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PREFACE

Let’s pretend the year is 1990, the season late autumn. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s Epistemology of the Closet has just been released. Now envision yourself as a catalog librarian, and the book has landed on your desk. One of the most essential tasks for you as a cataloger is to determine a single location on a library shelf for each book the library acquires. As it is 1990, there is no way you can anticipate the monumental role this book is going to play in the field of sexuality studies. You could have no idea that Sedgwick would come to be regarded as one of the founders of queer theory or that her work would one day be described as having “changed sexuality’s history and destiny.”1 Indeed, queer theory had only been called into being a few months earlier as the title of a conference in Santa Cruz, California.2 Publisher’s Weekly, a leading source of book reviews that guide librarians’ selection choices, suggested that the book was inaccessible and did not recommend it: “Sedgwick does not prove her overstated thesis that homo/hetero distinction obtains with gender, class and race in determining ‘all modern Western identity and social organization.’ Obtuse, cumbersome, academic prose limits the appeal of this treatise.”3 You may or may not have seen this review (as a cataloger you probably don’t select items for the collection, and it is entirely likely that you are not a specialist in the subject), but given this critique it may be a wonder that the book has found its way into your hands. Your decision on how to classify this work will be based upon a perusal of the book description on the cover, the table of contents, and perhaps a skim of the introduction or index. You will want to place the book where its potential readers are likely to look, and you will want to locate it with similar titles in order to bring related works together.

Occupying the position of a librarian in this context, how do you begin to reduce Epistemology of the Closet to a single subject within any discipline? If you work in an academic library, you will most likely use the Library of Congress Classification to classify the book. In 1990, available choices within that classification system included sections in the social sciences—HQ76 and HQ71 for homosexuality and sexual deviation, respectively. In the P section nascent subdisciplines were emerging among areas of languages and literature, with homosexuality as a special topic. Depending on the scope and purpose of a particular library, one could have also argued that the book might fit best within philosophy, political science, cultural anthropology, or history.

If you were the cataloger at the Library of Congress, your thinking might have been guided by the awareness that your decision was likely to be replicated across research libraries in the United States and beyond. In fact, Sedgwick actually contacted the Library of Congress directly to appeal their classificatory decision—PS374.H63—one that positioned Epistemology of the Closet with books on homosexuality in the history of American literature. An apparently hurried staff note in the catalog record for the book reads, “Author protested mildy [sic] at PS class since incl. (she says) 1. Irish, British, German, and French is [sic] well; chapters are on Melville, Wilde, James and Proust.”4 In spite of the fact that the class PN56.H57 was an available option, designated for the topic of homosexuality within theory and general literature [Literature (General)—Theory. Philosophy. Esthetics—Relation to and treatment of special elements, problems, and subjects—Other special—Topics, A–Z—Homosexuality], as were a variety of other possible classes in other disciplines, her objection was all but ignored. To this day you will find the book shelved with American literature in libraries around the globe, including Hong Kong, Toronto, Sydney, and across the United States.5 The Library of Congress produced the original catalog record for the book while it was still in publication, and by virtue of the fact that this classification is printed on the verso of the title page and that standardization and copy cataloging technologies have made replication automatic, this class assignment has been repeated in nearly every research library that owns the book and uses the Library of Congress Classification system to organize its collections.6

My hope is that you are beginning to sense the power and responsibility the job of library cataloging inheres. I start with the cataloging of Epistemology of the Closet to locate and make sense of the processes by which “perverse” subjects are both constituted in and resist these systems. Critically reading the classification systems and the library catalog reveals the paradoxical nature of classifications: The techniques that bring bodies of literature to life by placing related books together and making them accessible are necessarily constraining and bound by relations of power. Such readings also illustrate the role and purpose of the Library of Congress and its knowledge organization systems in informing the U.S. citizenry and Congress. The consequences and implications of library classifications vary across texts and their classificatory assignments, and throughout this book I show various ways in which library techniques divide and define bodies of literature by putting books into play with others within certain disciplines and segregating them from others. We could venture to guess all kinds of reasons for the Library of Congress’s classificatory choice and refusal to change the location of Epistemology of the Closet, but the more important message here is that singular cataloging decisions like this one, guided by sets of rules and standards, accumulate to give form and function to bodies of literature in the library.

Indeed, an important distinction needs to be made between the systems and their applications. This book is systemic in focus: I treat the classifications produced by the Library of Congress as primary historical documents that inform American studies, sexuality studies, and the sociology of knowledge. One of my central claims is that these systems must be understood as tools that have contributed to the construction of a national history and identity of the United States, and I suggest that the subjects were not only arranged in relation to one another but in relation to an imagined nation and its interests. As the Library of Congress is the oldest federal cultural institution in the United States, its knowledge organization systems must be analyzed as instruments of statecraft.

I use examples of library classifications in their applications to specific texts to make sense of such tensions and to assess the performativity of these systems. To be clear, the examples that appear throughout this study are not intended to be an indictment of any individual or group of catalogers. Cataloging is hard work, guided by excruciatingly detailed rulebooks on how to describe and categorize bibliographic texts. Like many rules, the Library of Congress’s are open to interpretation, and every cataloger arrives at a text from a particular point of view. Given the options set by the Library of Congress standards, any two catalogers are likely to disagree about where to put a book. What is important to register is that the subject cataloging standards produced by the Library of Congress and deployed in libraries of all types designate possibilities for where works can be placed and how they can be described. The Library of Congress and its systems direct conversations and connections by setting the rules for ranking and ordering works, distributing them across the disciplines within the library space, and providing authorized terms for subjects. For this book I’ve collected and cataloged some of the ways in which library subject cataloging standards inform the history of sexuality and the processes by which norms and authority over reading and research practices have taken hold. The production of “perverse” subjects in library classifications has mapped and indexed normal and abnormal sexualities and bodies.

The conceptualization of the “subject” is a utilitarian one in library science; it is a tool for finding information. Ronald E. Day has suggested that the library subject took on particular significance in the early twentieth century when controlled vocabularies and classifications facilitated the findability of documents through the technique of representing “aboutness.”7 A subject of a work was reduced to what that work was about, and aboutness came to be defined by subject headings. However, the literal strings and notations that facilitate access must also be read as subjectifying mechanisms. The constitution of subjects in the library is the result of certain processes advanced by scientific principles and mediated by technologies, and the techniques of bringing library subjects into being operate by naming, categorization, exclusion, and control. By viewing texts as belonging to bodies of literature, we can theorize library subjects as we do human subjects and subjectivities and consider the ways in which they are constituted in indexing processes.

Cruising the library is not simply a metaphor but a method, inspired by José Esteban Muñoz’s Cruising Utopia, for understanding the ways in which the library inhibits intersectionality and intertextuality by reducing bodies of literature to disciplined, discrete subjects distributed across the library.8 The notion of cruising embraces promiscuous and perverse readings. The shelves are the streets, and when browsing or cruising the library, the classification roughly serves as a map to guide our desires. Although we might imagine the library as a kind of Utopia—an island, in a sense, that houses a great bounty of literature and knowledge to which access is granted equally to all members of society, the idea of a library as a perfect place crumbles when we understand how access by subject is organized.

This project claims a kinship with Muñoz’s work in other regards—foremost is a shared hopefulness, which for me has derived from nearly a decade of historical, critical analysis of an institution I hold dear—librarianship, and specifically the Library of Congress. This work is entirely personal and political, full of a huge range of emotions from elation to despair. But now, having come to terms with the processes by which library subjects are ordered and named, I feel more than ever that new ontologies based in queer relationality are not only necessary but endlessly possible and hold real potential for expanding opportunities for desiring subjects. The library seems to me an ideal space for unmaking and remaking meaning through the reorganization of knowledge—“for new thought images for queer critique, different paths to queerness.”9

Libraries have a variety of mechanisms of control at their disposal by which to provide and restrict access via subjects: subject headings, bibliographic classification, and labeling. Each of these terms refers to a specific set of practices in library cataloging.

Subject headings provide a way for seekers of texts to find books in the catalog by searching for a topic with words. Headings belong to controlled vocabularies, which are designed to ensure uniformity and universality within and across library catalogs or other information retrieval systems so that locating information is predictable and precise. Terms like “Paraphilias,” “Gay librarians,” and “African American lesbians” are strings of words arranged into hierarchical and associative relationships of broader, narrower, and related terms. They are created and maintained by a group of authorities, and in the case of the most widely used controlled vocabulary in the world—the Library of Congress Subject Headings—the authority is the Library of Congress.10 A librarian’s goal is to select and apply the terms from that controlled vocabulary that readers would most likely use if they were searching for books on a given topic. Of course, patrons of libraries of different types and in various communities may have disparate expectations, desires, and needs. Anticipating those desires is key, but the possibilities for meeting them are limited by the options set forth by the set of authorized terms.

In contrast, the call number on the spine of the book is a coded notation, designating a class—PN56.H57 or HQ71, for example. A bibliographic classification from which the call number is based is an elaborately designed hierarchy across the disciplines, and it supplies direction for readers in finding their books. Class assignments provide a sense of where librarians think a given book belongs in relation to others in the library. Catalogers try to place similar texts together to provide the best browsing experience for readers and to track inventory of books on any given subject.

Library labeling is a specific type of naming and classification that designates a book as restricted for a particular type of use or reader. For instance, rare or valuable books will sometimes be restricted for their protection, or sexually explicit materials might be in a locked case. In the case of the Delta Collection (the topic of Chapter2), the Δ (Delta) label relegated books to a restricted hidden collection of obscenity in a specific area of the library—a practice that carried special significance during and after World War II.

In the chapters that follow, I examine the function of each of these mechanisms in producing and disciplining sexualized subjects at the Library of Congress. Sedgwick’s body of work is woven through the book in order to demonstrate through examples the ways her scholarship is put into play in the library. Her theoretical positions on the performativity and relations of texts to one another and their readers undergird each chapter to varying degrees, and the chapter on the restricted Delta Collection demonstrates the frame of the closet. The methodology throughout the book is to enter into each chapter with an example that illustrates how the texts are arranged in the library through classificatory techniques and then to broaden the analysis with a historical account of the processes by which the systems have organized and designated what bodies of literature can become and how they inform American studies and sexuality studies.

The Introduction provides the interdisciplinary context for the project by putting theories of sexuality and knowledge organization into conversation. Echoing Sedgwick and drawing upon Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze, I call for becoming perverse readers in order to challenge the disciplinary boundaries in the library, and I ask what a body of literature can do within and outside the parameters of the classificatory arrangements for sexual perversion. I also describe the intertwined histories of sexuality and librarianship. Bringing these fields’ respective taxonomies into direct dialogue reveals how they reinforce one another, overlap, and perform as layers of support for normative ideas about sexuality.

Chapter 1 discusses the authorization of the subject heading “Paraphilias” as the term by which library patrons are meant to find books on sexual perversion in the catalog. In 2007 “Paraphilias” replaced “Sexual deviation,” which had been changed in 1972 from “Sexual perversion.” I demonstrate that this heading, although authorized in the interest in being “neutral,” was born out of and continues to reproduce the assumption that variant sexualities are medical problems. The chapter reveals that this subject heading carries a history of pathologizing and disciplining sexualities, beginning in 1898, when the first Library of Congress subject headings were created, and it problematizes the recent adoption of “Paraphilias” for its assumptions regarding sexual practices outside of particular norms. I argue that the assignment of medicalized terms to works that announce their disavowal of these terms and the medical model is an act of disciplining—a means to ensure that deviant works are rounded up under the same name. Crucially, the absence of nonmedical terminologies for the concept in the controlled vocabulary means that these materials are not readily apprehended by members of the public who are not members of the psychiatric discipline. The chapter brings the heading “Paraphilias” and its earlier versions into conversation with early sexologists and then puts it in dialogue with the ongoing negotiations of definitions of the concepts within and outside the American Psychiatric Association. I trace the first use of the word “paraphilia” back to the Austrian psychoanalyst Wilhelm Stekel in the 1920s and then show how John Money influenced the adoption of the term by the American Psychiatric Association in the 1980s. I explore ways that the Library of Congress (and by extension, local libraries everywhere) has engaged and reproduced certain controversies by enacting this term in the catalog. Using J. Halberstam’s methodological frame of “perverse presentism,” I also show how the heading unjustly affects meaning and access to literature on sex and sexuality—particularly with regard to literatures across temporalities and disciplines other than psychiatry. The chapter closes with brief case studies on particular books and topics from various periods to reveal the disciplinary effects of “Paraphilias” as well as some of the ways in which the books exceed the application of the heading.

Chapter 2 unveils the history of the Delta Collection, maintained by the Library of Congress’s Keeper of the Collections from 1940 through 1963. I lean on Sedgwick to theorize the epistemology of the Delta Collection as a closeted body of perverse and obscene literature. I also work from my guess that librarians named this collection for Daedalus’s symbol, signifying a closed room that harbored monstrous knowledge within the labyrinthine library. The collection contained a massive amount of materials, many of which had been seized by the U.S. Customs Bureau and the Postal Service and left to the Library of Congress to store, disseminate, or destroy. This secret Delta Collection served to protect valuable and vulnerable materials from the hands of the public who might damage or steal such items; it also protected the public from perverse ideas and images. It gained political significance as a repository of materials believed to be dangerous during the McCarthy era, when sexual perversion was perceived as a threat to national security and obscenity was considered subversive. The chapter explores a particular labeling policy and how Alfred Kremer, the Keeper of the Collections, struggled with his responsibilities in overseeing this collection. Perhaps more critical is the fact that the Library of Congress did in fact store materials in this collection in part for the purpose of cooperating with other federal agencies in their efforts to crack down on sexual perversion and homosexuality during the postwar era. It also examines a still-unsolved case of theft from the Delta Collection and how the McCarthy-era homosexual panic shaped the FBI’s investigation of the case.

Chapter 3 provides a close reading of the library shelves on which the books are placed, with a critical mapping of sexual perversion in the Library of Congress Classification system. A class determines the call number, which indicates the precise location of a book. A class also brings topically related materials together—a process called collocation—ideally placing similar books in the same section, according to where they fit within a given discipline. Drawing upon Foucault’s analysis of disciplinary power and governmentality, I analyze the Library of Congress’s bibliographic classification as a national history-making instrument. I map the temporal and spatial relationships involved in the Library of Congress Classification system and diagram some of the architectures and arrangements of books on perversion in the library. Focusing on psychiatric and social scientific classifications regarding sexual deviance and disorders, the chapter provides an analysis of the works placed in classes across the library as well as insight into how HQ71, a class within the social sciences, came to be the primary home for books on “Sex practices outside social norms. Paraphilias.” It reveals how this classification system separates books off from one another, marking some as deviant and others as strictly medical. And it shows how the classification has mapped and supported dominant American discourses about sexual perversion over the past 115 years.

One thing that became apparent in doing this research is the way in which the universality of these systems results in certain blindnesses. The organization of unified subjects around a heteropatriarchal universality that assumes whiteness inhibits analysis that interweaves sexualities with racial and ethnic dimensions. To dig into questions about the classification of race, Chapter 4 extends the critical geographical analysis into other sections of the library. It opens with Roderick Ferguson’s Aberrations in Black and provides a queer-of-color analysis of the library’s treatment of African American subjects. Here is where cruising the library becomes vital; by cruising library subjects, I unearth the ways that the divisions into discrete categories preclude possibilities for intersectionality. The chapter is framed around the cataloging of Ferguson’s book to illustrate how it has been put into relation with other works on homosexuality and race and to witness the Library of Congress Classification as a universal classification that relies upon and reinforces heteropatriarchy. The chapter reveals quite clearly that this classification must be read as a history of U.S. nation building, and it examines how African American subjects have been incorporated into particular spaces within the discipline of U.S. history and in the margins of a huge range of other disciplines. A queer-of-color critique of the classification brings new depths to the analysis by showing how racialized and sexualized subjects are written into and out of American history and how the nation has relied upon unified, discrete subjects.

Chapter 5 reveals the failures of disciplinary classificatory marks in confining bodies of literature and the books of which they are composed. It situates the significance of libraries in the digital era and in the current political economic context of neoliberalism and argues that libraries should be privileged and protected for their role in the public sphere. The chapter concludes on a perverse and optimistic note, suggesting that the areas of study that elude classifications may in fact hold a position of privilege, as by their very nature they defy and deterritorialize the disciplining forces of the academy and the state. Inspired by Haraway’s discussion of the cat’s cradle game, Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizomatic taxonomies, and Sedgwick’s intertextual fiber art, I begin to imagine alternative ways to draw connections across texts in the library. Working from Sedgwick’s reparative and perverse reading practices, I suggest we find and create reparative taxonomies. Through the lens of perversion and processes of unmaking and making anew the hope is that we invent a variety of creative and critically productive remappings of knowledge about sexuality.

The book closes with a reading of Kafka’s “In the Penal Colony,” relocating the colony and its executional machine to the Library of Congress and demonstrating the very perversity of the library classificatory apparatuses. I provide my own perverse reading of the Library of Congress and suggest that with bodily investment, the masochistic library user freely engages in knowledge/power games in the library.


CRUISING THE LIBRARY


Introduction: A Book Is Being Cataloged

Nothing—no form of contact with people of any gender or sexuality—makes me feel so, simply, homosexual as the evocation of library afternoons of dead-end searches, “wild” guesses that, as I got more experienced, turned out to be almost always right.

—EVE KOSOFSKY SEDGWICK, “A Poem Is Being Written”

Though in the higher forms at school the children were no longer beaten, the influence of such occasions was replaced and more than replaced by the effects of reading. . . . In my patients’ milieu it was almost always the same books whose contents gave a new stimulus to the beating-phantasies.

—SIGMUND FREUD, “A Child Is Being Beaten”

In her 1987 essay “A Poem Is Being Written,” Sedgwick wrote about her own encounters with the organizing practices in the library, hinting that cataloging effectively withholds information and stifles interpretation. She suggested that the erasures of potential homosexual readings in the library are instructive in doing the history of sexuality: “The wooden subject, author, and title catalogues frustrate and educate the young idea.”1 It seems that her experiences of libraries informed one of the central arguments she subsequently developed in Epistemology of the Closet—that the “performative aspects of texts” and “reader relations” are “sites of definitional creation, violence, and rupture in relation to particular readers, particular institutional circumstances.”2 Sedgwick held that silence is as performative as speech and that it depends upon the privileging of ignorance over knowledge. Her theorizing of homosexual readings was in no small part inspired by the disciplinary acts that hide queer interpretations from desiring readers and from her own frustrating visits to the library, where she found literary works and their relations reduced in ways that prohibited intertextual encounters. Umberto Eco has arrived at similar conclusions, stating that “eventually there arose in libraries the function of making materials unavailable, and thus of not encouraging reading,” implying a history of techniques that have taken on the appearance of systematically hiding texts.3 Carrying forward this notion that the library silences particular interpretations and intertextual relations, it follows that libraries are complicit in privileging and circulating ignorance—inhibiting rather than opening up bodies of literature as sources of various knowledges. The classifications in the library unabashedly perform a kind of definitional creation by putting texts into play, organizing them in relation to one another, and authorizing the rules for how terms and classes are created and applied.

In other words, the tools and techniques involved in determining where books are to be placed on library shelves and naming them in authorized terms are classificatory mechanisms that reduce texts and their readings to disciplined subjects. The books on the shelves, organized according to standard systems like the Library of Congress Classification (LCC) and Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH), not only reflect and give form to the academic disciplines, but, as I will reveal in the pages that follow, the categories that designate what library books are about actively produce, reproduce, and privilege certain subjects and disciplinary norms. I am interested in the temporal and spatial dimensions and the relations of power at play in the library and in how, regardless of the multiple readings and trajectories of any given book, library classifications designate and delimit relations across texts and readers. Below I present the historical foundations that ground this project and the cross-disciplinary theoretical conversations with which it is in dialogue.

Becoming Perverse

A social and intellectual history of perversion and perversity that reads the library shelves and catalog as primary sources provides a unique lens through which to do the history of sexuality. Given the centrality of the library to the academy, part of the aim of this work is to bring libraries into interdisciplinary conversations about the histories of knowledge production, taxonomies, sexuality, and the state. An intertextual reading of relationships among the subject headings, the medical and social scientific classifications for sexual variance, and the works to which these are meant to afford access problematizes the catalog and classification systems as interfaces where prevailing attitudes and assumptions in scholarship emerge and produce universalized terms and divisions. It shows the shifts over time in scholarship, including changes in what counts as a perverse expression or behavior and what counts as knowledge, by confronting the treatment of perversion by different disciplines and the treatment of the disciplines by libraries. Perhaps unsurprisingly, where we locate “perverse” subjects, we find that that the classifications fail to capture them. The concept of perversion pushes these systems to their limits, dismantling and opening them up to more just ways of organizing and finding knowledge in the library. By problematizing the systems and exposing their failings, the hope is that we find possibilities for creating new ways of facilitating queer and perverse readings. Using Sedgwick’s account of her own reading practices as a guide—that for her, “becoming a perverse reader was never a matter of my condescension to texts, rather of the surplus charge of my trust in them to remain powerful, refractory, and exemplary”—we gain a sense of the potential that such a practice holds.4 In becoming perverse readers it becomes differently possible to forge alternative, creative relations with texts and to gain insights into how we might facilitate rich and productive intertextual relationships and subjectivities across the library.

The failure of the catalog record for Epistemology of the Closet in capturing the aboutness of the text confirms that certain books simply do not lend themselves to classificatory acts. Certainly, sexuality does not easily submit to a spatially or temporally fixed position or set of terms. I use the concept of perversion as a lens through which to analyze the limits of the classifications and the potential for literatures to challenge those limits because, while the term has all kinds of sexual connotations, it can be applied to a more general condition of refusal and resistance to normative forces and laws. Perverse subjects of various sorts have negotiated their positions in relation to scientific research over time, in part by confronting norms, by failing or refusing to obey the law, and by enacting desires that resist regulatory categories. And if we recall from history the moments in which sexual perversion has been policed in order to strengthen the U.S. citizenry—and that the most persecuted “perverts” have been homosexuals—we recognize how this term “perversion” has been and is still deployed as a tool to regulate, normalize, and punish.

My aim is not to reclaim or reappropriate “perversion.” Nor am I using “pervert” or “perversion” as identity categories, types, or sites. Rather, I echo Patricia MacCormack’s conceptualization of perversion, which for her is a tactic rather than a subjective mode of being. I am not advocating or interested in any move toward identifications with becoming a pervert, whatever that means. Instead, we can view perversion as a becoming—an opening, a process that challenges normative categories and ideals. For MacCormack, perversion “is found in how the constellation of sexuality, desire and the flesh are thought, not the way this constellation fits into established sexual definitions and meanings.”5 Becoming perverse means that we are not working toward any identity claim but that we are moving toward destabilizing the mechanisms that structure and sustain normative sexualities and identities. It means that we are challenging the systems that assert, catalog, and control thinkable subjects while rendering others unspoken and unthought. Rather than being a question of reappropriating or reterritorializing, perversion is an endless questioning of and resistance within relations of power with the aim of disjoining subjects from the system and its names and notations. It foregrounds the ways in which normalization and normativity require “forgetting that perversity is the grounds of possibility for sexuality itself.”6

What I am pursuing here is a trajectory that aims at viewing perversion as action that carries a positive force, similar to the use of “queer” as a verb. I wish to seek ways in which perverse readings and subjects can be understood as resisting dominant forces. The library is a space where difference has been “used as an instrument of an archival mode of power,” reinscribing and reiterating the categories upon which power depends.7 This project disjoins the category of perversion from the discourse of truth in which it has been enforced and deployed in service to power, in order to push the category and the classificatory systems from which it operates beyond their limits. The perverse pushes back, exceeds, and refuses the mechanisms presented in this book, thereby revealing spaces where the systems break down. Rather than giving themselves over to convention, we might say that perverse readings, composed of “disciplinary excessive” figures and subjects, have no “bibliographic shape” and invite a multiplicity of interpretations and significance.8

We might also, as MacCormack suggests, think of perversion as “an ethical tactic towards transformation as much as it is a subversive one, because it refutes the desirability of being accepted within dominant discourse, without refuting its own history or forgetting the accountability of the dominant.”9 As with Julia Kristeva’s account of abjection, perversion is that which “disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, position, rules.”10 Indeed, Kristeva makes this association, as well—“the abject is perverse because it neither gives up nor assumes a prohibition, a rule, or a law; but turns them aside, misleads, corrupts; uses them, takes advantage of them, the better to deny them.”11 To be perverse may be to live well, as it is by way of perversity that we dismantle oppressive systems and the hierarchies upon which they are built. Perversion turns the system on itself. It reveals the absurdity and impossibility of mastering the bibliographic universe.

My use of perversion aims to challenge laws that are deployed to uphold unjust power relations. To be perverse is to be vulnerable because being illegible and outside the law is to be at risk of being coerced into a category with a name and its rules or to suffer the painful consequences of failing or renouncing the law. Arguably, it is within states of domination that we need always to be in the process of becoming perverse. It is where arms of the state reduce and normalize subjects to narrowly or broadly defined names and classes in service to power that we need to disturb. I do not advocate any and all of the sexual or other kinds of perversions, and, surely, care must be taken in choosing how to go about resisting the law. I would not at all suggest that anything goes, nor would I call for any act or position that abuses others. At the same time, I think it’s important not to disavow all power relations and their games because, as Foucault tells us, “Where there is desire, the power relation is already present.”12 Rather, we should guard against an abuse of power, which occurs where “one imposes one’s fantasies, appetites, and desires on others.”13 If we heed Foucault’s call for a concern for the care of the self, we might take comfort in the recognition that we can find ways to resist relations of power without becoming what we protest against. Indeed, the care of the self includes a care for others and aims to manage the space of power relations in a manner that upholds others’ freedom. Becoming perverse in this spirit means to honor freedom.

For Foucault freedom becomes possible only with self-knowledge. Linking ethics to a game of truth, he contends that to know oneself one must know the “rules of acceptable conduct or of principles that are both truths and prescriptions.”14 Knowledge and care of the self mitigate the risk of dominating others. This is why we should care about the classification of subjects in the library. It is by way of names and disciplinary norms that we arrive at knowledge in libraries. It is via markers that draw lines between normal and abnormal, often in cruel and punishing ways, that we learn about ourselves and the world. Countless stories describe sexually curious people learning about their bodies and inclinations through library books.

We might also think in terms of object relations, as explained by Deborah Britzman: “Object relations are not just a story of how we use objects but rather how, through relating, we begin to inaugurate and structure our very capacity to position ourselves in reality and phantasy, and so, to the very work of thinking.”15 I suggest that the relations set forth in the library are integral to reading practice, and the structures that organize knowledge affect the circulation and reception of texts. As knowledge about sex and sexuality has been organized according to particular schemes drawn up by the Library of Congress, it is of utmost importance that we interrogate the authoritative mechanisms at play in order to arrive at an understanding of how “subject[s] fit into a certain game of truth” and how, for what purposes, and for whom knowledge is organized and circulated within that game, as well as the ways those mechanisms structure reading practices and self-knowledge.16

My sincere hope is that this book will be viewed as a work that conducts and invites creative critique, with the aim toward inventing new ways of thinking about knowledge organization. This project, which investigates the normative, regulatory categories advanced in power-knowledge-sex relations in the library, is one that aims to undo and remake. It is one of perpetually questioning norms and refashioning, reconceptualizing, and repairing where necessary. Indeed, it is invested in presenting the library as perverse, in a sense that we most often regard as dangerous for its abuse of power. And I view the “perverse” as ethical subjects that call the library into question. It is not simply a reversal but a reworking of the assumptions we live by.

What Can a Body of Literature Do?

Action and becoming perverse are at the heart of the theme underlying the tensions expressed in this book. Relying on the notion that all entities take shape in relation to other entities, this project has everything to do with the question “What can a body do?” Applying Deleuze’s reading of Spinoza to library books, this question cleanly drives at what is at stake. What can a body of literature become within the disciplinary conventions of the academy and the library? How does a classification map relationships among books and disciplines? How do perverse subjects subvert these dividing lines? What kinds of bodies and connections become possible with the deformation and dissolution of the systems and the opening and release of texts? Is it possible to imagine more fruitful ways of organizing the library and facilitating intertextual readings?

Ian Buchanan has explained that Deleuze’s joy in reading Spinoza derived from the way in which Spinoza presents the body as a model: “He does not simply modify our knowledge of the body, he presents the body as knowledge.”17 For Spinoza and Deleuze the body and mind must be thought together, with the awareness that what happens to the body also happens to the mind. Extending this line of thought, I am interested in what bodies of literature do in the minds of readers but also in how works speak and respond to one another and give rise to other texts and ideas. I consider the ways in which organizational structures animate bodies of literature and in fact make it possible to find books—that they may be thought to bring the bodies of literature to life and render them meaningful and usable. As all “bodies are site- and time-specific according to the inscriptions of language and other modes of writing,” and as “subjectivity is granted to bodies only through the co-presence of other bodies in space,” the spatial and temporal relations on the shelves and in the catalog reveal much about the contours and relations across subjectivities and how they are granted.18 The structuring mechanisms in the library give a certain kind of presence to relations of power in time and space by displaying the organizational schema on the shelves and in the catalog. Reading the shelves shows how bodies of literature have grown and shifted through the accumulation of texts in different spaces in the library. In the words of Deleuze and Guattari,

We know nothing about a body until we know what it can do, in other words, what its affects are, how they can or cannot enter into composition with other affects, with the affects of another body, either to destroy that body or to be destroyed by it, either to exchange actions and passions with it or to join with it in composing another more powerful body.19

Deleuze measures the health of a body by its capacity to form new relations and what those relations then produce or decompose. A healthy body is one that has a multiplicity of affects and corresponding relations. It follows, then, that a “healthy” body of literature is one that has and engages a multiplicity of readings and that relations among texts give rise to more texts and more readings. To my mind, the ideal library is one that facilitates as many fruitful readings and reader relations as possible.

Similarly, Sedgwick moves beyond the questions of whether a piece of knowledge is true and “how do we know?” to questions of utility and consequences: “What does knowledge do—the pursuit of it, the having and exposing of it, the receiving again of knowledge of what one already knows?” How, asks Sedgwick, “is knowledge performative, and how best does one move among its causes and effects?”20 A critical subtext across Sedgwick’s body of work is, in fact, bound to knowledge organization, or the inquiry into what taxonomies and their categories do—what bearing they have on how we come to know and what that means for how bodies of literature and knowledge are activated, circulated, and grow. Of great consequence are the authorities under which taxonomies are produced and the cultural and political contexts that play into the question of what counts as knowledge.

I have conducted this research in part as a response to the specious claim that library classifications simply reflect the literature and are necessarily flawed because the published literature presents certain, limited points of view. In doing this work, it has become apparent to me that this argument fails to hold for a range of subjects. With regard to sexuality, the library has privileged particular (mostly scientific and medical) literatures from which to draw what librarians call “literary warrant”—the principle on which subject authorization is based. In the case of headings, the Library of Congress’s policy is to “establish a subject heading for a topic that represents a discrete, identifiable concept when it is first encountered in a work being cataloged, rather than after several works on the topic have been published and cataloged.”21 This language suggests that a new heading should be created when a work is cataloged and there is no existing subject heading that adequately represents the aboutness of that work. When it comes to sexuality, however, this principle is often disregarded. “Queer,” as a case in point, has not been added as an authorized heading as of 2016, despite the fact that hundreds of books on queer culture and people feature the term. The proliferation of “queer” across literatures would otherwise have surpassed the minimum requirements of literary warrant, but because it is viewed to be controversial and offensive to some, warrant is considered insufficient for authorization.22 By ignoring “queer” subjects, the library in effect denies the existence of a field of inquiry and an identity category. “Queer theory” was added as a LC subject heading in 2006, many years after it appeared in the literature, but this heading is limited in application and scope to theoretical works.

The project is also in part a response to a pervasive sentiment revealed in the following exchange between a library patron and the chief of the Subject Cataloging Division at the Library of Congress. Upon browsing her library’s shelves at the University of Washington in 1989, the patron noticed that books on child molestation were shelved next to books on gay men and lesbians. She wrote to the director of Bibliographic Control and Access Services at the University Library and asked that the books be recataloged.23 The librarian forwarded the letter to Mary K. D. Pietris, chief of the Subject Cataloging Division at the LoC, who then responded directly to the patron:

I can understand your concern that works on sex crimes class next to works on gays, but this is an accident of classification, in which some topics must appear next to other topics although there may be no relation between them except that they are a subtopic of a larger subject. . . . To even begin to contemplate any intent other than to arrange works on distinct topics on the shelves boggles the mind.24

The book before you provides an account of an attempt to perform this mind-boggling work. Taking the LoC and its catalog and classifications as primary historical sources—as documents, archives, and archival instruments—it demonstrates that this problem is not simply “an accident of classification” but the result of deeply embedded practices with social, political, and historical roots that have organized and circulated normative discourses about sexuality.25 Sexual variation has been organized into medical and scientific categories, and this has a bearing not only on how books are accessed but also on how bodies of literature and fields of study are formed.

Let me be clear: This study has been an act of love. I view libraries to be absolutely essential in a democratic society, but I also believe that critique opens a field of vision so that we see where we can do better. It is a credit to the institution of librarianship that these tools are open to the public and available to criticism. In sharp contrast, the taxonomies that support proprietary search engines like Google are impossible to view, and the paths by which we come to knowledge in commercial spaces are made possible by intrusive surveillance and marketing techniques. Libraries uniquely serve their publics, whether they are scholarly communities or local residents, and the Library of Congress provides an invaluable public service by providing bibliographic technologies that facilitate access and sharing around the globe. At the same time, libraries have a complicated history that is inextricably tied to the history of the United States, and the classifications reveal some of the ways in which the making and expansion of democracy is marked by violence and control.

Power/Knowledge/Classification

Assuming the frame “knowledge is power,” Patrick Wilson, in his 1968 essay on bibliographic control, suggested that the organization of knowledge is in fact “power over power.”26 It is true that each individual cataloger holds a degree of power, but more significant is the fact that the standard-bearing institution in bibliographic control and the organization of cultural memory in our research and public libraries is, in fact, tied to the state. As the oldest federal cultural institution in the United States and the largest library in the world, the Library of Congress serves the U.S. Congress and the U.S. public and also sets the standards by which libraries around the globe are organized. It occupies a critical space where medical, social science, political, literary, and other discourses from around the world are collected, arranged, standardized, and disseminated. The LoC has a direct role in knowledge organization for Congress and the public, and as Samuel Collins argues, “the work of the Library [of Congress] in the ‘information age’ is not only a matter of arranging and classifying ‘information,’ but about positioning ‘citizen-readers’ in relation to it and, by synecdochic extension, to the reins of government and the power of the State.”27 Indeed, the LoC collects and catalogs much more than books. It is home to an expansive archive that contains documents including the Declaration of Independence and collections of papers from people such as Sigmund Freud, Abraham Lincoln, Hannah Arendt, and Frederick Douglas. It has the largest map collection in the world and houses important artifacts, including the Farm Security Administration/Office of War Information photographs, as well as objects and texts from around the world. As the LoC must also be considered a museum and an archive, this book is in direct conversation with the growing body of research on the role of archives in national and colonial narratives. It is also in dialogue with the expansive body of work on taxonomies for sexuality and race—particularly those works that consider the ways in which classifications contribute to the production of national ideals, identities, and ideologies.28

Foucault suggested that it was the selection, organization, and centralization of knowledges that brought the possibility of the modern state. The disciplines were used to construct a historical discourse that allowed “the State to talk about itself.”29 In fact, reading the classifications as documents, we see that the arrangement of subjects into disciplines is a narrative about how librarians have viewed sexualized objects of study—not only in relation to one another—but in relation to the project of nation building. I read the Library of Congress Classification and Subject Headings as histories of the United States and as technologies of the state, where categories have been “inscribed in the order of the imaginary.”30 Such an analysis reveals the extent to which the nation relies on unified categories in order to write its history and confirm the universality of the state as well as the ways in which the classifications support national interests. Placing the LoC within a group of federal bureaucracies that developed categories for constructing ideas about the nation and its citizens reveals library classifications to be tools of metaphysics and political economy. Indeed, Barbara Tillett, the former director of the Cataloging Policy and Standards Office at the Library of Congress, has acknowledged that choices about subject headings and classifications tend to reflect the attitudes and beliefs of the federal government.31

This point became publicly evident just before this book went to press. In March 2016 the Library of Congress announced that it planned to introduce two subject headings, “Unauthorized immigration” and “Noncitizens,” to replace the existing “Illegal aliens.”32 Prompted by a petition circulated by a group of students and librarians at Dartmouth College to the LoC to change “Illegal aliens” to “Undocumented immigrants,” the two new headings are meant to convey more clearly the concepts in current language.33 The authorization was quickly met by protest from the U.S. House of Representatives, members of which are pressuring the LoC to retain “Aliens” or “Illegal aliens.” Conservative members of the House Appropriations Committee introduced a provision to maintain the heading in its report accompanying a bill for the funding of federal institutions, including the Library of Congress, in fiscal year 2017. On April 13, 2016, Representative Diane Black (R-Tenn.) introduced the bill H.R. 4926, known as the Stopping Partisan Policy at the Library of Congress Act, directing the LoC to retain “Aliens” and “Illegal Aliens.” And on May 16, 2016, four members of Congress, including former presidential candidate Ted Cruz, issued a letter to the acting Librarian of Congress, requesting a reversal of the change and accusing the LoC of bowing to “political pressure of the moment.”34 In profoundly conservative fashion, the congressmen indicated that “alien” has such tremendous historical weight that changing it would impede access to information for immigration scholars, jurists, and sociologists who are accustomed to the term. Citing William Blackstone’s eighteenth-century Commentaries on the Laws of England as exemplary of the types of texts that use “aliens,” they charged that changing the heading is an Orwellian tactic that would have grave consequences. The letter demonstrates their ignorance with regard to the principles of literary warrant and currency of language, but much more interesting is the fact that these members of Congress view subject headings to matter and were compelled to intervene. Indeed, Representative Black argued that the subject heading change is a “needless policy change,” as if the authorization of taxonomic terminology for access to information should be regarded as federal policy making.35 As of this writing, the LoC has posted an online survey for members of the public to offer comments on the proposed heading change.

In the case of books on sexual perversion, broadly and strangely defined in the eyes of the library, bodies of literature have occupied positions in service to a medicalized discipline or as agents of the federal government in sexual policing. By looking at the cataloging of texts on a range of sexual expressions, acts, and identifications, we find that more often than not these classificatory mechanisms produce absurd, unjust, or otherwise peculiar bodies of literature. The subject headings, classification marks, and symbols that are all created in this massive government library act as components of an elaborate regulatory machine that renders bodies intelligible, normalized, and unified under academic disciplines, while those subjects that don’t obey a norm are rendered invisible or marginal. By reading library classifications against the grain, we find spaces where abstractions of state discourse mask state violence.36

Library classifications and the institutions from which they arise—in this case, the Library of Congress—remain underexamined apparatuses in the production of subjects. Although the disciplines of the academy are neatly laid out and displayed on the library shelves, little attention has been paid to the complex processes of disciplinary power that take place at the LoC. These systems are, in fact, apparatuses that create and organize subjects and give rise to bodies of literature with methodologies, languages, audiences, and topics for discussion. The arrangement of books on the shelves displays the participants in dialogue in relation to particular disciplines. It would be shortsighted to suggest that the shelves simply mirror the academic disciplines. As I will continue to point out, the LoC is selective in determining how to reflect and reproduce the disciplines. The academy and its libraries are mutually reinforcing, and their reproductive power extends far beyond library and university walls as they embed and circulate normalizing state discourses about citizenship and belonging. By examining LoC cataloging technologies as apparatuses, we begin to see the role of libraries in situating knowledges about sexuality in privileged domains and naming them accordingly. We also find that the library’s arrangements of gendered and racialized subjects are enmeshed in and reinforce particular ways of historicizing subjectivity and citizenship. As these standards are repeated across a globalized network of libraries, the catalog reveals itself to be a colonized space where the classifications of knowledge about humans and the humanities are designed in ways that fortify the state and convey an imagined nation. The Enlightenment era–inspired devices organize library subjects into discrete categories in a vast rational and scientific infrastructure to serve and produce an informed citizenry.

I regard the classifications as apparatuses in Agamben’s sense, which includes “anything that has in some way the capacity to capture, orient, determine, intercept, model, control, or secure the gestures, behaviors, opinions, or discourses of living beings.”37 Agamben calls for us to think beyond panoptic prisons, factories, and schools and to consider the pen, computers, and even philosophy and language to be apparatuses that capture and subjectify. He places all objects in the world into two categories: living beings (substances) and apparatuses, and he offers an in-between class—the subject, “which results from the relation and, so to speak, from the relentless fight between living beings and apparatuses.”38 With subjects in the library, I suggest it is the language of the library classifications that brings form to bodies of literature, breathes meaning into them, and facilitates engagement. These classifications give the illusion that a subject can be attained and contained—that a work can fit into a reality present in one place on the shelves. This frame brings into view the tensions derived from the materially organizing taxonomic apparatuses that bring order and make a collection usable even as they simultaneously constrain works within the collection.

The disciplinary lines drawn by such systems are tenuous at best, but surely in their attempts to delineate what books are about, they control and cordon off would-be intertextualities, entanglements, and interdisciplinarity.39 As Agamben might suggest, however, although the apparatus is what brings the text into being, the text cannot be reduced to the librarian’s disciplinary act.40 Indeed, the text will take on a life of its own—one that escapes the controls of the classifier, the position on the shelf, the author, and even the text itself. How that book is taken up by others, circulated, read, interpreted, and cited is out of anyone’s or any system’s hands. Literary bodies and their readers are anything but docile.

My hope is that readers will share with me the pleasure in removing the boundaries between human bodies and bodies of literature. That is to say that I seek pleasure in these texts and the intertextuality among the books, the bodies of literature, and the bodies who read and write and take shape by ingesting the texts while giving new life to the texts through their readings. Bodies of literature and fleshly bodies here are all regarded as texts that proliferate meaning and have material effects on one another and in the world. In the library of my dreams I envision a terrific intermingling of bodies of all types, inscribing one another with meaning in flesh and paper and blood and ink, acting out love and desire and fantasy and violence on the shelves and in the rooms of the library. I see something like Foucault’s bibilotheque fantastique, where the books dream other books.41 I imagine a time before any classificatory apparatus took hold, before the “universe of language . . . absorbed our sexuality, denatured it, placed it in a void where it establishes its sovereignty,” and placed limits by way of laws.42 It is a space where the abject and sublime come together.

Of course, I don’t want just any book. I do depend on my librarians to act as curators of knowledge by selecting and cataloging books that will fuel my desires. It would be impossible to find them if there were no order in the library. And so it is with gratitude that I peruse the HQ section and then wander over to the philosophy books in the Bs and then the library science section in the Zs. I find tremendous pleasure in seeking books and lingering among the ordered stacks. But then my pleasures are interrupted by certain jarring disciplinary associations, like the shelving of Gayspeak (Pilgrim Press, 1981), a book on communication styles of gay people, next to books on child sexual abuse. And I wonder how much I’m missing and why these books are placed where they are. I can’t help feeling a certain discord and a sense that I’ve lost my way. I feel the weight of the relations of power in motion in the library—ones that, until recently, I haven’t understood well enough to consent to.

The library is an erotically charged space. Some might even regard the pleasurable experience of browsing and losing and finding oneself in the stacks as an exercise in sadomasochism. The classificatory apparatuses in the library, with their disciplinary divisions and regularizing and shaming techniques, often bar opportunities for cross-disciplinary play, prohibit the intermingling of bodies, and cut the perverse from the normal (as if such an act was actually possible). In the library space, submission to and enactment of technologies of control facilitate and inhibit promiscuousness in browsing, perverse readings, and bodily pleasures.

I have resolved to keep this study to printed and bound books. Stemming from my interest in the preservation of the book and my belief that the digital realm can in no way replicate the sensualities and fantasies of the library and its books, I am delaying discussions of digital technologies until the last chapter. For those of us who are frustrated and troubled by the disappearing stacks, who would prefer to hold a book made of paper and cloth and turn its pages, for those of us who browse and love to linger in the library, it seems that explicitly privileging the printed book is a political statement in itself. I would add that issues of naming and taxonomies are not likely to be solved in the digital universe, and in fact, the questions I raise here are applicable to any technology or topic that operates through categories.

I have also decided intentionally to defer deployment of the term “user” until the very end of the book, where it will take a specific meaning. The idea of the user in libraries and information systems has become so prevalent in the field of library and information studies that the term’s significance reaches beyond conceptualization as put forth in the ever-increasing body of user studies research. Ron Day foregrounds the extent to which the user is being used and argues that the user has been constructed, as has her needs, in ways that propagate systems and system designers.43 Around the same time that describing the “aboutness” of works became the rule, the “reader” was transformed into a “user” who employed tools like classifications to meet information “needs.”44 The user has been manipulated into needing what the systems produce. It is for these reasons that, instead of the term “user,” I speak of readers, visitors, and patrons. I will self-consciously introduce the user in the epilogue to put a masochistic user into play in a charged, consensual power play with the library and its systems.

Disciplining Bodies of Literature

The history of librarianship parallels that of sexuality studies, and these fields intersect in critical ways in the creation of classifications and definitions of sexual perversion. The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries witnessed a surge in bureaucratization and standardization in business and science, and librarianship and sexuality were among the fields that became professionalized with the pretense toward being scientific in order to gain legitimacy. Elaborate taxonomies were central to both the scientific study of sexuality and the scientific management of libraries. For sexologists the goal was to organize sexual variance according to deviations from a norm, and for librarians the mission was to organize the entire universe of knowledge, of which sexuality was necessarily a part. Both contributed to wider projects in organizing citizenries.

The Library of Congress Classification and Subject Headings were designed when the LoC moved into its new home, the stately Jefferson Building, in 1897. Eight hundred tons of books, pamphlets, maps, manuscripts, prints, and music lay in heaps in boxes and on floors, to catalog and shelve (see Figure 1).45 The enormous task of assessing and organizing such a massive quantity of printed and recorded material required an efficient and expert group of librarians, as well as systems to organize this mass of knowledge. Librarian John Russell Young had begun to make plans for organizing the Library of Congress during his brief period of service, from 1897 until 1899. Young unexpectedly died and was replaced by Herbert Putnam, who served as Librarian of Congress from 1899 to 1939. William Warner Bishop, in his tribute to Putnam, described the situation in the new library building as one that must have been terribly daunting:

What the new Librarian of Congress thought of the situation he found we are not permitted to know. . . . Briefly, he found a small staff lacking systematic organization, a huge mass of books but ill arranged on Mr. Jefferson’s scheme of classification, an imperfect author catalogue on large slips, but no subject catalogue or shelf-list; meager funds for purchases and none for publication; material special in form, that is prints, maps, music, manuscripts, and the like, in enormous quantities but not well catalogued, arranged, and served by specialists; . . . large annual accessions, chiefly from copyright and from exchange; a magnificent and imposing building, itself a pledge and promise of support from Congress.46

The efficiency and masterfulness with which Putnam and his team of catalogers, led by J. C. M. Hanson, sorted and cataloged these materials is nothing short of remarkable. We must observe, though, that it was in a particular context and period that the Library of Congress devised the Library Congress Classification system and Library of Congress Subject Headings to gain control of this unwieldy collection. And although additions, changes, and deletions of the names and classes are permitted, some of the underlying hierarchical structures and the disciplinary arrangements created in that era have become firmly embedded in library networks over time and would be very difficult to revise in significant ways.

The Enlightenment ideals that fueled the eighteenth-century quest for knowledge remained a powerful force in Progressive Era America. The belief that universal knowledge is possible drove Carl Linnaeus, Francis Bacon, and Denis Diderot to attempt to name and classify everything in nature, and seventeenth- and eighteenth-century classifications provided the models upon which nineteenth- and twentieth-century sexologists and librarians and other scientific professionals based their systems. In fact, Francis Miksa has drawn a direct lineage from Francis Bacon’s classification of knowledge to the current Library of Congress Classification system, locating Thomas Jefferson’s system in between.47 After the former Library of Congress, housed in the U.S. Capitol, was burned by British troops during the War of 1812, Jefferson sold his personal collection to the LoC. His classification system remained the basis for organizing the LoC’s collection for nearly a century. Jefferson adapted Bacon’s universal system of general categories to his personal collection, which was primarily composed of materials on world history, the military, and politics, with some books on the sciences. A significant departure from the Jeffersonian system, the present LoC classification was issued in installments, according to discipline, beginning in 1901, as part of the new efforts to assemble and organize the collections in the new building.
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Figure 1. “Copyright Deposits in the Basement Before Classifying.” Source: Library of Congress, American Memory (Washington, D.C.: Library of Congress, 1898?). Reproduction number: LC-USZ62–38245. http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/cph.3a38598/.



Librarians in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth centuries viewed their role as one of helping to improve society through reading. Melvil Dewey called it the “library faith”—the idea that libraries were contributing to the nation’s progress and social order by getting the public to read “good” literature. Wayne Wiegand states that, although it appears that the library profession’s mission has always been genuinely beneficent, the truth is that the best reading was agreed upon by library leaders who were “WASP, mostly male, middle-class professionals immersed in the disciplinary and literary canons of the dominant culture.”48 Authority arose from dominant cultures in professional groups, and it was under this authority that the best reading was chosen. As public and academic librarians identified the best books, the LoC contributed to the culture of reading practices by effectively setting the standard with regard to production, distribution, and use of catalog cards, while creating the universal vocabulary and classification scheme, thereby devising the mechanisms by which reading materials would be organized and accessed. As I will argue in Chapters 3 and 4, some of the librarians of Congress were also statesmen and census takers, and much of the work of the Library of Congress must be understood in the context of state building.

Herbert Putnam was an outspoken advocate for the Library of Congress and obtained the essential resources needed to manage the collection and advance cataloging standards. Putnam believed that the Library of Congress should surpass other national libraries’ roles as storehouses of material by organizing services for Congress and other departments of the federal government and sharing those services and techniques with other libraries and scholars. Significantly, his success in expanding the LoC resulted in part from his close friendship with Theodore Roosevelt, a historian who supported the LoC’s mission and allocated funds to improve it. In fact, Roosevelt consulted Putnam for advice on reading materials and proposed selection ideas. They exchanged letters that included sentiments such as the following:

As I lead, to put it mildly, a sedentary life for the moment I would greatly like some books that would appeal to my queer taste. I do not suppose there are any histories or any articles upon the early Mediterranean races. That man Lindsay who wrote about prehistoric Greece has not put out a second volume, has he? Has a second volume of Oman’s Art of War appeared? If so, send me either or both; if not, then a good translation of Niebuhr and Momsen [sic], or the best modem history of Mesopotamia. Is there a good history of Poland?49

The librarian satisfied such requests from the president by regularly sending him lists of new acquisitions, from which Roosevelt chose books to be delivered to the White House. According to Paul Heffron, “The whole correspondence with Herbert Putnam reveals a unique combination of personal and official ties binding the 26th President to the Library of Congress.”50 The LoC, by order of President Roosevelt, received the papers of George Washington, James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, Thomas Jefferson, James Monroe, and Benjamin Franklin, and Putnam noted that Roosevelt was the only president to discuss LoC matters in executive addresses to Congress.51

Putnam envisioned the LoC as a universal library, and in one of his pleas to Roosevelt for an increase in funds, he expressed its mission in terms of the potential to influence and standardize library practices across the United States, providing for us a glimpse of how the Library of Congress was gaining power and authority:

Libraries of the United States are organizing their work with reference to uniformity in methods, to cooperation in processes, to interchange of service, to the promotion of efficiency in service. They look to the National Library for standards, for example, for leadership in all these enterprises. It is now in a position to “standardize” library methods, to promote cooperation, to aid in the elimination of wasteful duplication, to promote the interchange of bibliographic service.52

The Library of Congress began printing catalog cards with subjects in 1898, and libraries across the United States became the beneficiaries of this practice when the LoC shared, exchanged, and sold printed cards starting in 1902, after Roosevelt approved an act of Congress authorizing the LoC to sell copies of cards and other publications to institutions and individuals.53 This was the origin of copy cataloging, as purchasing printed cards meant that local libraries could save time and resources, and it meant that libraries were adding the same content and form to their catalogs. Putnam declared in that year’s annual report, “The undertaking has in various ways so affected the work of the Division that it can justly be said to constitute the most important event in [LoC] history.”54 Putnam boasted at the American Library Association convention in 1904 that the LoC was already printing sixty thousand cards annually and invited librarians to subscribe to the service.55 Through this sharing and selling of catalog copy, the subject headings and other standards were gradually installed and made common practice in libraries that received or purchased the cards.

The LoC’s authority with the wider library community was not immediate, however. Initially, its sharing was more an act of service in the interest of efficiency rather than an attempt to get local libraries to conform to a standard. Indeed, the LoC was primarily concerned with its own collection when creating subject headings and assigning call numbers. With an increase in publishing and demands on libraries in the 1930s, though, there was a call for the LoC to communicate its subject cataloging policies and procedures to the wider American library community.56 David Judson Haykin became the Subject Cataloging Division’s first chief in 1940 and immediately found it necessary to codify and normalize subject cataloging for the entire subject cataloging community in and outside the LoC before it got too unwieldy. His vision was for the LoC to serve as a central bureau for subject cataloging. As Haykin recognized the limitations of the cataloging staff and their inability to be aware of all the changes in every discipline, he began hiring subject specialists, insisting on more and better terminologies. Every year witnessed an increase in the number of new headings added. Haykin produced a manual for creating and applying headings, and this became the textbook on subject headings for libraries across the United States, further establishing the LoC as authority.57 Miksa credits Haykin with fully propelling the LoC to the status of authority and standard bearer by making LoC products more valuable, more readily available, and more indispensable. The production of the manual gave librarians the perception that the headings were based on authoritative rationales and gave good reason to have confidence in the LoC’s products. This confidence, combined with the increasing demand for efficiency, led to the widespread adoption of LoC standards and terms.58 In the following decades, the advent of machine-readable records for authority headings made the inclusion of LoC headings in thousands of library catalogs even easier and, in fact, automatic. Copy cataloging practices became computerized, and catalogs at the local level were able to house their own databases of authority records imported from large shared systems. Over the course of the twentieth century copy cataloging techniques and technologies became increasingly efficient and also served to embed standards deeply in libraries around the globe.

Efficiency and standardization require simplicity and uniformity, which, according to James C. Scott, were also conditions of statecraft. Scott soundly argues that incredibly complex practices were rendered controllable and legible through categories constructed along a standard grid.59 During the Progressive Era in the United States a high-modernist ideology—perhaps best conceived as an unwavering faith in scientific and technical progress—fueled classificatory projects in the library and sexological professions, both of which should be recognized as integral to social engineering. Indeed, we find on library shelves a confirmation of Foucault’s proposition that, contrary to the notion that sex and sexuality were not talked about in the nineteenth century, the topic of sexuality proliferated in networks and texts as a dispositif of disciplinary power. Within the sexological books of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, normal and abnormal were delimited and described, and perversions were ordered and narrated in detail. These classificatory distinctions are repeated in simplified categories on the shelves, as those early sexology texts provided the literary warrant for designing the sections of the classification that continue to organize sexuality today.

The argument frequently expounded by sexuality scholars today—that sex can be considered the organizing principle for everything—is instructive for the history of library classifications. Indeed, this notion was also propelled by Richard von Krafft-Ebing in his Psychopathia Sexualis, albeit in the context of a very different worldview. Here are Krafft-Ebing’s opening words to his study:

If man were deprived of sexual distinction and the nobler enjoyments arising therefrom, all poetry and probably all moral tendency would be eliminated from his life. Sexual life no doubt is the one mighty factor in the individual and social relations of man which disclose his powers of activity, of acquiring property, of establishing a home, of awakening altruistic sentiments towards a person of the opposite sex, and towards his own issue as well as towards the whole human race. Sexual feeling is really the root of all ethics, and no doubt of aestheticism and religion.60

It was from the Psychopathia Sexualis, which is widely considered a foundational sexological taxonomic work, that the LoC seems to have drawn warrant for establishing its hierarchies and naming practices regarding sexuality at the end of the nineteenth century. Translated into English in the same decade that the LoC moved to its current building and developed its subject headings and classification system, it provided the basis for establishing a scaffold in support of the scientific study of sexuality. And it is those same hierarchies that provide the essential structures by which we organize many of our libraries today. John K. Noyes provides us with a particularly astute observation, noting that Krafft-Ebing’s rationalization and classification of the perversions required a particular, contradictory conception of doing history—one that dehistoricizes the perversions in order to explain a universal struggle between civilization and nature and the ethical imperatives for taming biological impulses.61 The nineteenth-century invention of certain perversions as pathological disorders and the organization of those perversions into a system of categories was an attempt—emblematic of modernity—to totalize human sexuality and establish the primacy of sex in a grand narrative about the progress and perils of human civilization.

Foucault notes that it was during the last two decades of the nineteenth century—when Krafft-Ebing wrote his seminal text—that sexual abnormality emerged “as the root, foundation, and general etiological principle of most other forms of abnormality.”62 Sedgwick identifies this decade as the point at which knowledge and sex became inextricably linked, that Enlightenment-era practices had by then become so reified in Western culture as to result in a condition in which “knowledge meant sexual knowledge,” and she says that this decade is where we should turn to analyze the intersecting discourses across medicine, law, language, and the “career of imperialism,” which collectively inaugurated the homo/hetero binary and taxonomies of perversions and homophobic oppression.63 One of Sedgwick’s central premises is that “the master terms of a particular historical moment will be those that are so situated as to entangle most inextricably and at the same time most differentially the filaments of other important definitional nexuses.”64 Arguably, the primary mechanism by which oppression of homosexuals and other “perverse” people was enacted was through the production of taxonomies, with categories for gender and sexuality and race designed according to binaries of normal and abnormal, or normal and perverse, sexualities. The Library of Congress was the place where knowledge was centralized and organized into disciplines at this time, and where intersecting knowledges were divided up.

It should be clear now that the structures underlying the classifications and naming systems in libraries were born out of and reiterate societal norms of a particular era. Inspired by other Enlightenment-era systems, they were created to organize the library’s “universal” collection, and over the course of the twentieth century the library’s power and authority over knowledge expanded its reach. The ways that the LoC inscribes difference in this universal system brings to light what Sedgwick observed about universalizing and minoritizing discourses that uncomfortably and uncertainly overlap and come into conflict. There are benefits to naming and categorizing sexual difference, as they bring books about particular minorities together on the shelves. The utilitarian goals of the classifications are impossible to realize fully, however, in part because of the limitations of singular categories. Those limits are the result of the universalization of heteropatriarchy, which has been constructed through and depends upon the exclusion and marginalization of subjects. Indeed, where there are claims to universality—and knowledge organization systems built upon the belief that such a thing is possible—we must interrogate the ethical dimensions associated with the universalisms upon which those systems are constructed and the ways in which minority difference is written.65 With regard to sexuality, library classifications seem to ignore altogether any notion that, as Freud argued, we are all innately perverse.66 Rather, derived from Krafft-Ebing’s conceptualization of perversion as nonprocreative sex, the classification assumes a “normal” sexuality and marks everything “abnormal” or “perverse” as a marginalized minority. I am inclined to side with Freud and those who claim that we are all perverse, and I suggest that such a notion turns the classification, along with the universalisms it assumes, on itself. A complete inversion or reworking of the classification might be a productive thought experiment, setting perversion as an assumed norm and arranging a proliferation of sexual and bodily variance around a different set of ideals.

Situating Knowledges in the Library

One of the primary purposes here is to unmask knowledge-sex-power mechanisms and to locate the speech of subjugated knowledges erased by or spoken for in the language of more dominant voices: “It is a way of playing local, discontinuous, disqualified, or nonlegitimized knowledges off against the unitary theoretical instance that claims to be able to filter them, organize them into a hierarchy, organize them in the name of a true body of knowledge, in the name of the rights of a science that is in the hands of a few.”67 In order to understand discipline formation, we need to examine discursive practices, which, according to Foucault, “take shape in technical ensembles, in institutions, in behavioral schemes, in types of transmission and dissemination, in pedagogical forms that both impose and maintain them.”68 The Library of Congress is precisely the kind of institution to which Foucault refers. It has acquired and organized and situated various knowledges into disciplines of literature, sociology, medicine, popular culture, legal studies, and so on, serving to normalize discourses within disciplines and privilege certain disciplines over others.69 The LoC further disciplines sex and sexuality by privileging scientific domains and texts, granting such disciplines authority while obfuscating the humanities, popular literature, and emerging interdisciplinary and local knowledges.

The Library of Congress is not alone in privileging the sciences, and it is best understood as part of a network of institutions that advance such aims. Foucault tells us that inherent in the claim to be a science is an aspiration to power, and his genealogical method demands that we ask a series of questions: “What types of knowledge are you trying to disqualify when you say that you are a science? What speaking subject, what discursive subject, what subject of experience and knowledge are you trying to minoritize when you begin to say: ‘I speak this discourse, I am speaking a scientific discourse, and I am a scientist’?”70 To be clear, I do not propose any kind of annihilation of the sciences; rather, I am interested in how they have come to disciplinary power and privilege in the academy and our libraries.

Such a position carries implications for and informs Donna Haraway’s notion of situated knowledges, which privileges partial knowledges derived from various localized positions that together produce a more holistic understanding of the world. Haraway calls for a pooling of local knowledges from various perspectives rather than a single explanation of the world from a “God’s-eye” view. The only way to find a larger vision is to be somewhere in particular, rather than seeing from above and determining order. This is in direct contradiction with the aims of library classifications, which were first designed by a group of experts to organize the universe of knowledge. As Haraway tells us, feminist, antiracist technoscience projects like hers “do not respect the boundaries of disciplines, institutions, nations, or genres,” nor do knowledges about sexuality.71 And it through the critical interdisciplines like disability/queer/feminist/ethnic/critical race studies that we see the extent to which a universal system fails to account for partial knowledges. By situating knowledge across the library according to disciplines, various voices are hidden away, and important conversations are likely missed.

Given this awareness of how classification disciplines scholarship and literary works through science, we might think of texts in the humanities as subjugated knowledges, particularly given that the scientific disciplines do, in the case of sexual perversion and other subjects, restrict these texts from speaking on their own behalf, organizing and distributing them in attempts to provide a rational order. Given the nature of classification—a scientific enterprise, to be sure—the humanities and critical interdisciplines may simply be uncatalogable by definition. Under the disciplining apparatuses of classifications and subject headings, the humanities are dominated by the scientific disciplines of psychiatry, medicine, and the social sciences. Where scientists like Haraway have turned to the humanities, pursuing interdisciplinary methods for critical inquiry into scientific norms and technologies, we find it is impossible for the classification to accommodate.

To take Haraway’s corpus as a case in point, Figure 2 illustrates the disciplines to which her work has been assigned as well as each of the subject headings assigned to her books. Her body of work is dispersed across the library in disciplines as diverse as agriculture, biology, anthropology, and feminist theory within the social sciences. For example, take her interdisciplinary text Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature, for which the book description at the publisher’s website reads: “Although on the surface, simians, cyborgs and women may seem an odd threesome, Haraway describes their profound link as ‘creatures’ which have had a great destabilizing place in Western evolutionary technology and biology.”72 The book is shelved with books on biological determinism and sociobiology within the discipline of anthropology. If one were browsing a library’s shelves, how likely would one be to stumble upon this text? Should it be with other Haraway texts? Ought it to be in the HQs with other books on feminism and women and queer subjects? Or might we place it with other sociotechnical topics? Where do/could all the cyborgs in the library reside? In what ways does situating it with books on human nature reduce the text and prevent it from comingling with others and would-be readers?
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Figure 2. Donna Haraway’s corpus, as organized by the Library of Congress.



I am certainly not the first to ask these kinds of questions. Roland Barthes recognizes this classificatory conundrum in his writing about the Text:

The Text does not come to a stop with (good) literature; it cannot be apprehended as part of a hierarchy or even a simple division of genres. What constitutes the Text is, on the contrary (or precisely), its subversive force with regard to old classifications. How can one classify Georges Bataille? Is this writer a novelist, a poet, an essayist, an economist, a philosopher, a mystic? The answer is so uncertain that manuals of literature generally chose to forget about Bataille; yet Bataille wrote texts—even, perhaps, always one and the same text.

Similarly, Derrida asks how we should classify Freud’s archive, stating that the deconstruction of the archive concerns the “institution of limits declared to be insurmountable,” with one set of questions having to do with classification:

What comes under theory or under private correspondence, for example? What comes under system? Under biography or autobiography? Under personal or intellectual anamnesis? In works said to be theoretical, what is worthy of this name and what is not? Should one rely on what Freud says about this to classify his works? Should one for example take him at his word when he presents his Moses as a “historical novel”? In each of these cases, the limits, the borders, and the distinctions have been shaken by an earthquake from which no classificational concept and no implementation of the archive can be sheltered. Order is no longer assured.73

The librarian’s job is anything but straightforward. Both Barthes and Derrida recognized the exasperatingly impossible, practical necessity of classification. The more pressing question, however, confronts the classificatory mechanism itself and the life of the disciplines in the library—or rather—the library in the disciplines. Whereas we all recognize the tensions inherent in classifying works, what this project sets out to do is to understand how the classificatory mechanisms have taken hold through relations of power and how they function. It locates the library as the “ground of both our freedoms and our unfreedoms” in reading practice.74 It aims to discover ways in which perverse subjects trouble and destabilize the grid of intelligibility upon which fixed and normative subject positions are built. The wager is that undoing the systems in the library will open up possibilities for new ways of conceptualizing and locating bodies of literature through, on, and in perversion.


CHAPTER 1

Naming Subjects: “Paraphilias”

You who read me—are you certain you understand my language?

—JORGE LUIS BORGES, “The Library of Babel”

The first and most important rule is not to believe the statement that the patient was attracted to the same sex since childhood.

—WILHELM STEKEL, “Is Homosexuality Curable?”

The catalog record for Epistemology of the Closet demonstrates the performativity of subject headings—the authorized terms by which we search for books. I ask you to reassume the position of a cataloger in 1990, and think now of a handful of key words and phrases that represent what Epistemology of the Closet is about. Bear in mind that, as a cataloger, you consider what your library patrons would be most likely to seek in the catalog if they were looking for books on the subjects you assign. Subject searches are performed as a gathering technique when readers do not know the titles and authors of the texts but have an idea of the topic they are looking for. If you were properly cataloging this book according to the rules, you would look to the Library of Congress Subject Headings to find the authorized forms of the terms. In 1990 the lists of headings would have been sitting on your desk in a massive five-volume set clothed in red covers. A significant amount of training is required, as is a solid grasp of the subject matter, to be able to apply the headings, add subdivisions, and encode it all adequately. For this text, catalogers chose to provide the major authors addressed by Sedgwick as subjects, as well as four topical subject headings. Recall again that the term “queer theory” had been coined just months before the publication of the book, and it was not officially authorized as a subject heading by the Library of Congress until 2006. I leave this exercise off here and leave it to you to compare your own assessment of what Epistemology of the Closet is about (an impossibly absurd task, I realize) with what the Library of Congress chose for the 1990 edition. Next we move to the subject of “Paraphilias,” formerly called “Sexual perversion.”

Melville, Herman, 1819–1891. Billy Budd.

James, Henry, 1843–1916—Criticism and interpretation.

Wilde, Oscar, 1854–1900—Criticism and interpretation.

Proust, Marcel, 1871–1922. A la recherché du temps perdu.

Nietzsche, Friedrich Wilhelm, 1844–1900.

American fiction—Men authors—History and criticism.

Homosexuality and literature.

Gays’ writings—History and criticism—Theory, etc.

Gay men in literature.1

The inspiration for this book arose out of my own struggles as a seeker of historical materials on homosexuality and bisexuality via the University of Wisconsin library catalog in 2009—as a disciplined subject, so to speak. I performed a keyword search to locate catalog records that included the term “homosexual” anywhere. Upon finding some entries of interest, I clicked on links to various author names and subject headings, and eventually my wanderings conveyed me to the record for the 1934 edition of Wilhelm Stekel’s Bi-Sexual Love: The Homosexual Neurosis, which brought my browsing to a halt. I noticed that the record contained no headings for bisexuality or homosexuality. Rather, the only two subject headings assigned to this book were “Neuroses” and “Paraphilias.” As the latter term was unfamiliar to me at the time, my first inclination was to think that it must have been a mistake—perhaps a medical heading, or a relic that somehow never got updated. I then clicked on the heading to see if it was applied to other works in the catalog and discovered that it was included in over three hundred bibliographic records.

Perplexed, I searched the Library of Congress’s catalog and WorldCat (a shared catalog across 72,000 libraries) and found that it was clearly a currently authorized subject heading.2 I consulted the authority record for the heading in the Library of Congress authorities database, which indicated that “Paraphilias” was authorized in 2007 to replace “Sexual deviation” (see Figure 3). The record also revealed that the reasons for preferring this term were supplied by psychiatric literature. The 1934 Stekel book was assigned this heading because of the technological application called “global” or “batch updating,” which allows a librarian to update automatically all catalog records that contain a given heading to the current form. Stekel’s book, then, which had originally been assigned the headings “Sexual perversion” and “Neuroses,” is now cataloged with “Paraphilias” and “Neuroses,” providing no heading for homosexuality, bisexuality, or any reference to this as a historical text.3 With the global update technology, “Paraphilias” replaced “Sexual deviation” in most catalogs, including that of the Library of Congress, without any human review of the catalog records. This means that, by virtue of automation, texts that were cataloged in the early part of the twentieth century retain formerly held attitudes that associated homosexuality and bisexuality with perversion, but now in anachronistic terms.4

While the story of my search is only one personal anecdote, I hope that it resonates with readers and illustrates a sense of being disciplined, which manifested in the jarring experience of struggling to understand my own identifications in unintelligible terms. It demonstrates how the disciplinary apparatus affects both the text and the reader. The classificatory mechanism inscribes a book’s subject in the catalog in a language that may be foreign to both the text and the person seeking the text, resulting in a range of effects and affects. I can also draw from other encounters: For example, when I deliver talks on this topic, I often begin by asking my audience if they’ve ever heard this term. Hands very rarely go up, and while this may have something to do with a risk of exposure, shyness, or disinterest, the regularity with which I face blank stares upon asking this question is notable. In conversation people generally require an explanation if I mention my research on paraphilias. And in my own personal interactions with popular culture, the only time I recall hearing the term is in an episode of Law and Order: Special Victims Unit. These encounters lead me to surmise that this is a term that simply doesn’t carry meaning for the vast majority of people and is used only in certain circles, like law and medicine. Furthermore, and more important for the purpose of this study, what these experiences demonstrate is the contrast between the language of people on the street, of humanities and social science scholars, and of psychiatric professionals and scholars. The consequences of the authorization and use of “paraphilias” are many, including the erasure of a whole range of materials, the misrepresentation of historical conceptions of perversion, and the silencing of voices outside of the medical sciences. Placing the term “paraphilias” at the heart of this chapter illustrates how a single Library of Congress Subject Heading serves to discipline sex and sexualities through the act of naming.
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Figure 3. Library of Congress subject headings, by period of authorization.



This chapter sets out to perform a history of the present practice of categorizing books on perversion with the heading “Paraphilias” and to seek an understanding of how this medicalized term has taken hold in the library catalog. The Library of Congress is in dialogue with and reinforces psychiatric norms in a conversation that silences would-be interlocutors, particularly from the humanities and the street. But perhaps more significantly, the history of these terms in knowledge organization practice provides a glimpse of how the Library of Congress participated in the development and refinement of categories alongside other federal bureaucracies that were trying to gain a conceptual mastery over perversion in order to define both desirable characteristics for citizenship and the deviations by which to exclude people from membership.

Subject Heading Practices and Procedures

The Library of Congress Subject Heading (LCSH) authorities database contains a half-million subject authority records, which designate the terms that can be used to catalog works by subject and how these terms are structured in library catalogs. LCSH is a syndetic system, meaning that it connects related terms, synonyms, or variants by using cross-references in a database within the catalog. Online library catalogs often provide links to “Use” or “See” references, so that patrons are directed to the authorized terms for their searches, charting the correct course that will lead readers to their books. For those who search a catalog by subject using a nonpreferred term—“Sexual perversion in literature,” for instance—the authority mechanism will redirect the seeker to the correct term—in this case it will say “See: Paraphilias in literature.” Not only is LCSH a controlled vocabulary, but the terms are authorized by a governing body that determines which terms are valid and the processes by which they become authority headings; in this case it is a committee composed of cataloging staff at the Library of Congress. The potential for reach of the vocabulary has been expanded with the recent creation of the Library of Congress Linked Data Service, which “enables both humans and machines to programmatically access authority data at the Library of Congress.”5 LCSH and other vocabularies are part of the public domain and terms are accessible through uniform resource indicators (URIs).
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The database also helps people find terms that are related to the topic of interest. They may be broader or narrower terms in a hierarchy, as with “Baby bonnets,” which is a member of “Hats,” or they might be topically associated, as “Baby bonnets” is related to “Infants’ clothing.” Figure 4 provides a map of the social network of terms most closely related to “Paraphilias.” Most are narrower terms: “Sadism,” “Masochism,” “Voyeurism,” “Lust murder,” “Bestiality,” “Fetishism,” “Exhibitionism,” and “Pedophilia.” One term is provided in the authority record as a “See also” term (meaning that related items might be found with another heading): “Psychosexual disorders.”6 The illustration also shows all of the narrower and related terms for that level, connecting terms that are considered related. One could easily carry this exercise on, extending related terms nearly endlessly, playing a game of “six degrees of paraphilias.”

One is likely to be struck by the presences, absences, and relationships produced by the network of authority records. Why, connected to “Fetish,” are there only the types “Foot,” “Boot,” “Sock,” and “Shoe”? Have books only been written on these fetishes, and why does it get so specific with regard to the extensions of the foot? The category “Psychosexual disorders” is a bizarrely exclusive collection of terms—that “Transvestism” is in this grouping is troubling, especially when displayed in relation to the other terms in this family of “disorders.” “Paraphilias” is two degrees from both “Sex crimes” and “Murder” via “Lust murder.” If we extend a map of “Sex crimes,” we see that the “Paraphilias” are not far removed from all sorts of criminal acts, and we see some disturbing notions of what counts as a sex crime (Figure 5).7
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Figure 4. Terms related to “Paraphilias.”
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Figure 5. Terms related to “Sex crimes.”



Aside from the medical and criminal associations, there is the concern about the terminology chosen for the concept. One of the Library of Congress’s principles states that it will create a new heading when it appears in the literature, but it also has a policy to authorize terms in general use, rather than jargon.8 The American Library Association and the Library of Congress endorsed a statement issued in 1975 stating:

The authentic name of ethnic, national, religious, social, or sexual groups should be established if such a name is determinable. If a group does not have an authentic name, the name preferred by the group should be established. The determination of the authentic or preferred name should be based upon the literature of the people themselves (not upon outside sources or experts), upon organizational self-identification, and/or upon group member experts.9

Although “paraphilias” does not name a group or an identity category, it could be argued that the term refers to people and their sexual practices; it is a diagnostic category, and it would seem that such a diagnosis may carry the assumption that a person has a disorder or is disordered. The medicalization of a set of behaviors should not so readily be taken as given, however, and I would suggest that those who engage in, carry an identification with, or are curious about any of the practices that fall within this category should be considered in decisions regarding what they are called. In using medical jargon, the Library of Congress effectively marginalizes not only a set of practices but also those who engage in any of the acts or seek information about them. As Sedgwick so elegantly states:

To alienate conclusively, definitionally, from anyone on any theoretical ground the authority to describe and name their own sexual desire is a terribly consequential seizure. In [the twentieth] century, in which sexuality has been made expressive of the essence of both identity and knowledge, it may represent the most intimate violence possible. It is also an act replete with the most disempowering mundane institutional effects and potentials.10

In 2016, over 650 books in the Library of Congress collection are cataloged with the subject heading “Paraphilias” or with a heading that contains this word, such as “Paraphilias in literature.” Approximately 560 are unique titles, and 360 of those are originally written in or translated into English.11 Searching WorldCat for the 360 unique titles written in English revealed that the total number of U.S. library holdings for these books approaches 50,000, with the majority of libraries being general academic libraries, followed by public libraries. Medical and law libraries comprise a relatively small minority of holding libraries.12 It is likely that those libraries have cataloged the books in the same terms both because Library of Congress Subject Headings are the primary mode of subject access for nearly all library catalogs in the United States and across the globe and because copy cataloging ensures a degree of uniformity across catalogs.

Researchers, practitioners, and the public have long disagreed on what counts as sexual perversion or a paraphilia, and the definitions of perversion have changed over time. Even the psychiatric community has not been able to agree on the definition and diagnosis of paraphilias. Charles Moser states that the “creation of the diagnostic category of paraphilia, the medicalization of nonstandard sexual behaviors, is a pseudoscientific attempt to regulate sexuality.”13 Further, he argues, “The equating of unusual sexual interests with psychiatric diagnoses has been used to justify the oppression of sexual minorities and to serve political agendas. A review of this area is not only a scientific issue, but also a human rights issue.”14 Laws and O’Donohue have described the controversy surrounding sexual deviance, suggesting that the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) presents an “institutional rather than a scientific resolution to the definitional problem,” which is value laden, created and negotiated by committees, and subject to personal and political influences.15

Similarly, Élisabeth Roudinesco argues that the adoption of “paraphilias” is of critical significance for the psychiatric and psychoanalytic community and a symptom of a wider shift in the field. In her view, “psychiatry claims to be abolishing the very idea that perversion might exist by refusing to pronounce its name,” a move that she believes will have deadly consequences.16 According to Roudinesco, the erasure of perversion occurred when the DSM abandoned the psychoanalytic approach to psychology and replaced it with behavioral criteria that made little to no reference to subjectivity. The DSM did away with human difference and rendered subjects as objects to be classified and diagnosed on the basis of disciplinary ideology. The designation of “paraphilia” means that anyone can be under suspicion, and even fantasies become subject to diagnostics. By denuding perversion of any substance, the psychiatric evaluation becomes one of screening and classifying for disease and disorder rather than one of treating the psychic, desiring life of subjects. It must be pointed out that the subject headings “Paraphilias” and “Paraphilias in literature” have both been assigned to Roudinesco’s book Our Dark Side: A History of Perversion (2009), in spite of her clear preference for the term “perversion” and her argument against the use of “paraphilias.”

Despite such controversies, the Library of Congress has chosen psychiatric literature for the sources upon which to base its subject heading. The LC authority record cites several titles that provide literary warrant for the new heading, “Paraphilias,” including Medical Subject Headings (MeSH), the Thesaurus of Psychological Index Terms, athealth.com, and Human Sexuality: An Encyclopedia (1994), which is quoted in the authority record for justification of the term:

Paraphilia is defined as an erotosexual and psychological condition characterized by recurrent responsiveness to an obsessive dependence on an unusual or socially unacceptable stimulus. The term has become a legal synonym for perversion or deviant sexual behavior, and it is preferred by many over the other terms because it seems more neutral and descriptive rather than judgemental.17

The term “Paraphilias” is arguably even more troubling (or at least differently troubling) than the headings that preceded it—“Sexual deviation” and “Sexual perversion.” Although the earlier headings were clearly drawn from the medical literature, the words themselves had further reach and would have been intelligible to a broad population, even if offensive or harmful to some. The texts written by “laypeople” during the early twentieth century engaged with the public and researchers by using the term “perversion” to disavow it, to advance cases against the inclusion of inverts, homosexuals, and transvestites in the category of “sexual perverts.” In sharp contrast, “Paraphilias” is not only problematic because of its medical origins but because it obscures meaning, rendering the nonnormative sexualities invisible, carrying disciplinary force, and potentially prohibiting access to materials cataloged with this heading.

The very existence of “paraphilias” as the sole term for access to this concept in the library catalog relies on the assumption that nonnormative sexualities, in their various manifestations, are medical problems. It presupposes the notion that sexual variance is a medical condition to be explained, classified, and, when necessary, treated. Furthermore, what is considered a perversion or a paraphilia is subjective and differs from person to person, culture to culture, and over time. The assignment of the term to materials from the humanities, social sciences, and popular literature—to works that do not use the term and for audiences for whom this term does not resonate—is a blatant disregard of the language used by a range of authors and readers through the imposition of medical jargon, the use of which the Library of Congress has expressly indicated it avoids.

Moreover, if we consider the Library of Congress classifications to be tools for writing a national history, the terms authorized from 1898 through the present—“sexual perversion,” “sexual deviation,” and “paraphilias”—have all helped construct and preserve ideals about a national citizenry by marking and pathologizing abnormal sexuality and opposing it to assumed norms. While the earlier headings created a binary distinction, “Paraphilias” nearly writes perversion out of public history and knowledge production by making it virtually invisible to all but psychiatric professionals.

Perversion—Deviation—Paraphilias

An account of “paraphilias” in the catalog would be incomplete without tracing the dialectical exchanges that contributed to the word and its meaning within the psychiatric community that uses it. Indeed, arguments dating back to the late nineteenth century continue to be at the root of some of the central questions regarding the identification, diagnosis, and treatment of paraphilias, even in the 2013 edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. We begin this investigation by looking to the ways in which “sexual perversion” was used by the sexological community and imported into the catalog. We find that the taxonomies in sexuality studies and libraries are, in fact, coextensive even as they shift over time, and they serve to reinforce dominant norms and ideas about sexuality.

Richard von Krafft-Ebing is widely regarded as the sexologist who in the late nineteenth century set the course for modern sexuality studies in Europe and the United States. As Henry Oosterhuis has observed, Krafft-Ebing was one of the first to synthesize medical knowledge about sexual perversion “by naming and classifying virtually all nonprocreative forms of sexuality.”18 His Psychopathia Sexualis, which was solely intended to be a reference text for lawyers and doctors, underwent twelve revisions between 1886 and 1903, with the first translation into English published in 1892. Krafft-Ebing was an assistant physician at an asylum and became one of the first expert witnesses for the Austrian and German courts. He collected case histories from his practice and court cases, which then went into his books. The first edition of Psychopathia Sexualis was a detailed, graphic account of forty-five case studies based on the lives and confessions of his patients. The preface to the first edition reads, “A scientific title has been chosen, and technical terms are used throughout the book in order to exclude the lay reader. For the same reason certain portions are written in Latin.”19 Despite efforts to keep the text out of the hands of laypeople, the publication was widely circulated beyond his intended audience and generated a huge response and correspondence. Krafft-Ebing used this material for subsequent editions, with the 1903 edition including 203 cases.

In providing physicians with a textbook and bringing rationalism to the legal treatment of sexual perversions, Krafft-Ebing gave impetus to the degeneration theory of sexual perversion, broadly defining it as any nonprocreative sex, or otherwise put “pleasure without utility.”20 He considered sex acts without procreative goals to be the result of a psychological and moral disorder and that they indicated overall degeneracy, and he believed that such defects were embedded in the body. Such ideas relied on a master discourse of evolution and classed populations, which ranked individuals from primitive to civilized. People could progress, become arrested and fail to reach maturity, or degenerate and slide to more primitive conditions. Heredity was a key to development, and class, race, nation, ethnicity, and religion were evaluated using measures of mental abilities, bodily configurations, and cultural productions.21

A key mechanism for assessing sexual deviance was the identification, classification, and cataloging of all deviant sex behaviors and physical characteristics that might indicate inversion or degeneration.22 Krafft-Ebing’s classification shifted and expanded over the editions but maintained the evolutionary framework, reiterating hierarchies of racial progress. For instance, in “primitive races,” perverse behavior might be characteristic of the arrested development of the entire group, but among “advanced races” it was considered to be pathological degeneration or individual arrested development. By discovering inversion and homosexuality in “primitive” societies, doctors and anthropologists argued that these were signs of evolutionary regression in “civilized” societies. As Lisa Duggan has noted, “The result was a hazy, unstable distinction in the text’s analytical framework between vice or immoral perversity, most characteristic of those lowest on the vector of development, and the condition of perversion, which might be found without hint of vice at the higher end of the vector.”23 Women were also separately placed on the evolutionary hierarchy; even the most “civilized” women were less evolved than the men of their nation, race, and class. Sexologists struggled to figure out how to explain inversion in women and often contradicted themselves. Were they advanced because they were mannish; were they freaks; were they degenerate? According to Duggan, they eventually created expansive taxonomies that were flexible enough to deal with such contradictions.

Critically, for Foucault, the notion of perversity was entirely a game of medical and judicial qualification and came to “authorize the appearance of a range of manifestly obsolete, laughable, and puerile terms or elements in the discourse of experts who are justified as scientists.”24 Foucault likens the textbooks of the late nineteenth century to children’s books, with their overly simplistic, disciplining terminologies that act as terms of translation across the medical and judicial fields, and he suggests that perversion provided the ideal “switch point” upon which to regulate deviance. Foucault understood the criminalizing response to the pervert as a response to danger and asserts that “danger and perversion constitute . . . the essential theoretical core of expert medico-legal opinion.”25

For most sexologists in the late nineteenth century, a small number of homosexuals were considered congenital inverts, and the rest became inverts or engaged in inverted behaviors as a result of a compound of nature and nurture. Krafft-Ebing described this and other perversions in terms of a difference between perversion and perversity:

Perversion of the sexual instinct, as will be seen farther on, is not to be confounded with perversity in the sexual act; since the latter may be induced by conditions other than psycho-pathological. The concrete perverse act, monstrous as it may be, is clinically not decisive.

Perversion, for Krafft-Ebing, was a disease that could only be understood through an examination of the whole person, whereas a whole range of external factors might lead a normal person to perform a perverse act. The distinction between perversity and perversion continues to play out in present-day discussions and debates about the identification and diagnosis of paraphilias and, more broadly, about whether paraphilias are, in fact, disorders.

For the moment it is important to situate the creation of “Sexual perversion” as a subject heading at the Library of Congress in this late nineteenth-century sexological context. The Library of Congress Classification, which is the topic of the third chapter, actually cites the Psychopathia Sexualis in its HQ71 class as an example of books about “Abnormal sex relations.” There is no question that it was scientific sexological books that served as literary warrant for creating the heading “Sexual perversion” and determining how it would be applied in the catalog. This is especially significant when we acknowledge the fact that texts written by John Addington Symonds, Edward Carpenter, and others presented accounts of variant sexualities (primarily homosexuality and inversion) from the perspective of experience, repudiated pathologizing explanations, and actively rejected the label “perversion.” Books that disavowed the term were assigned the heading “Sexual perversion” from 1898 onward, and I would argue that this must be read as a disciplinary action with silencing effects.

Perhaps surprisingly, none of Freud’s works have been categorized as being about perversion in the Library of Congress catalog. Even his seminal Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, in which he elaborates an entire theory of perversion—one that has held as a prevailing frame for analysis—was not assigned the heading “Sexual perversion.” His theories would become corrupted and adapted to various purposes, but their influence on sexological thought remains, particularly in psychoanalytic approaches to sexuality. Still, each edition held by the Library of Congress, including the German version published in 1910, is assigned only one barely descriptive subject heading: “Sex.”26

Freud’s contributions are essential to understanding the development of the current situation with paraphilias. Foremost among these is his theory on the universality of perversion among humankind, writing that “there is indeed something innate lying behind the perversions but that it is something innate in everyone, though as a disposition it may vary in its intensity and may be increased by the influence of actual life.”27 He believed all humans are polymorphously perverse in childhood, meaning that a child’s sexuality consists of partial sexual instincts that originate in various erogenous zones of the body. Relatedly, Freud also asserted that all human beings are innately bisexual. As Juliet Mitchell explains, the term “bisexual” is used today to indicate the sexual attraction to both sexes, but for Freud in the late nineteenth century, bisexuality had to do with the fact that “whatever one’s object choice, whether hetero, homo or ambi-sexual, somewhere one is, psychically, both sexes.”28 Any of these inclinations can give rise to perverse or healthy behaviors in adulthood, and in his early theories, the distinction between normal and pathological depended upon whether the perverse desires were pursued to the exclusion of procreative sexual intercourse.

Although Freud’s work was not about sexual perversion in the eyes of Library of Congress catalogers, some of his followers’ publications were assigned the heading “Sexual perversion.” Among those authors was the inventor of “paraphilias,” Wilhelm Stekel, who coined the term in Störungen des Trieb- und Affektlebens, the second volume of which was translated into English in 1922 and entitled Bi-Sexual Love: The Homosexual Neurosis—the very text that set me off on this investigation!29 The German paraphilie also appears in Stekel’s Die Geschlechtskälte der Frau: Eine Psychopathologie des Weiblichen Liebeslebens and Die Impotenz des Mannes: Die Psychischen Störungen der Männlichen Sexualfunktion, both published in 1920. The Library of Congress assigns “Paraphilias” to Stekel’s later volume, Sexual Aberrations: The Phenomena of Fetishism in Relation to Sex, first published in German in 1923 and translated into English in 1930. That book sets out to explain the psychopathology of fetishism by focusing on sadism and masochism. In it Stekel defines the following terms: “parapathia stands for neurosis; paralogia for psychosis; and paraphilia for perversion.”30 Like other texts of this era on sexual perversion, the sale and distribution of this book was restricted to medical professionals, psychoanalysts, and scholars.

The definitions of fetishism and paraphilias as provided by Stekel demonstrate the centrality of maleness and heterosexuality to definitions of normal sexuality. He wrote of the perverse human as if he can only be male (with a few rare exceptions), and he described homosexual fetishism as “a condition that can be totally explained as a retreat from the female, flight from woman.”31 As with Freud, who believed that perverse inclinations are universal, Stekel asserted that paraphilias are universal, and he distinguished pathological ones as those that take the place of heterosexual, genital intercourse: “We cannot sufficiently emphasize the fact that all these forms of paraphilia are a part of the make-up of all normal humans.”32 For Stekel, a “true fetish lover dispenses with a sexual partner and gratifies himself with a symbol,” whereas “normal fetishism aids the man in the conquest of the woman and even promotes his libido.”33 He regretted the lack of studies on perversion and attributed this to “Freud’s opinion that paraphilia is something complete; that it is not reducible or analyzable to any further component elements.”34 He believed that Freud’s theory on perversion was too simplistic, and contra Freud, he asserted that the paraphilia (perversion) can often be viewed as a positive of the parapathia (neurosis). Importantly, in a personal letter, Freud expressed regret about having initiated Stekel to psychoanalysis, and their relationship deteriorated over time.35

Stekel further broke from Freud and the more progressive sexologists, including Magnus Hirschfeld and Havelock Ellis, in his radical assertion that homosexuals were diseased, incapable of real love, and required treatment. He believed that homosexuality in men resulted from pathological families with strong mothers and weak fathers and that homosexual men’s dread of women is rooted in a form of sadism. Stekel accused Hirschfeld, who firmly believed homosexuals ought not to be treated as criminals or psychiatric patients in need of curing, of creating homosexual propaganda, and he claimed he could cure the willing patient of homosexuality with two to three months of treatment.36 Jennifer Terry has suggested that this kind of rhetoric supported the U.S. “War on the Sex Criminal” launched in 1937. J. Edgar Hoover later stated in 1947 that the most rapidly increasing type of criminals was the degenerate sex offender.37 Increasingly, as postwar homophobia spread, the fear of conspiracies and infiltration and uncontrolled sex perversion led to the passage of laws to police “perverse” acts and bodies at the federal and local levels.

Indeed, the Library of Congress Subject Headings reflect a change in discourses during and after World War II, with the addition of “Homosexuality” to the lexicon of subject headings in 1946. Until then, homosexuality had been subsumed under the heading “Sexual perversion,” along with a variety of uncataloged sexual practices. “Homosexuality” was first applied as a heading to an Italian book entitled Homosexualismo em Medicina Legal, by Antonio Bello da Motta, and was added to the printed list of headings in 1948.38 When it first appeared in LCSH, it was cross-listed with “Sexual perversion” (a reference that would remain until 1972) and given a “see also” note to “Sodomy.” The call numbers assigned to it were defined as “Social pathology” and “Medical jurisprudence.” Further direction was supplied to patrons regarding the heading: “Works on the criminal manifestation of homosexuality are entered under the heading Sodomy.”39 It was around this time that the Library of Congress began to more formally codify subject cataloging, while its authority with the wider library community was beginning to grow.40

A few speculations regarding the motives and consequences of this addition seem conceivable. It may be the case that the increase in subject specialists at the Library of Congress around this time contributed to the added heading. It may also be that J. Edgar Hoover’s “War on the Sex Criminal” had brought heightened attention to homosexuality, calling for more precision within the broad category of perversion. Or it may be viewed as part of the larger federal sexual policing project that wrote new knowledge about sexual perversion into policy, in effect “helping to produce the category of homosexuality through regulation.”41 Perhaps the heading served to bring visibility to the form of perversion perceived to be most dangerous at the time. It also seems reasonable to think that this categorization helped propel homosexuality into mainstream discourses about sex, granting it a status of recognition and providing access to literature while maintaining the dominant attitude toward homosexuality as one of disdain and the perception of homosexuality as pathological and deviant. In the final analysis, it seems likely that all of these conditions brought the heading into being and significance. We will see in the next chapter that the addition of “Homosexuality” as a subject heading coincides with addition of sex crimes in the HQ71 and HQ72 sections of the bibliographic classification—the classes designated for abnormal sex relations (and subsequently sexual deviation).

Six years after the publication of the printed list of LC subject headings that included “Homosexuality,” the first edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders of the American Psychiatric Association was published, with a brief section on “sexual deviations,” categorized as a “sociopathic personality disturbance.” The 1952 DSM advises: “Individuals to be placed in this category are ill primarily in terms of society and of conformity with the prevailing cultural milieu, and not only in terms of personal discomfort and relations with other individuals.”42 In this early edition, psychiatrists seem to have recognized deviations as having more to do with social norms than with biological conditions. This was a progressive stance, but according to De Block and Adriaens, the writers of the DSM would grow increasingly interested in pursuing a theory-neutral or an atheoretical nomenclature with subsequent editions.43 Indeed, John Noyes demonstrates that the 1980 DSM-III indicated that cases concerning disturbances between individuals and society must be understood as social problems and should not be grounds for diagnosis. Rather, the DSM-III was to focus on “behavioral, psychological, or biological dysfunction.”44 Noyes is quick to point out that such distinctions break down once we recognize the political and cultural underpinnings of the DSM, including its reliance on and universalization of heteronormative ideals. The DSM-IV goes even farther in its distinction by drawing a line between “real” and “simulated” sadist and masochistic acts, failing to recognize the view established in psychoanalytic circles that understands masochism as aiming to unsettle precisely these boundaries. It would seem that the diagnosis is also an annihilation of the masochistic subject.

Although the term “sexual deviation” had long been the predominant and preferred term with the American Psychiatric Association (since 1952), the Library of Congress did not authorize it to replace “Sexual perversion” until 1972, by which point a growing body of literature supported the notion that sexual deviations are socially constructed. Although the Library of Congress trailed the American Psychiatric Association in its adoption of “deviation,” it was ahead of the APA in its removal of “Homosexuality” from that category. When the authorized heading changed from “Sexual perversion” to “Sexual deviation” in 1972, the Library of Congress also cancelled the inclusion of “Homosexuality,” placing it with the more general (or normal) sexual relations (see Figure 6). This preceded the removal of homosexuality as a sexual disorder in the DSM and in the Medical Subject Headings (MeSH) and resulted in part from the activism of gay and lesbian librarians. The Task Force on Gay Liberation of the American Library Association—the first gay and lesbian professional organization in the United States—was instrumental in changing the terms by which we access LGBTQ materials in libraries.45

Barbara Gittings, the coordinator of the Task Force on Gay Liberation from 1972 until 1988, was a prominent lesbian activist whose testimony before the American Psychiatric Association with Frank Kameny contributed to the removal of homosexuality from the DSM. Although not a practicing librarian herself, Gittings believed that access to information and reading materials was vitally important for gays and lesbians and the movement. The Task Force on Gay Liberation successfully organized a number of campaigns, including one to improve subject headings and classifications, an annual Gay Book award (now called the Stonewall Book Awards), and annual releases of bibliographies of gay-positive titles to assist in library selection. Sanford Berman and the Task Force on Gay Liberation were extremely effective in eliciting changes in Library of Congress subject headings and classifications for materials on homosexuality in the 1970s and 1980s. Petitions signed by librarians and scholars were submitted to the Library of Congress to demand new headings in place of or in addition to existing headings. Not only were pathologizing links to sexual perversion eliminated, but new terms were also added to the vocabulary to provide access to materials that had formerly been rendered invisible or perverted by inadequate cataloging. Indeed, that activist work toward making gay and lesbian literatures available and visible in American libraries is arguably one of the more significant and effective long-term projects in pulling LGBTQ materials out of the categories of perversion and deviation and into the hands of readers.46
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Figure 6. LCSH Weekly List, with handwritten changes to Sexual deviation and its cross-references, 1972. Source: American Library Association Papers, University of Illinois, Urbana/Champaign, 31/48/5.



This movement among librarians was deeply tied into the larger push to remove homosexuality as a disorder from the DSM. Robert Spitzer, the APA psychiatrist who led the DSM revision project, was emphatic in his belief that a diagnosis depended on the definition of “disorder,” and he determined that, in order to be considered a mental disorder, a condition must cause “subjective distress or regularly be associated with some generalized impairment in social effectiveness or functioning.”47 According to De Block and Adriaens, it was this definition of “social effectiveness or functioning” that would distinguish homosexuality from the other sexual deviations. They suggest that the retention of deviations other than homosexuality in the 1973 DSM was largely political, pointing out that even Spitzer was not convinced that all sexual deviations were mental disorders according to the distress and disability model.48 However, the removal of homosexuality fit within the gay liberation agenda, which may have been compromised if other behaviors were accepted as normal. It was the political action of activists that motivated the removal of homosexuality, and with a lack of an equivalent movement lobbying for the removal of other deviations, the APA went to lengths to maintain the placement of the more general category “sexual deviations” in subsequent editions of the DSM.

While psychiatrists debated the meanings and diagnoses of disorder and deviation, library collections grew to reflect the expansion of sexuality studies to fields outside the medical and psychiatric disciplines, where normative ideas of sexuality were becoming highly contested. Looking to the broad spectrum of literatures assigned “Sexual perversion” and then “Sexual deviation” in the 1970s, we witness a decline in the pathologization of sexual deviations as well as a decrease in the number of books on homosexuality assigned to the category. But we also find that it is increasingly difficult to find common threads among the books, as those written by psychiatrists were primarily concerned with sex offenders, a number of books offer historical and literary accounts of sexual deviations, and others provided social analyses of sexuality. Corresponding to the diminished pathologization of homosexuality was the advancement of other perspectives, particularly that of sociologists, who promoted Howard Becker’s and Erving Goffman’s theories of deviance and increasingly distanced themselves from making ethical judgments. This served to legitimize a wider range of perspectives on sexual variance by bringing more voices from and to different areas of the academy and the public. Vern Bullough stated that historians had been silent until the 1970s, and he argued, “A major obstacle to understanding our own sexuality is realizing we are prisoners of past societal attitudes toward sex. . . . I have accepted the notion that no form of sexuality is against nature, and although I find some expressions of sexuality more distasteful than others, I have tried to avoid condemnation.”49 Some of the texts written at the beginning of this shift, like those by Bullough, published in the mid-1970s, discuss homosexuality at length as part of an argument to remove it from the stigmatized position of sexual deviation.

By this time, library activists had also gained visibility. Sanford Berman had built an extensive network of librarians who petitioned the Library of Congress to revise its biased headings, including those for gay and lesbian topics. Having already persuaded the Library of Congress to change “Sexual perversion” to “Sexual deviation,” it was around this time, in 1975, that the American Library Association and the Library of Congress issued the statement that advocated creating headings in terms that groups or communities prefer for themselves. At least in part as a result of Berman’s massive petitioning efforts, which included headings for a huge range of marginalized and excluded subjects, the Library of Congress formed the Subject Authority Cooperative Organization (SACO) in the 1990s, allowing librarians to propose new headings if they can demonstrate that the terms do appear as main topics in published literature. Participating librarians submit formal proposals for new headings and classes, which then go to a Library of Congress committee for approval. SACO currently includes over eight hundred institutional members and has contributed thousands of new headings and classifications since its inception. As of 2015, over 63,000 new headings, 14,800 heading changes, and 26,600 new class numbers have been authorized through the SACO program.50 Today the vocabulary includes hundreds of terms for subjects that (had they been written about) would have formerly been subsumed under the broad heading “Sexual perversion.” For instance:

Lesbian nuns

Lesbian mothers

Lesbian motorcyclists

Lesbian rabbis

Lesbian students

Lesbian libraries

Lesbians, Italian American

Lesbians on postage stamps

Lesbian photographers

Lesbian physical education teachers

Lesbian police officers . . .
 
. . . You get the idea. Since around 1990 we have witnessed a huge increase of headings for gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender subjects. “Paraphilias” seems not to have been affected by these developments, however, nor have the relations among categories like sadism and masochism to paraphilias been challenged. Even as libraries have become havens for some LGBTQ subjects and patrons, certain topics remain to this day under the broad pathologizing (and potentially obliterating) category of “paraphilias.”

Authorizing “Paraphilias”

The American Psychiatric Association, in keeping with its scientific, theory-neutral approach, introduced the term “paraphilias” in the 1980 DSM-III to replace “sexual deviations,” arguing that “it correctly emphasizes that the deviation (para) is in that to which the individual is attracted (philia).” Such a description focuses on the sexual object rather than the sexual aim, indicating the position of the APA, which also defines “paraphilias” on the basis “that unusual or bizarre imagery or acts are necessary for sexual excitement,” with “sexual objects or situations that are not part of normative arousal-activity patterns and that in varying degrees may interfere with the capacity for reciprocal affectionate sexual activity.”51

John Money was a key figure in the revival of the term “paraphilias,” bringing it into common practice among psychiatrists.52 Money promoted the use of the word on the basis that it best represents the biomedical nature of sexual abnormality. Comparing it to other terms and their uses, he wrote, “Kinky and bizarre are the popular words for paraphilic sexual fantasies and practices. Legally, they are called perverted and deviant.”53 Motivated by his belief that paraphilias—particularly those sexual activities that cause harm to others—can be understood and treated through science, as well as by his interest in the “sexual rights” of humans, Money wrote a popular text to support the identification and treatment of paraphilias. Following the course of previous influential sexologists, Money created an elaborate classification, assigning forty paraphilias to one of six categories: “sacrificial/expiatory; marauding/predatory; mercantile/venal; fetishistic/talismanic; stigmatic/eligibilic; and solicitational/allurative.”54 Particularly in the 1980s, Money published widely on the topic of paraphilias in professional journals, popular literature, and reference texts. The term took hold among psychiatrists but has yet to become part of the vernacular of the general public.

Again, as Freud had similarly asserted, the APA recognized that paraphilias could play a part in a healthy relationship, and so what distinguished a disordered behavior from an acceptable one “was its exclusivity and/or repetitivity in arousing sexual excitement.” Indeed, the “DSM-III seemed to follow Freud’s characterization of the paraphilias here, thereby ignoring its very own definition of mental disorder, which it did use to legitimize the removal of homosexuality.”55 The diagnosis had to do with the belief that the paraphilias impair people’s ability to have normal, loving, reciprocal relationships with others, whether or not the individuals regard themselves as ill or distressed. This almost disarmingly recalls Stekel’s view that homosexuals and other perverse individuals were incapable of love. What’s more, John Noyes observes that the DSM-III’s definition of sexual masochism is inherently heteronormative, as it describes dysfunction in biological terms or in a refusal to seek pleasure in the reproductive act itself.56 The APA repeatedly revisited certain distinctions, puzzling over questions concerning the boundaries between criminality and illness, with some of these determinations falling along lines of perversion and perversity, fantasy and acting on fantasy, and cultural situations.57

Although the Library of Congress did not directly cite the DSM as a source for literary warrant when it authorized “Paraphilias” in 2007, it did use other encyclopedic texts in psychiatry. It would have been from the fourth edition of the DSM that these other sources (and by extension, the Library of Congress) would have drawn their definitions. It is worth quoting the DSM here for its definition of the term:

The Paraphilias are characterized by recurrent, intense sexual urges, fantasies, or behaviors that involve unusual objects, activities, or situations and cause clinically significant distress or impairment in social, occupational, or other important areas of functioning. The Paraphilias include Exhibitionism, Fetishism, Frotteurism, Pedophilia, Sexual Masochism, Sexual Sadism, Transvestic Fetishism, Voyeurism, and Paraphilia Not Otherwise Specified.58

According to a lead cataloger at the Library of Congress, the 2007 heading change was intended to “reflect contemporary medical and psychological thinking and usage.”59 In light of the psychiatric community’s ongoing disagreement on the meanings of “deviation” and “paraphilias,” however, the LoC’s simultaneous deference to the psychiatric literature and claim to authority over knowledge is particularly fraught.

A reading of all of the works held by the Library of Congress and assigned this heading from 2007 to the present reveals that, although it may reflect current psychiatric usage, it does not at all represent usage in the majority of texts whose catalog records bear this name.60 By deferring to the psychiatric literature as the authority and by medicalizing nonnormative sexualities, it seems that the Library of Congress has effectively made it much harder to find information on this topic, committing the act of “bibliocide”—a term Sanford Berman assigned to practices that annihilate material through poor cataloging. While librarians and the authority record state that this term is preferred because it is neutral, the truth is that the term is anything but, as it is a term authorized by the DSM, which pathologizes certain sexual behaviors. Indeed, Dean Spade calls for an examination of “systems that administer life chances through purportedly ‘neutral’ criteria, understanding that those systems are often locations where racist, sexist, homophobic, ableist, xenophobic, and transphobic outcomes are produced.”61 One might speculate that the neutrality here derives from the fact that people aren’t familiar with this term and therefore it is rendered meaningless. If this is true, then it is a clear case of censorship by cataloging, which, according to Berman, is pervasive in libraries. He suggests that sex is one of the most highly censored subjects, “particularly if it’s in the form or photos or film or deals with beyond-the-pale topics like anal intercourse or S&M.”62 Among these techniques is the “inadequate, if not outright erroneous cataloging, as well as restrictive shelving practices, rendering much material inaccessible even though it is in the collection.”63 Relatedly, the National Coalition for Sexual Freedom stated in a white paper, “we must conclude that the interpretation of the Paraphilias criteria has been politically—not scientifically—based.”64 The striking lack of materials on these subjects on mainstream library shelves observed by Berman may be both reflective and productive of this silence.65 It is true that relatively few contemporary library books touch on these subjects with a nonclinical or popular approach, despite suggestions that such materials should be collected and made accessible in public libraries for those who are curious or need to know safe practices, without confronting shaming techniques.66

The fifth and most recent edition of the DSM (2013) again revised its stance, this time by distinguishing between “paraphilias” and “paraphilic disorders.” Now a person can act on or fantasize about nonnormative objects without being disordered. Additionally, the paraphilias have been moved out of the section on “Sexual and Gender Identity Disorders” to their own section. To be considered a disorder, the paraphilia must be one “that causes distress or impairment to the individual or harm to others.”67 The current method of diagnosis is complicated: There is, first, the identification of a paraphilic activity or object choice, and, second, there is the determination of whether there is harm to the individual or others. These two criteria vary in language depending upon the paraphilia in question, but the example of sexual sadism disorder illustrates the logic and course of diagnosis:

A. Over a period of at least 6 months, recurrent and intense sexual arousal from the physical or psychological suffering of another person, as manifested by fantasies, urges, or behaviors.

B. The individual has acted on these sexual urges with a nonconsenting person, or the sexual urges or fantasies cause clinically significant distress or impairment in social, occupational, or other important areas of functioning.

For a diagnosis to be administered, both criteria must be met. Therefore, the person can be a sexual sadist without being disordered if the activities and fantasies are not causing distress and are carried out with consenting adults.68 Although the distinction between disordered and nondisordered (normal?) paraphilias is widely regarded as progress, many view the existence of the diagnosis at all to be a problem, particularly for its reliance on repronormative and heteronormative frames. In agreement with Noyes’s assessment of previous editions of the DSM, Lisa Downing maintains that the fifth edition continues to privilege heterosexuality and reproductive sex: “The logic subtending the pathologization of ‘paraphilic disorders’ remains consistent with that underlying the ‘paraphilias’ in earlier editions of the Manual.”69 Indeed, the current model still sorts normal and abnormal subjects, and arguably, a person’s diagnosis may be based in institutional logics that produce and measure “disorder” and “harm.”

Certainly, all of this should carry new meaning into library catalogs, which presently do not distinguish between nonpathological and pathological paraphilias. Over the ten years since the Library of Congress adopted the term, it has already taken on new meaning, rendering the heading differently inaccurate, even according to the psychiatric community. As we will see in the next chapter, the arrangement of paraphilias on the shelves is one that places texts on sex crimes and consensual kinky sex in the same space.

The normalizing effects of the medical professions are at work in the Library of Congress collection and catalog, as they seem to have great influence on subject authorization and knowledge organization. Although “paraphilias” is intelligible to psychiatrists and may be useful for them in finding materials, the term is rarely used by other disciplines. However, the works assigned this heading tend to be aimed at a multidisciplinary audience, and these books are held by a wide variety of libraries—not just medical libraries. It is particularly curious that the Library of Congress would choose a highly medicalized term for a subject that serves a general audience, including literary scholars, social scientists, and the general public, given that the United States has a National Library of Medicine that serves the psychiatric community and has its own controlled vocabulary.

The Perversely Presentist Catalog

Taxonomic discourses for sexual practices and identities are constantly changing, expanding, reappropriating, offending, and refusing to be pinned down, presenting a challenge for the Library of Congress, which strives to describe its literature in contemporary terms. The goal of fitting phenomena neatly into categories for information retrieval is in direct conflict with the elusive, expansive, and shifting nature of perversion—and, for that matter, all of sexuality. While granting that it would be impossible for a library catalog to get at the complexities and nuances of texts on sex and sexuality, I would argue that the reduction of literatures on nonnormative sexual expressions to “Paraphilias” is loaded with problems derived from disciplinary norms and assumptions. Moreover, the effects of assigning this name are to render some texts invisible to their potential readers and to render other texts perverse—even as they themselves reject such a label—not to mention that a majority of works are caught by the trappings of time. What we have is a motley mix of texts from different eras and perspectives all brought together under this heading.

Presentism is a persistent historiographical dilemma for anyone trying to explain the past by using current terminologies that did not exist or have significantly changed in meaning since the period under investigation. Historians of sexuality are keenly aware of the changing nature of taxonomies and the inherent struggles in understanding past sexual practices, identities, and concepts in the context of the present and conveying them in intelligible terms. The work of sexuality scholars depends on and contributes to the study of how categories have emerged, expanded, disappeared, and changed over time as well as how these categories have been explained and defined in terms of identities, behaviors, conditions, and difference.

“Perverse presentism,” as proposed by J. Halberstam, is a methodology that attempts to account for and overcome the problems of presentism by denaturalizing the present as a point toward which all of history is moving and improving and applying “what we do not know in the present to what we cannot know about the past.”70 Using present-day terms and definitions to describe the past greatly oversimplifies and distorts the historical record. When speaking of subjects in sexuality studies, it may inaccurately or unfairly render certain acts and identities as essentially perverse, carrying pathological connotations derived from psychiatry. However, an awareness of the limitations of language and the capacity to know the present and the past, as well as efforts to learn about the past in its own terms, expands the opportunities to interpret the historical record. Halberstam uses this methodology to study nineteenth- and early twentieth-century same-sex desire among women, taking care not to use “lesbian” as a blanket term to describe women who desired women during an era when “lesbian” did not exist. Halberstam argues that considering women who desired women as lesbians or protolesbians erases their histories and the specificities of such identities and activities as tribades, female husbands, and a whole range of expressions.

At stake in the case of “Paraphilias” is not only whether the term is useful or intelligible today but also the kind of descriptive power it carries with regard to older works. In both senses, the perversion of meaning carries implications for access to texts across space and time as well as the broader disciplinary effects on knowledge about sexuality. One could certainly argue that the catalog should retain certain associations of the era in which a text was produced. Situating older texts on homosexuality with texts on perversion would maintain a degree of historical integrity. But things get very interesting and mixed up when we see a variety of time periods intermingled in the catalog under a single term. The use of the term “paraphilias,” which carries historically and culturally specific denotations and connotations, erases the prevailing attitudes and beliefs of previous eras by imposing new definitions and terms on past meanings. We know that homosexuality was considered a perversion or deviation for most of the twentieth century, so it is unsurprising to find such terms used to describe works that promoted such points of view. But something is seriously altered and confused when an automatic replacement occurs in bibliographic records, applying the new term “paraphilias” for such varied works as Sexual Feeling in Woman (1930), Venus Castina: Famous Female Impersonators, Celestial and Human (1928), The Invert and His Social Adjustment (1929), Sex Variant Women in Literature (1956), The Case Against Pornography (1972), and The Erotic Minorities.

Exceeding “Paraphilias”

The remainder of the chapter is devoted to highlighting a handful of cases for which the assignment of “Paraphilias” fails to apply. It might be thought of as a very abridged catalog of works that are underserved by this heading. Much is left unaccounted for, but the cases presented below stand out as some of the most remarkable.

ANOMALY

While most late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century sexologists were intent on diagnosing, classifying, and treating various behaviors and desires, there were some scientists, as well as humanists and “laypeople,” who objected to the idea that inversion, homosexuality, and transvestism should be considered perversions.71 These voices have been persistently ignored by library catalogers, and to this day, catalog records for their works carry a stigmatizing notion of perversion, but now in a vocabulary that would have been completely foreign to these authors. The voices that opposed the pathologizing explanations tended to identify as inverts or transvestites themselves and often wrote as advocates, as in the case of The Invert, and His Social Adjustment, written under the pseudonym Anomaly in 1929. Such texts tried to advance an understanding of their experience as human beings rather than as patients or case studies, and they served as a means of resistance to dominant authorized discourses. Anomaly was well aware of his position and justified his own merits in his second chapter, entitled “By What Authority”:

It is my wish to outline briefly some of the social factors of inversion which, naturally enough, are not dealt with by those whose interest lies in the symptoms of neurosis. My views will suffer discount because of the “the phenomenon known to psychologists as ‘rationalization,’ especially the so-called ‘defence reaction’” . . . Critical readers will ask by what authority I presume to offer advice on a subject which has been dealt with, in many of its aspects at least, by men of eminence whose names carry the weight of scholastic approval. . . . I make no apology for concentrating on the personal note, for what value this book may have will lie in the fact that its based on personal experience and first-hand knowledge.72

Texts like Anomaly’s provide critical evidence of the human suffering that came at the hands of medical professionals, and they offered practical advice for others who might share similar experiences or may want to learn about those who do. That books written from the personal experiences of homosexuals and inverts rank among those most widely held in American libraries, as this one does, suggests that a significant number of libraries held books that represented the voices of those who would be diagnosed alongside the medical texts doing the diagnosing.73 It does seem that the Library of Congress disregarded their language from the start by choosing sexological/medical terminologies for subject headings, even when inverts, homosexuals, and transvestites clearly didn’t accept the label “sexual perversion.” This means that, from the earliest headings, the Library of Congress engaged in the disciplining of nonnormative sexualities. What’s more, the term “Paraphilias” was not in use when this text was written, so the application of the recently adopted, highly medicalized term grossly distorts the meaning and accessibility of the work.

LESBIANS

“Lesbians” was added as a Library of Congress Subject Heading in a 1974–1976 supplement, indicating that the LoC finally recognized lesbians as people. Prior to that the LoC only named a condition with the heading “Lesbianism,” which was authorized in 1956. Before 1956, anything about lesbians would have been found by looking for the heading “Sexual perversion,” or if it was published between 1946 and 1956, it might have been assigned “Homosexuality.”

In contrast to the medical texts of her day, Katharine Bement Davis wrote about marital hygiene from a less clinical standpoint, arguing for rational sex education, women’s sexual rights, and access to safe contraception. Davis belonged to a minority of scientists who “saw single women, including lesbians, as key sources of information for determining what made women happy.”74 Davis’s study began in 1920 (the same year as ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment) in the wake of key historical developments and shifts, including women entering the paid workforce and obtaining college educations, lower birth rates, increasing divorce rates, and the promotion of women’s rights.

Studies like Davis’s initiated the sociological analysis of sexuality, considering individual traits and behaviors through empirical methods and statistical analysis to find variance. Such methods contrasted with clinical models that studied “abnormal” individuals based on assumptions about what constitutes “normal.” Davis studied the “normal” woman because she felt that sex, other than in its pathologized forms, was an unexplored science, but she defined “normal” as a woman who was “capable of adjusting satisfactorily to her social group”; same-sex desire among these women was not uncommon.75 Davis conceptualized lesbianism as a continuum of variations and believed it was much more common than previous sexologists thought. For example, among her findings were the following: Half of the unmarried women experienced intense emotional relations with other women, and over one-quarter said that a relationship was “carried to the point of overt homosexual expression.”76 Davis concluded that sexual satisfaction depended on knowledge and was an important factor in the wellbeing of normal women.

Given that the study intentionally sought out “normal” subjects to gain an understanding of healthy marriage, it is curious that the 1929 edition of the published account, Factors in the Sex Life of Twenty-Two Hundred Women, was assigned the heading “Sexual perversion” and today retains the updated form “Paraphilias” in the Library of Congress catalog. The other headings, “Women—Health and hygiene” and “Marriage,” in their overgeneralizations are only marginally descriptive of the contents of this text.77 Interestingly, the more general “Sex” was not applied. The author herself did not consider these women’s actions to be generally perverse, but clearly a cataloger did, and this attitude continues to be reproduced and modernized by cataloging technologies.

Thirty years later, Jeanette Howard Foster published Sex Variant Women in Literature, the catalog record for which is displayed in Figure 7. The pathbreaking guide to lesbian references in literature (written by a Kinsey Institute librarian) was originally assigned “Sexual perversion in literature” because it was published ahead of the authorization of the headings “Lesbians” or “Lesbianism” or “Lesbians in literature.”78 Those terms would also have been subsumed under the broad “Sexual perversion” at that time.

In fact, there are no words for lesbians or homosexuals anywhere in this record.79 Later editions of the book are cataloged with more “appropriate” headings, including “Lesbians in literature.” Even this might be a case of perverse presentism, though, according to Halberstam, as the Foster book discusses same-sex desire among women from its earliest appearance in literature to Foster’s present. Additionally, Foster’s use of “sex-variant” is ignored. In a similar vein, Diana: A Strange Autobiography, a memoir published under a pseudonym in 1939, is also currently assigned “Paraphilias,” as is Marion Zimmer Bradley’s 1960 Checklist: A Complete, Cumulative Checklist of Lesbian, Variant, and Homosexual Fiction, in English, or Available in English Translation, with Supplements of Related Material, for the Use of Collectors, Students, and Librarians.80
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Figure 7. Catalog card for Sex Variant Women in Literature, obtained from University of Wisconsin–Madison Libraries.



SEXUAL DEVIATION/DEVIANCE

Leading up to the change from “Sexual perversion” to “Sexual deviation,” attitudes about sexual deviations had shifted quite dramatically, particularly in the years after World War II, and the literature reflects this change. For instance, one of the more widely held books cataloged with “Paraphilias” in U.S. libraries, Frank S. Caprio and Louis S. London’s Sexual Deviations, is almost entirely about homosexuality and intended for a general audience. Published in 1950, the authors followed the contemporary approach to studying sexual perversion (again, primarily homosexuality) as illness. As the book was written with the belief that marital troubles stem from misinformation and a need for laypeople to know the “sexual deviate” to prevent sexual perversion, the frontmatter reads, “The prevalent lack of understanding toward sexual problems—coupled with the growing public concern over sex crimes—make this book an invaluable guide to the layman.” Although the Library of Congress acquired and cataloged the book after “Homosexuality” was approved as a subject heading, catalogers did not see fit to assign the term to this book. In fact, the bibliographic record does not include any reference to homosexuality, even as a keyword. It was simply given the heading “Sexual perversion,” and the full suite of disciplinary apparatuses discussed in the present study was enacted on this text: It was shelved with books on perversion in HQ71, and at some point it was locked away in the postwar Delta Collection.

Alternatively, deriving from symbolic interactionism theory in sociology, the edited volume Sexual Deviance, published in 1967, states that deviance is determined by social practices. Gayle Rubin regards the book as a landmark in shifting the way we study sexuality.81 Its editors, John Gagnon and William Simon, trained at the University of Chicago and hired by the Kinsey Institute, “virtually reinvented sex research as social science,” reframing homosexuality as normal and ordinary and challenging heteronormative assumptions that led to the pathologization of homosexuality.82 According to the editors, interactions of institutionalized norms that produce definitions of “normal” and “deviance” should be understood in terms of social structure, social situation, and the character of the actors:

A form of behavior becomes deviant when it is defined as violating the norms of some collectivity. Usually, the collectivities that are relevant are those formally empowered to sanction deviant behavior in general, though for certain forms of sexual behavior only informal and covert sanctions are applied by selected collectivities. . . . Deviance exists in social systems as a necessary complement to conformity . . . to speak of one is to imply the other.83

Still, as with the 1950 example, what is key to our understanding of cataloging practices is the complete absence of terms in the catalog record referring to the actual topics covered in this text: homosexuality and prostitution. In this later case the authors interrogate the inclusion of these two categories within the broader category of sexual deviance by studying the role of norms within “deviant” communities. Nevertheless, the original bibliographic record was assigned only “Sexual perversion” as a heading, and there are no terms referring to homosexuality or prostitution that might turn the record up in a keyword search. Such an absence is striking, given that both concepts were well established in LCSH at the time this book was cataloged. It may be because of a lack of effort, or it could have been an instance of active bibliographic censorship. Perhaps the oversight could be explained as a case of inadequate expertise of the cataloger, who may have simply read the title, Sexual Deviance, and applied “Sexual perversion” as a heading (publication of the book preceded the subject heading’s change to “Sexual deviation” by a few years). If the cataloger had turned to the introduction and table of contents, however, she would have seen that the book gives an overview of theories of sexual deviance and then applies these specifically to homosexuality and prostitution. She might have surmised that the authors were in fact distancing the work from the psychiatric profession and its terms.

One observes a related problem in the record for the Swedish psychiatrist Lars Ullerstam’s The Erotic Minorities. When published in English in 1966, the book was assigned “Sexual perversion.” In The Erotic Minorities, however, far from pathologizing behaviors, the author of the book advocates a greater appreciation for sexual deviance, condoning and at times celebrating acts that fall under the category of perversions: “Should we not rejoice,” he writes, “that we have been provided with various potentialities for the experience of joy, and help each other to achieve it in our various ways, even if these should happen to be of a sexual nature?”84 In fact, the author explicitly states that “perversion” is a “poison label,” and he advocates for social policy that allows a wide range of sexually deviant behaviors. Writing in Sweden, the author found homosexuals to be in an enviable position, with clubs and leniency in law and society. He wanted to see similar accommodations for people with deviant desires and inclinations, such as bestiality, fetishisms of various sorts, paying for sex, and pornography.

Overwhelmingly, authors writing in the 1960s and 1970s used the term “perversion” only in a historical or critical sense. Extremely few works include the word “paraphilias,” and that term occurred nowhere in the social sciences and humanities literatures. A number of the texts avoid using terms “deviation” or “perversion” altogether, or like James Henslin, they may redefine or clarify “deviance.” He writes in his Deviant Lifestyles, “my use of the word deviant to modify lifestyle does not mean bad, sick, perverse, or even undesirable. . . . These terms simply mean nonnormative or departing from generalized expectations, often in such a way that negative sanctions are the typical result.”85 These texts ushered in studies of the social construction of gender and sexuality and preceded Foucault’s History of Sexuality, which, incidentally, is given the single subject heading “Sex customs—History.”

“PARAPHILIAS IN LITERATURE”

One of the more blatantly spoken-over fields is literature and literary studies, with the heading “Paraphilias in literature.” This is perhaps the most absurd of all the cases, as the heading medicalizes the literary study of sexual perversion and annuls the literary voice as well as temporal and spatial dimensions. Literary scholars simply don’t include the term “Paraphilias” in their texts. Book titles include The Sadomasochistic Homotext: Readings in Sade, Balzac, and Proust, Ovidian Myth and Sexual Deviance in Early Modern English Literature, and Jonathan Dollimore’s core text, Sexual Dissidence: Augustine to Wilde, Freud to Foucault. The very idea of condensing a work of literature into its “aboutness” or its critique into a few terms chosen from a vocabulary authorized by a national authority is laughable.

DRAG

The heading “Sexual perversion” had been associated with the narrower and related terms “Exhibitionism,” “Homosexuality,” “Lesbianism,” “Masochism,” “Nymphomania,” “Sadism,” “Sex crimes,” and “Transvestism.”86 When “Sexual perversion” changed to “Sexual deviation” in LCSH in 1972, all cross-references, except for one to the related “Sexual disorders,” were eliminated, but apart from “Homosexuality” and “Lesbians,” most of these and other headings would slowly reappear as cross-references in subsequent editions. “Transvestism” was the first of the sexual behaviors or phenomena to reenter the hierarchy under “Sexual deviation” in 1980, along with “Sexual disorders.” “Transvestism” was also associated with “Impersonators, Female,” a heading whose 1988 scope note indicated: “Here are entered works on men impersonating women. Works on women impersonating men are entered under the heading Impersonators, Male. Works on impersonation of the opposite sex as a manifestation of sexual perversion are entered under the heading Transvestism.”87 “Transvestism” first appeared as a subject heading in 1948 (decades after the Library of Congress acquired Magnus Hirschfeld’s 1910 Die Transvestism), and “Transvestites” was added in 1989.88 Because the terms “transvestism” and “transvestite” have become identified with the language of psychopathology, many people who cross-dress have come to prefer terms other than “transvestism.” Indeed, the Library of Congress still links “Transvestism” (but not “Transvestites”) as a narrower term under “Psychosexual disorders.”

Even in recent years the Library of Congress has continued to resist honoring requested changes to “Transvestites” and related headings.89 Sanford Berman proposed the heading “Drag queens” on August 24, 2005, and other librarians followed suit, including staff at the Tretter Collection in GLBT Studies at the University of Minnesota. In a 2006 letter to Berman, Barbara Tillett expressed that “Drag queens” was among the headings the Library of Congress was evaluating for approval.90 Berman was pleasantly surprised that this was under consideration, noting that previously Tillett “unequivocally stated that ‘The term “drag queens” is an upward see reference to “Transvestites,” which we continue to feel is appropriate.’”91 Berman seemed to find it curious that Tillett so quickly had a change of heart. Whether she truly did have a change of heart remains unknown; “Drag queens” was not authorized in 2006 and has not been adopted as of this writing.92

In the years since the Berman/Tillett correspondence, very little has changed. “Transvestites” is still the preferred term for cross-dressers, “Female impersonators” remains the preferred term for “Drag queens,” and “Male impersonators” is used in place of “Drag kings.” The Library of Congress now distinguishes between female/male impersonators and transvestism based on whether the act of dressing in the manner of the opposite sex is for entertainment or for psychological gratification. The scope note for “Female impersonators” reads: “Here are entered works on men who impersonate women, generally for purposes of entertainment or comic effect.” “Transvestism” and “Transvestites” have identical scope notes: “Here are entered works on the practice, especially of males, of assuming the dress and manner of the opposite sex for psychological gratification.”

Although “Transvestites” is no longer a narrower term under “Paraphilias,” and “Female impersonators” never was, the 1934 edition of Venus Castina is currently assigned “Paraphilias” as the sole heading in the Library of Congress catalog. The inclusion of “Paraphilias” in that record reveals that the prevailing attitude toward the type of female impersonation written about in Venus Castina was that it was a perversion, but again, it comes through in anachronistic language. Perhaps ironically, the record for the earlier 1928 edition includes only the heading “Female impersonators.” And so, while the refusal of the Library of Congress to adopt “drag” is troubling, in the case of Venus Castina, the term “Female impersonators” is arguably more suitable, as it is more appropriate for the time period. The term appeared in the book and in other literature of the period.

THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY—REINVENTING “PERVERSION”

Applications of “Paraphilias” after the heading was authorized in 2007 reveal another set of problems. The book description for the 2011 Part-Time Perverts: Sex, Pop Culture, and Kink Management explicitly states what the author sets out to do, which is to distance herself from the psychiatric community and talk about kink and alternative sexualities in nonpathologizing language.93 The author even proposes a new way of classifying “perversion management”:

An interdisciplinary exploration of sexual perversion in everyday life, Part-Time Perverts: Sex, Pop Culture, and Kink Management starts from the premise that, for better or worse, everyone is exposed to a continual barrage of representations of sexual perversion, both subliminal and overt. Our involvement, Dr. Lauren Rosewarne contends, is universal, but our management strategies cover a spectrum of behavioral possibilities from total repression to total immersion. It is those strategies that she examines here. Drawing on her own experience, as well as on pop culture and a multidisciplinary mix of theory, Rosewarne shifts the discussion of perversion away from the traditional psychological and psychiatric focus and instead explores it through a feminist lens as a social issue that affects everyone. Her book examines representations of perversion—from suppression to dabbling to full-body immersion—and proposes a classification for perversion management, and charts the diverse strategies we use to manage, and perhaps enjoy, exposure.94

Rosewarne’s book is woefully undercataloged, with only the headings “Paraphilias” and “Sex customs.” There is nothing about feminist critique or popular culture. Fortunately, the title provides key terms that are likely to be found by a patron conducting a keyword search.

Similarly, the subject headings for the book The Other Side of Desire, written by Daniel Bergner, are “Paraphilias—Case studies” and “Compulsive behavior—Case studies.” Nothing in this record indicates what the book is truly about: It is a collection of case studies about foot fetishism, acrotomophilia (sexual interest in amputees), sadism, and a man’s desire for his stepdaughter. Its pairing of “Compulsive behavior” with “Paraphilias” resembles the association of “Sexual perversion” and “Neuroses” in the record for the much earlier Stekel text.

Interestingly, this title is held by more public libraries than academic libraries, with the total number of holdings in the United States exceeding four hundred. Perhaps this signals a shift in public librarians’ collection development policies and attitudes as well as a broader societal curiosity about perversion. In her review of the book, Lori Gottlieb tells readers that it altered her frame of mind, causing her to question her own beliefs about perversion.

After reading Daniel Bergner’s unsettling but riveting new book, The Other Side of Desire, I’m no longer sure where normal ends and abnormal begins. Take the people Bergner, a contributing writer for The New York Times Magazine, introduces us to: a devoted husband with a foot fetish, a fashion maven who’s a sadist, a man who becomes sexually attracted to his young stepdaughter (Woody Allen, anyone?) and an advertising executive who lusts after amputees.

Are all of them deviant? None of them? Or is deviance a matter of time and place, the way that a century ago, fellatio and cunnilingus were regarded as perversions in some psychoanalytic circles? I’ll ruin the ending for you right now: these questions are unanswerable, but that’s precisely what makes the asking so engrossing.95

This reviewer recognizes precisely the issues brought forth by my study, but unfortunately, libraries are not supplying this type of information to their patrons. Rather, the book is effectively hidden by undercataloging and by the use of a term by which few public library patrons are likely to search. If they do locate it by way of the catalog, they receive the pathologizing message carried by the headings. Other recently published titles that might be said to defend or explain “perversion” are Jesse Bering’s Perv: The Sexual Deviant in All of Us (2013) and James Penney’s World of Perversion: Psychoanalysis and the Impossible Absolute of Desire (2006). I have already mentioned Roudinesco’s critique of “paraphilias” and the application of the term to her book Our Dark Side: A History of Perversion. Perhaps the question is, then, whether the Library of Congress should readopt “perversion” to describe and reflect these perversion-positive texts as well as all of the others—particularly in the humanities—that use this term. Or as I will suggest in Chapter 5, perhaps there is something to be said for the inscrutability of perversion within the normalizing hierarchies of the Library of Congress’s classificatory systems.


CHAPTER 2

Labeling Obscenity: The Delta Collection

“Closetedness” itself is a performance initiated as such by the speech act of a silence—not a particular silence, but a silence that accrues particularity by fits and starts, in relation to the discourse that surrounds and differentially constitutes it. The speech acts that coming out, in turn, can comprise are as strangely specific. And they may have nothing to do with the acquisition of new information.

—EVE KOSOFSKY SEDGWICK, Epistemology of the Closet

To tell of courage to face the unknown with intelligence, tell of Theseus.

—PAUL KUNTZ, “What Daedalus Told Ariadne, or, How to Escape the Labyrinth: The Minotaur”

In the history of libraries there have always been spaces and texts to which access has been barred and certain patrons and patron types for whom access has been denied. Libraries will often have a restricted collection—a locked case, a unit of shelving behind the circulation desk, or a special room—that requires readers to obtain permission from a librarian to view the books within. Very often the restricted materials contain explicit adult content or valuable illustrations. During and after World War II the Library of Congress held one of the largest collections in the world of this kind, composed mostly of erotica and items considered to be pornographic or obscene. The Library’s Delta Collection, which included books, motion pictures, photographs, playing cards, and other materials, was separated from the general collection, and access was highly restricted. Many of the materials in the Delta Collection had been seized by the Customs Bureau and the U.S. Postal Service, and the Library of Congress made the final decision regarding destruction, storage, and circulation of such items. Others were obtained through the Copyright Office and were considered vulnerable to theft and damage. The Delta Collection served to protect materials from mutilation, preserve the cultural record, protect citizens from harmful obscenity, and serve as a repository of sample materials for consultation by federal agencies up through 1964.

This collection undoubtedly carried a certain epistemology, and underlying this chapter is Sedgwick’s theory of the closet, which serves as a guide in considering the ways in which the materials in the collection acquired a special status and how their silences tell a key story about the production and regulation of knowledge about sexuality. The Delta Collection was quite literally a closeted-off set of materials deemed to be perverse, and except for certain books that were considered to have intrinsic value as part of a cultural record and in need of protection, the Delta Collection served as a mechanism by which to classify works out of U.S. memory and identity. For Sedgwick, “the closet is the defining structure” for oppression based on sexuality, and she argues that it operates by way of a series of juridical formulations that were constructed to support and sustain a heteronormative culture.1 In contrast to the subject headings featured in the previous chapter, and the bibliographic classification in the next, what the Delta Collection did for the writing of U.S. history was not only disciplinary, but it enacted a more extreme series of erasures and silences. Materials that contained ideas, images, and information about “aberrant” sexual practices, whether they were about homosexuality or contained otherwise “obscene” content, were not to be housed within the library’s general collection. Many of these texts did not match the ideals of the project of constructing a national citizenry, and their sequestration was arguably aimed at the prohibition of citizens becoming perverse readers. The Delta Collection served the nation by functioning as a juridical device, as the materials held within were to be used as evidence for federal agencies and Congress. And reminiscent of the scarlet letter “A” affixed to Hester Prynne’s breast, the sequestered materials in the Delta Collection were stamped with the delta symbol: Δ.2

The panic surrounding World War II and postwar sexual perversion held certain knowledges to be a central threat, and keeping obscene materials out of the hands of citizens was a frenzied and impossible effort at preventing the spread of perversion by censoring it and circulating silence and ignorance. At this point, definitions and understanding of what constituted obscenity had not been officially determined in law and policy, so methods for policing it were inconsistent and heavy handed.3 In the 1940s and 1950s U.S. librarians found themselves at the center of heated discussions about censorship and the freedom to read. As a federal agency, the Library of Congress occupied a very particular position in that debate. The Delta Collection is far from cohesive, and it reflects the confusion surrounding definitions of obscenity and what to do with it. The unifying principles were that the materials were assumed either to pose or be subject to a threat of harm. It contained books on perversion and homosexuality but also works on heterosexual relations and birth control; literary works that were contested in the courts, such as Ulysses and Lolita; rare books; and some of the more ribald pornography of the time. What was contained in the collection was knowledge that was viewed to require a measure of special protection. As we will see later in this chapter, however, the Delta Collection was not as secure as was intended.

Finding the Delta Collection

The Library of Congress’s participation in the postwar regulation of obscenity is an untold portion of the story of government policing of sexual deviance in the United States. Scholars have explored the roles of the Customs Bureau, the Postal Service, and the Federal Bureau of Investigation in intercepting, seizing, and storing materials deemed to be obscene.4 They have not, however, examined the Library of Congress’s role in this process. Paul and Schwartz’s 1961 account of federal censorship does give the LoC’s involvement a brief mention, praising it for saving materials from the agencies that would destroy them:

Material that is seized is either destroyed or sent to the Library of Congress. The Library does not collect obscene or pornographic materials as such; it receives such materials because it is a repository for publications produced the world over. . . . Selection criteria are broad, for the Library is not worried about protecting the public; it is worried about retaining all materials—anything which may reflect some facet of the world’s culture or may be useful for research.5

While this position is perhaps limited and uncritical, it would be equally shortsighted to argue that the LoC’s actions described below simply constitute a sweeping act of censorship.

Indeed, it’s quite complicated. As Alison Moore suggests in her analysis of similar collections at the Bibliothéque Nationale de France and the British Library, one might view such hidden collections of obscenity and erotica as ones “that sought to contain desire, to designate it and to command its parameters while sanctioning sexuality as an inherently validated system of meaning.”6 The next sections demonstrate some of the central tensions that obscenity brought to the Library of Congress and how the Delta Collection provides a window into the function of labeling as a mechanism in what seem to be ideologically opposed efforts to contain and preserve, censor, and serve the federal government. The LoC was one of many institutions that struggled to come to terms with the charge to protect resources, protect rights of individuals, and protect the public from the harm of an ever-increasing amount of sexually explicit materials. In addition, the LoC’s employees were interested in protecting the library itself—as well as their own positions within it.

My own encounter with the Delta Collection began with the catalog—as it did with my study of “paraphilias.” In fact, it was in searching for materials cataloged with that heading at the Library of Congress that I discovered a number of bibliographic records that contained, instead of call numbers, a note that read, “Problem location.” Most of the titles designated by this location turned out to be in the Rare Books Reading Room, but a few searches ended up in dead ends, with librarians looking everywhere they could think of, only to return empty handed. For example, Night in a Moorish Harem was one that was missing. A few librarians had mentioned the Delta Collection in passing during my visit to the LoC, simply stating that such a thing once existed and that I may want to look into it. Attempts at finding published information on the collection proved to be fruitless, even with the assistance of LoC historians and reference librarians. Encyclopedias, indexes of subject collections, and historical accounts of the LoC do not provide any information about the Delta Collection.7 Cheryl Fox, head archivist in the Manuscript Reading Room, suggested consulting a collection of papers from the Office of the Keeper of the Collections. This archive turned out to hold a wealth of information that revealed a virtually unknown history of sexuality at the Library of Congress.

Although the Delta Collection is described in unpublished annual reports, these accounts were never entered into the published reports submitted to Congress. Among the keeper’s papers, however, are records of transfers of materials to the LoC, excerpts of the keeper’s diary detailing his thought processes regarding the Delta Collection, correspondence with other internal and external offices, policies, meeting minutes, and reports of items designated for destruction. Although the archival record is quite rich in certain regards, it seems that nearly every staff member tried to maintain distance from the Delta Collection, and no one wanted to claim authority on the topics of pornography and perversion. This means that the historical record is, in fact, quite sparse: Only certain official positions were written down. Many of the documents are difficult to decipher, as discussions of what to do with the Delta materials was an apparently uncomfortable and deeply fraught topic.

Postwar Federal Sexual Policing and Censorship

On August 8, 1963, seven uncataloged and unprocessed publications were loaned from the Delta Collection to Congressman John Dowdy (D-Tex.), during a hearing on a bill to ban homosexual groups from soliciting funds.8 The impetus for the bill proposal was an application for a license to solicit charitable contributions for the Mattachine Society, an early activist organization that worked toward improving the rights of homosexuals. As there was no municipal or state law prohibiting homosexual social and activist groups from receiving donations, Dowdy proposed a federal law to prevent such actions. In his statement to Congress, Dowdy proclaimed:

If the laws of the District of Columbia indeed do not authorize the refusal of a solicitation license or any other official recognition to a society such as this, whose illegal activities are revolting to normal society, then I feel that it is our duty to provide such authority without delay. The Mattachine Society is admittedly a group of homosexuals. The acts of these people are banned under the laws of God, the laws of nature, and are in violation of the laws of man.9

The bill died in the Senate, so the Mattachine Society remained relatively unharmed, but what this case begins to reveal is the LoC’s role in the policing of sex and sexuality after World War II. The librarian’s correspondence does not indicate which publications Dowdy viewed, but the record clearly states that the materials were obtained from the library’s restricted Delta Collection on the day before Dowdy brought the bill to the floor. On another occasion, the Library of Congress made an exception to the rule that prohibited browsing of the Delta Collection for the Honorable Judge Leonard P. Moore, nearly three months after he upheld the decision of lower courts that had determined that Lady Chatterley’s Lover was not obscene. Librarians provided the judge with small table and chair and a space “to exam[ine] volumes of particular interest at leisure.”10

While the historical record on how the Delta Collection was used is meager, these examples remind us that the Library of Congress is not simply a storehouse of information but that its primary role has been to serve the U.S. Congress and government officials. As such, the LoC was a participant in the postwar regulation of sexuality through the restriction and provision of evidence in an antihomosexual campaign as well as in wider projects to regulate proper sexual citizens. “Sex perverts” were classified as reliability risks, prone to pressure from foreign agents, and the Library of Congress was part of the nation’s apparatus for finding perverts and censoring obscenity.11

It is important to note that some of the texts housed in the Delta Collection also served as evidence of crimes. Those that were acquired via the Postal Service and Customs Bureau were seized through an arresting act, may have served as the basis for prosecution, and then were made available for federal officials and Congress as sources in other investigations. The archival records reveal details of transfers from customs offices across the nation, complete with names and addresses of those from whom materials were impounded. One gathers the significance of the connection between the LoC and the wider antiobscenity campaign when one recognizes that books confiscated in headline-making arrests may have been among those that still bear the Delta marks today. For instance, the Evening Star reported in 1958 that five thousand items impounded over eighteen months by New York customs and postal authorities were to be delivered to the Library of Congress. Many of the items were confiscated from seamen and students returning from Europe.12 The same year, Lawrence Gichner, who authored three works housed in the Delta Collection and whose collection was admired by Alfred Kinsey, was arrested by eleven Morals Division detectives, who seized from his home fifty crates full of “erotic literature from every corner of the world.”13 Such observations call into question the wholesomeness of the Library of Congress in its mission to protect and preserve materials for the cultural record, as these resources arrived via punitive mechanisms and were then designated for use by federal agencies and Congress.

In a 1953 speech President Dwight D. Eisenhower proclaimed, “Don’t join the book burners. Don’t think you are going to conceal faults by concealing evidence that they never existed. Don’t be afraid to go into your library and read every book.” Eisenhower seems to have been assuming that the public can trust their librarians to select the materials worthy of being read and that they should, in fact, read subversive literature, if only to know the enemy. Dissenting voices must be brought into view, and the citizenry ought “to have them at places where they are accessible to others.” Censorship, Eisenhower suggested, should be reserved for documents that “offend our own ideas of decency.”14 “Offensive” materials, it was presumed, would not likely be found in a library, and materials containing ideas opposed to normative notions of common decency were to be best left to the censors.

The U.S. Congress has historically acted as censor by enacting laws prohibiting the importation, mailing, and distribution of “obscene” materials. The most influential act was the first sweeping antiobscenity law, now commonly called the Comstock Act, passed in 1873. The act outlawed importation of obscenity from foreign countries and made it a felony to send or receive obscene materials through the mail. Later, the Foreign Agents Registration Act of 1938 required the registration of all foreign agents and foreign political propaganda disseminated in the United States, essentially bringing war propaganda and obscenity under the same umbrella of outlawed subversive materials.

Hysteria over censorship during and after World War II resulted in part from an increasing struggle to strike a balance between the desire to allow adults to decide for themselves what to read and the mass exploitation of commercial forms of speech that were viewed as potentially harmful to the public. Whitney Strub suggests that beginning in the 1940s the American public tried to reclaim moral authority from Comstock’s disciples, insisting on their right to make decisions about their own media consumption. At the same time, though, Cold War efforts “consisted of programs to normalize and reproduce atomized nuclear families—predicated on heterosexual marriages in which wives avoided the workplace—in an effort to sustain the consumer culture that had begun to replace industry as the heart of the American economy.”15 Opening obscene books with their suggestions of nonprocreative sex, vice, homosexuality, and other perverse acts to the public might render the entire citizenry vulnerable to outside forces. As scholars have pointed out, “whereas communism embodied the greatest political perversion,” homosexuality and other sexual perversions posed the greatest domestic threat.16

World War II and the postwar era also brought heightened passion from the American Library Association. The ALA adopted the Library Bill of Rights in 1938 to outline its position on intellectual freedom in response to the 1938 House Committee on Un-American Activities to investigate subversives. In 1948, with the expansion of World War II and McCarthyism, the ALA strengthened the Library Bill of Rights by taking a firmer stance on censorship and intellectual freedom, stating that libraries have a responsibility to challenge coercive measures that limit access to resources that inform moral and political opinion.17 The LoC, however, opposed or disregarded many of the ALA’s resolutions, and in 1948 Chief Assistant Librarian of Congress Verner Clapp led the opposition to the ALA’s Resolution Protesting Loyalty Investigations in Libraries.18

In 1951 the ALA issued a “Statement on Labeling,” derived from the Library Bill of Rights. The statement resulted from a series of events beginning in 1950, when Rutherford D. Rogers, chair of the Intellectual Freedom Committee (IFC) of the ALA, reported that a number of groups, including the Sons of the American Revolution, had petitioned libraries to implement labeling systems for restricting access to communist and subversive materials.19 Such labels would not only have marked materials as subversive but would have placed them in a segregated collection, to be given out only upon application. In response the IFC drafted a six-point statement on labeling that echoed Eisenhower’s sentiments, asserting that labeling is a censor’s tool that deterred the democratic ideals libraries hold:

Although totalitarian states find it easy and even proper, according to their ethics, to establish criteria for judging publications as “subversive,” injustice and ignorance rather than justice and enlightenment result from such practices, and the American Library Association has a responsibility to take a stand against the establishment of such criteria in a democratic state.

The ALA firmly indicated its position as anticommunist but stated their opposition to labeling and “any group which aims at closing any path to knowledge.”20 The statement on labeling was approved as policy by the ALA Council on July 13, 1951. The Delta Collection stood in opposition to that statement, as the collection served to hide items from view and placed a Delta symbol on the spine labels of the books. It should be pointed out, however, that, as Eisenhower’s speech on book burning suggests, obscenity (a concept that was still not well defined) was generally agreed to be outside of the scope of materials that should be protected from censors. But what must be emphasized here is that, as with many locked cases, this act of labeling was not simply a censoring act; it was a part of a mechanism designed to protect materials from destruction or theft. Also, as the nation’s library, the Library of Congress holds a position unlike any other library in the United States, and so the guidelines on intellectual freedom and labeling set forth by the ALA can be disregarded if in conflict with the demands of the U.S. government.

In 1952, in what Eli Oboler considers one of the most extraordinary bills ever to come before Congress, former FBI agent Representative Harold Velde (R-Ill.) introduced “a bill to provide that the Librarian of Congress shall mark all subversive matter in the Library of Congress and compile a list thereof for the guidance of other libraries in the United States.”21 The bill died, but presumably the Delta materials would have been conscripted into this proposed effort to assist librarians in nationwide censorship efforts. In 1956 Congress passed a law that permitted the Post Office to impound mail suspected of promoting fraud, obscenity, and gambling, except for publications with second-class mail privileges.22

By 1957, according to Louise Robbins, “the ‘obscene’ had begun to overtake the ‘subversive’ as the target of censorship.”23 Increasingly, accusations of homosexual and communist tendencies became interchangeable. For example, Alfred Kinsey was accused of aiding communism and was censored based on the perception that his work would undermine the status and power of the United States in the world.24 Around the same time the Supreme Court’s Roth decision tested the constitutionality of the conviction of a New York man for mailing obscene materials. It ruled that obscenity was not protected by the First Amendment and upheld the conviction of Samuel Roth for sending obscene materials through the mail. The ruling also stated that the “federal obscenity statute, 18 U.S.C. 1461, punishing the use of the mails for obscene material, is a proper exercise of the postal power delegated to Congress.”25 Additionally, as Robbins has revealed, the LoC participated in the 1947 Federal Loyalty Program, which included the purging of homosexuals from its workforce in the early 1950s because homosexuals and other “perverts” were viewed to be weak and susceptible to blackmail. Although the LoC was not required to participate in the federal loyalty program because it was not an executive branch agency, it did engage in the federal investigations and firing of employees. Robbins found that “according to the congressional investigation, between April and November 1950 fifteen LoC employees were charged with ‘perversion.’ Nine resigned under pressure, one was fired, and five cases were pending.”26 More people lost their jobs during this phase of the purges at LoC than during any other.

It was amid this tense climate of sexual policing that the Library of Congress was faced with the responsibility of assessing and storing sexually explicit materials that arrived through the Copyright Office, the U.S. Customs Bureau, and the Postal Service.

Keepers of the Collection

A local Washington, D.C., publication, undated but published when the Delta Collection still existed, claimed that the origins of the Delta Collection date back to the 1880s, with the bequest of a valuable rare book collection from a California tycoon. Included in that collection, according to the author, were such titles as the Khamasutra, the eighteenth-century spanking novel Fanny Hill, and a version of the fifteenth-century The Perfumed Garden. The author states: “The greater part of the erotic treasure was saved by an anonymous administrator with foresight. He realized, regardless of its contents, or because of them, the collection was rare.”27

Although the article is quite sensational—and as of yet its assertions about the early formation of the collection remain unsubstantiated by LoC employees or archival evidence—it is worth entertaining the idea that Ainsworth Spofford was the librarian who inaugurated this secret collection.28 Spofford is now recognized as a visionary who, emblematic of his era, promoted the “best” reading, but he also recognized the cultural value of books of that might be considered to be of lower quality.29 He distinguished the mission of smaller public libraries from that of a national library and said that, while books of questionable morality may not belong in a small public library, “national libraries . . . would be derelict in their duty to posterity if they did not acquire and preserve the whole literature of the country.”30 He also observed, “what is pronounced trash today may have an unexpected value hereafter, and the unconsidered trifles of the press of the nineteenth century may prove highly curious and interesting to the twentieth, as examples of what the[ir] ancestors . . . wrote and thought about.”31 This position paralleled those of librarians who maintained closeted collections at the British Library and the Bibliothéque Nationale de France around the same time.32

The Delta Collection had always contained a sampling of books that would generally not be held by the LoC, and part of the rationale for retaining these items was preservation of the cultural record. Although LoC policy was to not maintain a collection of obscenity for its general collection, a 1954 acquisitions document outlined a policy for adding items of value for the history of manners and customs, art and literature, or those having a bearing on psychological or legal studies, even if they had some pornographic aspects. Pornographic or obscene materials that did not fit such categories were to be acquired in order to serve as samples.33 It certainly wasn’t only homosexuality, or even pornography, for that matter, that the Delta Collection contained. As with the Bibliothéque Nationale and the British Library collections, the Library of Congress’s Delta Collection held a mix of scientific/sexological texts along with what was considered erotica and pornography, as well as the literary texts that were challenged in the courts. There was a remarkable number of books on sexual relations within a marriage and on birth control. And many of the works in the collection contained illustrations, which would have been easy prey for vandals if available in the general collection.

The documented history of the Delta Collection seems to begin in 1920, when a librarian wrote to a member of Congress requesting he return the book Madeleine, which had recently been identified as immoral and outlawed. The letter stated that the book was either to be withdrawn or kept in a special collection in the Copyright Office as part of the legal record there.34 This may have been the precursor to the Delta Collection, or it may have actually been the Delta Collection. The earliest correspondence that actually names the Delta Collection dates from 1936, when U.S. Congressman Millard Caldwell (D-Fla.) wrote to the Librarian of Congress, concerned about obscene items that might be in the LoC’s collection. Librarian Herbert Putnam informed Caldwell that the books were indeed held by the Library of Congress in a restricted collection. An attached letter from the superintendent of the Reading Room to Putnam specifies that the four books in question were copyright deposits and “Items 1 and 2 are now in the ‘Delta’ Colletcion [sic] (a collection whose use is restricted to adults and only consulted under supervision in the Rare Book Room). Items 2 and 3 are in process of being catalogued and classified and will soon also be part of the ‘Delta Collection.’”35

Arguably, the collection was initially formed in an effort to preserve the historical record, and while the Library of Congress maintained this as its mission (even as it was burning materials), the political significance that the Delta Collection assumed during the McCarthy era distinguishes it as much more than a preservation mechanism. Not unlike the Collection de l’Enfer at the Bibliotheque Nationale, which has a much longer history, these preservation efforts were entangled in state regulatory projects. In the final years of the ancien régime, for instance, the state seized and stored pornographic works during arrests. According to Moore, it was during the Second Empire of Louis Napoleon that these materials were secured in the restricted collection, marking the point at which the ambivalence of the collection became apparent—that the preservation and integrity of materials, which were in fact acquired in efforts to rescue banned books, derived from state censorship activities.

The Delta Collection officially became the purview of the first and only Keeper of the Collections, Alfred Kremer, when he was appointed by Librarian of Congress Archibald MacLeish in 1940. The keeper’s primary duties were to protect collections from war damage.36 MacLeish also appointed Luther Harris Evans director of the Legislative Reference Service (currently the Congressional Research Service) in 1939 and chief assistant librarian in 1940. On May 30, 1942, Evans delivered the address “The Library of Congress and the War” before the Librarian’s Council, during which he told council members that the library, in support of the war, had increased its circulation of books and opened its facilities and services to researchers. Evans also described the struggle to find a balance in the LoC’s role as a national library in serving the federal government and the general public. He reported that over four hundred employees of other federal agencies were conducting research at the Library of Congress and that 150 other people were designated by the Coordinator of Information at the LoC to do research on foreign countries.37 Wishing to play a more personal role in the war, MacLeish resigned as Librarian of Congress on December 19, 1944, and Luther Evans was appointed acting librarian by President Truman in 1945. It was with a patriotic spirit that LoC leaders made decisions regarding the selection and maintenance of war-related and subversive and obscene materials. This climate no doubt altered the very nature of the Delta Collection from being a repository of the cultural record to being a political actor in the postwar era, one with increasing significance as McCarthy’s policies and rhetoric came to dominate.

In 1952 (the year before he became director general of UNESCO), Evans wrote to the commissioner of the Customs Bureau to express concern that subversive materials were being destroyed in customs and postal seizures. The Library of Congress had been receiving materials that the Customs Bureau and the Postal Service had confiscated for years, but there was no official policy requiring these deposits. He petitioned to amend the Customs Manual to require the delivery of seized items to the LoC. The amendment stated:

Printed matter of all kinds . . . for which an assent to forfeiture has been obtained, will be forwarded by the Bureau to the Library of Congress. . . . If libel action is necessary in connection with items of the above specified kinds, the United States attorney shall be requested to have the condemnation decree provide . . . for the delivery of such items to the Library of Congress for official use in lieu of destruction.38

These materials, which would have included propaganda, obscenity, and other items considered subversive, were then placed in a Federal Agents Collection, with selected obscene materials going to the Delta Collection. When the Customs Manual was first amended to deliver items to the LoC, the library requested that up to fifty copies of each text should be kept for distribution to other government agencies. By 1953 the range of shelving was overflowing, as they received an average of two to three mailbags of subversive materials per day.39 The understanding was that items used for official use would either be destroyed or returned to the Customs Bureau once they had been withdrawn from the Library of Congress.40

The 1956 unpublished annual report of the Exchange and Gift Division stated that the Post Office Department transferred 224,113 pieces of war propaganda, which were excluded from the mails in accordance with the Postal Manual. Two copies of each were segregated for the LoC’s collection, and those not selected by other federal agencies were pulped monthly. Approximately four thousand pieces (mostly press releases and tourist information) were received under the Foreign Agents Registration Act. Of these most were sent by the British Information Service, the Australian News Information Service, and the Turkish Information Office.41 That year the Bureau of Customs also transferred “several thousand pieces of obscene literature and motion picture films” as required by the Customs Manual. Representative selections were kept for the collections of the LoC, and the remaining items were forwarded to the Keeper of the Collections for disposal.42 The amount of obscenity relative to the quantities of other types of materials is not readily knowable.

The massive quantities arriving at the LoC proved to be virtually unmanageable, hindering efforts to preserve and protect. It seems that, for the most part, the erotic and pornographic materials were disposable, at least in the eyes of the Keeper of the Collections. He lamented in his notes that the volume of the seized obscenity held and the labor required to evaluate and select from the materials just didn’t seem to be worth the trouble. He resented the fact that earlier policies resulted in a chaotic and overwhelming amount of obscene materials, with which he was left the responsibility of overseeing in addition to his other duties as preservationist. It should be noted that the keeper used terms like “pornography,” “obscenity,” and “erotica” interchangeably and used words like “dirt,” “filth,” and “perverted” to describe such materials. On July 17 and 30, 1956, his diary entries read:

I visited the Delta Collection to survey the status of “inventoried” intercepts and large quantities of unprocessed filth. . . . A sizable quantity of seized dirt was obviously sent to the former custodians of the Delta Collection with little or no formality involved in the transactions. . . . I still hold the view that the value of the materials selected from this source is hardly equal to the expense in time required by the messes thus far.43

Still, the keeper did not have jurisdiction over selection of materials. That was left to the subject divisions and selection officers, and in his diary Kremer expressed frustration about waiting for selectors to wade through the accumulated materials that he would have preferred to destroy.

I have to be very careful in not giving the impression that I am meddling into the affairs of the Processing Department and possibly, into the affairs of the Reference Department in connection with this very touchy business. Believe me, any residue of this seized material which will be fed to us in the future will be destroyed just as quickly as we can get it off the premises.44

Kremer was also frequently perplexed by protocols concerning the Delta materials and about where his responsibilities began and ended. There was clearly disagreement among the staff about what to do with the materials received from the Customs Bureau and the Postal Service. Without the authority to burn materials, Kremer was careful not to overstep his bounds. He finally made a formal request to be granted such authority on February 19, 1957, when he found himself burdened by innumerable cartons of unselected films, books, and other printed material.45 As he wrote in his unpublished annual report for 1957, he “assumed an active role as the Library’s Security Officer in sponsoring action leading to the appropriate disposition of large masses of such material, and finally established and effected the security measures resulting in satisfactory disposal measures.”46 Once these policies and procedures were enacted, Kremer set out to reduce the amount of obscenity coming into the library and destroying the bulk of the LoC’s existing holdings of “filth.”

Around that time, the Customs Manual was again amended to state that only one or two copies of intercepts should be sent to the LoC, and in 1958 it was decided that five hundred duplicate copies of Delta items needed to find a new home, preferably in another library.47 These particular duplicates had mostly come through copyright and were not viewed to be grossly obscene but, rather, were sealed away to prevent mutilation by the public. The materials received from the Postal Service and Customs Bureau were not to be exchanged or transferred.48 Great precautions were taken before exposing this collection to other libraries because, although the vast majority of the surplus designated for this removal was not obscene or pornographic and had come through normal copyright or gift channels, the librarians expressed concern about revealing the other contents of the Delta Collection.

Reports of quantities retained or discarded do not seem to have been kept with regularity, but in 1960 it was reported that 1,233 total pieces in the Delta Collection were selected from intercepts through 1960’s fiscal year, including 917 photos, 158 printed matter, twenty-six prints, eight decks of playing cards, three handkerchiefs, and a variety of other types of materials.49 At the close of fiscal year 1961 there were 1,343 items in the collection.50 In 1962, the last year that the number of Delta materials was reported, 227 pieces were added, totaling 1,570 items. The keeper reported that certain Delta items were to remain unprocessed and contained in a secure area of the Rare Books Division.51

A May 23, 1963, report indicated that 123 burn bags were filled with Delta materials and that six hundred books and five hundred magazines still awaited review.52 On November 5, 1963, 487 monographs sent from the Customs Bureau were rejected and designated for destruction. Nine monographs were sent to the Descriptive Cataloging Division to be forwarded to the Delta Collection through regular processing channels, and seventeen sample monographs were sent to the Delta Collection without cataloging. Fifty-six serials were discarded, and thirteen were selected for the sample file and forwarded to the Delta Collection.53

Toward the end of his tenure at the Library of Congress in 1963, Alvin Kremer indicated that he was firmly opposed to the idea of placing the Delta books in the general collection.54 However, Coordinator for the Development and Organization of the Collections Robert D. Stevens wrote:

I can make no claim to a knowledge of the workings of the perverted mind. Consequently, I asked the Keeper of the Collections, who has had some experience in this area, to assist me to the extent of pointing out publications he felt to be particularly vulnerable to mutilation or theft. He did not care to prepare this advice. The recommendations that follow then are solely my own based on my best rational judgment.55

It appears that Kremer and Stevens had serious differences of opinion regarding the preservation and access to the Delta books. Stevens recommended transferring the entire collection (with the negligible exception of a few discards) to the open shelves. In fact, all items except for those determined to be rare were moved to the general collection beginning in 1964. Librarians ceased adding to the collection in 1964 and then interfiled most of the materials within the general collection, after the office of the Keeper of the Collections was eliminated upon Kremer’s 1963 retirement.56

The Book, the Thief, the Librarian, and His Lover?

On August 6, 1953, it was reported that plates and other illustrations had been removed from valuable books in the Delta Collection. As the Delta Collection was kept under lock and key, it was assumed that an employee had committed the offense. Director of Personnel Robert M. Holmes said that the books contained photographs of nude women and that the theft was “probably the work of a sexual pervert.”57 The book that precipitated an extensive FBI investigation was Erotic Color Prints of the Ming, a book valued at $200 at the time and which had never been officially charged to a reader. Forty-two pages of prints had been removed from the book. Ironically, the book had been sent to the Delta Collection only a month earlier in error, and it was during its transfer to the Orientalia section that the damage was discovered. Upon further investigation of the collection, it was estimated that 151 volumes and thirty-five periodicals had been “mutilated,” meaning that pages had been cut or torn out. Kremer determined that between 550 and one thousand illustrations and photographs had been stolen.58

While the Keeper of the Collections was in charge of decisions regarding preservation and conservation concerning the Delta Collection and other areas of the library, there were people that worked more directly with the collection on a regular basis. Frederick Goff was chief of rare books, which contained the Microfilm Reading Room, the Delta Collection, and other sections, from July 1940 until July 30, 1953. Phillip Melvin began working at the library in 1947 and was transferred to the Microfilm Reading Room, under the supervision of Faustine Dennis in 1948, and on June 1, 1953, he was promoted to librarian in charge of the Microfilm Reading Room and the Delta Collection. This happened just at the beginning of a larger restructuring in which the Microfilm Reading Room, the Delta Collection, and the bookstacks were transferred from Goff in Rare Books to Colonel Millett Webb. At that time there were approximately four thousand items in the Delta Collection, but no official inventory had been conducted at the time of the transfer from Goff to Webb.59

Melvin was the primary suspect in the case of the mutilated books, in part because staff members perceived him to be “highly emotional, having effeminate characteristics, and [he] has shown an above normal interest in pornographic literature.”60 In his interviews with FBI agents, Melvin stated that he had no interest in the Delta Collection and had requested several times that it be transferred from his care. Staff members, however, reported that he took too much interest in the Delta Collection, at the expense of his microfilm duties, and that he sometimes showed his friends Delta books to satisfy their curiosity.61 The record reveals that Melvin had also been subjected to an FBI federal loyalty investigation in 1948 but was cleared by the Library of Congress Loyalty Review Board.62 He had been a member of the U.S. Navy in 1945 and was honorably discharged for medical reasons.63 Much of the record has been redacted on the grounds that disclosure would be an unreasonable invasion of personal privacy, but if he was investigated under the loyalty program, it is likely he was a suspected communist or homosexual. Holmes stated that Melvin had been the victim of a case of blackmail a few years earlier, in association with Father Herbert Clancy of Georgetown University, but again, so much of the record has been redacted that one cannot ascertain the details of the relationship or the blackmail.64 What is apparent is that there was a great deal of speculation as to Melvin’s character and sexual proclivities and that those assumptions surrounding his interests influenced the investigation of the mutilated books.

Melvin and Assistant Curator Emily M. Jahn were the two people who possessed keys at the time the mutilation was discovered, and a third key was held in the guard office and available only to the lieutenant of the guard. Holmes ruled Jahn out as a suspect because she was a “married woman of fifty-eight years of age, having several children, and has been a very trust-worthy employee of the Library of Congress for the past twenty-three years.”65 Jahn seemed to be convinced that Melvin was responsible for the crime. She and others suggested a number of possible suspects or informants, including Melvin’s personal friends, acquaintances, and male roommate. The FBI tried on at least two occasions to press Melvin to agree to a search of his apartment. It seems that the offender left a trail of evidence, including mounting papers and scraps of cuttings that were left out, shoved between ring-binder pages, or on the floor. These and the mutilated books, filling four and a half cartons, were delivered by hand to the FBI by Carl Voelker and Alvin Kremer for fingerprint analysis on August 21, 1953.66 Fingerprints were compared with those of Library of Congress employees, including guards and librarians who had contact with the collection, but no matches were found. After that, Jahn suggested more possible contacts of Melvin’s. These people were interviewed and fingerprinted. In the end, the case was closed on April 22, 1954, and remains unsolved.67

What I find remarkable about this case is the extent to which the aims of the library collection collided and cohered with the methods the FBI undertook. By all appearances it seems that it was immediately determined that this crime could only have been perpetrated by a sexual pervert, and the selection of witnesses and suspects for questioning followed this logic, indeed to the point of farce. The library had long dealt with vandalism like this—theft of entire volumes or specific pages from its collections was not uncommon. Without question, the fact that the stolen materials were taken from a locked collection makes this particularly curious, and it is highly likely that it was an inside job. Still, it seems that alternative motives and suspects that might have been worth pursuing were lost given the singular focus on catching the sex pervert. In fact, another high-profile case had occurred fourteen years earlier, when fingerprint analyses connected a razor blade left in the Rare Books Reading Room to Mary Frances Anderson, a “shy and retiring” freelance historian and former federal employee. She was investigated in 1939 by J. Edgar Hoover, with Alvin Kremer’s assistance, for the removal of 1,300 images from volumes on natural history—primarily birds and flora.68 Over the course of three to five years these images were cut and sold to dealers, and there might have been a significant “vandalism syndicate.”69 While that earlier case remains a mystery in many respects, it is clear that the extensive theft from restricted collections was motivated by a desire for personal proprietary gain. Certainly, similar aims might have motivated the theft of sexually explicit images in and before 1953. It is also plausible that an employee destroyed the volumes in acts of censorship, one of the primary reasons for which collections like the Delta Collection are locked away. Although protection of the public from obscenity is one of the considerations for restricting materials, the protection of valuable resources is arguably the primary reason.

Strangely, Frederick Goff was hardly questioned, although the collection had been under his supervision until just days before the thefts occurred. In fact, Goff’s remarks contradict those of Melvin’s in important respects. For example, whereas Melvin claimed that Goff had instructed him to hide particularly sensitive titles—Fanny Hill and Night in a Moorish Harem—Goff denied that he ever suggested such a thing. (Perhaps it’s not a coincidence that Night in a Moorish Harem is one of the titles that was lost in 2010!) Goff did admit that Melvin reported to him earlier in 1953 that the Delta Collection had somehow been “disarranged” but that Goff was not concerned and did not look into it.70 While Goff admitted that theft had long been a problem, he was not aware of any recent concerns. He named a reader who might have stolen materials, but that person was not located or called in for questioning. It seems quite likely that, since an inventory was not taken at the time of the transfer of the collection and that readers had been allowed to view materials, in the same way that Mary Frances Anderson had years before, someone might easily have removed images before or while Melvin was charged with the task of overseeing the collection. Also, the accusation that he took too much interest in the Delta Collection seems unfair, given the fact that he had just been assigned to oversee the collection; one would assume that he should have concerned himself with the collection in order to manage it. Additionally, there were over thirty guards who might have had access to the key. While it was only supposed to be accessible to a lieutenant of the guard, one guard admitted that sick leave or other circumstances could have resulted in other guards temporarily assuming responsibility over the Delta Collection.

Given the range of possible motives and people who might have come in contact with the materials, the necessity of the perpetrator being a sex pervert withers away. More troubling, however, is how readily Library of Congress staff accused and pursued Phillip Melvin based on his appearance and their perceptions of his predilections. For them he most closely fit the profile of a sex pervert. That he was first submitted to a 1948 federal loyalty investigation and then accused of theft are perhaps indicators of the political obligations of the Library of Congress more than they are of Melvin’s guilt. Holmes, as director of personnel, was an active participant in the Federal loyalty investigations held at the Library of Congress. On June 28, 1962, for instance, he interrogated library employee Nevin R. Feather, who was asked to deliver a notarized written statement responding to certain allegations:

It has been reported that during 1961 you disclosed to representatives of another government agency that, on a couple of occasions, you had permitted a man to perform a homosexual act (fellatio) on you. Also, that you related that you find members of the male sex attractive; that you have been in bed with men; and that you have enjoyed embracing them.

1. Is this report true? If it is, please state whether or not your conduct in this respect has been confined to the foregoing, and if it has not, please explain.

2. If the above report is true, then please explain your negative answer to that part of item 20 on the Standard Form 89, “Report of Medical History,” which reads “Have you ever had or have you now homosexual tendencies?”71

It is probable that Melvin faced a similar set of questions from Holmes, either in his 1948 federal loyalty investigation or later, along with the interrogation regarding the theft. That he was so singularly pursued as a suspect, even when lead after lead went cold, is quite telling of the time and place during which these events occurred. In hindsight it appears that the Library of Congress and the FBI were more interested in ferreting out sex perverts from within their ranks than in finding answers to the question of who mutilated the books. While I can only speculate, it does seem that the case was dropped when they realized they could not find their pervert.

“The Beast in the Closet”

Librarians of Congress must have had an idea of what was at stake when they locked a secret collection of erotica away from the public, and I imagine they named it the Delta Collection after Daedalus’s symbol.72 In myth, Daedalus told King Minos’s daughter Ariadne the secrets of the labyrinth, and she, in turn, instructed her lover Theseus in how to navigate its lines and passageways, in order to find the Minotaur and slay it. The monstrous being—the most unnatural kind of offspring, produced by the union of the king’s wife and a bull—waited within the depths of the maze to devour its next victim, but Theseus, armed with the key to the Minotaur’s lair, conquered the beast, thereby rescuing any Athenians who would otherwise be sacrificed to and devoured by the beast.

The Delta Collection contained knowledge about “natural” and “unnatural” sex acts—the kinds that some may have feared might result in something as bestial as the Minotaur. Those texts threatened to devour the entire nation’s citizenry, leaving America’s first line of defense—the family—weak and impotent against the communist enemy. Only certain librarians held the key to the knowledge held within—as Ariadne to Theseus, so to speak. No card catalog was available for the public to consult. The classification system that serves as a guide for the general collection did not deliver one to the Delta Collection. One had first to know of the existence of the collection, and then one had to know precisely which volume was sought and request it in person. Browsing was not an option, and viewing of films and photographs was off limits to anyone other than federal officers.

Indeed, the Library of Congress is a library Jorge Luis Borges or Umberto Eco might have written about—labyrinthine and mysterious, with infinite passageways.73 In fact, readers might easily mistake Herbert Small’s description of the library’s architecture in the Handbook on the New Library of Congress for Borges’s “Library of Babel.” First, Borges:

From any hexagon one can see the floors above and below—one after another, endlessly. The arrangement of the galleries is always the same: Twenty bookshelves, five to each side, line four of the hexagon’s six sides; the height of a normal librarian. One of the hexagon’s free sides opens onto a narrow sort of vestibule, which in turn opens onto another gallery, identical to the first—identical in fact to all . . . Through this space, too, there passes a spiral staircase, which winds upward and downward into the remotest distance. In the vestibule there is a mirror, which faithfully duplicates appearances.74

Now, Small:

Alcoves occupy the space between the inner and outer octagons. Between the two domes—the inner shell and the outer—is vacancy . . . the alcoves behind the screens are in two stories, like the arcading, and are intended to contain a collection of the most necessary standard books on all important topics. . . . One may pass through doors in the partitions from one alcove to another, on either floor; and by means of a winding staircase inside each of the piers one may go up or down, not only from story to story but, on the one hand, into the basement below and, on the other, to the space between the inner and the outer dome above. . . . The stacks are divided into nine tiers, each tier being seven feet high, and into an equal number of stories the same distance apart. This distance was adopted in order that the books on the highest shelf of a tier might not be beyond the convenient reach of a man of average height.75

There is order to this labyrinth, though, of which only the librarians can truly make any sense (or obtain access), just as in Borges’s tale of the Library of Babel. The principles underlying library classifications depend on a belief in the veracity of the notion that if one understands the logic of the classification, one can bring order to the collection, and that patrons can utilize the system like they would Ariadne’s thread.

One starts to grasp the truth of Borges’s idea of an infinite library when one considers the fact that in one hundred years the units of shelving have expanded from forty miles in 1897 to over eight hundred miles, with 12,000 items added daily, forcing the collections out to offsite storage facilities. And we begin to apprehend the reality upon which the library’s mythical status has been based, particularly in the works of Borges and Eco, and its self-conscious associations with Greek and Roman gods and goddesses of knowledge and wisdom.76 Overlooking the Main Reading Room is a towering, fifteen-foot-tall marble mosaic of the goddess Minerva. And Theseus makes an appearance on the walls of the library, as well. As painted by Walter McEwen, we meet him after he has slain the Minotaur, when Minerva commands him to leave his lover Ariadne behind on the island of Naxos, so that she can be betrothed to Bacchus. The painting is part of a series in a corridor that opens onto a richly ornamented reading room for members of the House of Representatives.

In almost every account of a labyrinth there is an accompanying story of mirrors. Borges was obsessed, as was the narrator of “The Library of Babel”: “Men often infer from this mirror that the Library is not infinite—if it were, what need would there be for that illusory replication? I prefer to dream that burnished surfaces are a figuration and promise of the infinite.” In fact, one of the bronze doors at the main entrance of the Library of Congress features two women—Research, who holds the torch of knowledge, and Truth, who holds a mirror and a serpent, signifying wisdom and the “accurate reflection of external objects . . . joined in order to produce a consistent and truthful impression upon the reader.”77 At the Library of Congress, knowledge was selected and organized to reflect certain images and knowledges to an informed citizenry, and it locked away the knowledge that threatened to undermine the imagined nation.

Indeed, the mirror can also be frightening in its capacity to reveal the truth. In Nabokov’s Lolita, which once resided among the Delta books, the first conjugal event between Humbert Humbert and Lolita at the Enchanted Hunters hotel involves a hall of mirrors and a closet, presaging a metamorphosis that would occur upon the revelation of certain knowledges: “There was a double bed, a mirror, a double bed in the mirror, a closet door with a mirror, a bathroom door ditto, a blue-dark window, a reflected bed there, the same in the closet mirror, two chairs, a glass-topped table, two bed-tables, a double bed.”78 The Delta collection was not unlike Humbert’s hotel room, the effects of which were both to hide and mirror. At this particular point in the labyrinth one’s animalist nature is reflected back in all of its horrifying perversities, and the danger within was that encounters with the texts would cause readers to become perverse. Frederick Whiting asserts that the frenzy around Lolita derived from an “anxiety about monstrous births, namely, their relation to the illicit desires that conceived them.”79 As with Kafka’s Gregor Samsa, who arose out of sleep with his body transformed into an insect, his first vision being that of a picture from a magazine resembling a Venus in Furs (suggesting that perhaps this was also the last thing he saw before he went to sleep, inducing his transformation), the encounter with the knowledge of one’s own perversity may render one monstrous. This metamorphosis brings to mind the very story of Venus in Furs, also held in the Delta Collection and authored by Sacher-Masoch, the name from which Krafft-Ebing derived the term “masochism.” And in the first pages of the Psychopathia Sexualis, Krafft-Ebing writes: “Man puts himself at once on a level with the beast if he seeks to gratify lust alone, but he elevates his superior position when by curbing the animal desire he combines with the sexual functions ideas of morality, of the sublime, and the beautiful.”80 Encountering the knowledge held within and diving into it, one is transformed—a differently desiring subject, entranced in perverse literatures that one can never erase from memory. The perverse monster is particularly threatening because part of its fearsomeness is its capacity to elicit desire and arousal on the part of the subject. The monster is what, as put by MacCormack, “abjectly pushes us outside symbolic integrity.”81 One must place a distance between oneself and the monstrous, so as not to align oneself with the monster. If one desires the monstrous, then the desiring subject is also monstrous. Best to keep everyone safe by locking the monster away. What remains, though, is the knowledge that there is, in fact, a beast in the closet. And opening the door may unleash its powers. Foucault, too, writes about the kinds of transformations that might occur in the labyrinth:

The labyrinth is linked to the metamorphosis, but according to an equivocal plan: it leads, like Daedalus’ palace, to the Minotaur, the monstrous fruition which is marvel and also a trap. But the Minotaur, by his very being, opens a second labyrinth: the entrapment of man, beast, and the gods, a knot of appetites and mute thoughts. The winding of corridors is repeated, unless it is perhaps the same one; and the mixed being refers to the inextricable geometry which leads to him. The labyrinth is at the same time the truth and the nature of the Minotaur, that which encloses him externally and explains him from within.82

Among the books in the Delta Collection were some of the more pornographic productions created during and after World War II. Perhaps the greatest danger of the knowledge contained within this collection is the inevitable self-knowledge to be revealed with the encounter. Moreover, opening the books to the public might result in the confirmation of Freud’s and Kinsey’s theories on the universality of perversion, and allowing every one to see their own selves in such a light might in fact render the entire perverse citizenry vulnerable to outside forces. After all, homosexuals were purged from the ranks of federal agencies, including the Library of Congress, precisely because they were viewed to be weak and susceptible to blackmail, in addition to being ineffectual and unable to participate in the national project to increase and multiply.

The threat of perversion was considered particularly dangerous because of the unknowable aspect of the pervert and the paranoid belief that the perpetrator lurked around every corner. As Margot Canaday has pointed out, the federal government produced mechanisms by which they could apprehend the pervert, including a variety of metrics and classifications.83 With the war on perversion, though, the enemy was the U.S. citizen—a sort of traitor, and all the more dangerous because he (as was usually believed to be the case) was employed in federal agencies, taught in schools, and resided in American neighborhoods, where he could undermine U.S. policy and the American family. What’s more, the enemy could quite easily be oneself, and this may in part be why such rigorous policing efforts took hold, particularly during the McCarthy era. Whether it is erotica, hardcore porn, or a titillating sexological text that introduces oneself to previously uncharted desires, the result is to come face to face with one’s simultaneous horror, fascination, and arousal. The books that were seized by the Customs Bureau and in the mail were dangerous because they would expose and circulate perverse desires, and anyone could be vulnerable. They brought one face to face with desires that, according to the dominant discourses, were abnormal, unhealthy, and even monstrous. The case of the persecutory investigation of Phillip Melvin reveals the depths to which this kind of paranoia extended, as the case brought librarians and federal agents into contact with the terrifying idea that one of their own might be a pervert.

Foucault marks a shift in our understanding of the monster in the late nineteenth century, around the same time that he marks the invention of the homosexual as a species.84 It is the same configuration of medical and juridical disciplinary mechanisms that produced sexual deviance that also divided the monstrous body into a multitude of perversions and bad behaviors within the disciplines. By way of the law and psychiatric medicine and the classificatory apparatuses that organized these disciplines, the monstrous—who was formerly outside the law—was rendered intelligible and controllable.85 Monstrosity—that which defied laws of nature—became the explanatory principle for criminality, danger, and their regulation. I would argue that the Library of Congress’s division of normal sexuality and abnormal sexuality, and the further divisions within those respective categories, mirrored this wider societal shift. But the rise of obscenity after World War II, combined with the Red Scare, reinvigorated the fear of monsters. American Cold War politics incorporated a discourse of monsters in order to demonize and dehumanize the enemy and to bring notice to a sexualized threat to the home. Pornography was believed to cause sex violence and childhood delinquency and arrest normal sexual development. Furthermore, one needs the monstrous to see oneself as normal.

In alignment with Foucault’s assessment of the problem with monsters, Whiting suggests that in Lolita, “Humbert’s monstrousness consists not in his criminal acts but in violating that order,” with “order” referring to nature. The unintelligibility of the accumulating erotica and porn, in addition to the sexological and rare books initially set aside in the late nineteenth century, could only be made intelligible by treating it collectively as a monstrous body. This body of knowledge, whose reproducibility was even more impossible to measure or predict, could only be managed by containment, erasure, and elimination. The texts were determined to be unlawful by other federal agencies, but at the same time they were incapable of being disciplined by library technologies, and so they were sequestered and hidden away.

Sedgwick would say that this closeted collection informs speech about sexual relations more generally.86 Whereas the previous and following chapters show how classificatory apparatuses discipline subjects, the Delta Collection illustrates what happens when perversion cannot be made sense of within a given grid of intelligibility. The books within this collection stood outside any rules of library classifications, and so with a single mark—Δ—not a name or a notation but a symbol they were banished to a closed location. The fear and loathing surrounding this collection provides a glimpse into the centrality of sexuality as an organizing principle upon which all else is based. The regulation of sexually suggestive texts and the withholding of such texts from the American people brings to light the extent to which everything, including the safety and security of the nation, comes down to sex. Again, Foucault, on how the monster’s lair exists as an alternative, underground space, which perverts and threatens the laws and knowledge upon which society is built:

The space symbolized by the Minotaur is, on the contrary, a space of transmutation; as cage, it makes man into an animal of desire—desiring like a wild beast, desired like a prey; as underground chamber, it contrives, underneath the states, a counter city-state that vows to destroy the oldest laws and pacts; as machine, its meticulous movement, supported by nature and reason, gives rise to Antiphysis and all the volcanos of madness. It is no longer a matter of the deceptive surfaces of disguise but, rather, of a nature metamorphosed into a depth by the powers of the supernatural.87

Foucault tells us that it is here that “modern perversity” finds its proper space: “The truly transgressive forms of eroticism are now found in . . . the direction of the counternatural, there where Theseus is headed when he approaches the center of the labyrinth, toward that core of darkness where, voracious architect, Knowledge keeps watch.”88

The Catalog Record as Historical Record

Little explicit discussion of the cataloging practices concerning the Delta Collection has survived, but a Delta shelflist was mentioned in a 1956 procedure memorandum labeled “Handling Customs Intercepts.”89 As of this writing, such a shelflist has not been unearthed. However, a search of the LoC online catalog using “Delta” in the call number field turned up 543 bibliographic records. An additional search using “delta” as a keyword anywhere and “problem” as a keyword in holdings turns up 467 more records, which reveal a “Problem location.” The staff views of MARC records that direct patrons to this “Problem location” indicate that these were former Delta books. Another search for “Delta collection” as a phrase in a keyword anywhere brings up another thirty-nine records.90 All together, precisely 1,049 bibliographic records describe items that were formerly part of the Delta Collection. This is relatively close to the last reported amount in the Delta Collection in 1962 (1,570 items) and may reflect the number of materials still in the Delta Collection when it was removed to the general collection. Perhaps some materials were mishandled and lost in the transition, or some items may have been mutilated or stolen. As mentioned above, a 2010 visit to the LoC in search of historical books on sex and sexuality revealed that many books are shelved in locations other than those listed in the online catalog or are missing. Books that indicated “Problem location” sent me on a chase in different reading rooms, searching card catalogs, filling out paper call slips, and sometimes ending up empty handed because librarians were unable to locate the items. Another possible explanation for the discrepancy of approximately five hundred items is that they may not have been processed or cataloged when they were added to the Delta Collection and thus did not have Delta marks to retain. Pictured in Figure 8 is a catalog card from the Delta Collection. This one contains the typewritten “Delta” in the call number, but other cards simply included hand-drawn triangles. This image is copied from mimeographed sheets that were processed by the FBI in its investigation of the mutilated Delta books.

Figure 9 shows the Library of Congress classifications to which these works were assigned within the Delta Collection. Many titles were considered fiction or literature, and we can probably assume that a good share of these arrived via the Customs Bureau. Most of the works that were classed as PZ3 or PZ4—once designated as the spaces for fiction at the Library of Congress—were published in France. Sixty-one titles from Olympia Press, including Lolita and Naked Lunch, which were both first published by Olympia in France, met with the censoring practices of the Customs Bureau, as did some of Olympia’s more explicit and decidedly erotic/pornographic books.91 Indeed, the archival record indicates that Lolita and other titles were seized and then delivered to the library. Perhaps unsurprisingly, most of the catalog records for the works of fiction and literature lacked subject headings, whereas most of the other books in the collection are more fully cataloged with descriptive headings. It turns out that the majority of the nonfiction books in the Delta Collection had to do with sex in marriage and what would have formerly been considered “normal” sex customs, and relatively few concerned sexual perversions (as they would have been categorized at the time). Many of these books contained illustrations, which would have been vulnerable to theft and mutilation. A good share of the books included collections of photography—mostly nudes. Books found in the medical section of the library mostly had to do with contraception or more generally gynecology.
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Figure 8. Catalog card from the Delta Collection. Source: Papers of the Keeper of the Collections, Manuscript Reading Room, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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Figure 9. Books formerly in the Delta Collection, according to LC Classification.



It is a credit to the Library of Congress that the Delta label has been preserved in the catalog.92 It is remarkable that these items still bear the marks of the Delta Collection, particularly because policy memoranda explicitly state that traces of the collection were to be removed: The Delta symbol was supposed to be erased from the spine labels and catalog cards. Either this project simply was never completed, or the policy was changed at some point. Several books reviewed in 2010 still bear the stamp of the Delta symbol on their spines and pages, and the catalog clearly reveals at least 1,010 books that were formerly part of the Delta Collection. This trace of the Delta Collection serves as an affirmation of the value of the library catalog as historical record, as it is by way of this record that we are admitted entry into the complexities of the management of obscenity and erotica at different points in U.S. history. It gives voice to a history of texts that were once silenced by precisely this symbol.


CHAPTER 3

Mapping Perversion: HQ71, etc.

A nation’s greatness lies in its possibility of achievement in the present, and nothing helps it more than the consciousness of achievement in the past.

—THEODORE ROOSEVELT, “American Ideals”

The problem with reason is that it works in the service of passion.

—JOHN K. NOYES, The Mastery of Submission

Classification is often regarded as synonymous with categorization and taxonomies, but bibliographic classification in libraries has a distinct meaning and purpose, which concerns the physical location of library materials, that is, the placement of items on library shelves. Think of it as a geographical code. A class determines the call number—the notation stamped on the spine of the volume and in the corresponding catalog record, directing patrons to the book. A class also brings topically related materials together—a process called collocation—ideally placing similar books in the same section, according to where they fit within a given discipline. Bibliographic classification can be conceived of as a sorting mechanism—a way of drawing associations and relationships across methodologically or substantively similar things. Whereas the previous chapters focused on the terminologies used for sexual perversion and labeling, this chapter interrogates the spatial dispersal of subjects as well as the ways in which printed texts bear the classification marks on their spines. Library classifications distribute hierarchies along a linear path, arranging books in a shelflist order. A book can only ever occupy one space in a library, so definitive decisions must be made with regard to the discipline and topic of texts. Being anything but arbitrary, classifications draw materials together and then divide them up by topic, carving out disciplinary norms and attachments.

Bibliographic classification presents particular challenges that other taxonomies don’t necessarily face. While the acts of naming and cross-referencing are clearly political, the act of positioning a subject on a specific shelf in relation to other texts is decisively so. Although various classificatory processes are entirely enmeshed, at play in the hands of the same political and social mechanisms, there are particularities of shelf classifications that have their own histories and merit a distinct account and methodology.

It is this type of classification that resulted in the placement of Sedgwick’s Epistemology of the Closet in the section on American literature with the class designation PS374.H63, as described in the first pages of this book. Figure 10 reveals how the cataloging practices enacted on Sedgwick’s entire body of work has dispersed her books across the library. The list of subject definitions for the locations at which her works are placed provides a glimpse of some of the questions at play regarding how a classification functions. First, looking only to those books for which the LoC’s catalog indicates Sedgwick is an author or editor, we see that her corpus is mostly spread across the language and literature section, with books in general literature, linguistics, American literature, and English literature. A few of Sedgwick’s books reside in a section for individual authors within American literature (PS3569.E316), indicating that she is considered an author of literary works and that literature written by her, as well as critical works about her, should be placed there. It is a bit curious that of the books she has written, these items and only these items—Fat Art, Thin Art (a book of poetry) and two books of essays, Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity and The Weather in Proust—have been placed in the class created by and for her name. The secondary works Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (Routledge, 2008), by Jason Edwards, and Regarding Sedgwick: Essays on Queer Culture and Critical Theory (Routledge, 2002), edited by Stephen M. Barber and David L. Clark, are also shelved in PS3569. E316, as they are considered literary criticism and are organized around Sedgwick’s literature. Why are these and only these shelved at this location? One could certainly argue that it would make sense to shelve all of her books and many of the secondary books together under her name. Where Sedgwick’s work is considered to be about literature rather than having the status of literature itself, we find her books distributed around the discipline, resulting in the spread of her work across the P, PN, PR, and PS sections.
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Figure 10. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s works.



We begin to realize her cross-disciplinary reach when we consider her essay in a book on breast cancer, shelved in medicine in the R section, and the placement of the Silvan Tomkins reader, edited by Sedgwick and Andrew Parker, in psychology, in the B section. I wonder what Sedgwick might think about the placement of Dialogue on Love (a memoir based on her psychotherapy sessions) in RC464. S43, the section for internal medicine, specifically defined as “Neurosciences. Biological psychiatry. Neuropsychiatry—Psychiatry—Biography of mental patients and psychotherapy patients.” Why wouldn’t this literary memoir be placed in the section that seems to be trying to collocate her work under her name? Surely, the placement in internal medicine is unlikely to facilitate discovery through browsing for most Sedgwick readers. This is not to say that a conversation is not to be had with medicine. I mean, rather, to point out that the library’s choice is decisive and that it carries political weight and consequences and gives us important information about the disciplinary imagination. When we consider that only one choice is allowed, we necessarily have to think in terms of a “best” choice. Catalogers typically strive to anticipate the needs and information-seeking habits of readers, and potential readers of Dialogue on Love are likely to have varying interests or investments in the text. While some are interested in Sedgwick’s body of work and might expect it to be found with her books in the literature sections, other readers might be more inclined to consider this a psychoanalytic text, which would mean that the book would be shelved in the B section, along with other books on psychoanalysis, psychology, and philosophy. It seems that this particular cataloger viewed this to be of interest primarily to people reading about medical psychiatry.

Figure 11 illustrates my attempt to gain a physical sense of where Sedgwick’s books are located. To gather an understanding of the relations among the books in these ranges, I jotted down all the call numbers for her books and went hunting for them in the stacks. Retrieving all of Sedgwick’s books from the University of Kentucky library proved to be a strenuous exercise: It involved traversing three floors of the library and a number of wings within those floors. (In another library, this exercise may be more or less daunting, depending on the size and scope of the collection and the layout of the stacks. Dialogue on Love, for instance, might be in an entirely different library building for the medical sciences.) My quest also revealed that the system is so hierarchically refined that it confuses. For as much as it aims to standardize and guide a logical placement of books on shelves for retrieval, the wide array of subdivisions within disciplines results in a system that fails to collocate. For example, special topics in American literature are organized alphabetically, so books on homosexuality are housed between books on homicide and horror tales. The books in this section are quite a distance away from books on homosexuality in English literature and in general literature—at the University of Kentucky, for instance, those are on different floors of the library.
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Figure 11. Map of Sedgwick’s works in the University of Kentucky Library.



Given that Sedgwick protested the placement of Epistemology of the Closet, it bears asking whether it would fit better within another class. While I resist the idea that there can be one best choice, I would suggest that there were better alternatives available to catalogers at the time of the publication of Epistemology of the Closet. For example, PN56.H57, reserved for homosexuality within the section on theory, philosophy, and esthetics in general literature (and where After Sex?: On Writing Since Queer Theory, edited by Janet Halley and Andrew Parker, and Tendencies are located), is currently home to sixty-six works at the Library of Congress. The class was available at least as early as 1978, so a budding body of literature would have been present in that location when the book was first cataloged.1 A class dedicated for the specific topic of homosexuality within modern English literature was not available at the time but was added five years later. This might provide a clue as to why Epistemology of the Closet was placed with American literature rather than English literature. While this is pure speculation, I like to think that perhaps the cataloger privileged the concept of homosexuality over geography, and as a subdivision for the special topic of homosexuality was available in American literature but not in English literature, the book ended up there. By contrast, Sedgwick’s Between Men, published ahead of Epistemology in 1985, was placed in a category of general special topics within modern English literature.

Reading the library shelves invites a particularly fruitful conversation for doing the history of the development of queer theory. The history of scholarship on sexuality is made visible through the history of cataloging with Sedgwick’s and her interlocutors’ works. The changes in cataloging norms and the addition of classes over time reveal the discomfort and confusion inherent in the emergence of queer studies. This not only illustrates one way to do the history of queer theory; it also tells a story about the history of homosexuality in the United States—in American literature and in terms of how the nation was writing sexuality into its history. Indeed, the LoC’s insistence on placing Epistemology of the Closet in American literature rather than English literature is a statement that says this book belongs in and to American literature.

Organizing a National History

Foucault tells us that the histories of madness, psychology, and sexuality were all made possible by the division between normal and abnormal.2 The epistemic cut between reason and nonreason enabled a system of limits that designated what is allowed and desirable and what is prohibited and cast out of history. These divisions also made possible the construction of the history of nation-states, by setting up a grid upon which citizenries are organized. I take the Library of Congress Classification to be a frame upon which the United States has constructed its history. The classification totalizes the library’s bibliographic world, rendering the library a “space of corporal reality, and space of social order.”3 It is in the bibliographic classification that organizes books on the shelves where we most acutely observe the disciplinary apparatus and its divisions at work. It serves as an architectural technique in carving out certain truths about American history and the history of sexuality.

I am drawing upon Foucault’s analysis of disciplinary power, particularly as articulated in Discipline and Punish, the 1975/1976 lectures at the Collège de France published as Society Must Be Defended, and his research on governmentality to explain the place of the Library of Congress and its bibliographic classification in U.S. history and history making. While critics have argued that Foucault underestimates the significance of the state in his account of governmentality, I find his analysis indispensible for this project because the Library of Congress plays a unique role as both a state and cultural institution.4 Foucault does not deny the significance of the state; rather, he insists that to privilege the state in analyses of power relations is a mistake and that “power in its exercise goes much further, passes through much finer channels, and is much more ambiguous, since each individual has at his disposal a certain power, and for that very reason can also act as the vehicle for transmitting a wider power.”5 An account of library classifications both deepens and challenges Foucault’s claims about governmentality. The Library of Congress’s role in the workings of the federal government seems to be overshadowed by the fact that it provides access to cultural objects and knowledge. Librarianship’s claims to equity of access and freedom to read in the name of democracy mask the role of libraries in reproducing the dominance of certain discourses and groups.6 And I imagine it is fair to say that most people who visit academic and public libraries do not give much thought to the fact that these places are state apparatuses. However, as members of the bureaucratic intelligentsia, the crafters of the classifications systems at the LoC not only propelled the high modernist ideology of scientific and technological progress, but they did so out of a sense of responsibility to the U.S. Congress and its public. Indeed, librarians of all types in the Progressive Era United States viewed their role to be vital in educating, protecting, and informing the citizenry, and libraries were sites that advanced social progress and reform.

I am not the first to note the library’s resemblance to the model described by Jeremy Bentham as the Panopticon, a schema for obtaining the “power of mind over mind,” but here I want to extend this model to convey the way in which institutions acquire and wear this mask of good will.7 Panopticism extends far beyond prison walls to schools, factories, hospitals, and, of course, libraries. Foucault construes it as a model or “a diagram of a mechanism of power reduced to its ideal form.”8 Key to the functioning of the economy of a panoptic institution is a structure that places the eye of power and authority in the center, with a view of all of its subjects—keeping order and ensuring maximum efficiency of operations. Figure 12 reveals an uncanny resemblance between the prison and the Library of Congress, recalling images that appear in Discipline and Punish. Librarians are seated at the circulation desk in the center, with a view of all the readers as well as the books shelved in alcoves (cells). Bentham believed there was no risk that the power of the machine might become tyrannical because the prison was a public institution to which visitors were invited. The public would essentially keep things in check, assuring democratic rule. This illusion of democracy sustains the power relation, further circulating sanctioned notions of disciplining, so that visitors will then carry such ideas out into the world, repeat them, and reinforce and extend the reach of the disciplinary apparatus. According to Foucault, Bentham envisioned a way to “unlock” the disciplines so they would function throughout the entire social body, allowing the whole society to be “penetrated through and through with disciplinary mechanisms.”9 It is the articulation and distribution of the various dispositions and linkages of power in all the arms of government, populations, and political economy that gives it force.
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Figure 12. Reading Room in rotunda, Library of Congress, 1901. Source: Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division (Washington, D.C.: Library of Congress). Reproduction number: LC-DIG-det-4a08613. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/det1994005030/PP/.



Similarly, the Library of Congress views its mission as supporting democracy through the provision of information, and it promotes itself as a public cultural institution that works in the interest of the U.S. citizenry.10 Libraries are held in the minds of the public to be a benefit to society, particularly because they promote egalitarian ideals with regard to access. And as they are open to the public there is a mostly unchallenged perception that they not only promote democracy but also operate democratically and justly. Studying the classification problematizes such a position: It reveals the various ways in which access is granted by systems that produce and sustain norms, margins, and exclusions. It ultimately reveals this institution to be circulating disciplinary discourses in ways that Foucault has identified in and outside of Bentham’s panoptic prison.

The Library of Congress embodies, in a very real sense, the ensemble of discourses that contribute to modern governmentality, as it contains knowledge from all the disciplines and many parts of the world in one institution. Legal, political, literary, medical, technical, scientific, religious, and historical texts, as well as photographs and maps and art and sound recordings, are all centralized in this space. The extent to which its classificatory standards are repeated in libraries around the globe, numbering in the thousands of locations, means that a vast and powerful network of cultural and intellectual institutions reproduces these norms. Enacted in rulebooks and applied in the catalog, the terms for norms and their binary oppositions are reiterated over and over, naturalizing and normalizing discourses, creating a cycle of prohibition that authorizes certain ways of speaking and disallowing unacceptable speech and subjects. Seemingly nonpolitical institutions like our academic and public libraries provide access to information via these systems. At the same time, the Library of Congress is directly tied to the state, as the literatures it houses have been selected and organized so as to serve the U.S. Congress and the nation’s interests. According to the website for the United States House of Representatives: “The Library’s stated mission is to support the Congress in fulfilling its constitutional duties and to further the progress of knowledge and creativity for the benefit of the American people.”11 It must be understood as a state institution, and its classifications as state apparatuses. The Library of Congress is quite literally attached to the U.S. Capitol by an underground tunnel for efficient delivery of documents to members of Congress. Wendy Brown explains: “While governmentality in general includes the organization and deployment of space, time, intelligibility, thought, bodies, and technologies to produce governable subjects, the governmentalization of the state both incorporates these tactical concerns into state operations and articulates with them in other, nonstate domains.”12 Indeed, according to James C. Scott, one of the ways that the state made its categories stick was by embedding them in institutions that structure experience and daily life.13 Brown argues that what is lacking in Foucault’s analysis is the recognition that the state gives a certain legitimizing weight to the organization of subjects.14 Such is the case in libraries, as the state has not only funded and supported the LoC, but the library serves the mission of the state, and arguably, it is the state that gives the Library of Congress and its standards the legitimacy and authority by which it has extended itself to this vast network of libraries and other information agencies around the world.

Foucault suggests that the selection, organization, and centralization of knowledge—as well as its division—brought about the possibility of the modern state. He locates the emergence of French universities at around the same time as the formation of the disciplines, in the early nineteenth century, and describes the processes by which the disciplines were used to construct a particular kind of historical discourse that fortified the state. In other words, the state acquired knowledge and used it in such a way that allowed “the State to talk about itself.”15 Foucault cites postrevolutionary France, a nation that had recently been unified, to illustrate the use of history to secure the universality of the state. In his analysis, this transition took form not in war but in civilian discourse and institutions. No longer was the state primarily driven by a will toward domination, but instead its primary struggle was precisely this “striving toward the universality of the State,” and that struggle would take place in the economy, governance, and public institutions.16 The parallels between Foucault’s account of French history and that of the United States are too striking to overlook. Foucault’s reliance on Augustin Thierry in his interpretation of postrevolutionary political conditions surely resonates with American Civil War historians: “We believe ourselves to be a nation, but we are two nations within one land, two nations which are enemies because of what they remember and because their projects are irreconcilable: one once conquered the other.”17 In the American context, one can look to Theodore Roosevelt’s writings about American patriotism to find just how urgently felt was the need for a unified nation composed of an upright citizenry during the Progressive Era. One gathers the sense that the United States was on the brink of collapse in 1894 when Roosevelt proclaimed that the citizenry must be broadly American and national rather than local or parochial. He wrote in his essay “True Americanism” that “we must soberly set to work to find out all we can about the existence and extent of every evil, must acknowledge it to be such, and must then attack it with unyielding resolution. There are many such evils, and they each must be fought after a separate fashion; yet there is one quality which we must bring to the solution of every problem—that is, an intense and fervid Americanism.”18 Foucault marks the French postwar condition as bearing a grid of intelligibility upon which the construction of the national state relied. Similarly, in the years after the U.S. Civil War and Reconstruction and during the construction of the library’s Jefferson building and creation of the Library of Congress Classification, unification under the banner of Americanism was the highest ideal.

The LoC moved into its new building, established collection development priorities, and created the scaffold upon which those collections would be organized not long after the American Civil War and precisely during the Spanish–American War. The country was undergoing its own transition in becoming a universalized state and expanding its empire, and the Library of Congress took on a new role in figuring the nation by organizing a national history. Foucault explains that in this kind of moment, the present becomes “the moment of the greatest intensity, the solemn moment when the universal makes its entry into the real.”19

In the United States, the Library of Congress became the site where knowledge was disciplined and divided so that it could facilitate and secure the foundation upon which the nation was built, and the organization of knowledge into this universal system must be read as part of this process of constructing a history of the present in a particular moment. The library collected the world’s knowledge in order to inform domestic and diplomatic relations, and its formulation of categories and standardized practice to get “a handle on its subjects” mirrors and records the state’s broader project of regulating its citizenry and conducting foreign relations.20 Foucault notes that the version of history created at the moment of the consolidation of the nation-state assembled a past that privileged the present, and I would argue that perhaps even more interesting is the way in which the classification froze that present and organized the future. We continue to build upon and expand that structure that reinforces and further embeds the divisions set forth 115 years ago. Imagined as exemplary of the Enlightenment ideal of a rational classification, the system confirms the universality of the state, unifying divisions of knowledge within this massive cultural institution. As this system was designed at the dawn of the twentieth century, it reflected not only the literature of the time but also the librarians’ interpretations of that literature and the strivings of officers of the state. While it is important to situate the formation of the classification in the Progressive Era in the United States, it is equally important to consider the ways in which this point of view is reproduced over space and time and how this system figures into knowledge organization in the twenty-first century. It is necessary to consider how aspirations to uniformity have been part of a larger project intended to shape and monitor a citizenry, as well as how they have been an instrument of imperialism and domination, within and outside of the United States.

Diagramming the Library—“A Map of Destiny”

Discipline, according to Foucault, begins with the deployment of technologies to distribute individuals in space, or, in Jean-Luc Nancy’s terms, a “techne of the creation of bodies.”21 The purposes of such mechanisms are to control and identify individuals most efficiently by transforming “the confused, useless or dangerous multitudes into ordered multiplicities.”22 First among these techniques is enclosure, “the protected place of disciplinary monotony.”23 Libraries, whether enclosed by walls or other restrictive measures, function to close off a protected space for the books.24 But for discipline to operate, enclosure is not a constant or indispensable requirement. Rather, the cornerstone for disciplinary control is the act of partitioning: “Each individual has his own place; and each place its individual.”25 The purposes of partitioning a disciplinary space are many, including the provision of assessing, locating, knowing, and mastering individuals, and preventing their “diffuse circulation.”26 Partitioning also ensures that bodies are brought together in the most useful ways and prevents a dangerous mixing of types or ideas. What matters most for disciplinary power to work, though, is that each body is defined by its rank—“the place one occupies in a classification, the point at which a line and a column intersect.”27 Disciplinary classifications, in Foucault’s view, distribute and derive as many uses as possible from the multiplicity of bodies by describing and analyzing individuals but also by ordering them within a collective body politic.

The operations involved in classifying perversion in the library are so layered and complex that it becomes next to impossible to comprehend the mechanisms and their effects without sitting down with maps and building designs and diagrams of bookshelves and networks, all with an eye toward the relations of power through which they are constructed and function and the configurations and conversations they make possible. Foucault admitted (after some resistance to his geographer interviewer) that geography is at the heart of his questions—he said that it acts as “the condition of possibility for the passage between a series of factors I tried to relate.”28 Not only are metaphors of territory and domains critical to Foucault’s and my questions, but our analyses absolutely rely upon the conceptualization of power relations as the dispersal of knowledge and subjects over space.

To understand the mechanisms and reach of the classification, I rely on images in the forms of maps, diagrams, photographs, and drawings to illustrate the ways in which the Library of Congress, by constructing an assemblage of statements about sexual perversion, has produced peculiar bodies of literature. I lean on Foucault and Deleuze for guidance in displaying the social fields as drawn out by the classification by conceptualizing it as a diagram. For both Foucault and Deleuze, the diagram illustrates how lines cross through time and space and institutions and categories, all composing and providing the scaffolding that constitute and sustain power relations. The diagram is never complete and is always unstable and evolving, producing a model of truth. It is “a map of destiny” laying out the relations of forces and the possibilities for becoming.29 Understanding a classification as a diagram that maps out possibilities for what bodies of literature can become helps us dismantle the illusions of disciplinarity.

Deleuze locates a critical distinction between discursive and nondiscursive formations in Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, where the discursive elements involve statements and the nondiscursive has to do with environment. The environment and the statements speak back to one another, making the other possible. Or as Michel de Certeau might put it, the classificatory apparatus is needed to write the law onto bodies, to make those bodies “demonstrate the rule,” transforming individual bodies into a body politic. A series of apparatuses works in concert to organize a social space by both separating and linking bodies and texts. By following the rule of law, bodies then demonstrate and reproduce the rule in an “epistemologico-juridical formation.”30 In the case of the library, we would speak of the books, the statements about the books, and the library architecture and space. The books on the shelves, arranged according to the classification system, demonstrate the rule, supplying the proof that it applies. The law is set by the disciplinary norms; the apparatus is the classification; the body is the corpus of books. The library environment provides the very public reproductive space for norms and deviations. The classification serves as a rulebook for librarians to follow, designating how a knowledge can be organized: “To tell the truth, they become bodies only by conforming to these codes.”31

To classify is to make a statement. A library arranged according to a classification system is a series of statements: “___ book is about ___,” and “___ belongs to ___ discipline,” ad infinitum. The space, or environment, is defined by architectures, of which there are many in the library. Understood as an “ensemble of frames, vectors, and abstract lines,” the function of architecture is connection.32 The organization of the library building, the lines of library shelves, the information architecture that enables findability in the catalog and on the web, and the networks that connect libraries to one another and the public are each diagrammable. The map allows us to see “how we spatially organize our surrounding space and, by extension, how we organize our thoughts. . . . The map should be perceived as lines and traits that connect the mental landscape to the outside world in an interweaving network.”33 It also reveals the possibilities for encounters between books and their readers through the articulation and distribution of the various dispositions and linkages of power in the economy that gives it its force.34

One can diagram the Library of Congress Classification in a variety of ways, as there are seemingly endless angles from which to analyze it: its architecture—the hierarchies and lines; the collections it organizes; the time period during which it was created; its purpose; its uses—past, present and future; its technologies; the laws, codes, and notations through which the classification is comprised and articulated. To apprehend the extent and implications of the intermingling of forces and functions, one has to account for both the space and the statements. We might begin at the center of the Library of Congress Main Reading Room—the circulation desk, occupied by the librarian, who keeps watch over the reading room, where patrons place requests, ask questions, and put the machine into action. LoC patrons have always requested books at the reference or circulation desk, or “issuing desk,” as it was called in 1900 (today requests can also be made online). A request sends a series of library workers on a quest to locate the desired book and present it to the reader. Behind the scenes are an astonishing 838 miles of bookshelves, holding a total of 36 million books and print materials of various forms.35 The newer buildings—the Madison and Adams buildings—are connected to the Jefferson Building through underground tunnels, as is the nation’s Capitol, and a number of facilities house materials offsite.
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Figure 13. Library of Congress. Alterations to the Library of Congress, Thomas Jefferson Building, Washington, D.C. Cellar floor plan. Source: Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division (Washington, D.C.: Library of Congress). Reproduction number: LC-USZ62–109565. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2002719566/.



Figure 13 is a representation of the Library of Congress’s cellar floor as drafted in an architectural plan. The reading room floor above this shares the same basic outlines, with the seat of authority at the center, surrounded by the books and patrons. Libraries of virtually all sizes and shapes imitate the panoptic design of the Library of Congress, as they map knowledge in nearly identical sequences along their shelves. Large universities will have multiple library buildings specializing in particular disciplines spread across campuses, and variations on floor plans abound. Still, the critical disciplinary mechanism at work is the Library of Congress Classification, which structures the possibilities for assigning works to a location. More important, though, is how these architectures delimit and support the relationships among cataloged works. The diagram is repeated across localities, with some variation in form and content. In function, however, these replications of the abstract machine organize and discipline knowledge, operating as sites in the network where normative sexualities are distributed to the public. They are in every sense local extensions of the state and cultural apparatus.

Bibliographic classifications, subject headings, other classificatory techniques, and their attendant /enabling technologies operate in concert, by way of particularly insidious architectures that reside beneath the hood of the library catalog at the level of the database, and these techniques also govern how the books are displayed to the eye. The panoptic eye is simultaneously inside the system, disciplining and correcting subjects and seeing to it that authority headings and classes are in control, and outside looking in. Although the authority records do not perform the surveillance function in the way that algorithms and big data on the web do, authority control is happening at a series of levels, from inside the catalog, in the cataloging department, and at the Library of Congress, where the classifications and terms are designed and decided upon by the Policy and Standards Office. And though the control happens at every local point, the overarching control mechanism is far from localized: This function is repeated worldwide, and every instance is connected to the other through library networks. Standards ensure continuity across every system, but their deployment may vary from library to library, as each has its own multiplicity—its own collection, its own lines of shelves, its own purposes for which decisions about where to place materials may happen on a book-by-book basis. In other words, “among the discursive elements there are also whole families or formations of statements, whose catalogue is open-ended and subject to constant change.”36 The overall effect is to enforce equivalent statements about social norms through a vast network of knowledge organization systems.

A single catalog record is distributed and copied across a gigantic library network called WorldCat. The 72,000 member libraries can download to local systems complete catalog records produced by other member libraries. As of January 2016, WorldCat contained over 360 million records in 485 different languages.37 In 2012, the number of LoC-produced records in the WorldCat database was over 11 million, and although the number of libraries using LCSH or LC Classification is impossible to know, we do know that they (along with the Dewey Decimal System) are the most widespread subject standards in libraries across the globe. The Library of Congress’s Linked Data service is expanding the possibilities for adopting LCSH, LCC, and other standards. It is by way of this vastly powerful machine that the possibilities drawn by the Library of Congress are replicated across U.S. libraries and beyond.38

Diagramming Perversion

Gayle Rubin vividly diagrammed a “sex hierarchy” in her 1984 essay “Thinking Sex,” drawing for her readers the lines and degrees between normal/natural/good sex and abnormal/unnatural/bad sex.39 Inspired by her technique, this section will illustrate how libraries draw similar lines. To show how language maps onto the geography of the library, I have graphed the locations of books with the heading “Paraphilias,” according to when they were published (Figure 14). The HQs are well represented, with most books in the HQ71s but books also distributed across the library—in BF (Psychology), HV (Social pathology), K (Law), P (Language and literature), and R (Medicine). I also draw attention to the temporal aspects of this graph. Some classes are only assigned to works on this subject during specific decades, some are fairly consistently assigned through the decades, and others come and go. For the rest of the chapter, I will focus on HQ71 as this is, in fact, the class designated for paraphilias, but it is important to note that perversion is distributed across various sections of the library.

The photograph in Figure 15 shows a line of books in the HQ71 section of the William T. Young Library at the University of Kentucky, but it could easily be a photograph of the HQ71 section of any research library in the United States. This single photo displays a small segment of a shelf arrangement, but it provides a wealth of information about the regulation of sexual deviance in libraries.

The first thing one probably notices is the titles stamped on the spines, with those in the sharpest contrast standing out among the rest: Roudinesco’s Our Dark Side certainly catches the eye, as does Rosewarne’s Part-Time Perverts (two of the books described in Chapter 1 as being ones that actively resist medical language). Upon closer examination, you will notice that Our Dark Side and Part-Time Perverts are nestled between books on child sexual abuse and incest, which sit between two copies of Problems of Sex Behavior.40 A bit farther down is a book that actually includes the term “paraphilias” in the title—with wavy script, perhaps to signify disorientation or deviance—conjoined with sex crimes. Even from the titles we glean a variety of perspectives on sexual “deviance,” including Rosewarne’s reclaiming of “perverts,” the associations across problems and crime and child molesters, the use of the terms “deviance” and “paraphilias,” and the elusive “dark side.”

What may be less obvious from this view of the static positioning of books is the intermingling of temporalities. Problems of Sex Behavior was published in 1968, two of the books were published in the 1980s, and the rest were issued more recently, in the twenty-first century. Other areas of the HQ71s include titles that date back to the nineteenth century, among which are texts that deal with inversion and homosexuality, and Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis. Attitudes from different eras are mixed with varying attitudes of the present, and all are lumped together in this section of the social sciences that was once called “Abnormal sex relations” and is currently defined as “Sexual practices outside of social norms. Paraphilias.” The caption reflects the change in phrasing corresponding to the LC subject heading. The inclusion of the medical term “Paraphilias” to define a social science classification is problematic for a number of reasons, including those described in the previous chapters. The attitudes presented on the shelves derive not only from different temporal periods but from various disciplinary conventions. The classification reveals how the structure produces and controls certain subjectivities by attributing books to this singular category, reducing them to one particular vector of perversion.
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Figure 14. Books with “Paraphilias” as a subject heading, according to class and decade.
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Figure 15. Section of shelving in the HQ71 section at the University of Kentucky.



One begins to understand this phenomenon through one of the foundational problems with the Library of Congress Classification: It relies on the myth of the possibility of a universal classification capable of organizing all bibliographic knowledge.41 To be sure, at the Library of Congress, classifications were designed not for the entire bibliographic universe but for the knowledge held within the LoC’s collection. But the language used by librarians indicates that they viewed it to be universal in scope and design, and the classification reflects this belief. Upon moving into the new building, deliberations began in 1897 to decide on the proper scheme for the LoC, and in 1901 Librarian of Congress Herbert Putnam gave the order to proceed with the Library of Congress Classification system, which remains the predominant classification among academic libraries.42 J. C. M. Hanson was responsible for overseeing the creation of the Library of Congress Classification system, and his key contribution to the classification stemmed from his perception of the universe of subjects as a collection of specialized fields.43 No overall logical principle of subject order was adopted, making it appear to be a conglomerate of smaller, more specialized classifications, with variations in logics and patterns. This broke with library tradition, as previous classifiers had tried to find a logical order inherent in the entire universe of subjects. Charles Cutter, for instance, had spoken of arranging subjects according to their “scientific relations.”44 Presently the Library of Congress system arranges all knowledge into twenty-one classes, each identified by a letter of the alphabet and subdivided by notations made of combinations of numbers and letters.

Hanson appointed subject specialists to create these discipline-specific systems, and he selected Roland P. Falkner, a statistician, to devise an early version of the H classification for the social sciences.45 Prior to and after his appointment at the Library of Congress as director of the Division of Documents from 1900 to 1904, Falkner was a professor of statistics, statesman, and census taker. He was also editor of the Annals of the American Academy of Political and Sociology. While professor at the University of Pennsylvania he contributed to U.S. census sections on criminals and prisoners and compiled an 1890 Statistics of Prisoners from surveys he designed on the basis of categories he developed. He was also commissioner of education in Puerto Rico (1904–1907), chairman of the Commission of the United States to Liberia (1909), and a member of the Joint Land Commission of the United States and Panama (1913). In 1911 and 1912 he was assistant director of the Census Bureau.46

That the present H section of the LC Classification begins with Statistics (HA) and Economics (HB) is hardly a coincidence. Nor is the organization of subjects toward the end of the classification (HV), where we find criminals, people with disabilities, social welfare, and addiction. In Falkner’s original sketch there is no reference to sexuality at all, either in general specialties of Sociology or in “Classes of Persons,” which is limited to “Blind and Deaf and Dumb”; “Feeble-minded”; “Indians”; “Criminals”; “Negroes, Freedmen”; and “Poor, The.” Such categories resemble those in the census. In describing his method for devising a system for Economics, Falkner stated that the scheme should harmonize as much as possible “with the methods of presenting the subject which are familiar in academic work and which are followed somewhat by writers in general.”47 The classification does reflect much of the academic literature and how social scientists organized and understood its subjects, but more importantly, it reflects a nation as imagined by a census taker and agent of the state. The version printed in 1910 was worked over and expanded from Falkner’s original draft by a number of Library of Congress catalog staff members.

The continued reduction of the human sciences to mathematics over the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries led to a particular form of population assessment and management—the statistical census, organized around various demographic categories, including race. Ian Hacking suggests that, although statistics itself is not a human science, its influence in determining norms within the social sciences has been “immense,” as has its role as a “technology of power in a modern state.”48 Charging Falkner, a statistician, with the task of developing this classification supports Hacking’s claim, and the placement of statistics in HA, at the front of the classification, signifies the primacy of statistics in social science research. As Benedict Anderson writes of the significance of census instruments of the late nineteenth century, it “was not in the construction of ethnic-racial classifications, but rather in their systematic quantification.”49 In fact, these observations speak directly to Anderson’s thesis regarding the ways that the census, map, and museum “shaped the way in which the colonial state imagined its dominion.”50 We might substitute Anderson’s museum with the broader concept of memory institution, a category to which libraries surely belong, and we can conclude that the ranking, ordering, and quantification of subjects across categories and mapped onto territories reflect and legitimate an imagined nation. The “fiction of the census”—that each individual can occupy one category—is certainly a problem of the bibliographic classification as well, and each illuminates the ways that the nation conceives of its domain.51

Initially, the printed version of the classification for the HQ section was quite simple, with rather broad categories (Figure 16). It is worth noting the insistence of the classification for “homosexuality” on the shelves and the concomitant absence of “homosexuality” as a subject heading in the catalog for the first half of the century. It is in this difference that we can begin to see the varying purposes of classifications and headings. Whereas headings are intended to foster accessibility by way of searching the catalog, the classification divides, sorts, and disciplines on the shelves. An absence of “homosexuality” in the catalog results in rendering the subject invisible, whereas the division on the shelves clearly delineates normal from abnormal and cuts the latter category further by specifying particular abnormalities. It marks a spatial difference, as well, as the abnormal is linearly subsequent to the normal, most likely on another shelf. Although classes have been added, the classification has changed little since its earliest inception. In fact the placement, notation, and wording used to define the class “Sadism. Masochism. Fetishism, etc.” has remained unchanged since 1910. The text of the classification indicates Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis as exemplary of the types of materials that would be placed here. It seems reasonable to speculate that the Library of Congress would have drawn literary warrant for this structure from that and related works.
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Figure 16. LCC, 2nd ed., 1920. Source: Library of Congress (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1920). https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/001163425.



HQ73 was designated for the vaguely described class “Special. Woman” under the broader “Abnormal sex relations.” One might surmise that inversion in women was shelved there, as well as other topics about perversion in women. Indeed, a variety of titles on women as sex criminals, perverts, and lesbians are housed in this section, even today. For example, the lesbian magazine The Ladder, first published in 1956, is there. The class was completely unused between the years 1974 and 2001, however, as the topic Lesbians was moved to HQ75 in the early 1970s, leaving the class intellectually empty for decades. HQ73 was renamed much later and is now home to works on “sexual minorities.” The older works on “Special. Woman” assigned to HQ73 have not been shifted, so now the class is a mix of very outdated ideas about sexual perversion in women and much more recent works on sexual minorities, or what are commonly referred to as LGBTQ subjects. A perplexing mix of literature has accumulated in this section, with such titles as Female Sex Perversion (1935) and Woman as a Sexual Criminal (1934) sitting alongside Positive View of LGBTQ: Embracing Identity and Cultivating Well-Being (2012) and That’s So Gay: Micro aggressions and the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Community (2013). To add more confusion, some early works on sexual relations between women were shelved with the broader HQ71 or HQ76, and there they remain. One work on lesbians is still classed as HQ76, the former class for homosexuality and current class for gay men. And referring back to the graph in Figure 14 we see that a small number of texts assigned the heading “Paraphilias” were classed in HQ73 in the 1960s and 1970s, indicating that as late as the 1970s these classes were associated with sexual deviation and perversion.

In 1972, at the same time that the subject heading “Homosexuality” was removed from “Sexual deviation” (as shown in Chapter 1), librarians were also calling for a removal of “Homosexuality” as a hierarchically related term in the Library of Congress Classification system. The caption for the LC class HQ71 had been changed from “Abnormal sex relations” to “Sexual deviation” in 1966, and the indentation of the printed classification was changed in 1972 so that homosexuality aligned with but was not hierarchically under “Sexual deviation.” This speaks directly to Mary K. D. Pietris’s correspondence in the Introduction, in which she claims that the current placement of items on the shelves is simply an accident of classification. Homosexuality was classed under abnormal sex relations, right along with sex crimes. Removing the hierarchical relationship from the classification system did not change the arrangement of books on the shelves, and the legacy of the previous arrangement is not wiped away by changing the indentation in the printed classification. It is no accident that books on lesbians and gays are classed adjacent to HQ71. In fact, especially before 1946 but even into the 1980s, some materials about gays and lesbians were classed in the HQ71s and neighboring classes. Again, this pattern is repeated throughout libraries. A case in point is the placement of Gayspeak (Pilgrim Press, 1981), a book about communication styles of gays and lesbians, shelved between books on child molestation and sex abuse in HQ72, which is essentially an expansion of the HQ71 section.

When you peruse the HQ71 and HQ72 sections of a research library, you are likely to find shelves lined mostly with texts on child molestation, incest, and sex crimes; historical volumes on sexual perversion and inversion; and a few more recent titles on what some might consider perversions today—sadism, masochism, fetishism, and so. In the adjoining HQ73, HQ74, HQ75, and HQ76 sections, we find books on bisexuality, lesbians, homosexuality, and gay men. How did things come to be arranged the way they are? Some of this is a matter of history playing out on the shelves, and some of it is simply bad cataloging (as in the placement of biblical teachings about the sin of premarital sex in this category), but all of it is an illustration of inconsistently shifting American attitudes toward sexual perversion over the past 115 years. While it may be alarming and troubling to some patrons, it is no mistake that consensual practices like sadism, masochism, and kink sit beside criminal offenses, including the sexual abuse of children and rape. Nor is it an accident that homosexuality is a neighboring class residing just down the shelf.

The fundamental structure of the classification remains the same as the original, with new classes added and some removed. The content of the statements change over time, as do the terms used to define the classes. It has not always been the case that materials on sex crimes were placed within the category “Abnormal sex relations.” This has something to do with the literature published on sexual perversion and sex crimes. When the classification was initially printed in 1910, there was no accounting for sex crimes within the classification.52 There was, however, a cross-reference from HQ71 to RC620, enacting a relationship with medicine. RC620 was designated as “Moral insanity,” citing Psychopathia Sexualis again as an example. Today that class is reserved for materials on nutritional diseases, but a smattering of titles on sexuality remain there, out of place and time.

It was not until the third edition of the H Classification, printed in 1950, that sex crimes entered the classification, under HQ71 and HQ72. Thirty years had passed between the publication of the second and third editions of the H Classification, so changes in nomenclature and class assignments are to be expected. But the marked indication that “Sex crimes” are to be classed with HQ71 and HQ72 beginning in 1950 is a clear reflection of the societal association between sexual perversion and criminal acts, reflecting the moral panic surrounding perversion stirred by J. Edgar Hoover in the mid-1930s and continued by Joseph McCarthy in the postwar era. The association between sex crimes and perversion was ostensibly removed again in 2007 when the “See also” reference from the Social pathology/Criminology section was removed. Nevertheless, as the photograph in Figure 3.6 so clearly shows, a majority of books in the HQ71 section are about incest, child abuse, and other sex crimes, and despite the removal of sex crimes from the actual hierarchy, catalogers have continued to place works on child abuse and incest here. A more appropriate fit for works on victims of incest might be R560.I53, designated for psychosexual conditions of incest victims. For criminal aspects of the topic, books would go into HV6570.6, specifically intended to hold books on “Incest. Sexual abuse of children” within the broader class of sex crimes. What we read in the HQ71 section is a series of statements regarding the relationships and equivalencies among perverse subjects.

This association between crime and perversion gained attention around 1937 when J. Edgar Hoover, director of the FBI, declared a “War on the Sex Criminal.” In fact, the New York Times created the index category “Sex Crimes” to describe the 143 articles it published on the subject that year.53 The growing climate of postwar homophobia, the fear of conspiracies and infiltration of uncontrolled sex perversion, led to the passage of laws to police perverted acts, and in 1947 Hoover stated that the most rapidly increasing type of criminals were degenerate sex offenders.54 Estelle Freedman writes: “Each of the two major sex crime panics—roughly from 1937 to 1940 and from 1949 to 1955—originated when, after a series of brutal and apparently sexually motivated child murders major urban newspapers expanded and, in some cases, sensationalized their coverage of child molestation and rape.”55 She also notes that the literature published in and between these periods mapped out two new forbidden boundaries for men: sex with children or with other men. And she speculates that the increased attention to child molestation and homosexuality, along with the overlapping use of the terms like sex criminal, pervert, and psychopath, served as a sort of code for homosexuality.56 According to Freedman, sexual psychopath laws did not “differentiate between violent and nonviolent or consensual and nonconsensual behaviors. Rather, they targeted a kind of personality, or an identity, that could be discovered only by trained psychiatrists. . . . The laws rested on the premise that even minor offenders (such as exhibitionists), if psychopaths, posed the threat of potential sexual violence.”57 From the 1930s through the 1950s, the sexual psychopath provided the focus for public discussions of sexual normality and abnormality, and the state played an increasingly important role in defining sexual deviance and in prescribing psychiatric treatment. The debates on the psychopath statutes did more than expand the legal authority of psychiatry; they also expanded the conversation and fears about sexual deviance to a wider public. The creation of the term “Homosexuality” in the subject headings just after World War II also coincides with the homosexual panic and the changes in the bibliographic classification.

Indeed, perversion lurks across the library in far more areas than one might expect, with a spread from the confines of the HQs into other disciplines beginning in the second half of the twentieth century. Postwar-era books mirrored the panic surrounding the preoccupation with subversive sexual behavior, and as homosexuality was considered among the most dangerous of the perversions, most of the literature from this time focuses on identifying and treating homosexuals.58 For example, Paul De River’s 1950 Sexual Criminal is a graphic account of sex crimes in the United States, complete with shocking photographs of murder and rape victims, including children. Aimed at criminal justice professionals, the book provides a telling glimpse of the perceptions and aims of law enforcement by placing homosexuals in the same category as murderers and rapists. In his introduction to the text, attorney Eugene D. Williams calls readers to take precautions against “sex perverts”:

Sex perversion, of course, includes many types which manifest themselves in the form of homosexuality, exhibitionism, and so on down the categories, until we reach the dangerous sadomasochist whose frequent terminal outbursts direct the attention of the world to the fact that sex perverts do exist.59

Williams cautions readers against thinking that perverts, including homosexuals, are harmless and argues that they pose a particular danger to young people. The introduction seems to imply that every homosexual should be considered dangerous and likely to commit violent crimes. This attitude was common, and it circulated widely in printed books and other media, supporting J. Edgar Hoover’s fear-mongering and war against sexual perverts.

The Library of Congress Classification reproduced those fears by drawing lines between normal and perverse and directly associating the perverse with crime, and as the shelves were never reordered, these time-sensitive norms remain on display. Today, however, in addition to these texts are more recent ones that challenge normative notions of sexual perversion, and just by reading the spines and the catalog, we witness the changing debate surrounding definitions and attitudes about deviance, with overlapping and fuzzy lines of temporalities and boundaries between consent, violence, crime, perversion, pleasure, and freedom.

Strangely enough, investigating the development of the classification of abnormal sexual relations in the years 2013–2016 turned out to be a genealogy of blurred lines and shades of gray.60 I am referring specifically to the ways in which two exceedingly popular cultural texts mirror the discursive statements on library shelves, as the Library of Congress Classification, which is ostensibly meant to erase such gray areas, enacts a similar tension on the shelves. Its disciplinary cuts place multiple forms and expressions of sexual variance—criminal and noncriminal—into one category. In HQ71 there is no difference between incest, pedophilia, rape, and kink. Being largely invisible to the general public in their effects, classification systems reproduce particular ways of knowing. Such systems are embedded not only in our libraries but also in our technologies for finding information on the Internet, websites, and databases of all kinds. Notions of normal and abnormal are circulated and repeated across various sites of popular culture, the academy, and institutions, reinforcing dominant attitudes and ideas.

Libraries are part of the entire network of discourses that Foucault talks about, which collectively repeat and reproduce dominant norms. Variations of these types of associations that I have identified persist in online technologies, with some still carrying messages that gay is dangerous. In 2009 Amazon.com infuriated LGBTQ people when they discovered that Amazon was categorizing books on LGBTQ subjects as “Adult,” thereby rendering them invisible from sales ranks. On the list of “adult” books were titles such as Ellen DeGeneres’s and Melissa Etheridge’s biographies, Lesléa Newman’s Heather Has Two Mommies (Alyson Wonderland, 1989), and Linas Alsenas’s Gay America: Struggle for Equality (Amulet, 2008).61 Even more troubling was the recommendation of sex offender apps for those who use and purchase Grindr, a mobile social application for gay men—implying that, if you like sex with gay men you might also be interested in sex offenders.62 Google has also been exposed for censoring terms, as it blocks certain words from its autocomplete and Instant Search features so users cannot automatically see suggestions for resources or search terms on the topic. It’s not that one can’t retrieve resources, but they don’t make it as easy as searching for other topics. “BDSM” is blocked, and even “bisexual” has been blocked to a certain extent. The Huffington Post reported in 2013 that, after a series of inquiries, Google unblocked the term, but for a number of months after that a search revealed that when you begin to type in “bisexual,” no suggestions were offered. When I searched in January 2016, “Bisexual women,” “Bisexual flag,” “Bisexual definition,” and “Bisexual quiz” were suggested. “Bisexuality” triggered the same suggestions. How decisions to block and control terms are made is unknown to the general public, as are the search engines’ proprietary algorithms that generate the associations between search terms, but the question of who and why is less relevant to this discussion than the questions related to how all of these technologies and techniques coordinate to produce normative sexualities through categories and spatial sorting mechanisms.

Library classifications, globally distributed to a huge array of publics, are integral to this vast network of state and nonstate, public and private actors and institutions. Indeed, Ann Laura Stoler finds one of the most significant themes of Foucault’s Society Must Be Defended lectures to be that it offers “an appreciation of historiography as a political force, of history writing as a political act, of historical narrative as a tool of the state and as a subversive weapon against it.”63 The Library of Congress played a key role in organizing and producing certain truths about sexuality and perversion. The hope is that unmasking the political agendas underlying the organization of subjects will open up possibilities for understanding how the LC Classification shapes the ways that we do history and acquire and create knowledge as well as ways that we can reconfigure library, history, and archival practices.


CHAPTER 4

Aberrations in the Catalog

We dream of a library of literature created by everyone and belonging to no one, a library that is immortal and will mysteriously lend order to the universe, and yet we know that every orderly choice, every catalogued realm of the imagination, sets up a tyrannical hierarchy of exclusion.

—ALBERTO MANGUEL, The Library at Night

Roderick A. Ferguson’s Aberrations in Black: Toward a Queer of Color Critique (2003) is shelved at PS374.N4, just paces away from Sedgwick’s Epistemology of the Closet. An important distinction between the two books’ class assignments resides at the level of “special topics” within American literature. Epistemology of the Closet is assigned to PS374.H63, with the “H” standing for “homosexuality”; the “N” in the class for Aberrations in Black serves as shorthand for “Negro.” As with all bodies of literature in the library, those that have grown in this and associated locations have particular histories.

I cite Ferguson’s text not because its classification is exemplary (as we will see, it is, in fact, exceptional) but because his account of the necessity of a queer-of-color critique directly confronts one of the core challenges I encountered in conducting this research. I had originally written a manuscript that bore a near absence of discussions of race, and Ferguson’s queer-of-color critique of canonical sociology brings to light some of the processes by which my own work was unwittingly participating in the reproduction of a particular version of the history of sexuality, one that left various dimensions unaccounted for. The history of the canonization of scholarship includes the history of the Library of Congress classificatory devices. The extensions of margins out from assumed and unmarked norms impede multidimensional analyses, and to gain a full understanding of the ways in which the classification functions, one has to cruise outside the confines of singular subjects.

Expanding upon the previous chapter, which mapped sexual perversion in the library, this chapter offers a critical geography of racialized queer subjects. Indeed, cruising the library is the only way to obtain books that address the intersectionality and complexity of sexuality and subjectivities, and such a technique also brings the limitations of the classification into full view. One has to venture away from the HQ section and visit other parts of the library, as the associations drawn up in the catalog and on the shelves cannot account for multiplicities of subjectivities and are unlikely to match one’s own identifications with the works. I begin with a discussion of the cataloging of Ferguson’s text and of how Ferguson’s approach informs a critique of the Library of Congress Classification’s universalisms and disciplinary divisions. I then examine the classes designated for the books described in the catalog as being about “African American gays” and the treatment of African Americans as a “special” topic in a range of disciplines. The analysis reveals the instrumentality of the Library of Congress and its classification system in the production and reproduction of ideas about race, gender, nation, and citizenship in the history of the United States and in continued projects in nation building and imperialism. I seek to understand the truth and consequences of Affonso Romano de Sant’Anna’s suggestion that “libraries, especially national libraries, constitute what are known in the sciences as ‘reduced models’ of their country’s social reality and ideological complexity.”1

Cataloging Aberrations in Black

First, let us take a closer look at Ferguson’s book. His prefatory remarks begin with a vivid description of a photograph housed at (of all places!) the Library of Congress. The photo was part of an exhibition about the history of the African American quest for citizenship, and, as Ferguson explains, it depicts four African American men waiting outside a railroad employment office, with signs behind them that read “Colored Waiting Room” and “Colored men.” What is notable for Ferguson is the way in which the photograph figures particular faces in the history of exclusion of African Americans, thereby circulating a canonical sociological rendering of African American history. The picture elicits questions for Ferguson, some of which have to do with the positioning of the photograph in a national exhibit, its location in a government archive, and the terms by which the photo is deployed as representative of a moment in history in terms of liberal capital. Ferguson’s overarching question is: “How do we speak of the picture as part of a dialogical and polymorphous network of perversions that contradicted notions of decency and American citizenship?”2

Ferguson recalls from memory the railroad station in the picture, as it is located near his childhood home, and he notes important absences in the photo (Figure 17):

I know as well that there are subjects missing who should be accounted for—the transgendered man who wore Levis and a baseball cap and chewed tobacco; the men with long permed hair who tickled piano keys; the sissies and bulldaggers who taught the neighborhood children to say their speeches on Easter Sunday morning.3

Looking beyond the photograph to the catalog record by which it is inventoried and made accessible, we witness more exclusions and regulations. The image can be found in the LoC’s digital library and belongs to the Farm Security Administration/Office of War Information Collection. Three headings by which to access the photograph have been assigned: “Segregation,” “United States—Georgia—Manchester,” and “Cities, towns—Georgia.”4 These headings are not from the Library of Congress Subject Headings discussed in the first chapter but are part of a nomenclature called the Library of Congress Thesaurus for Graphic Materials—a list of headings specifically created for images. It is a limited list, which, as a matter of policy, does not include headings for racial, ethnic, or social groups or organizations.5 Any mention of race is veiled—it is only to be implied by “Segregation.” Images in the Library of Congress’s huge collection of photographs cannot be retrieved or found by way of subject headings that describe race or ethnicity.
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Figure 17. Railroad station, Manchester, Ga., 1938. Photo: John Vachon. Source: LC-USF 3301–001172-M4, Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division Washington, D.C. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/fsa1997003449/PP/.



Extending this line of analysis to the cataloging of Ferguson’s book, we trace more silences. In spite of his explicit aim to bring visibility to subjects who have been effaced, beginning with the drag queen prostitute portrayed in Marlon Riggs’s Tongues Untied, the catalog record does very little to bring noncanonical subjects into view. The headings are many and include the names of Richard Wright, James Baldwin, Ralph Ellison, and Toni Morrison. They also include “Gays’ writings, American,” “Gays in literature,” and “African American gays—Intellectual life.” But there is nothing in the record about drag or trans or lesbians (and certainly not trans or lesbian African Americans), although significant portions of the book are devoted to these topics. There are no references to Marx or Marxism, nor to sociology, despite that one could quite easily describe the book as a project in queer-of-coloring the sociological canon. At the time the book was published, the heading “Queer theory” had not yet been authorized, and it still remains absent from the LoC’s catalog record for the book.

We might make some guesses as to where Ferguson would place his own book, but we’ll find that this game necessarily leaves us unsatisfied. Aberrations in Black is currently shelved with books on African American literature, but it could easily fit with the section that includes more than ten thousand books on African Americans in the E section on U.S. history, sexuality in the HQs, or other sections of sociology or literary studies. It would be a good shelf companion for Epistemology of the Closet, in fact. The problem with the classification of Aberrations in Black is not merely a case of disciplinarity but of subject formation through certain processes of exclusion and marking and the singularity of particular spaces in the classification. Indeed, bodies of literature have been assembled into a body politic in the library and fit into spaces within a vast heteropatriarchal classification. Aberrations in Black demonstrates not the rule but rather how the combinatory effect of sexuality and blackness and a queer-of-color critique provides an opportunity for a thicker analysis of the failures of universality. The book is shelved at PS374.N4, with other books on African American literature. This is the only book in this location that has been cataloged with the heading “African American gays.” While the book shares certain common themes about blackness with its shelfmates, conversations and connections with books about queer authors and literature are suppressed. Surely, there are other books on James Baldwin or others that would speak to Ferguson’s queer-of-color analysis, but that relationship is not expressed in the cataloging, and the effect of classification is to put distance between related texts. It turns out that the book is, in fact, an aberration in cataloging, as the vast majority of books that have been assigned the subject heading “African American gays” are organized according to their sexual deviation rather than their racial difference.

The book cannot be at more than one place at once, however, and here the necessity of the demarcation of discrete subjects becomes painfully apparent. The division into subjects is fundamentally problematic and always presents a challenge to catalogers and seekers of texts, but it also illustrates quite vividly a paradox central to discussions about subjectivity and access. Various markings in subjects are added so as to make works accessible via the catalog, but each is created through different kinds of power, possesses a different history, and derives from different mechanisms with their own particular regulatory schemas. In the case of library classifications, we can read these dimensions as part of a national history. The analysis of the various classes devised by the Library of Congress provides a window into the essentializing histories and regulatory mechanisms enacted on subjects: Various parts of the E section account for the history of racial, ethnic, and religious groups in the United States; the HVs house the history of social pathology; the HQs contain the histories of women, family, and sexuality. The classification presents these subjects as unified within discrete categories, as if these histories are separable and distinct. As Wendy Brown explains, however, the various kinds of powers “do not operate on and through us independently, or linearly, or cumulatively, and they cannot be radically extricated from one another in any particular historical formation.”6 The Library of Congress Classification divides the bibliographic universe into subjects in relation to heteropatriarchal norms, rendering certain subjects illegible or invisible or at the margins within this “universal” bibliographic classification. Analysis calls notice to exclusions and silences, the display of discourses that have attained the status of being knowledges worth authorizing, and the privileging of certain disciplines over others. Library classifications cannot adequately account for the complexities of subject formation, and although we know that race, class, gender, sexuality, ablebodiedness, colonialism, and religion are interwoven into subjects and subjectivities, a classification can only recognize one of these dimensions at a time, sometimes writing in another dimension in the form of a subdivision, but always locating only one position at a time on the shelf.

While Ferguson observes the disciplinary machinery at work in the history of sexuality and race, he does not locate the Library of Congress as a critical site in the network of apparatuses and institutions. Rather, it seems to be taken for granted that the LoC would house the photograph of the men at the railroad station, and the role of the LoC in circulating not only the photograph but also the infrastructure for maintaining and administering the machinery are overlooked. Materials found at the LoC are often used as examples—entry points into scholarly conversations, but little regard is paid to the library itself. In his more recent book, The Reorder of Things, Ferguson situates the American academy as central to setting the archival agenda of the state and capital by way of the disciplines, which incorporate certain minority subjects into a neoliberal order and exclude others. Ferguson’s readers confront difficult questions about the academy, as he frankly and persuasively explains certain limits to ethnic studies and women’s studies in the context of neoliberalism. He very effectively describes the United States as “the archival nation par excellence” and refers to an ensemble of institutions and techniques that have given rise to the emergence of the academy as the “model of archtonic power,” but again, the Library of Congress and academic libraries in American universities are not figured as part of that ensemble.7

I attribute the relative absence of critical scholarship about the institutional practices of the Library of Congress to a certain invisibility of the classificatory mechanisms and to a faith in the benevolence of libraries as protectors of knowledge. Nicholson Baker has suggested a similar notion in his assessment of the LoC’s preservation techniques: “It is a strangely secretive place, underscrutinized by comparison with other federal bureaucracies, its maladministration undetected by virtue of its reputation as an ark of culture. The library has gone astray partly because we trusted the librarians so completely.”8 Bowker and Star have argued that the invisibility and naturalization of classificatory infrastructures makes them more potent and secures their ground.9 As they become entrenched in information systems, it becomes more difficult to resist or change them. For these reasons, critique of the Library of Congress must foreground its role as a connector and support for the vast network of national, academic, political, economic, and cultural institutions and projects. It is incredibly important as a site that collects discourses from all disciplines and regions of the world, organizes them according to a universal system, and passes its standards along to a huge number of libraries and organizations. It must be pointed out that the definitions of the classes that I describe throughout this and the previous chapter are not readily visible to the public, but rather, they are written into the classification like a set of instructions to be used by librarians to assign books to classes. The hierarchies and labels are not likely to be encountered by anyone other than catalogers. I wish to make that hidden infrastructure visible so that we can read it as a historical document that illustrates how subjects are viewed in the eyes of this state institution and how the classification participates in epistemic violence and oppression.

Ferguson’s queer-of-color critique provides a methodology for analyzing the ways in which “liberal ideology occludes the intersecting saliency of race, gender, sexuality, and class in forming social practices.”10 He argues that the universalization of heteropatriarchy has been produced and reinforced in sociology and in the state. Heteropatriarchy has served as a model for rehabilitation and regulation in the sociological canon, and sociological critiques of capital conveyed it as a site of pathologies and perversions through its production of surplus populations and imagining “African American culture as the site of polymorphous gender and sexual perversions.”11 African Americans, gay people, and other deviant subjects have stood in contrast to the ideal citizen. This helps us understand how the Library of Congress, by using the principle of literary warrant, would have created classifications that reflected and universalized the sociological and literary canons.

Recall from earlier chapters that the Library of Congress during the Progressive Era was imagined to be a universal library, and its classification was derived from Enlightenment-era classifications, with ties most specifically to a Baconian system. Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer identify classification as a primary technique of the Enlightenment’s rationalization of dominance. For them, thinking has been abandoned to categories, mathematics, rationalism, and universalism. One of the mechanisms of universalism is the excision of incommensurability, or the erasure of subjects that don’t conform to the dominant system.12 Adorno goes so far as to suggest that this kind of universalism is violent and “has no substantial reality for human beings.”13 The divergence between the universal and the particular is at the heart of morality for Adorno. Judith Butler, reflecting on Adorno’s conceptualization of universalisms, takes care to note that the problem is not with universality itself but rather in “an operation of universality that fails to be responsive to cultural particularity and fails to undergo a reformulation of itself in response to the social and cultural conditions it includes within its scope of applicability.”14 The universal is not always necessarily violent, but where universals produce norms, they have the power to install or disinstall recognizable subjects. The universalization of heteropatriarchy plays out in our libraries and serves as the justification of the special treatment of subjects who deviate from a universal norm.

Cruising for “African American Gays”

Returning to the catalog record for Aberrations in Black, I turn our focus to one of the subject headings assigned to the book: “African American gays—Intellectual life.” This heading provides a point of entry into a discussion of privilege and marginalization in the bibliographic classification. I searched the subject fields of the Library of Congress catalog with the keywords “African,” “American,” and “gays” to see where books described in these terms are located. My 2015 query resulted in eighty-eight unique titles that include all of these terms.15 Of these, many are novels or poetry and are organized by author within a type of American literature. Forty-three are unique nonfiction titles, and what is immediately striking about their organization is that they are almost all filed according to sexuality before (or instead of) race. In fact, out of the forty-three titles, thirty-five (more than 80 percent) are shelved with books about homosexuality. Titles like Black Like Us: A Century of Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual African American Fiction (2002/2012), Black /Gay: The Harlem Renaissance, the Protest Era, and Constructions of Black Gay Identity in the 1980s and 90s (2012), and Queer Pollen: White Seduction, Black Male Homosexuality, and the Cinematic (2011) are all shelved with homosexuality in various sections of American literature (as is Epistemology of the Closet). Aberrations in Black is a remarkable exception to this practice, as it is one of two books that are placed in a section on African American literature. The other is Carry the Word: A Bibliography of Black LGBTQ Books, by Steven G. Fullwood (2007).

The other class in which some of the books are placed is HQ76, designated for homosexuality within the social sciences. Here are titles such as The Greatest Taboo: Homosexuality in Black Communities (2001), Homophobia in the Black Church: How Faith, Politics, and Fear Divide the Black Community (2013), and Nobody Is Supposed to Know: Black Sexuality on the Down Low (2014). A few of these books are assigned to a more specific category hierarchically embedded within homosexuality—HQ76.27.A37—the class designated for African Americans as one of a few “Special classes of gay people.” This is the only place in the classification where “gay” and “African Americans” explicitly intersect.

A handful of books about “African American gays” have been placed in other locations, and each informs the story of the classification of African American gay subjects and an understanding of the logics of the library. For example, Butch Queens up in Pumps: Gender, Performance, and Ballroom Culture in Detroit is placed in GV1749.5—a section reserved for “Gay and lesbian dance parties, Including drag balls” within the topic “Recreation. Leisure.” Here the dance or ball is the privileged subject, and the category of gay and lesbian dance parties is squeezed in with a range of other types of dances, such as “Mask and fancy-dress balls.” It is refreshing to see this category driven by something other than an identity category, with the gay and lesbian dance parties operating simply as a type of party, rather than a special topic set apart from a norm. That class is far removed from other books on gender and drag, however, and in fact, there are only five books in the LoC collection shelved at this location. Indeed, most of the books on drag balls are shelved in HQ77 for transvestism. In both the HQ and GV sections, race is ignored completely with regard to this topic. These books can be about gay and lesbian dance parties, or drag, or transvestism, but they can’t be about African American expressions of any of these.

In contrast, two titles on homosexuality and African American churches are placed in the B section (Philosophy, Psychology, Religion), this time driven by their association with theology or churches rather than with dance parties. Those books are both arranged into subtopics on African Americans, and the classification does not in any way offer representations of the topic of homosexuality in these spaces.

One book on “African American gays”—Mind Your Own Life: The Journey Back to Love (2011)—is placed in E185.97.A57—within a very large class reserved for African Americans as “Elements of the population” in U.S. history. This “Elements” category is defined as “Including racial, ethnic, and religious groups that have significance in the history of the U.S,” and the range of classes reserved for African Americans contains over ten thousand books. The division for the African American “element” is an exceptionally expansive section, which is divided into many topics about African Americans, including slavery, emancipation, rights, and biographies. This class is not subdivided into any category for gay African Americans, however.

Finally, four books include “AIDS” or “HIV” in the title. Three of these are in sections on public health or internal medicine. While one title in the medical section is produced by the Work Group on Health Care Access and seems to be well situated within the public health field in method, substance, and audience, the other two are arguably better placed with sociology or another area, as they are primarily about social, cultural, personal, and political aspects of HIV/AIDS. My Rose: An African American Mother’s Story of AIDS (1997) offers a personal account, and North Carolina and the Problem of AIDS: Advocacy, Politics, and Race in the South (2011) deals with political and social issues surrounding HIV/AIDS, but both are medicalized by being placed in the R section of the library, reserved for books on medicine and public health. One title is shelved in HV1449.H58, a class whose place within a hierarchy is rather halting: “Social pathology. Social and public welfare. Criminology—Protection, assistance, and relief—Special classes—Gay men and lesbians.” For each of these books on HIV/AIDS, the driving content for determining where the book is classed is the disease, meaning that they all are blatantly rendered socially or medically pathological in the stacks.

Now, having found ourselves in the HV class, we find that cruising this section brings into view the vastness of the field of subjects arranged within “Social pathology. Social and public welfare. Criminology.” This class resembles the nineteenth-century census categories, a feature that is likely attributable in part to the fact that Roland Falkner, the original designer of the H classification, was also a census taker and statistician. HV is placed near the end of the H classification, with HA set for statistics, HB and HC economics, HD for industries, and so on. We see quite plainly how subjects determined to be pathological and criminal rank in relation to topics like economics and industry. The only class farther removed than HV is HX, defined as “Socialism. Communism. Anarchism.” The HVs are home to subjects that were formerly named “Defectives” and “Degenerates,” as well as to criminals, crimes, and prisons. Today the class “Defectives” has been renamed and includes topics related to people with disabilities. However, the hierarchies remain essentially the same, with added classes fitted in. For example, HV1568, a location that is likely to be familiar to any scholar working in disability studies, is found in this section. Again, the force of history has rendered the legacy of the rhetoric of dependence and inadequacy inescapable. While the caption for the subject class is presently “People with disabilities,” in place of the former “Defectives,” “Cripples,” and “Imbeciles,” the location within the broader class of social pathology on the margins of the social sciences sends troubling signals about attitudes toward the position of people with disabilities in relation to others. Emerging works in the humanities that critique such pathologizing associations are shelved here as well.16

Subcategories within the HVs are divided into all sorts of special classes, a phenomenon that began with the creation of the classification. In 1910, the scope of the category “Defectives” was defined as “General works on the blind, the deaf and dumb, the feeble-minded, and the insane.” It was also subdivided by race, nationality, and occupation: “Seamen”; “Shop women, clerks, etc.”; and “Other, A–Z”. Next to “Defectives” were “Poor in cities,” “Pauperism,” and “Protection of animals.” And following that was the class “Degeneration,” which was divided into types of degeneration—physical, mental, and moral—as well as related issues and practices: “Inbreeding,” “Sterilization,” and “Child study.” Next in the shelf arrangement were books on alcoholism and drugs, and then the section on criminology and prisons. It is in this section of the library that we see the disturbing intersections across histories of disability, race, and sexuality—all dimensions formerly defined and regulated in terms of degeneration. It is also in the HVs where books on eugenics reside, and so works on regulatory policy and practices would be conveniently shelved near books on “defective” and “degenerate” classes. The continued placement of all these materials within related ranges not only reminds us of that legacy, but it also suggests that these relationships still hold in the American imagination. With every item added, these ideas and norms are reproduced and further embedded, thereby contributing to systemic racism and anxieties.

The dizzying dispersal of books across disciplines serves as concrete evidence in support of Ferguson’s claim about the canonization of both sociology and literary studies. In most cases, if blackness is visible at all in relation to homosexuality, it is as a subcategory—a “special class.” Let us not forget that homosexuality is already on the margins, in a rather peculiar setting within a broader category defined by its deviance from a heteronormative universality. The erasure of race is not accidental but instead a repetition and reinforcement of the canon and of a particular kind of accommodation and folding of subjects into the archive. Where the classification is driven primarily by a topic like churches or dances, there is only one axis upon which the field can be subdivided, thereby erasing other axes. In those spaces, the national imagination is brought to bear, as we see the association of churches with African Americans and of drag with white. As Jasbir Puar would argue, this shows how cultural productions figure the sexual other as white and the racial other as straight.17

The fact that there is only one point in the classification where gays and African Americans intersect, “Special classes of gay people” at HQ76.27. A37, is worth pondering further. First, it is interesting that only six titles are shelved in this location, as of November 2016. Works that don’t clearly belong to other disciplines or are determined to be sociological studies reside here. A book like Aberrations in Black isn’t in this space because it has been classed in literary studies, for instance. What is perplexing about this class is the choice to privilege gayness, effectively relying on the order African American gays rather than gay African Americans, a label that might result in a placement as a subtopic of African Americans in E185.5. The label for this class, set within its entire hierarchical chain, is this: “The Family. Marriage. Woman—Human sexuality. Sex—Sexual minorities—Homosexuality. Lesbianism—Special classes of gay people, A–Z—African Americans.” As with most classes subdivided into the final subtopic of African Americans, it is delineated as a special topic in a series of markings and erasures. The act of naming this special class brings a heightened visibility along with its marked removal in degrees from the universal norm. At the same time, it is rendered invisible to those seeking texts in the sections that house much larger bodies of literatures on African Americans. Even on the shelves in the HQ section, this particular grouping would be separated off from other texts in the more general HQ76. Linearly, it would follow that section. In contrast, the instructions indicate that we should look to the HVs for “Deaf gays,” so that in that case “Gay” serves as a subtopic of “Deaf” over in the section for works on people with disabilities. There the disability is privileged, and the category is marked by sexual difference. The rabbit hole is tempting: One can easily get lost chasing down subjects and trying to make sense of it all.

With regard to the classification of books on “African American gays,” I have arrived at a few possible explanations for choices that have been made regarding the HQ location. Wendy Brown’s theory of how tolerance discourses play out, depending on the subject category in question, is instructive. According to Brown, in France, women have been talked about in terms of equality, whereas Jews are tolerated, and she argues that this is the result of particular histories playing out in ways that shape how difference is variously viewed by and incorporated into society. One explanation has to do with a distinction between private and public life. Questions of religion and nation and how to assimilate Jewish people into the fabric of French society resulted in making Jews as French as possible, disavowing their heritage and their Jewishness. The critical axis on which this turned was that of nation building and understanding Jews as part of France and the French character. Women, by contrast, have been marked by their sexual difference, and their significance was in the home, “underneath the nation.”18 So whereas Jewishness played a very public role in building the nation, women’s difference and their role in building the nation through domestic labor and reproduction played out in private. The same lens applies to the question of sexuality and race in the Library of Congress Classification. Indeed, most works on African Americans are held in the E section, devoted to U.S. history. They are a subtopic within the category of “Elements in the population,” which includes a large section on Jews and many other racial, ethnic, and religious categories. The implication is that these groups are integral to the nation and national identity. Women, and anything that concerned the family, marriage, or sexuality, on the other hand, were organized in the H section, within the HQs. The classification has quite clearly sequestered women and the family in a taxonomical domestic sphere. Rather than being considered part of nation building in a public sense, women were associated with family and marriage in the private realm.19 In Brown’s analysis, women’s access to equality has been granted on the basis and assumption that their difference was acted upon in certain ways that confirmed and protected their domestic role and upheld reproductive norms.20 When women deviate from expectations, the discourse quickly turns to tolerance. Lesbians are tolerated; women are equals. Again, the classification illustrates this distinction: Lesbians are not organized as a subset of women but rather, according to sexual practices, in a class formerly within the broader “Abnormal sex relations.” The “Abnormal sex relations” class sets queer people not only within the private sphere and outside of national history but also outside of the home. Here we see a remarkable series of marginalizations that symbolically excludes people from public life, which challenges familiar notions of equity of access in libraries.

This casting out of the public sphere may help us understand the placement of African American gays in the HQs, which effectively distances works shelved in that location from any other books on African Americans. It can’t quite be explained as a consequence of the early twentieth-century attitudes, as the class HQ76.27 A37 was first created in 2004 and applied to a book in 2006. There are only six books in this location at the present time, and it remains to be seen whether a body of literature will grow in this space. Is there an implicit disavowal or discomfort with black sexuality? Is it the case that gayness trumps blackness? Or is it that homosexuality and, by extension, black homosexuality are not understood as part of U.S. history? Is it a question of disciplines—method or content? Are African American gays viewed as objects of sociological inquiry rather than history? In a sense there is an erasure of African Americans by removing this particular section to works on sexuality, but we would likely be observing the same problem in reverse if the class had been assigned as a subtopic within E185; one might wonder if there are reasons for or consequences of such a location, as it would pull texts on African American gays away from other books in queer studies. Where the question gets even more strained is the recognition that most works (over one thousand) on African American women are, in fact, located with E185.86, in U.S history! Most are not located with women in the HQs. Is it the case that African American women are not imagined to be of the domestic sphere—that they are not to be read as integral to the reproduction of the citizenry in the family? I would wager that answers to these questions will forever be open to speculation, but I contend that these cases begin to illustrate the ways in which American discourses around race and sexuality have given form to subjects and how difficult it is to navigate across the disciplines. It serves as a mirror of American society and the imagined citizenry in the eyes of a federal cultural institution. It reflects the literature, to be sure, but it reflects a particular reading and interpretation of select literatures, which are sometimes at odds with one another, and it is a reading performed in the interest of the state. It reveals the ways in which subjects are differently relegated to the margins, depending on their relation to the heteropatriarchal design. We see the racialization of sex and the sexualization of race, and we witness simultaneously the essentialization of subjects and the impossibility and absurdity of placing texts and subjects in discrete (even discretely subdivided) categories. The refinement of categories into special topics within already marginalized topics is fraught with this paradox that renders subjects visible while hiding them in particularly troubling ways.

Some classificationists regard the LC Classification as mostly nonhierarchical and have suggested that it was never exactly intended to be a tool to enable browsing because the vast majority of books are held in closed stacks, retrieved upon request.21 The system is meant to be very practical, enabling retrieval by expert librarians on behalf of their patrons. It is sometimes viewed to be a list of subjects in order of importance, rather than a co-locative device. This approach to thinking about the classification relies upon the supposition of its universality: The orderings and rankings within the Library of Congress system almost always refer to a special class or a margin of exception—particularly when it classifies human subjects.

Racialized Subjects and the State

To apprehend the weight of this problem, to understand how this classification system operates by and through this concept of universality, how it relies upon heteropatriarchy, and how it collapses under critique, I think of this project as a genealogy of the disciplines in the library—or rather—the library in the disciplines. If the primary mechanism by which discipline operates is normalization, where “the perpetual penalty that traverses all points and supervises every instant in the disciplinary institutions compares, differentiates, hierarchizes, homogenizes, excludes,” then we must inquire into what happens when subjects fail to conform to a norm.22 The key to upholding a norm is to specify a delinquency against which to compare and uphold acceptable behaviors and materialities. Butler asks us to inquire into “how bodies which fail to materialize provide the necessary ‘outside,’ if not the necessary support, for the bodies which, in materializing the norm, qualify as bodies that matter.”23 It is in the binaries of normal/abnormal, the universal American /” elements in the population,” and the universal heteronormative/queer-of-color subjects that norms are sustained. The negative relation is in fact made plainly visible: The traits that belong to the universal require no mentioning, but the abnormal and the racialized and the perverse are marked and made to stand out—always at a distance from the center. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the literature concerning African Americans. While the vast majority of texts on African Americans are shelved in the section on U.S. history, a huge array of topics within other disciplines have been subdivided into a class on African Americans as a special topic, and so these books are dispersed across the library, always in a class set aside on the margins as exceptional. Most of these sections house small bodies of literature, sometimes with only two or three works, but they range in size. None are nearly as comprehensive as that which resides around E185. To call the list of classes extensive is a bit of an understatement, and in it we see not only which disciplines identify African Americans as objects of study but how they are contained and specified within those disciplines.24 In contrast to the thousands of books described and classed with labels specifying African Americans or Blacks or Negroes, extremely few indicate that they are about Whites. Hundreds of classes established as special topics related to Blacks, Negroes, or African Americans across the disciplines, but only about ten classes are subdivided into “Whites” or “White,” and these are in the fields of literature or art or are in histories of Africa and Asia. They are not in U.S. history because whiteness is assumed.

Whereas the previous chapter argued that the LC Classification must be read as an instrument of nation building and history making, the analysis of racialized subjects speaks specifically to Foucault’s discussion of biopolitics. Key to the functioning of the state and the discourse of universality was and is a fundamental state racism, according to Foucault. He construes war as a battle of races—groups battling other groups. With the focus shifting from war to domestic relations, race took on a different kind of significance, racism became domesticated and institutionalized within the state, and biopolitics was born. Foucault looks to techniques and apparatuses of spatial distribution and regulation to understand how racism has materialized, and he finds that the concern over the regulation of populations arose out of scientific and political processes. Bioregulation was enacted by the state and reinforced by disciplinary apparatuses and institutions like schools, hospitals, police—and libraries. Biopolitics operates through a norm that circulates across the population and its members. And so begins the systematic hierarchizing of race through classification, observation, and documentation, and the anxieties about racial difference would come to fuel discussions of sexuality and class, driving discourse about degeneracy and the state-sanctioned practices of sterilization of humans based on fitness within the nation’s population. Arguably, nowhere is this transition of focus to race more prevalent than in the United States during the Progressive Era, and the sexological and sociological taxonomies on which library classifications were based reflect the prevailing attitudes and methods by which sexuality and race were conceptualized in research and nation building. The United States is unique for its history of slavery and reconstruction and the ways in which the state has used racial figurations to expand its domestic and imperialist projects. Michael Omi and Howard Winant assert that racial myths have been essential for the maintenance of social order and political life in the United States and that those myths are supported by a racial system that has grown out of social-historical processes.25 Ann Laura Stoler has argued that a racial grammar has underwritten sexual regimes far more than Foucault recognizes, and in her work she draws connections across domains that had been previously treated discretely in colonial discourses.26 The task of reconnecting these and other domains is far too vast for this space and is one that can continue indefinitely. The key is in finding a way of speaking about the forces of history and relations of power that have produced these subject divisions, to give voice to and recognize the extent to which our libraries sustain the “education of desire” to support an imagined nation.

The arrangement of subjects in the library displays, with remarkable precision, how scholars and librarians have viewed objects of study in relation not to one another but to the project of nation building. In fact, this is the key to understanding how subjects are situated in the library and the logic that drives their placement. The histories of race, sexuality, class, and notions of normal and abnormal have been written into this classification on the basis of how they inform the history of the United States. And so it is a sort of metahistorical document—a history of the histories of subject formations within the disciplines. Such a reading foregrounds the extent to which knowledge and power and nation building are interlocked; indeed, knowledge structures in our libraries have and continued to contribute to racist, imperialist projects and state violence.

Reports of the Library of Congress show how tightly connected its collection and classification practices were tied to U.S. agendas. In 1898, just after the Library of Congress moved into its current Jefferson Building, Librarian of Congress John Russell Young expressed a special passion for increasing the LoC’s collection, and he imagined the library as a critical component in supporting U.S. national interests. In that year’s annual report he provided an overview of the LoC’s priorities: “Special attention has been given to the political, social, and religious movements attendant upon the development of the Republic.”27 He went on to set an agenda for collecting foreign materials, as well:

The Library would be justified in spending as much money on continental literature as upon that of Great Britain. This is the home of many races coming and still to come, who are welcomed with undiminished hospitality to our ultimate citizenship. A national library can have for them no feature of more enduring interest than that which tells them of their history, literature, and ancestry.28

This was the rationale for arguing for increasing the collection of literature from Germany and France. Young continued:

The same might be said of Italy, the literature of Russia with its recent strenuous advance, that of Scandinavia as well as of the vanished and vanishing tongues which remain as fragments of dissolving civilizations. There are the realms of research in Arabia, India, China, and Japan, whose frontiers we are but approaching.29

The project of collecting literature from foreign lands was just beginning to take shape, with the cooperation of the U.S. secretary of state and an appropriation of funds from Congress. Dreams of a new universal classification for this universal collection had begun to stir in 1897. The structure and primary divisions of the emerging Library of Congress would be based on the collection initiatives formed at the dawn of the twentieth century. Young said of the classification:

As an inflexible rule, no method of classification should be favored which would disintegrate the general collection. The Library of Congress must ultimately be the universal library of the Republic. To that end the most magnificent library edifice in the world has been erected and is destined to be, it is hoped, the home of America’s literary and artistic genius, supplemented and strengthened by that of all lands and all time.30

As the priority was U.S. history and diplomatic relations, the first classification to be established (after the Zs were arranged for Library Science and Bibliography) was the E section, on the United States, the “preliminary and provisional” version of which was printed in 1901.31 That quite simple version was mainly organized around geographic locations and the histories of wars and presidents. There was a space for “Slavery controversy” at E441, but in that edition there was not yet a classification of “Elements in the population.” It wasn’t until the second edition of the E section, published in 1913, that subject classes became much more precise, including an expansive section around the topic of “Negroes” at E185.32

In the Progressive Era United States, bureaucratic techniques served to achieve cohesion and ultimately alleviate national anxieties. Robert H. Wiebe argues that this moment in U.S. history was profoundly shaped by a “search for order” to control conditions and populations, and well before Foucault arrived at his theory of biopolitics, Wiebe argued that the most elaborate devices of control was exclusion through a “compound of biology, pseudo-science, and hyperactive imaginations,” which divided the world by race and organized groups along an evolutionary scale.33 There is no question that the triangulation of science, politics, and capital gave extra legitimacy and potency to racialized militarism, and as Jackson Lears and others have argued, rituals of white supremacy “fueled imperial ambition.”34 Indeed, scholars point to the years in which the Library of Congress moved into its new building and began writing its subject headings and its classifications as a critical moment in the “rebirth” of the United States. Lears suggests that a language of regeneration and rebirth permeated American discourse. After the failure of Reconstruction, the disenfranchisement of African Americans and purification became central to regeneration on the domestic front, and white supremacy and American frontier myths laden with racialized violence were essential for acquiring an overseas empire.

Hannah Arendt might have regarded the Library of Congress as a particularly essential institution not only for managing knowledge about and for American domestic relations but also in colonial and imperialist programs. She argued that two devices for political organization emerged in early stages of imperialism: “One was race as a principle of the body politic, and the other bureaucracy as a principle of foreign domination.”35 According to Arendt, colonial bureaucracy gave institutional form to ideological notions of racial difference. It is worth considering whether the Library of Congress has been an ideal place to construct and organize colonialist/imperialist agendas in the United States. In fact, Alfred McCoy locates libraries and their classifications within the United States’ development of documentation and information control for surveillance and imperialism.36 The organization of the world’s knowledge in this huge government bureaucracy to serve the U.S. Congress and produce an informed citizenry must be read with a view toward thinking about what the classifications of race does to serve the state.37 Additionally, we need to understand that the export of the classification and other bibliographic standards into catalogs around the world has been one channel by which American ideology and culture has become dominant. Regarding the catalog as a colonized space brings the analysis of sexualized and racialized categories to significant new depths.

The LC Classification was not initially intended to be used by libraries other than the Library of Congress, but it nevertheless became an instrument of cultural domination. With the practice of copy cataloging and calls for uniformity and efficiency, the classification was adopted by a number of American research libraries in the early part of the twentieth century. Today it is the most widely used classification in American college and university libraries. Additionally, by the middle of the twentieth century it was being used in libraries around the globe, along with a variety of other Western cataloging technologies and standards. During the post–World War II era, the Library of Congress and its classifications came to possess a status of cultural authority around the world and arguably facilitated imperialist aims, as the reach and influence of the classification increasingly extended beyond U.S. borders. The internationalization of Anglo-American librarianship was made possible by the LoC, in partnership with the American Library Association, UNESCO, and other organizations, through the exportation of bibliographic tools, techniques, and expertise, especially after World War II. It was believed that the sharing of cultural texts and objects would bring and sustain peace, and bibliography was considered to be an essential component of an international program to increase and exchange knowledge. Luther Evans, who held the post of director general of UNESCO beginning in 1953 (and was the only American ever to hold this post), just after serving as librarian of Congress, declared the LoC to be “a Universal library with a national duty,” which included acting as an “international servant of enlightenment.”38 With such a mandate the LoC became a leader and partner in programs to bring modern librarianship to “underdeveloped” nations—particularly in initiatives that required technical expertise and coordination. Library extension projects during and after World War II varied in scope and purpose, as U.S. librarians and State Department information agencies contributed to the installation of American libraries in locales all around the world and provided support and training in developing nations for modern libraries to serve their public and academic communities. While these programs were variously conducted in the interest of preserving an international cultural record, saving books from war-torn countries, and enhancing democracy by getting reading materials into the hands of a vast public, there was also an underlying belief that the spread of American culture through books and other cultural products was a powerful and necessary instrument in winning the Cold War.39

One of the lasting results of post–World War II and Cold War library and information programs has been that various library cataloging and metadata technologies developed by the LoC have become ubiquitous. For example, the encoding scheme—Machine Readable Cataloging (MARC)—in which online catalog records are written was developed at the LoC in the 1950s and 1960s.40 Additionally, either the Library of Congress Classification or the Dewey Decimal System (also currently housed in the LoC) serves as the classification for the majority of academic and public libraries worldwide.41 Library of Congress Subject Headings are used in libraries everywhere, either in English or in translation—according to the LoC’s website, “Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH) is the only subject headings list accepted as the worldwide standard.”42 The extent to which the Library of Congress provides infrastructural technologies for libraries virtually everywhere is indeed astonishing. This means that LoC and American library leaders were among those who “determined the intellectual agenda of and the perspectives of influential sectors of the government and academy” and participated in the expansion of American empire through ideological and cultural production.43 Racialized subjects are constituted and framed in catalogs across continents and locales, and categories and spatial arrangements are transmitted along a vast transnational network. The scripts that underwrite conceptions of racial categories in the United States are deeply entwined with those that delineate and authorize racialized subjects abroad. It is beyond the scope of this project to investigate the consequences of this reality, and continued work must be done to understand fully American library techniques and standards as instruments of cultural imperialism.

Metadata or Metafiction?

Each category in the Library of Congress Classification has its own history, and reading the various editions, from 1901 to the present, reveals how librarians have organized objects of study and how bodies of literature and research have grown or shifted over time. But this bibliographic classification, as I hope I have shown, presents a particular interpretation of the world’s literatures—one that relies on universalist discourses that assume whiteness and heterosexuality from a Western point of view. I want to press this point and suggest that we take this classification as both a fiction and a metafiction—one that was first drafted in a particular time and place and for a particular audience and purpose. The Enlightenment, in Adorno and Horkheimer’s view, is a myth, and the principles of universality and rationalism that undergird the Enlightenment have circulated and repeated over time and space to uphold illusions of equality and justice. In their estimation, the Enlightenment, in spite of its reliance on reason to dispel the myths that came before it, has itself attained mythical properties, as it “allows no determination other than the classifications of the societal process to operate.”44 The very notion that a universal classification is possible relies on fantasy and serves projects in mastering nature and others. And the idea that creating a unified, rational system divided into discrete subjects is desirable begins to provide clues into the formulas and tropes through which this fiction has been constructed. The idea of a universal collection depends upon the exclusion and marginalization of certain knowledges and rule out the possibility of existence for those who don’t conform to an ideal or fit into a category. A universal system in effect supports imperialism and makes institutionalized racism and heterosexism possible by recognizing subjects in terms of their legibility as normal or abnormal according to scientific categories. Literary criticism offers tools for interrogating the mythical claims to order, authority, neutrality, and equality of access. Having more than a century between the creation of the classification and the present critique means that we can recognize the extent to which those sexological, Africanist, historical, and medical works upon which the classification is based were advancing positions and policies that we have come to dispel and even abhor. So many of these eugenicist, regulatory, racist, and phobic policies were propelled in the interest of the state and derived from a national imaginary based on rationalist notions of citizenship and national interests.

Toni Morrison looks to literature written by white novelists to unveil the ways in which Africanism, arising out of the U.S. imaginary, has permeated American literature and extended racial ideology. For Morrison the fabrication of an African or nonwhite presence is a critical vehicle through which cultural hegemony operated. She argues that it was for reasons of state that “the process of organizing American coherence through a distancing Africanism” was crucial to a sense of Americanness.45 Whereas Morrison critiques novelists, we can similarly look to the white crafters of the Library of Congress Classification to begin to unravel ways in which libraries figure into processes that make intellectual domination possible. Morrison feels it necessary to look to white writers to understand how racial ideology plays out in cultural forms and what it does in the imagination of masters. If we consider the ways in which works by and about African Americans have been classified under U.S. history and in other disciplines, almost always as a “special topic” or “special class,” we can begin to think about how Africanism actually supports this classification, American racial ideology, and notions of universality and citizenship. As Adorno and Horkheimer have said, the tools of the Enlightenment—a totalitarian system of thought—are constructions that manage others through science by those who are free. Similarly, Morrison suggests that the American rhetoric surrounding the rights of man is tethered to Africanism, which was the mechanism by which the American knew himself to be free, and that this has inflected American literature written by white people.

As it is impossible to divorce attitudes and beliefs that carry a national character from the literature of any age, it is necessary to do a similar kind of critique of other kinds of cultural products. The Library of Congress Classification can be distinguished from other works of art and literature for its direct connection to the state, in its positioning as a federal agency. Whereas the national imaginary plays out largely unconsciously in the authors of literature, and most authors would not have claimed to be writing for or of the state or any of the state’s missions, librarians of Congress—particularly those in positions of authority—were writing policies and reports that explicitly placed the Library of Congress as the central bureau of knowledge in the United States. The prioritization of the collection of materials that informed national interests and the classification of those materials before all others demonstrates that knowledge was selected and organized for the state. And as Morrison writes, “Knowledge, however mundane and utilitarian, plays about in linguistic images and forms cultural practice.”46

Considering the ways in which the privileging of the present was critical to the formation of the nation-state, as suggested by Foucault, the LC Classification has had a tremendous shelf life. It has secured the vision of Progressive Era librarians into the twenty-first century and probably for years to come. And that means that the national character continues to play out on library shelves and that the positioning of racial, sexual, and all subjects in the margins against a white, male, Christian, U.S. norm will also have an enduring shelf life, too. As Morrison tells us, racism is as strong as it was during the Enlightenment, and it stands to reason that the continued use of the Enlightenment-inspired classification serves to embed, refine, and reify further those margins and norms. When we add books to our collections using the Library of Congress system, are we not strengthening the power of this tool by reproducing and affirming dominant ideas about American subjectivity? The master narrative continues to be held intact and reinforced through practice.

Although marking off race and devoting a chapter to the topic may seem to be at odds with the contention that subjectivities cannot be sectioned off, I have done so to demonstrate how discipline is enacted in libraries. The Library of Congress Classification was produced at a particular moment in U.S. history—one that inscribed racialized and sexualized difference in opposition to norms and in support of a national agenda of imperialism and protection. It was in studying the library’s classification of books about African Americans that I became convinced that the classification must be read first as a history of the United States and a technology of government. Where it classifies other nations and territories around the world, it must be viewed it as a history of how the United States has studied, fought with or against, and colonized other parts of the world. In other words, the classification organizes countries and peoples as objects of research. That the LoC’s systems are used in catalogs around the globe means that American-centric views are spread to libraries, rendering the catalog a colonized space.

I have only touched on a small range of questions regarding the classes associated with African Americans, and much remains to be explored with regard to how the Library of Congress classifies people that live or have lived in parts of the world other than the United States. I have merely brushed the surface of the vast literature that resides in the section once reserved for degeneracy and defectives. Religion, class, and nonhuman animals are all subjects that deserve attention, as well. But my hope is that this chapter has begun to underline the logic and mission upon which our libraries’ knowledge is organized and indicate some of the ways in which we can understand a classification to be productive of knowledge and imagined communities.


CHAPTER 5

The Trouble with Access / Toward Reparative Taxonomies

The point is not just to read the webs of knowledge production; the point is to reconfigure what counts as knowledge in the interests of reconstituting the generative forces of embodiment.

—DONNA HARAWAY, “A Game of Cat’s Cradle”

The perverse dynamic challenges not by collapsing order but through a reordering less tolerable, more disturbing, than chaos. Its difference is never the absolutely unfamiliar, but the reordering of the already known, a disclosure of a radical interconnectedness which is the social, but which present cultures can rarely afford to acknowledge and must instead disavow.

—JONATHAN DOLLIMORE, Sexual Dissidence

Eros can make of ontology, after all, something improper.

—DEBORAH BRITZMAN, “Theory Kindergarten”

Just how relevant to reading and library practices are the critiques in this book, given the changing nature of information retrieval systems? Knowledge seekers tend to choose Internet browsers and websites, even for information about books, far more than library catalogs, and in library catalogs, people generally tend to search by keywords rather than subject headings. Browsing the library stacks is becoming a lost and forgotten pastime, except for a few. What’s more, in the face of demands for library space and shrinking book budgets, libraries are increasingly purchasing electronic books, which dramatically alter the way we read and search. And so it may seem that one should conclude that this project is purely historical and theoretical, with limited practical application in the present. To this line of thinking I have a few responses.

First, I want to distinguish public and academic libraries from commercial websites and search engines. I regard libraries as special places that should be protected as much as possible from some of the forces that power the Internet. It is now widely acknowledged that corporations like Google are more interested in profits than privacy. Their search technologies rely upon the commodification of users, information, and knowledge, and the algorithms that drive relevancy and page rankings are based on profitability and popularity. These algorithms are also secret and proprietary. In the case of Google, knowledge and information seekers are delivered to sites that may or may not be the most appropriate to the reader’s interests but that, rather, are based on a “rapid calculation of a web page’s ‘PageRank,’” which involves the counting of citations and backlinks to a page to determine its “importance or quality.”1 As Anna Lauren Hoffmann puts the point, people who look for information using Google “are no longer situated as free and equal citizens, but, rather, as mere consumers.”2

“Metadata” became a household term when Eric Snowden made public the surveillance techniques enacted by information and communication technologies in 2013. What many people don’t realize is that libraries have been creating metadata for centuries for inventory and access. The catalog entry should be considered the earliest and most ubiquitous form of metadata, and librarians were the first to create standards and schemas, like classification and rules for description, for how metadata is produced. Only recently did metadata become a tool for collecting and storing data about users for profit and surveillance. Commercial search engines work as effectively as they do in large part because they rely on data generated by users, and search engine companies also use that data to reap huge profits from otherwise “free” services. Nanne Bonde Thylstrup cites this as a key problem particularly because the private sector has no obligation to the public with regard to how they access or control the digital traces left behind by their searches.3 Libraries, on the other hand, don’t collect user information that way. One of the primary tenets of librarianship is that privacy is essential to the exercise of free speech, free thought, and free association. Whereas search engine companies purposely integrate user data and behaviors into their product development and marketing programs, the American Library Association regards the sharing of personal information with vendors or other third parties as a violation of privacy and confidentiality. Many librarians actively work to ensure and protect the values of intellectual freedom, the freedom to read, and social justice. With the advancement of linked data across libraries and across information systems, the reach and influence of library vocabularies and classifications is yet to be known.

Perhaps the most important point to be made, however, is that, whether they are made visible or not, classifications and categories are at the heart of any information retrieval system. The methodology for analyzing the history of categories that I’ve been using throughout this book can be applied to all kinds of settings that index and organize information.4 In the online world, where the categories truly are hidden deep beneath the hood and shrouded in mathematical formulas, it is particularly important to recognize that classifications are functioning in ways that we don’t fully understand. For a case in point, I conducted a series of experiments with Google searches using different combinations of terms. The most striking set of results derived from my searches for “black lesbians” and “african american lesbians.”5 The difference between the respective retrieval powers of “black” and “african american” tells us a lot about perceptions and the power of words (or strings of text). The top results retrieved by “african american lesbians” included sites about coming out, dating, and celebrities—for the most part, these sites seem to be targeted toward African American lesbians and provide information, some type of community engagement, or entertainment. At the top of the list is a page from Autostraddle.com, which describes itself as “an intelligent, hilarious & provocative voice and a progressively feminist online community for a new generation of kickass lesbian, bisexual & otherwise inclined ladies (and their friends).”

The set retrieved by “black lesbians,” however, is entirely different. Each and every entry in the first page of the list links to a pornography site. Also worth noting is the fact that “african american lesbians” retrieved 3,270,000 links whereas “black lesbians” brought 16,700,000 results. This is more than a fivefold difference, suggesting that in some regard the string “black lesbians” has a much higher market value. How this all happens is a mystery to me, but Safiya Noble has been documenting the ways that Google retrieves pages about black women and girls.6 She concludes that large commercial search engines, with their mathematical formulations and market-driven search technologies, fail to accommodate social and cultural contexts at the peril of those who seek information. She also observes that the ways that search engines index the web is critically different from the ways in which librarians curate and catalog their collections for their publics. Indeed, other search engines operate by different formulas, and results within any engine will also vary according to time and place. The reasons for these results don’t simply reside with Google but have much to do with the keywords and metadata in the websites themselves and with web traffic. And although the observations above are applied to general web searches, related conclusions can be drawn for the Google Books product, which provides full-text access to books in the public domain and limited access to books still in copyright. The service has been extremely controversial for a variety of reasons, mostly concerning issues around privacy and the commercialization of knowledge and the public sphere. Also under fire has been the quality of metadata and digital copies, as the Google Books service is known to include inaccuracies.

I use these examples of Google searches to illustrate the danger of equating or comparing commercial services with those of the library. It is important to see what happens when control is given over to algorithms that govern the search and retrieval of full-text documents, rather than relying on the human interpretation of texts and the application of bibliographic techniques. Robert Darnton has explained that academic and public libraries do a much better job in digitizing, preserving, and making books accessible than Google, and one of the reasons is that libraries are most interested in preserving the cultural record and serving the public good.7 Resource accessibility in libraries does not depend on market trends but on bibliographic control techniques applied by subject specialists. We might think of librarians as curators of knowledge. As the Library of Congress reference librarian Thomas Mann writes, the appropriate goal of research libraries “is to be found in an academic rather than a business model: research libraries are funded to promote scholarship.”8 Research libraries are also meant to serve the specific needs of scholars in all subject areas and disciplines, and those needs must be recognized as being distinct from quick, everyday information seekers. Mann points out several aspects of scholarly information seeking that demand a kind of bibliographic care that commercial search engines can’t accommodate: the concern with doing an exhaustive search so as not to overlook important sources, the need to find both current and historical sources, the quest for rare or marginally used books, and the need for materials written in languages other than English. Scholars tend to be more inclined to understand that what is most relevant to their needs might not appear at the top of a list of retrieved items—nevertheless they don’t want to sift through lists of hundreds or thousands of loosely relevant titles that might arise from basic keyword searches.9 For Mann, the LC Subject Headings and Classification are two devices that serve scholars well, as they facilitate exhaustive and relevant retrieval of documents according to topic. And although he recognizes certain shortcomings of these standards, he suggests that they are much more adequate to the task of serving scholars than commercial search engines are.10

I would add that losing sight of the fundamental necessity of slow information seeking for scholarly practice might be read as part of a wider turn toward the troubling marketization of the academy. The demands for quick information retrieval go hand in hand with increased scholarly production and the economization of academic units. My concern is that the values of intellectual freedom, privacy, and access to information that libraries aim to uphold become threatened when we pretend that commercial search engines perform the same functions as library catalogs and databases. In an era when libraries and education institutions are being subsumed into a neoliberal apparatus while the Internet offers the illusion of a free and democratic public space, there is an urgent need to interrogate our own contradictions, investments, values, and desires. The ideals for which libraries strive are aligned with the ideal of the public sphere. At the same time, I believe that it is imperative that we as scholars, readers, and members of different publics understand the ways in which the knowledge we seek is structured by history and politics and made available in certain contexts. I take it for granted that our public institutions are situated in and serve political and economic interests. Libraries are incredibly paradoxical spaces for the way they promote ideals of democracy through the provision of information while deploying disciplinary techniques. We should strive to understand them in their complexity and work through some of the paradoxes by engaging in dialogue about the role of libraries in history and history making. Library classifications provide a point of departure for talking about some of the most critical social and political issues.

Given the account that I’ve provided so far, it bears reiterating the significance of the position from which these classificatory apparatuses are produced. As the United States’ oldest federal cultural institution, the Library of Congress serves as the nation’s library. By creating and standardizing the rules by which libraries analyze, select, and organize knowledge, the LoC not only produces knowledge in and through power but also plays a crucial role in mapping the field of scholarship and research. It ensures that knowledge organizing techniques are reproduced and normalized across disciplines throughout the entire network of libraries, including the local main street public library in small towns, digital libraries in cyberspace, academic libraries of varying types and sizes, and libraries of all varieties around the globe.

Whereas access for all is touted as a central tenet of libraries in their efforts to promote democracy, I would argue that this vision is undermined by the apparatuses, processes, and parties involved in authorizing and providing access. Indeed some scholars have pointed out that libraries do not live up to the democratic ideals so readily attached to them and that they are further threatened by librarians’ complicity and engagement with neoliberal models for library development.11 Looking to the technologies and policies developed by the LoC provides insight into some of the forces that impede libraries’ capacity to provide access to all and into some of the costs associated with access. It reveals that library classifications are in fact among “hegemony’s handmaids,” serving and supporting the state by imposing an infrastructural knowledge organization system that sustains dominant norms.12

Of utmost importance are the questions of how access is granted, and for whom. These types of considerations begin a number of debates, including those surrounding human rights and the digital divide, where the first step toward bridging the gap has been to work toward equity of access to hardware, software, and networks. Most digital economy scholars recognize the short-sightedness of viewing access to information technologies as a singular solution. In the library classifications under scrutiny in this book, we have seen how access is controlled by specific terms and rules. For “perverse” subjects, to be accessible is to be medicalized or cast off to a section of “abnormals” or branded “obscene.” To be recognized is to be named and classed in terms not one’s own and in ways that render subjects legible in the eyes of the medical/juridical disciplines and the state. Legibility is conferred by a series of techniques, and as James Scott warns, “legibility is a condition of manipulation.”13

Dean Spade, who is concerned with administrative categories and their effects, notes: “We have to carefully consider the limitations of strategies that aim for inclusion into existing economic and political arrangements rather than challenging the terms of those arrangements.”14 I agree with Spade’s contention that, for transformative change that is more than symbolic, “we must move beyond the politics of recognition and inclusion.”15 Emily Drabinski seems to be of a similar position when she “challenges the traditional approach of activist librarians who see as paramount the task of correcting classification and cataloging schemes until they become unbiased and universally accessible structures.” Rather than relying on corrective tactics (a decidedly impossible project), according to Drabinski we should be attentive to the “contested ideological work performed by catalogers who must make these decisions every day.”16 While increased access by way of added and corrected headings and classes might attenuate the violations inherent to these heteropatriarchal systems, it does not free subjects from them. Indeed, the classifications reinscribe their subordinated and marginal designation as they provide access. And so we have a critical paradox—increased access by way of identity categories serves and fortifies a knowledge organization system based in universalisms that justify violence toward “special” topics and subjects.

According to Roderick Ferguson, the academy became the model of “archtonic power” in the United States, using texts to regulate and instruct the nation on difference, and thus the academy paved the way for the administrative regulation of queerness.17 He cautions: “If the condition for sexuality’s absorption into power’s archive is the managing and disciplining of sexuality so that it conforms to institutional legibility, then the story allegorizes how various forms of sexual agency become the detritus of complex systems of intelligibility.”18 The practice of adding headings may actually contribute to what Ferguson and Lisa Duggan have described as the incorporation of queerness into a neoliberal political economy. They both suggest that the promise of hope brought by social movements of the 1960s and 1970s, with the creation and legitimation of ethnic studies and women’s studies, has been stymied by the state and the academy. In the academic library the practice of admitting approved sexual practices into the range of normal has reproduced and reinforced normalizing discourses that regulate sexualities. One finds a striking resemblance between the move toward inclusivity in the subject headings by adding and refining headings and classes and the mainstreaming and integration of LGBTQ people in the American political marketplace.

The library gives a certain presence to the arguments presented by Ferguson and Spade and others. The arrangements and the names given to bodies of knowledge mirror the administrative categorizations and hierarchies in our universities, social services agencies, and hospitals, and by reading the catalog and the shelves we read social structures at large. The disciplinary divisions of and within bodies of literature produce a particular materiality that brings texts from all over the globe under one roof and one universal system, unifying the disciplines and arranging how we come to knowledge, making visible the ideological mappings of the world.

The Schema and the Soul

These ambiguities, redundancies and deficiencies remind us of those which doctor Franz Kuhn attributes to a certain Chinese encyclopaedia entitled “Celestial Empire of benevolent Knowledge.” In its remote pages it is written that the animals are divided into: (a) belonging to the emperor, (b) embalmed, (c) tame, (d) sucking pigs, (e) sirens, (f) fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h) included in the present classification, (i) frenzied, (j) innumerable, (k) drawn with a very fine camelhair brush, (l) et cetera, (m) having just broken the water pitcher, (n) that from a long way off look like flies.

JORGE LUIS BORGES, “The Analytical Language of John Wilkins”

Foucault tells us that Borges’s fictional Chinese classification first inspired laughter and then The Order of Things for the way that it breaks up “all the ordered surfaces and all the planes with which we are accustomed to tame the wild profusion of existing things.”19 The classification brings to light the limitations of knowledge organization systems, their instability, their apparent randomness, and their relation to any particular community or society’s way of organizing the world. It illustrates the very possibility of grouping things together in an “unthinkable space.” And for Foucault, this passage led him to wonder about the implications of a kind of disorder that brings together fragments of a large variety of possible orders within the same dimension or, in other words, “in such a state, things are ‘laid,’ ‘placed,’ ‘arranged’ in sites so very different from one another that it is impossible to find a place of residence for them, to define a common locus beneath them all.”20 Foucault’s reading of Borges’s Chinese classification helps us realize the disciplinary effects of the Library of Congress Classification system, bringing into view how the boundaries and placement of books on library shelves, while seeming logical and natural, in fact designate an impossible arrangement.

One could argue that to perform a genealogy of the material effects of disciplinary power is to inquire into the genealogy of the soul. Jean-Luc Nancy draws from Aristotle the notion that the soul organizes the body and makes it a whole: “The soul is the fact that a body exists, in other words, that there is extension and exposition.”21 A body occupies a given area, a space that articulates the limits of the body and distinguishes it from others. In fact, Foucault writes at the beginning of Discipline and Punish that his project is a “history of the modern soul,” adding that the “soul is the prison of the body” and that it is this prison that he is interested in, “with all the political investments of the body that it gathers in its closed architecture.”22 According to Foucault, the soul is produced around, on, and within bodies as a function of power-knowledge systems: “It is the element in which are articulated the effects of a certain type of power and the reference of a certain type of knowledge, the machinery by which the power relations give rise to a possible corpus of knowledge, and knowledge extends and reinforces the effects of this power.”23 It is out of this process that domains of analysis as well as scientific methodologies and technologies are constructed. The soul brings a body into existence, but as it is produced and constrained by power, the soul in fact functions as a prison of the body. The regularization of knowledge results in the creation of “soul-subjects,” which are to be extracted from subjugated bodies. Extending these lines, then, a classification system should be understood as a power-knowledge technology that brings bodies of literature into existence, giving birth to certain knowledges, where being born means to be findable and intelligible and usable in the universe of knowledge—a birth to presence.24 At the same time, these systems are inherently confining and constraining, functioning as a technology of power that operates on the soul, imprisoning the body of literature.

Judith Butler reads the Aristotelian schema through Foucault’s notion of the soul: “The soul is taken as an instrument of power through which the body is cultivated and formed. In a sense, it acts as a power-laden schema that produces and actualizes the body itself.”25 The Greek schema means “the shape given by the stamp,” or “form, shape, figure, appearance, dress, gesture, figure of a syllogism, and grammatical form.” Information professionals can’t miss the association to present-day metadata schemas—a concept that has become ubiquitous in organizing knowledge in libraries and on the web, all but replacing the language of library cataloging. Indeed, there is now a vast array of metadata schemas differently designed to describe and provide access to resources of various types (audio, images, videos, architecture, websites, etc.) for different audiences, and classifications are among these. We can think of the process of subjectification—of a subject in relation—as an effect of a schema, an instrument of power that puts a subject in its place, “forms and frames the body, stamps it, and in stamping it, brings it into being.”26 The call number, for example, is quite literally stamped on the spine of the book, indicating the discipline to which it is assigned and designating its place in the library space.

Butler asks how we “can think through the matter of bodies as a kind of materialization governed by regulatory norms in order to ascertain the workings of heterosexual hegemony in the formation of what qualifies as a viable body. How does that materialization of the norm in bodily formation produce a domain of abjected bodies . . . ?”27 The task that has been set before us here is to locate the mechanisms by which norms are produced and reiterated in libraries, find the excluded and marginalized voices, and determine how unintelligible and unviable bodies of literature are banished and hidden through policies, oversights, and indecision, all of which are enacted from positions of power to produce effects of dematerialization and abjection. The preclusion of abnormal or illegible subjects from participating in discourse serves in support of a norm, providing space against which normative subjects come into being. Normative sexualities can only be produced by “barring from cultural intelligibility—and rendering culturally abject—cultural organizations of sexuality that exceed the structuring purview of that law.”28 The implications reach far beyond access to information and must be understood as being a part of a matrix of discourses, a “carceral” network, even. The “judges of normality are present everywhere,” and libraries are just one site where judgment is obviously embedded in practice. But it is in everyday spaces—schools, medicine, on the playgrounds, and in the library—where the “universal reign of the normative has taken hold and reproduces itself.”29

Scholars have long recognized LCSH and the LC Classification as active agents in marginalizing identity-based exceptions to rules. For instance, LCSH includes a heading for “Students” as well as for “Lesbian students,” “African American students,” and a wide of variety of types of students. But we won’t see “Heterosexual students” or “White students” or “African American heterosexuals” or “White lesbians.” The blatant marginalization of nonnormative subjects is obvious. My concern is that, in the present universal system, subjects associated with race and sexuality can only be added to the margins. An additive approach to access by way of subjects embraces a politics of recognition, which Nancy Fraser identifies as problematic for the way it both reifies identity categories and displaces economic redistributive efforts. Fraser argues that the present politics of recognition risks promoting the very exclusionary results it purports to be working against and may in fact promote inequality and sanction violations by reinforcing notions of who and what cultural categories are of value. Efforts to remedy misrecognition by way of identity politics may “serve less to foster interaction across differences than to enforce separatism, conformism and intolerance.”30 In the library the authorization of subjects signals recognition and indicates what counts as knowledge. As Fraser suggests, equal participation in social and political life “is also impeded when some actors lack the necessary resources to interact with others as peers. In such cases, maldistribution constitutes an impediment to parity of participation in social life, and thus a form of social subordination and injustice.”31 Clearly, such a conclusion brings to bear the significance of the perception that libraries facilitate equity of access to resources. Following Fraser, who argues that a politics of recognition inadequately addresses the social and institutional milieu out of which economic inequalities are born and perpetuated, I suggest that a sort of politics of redistribution of knowledge in the library is in order.

I would also suggest that one of the purposes of this project is to articulate a need—a lack or void that universalisms fail to address. The paradox we’ve identified with access to information cannot fully be resolved within existing discourses and structures, but ongoing discussions of equity of access can begin to identify a vision for how we want to see things take shape. Echoing Wendy Brown, I believe these kinds of conversations offer a political richness and validation by affirming the impossibility of fairness in the present while imagining the possibility for a field of justice and equality in the future.32 “Perverse” subjects provide a particularly fruitful lens through which to begin to articulate a new vision based on more just conceptualizations of the richness and relations among subjects and subjectivities—one based on localized and lived experience rather than on the state’s regulation and incorporative model.

The Interdisciplines

Disciplinary territorialization is not limited to perverse or queer subjects, but in fact, the questions of who does the naming, how bodies of literature are rendered intelligible for access, and to whom access is granted shoot through all of the humanities and posthumanities. Where there is a body of literature, there is a question of categories. In particular, the critical interdisciplines that bring together human and posthuman accounts of animals and disability and race and class and gender and sexuality—fields formerly under the purview of the sciences—are all similarly disciplined, and the intersectionality among the interdisciplines illustrates the limitations of library classifications. Some of the processes of coming of age for each of these categories have been similar, as each has been and is subject to policing and disciplining by the state, othering by a dominant group, and depersonalization. They have been marginalized by the academy, been named and categorized by external authorities, and been the subjects of experiments. Each of these groups has struggled to be heard and represented in their own terms. Halberstam argues that perhaps we should strive for antidisciplinarity, or knowledge practices that refuse form and content of traditional canons: “We may in fact want to think about how to see unlike a state; we may want new rationales for knowledge production, different aesthetic standards for ordering or disordering space.”33 In the academy, as evidenced by classification, various knowledges are disqualified, rendered illegible, and subjugated. Foucault calls for bringing those knowledges from below to light. We might consider resisting mastery and seek ways to invest in other modes of knowing, recognizing ways in which those knowledges that fail to live up to norms open up opportunities for creativity and cooperation through critical pedagogy, listening, and dialogue. Halberstam proposes that we consider alternative ways of thinking about success and that perhaps not knowing, undoing, and failing ought to be privileged. Failing to live up to society’s expectations, what it means to be a citizen, or what it means to do research in any particular discipline can bring about growth and new knowledge. Perverse subjects confront all kinds of normal and begin the undoing of the disciplines.

Ferguson asks what might happen if we do find ways to free texts in the critical interdisciplines in the academy:

Are there other ways to disseminate and circulate minority culture and difference that do not place them within dominant systems of value? What happens when the texts that engage minority difference disturb the expectations and systems of intelligibility put in place by disciplines and institutions? What happens if those texts are used to imagine how minoritized subjects and knowledges might inhabit institutional spaces in ways dominant institutions never intended?34

The academy as we know it needs the disciplines, according to Michael Ryan. And by their very nature, the disciplines are biased and exclusionary, with their methodologies, theories, and subjects, and “the purity of the internal arena is always already contaminated by what it seeks to exclude. . . . All knowledge operates through acts of exclusion and marginalization.”35 He suggests that the institutional divisions between disciplines reflect and promote an ideological structuring of the social world: “The division of the academy into disciplines . . . reflects a metaphysical conceptuality which would classify a world that denies the possibility of such classificatory divisions.” Ryan argues that the very system of disciplinary divisions is a false mirror of the universe of knowledge. In other words, one cannot wrest the political from literature, language from economics, or gender from science, and the construction of disciplinary divisions denies crucial metaphysical realities. The world is not so simply divided up, but rather, everything is entangled.36

We can apply Ferguson’s, Halberstam’s, and Ryan’s ideas and questions to library praxis, with particular regard for the ways in which we organize minority knowledges. Might we imagine ways for scholar librarians to work in partnership with academics to create and organize spaces in which subversive ways of knowing circulate and grow? Might we be able to advance this conversation by working from the place where the academy’s knowledge is collected and stored? And would a restructuring in the library have an effect on the structure of the academy such that the oppressive techniques observed by Ferguson, Ryan, and others might be altered for the better, in ways that challenge the incorporation of subjects into state apparatuses?

This project would fit within the growing movement to turn libraries into “maker spaces” for students, artists, scientists, historians, librarians, and theorists of all sorts. As libraries are often considered the center of knowledge in the university, they provide the perfect space to carry out creative, interdisciplinary projects in making meaning, exhibits, connections, and texts. What would happen if we all came together to make and unmake readings in the library at the levels of knowledge organization and intertexuality? What if we collectively and individually created new ways of mapping and organizing knowledge by assuming different universalisms and different frames?

Creative Critique

Throughout this book I have tried to demonstrate various ways in which perversion exposes the limits of and exceeds the classificatory apparatuses in the library. In the first chapter we witnessed a variety of ways in which texts exceed the name “paraphilias.” Chapters 3 and 4 perhaps best illustrate the irregularity and precariousness of the classification systems, particularly as applied to locating racialized and sexualized subjects spatially on the shelves. These subjects cannot be collated in any single section of the library, and where there are attempts to do so, as in HQ71, the result is a very strange mix. The Delta Collection eventually met its end, as it became clear that librarians were unable or unwilling to confine the Delta books or their contents. Indeed, the subjects and texts in question manage to escape the apparatuses in various ways. Their intertextual relations and their readers do not conform to any particular discipline or name. They traverse the bibliographic universe by way of citationality and interpretation. Nevertheless, I believe that we can do more in libraries to facilitate interdisciplinary conversations.

This project might be considered an example of “critique as creativity,” which processes the negativities and “carves out active trajectories of becoming.”37 Critique and problematization in this view are creative undertakings, ones that inhere freedom by seeking forms of resistance that carry possibilities for creating ways of being that escape power’s hold. It is by dissecting the apparatuses that we come to recognize our positions in relation to power. To refine classifications of queer and perverse subjects by adding more names and classes to the existing hierarchies is also to make more precise the instrument by which they are rendered objects of knowledge. Exposing the limits of the systems, however, can change the terms of the games of truth. The very mechanisms by which we find and access information—the route to knowledge and how that knowledge is conveyed—are bound to the state. Critique reveals the perversity and tenuousness of the apparatus that upholds and enforces the law that sets the rules for inscribing the bodies in the library. Perverse readings constitute a process of de-formation and provide entry points into safe spaces for starting again, for uncertain, partial readings, and for entirely new relationships and interpretations. One way to theorize knowledge organization is through the concept of nomadic subjectivity, which, for Rosi Braidotti, “is a new figuration of subjectivity in a multidifferentiated nonhierarchical way.”38 Such a frame honors the multiplicities of readings and enables a new way of thinking about how to organize bodies of literature, freeing them from their static positions on the shelves and from the names that might confine them and opening them to perverse readings and relations. Similarly, toward the end of his life Foucault wrote: “We must invent with the body, with its elements, surfaces, volumes, and thicknesses, a nondisciplinary eroticism—that of a body in a volatile and diffused state, with its chance encounters and unplanned pleasures.”39

No normative system can ever exhaustively capture or delimit the complexities inherent in the social relations in which subjects are formed. A system that operates through categories can only fail to accommodate and position subjects, which is why working from action rather than a category might open up ways to redraw lines of connection and meaning. A project like this must not be limited to a reappropriation of terms, as there will always be an excluded entity upon which any category operates. Citing the case of “queer,” Ferguson warns that insofar as “queerness seeks to attain status as a modern and normative mode of difference . . . queerness becomes the engine for a series of exclusions and alienations, particularly around class, gender, and race.”40 Given these conditions, it bears reconsideration of the charge against the Library of Congress in its resistance to authorize “queer” as a subject heading. Indeed, it may be that the entry into the system would mark its status as a normalized subject, and as Butler tells us, “normalizing the queer would be, after all, its sad finish.”41 Some would argue that queer is already finished: It has gotten caught in the trap of identity politics, strangely overdetermined and stuck. I still think that queer theory and queer as a verb are important and possible, but part of the reason I use the concept of perversion is that it seems to me to resist identity work. I feel no need to reappropriate or reclaim “perversion,” as such a move would serve to reterritorialize it, but thinking about perversion in terms of action means we are always in motion and drawing new lines of connection and meaning, while perpetually challenging normative concepts, frames, and definitions.

Although I have been working toward a theoretical dismantling of LoC systems, I would not suggest we do away with them completely. The large-scale standards have a function in large general collections, and they allow libraries to communicate and share resources. But local and community-based taxonomies written from various points of view can augment and/or replace or even invert the universal classifications, depending on the site and context. The Lesbian Herstory Archives in Brooklyn, New York, serves as a good example. The archive contains 11,000 books and countless archival materials. It also houses a wall of subject files, which are described on the Herstory website:

Our 1,569 fascinating Subject Files fill the drawers of four, five drawer horizontal file cabinets plus overflow boxes. Think of these files as “Lesbians and. . . .” The first file is “Abortion” and the last is “Youth.” In between are such topics as “African-Ancestral Lesbians,” “Bars,” “Health Care,” “Marriage,” “Music Festivals,” “Publishers,” “Religion,” “Theatre,” and “Violence.”42

Rather than a male heterosexual universal against which to arrange all other subjects that deviate from that norm, lesbians are the universalized norm and are assumed to be central to the entire system of categories. The thesaurus and subject files system radically reorient conceptualizations of universality and norms. The Herstory Archive inescapably relies on categories but moves them over and actively inverts assumed norms. This kind of practice, performed in various localities in different ways, can foster connecting, diverging, and meandering paths to reading and desire. What’s more, the archive also includes a note on describing identity in each of its special collection descriptions:

It is Lesbian Herstory Archives’ policy to acknowledge cultural, sexual, and gender identity in donor descriptions whenever it is known. This is both to aid researchers who are undertaking projects on lesbians with a particular self identification and to combat universal assumptions of whiteness and dominant cultural definitions of sexuality and gender.43

The Herstory Archive clearly states its policy with regard to identifying cultural associations for the purpose of access, disavowing universalisms and emphasizing the importance of self-identification. It also invites participation from the community so that it can be accurate and precise in assigning donors and their collections to categories. The ways that the Lesbian Herstory Archives rewrites certain archival and library practices by foregrounding and universalizing lesbians’ desires and positionalities can serve as one model for organizing knowledge about sex, sexuality, and human subjects.

Indeed, many archivists and librarians are doing this kind of work: creating new indexing systems, building terminologies for queer materials, and revising existing classifications, all while acknowledging and wrestling with the challenge inherent to classifying materials that refuse to be classified.44

Reparative Taxonomies: Sedgwick’s Loom Book, a Rhizomatic Taxonomy, and a Perverse Cat’s Cradle

With Sedgwick’s call to “become perverse readers” in mind, I have drawn from her textile artwork, Haraway’s use of the cat’s cradle game, and Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizomatic taxonomies to begin to envision alternative ways of drawing connections across texts and readers. Each of these theorists suggests that we should seek new connectivities, ones unrestrained by existing hierarchies. By opening up the possibility for connections drawn from a variety of perspectives, we can collectively arrive at a range of truths that challenge the singular version from the perspective of the Library of Congress.

I propose that we think of the designs described below as reparative taxonomies that reflect and facilitate queer and perverse readings. Sedgwick’s turn toward reparative reading as critical practice is particularly relevant here.45 Indeed, paranoid critique that resides in negative space is important and necessary work. But Sedgwick suggests, drawing upon the psychoanalytic frame as articulated by Melanie Klein, that by occupying a depressive position one can move from a paranoid position to perform reparative work.

This is the position from which it is possible in turn to use one’s own resources to assemble or “repair” the murderous part-objects into something like a whole—though, I would emphasize, not necessarily like any preexisting whole. Once assembled to one’s own specifications, the more satisfying object is available to be identified with and to offer one nourishment and comfort in return. Among Klein’s names for the reparative process is love.

As Ellis Hanson explains, “faced with the depressing realization that people are fragile and the world hostile, a reparative reading focuses not on the exposure of political outrages that we already know about but rather on the process of reconstructing a sustainable life in this wake.”46 A reparative taxonomy can do this kind of reconstruction work. The aim is not to fix the existing systems but rather to reconfigure relations according to local and personal vantage points.

Indeed, Sedgwick finds taxonomies in all kinds of places—in Proust’s long sentences, in Sylvan Tomkins’s theory of affect, in J. L. Austin’s How to Do Things with Words, and in Foucault’s History of Sexuality. But she views these classifications as undoings, which “open and indicate new vistas” and reveal new “kinds of possible entailments in any generalization.”47 In fact, much of her work can be considered taxonomic, insofar as she questions and revises existing structures and reorganizes knowledge by way of axioms and categories. In Epistemology of the Closet, she explains why she privileges nonce taxonomies, which arise out of devalued knowledges. For her Proust and Henry James are the exemplary nonce taxonomists, in their “making and unmaking and remaking of and redissolution of hundreds of old and new categorical imaginings.”48 What is clear from her description is that this process of making and unmaking taxonomies has no end. As soon as a category is made it becomes situated and risks reification and fixity. There must always be movement, a constant questioning, an unmaking and remaking. It is through the process of always becoming a perverse reader that we can continue this practice of imagining new categories and connections across them.

In the last decade and a half of her life, Sedgwick developed a practice of textile arts and crafts, inspired and influenced in no small measure by Buddhism and her travels to Japan and other parts of the world. Using a range of techniques and materials drawn from a variety of traditions and eras, nearly all of her artwork could be described as suggestions of new ways of seeing. Of these projects, her “loom book” strikes me as a marvelous model upon which we might reformulate connections across readings and texts (Figure 18). This loom book, constructed from string and text and acetate, weaves lines from Proust in layers, so as to convey the nonlinear, alternate dimensionality of the phrases and clauses in Proust. For Sedgwick, this piece provided an opportunity to express her own identifications with the relatedness between Buddhism and Proust, their mystical meditations on the dailiness of life, and the ways that they contributed to her own sense of reality.
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Figure 18. Sedgwick’s Loom Book. Source: Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Loom Book (detail), board, thread, text, and acetate; 11 × 17. Photo: Kevin Ryan.



I would love to extend this piece and weave through it all of Proust’s interlocutors, those texts that cite his lines and cite one another. We could then weave those texts together with texts that cite and recite their lines, as well. We would find what might seem like some of the most unlikely connections, and we may gather a better sense of the strength of textual and authorial connections with which we are already familiar. The beauty of this concept is that an end to such an intertextual, citational weaving is impossible to locate.

Donna Haraway’s cat’s cradle similarly involves complex interstitial relationships. Taking this as a model allows a resituating of knowledges that the library has put disciplinary distance between, and it encourages not only an intersection of lines but also their interknitting and entanglement.

Cat’s cradle is about patterns and knots; the game takes great skill and can result in some serious surprises. One person can build up a large repertoire of string figures on a single pair of hands; but the cat’s cradle figures can be passed back and forth on the hands of several players, who add new moves in the building of complex patterns. Cat’s cradle invites a sense of collective work, of one person not being able to make all the patterns alone. One does not “win” at cat’s cradle; the goal is more interesting and more open-ended than that. It is not always possible to repeat interesting patterns, and figuring out what happened to result in intriguing patterns is an embodied analytical skill. The game is played around the world and can have considerable cultural significance. Cat’s cradle is both local and global, distributed and knotted together.49

Play becomes the most productive and interesting when it involves multiple hands, and the game can go on indefinitely, changing as it passes across those hands. The cat’s cradle is a web made of “interknitted discourses,” and to illustrate how it works, Haraway uses cultural studies, feminist, multicultural, antiracist science projects, and science studies. She emphasizes that these fields are not outside or clearly distinct from one another, that they don’t simply confront one another along disciplinary lines, but rather, as the cat’s cradle reveals, they interact and knot themselves up in one another. For Haraway the tangles are the sites of a critical practice, a “nonhomogeneous, nonexclusive, often mutually constitutive, but also nonisomorphic and sometimes mutually repellent webs of discourse.”50 Again, she seems to agree that some order must be followed, directed by critical scholarly thinking, as without it, one would end up with a useless tangled mess.

Deleuze and Guattari would agree that the existing classifications inhibit relations among books and that part of the problem is that the very attribution of a book to a subject confines the text and its readings: “To attribute the book to a subject is to overlook this working of matters, and the exteriority of their relations. . . . In a book, as in all things, there are lines of articulation or segmentarity, strata and territories; but also lines of flight, movements of deterritorialization and destratification.”51 They argue for a reorganization of bodies into a rhizome, which maps multiplicities and endless flight of ideas. A rhizomatic taxonomy, in contrast to a treelike hierarchy (like the existing library taxonomies), allows growth from any point—from the middle, rather than the roots—and it provides a plane upon which connections and relationships are forged. “Unlike trees or their roots, the rhizome connects any point to any other point, and its traits are not necessarily linked to traits of the same nature.”52 Like the loom and cat’s cradle, the rhizome is ongoing, starting points can happen anywhere, and its path is impossible to trace. The rhizome gets entangled in everything it crosses in its development.

Deleuze was particularly fascinated with classifications, and his books on cinema are regarded as new cinematographic taxonomies, designed to facilitate movement and relationships that other classifications of film foreclose. Elizabeth Grosz describes Deleuze’s philosophy as being a seeking of “outlines, contours, and methods of a new way of conceiving ontology, new ways of thinking and conceptualizing the real as dynamic, temporally sensitive forms of becoming.”53 Deleuze and Guattari relentlessly point out that a deterritorialization always risks giving itself over to a reterritorialization. I would argue that a classification and the invention of concepts are in fact always reterritorializations and reclaimings, but necessary ones, without which texts would be unretrievable, lost in a mass with every other text. The key is always to keep the categories moving, always to be open to possibilities for unmaking and remaking—not to keep adding to existing structures but to undo them and start again. By locating those spaces and concepts that escape and defy the existing systems, perhaps we can create a desiring ontology that draws the kinds of connections and ways of relating that Deleuze seems to be calling for.

It comes as no surprise that these scholars, whose work extends across and between a huge range of disciplines, are interested in the force and weight of categories. Sedgwick, Deleuze, and Haraway are each skeptical of systems and would likely agree that designing a new system is not the answer. Rather, they would all side with the notion that partial knowledges derived and viewed from multiple points, whether assembled in a rhizome, a loom, or a cat’s cradle, provide us with ranges of new possibilities for embodiment and relating. Indeed, bringing these three techniques together with a variety of others already and yet-to-be invented would allow for continually expanding opportunities for engagement.

One way we might draw connections is by showing how perversion and its related concepts travel through texts through processes of citationality, exploring ways that theory and literature and science have collided, comingled, expanded, and given birth to bodies of literature by wrestling with questions of what it means to be perverse. The possibilities for the kinds of connections we could draw across historical and spatial and scholarly and personal aspects of perversion are without limits. The library has drawn a particular set of connections, and reading the library as a map tells us much about the formation of sexuality studies. It begins to reveal how bodies of literature have contributed to the becoming of queer and perverse readings. Indeed, we can extend this methodology to all the disciplines and interdisciplines. Collectively creating new readings from a variety of perspectives might contribute to ways of advancing and thinking about sexuality in interdisciplinary work if we consider how the perverse extends to the far reaches of the library. Addressing the spatial and historical dimensions at play, such a project could trace how sexuality studies has taken shape in and through texts and scholars and students and the public. It would also convey the intertwining of sexuality with disability studies, animal studies, class, race, ethnicity, philosophy, literature, science, art, and politics. If we map these literatures by way of citationality and intertexuality, we will surely find shared histories with dissonance, conversations, violence, misunderstanding, and missed opportunities in space and time. It would show how the perverse runs through it all.


Epilogue: Sadomasochism in the Library

Franz Kafka’s “In the Penal Colony” elaborates the rise and fall of an apparatus—a horrifying device that, over the course of six hours, inscribes a condemned man’s body with a sentence, deepening the inscription in the body until death. The officer who carries out the sentencing spends most of the story explaining and demonstrating the apparatus to an explorer who has been invited by the Commandant of the penal colony to review and advise on the efficacy of the machine.

“I’m chattering, and his apparatus stands here in front of us. As you see, it consists of three parts. With the passage of time certain popular names have been developed for each of these parts. The one underneath is called the Bed, the upper one is called the Inscriber, and here in the middle, this moving part is called the Harrow.”

The Traveler wanted to raise various questions, but after looking at the Condemned Man he merely asked, “Does he know his sentence?” “No,” said the Officer. He wished to get on with his explanation right away, but the Traveler interrupted him: “He doesn’t know his own sentence?” “No,” said the Officer once more. He then paused for a moment, as if he were requesting from the Traveler a more detailed reason for his question, and said, “It would be useless to give him that information. He experiences it on his own body.”1

The prisoner does not speak the officer’s language and cannot comprehend the sentence until the sixth hour, at which point enlightenment is his: “‘Nothing else happens. The man simply begins to decipher the inscription. He purses his lips, as if he is listening. You’ve seen that it is not easy to figure out the inscription with your eyes, but our man deciphers it with his wounds.’” Upon reaching enlightenment, the condemned man is pierced all the way through and is delivered to a pit.

The notion that a body is inscribed and reinscribed with a sentence declaring a person’s crime, in a language foreign to the condemned and that is rendered intelligible only by way of the wounds the body bears, provides a powerful (albeit damning) metaphor for the acts of classifying, naming, and labeling bodies of literature that carry subjects or methods that deviate from accepted norms. By way of the disciplinary apparatuses of subject headings, classifications, and restrictive labeling policies, the Library of Congress has effectively condemned certain bodies of literature and, in some cases, sentenced them to certain death. The irony is that, like the penal colony, the library inscribes these classificatory marks in the name of enlightenment—to provide access to knowledge. Some of these classificatory acts are to be considered what Sanford Berman calls “bibliocide,” where inadequate, incorrect, and biased cataloging practices render a range of effects: Entire classes of literature may be ghettoized, with the clear indication that the contents within include deviant topics; they may be made invisible and inaccessible, hidden by a lack of meaningful description and subject headings; and by way of labels, entire collections may be designated as restricted, closed off from the public. In the most extreme cases, the sentence is the flames of an incinerator. I invoke Kafka here because, as Jane Bennett writes, he “gives shape to a political stance that is skeptical of established ideals, capable of self-satirical laughter, and available for the ‘spiritualization’ of public life.”2 In those instances where the absurdity of the systems inspires laughter, the classifications break down. Indeed, the library is Kafkaesque.

Toward the end of the story, the explorer informs the officer that he cannot abide by his request to proclaim the brilliance of the machine publicly. “No,” he says, “I am opposed to this procedure.” Upon hearing this news, the officer first remains silent, then releases the condemned man from the apparatus and enters into it himself. The apparatus goes haywire, cruelly devouring the officer, jabbing at his flesh rather than inscribing any kind of sentence. No enlightenment would come to the officer. But for readers and the explorer the officer’s death is anything but a meaningless sacrifice. It demonstrates the absurdity and perversity of the apparatus and the law as well as their failure to bring into being what they command.

Kafka wrote his story in 1914, within a decade of the publication of the list of LC headings and parts of the Classification. Rather than refiguring his characters as particular officers and commanders and subjects of the library, I take his actors to be models—of the state, its apparatuses, and its subjects. Hannah Arendt writes of Kafka’s characters: “Given that these protagonists created by Kafka are not real persons, that it would amount to hubris to identify with them, and that they are only models left in anonymity even where their names are mentioned, it seems to us as though every one of us were being addressed and called.”3 The fact that any particular person might occupy a variety of roles in the story of the penal colony renders the rewriting of the story by refiguring the characters even more difficult. For instance, although my own role might at first most closely resemble that of the explorer, I am not at all external to the machine. I am not a foreigner in a strange land. I am, in a real sense, a cog, having been trained and employed to deploy the apparatuses. I currently teach practicing and aspiring librarians to use the myriad tools, skills, and principles underlying the classifications and their operations. And, while imploring students to think critically about its limitations and problems, I nevertheless find myself proclaiming something like, “It’s a remarkable apparatus!” I encourage reluctant students to find comfort in the fact that learning cataloging is like learning a foreign language. The practices of encoding, classifying, and describing all adhere to separate codes and schemas. I have classed works, added subject headings (even when they fail to capture), and I have placed valuable books in a locked case. It would be dishonest to claim that all of these acts didn’t bring a degree of satisfaction, a sense that I am protecting, conveying books to their readers, and bringing them to life through control. I have even maintained authority headings in a library’s database (all the while taking notes on the more infuriating ones). At the same time, I have experienced the disorientation caused when trying to find books in the catalog and on the shelves. Perhaps it is the masochist in me that finds no place on earth to be as quite as thrilling as the Library of Congress. But it was precisely the training and on-the-job experience, colliding with these subject positions, that delivered me to my research.

Arendt seems to be taking a stance similar to Foucault’s ethics of the care of the self—that we are all in the machine, but freedom is possible if each of us answers Kafka’s call to break the system down in order to imagine and enact a better life. She writes: “In order, at least in theory, to become a fellow citizen of such a world freed from all bloody apparitions and murderous magic . . . [Kafka] necessarily had to anticipate the destruction of the present world.”4 Freedom in the penal colony only becomes imaginable with the destruction of the apparatus, which not only reverses relations of power but devours itself. It is at the moment that the command “BE JUST” is ordered that things fall apart. It would seem that the illegibility and impossibility of this particular command is what leads to the machine’s breakdown.

The library classifications, along with library personnel and all of the technologies and policies, comprise a certain kind of perverse machine—an assemblage that disciplines and sometimes condemns its subjects. We can compare the Library of Congress’s classifications with the diagrams designed by the deceased Commandant and carried by the officer as instructions about the apparatus. They map and instruct librarians in how to apply and inscribe terms and classes on the bodies in the library. The explorer, foreign to the country in which the penal colony resided, could not make any sense of the diagrams, frustrating the officer, who had been hoping to impart the beauty of their logics and design. In part the problem was that the set of instructions was a palimpsest, like the LC Classifications, written over by many people over time. The archaic formulation retains its control over those who are operating it even during a time in which it has become illegible. According to Butler, this is Kafka trying to “grapple with experience of time and space that is no longer organized legibly by progress or redemption.”5 In the same vein, patrons visiting the library may be at pains to decipher the intricacies of the rules that guide subject heading and classification creation and applications—a task made more confusing given that it was produced with Progressive Era notions of universality and the state.

One of the joys of reading Kafka springs from his endless trajectories. Deleuze takes Kafka to be an exemplar of nomadic writing, and Kristeva counts Kafka among the great modernists who collapse the Other.6 In his foreword to Deleuze and Guattari’s book on Kafka, Réda Bensmaïa notes that the book brings to light the fact that the compulsion to categorize Kafka’s body of work can lead only to failure—“an always excessive reduction of his work.”7 And for Bennett, Kafka evokes a sense of “uncanniness: the Officer’s penal system, which aims at closure, impartiality, moral transformation, and responsibility, is disquietingly familiar. Kafka doesn’t so much describe a Justice gone horribly wrong as exaggerate the moral ambiguities inherent in an ideal that is always made up of more elements than any one invocation or execution can express.”8 Indeed, it is precisely this problem of trying to unify and capture bodies of literature with a single class or name that effaces multiple meanings and ambiguities.

On the library shelves we find that nearly all of Kafka’s work and critiques are brought together in PT2621.A26—the section designated for Kafka within German literature—blatantly territorializing and disciplining a body of literature that extends far beyond any nation or language or author’s name.9 Kafka’s struggles with his own sense of place and time as a German-speaking Jew in Prague are well documented in his own diaries and in scholarly analyses. According to Deleuze and Guattari, one of the ways we might define Kafka’s body of work derives from his identifications and disidentifications with the German language, and they describe Prague German as a “deterritorialized language, appropriate for strange and minor uses.”10 Thus, it is with Kafka’s body of work that we witness a further perverse effect of the system—an erasure of these nomadic, strange, polymorphous aspects of his literature.

I read “In the Penal Colony” as a parable that speaks to my study of the Library of Congress as a state bureaucracy and its apparatuses and that helps undo, so as to remake, a vision of a utopian library. The condemned man, when released, is free but not free. The explorer flees the penal colony, leaving the condemned men to life in the colony. That the former Commandant and his disciple (the officer) are no longer in control might offer reason for hope. There is a new Commandant who has doubted the efficacy of the apparatus all along. But before the explorer leaves (cutting his visit short), he views the dead Commandant’s grave, upon which is inscribed: “Here rests the Old Commandant. His followers, who are now not permitted to have a name, buried him in this grave and erected this stone. There exists a prophecy that the Commandant will rise again after a certain number of years and from this house will lead his followers to reconquer the colony. Have faith and wait!” Here is the suggestion that, although the Commandant and his old methods of torture may themselves have been condemned and laid to waste, one might hold out hope in the belief that these techniques will be reborn. It may be the case that the human tendency for violence and control is so great that, although this particular apparatus is no longer functional, another equally menacing disciplinary mechanism will take its place. And as long as relations of power are present such as they are in the penal colony, apparatuses will be necessary to enact and inscribe the rules of the law.

It is for this reason that I am not so quick to find a solution by creating another system. I am skeptical of claims that the digital realm enables the lines of flight. Indeed, the Internet has become another battleground for claims to territory and authority. Far from the democratic space that we might imagine it to be, it has become a scene of surveillance and the advancement of capitalism. And battles over who speaks for whom and for what purposes access is granted and denied will only continue to unfold. I am not willing to relocate the library to the digital universe, nor am I quite able to endorse technologies like tagging and the semantic web. Whereas some scholars view such advances as holding great promise for access to information, I accept them with great reserve and cannot help viewing such technologies as another arrival of the devices of control and discipline.

Kafka’s story is not only a great allegory for the library; it is an expression of polymorphous perversity on a particularly artful scale. Plenty of scholars have examined the sexual perversions in Kafka’s oeuvre, but Anna Katharina Schaffner argues that part of Kafka’s greatness has to do with the way it resists classifications and delineations and the ways in which it exposes the perversity of all desire. For her, Kafka’s polyvalence destabilizes anything we think we know about the perversions. She points to his personal study of psychoanalysis—with Wilhelm Stekel’s work being among those with which he was most familiar. Kafka also read Sacher-Masoch, Sade, and Freud, and he had a personal collection of pornography. Schaffner describes “In the Penal Colony” as a “homo-erotic torture-redemption fantasy” and marvels in its reversal of social and sexual hierarchies.11 And Clayton Koelb points out that the apparatus in the penal colony is an explication of a machine that enacts disciplinary power through a sexualized ritual:

The condemned prisoner is laid out, naked, on a platform covered with a layer of cotton and named “the Bed,” while the Harrow, a mechanism shaped exactly like a human body, is placed in contact with him. In this copulation of man and machine, however, the male sexual role is reserved entirely to the machine. Not only is it covered with hundreds of penetrating and spraying organs, but it also performs a grotesque parody of sexual excitement . . . rigid discipline, is thus both sexual and authoritarian.12

The apparatus is perverse, as is, I would suggest, the desire to control the entire bibliographic universe through the practice of inscribing names and classes. But it the kind of perversion that does harm and stands in opposition to the kind of perversion I seek to embrace.

Similarly, drawing upon Deleuze, Margot Norris reads “In the Penal Colony” as an intensive study of sadism—one that reveals the perversity and absurdity of the law. She suggests that there may be no better source for a textual analysis of sadism than Kafka. “In the Penal Colony” so beautifully illustrates law with no content—one that is upheld by an apparatus that is meant to inscribe and demonstrate the rule but that is so easily blown up in the face of the explorer’s gaze and critique. Norris argues that the diagrams and machinery combine to render the torture and execution impersonal, reducing them to pure reason, and, citing Deleuze and Barthes, she writes: “The subordination of personal lusts and passions to a sham rational system, the phenomenon of ‘reasoned crime’ is the violence behind the violence in sadism.”13 The officer’s failure to convince the explorer of the efficacy of the rational system results in a reversal of the processes by which we come to view pain as acceptable. Following this line of argument, I suggest we consider the classificatory apparatuses of the library similarly, as order and reason necessarily rationalize suffering. To organize by class and name is to exclude and silence certain bodies. It is the justification of violence by necessity of the law that I wish to undermine. It is through perverse subjects that we can pierce through such rationalizing explanations of the inadequacies inherent in our present bibliographic control systems. And it is by way of this particular group of subjects that we see how flimsy the machine is, even with its multiple efforts to ensure disciplinary effects.

Let us not forget that the condemned man’s crime was that he did not honor authority and that what is in question in this project are the rules of authorized subjects, names, and classes. It was precisely this body that refused the law that turned the machine on itself. Indeed, the body that challenged the law exposed that law’s injustices. Deleuze and Guattari suggest that language is made to be obeyed; “order-words” give orders and order/organize the universe: “Language is not life; it gives life orders. . . . Every order-word, even a father’s to his son, carries a little death sentence—a Judgment, as Kafka put it.”14 Perverse bodies and readings subvert the law, subjecting it to its own violence. To be sure, the reasoning behind such adherence to standards is an argument founded on the ideal of access: If all libraries use the same terms, the databases will communicate with one another, shared catalogs are possible, efficiency abounds and duplication of effort is eliminated, and the uniformity ensures searchability across systems. Among the libraries there is a shared language, but that may or may not be legible to the members of the public who visit them. There is a great sense of the necessity of the apparatuses and the standards, which, in turn, justifies their violence and sustains the belief in the efficacy of the systems.

We do not know the crimes committed by the members of the penal colony. The only evidence we have is the sentence imposed on the condemned and the word of the report about the prisoner who failed in the completely ridiculous task to which he was set, resulting in the inscription “HONOR YOUR SUPERIORS.” The crime that resulted in a death sentence was that he did not submit to authority. But we don’t know why he was in the penal colony in the first place. Let us assume that the residents are perverse in some way; they have perverted, rejected, or attempted to subvert a law, and they are being punished for it. Likewise, we have no evidence that the machine ever really brought enlightenment. We have to take the officer’s word for what was read on the faces of the condemned. In truth, for all we know, the enlightenment viewed on the faces of the dying may have been the recognition of the injustice of the entire apparatus and the system.

So again, we can return to the question of legibility and recognition. For Andreas Gailus, Kafka’s apparatus strips the body of life through the act of inscription:

It stages a scene of ideological recognition: the moment of transfiguration is the one when the prisoner deciphers, and recognizes himself in, the Law that is being inscribed onto his body. . . . The Law is inscribed through a process of repetitive writing that hollows out the body and evacuates its corporeality. The writing of the Law is therefore not, as the officer believes—and wants others to believe—a miraculous fusion of body and meaning. Rather, it is a mechanical operation for extracting the body’s vital energies. Thus the radiating image of comprehension on the prisoner’s face is the product of a terrifying exchange; it is the chiastic transfer of a meaning whose vitality is brought about through the extraction of life from the body.15

We might ask when and where recognition happens. There seems never to be any recognition of the subjects in this story. Rather, it is by way of the inscription that the body’s life is expelled. And it is only through that inscribing/condemning/killing that the subject recognizes its position in relation to power. Ultimately, it is this incapacity to recognize or signify that makes the system break down, and without the support of the apparatus, we might assume the colony will crumble along with it.

Jane Bennett writes: “The term ‘Kafkaesque’ is conventionally applied to situations involving an organization that is in principle highly complex and relentlessly efficient—but in fact so obese that it is anarchic, so thorough in aspiration that it is inefficient, so comprehensive in aim that it is incomprehensible, so rational in design that it is idiotic.”16 If we relocate this plot to the Library of Congress, an arm of the state, with its current organization having been designed at a time when bureaucratic expansion and technological efficiencies reigned, we immediately recognize the possibilities for freedom that come with the undoing of the apparatus that inscribes the bodies that escape recognition.

The Masochistic User

Early on I said that any reference to a library “user” would be deferred to the end of the book. Ron Day has suggested very convincingly that the construction of the user in library and information science has failed to point to the processes by which users and user needs are produced by the systems they use. Day calls for moving beyond the “user” as generally conceived by information science toward a conceptualization that views subjects and objects as co-constitutive and co-emergent within “in-common zones for affects between bodies.”17 More precisely, for the purposes of this particular analysis, subjects and objects can and do use one another. Having analyzed the power structures in the library and how those structures produce subjects, we can see not only where the system breaks down and opportunities for creating new paths for knowledge discovery, but with this critical work we can assume a position of power within the existing mix. In such a scene, the life of a user in the erotics of the library takes on entirely new depths. By removing violence from the contexts in which it is used to encode unjust laws and uphold relations of power, and then appropriating it for bodily pleasure, sadomasochism dissolves the foundations upon which those laws are built.

In contrast to the interpretations of sadism in the penal colony, I would like to end with the suggestion that it is in viewing the user as a masochist that we find freedom in the library. Masochism remains a great mystery, with wildly diverging theories and interpretations that entertain and frustrate the mind. I am being deliberately selective in my positioning the user as a masochist, and, no doubt, there will readers who will disagree with my decision to conclude on this perverse note. This is intended to be playful and not at all a final interpretation. It is my own attempt at a perverse reading. I speculate that the masochistic user is, in fact, the necessary agent for gaining freedom in knowledge/power/pleasure relations because, as Noyes puts it, “the struggles we have come to associate with masochism are struggles for a technology of control.”18

I dare to side with the Marquis de Sade—or at least particular readings of his work and life. Jean Paulhan, writing in 1946, actually viewed Sade to be a masochist, and in spite of the fact that he found the masochistic position of deriving pleasure from pain completely incomprehensible, Paulhan determined that Sade, with his repeated imprisonments that so neatly paralleled the virtuous Justine’s subjection to brutality and abuse, must be read as a masochist.19 What Sade did, in Élisabeth Roudinesco’s and Paulhan’s views, was to expose the fact that people derive pleasure from destroying and brutalizing others—even those we love. His writings are a refusal of lies and cover-ups, a refusal of the law, and an exposure of the evil that underlies nature and humanity. Roudinesco says that Sade “distorted the Enlightenment Project to such a degree that he turned it into its antithesis.”20 Indeed, he created a universal system based on the logic of pleasure, and his writings promoted a pleasure economy that exchanged in power and destruction and cruelty. I would argue that the brilliance of Sade is the way in which his system revealed the absurdity of universalisms. His “catalogue of sexual perversions”—120 Days of Sodom—might best be read as system akin to Borges’s Chinese classification, as it reveals the extent to which a “rational” system is, in fact, politically and socially situated and motivated, serving those for whom it is designed.21 A man who belonged to the age of encyclopedists, he was a steadfast collector and cataloger (and even applied for a position as head librarian at one point). Sade parodied the sciences, abolished the Law of God, and turned jouissance into a discipline. In Roudinesco’s interpretation, Sade’s writings realized a utopia where the Law was inverted. And it is with Sade that perversion made a mockery of the “natural order” and laws of procreation. Ironically, while the censors locked his books away, Krafft-Ebing consecrated Sade’s categories in his sexological taxonomy. This is why it is important to view Sade’s work for its power to draw attention to the ways in which a universal system, based on Enlightenment ideals, can easily be used as justification for violence and subjection. Sade revealed the perversity of positivist ethics that sought to control the human passions.

For that (and other reasons, to be sure) the Marquis de Sade was imprisoned for much of his adult life. Nevertheless, Paulhan viewed Sade to be the freest spirit, even while his body suffered confinement. Relatedly, Slavoj Žižek argues that a masochistic staging is the first act of liberation: In order to be freed of our subjection, we must invest the body in a redemptive violence.22 According to both Žižek and Michael Uebel, masochistic violence is rooted in a desire for interbeing. For Uebel, the violent act denies the unbearable necessity of interdependence and contravenes shame and the fear of alienation.23 For Žižek it brings a certain connection between the masochist and the dominant.

According to Deleuze, we must rethink the notion that the sadist is complementary to the masochist. Instead, he construes the masochist in relation to a dominant—one who is not a sadist but who derives pleasure from supporting the masochist’s desires in power play. As Amber Musser explains, “Deleuze’s masochist cannot be thought as a singular entity—s/he requires a symbolic dominator to be complicit in the illusion of powerlessness.”24 I part ways from Deleuze where he says that an encounter between the sadist and masochist is impossible because they are organized around entirely different orientations. But I would agree that masochism is a cultural practice—one of the imagination and aesthetics—whereas the sadist is a systematizer. And I would suggest that Sade illustrates a profoundly sadomasochist being—one who drew up a great system based on a logic of perversion, but one who must first be read as a creator of fictions and a cultural figure—a masochist who upset social norms through writing “the most indefinable body of work in the entire history of literature.”25 There certainly is a masochistic side to Sade—one that aligns quite nicely with the masochistic library user. Sade’s work has a life that far exceeds him, and we as readers encounter a truth of ourselves and our world in Sade. Nature and man and laws are cruel. We face the deeply unsettling experience of simultaneous arousal and disgust, precipitated by what Sade understood to be a universal condition of humankind. While our first response may be to write his work off as the product of a madman, we eventually come to the realization that the world is mad and perverse and that we are, too.

The necessary interrelation between the masochist and the dominant becomes clear in the library. As Day suggests, systems and their users must be understood as interdependent and coemergent. For Deleuze, masochism has several formal characteristics. For one, the fantasy is of “primordial importance” for the masochistic scene to commence. It is always a contractual relation, but the masochist pushes the contract to its extremes by dismantling its machinery and exposing it to mockery. The masochist is not weak, nor does s/he aim toward self-annihilation, but rather, citing Theodor Reik, Deleuze finds the masochistic traits to be “defiance, vengeance, sarcasm, sabotage, and derision.”26 The mockery of the Law of the Father is manifested in a submission to that law in order to obtain a forbidden pleasure. Deleuze suggests that by “scrupulously submitting” to the law that seeks to separate us from pleasure, we are subverting it. There is a “masochistic form of humour” that demonstrates the absurdity of the law. The masochistic contract always positions punishment as primary—not that the masochist necessarily enjoys being punished (s/he may or may not) but that it is required as a sort of rite of passage in order to obtain pleasure.

Masochism illustrates the possibility for agency in acts of subordination, in a desire to submit. It is not that the masochist loves submission for its own sake, however. John Noyes explains this so well:

Within this network of bodily spaces and mediating machines, masochism is not the love of submissiveness. It is not the purity of unpleasure or humiliation. It is a complex set of strategies for transforming submissiveness, pain, and unpleasure into sexual pleasure. But over and above this, it is the appropriation of the technologies that our culture uses in order to perpetuate submissiveness, an appropriation that plays a subtle game with the machinery of domination. As such, masochism is the eroticism of the machine, or . . . “An erotics of discipline.”

Noyes also reveals that masochism as we know it is a nineteenth-century invention. Or rather, the pathologization of the erotic acts made famous by Leopold von Sacher-Masoch’s fiction, the person for whom Krafft-Ebing named the condition, is a specific (and, arguably, perverse) form of disciplining. In reducing a suite of expressions to a category within his taxonomy of perversions, Krafft-Ebing erased the historical and cultural contexts in which masochism is required and thrives. Indeed, Sacher-Masoch’s Venus in Furs and other stories each displaced the scenes of subjection, humiliation, and violence of social and political conflict in mid-nineteenth-century Eastern Europe into the sexual realm. Writing about sexual power was effectively a dramatization of political power. Like the Marquis de Sade, Sacher-Masoch depicts a struggle between reason and nature in the bedroom, to formalize wider political and social conflicts. Foucault’s description brings this together neatly: Sadomasochism, according to him, is “the eroticization of power, the eroticization of strategic relations. . . . It is an acting-out of power structures by a strategic game that is able to give sexual pleasure or bodily pleasure.”27 It also appears to Foucault that sadomasochism is the “real creation of new possibilities of pleasure.” Given that he viewed the invention of new possibilities to be the highest form of resistance within relations of power, the masochist in the library might actually have the greatest capacity to create new possibilities for knowledge and self-discovery.

It is hardly surprising that Sedgwick mentions her own encounters with the library catalog in her essay about beating fantasies. Recall her words from “A Poem Is Being Written”: “The wooden subject, author, and title catalogues frustrate and educate the young idea.”28 We enter into a library, seeking pleasure in books, and submitting to the laws as written in the classification and in the terms of use. For many of us, the entire of suite of encounters—entering the building, searching the catalog, inquiring with the reference librarian, checking out books—is simultaneously thrilling, intimidating, and fearsome. The first step toward obtaining pleasure in perverse readings is to submit oneself to the library’s disciplinary techniques. The threats of punishment and shame are real. And the shelves, with their separation of subjects from one another and the placement of sexualized and racialized subjects in the margins, reflect one’s alienation. Take, for instance, Lillian Faderman’s account of first discovering a book about lesbians in the library:

So I’m in the stacks of the English Reading Room about to be seduced. I’m looking for a novel by E. M. Forster, and it’s not there. . . . But in the spot where the book is supposed to be sitting is another book, not by Forster, but by Foster. Jeannette Foster. With the title Sex Variant Women in Literature. . . . Is “Sex Variant Women” really a euphemism for what I think it is? It is! And that spectacular revelation knocks the breath out of me. . . . Standing there in the stacks, I devour the opening section, even forgetting to look over my shoulder to see if I’m being observed. I read for twenty minutes or half an hour, and no one comes by to frighten me away. But I mustn’t press my luck. I place the book back in its slot, vowing to visit again as soon as I can, praying I’ll have no rival for my devoted attention to it.29

This tale is charged with a magnificent erotic tension deriving from the pleasure obtained after submitting, and the threat of being caught, with the continued worry of a rival. She will return to this spot repeatedly, subjecting herself again to gain forbidden, secret pleasures.

The dominant library and its systems must be viewed in relation to the user, as it is by submitting to the law that users find their books and their pleasures, in spite of the disciplinary lines. In order to use the library, users must subject themselves to these dividing practices and participate in the denial of intertextuality and intersubjectivity by seeking texts in various spaces, as determined and disciplined by the rules. But we must also consider how the user is used by the library and how the constitution of subjects is integral to these relations between the library and its users. One might argue that the enmeshment of human subjectivity in technologies of control begins with categories. Of course, the trick, as Žižek points out, is in knowing how to draw the line between redemptive violence and the kind that “confirms one’s entrapment.”30 This, in my view, is the purpose of critique, and I would argue that it is by first submitting to the rules and cruising the lines of shelves, and then through defiance, curiosity, perseverance, and mockery of the laws of classification, that perverse readings and pleasures become possible.

Perverse subjects expose the library classifications to their own weaknesses, or to the extent to which the condition of the apparatus is one of “being in force without significance.”31 The inability of the system to signify or enforce a law via the inscription of categories means that the rationally ordered hierarchies quite easily collapse under their own weight. The authority with which they are created and enforced is then called into question, and we have to ask whether and how we can consent to the terms by which we engage in the relations of power when we enter a library, peruse its catalog, and browse the shelves. I would suggest that, as long as we do the kind of work that examines how the machine functions, take it apart, and interrogate the mechanisms by which knowledge is produced and circulated, we are able to move toward a more just way of producing knowledge. Relations of power are always present, but we are, in fact, free in the library if we understand what is going on. We can consent to playing the power games. Through the act of dismantling the system, even if only in theory, we can open the library up to other possibilities, particularly in the ways that we figure and refigure the self in relation to the system and its subjects.
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