews were 
recorded at the Zora Neale Hurston 
Festival. What impact did Hurston 
have on Afrofuturism?

I think many Afrofuturist scholars 
recognize Hurston should be 
considered an Afrofuturist. Her work 
as a creative and scholar align with 

Afrofuturism because she sought to 
de-center the European framework 
and celebrate blackness rooted in 
an understanding of the African 
Diaspora. From the construction of 
black language to the recovery of 
black cultural knowledge through oral 

This print, “Mo’ Blacktus,” was made by Black Kirby, the collaborative entity formed by Stacey 
Robinson and John Jennings. The name “Black Kirby” is a nod to Jack Kirby, the co-creator of 
X-Men, Captain America, and Black Panther; and also honors the heritage of African American 
comics, music, and pop culture. Through comic books and comic art, the duo’s work encourages 
conversations about Afrofuturism, social justice, and the politics and poetics of Hip-Hop. Robinson 
and Jennings visited the MSU Library in 2019 as part of a larger campus visit. They signed free 
posters in the Green Room before a talk at the Union. “Mo’ Blacktus” was one of four works 
acquired by the MSU Museum, and it is used to represent the new collection in the Library’s 
Vincent Voice Library. 

 — story continues, p.14
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Forthcoming Book by MSU Professor Digs Into Archives 
Spotlighting Long History of Black Student Experiences

In the span of years since 1904, when 
William O. Thompson became the 
first known Black student to graduate 
from Michigan State University,* the 
MSU campus community has seen 
both enormous and insufficient change 
centered around issues of diversity, 
equity, and inclusion. In a new project 
supported by resources from University 
Archives & Historical Collections 
and forthcoming from Michigan 
State University Press, University 
Distinguished Professor of History and 
Associate Dean in the Graduate School 
Pero Dagbovie explores dimensions of 
this history.

Dagbovie calls himself a lifelong 
Spartan. He earned his bachelor's degree, 
his master's degree, and his doctorate 
in history at MSU. His research and 
teaching interests cover a broad range 

of subjects and time periods, and he 
is currently the editor of The Journal 
of African American History, the oldest 
scholarly journal in the field of Black 
history. The journal was founded by 
Carter G. Woodson in 1916. A project 
informed by the history of African 
American students at MSU has interested 
Dagbovie for years, and he has used this 
time of isolation during the pandemic to 
dig in.

For nearly a year, Dagbovie has sifted 
through material in University Archives 
& Historical Collections, reading old 
year books, letters, directories, and news 
from the M.A.C. Record and the Holcad 
that reveal what we might expect and 
what we don't expect. Much of what 
he has explored is available digitally, 
and though this history cannot and 
should not be easily oversimplified, what 

Dagbovie has found is both confirmation 
of the challenges faced by African 
American pathfinders at the university 
and evidence of a progressive university 
working to change problematic national 
practices and prejudices.

“I'm not saying it was a utopia here,” 
Dagbovie said. “But it wasn't all 
racism. The history of the African 
American presence at MSU from the 
late nineteenth century until the end 
of the Great Depression is particularly 
complex and fascinating.” He found an 
occasion when (then) President Jonathan 
L. Snyder wrote a recommendation 
for Myrtle Bessie Craig, '07, the first 
Black woman to graduate from MSU. 
After her time at MSU, Craig, later 
Mowbray, (possibly with help from that 
recommendation from President Snyder) 
became a teacher at two historically
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Black institutions, one in Kansas and 
one in Missouri. The Mowbray Scholars 
Program at Michigan State University's 
Honors College is named in her honor.

In fact, what Dagbovie has discovered is 
an important trend: most Black students 
who attended MSU in the early years of 
academic integration went on to teach at 
historically Black institutions. In other 
words: Black individuals who studied 
at MSU later helped hundreds of other 
Black students. Dagbovie cited Clarence 
Banks, one of the first Black members 
of the MSU Dairy Club in the 1920s. 
“Banks was an expert in Holsteins,” 
Dagbovie said. “He learned everything 
at MSU, and he took what he learned 
with him to share with students in
Bordentown, New Jersey.”

Learning is viral, and, of course, 
antiviral. When one person gets a shot 
at education, that person can help 
many others. Access to information and 
education are part of the land-grant 
vision, and Dagbovie discovered that 
vision was at work at a time when we 
tend to think it wasn’t always working 
very well.

Dagbovie found archival 
documents about the
desegregation of dormitories 
on campus, which he says was 
likely sparked by a single Black 
student speaking out. For years, 
what circulated by way of 
oral history seemed to 
suggest that President 
Hannah independently 
spearheaded that 
desegregation. 
As Chair of the

University Distinguished Professor of 
History and Associate Dean in the 
Graduate School Pero Dagbovie.

Civil Rights Commission, Hannah 
did work to advance civil rights and 
support desegregation, but what 
Dagbovie discovered reframes history 
and highlights the power of someone 
who might otherwise be overlooked 
as powerless. That kind of research 
also shows the power of what hides 
in plain sight. The boxes of materials 
in University Archives & Historical 
Collections and the digitized resources 
available through UAHC present 

“It's amazing to consider the changes that 
took place because of Black student activism”

possibilities for researchers to learn 
more about people who helped effect 
change, and they present opportunities 
for scholars to restore visibility of and 
recognition for those change makers.

“It’s amazing to consider the changes 
that took place because of Black student 
activism,” Dagbovie said. That student 

activism dating back to the 
1930s and 1940s, Dagbovie 

asserts, accounts for a 
great deal of the progress 
we’ve seen in the last 
hundred years.

“Every tongue / unfurled as the body's 
flag. Every breath / conjured despite 
loss we've had,” writes Tyhimba Jess in 
“Fisk Jubilee Proclamation,” the first 
sonnet in a crown of sonnets informed 
by the experiences of formerly enslaved 
African Americans who formed a choral 
ensemble at Fisk University. Sometime 
— and many times — between the 
formation of that ensemble and Jess's 
2016 book Olio, in which “Fisk Jubilee 
Proclamation” appears, Black students 

were speaking up on MSU's campus in 
East Lansing, unfurling their tongues, 
asking for equity.

Of course, progress depends on support 
from all kinds of campus partners. It 
grows out of what is progressive, and a 
hundred years ago people at the MSU 
Library were still or only beginning 
to think about how to effect positive 
change. Dagbovie researched this history, 
too. “I looked,” he said. “I wanted to 
see what White students were learning 
about Black people in library materials. 
I found a catalog for the Home Reading 
Courses from 1926 mentioning what 
students should be reading.” The list 
reveals the deficiencies of the era. Among 
suggestions was Up from Slavery, Booker 
T. Washington’s 1901 autobiography. 
That it was included on a list 25 years 
after its initial publication might say 
something about its impact. It might 
also reveal something about the want 
of books about Black experiences and 
Black struggles — a scarcity MSU subject 
librarians are working to correct as they 
collect more materials that represent 
underrepresented perspectives.

— story continues, p. 10
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MSU Professor Digs 
Into Archives 
continued from p.9

The articles, correspondence, and 
pictures Dagbovie has studied reveal 
the university's successes and some of 
its struggles. The material reflects early 
work to build a more just campus and 
culture, but some materials reveal early 
issues of anti-Black rhetoric, prejudice, 
and use of stereotypes. Dagbovie found 
evidence of social isolation among Black 
students during 
the first half of the 
twentieth century, 
and directories and 
letters documenting 
struggles they faced.

One of the first 
Black students 
to live in what is 
now East Lansing, 
William O. 
Thompson, lived 
with an elderly 
janitor and other 
students. Gideon 
Smith, who 
graduated in 1916, 
was the first African 
American to play 
on the Michigan 
State varisty 
football team, and 
he was among the first group of Blacks 
to play college football at predominantly 
White universities. “He was a hero and 
an ambassador,” Dagbovie said. “He 
helped MSU beat Michigan for the first 
time. Everyone revered him.” Even so, 
Dagbovie's research also indicates how 
such reverence had its limitations.

Dagbovie's project serves as a meaningful 
example of how Library resources 
might be used. Our Libraries at MSU 
store important history. Not all of that 
history is admirable, but it should be 
remembered and should remain active 
in some way: in our research, in our 
thinking, and in the way we imagine and 
reimagine the future.

University Archives & Historical 
Collections, housed in Conrad Hall but 
also folded into MSU Libraries, is a place 

where many aspects of university life are 
represented. The collections protected 
there are the kind of collections that 
make perfect sense for a university to 
keep: directories, news clippings, photos, 
and ephemera that should be preserved 
and accessible, saved on the same campus 
where that history was documented. 
Here is where students, staff, faculty, and 
outside researchers can explore history 
that reflects the complexity of our past 
and helps us understand the complexity 
of our campus in 2021.

Class of 1907 co-eds. The graduating women of the class of 1907 sit for a senior portrait. The front lists the 
students as [Edith] Roby; [Myrtle] Craig; [Helen] Andrews; [Ida] Pokorny; [Eva] Bailey; [Helen] Ashley; 
[Lenore Belle] Martin; [Ruth] Dalzell; [Violet] Miller; [Inez] Kinney; [Calla] Krentel; Dean Jones; Dean Gilchrist; 
and [Rachel] Benham. The back notes,“1st Black Graduate.” 1907. (A000382) Courtesy of Michigan State 
University Archives & Historical Collections.

As Dagbovie reads about pioneering 
African American students who were 
included in academic life but often 
couldn't afford to live on campus or in 
East Lansing, or who enrolled and later 
dropped out, or who juggled athletics 
and academics, he confronts both 
past and present. “I'm walking in the 
footsteps of these folks,” Dagbovie said. 
“There's a spiritual component to this 
project.”

In her novel The Blue Flower, Penelope 
Fitzgerald writes, “If a story begins with 
finding, it must end with searching.” 
Over the course of his project, Dagbovie 
has known the prospector's (and the 
researcher's) joy of finding flakes and 
nuggets, but a project like this seldom 
has a clear end, even after a book has 
been published.

“I'm still searching for African 
Americans who graduated from and 
attended the college during the pre
Great Depression era who I might have 
overlooked,” Dagbovie said. “While the 
accomplishments of Myrtle Bessie Craig 
and Gideon Edward Smith have been 
acknowledged, there were other African 
Americans who graduated from and 
attended the college who have not been 
as recognized. I will probably always 
wonder who I overlooked, especially 
during the first half of the twentieth 

century. I am 
also intrigued 
by the first 
African 
Americans 
who earned 
advanced 
degrees. These 
individuals 
have been 
harder to 
locate. It 
would also 
be interesting 
to locate the 
first cohort 
of African 
Americans 
from Lansing 
who worked 
on campus 
in various 
service-related 

jobs. While President Snyder hired a 
Black woman to manage the kitchen of 
the Women's Building in the early 1900s, 
there were certainly others.”

There were certainly others is important 
to consider and important to remember. 
Dagbovie's project is a tribute to many 
who were sometimes or often thought 
of as “other,” and his book will be 
an important one in this century of 
reckoning.

*Note: I use the name “Michigan State 
University” or “MSU” for all references to 
the institution, which was in other times 
called “Michigan Agricultural College” and 

“Michigan State College.
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Recent Acquisitions of Note 
in Murray & Hong Special Collections
As we work to build collections that amplify underrepresented voices, we acquire historic materials 
as well as contemporary work. Here are some recent highlights.

Rachel by
Angelina Weld Grimke
We acquired a first edition (1920) 
of this play, which was the first 
play written by a woman of color 
to be staged professionally. Grimke 
submitted her three-act drama to 
the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored 
People, which 
accepted 
the play and 
launched it as 
a response to 
D.W. Griffith's 
racist movie The
Birth of a Nation. 
The play, which 
centers around the 
life of an African 
American family in 
the North in the early 
20th century, explores 
racial discrimination, 
motherhood, and 
childhood.

Grimke was a lesbian
and poet, dramatist, 
journalist, teacher, essayist, and 
radical feminist. She was born 
in 1880 in Boston into a biracial 
family. Her ancestors included 
slaveholders and slaves, free black 
people, white abolitionists, and 
advocates for women's rights and 
women's suffrage. She is considered 
a forerunner of the Harlem 
Renaissance.

The Gladys-Marie Fry Papers
Gladys-Marie Fry was a folklorist and a leading authority on African American textiles. 
She wrote two books for which she is famous: Stitched from the Soul: Slave Quilts from the 
Ante-Bellum South and Night Riders in Black Folk History, a book which examines slave 
narratives and oral histories to document more than a century of white control of African 
Americans. Fry was one of the first researchers to document participation of African 
American men in historical quilting projects. She also published important research 
about American quilt maker Harriet Powers's Bible-themed quilts, wrote or contributed

to many museum catalogues, and 
curated many exhibits throughout 
the country. Fry's papers were 
transferred to us in 2017 by the 
MSU Museum. Thanks to our

campus partner, more 
than 80 boxes

of oral history 
recordings, 
drafts of
research and
publications, 

correspondence, 
and other
documentation of
Fry's professional 

and scholarly life 
are now held in

Special Collections.

An Early Biography of Sojourner Truth
This recent purchase, printed in 1835, has an exceedingly long title: Fanaticism; Its Source 
and Influence, Illustrated by the Simple Narrative of Isabella, in the Case of Matthias, Mr. and 
Mrs. B. Folger, Mr. Pierson, Mr. Mills, Catherine, Isabella, &c. &c. A Reply to W. L. Stone, 
with the Descriptive Portraits of All the Parties, While at Sing-Sing and at Third Street. — 
Containing the Whole Truth — and Nothing but the Truth. At the risk of summarizing it too 
easily, it serves as an early biography of Sojourner Truth (the Isabella of the title), who was 
a housekeeper at the Matthias Kingdom, a communal colony in upstate New York formed 
by Robert Matthews as his idea of a utopian community. The community disbanded after 
a trial for murder and sexual impropriety. The author, G. Vale, relied on testimony from
Isabella Van Wagenen (Sojourner Truth) to compile the book.

Special Collections Spotlights Online:
Unpacking Racist Stereotypes
Demeaning racist stereotypes have a long history in American culture. We'll examine sources 
that unpack such stereotypes, including David Pilgrim's book Understanding Jim Crow, and 
illustrate each point with examples from MSU's Popular Culture collection.
Wednesday, March 31 • 1:00—2:00 p.m.
Registration required: bookings.lib.msu.edu. Event URL will be sent via registration email.
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Deep in the Library Catalog
continued from p.5

Before deciding to change “Illegal aliens” 
to a local term, Joshua formed a task
group (of which I was a member) to 
examine alternatives to the term, propose 
a mechanism for ongoing maintenance 
of a local term, and document how and 
why we were making that change. We 
began making changes to catalog records 
in January 2019. The initial work was to 
delete 36 LC authority records, create 
two local authority records, and batch 
change about 12,000 records. All this 
took about one month and then I began 
the monthly catalog updates that I’m still 
doing today. Typically, I update about 30 
records each month, but there have been 
as many as 350 records to correct in a 
month.

As you update descriptive language 
to be anti-racist, are you keeping 
digitized copies of previous 
descriptions so we have breadcrumbs 
to the past?

JB: Right now, we don’t have a good way 
of preserving old versions of bibliographic 
records that we’ve changed. However, 
when we do make changes locally, like 
with the “Illegal aliens” example, the 
older, problematic language persists in 
other catalogs that are constrained to 
use LCSH as-is, including the Library 
of Congress’s own catalog. Those terms 
also remain in the infrastructure that 
undergirds LCSH, and we point to that 
data when we change things locally so 
that the relationship between the old 
and new terms is locally documented. 
So there are breadcrumbs, in a manner 
of speaking. We have documentation, 
but under the hood of our catalog, as 
part of the infrastructure and procedural 
information we use to ensure our local 
changes remain in place.

LR: Old (deprecated) authority 
records are maintained by the Library 
of Congress and are searchable via 
bibliographic utilities such as OCLC 
Connexion. So you can search on a 
subject or a name and see how the form 
of that entry has changed over time.

Head of Metadata Management 
Lisa Robinson. Photo by 

Harley J. Seeley, 2014.

After the death of George Floyd 
last spring, Archivist Cathy Illman 
discovered that we have two copies 
of albums made by his rap group. 
She found those copies in our ROVI 
collection. George Floyd raps on 
both CDs under his alias, Big Floyd. 
Can you share what happened after 
that discovery — how you worked to 
make that searchable and findable and 
what it means to you to amplify an 
oppressed (and silenced) voice?

LR: At the time (May 2020), Cathy 
was working on a project to correct/ 
enhance our ROVI records. (This was 
a work-from-home project I created in 
response to the COVID-19 quarantine.) 
When Cathy realized that George 
Floyd was a member of the Presidential 
Playas, she emailed the entire cataloging 
team asking if someone could create an 
authority record for him and include his 
name in our bibliographic records. In 
response, I added his name to the catalog 
records and created a local authority 
record for Big Floyd (Rapper), the name 
under which George Floyd appeared 
on the CDs, and for Presidential Playas 
(Musical group). Initially, I could not 
create national authority records for 
these entities since our bibliographic 
records for these CDs had not yet been 
contributed to a national bibliographic 
database and national authority 
records require a reference to a national 
bibliographic record. But, I could not 
contribute our bibliographic records 
until I had examined the physical CDs, 
which I could not do since I was entirely 
working from home. But Joshua let 
Associate Dean of Technical Services 
Kay Granskog know I needed the CDs, 
and Kay worked with Circulation 
to get the CD’s pulled from Special 
Collections. Kay then checked out the 
CDs and brought them to my house 
(since she happens to live near me), 
With the CDs in hand, I contributed 
bibliographic records to OCLC 
WorldCat and created corresponding 
national authority records. (Examining 
the actual CDs turned out to be a good 
thing since one was the “chopped and 
screwed” version, even though it had 
the same title as the other CD.) I then 
replaced our local authority records with 
the national records.
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JB: Right. And we also procured a copy 
of a poster from the protests after Floyd’s 
murder, which we were able to catalog 
for Special Collections and thereby 
create an authority record for George 
Floyd’s given name as well. So now his 
given name and his rap alias are both 
established in the LCNAF and related to 
one another.

Is it true that our library is the only 
library represented in WorldCat that 
holds these CDs?

JB: Yes, this is true! 
As of February 12, 
2021, MSU is still 
the only library in 
WorldCat to hold a 
copy of both versions 
of Block Party by the 
Presidential Playas, 
which features George 
Floyd performing as 
Big Floyd.

A final pair of questions: How do you 
think our subject headings and our 
descriptive practices can help foster 
trust in diverse communities? 

JB: I think it goes hand in hand with 
collecting material for the library. 
Collections work in libraries requires 
trust, especially when the material 
collected is produced by diverse 
communities. Collections work makes 
sure material is preserved and available, 
that diverse voices are represented in 
the library, and reflected back at those 
communities themselves. Cataloging is 
part of that reflecting back, when you 
can pull up the records in the catalog 
and say: look, here you are in the 
library. You are part of the story that 
our collections can tell. We know that 
that’s powerful. And words matter in 
that context. If we can let communities 
see themselves named in words that 
truly reflect who they are and how they 
identify, then hopefully that forwards the 
goal of trust.

LR: Words matter. When we 
inadvertently use words that make 
people feel they don’t belong or are not 
valued, we are putting up barriers to the 
university’s educational mission and to 
the formation of an inclusive campus 
community. Just as the University cares 
about the language used in its official 
publications and public communications, 
our catalog should reflect a similar 
sensitivity to the language we use in 
describing our materials. Such sensitivity 
makes the Library seem like a welcoming 
and trusted place.

As we think about how we catalog 
our collections, how important is 
it to distinguish between a kind 
of traditional custodial role and a 
model that might better be called 
stewardship?

JB: I do think it’s important that 
cataloging work be understood as 
something like stewardship, or as 
an extension of the stewardship that 
we articulate as a core value in our 
Strategic Plan. Naming, organizing 
and contextually framing the concepts, 
people, places and events that are 
all represented in our collections are 
weighty, consequential tasks. Wittingly 
or not, catalogers are deeply involved 
in the making of understanding: how 
our resources will be interpreted today 
and tomorrow, by humans and by 
machines. So I think this work requires 
acknowledging the people and ideas 
who are impacted by what catalogers 
communicate about them.

Thinking of cataloging as merely 
custodial or clerical and as necessarily 
neutral is a limiting perspective. It 
ignores the consequences of the choices 
catalogers will make. Certain people 

or certain ideas might be erased if 
they aren’t acknowledged; those who 
are marginalized might remain so. 
There’s plenty of space, I think, for us 
to responsibly and ethically intercede 
as catalogers to prevent such erasure or 
prevent the perpetuation of an unjust 
status quo with respect to what happens 
in our descriptive work - to be stewards 
of our piece of the lifecycle of scholarship 
and understanding.

There is advocacy underway in the 
profession for considerations like these 
to be recognized in the standards and 

tools that we use to 
do cataloging. Just 
recently, the CORE 
Division of the 
American Library 
Association issued a 
Cataloguing Code of 
Ethics document that 
speaks to issues of 
language in cataloging 

work. We’re also hearing more about the 
need for cataloging to expand its focus 
beyond just the needs of library users. 
We have been primarily user-focused, 
but should also be acknowledging all 
of the communities that we impact. 
Information creators, in particular, 
have rights and needs that ought to be 
acknowledged and catalogers should 
be given guidance on how to navigate 
those needs and rights. Our colleagues 
in the archives field are way ahead of 
us in this regard, with excellent work 
by Michelle Caswell, Marika Cifor 
and others. But we’re seeing more of 
this now in library cataloging circles, 
too, which I fully support. My hope is 
that here at MSU and beyond we can 
create a cataloging culture that takes an 
empathetic approach to our work and 
that takes responsibility for the humane 
implications of what we do, in addition 
to the traditional functions of facilitating 
search and discovery for users.

LR: I second everything Joshua has said 
(and said well) here. 

“Naming, organizing and contextually framing  
the concepts, people, places and events that are  

all represented in our collections are  
weighty, consequential tasks.”
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Voices of the Black Imaginary
continued from p.7

history, her work serves as an example of 
how Afrofuturist practice can broaden 
our understanding of the world.

In her poem “Sci-Fi,” the first poem in 
her book Life on Mars, Tracy K. Smith 
writes, “Weightless, unhinged, // Eons 
from even our own moon, we’ll drift 
/ In the haze of space, which will be, 
once // And for all, scrutable and safe.”

Smith is a Black poet, and many of the 
poems in the book imagine a cosmic 
future. I hear hope in this poem, and 
in that hope I hear Afrofuturism. 
Does Afrofuturism, as you think of 
it, depend not just on a better planet 
but also on a different planet? How 
essential is science fiction to your view 
of Afrofuturism? 

I think Afrofuturism is about our  
world and the systems that rob people 
of hope. Afrofuturism is advocating for 

a path to a better tomorrow. It is about 
the alternative framing of the current 
power system. There is an inherent 
consideration of how people can be safer, 
healthier, and free. 

We have a real fascination with 
superheroes in the United States. 
Would a just society even need 
superheroes?

The superhero is an aspirational 
character. There is an assumption that 
the superhero represents the very best 
ideas of society. We like the superhero 
because we understand the struggle is 
hard. Superheroes are the neighbor you 
wish you had—someone who will come 
to your aid. Regardless of the moment, 
people in the United States tend to see 
the individual fighting for justice as 
necessary. Humanity continues to evolve, 
so there is a moment in the future when 
our trust in the system will be such 
that the individual working outside the 
system may not have the same appeal.

Finally (and maybe a bit of an aside), 
what is your favorite piece of fictional 
technology?

This is a tricky question. I think some 
fictional technology rests outside the 
realm of possibility based on what 
we understand and has always been 
appealing to me. Faster-than-light travel 
and teleportation devices are cool. I also 
really appreciate the technology that 
fulfills some of those fantastic visions 
we always thought were impossible. 
Powerful computers in our hands and 
self-driving cars are things we dreamed 
about at the turn of the century. We have 
a form of those things, and it is essential 
to remember how the vision of the future 
that seems so far away has arrived, and 
we take it for granted. Keep that in 
mind when someone talks to you about 
not seeing how we could have a clean 
energy economy, universal healthcare, 
and unlimited education. We dreamed 
that stuff a century ago; it is around the 
corner! 

The Vincent Voice Library 
(VVL) is a collection of 
primary source sound 
material, found mainly in 
speech, interview, lecture, 
and performance formats. It 
is the largest academic voice 
library in the United States 
and is part of the Michigan 
State University Libraries.

The collection is stored primarily on reels of magnetic 
recording tape. Items represent, in most cases, a migration 
from other recording formats, off-air broadcasts, or Voice 
Library original recordings. New items are mastered 
digitally and a retrospective digital re-mastering of existing 
analog recordings is underway. About 15,000 digital sound 
files have been created.

Voice recordings are really the product of the 20th century 
and very few exist that were made prior to 1900. Sound 
was distributed more widely with the coming of radio in the 
1920s, and more signals meant the likelihood of more 
things being recorded. The Voice Library collection begins 
to reflect the greater prevailing culture beginning in the 
1930s and 1940s, with the coming of FDR.

Strong areas of collection emphasis include American and 
foreign politics and government, labor history, show 

business and media history, academic lectures, sports, 
popular culture, literature and the arts, and Michigan State 
University history.

Collections highlights include these:

• Rare Edison recordings from the late 19th century 
and early 20th century, including the voices of Sarah 
Bernhard, Buffalo Bill Cody, Gladstone, Tennyson, and 
Queen Victoria.

• Voices of the American Presidents since Benjamin 
Harrison, including speeches, interviews, and press 
conferences.

• A large holding of World War II materials featuring Nazi 
propaganda, war news from the major networks, and 
the speeches of Churchill, Stalin, and FDR.

• A broad representation of the arts in America and 
abroad, with the voices of Barrymore, Picasso, 
John Lennon, Brando, Fanny Brice, Bob Hope, Louis 
Armstrong, George Bernard Shaw, Salvadore Dali, T.S. 
Eliot, and others.

• A view of the life and culture of Michigan State 
University, including speeches of the University 
Presidents and such visitors to campus as Martin Luther 
King, Jr., Malcolm X, Timothy Leary, Allen Ginsberg, and 
Bill Clinton.  



A Message from Dean Salem
Dear Friends,

I am very pleased to share this issue of Insight with you and to focus much of this 
issue on the work, collections, and passion that we share in MSU Libraries in 
enhancing the diversity, equity, and inclusion of our university communities and 
the communities we share as a 21st century land-grant institution. The last year 
has raised our collective attention to long-standing issues and impacts of societal 
and structural racism and inequity. As the research library in the state’s land-
grant institution, we recognize our role in documenting and sharing that complex 
history, helping us all to learn from its impact, and working as partners within the 
university community as leaders in antiracism and equality for all.

It is with great excitement that I share that the MSU Libraries are actively 
recruiting a leader to help advance our work in this important area within the 
MSU community and within our organization. Just over a year ago, we completed 
our strategic plan and then a reorganization. Aspects of the reorganization 
were delayed due to the budgetary impact of the pandemic, but at its core is a 
new role for MSU Libraries: the Associate Dean for Diversity, Inclusion, and 
Organizational Development. This position will provide direct leadership for 
two strategic directions in the Libraries Strategic Plan: Diversity, Equity, and 
Inclusion; and Organizational Vitality. I cannot wait to introduce you to our new 
colleague this fall!

In the meantime, I hope you can see the Libraries’ values of Inclusivity and 
Partnership in these pages and the stories we tell here. We take our role to create a 
more diverse and inclusive environment for all MSU students very seriously. Our 
goal is that students see themselves here, that they hear voices like their own, and 
that they find their voices and tell their own stories here. We all thank you for 
your support in helping our students find their voices.

Sincerely,

Joseph A. Salem, Jr., Ph.D. 
Dean of Libraries

We need you!
If you are interested in supporting our efforts to amplify 
underrepresented voices in our work and in our collections, 
please contact the Office of Development at 517-884-6446 
or visit https://givingto.msu.edu/gift/?sid=11579.
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We are committed to 
collecting materials 

that emphasize 
underrepresented 
perspectives and 

help to amplify voices 
that were once or still 

are oppressed. Our 
collections include many 

posters, including this 
one of three civil rights 

activists kneeling. It was 
issued by the Student 

Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee, which 

dissolved in 1976. The 
young man on the left 

is John Lewis…before he 
became Congressman 

John Lewis. Photograph 
by Danny Lyon.
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“Come let us build a new 
world together.”

Atlanta: Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee, 
1960-?

Special Collections, 
Radicalism Posters, MSS 
431-043.

I snagged this image from a 
dealer’s website. It’s a scan 
of the copy they were 
selling, not the MSU copy, 
which I remember being a 
little more worn. 

Enlarging this, I can’t see a 
© symbol. SNCC dissolved 
in 1976, so if there is no 
symbol, then I believe this 
is in the public domain.
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