Cutter J4: Tampering with the Library of Congress

Introduction

The majority of large academic and re-
search collections of Judaica in the U.S. are
currently arranged by the Library of Con-
gress Classification (henceforth LCC)
scheme. The main reasons for this are: (a)
the availability of complete class marks for
a large number of Hebraica and Judaica on
LC printed cards and in its MARC database,
and (b) the expense of maintaining and up-
dating a specialized or homemade Judaica
classification scheme. Over the past twenty
years, most Judaica research libraries—
paralleling the trend in the general library
world—have either reclassified their collec-
tions to LCC or have begun to classify all
newly acquired works according to this de
facto national standard.

Although the primary reasons for adopting
LCC are economic in nature, when Judaica
librarians examine the logical and philo-
sophical structure of the LC Classification
for Judaica, there is widespread dissatis-
faction. In general terms, the source of the
dissatisfaction is the “Christian bias” of LCC.
Itis therefore interesting to note that Chris-
tian librarians are also dissatisfied with the
LC Classification for Religion and Theology,
and there exist several published modifica-
tions of the scheme for Protestant denomi-
nations and Catholic libraries. Ruth Eisen-
hart, in an excellent paper entitled “The
Classification of Theological Books,” makes
many points that a Judaica librarian can re-
late to, e.g., “the religion schedule (BL-BX)
is not one of [LC’s] best” (Eisenhart, 1960,
p. 261).

In the CATALOG DEPARTMENT of this is-
sue, Pearl Berger reports on some of the
major categories of LC Classification
changes made at Yeshiva University and
the Jewish Theological Seminary. A previ-
ous column reported on changes in the
classification of Jewish law (Berger &
Wachs, 1984, p. 67-68). Extensive modifi-
cations to LCC in all areas of Jewish Studies
have also been made at the Hebrew Uni-
vesity in Jerusalem.
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The purposes of this paper are to focus on
the notion of tampering with LCC, to ana-
lyze the various levels of tampering with this
mammoth classification scheme, and to dis-
cuss the implications of modifying a stan-
dard classification scheme.

Tamperability of LCC

It is important for Judaica librarians to
recognize that LCC is inherently not a tam-
perable system. One cannot effectively trun-
cate an LC class mark as one can in Dewey.
This is because LC'’s notation is not expres-
sive, i.e., the class number does not, in most
cases, increase in length as the specificity
of a subject increases. Compare the Dewey
and LC numbers for the topics History of Is-
rael and History of Israel— Medieval Period.
Dewey’s notation (956.94; 956.9403) is ex-
pressive of the greater specificity in the lat-
ter concept, while LC has the same num-
ber of characters in both class marks
(DS117; DS124). The impossibility of short-
ening LC class marks is often cited as the
reason for its inappropriateness for syna-
gogue and school libraries, even though
LCC’s letter base makes for shorter classifi-
cation numbers than Dewey’s in most cases
(Weinberg, 1983, p. 29), as the example
above illustrates.

A second reason why LCC is not readily
amenable to local modification is that its
philosophical basis is the literary warrant of
the Library of Congress collection. Where
LC has extensive holdings on a subject, the
classification scheme is expanded. It is
therefore unfair to fault LCC for lack of spec-
ificity in cases where a Judaica library has
aricher collection than LC does in a special-
ized area. (A similar point was made in my
article on LC subject headings (Weinberg,
1985, p. 23).) Dewey represents, by contrast,
more of a theoretical division of knowledge
than a practical classification scheme for
a specific collection.

Dewey is a largely synthetic classification
scheme, while LCC is primarily enumera-

tive. In other words, Dewey offers building
blocks for compound topics, while LC spells
out complete numbers for most of these. For
example, the class number for “History of
Jews in Poland” must be synthesized in
Dewey from a number in the basic history
schedules, a standard subdivision and
an ethnic concept in the tables, yield-
ing 943.8004924, while LC enumerates
DS135.P6. There are, however, some tables
in LCC, and Pearl Berger, in the CATALOG
DEPARTMENT of this issue, records local
modifications to the ones for Bible and
Talmud.

LCC'’s overall structure is also more rigid
than that of Dewey. The Decimal Classifi-
cation suggests many alternate ways of
classing a topic, e.g., Jewish history may
be classed all together or dispersed by
country in general history, while alternative
class numbers in LCC are rare.

Having established that LCC is not de-
signed for local modification, we now move
to an analysis of the various types of tam-
pering found in actual practice in Judaica
libraries.

Levels of Tampering

1. Independent Assignment of Class
Marks—In a pure sense, interpreting the
LCC schedules literally, and independently
assigning a class mark to a work that LC
either does not own or has not yet cataloged
constitutes tampering. Why? First of all, be-
cause the number of books on the topic has
now changed, and the local library’s “liter-
ary warrant” differs from LC's. Secondly, LC
may later catalog the same book and as-
sign a different class number to it. Given
what we know about the lack of consistency
in classification, LC might interpret the sub-
ject of the book differently or might in-
troduce a new class number to accommo-
date its specific topic. The local library
would then have a non-standard class mark
for its book, unless it tracked the avail-
ability of LC cataloging data for all of its
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while others can be lived with. A case in
point is LC’s classification of the Golan
Heights with Syria (DS 99), which would be
intolerable to organizations leaning to the
right. Given the cost of creating and main-
taining local modifications to LCC, the first
guideline is avoid tampering unless LC’s ar-
rangement s totally unacceptable to your
user community. The emphasis here is on
arrangement—if the terminology in the
schedules is objectionable, that is not visi-
ble to your patrons.

Modifications to LCC are very often im-
plemented because of a lack of specificity
in the schedules; however, we have very lit-
tle information on the desirable level of
specificity for users of a library classifica-
tion scheme. The designer of a special clas-
sification scheme for the Union Theologi-
cal Seminary makes a relevant point: “I find
that most pecple prefer a rather broad shelf
classification. The eye takes in readily on
the shelves a hundred books or more on
one topic and as readers going to the
shelves very frequently have a specific au-
thor in mind, a straight author arrangement
rather than fine subdivisions is more con-
venient” (Pettee, 1937, p. 259).

Pilpul, a type of Talmudic debate, has ac-
quired the negative connotation of “hair-
splitting,” in other words, making excessively
fine distinctions. In library classification
also, excessive specificity may be counter-
productive. It is well known that the greater
the number of class numbers to choose
from, the less the consistency in the appli-
cation of a scheme. In fact, it has been said
that the only classification scheme which
can be applied with 100% consistency is
one that contains only one number!

Some librarians make the mistake of at-
tempting to duplicate the specificity of Li-
brary of Congress Subject Headings
(LCSH) in its classification. Before “refining”
LCC notation, ask yourself—can this con-
cept be retrieved otherwise, in particular
through LCSH? If the library’s holdings in
a specific class number are not unusually
large, detailed specification of subjects via
the shelf classification is unnecessary and
is frequently redundant with the subject
catalog. .

If increased specificity in the shelf classifi-
cation is warranted, take hospitality of no-
tation into account when modifying LCC.
Both decimal subdivisions of integers and
subject cutters are infinitely hospitable, but
the latter, when featuring an uneven num-
ber of digits, cause difficulties in filing (.A2,
.A25, .A3). A decimal subdivision of an LC
integer is also a more obvious change than
a modification of cutters, and is thus less
likely to result in inconsistent classification,

i.e., copying an LC class mark without tak-
ing the local cuttering pattern into account.
For example, the Jewish Theological Semi-
nary (JTS) had 700 books in DS149 (Zi-
onism), for which LC had only two form di-
visions in reserved cutters. JTS expanded
the number decimally, shifting periodicals
from DS149.A1 to DS149.1.

The most important guideline for a library
that finds it necessary to tamper with LCC
is: maintain good documentation. Each
change should be recorded in a staff man-
ual, noting the rationale, the date, and the
names of the people involved in the deci-
sion. The library may maintain a file of clas-
sification changes on cards, in a loose-leaf,
or in machine-readable form. Alternatively
or in addition, catalogers may annotate a
master copy of the LCC printed schedules
with local changes.

When local practices change, records of
former classification policy should not be
discarded. They should be placed in a his-
torical file of documentation. It is frustrating
for a Judaica librarian to begin working in
an institution that has idiosyncratic modifi-
cations to LCC with inadequate documen-
tation. For someone trying to write a history
of the library, such documentation is invalu-
able (as | can personally attest (Weinberg,
1980)).

The process of modifying LCC for Judaica
often begins with a discussion in a catalog
department or official staff meeting. In some
cases, a scholar is consulted. It is hoped
that the reports and analysis of changes
to LCC found on the pages of this journal
will lead to further discussion in Judaica
libraries and perhaps to additional exchange
of information regarding local classification
practices to avoid duplication of effort. In-
put of Judaica cataloging records into RLIN
should facilitate this, because unlike OCLC,
RLIN does not have a master record con-
cept, and all local variations can be dis-
played.

Finally, it is hoped that this paper will lead
to studies on how LC Classification is used
in Judaica libraries: Do users primarily
browse the classified collection for subject
retrieval, bypassing the subject catalog? Do
they report to the librarian when they find
the LCC sequence illogical? How intolera-
ble is LC’s Christian bias? Phyilis Richmond
(1977) wrote a paper around the time of the
revision of Anglo-American Cataloging Rules
pointing out that librarians modify catalog-
ing codes through debate, rather than on
the basis of hard evidence on user needs.
Judaica librarians need more than intuition
as the basis for tampering with the Library
of Congress Classification for Judaica.
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