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It is a great privilege to contribute an afterword for “Strange Circulations.” 
Many thanks to Lisa Sloniowski and Kate Adler for the invitation. I espe-
cially appreciate the prompts and conversations provided by Kate, Lisa, 
and the other authors in this special and important issue. The papers here 
collectively and individually open up spaces to contemplate the experi-
ences and values in the library that we cannot measure and often find 
difficult to speak about. 

I was asked to write about cataloging and classification, and so my at-
tempt here is grounded in my own experience as a cataloger, teacher of 
cataloging, and researcher. My sense is that all of the articles in this issue 
can be placed in the context of cataloging, not only because a catalog 
facilitates access to resources and makes a collection usable, but perhaps 
more importantly, a classified catalog is composed by many people across 
times and places, and reflects and produces ideas and states of mind. Li-
brary classifications are among the infrastructures that Ron Day describes 
as “entrances and exits for . . . desire” (present issue, 381). Indeed, a cata-
log and the classification system that organizes it designate the paths by 
which people find their desires, and at the same time, the catalog and 
classification are also rich with information about librarians’ own desires, 
beliefs, preoccupations, and priorities. Unlike proprietary algorithms that 
are hidden from view, a library’s subject classification reveals the gram-
mars of the political unconscious by outlining the logics of the relation-
ships across categories (see Day, present issue). The history of algorithms 
and metadata is necessarily a history of library classifications, and systems 
like Dewey and the Library of Congress provide insights into the construc-
tions of categories and formulas and how they effect and are affected by 
the state, capital, and culture. 
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I can’t presume to know how other catalogers view the systems, infor-
mation resources, and institutions with which they engage on a daily basis. 
David Paton gives us a glimpse in this issue of the affective experiences 
of bibliographers and catalogers of artists’ books in South Africa, and it 
is clear that the emotional range among them is wide. What I can say is 
that catalogers’ feelings and worldviews, whatever they may be, give the 
library its shape. I think we can agree that the librarians who constructed 
the Library of Congress Classification around 1900, Melvil Dewey, and the 
many classifiers around the world past and present, have had particular 
sets of desires around control and access and order. We all are asked to 
submit to those desires in our library work, as well as our own pursuit of 
knowledge and pleasure reading. And every decision regarding the about-
ness of a book, or about where to place it within a particular discipline, 
takes place in a cataloger’s affective and experiential world. While the 
classification provides the outlines, the catalogers color in the spaces with 
the books, based on their own readings of the book descriptions and their 
interpretations of the classification scheme. The decisions they make and 
the structures to which they are bound affect the circulation of books and 
their readers across the library. Indeed, some of the encounters will be 
unexpected, strange, frustrating, frightening, shame-inducing, awe-inspir-
ing, and/or delightful. The emotional experiences of students described 
in Mabee and Fancher’s article, as well as those of any visitor to the library, 
are all affected by classificatory design. One concern is that a library’s 
ordering principles may reinforce or heighten already existing feelings 
of precarity or marginality. Because the classifications are hidden from 
patrons’ view, it is difficult to measure the way the order affects a person’s 
mind and body. That a person does not consciously register the associ-
ations does not mean that they are not affected.

I love the order of the library shelves, and lingering in one section and 
then another. And at the same time, I’m acutely aware of the tensions 
across them—the disciplining force, the very particularity of the “univer-
sal” systems, the histories of categories, the recognition that a section only 
contains a fraction of books on a given subject, and that many more books 
I might want to discover are dispersed across the disciplines. These ten-
sions are partly what makes being in the library space so pleasurable, and 
in a sense, erotic and mysterious. It is also a melancholy and unsettling 
scene. It is the contradictions and paradoxes that lead to so many feelings, 
as well as information, that I’m interested in. Indeed, the very strangeness 
and impossibility of subject cataloging is partly what makes it so fascinat-
ing.

If you really think about it, the very idea of reducing any book to a few 
authorized subject headings and fitting it into a disciplinary arrangement 
on the shelves is rather peculiar. We take these practices for granted today, 
as they were designed to fulfil utilitarian aims of libraries: providing access 
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to the most books for the greatest number of people at the least cost. In 
order for a book to be used, it must be retrievable, and so subject search 
and shelf classifications have been integral to modern librarianship. But 
the reduction of complexity to singular subjects is necessarily estranging. 
And the processes by which subjects have been excluded and marginal-
ized have long histories that derive from establishing universalized norms 
against which other subjects are set.

As Gina Schlesselman-Tarango writes, the library is a place of griefwork. 
I want to suggest that our own professional and institutional griefwork in-
cludes coming to terms with our history. The classificatory problems high-
lighted in critical LIS scholarship today have long lineages, and arguably, 
the formation of the Library of Congress and the classification of informa-
tion were instrumental to state capital and racialization processes of the 
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. For me, historical critical 
classification research is griefwork. It is an ongoing course of mourning 
the lives of people who have been silenced and denied access in the past, 
those whose lives were abstracted, cataloged, and classified; and for the 
continued marginalization of subjects. In a library classification, we are 
confronted with the knowledge that our profession has a history and a 
present that needs to be reckoned with. It requires examining the con-
sequences of and mechanisms by which “bodily inscription took place 
through the catalog,” as described by Stacy Allison-Cassin (present issue, 
415). Historicizing library subjects reveals the relationship between infor-
mation and politics and violence, and shows that classifications don’t just 
structure knowledge: they structure experience, encounters, and feelings, 
and they are structured by politics and people in positions of power. By 
doing this type of historical research, I believe we can find spaces and 
creativity to imagine more just and fulfilling approaches to knowledge 
organization. 

As much as we preserve and store knowledge and cultural memory, 
our discipline has also actively participated in suppressing and forgetting. 
Viewing the catalog as a site of repressed memory helps to explain why the 
library feels like a haunted space, or how it can be both beautiful and terri-
fying, or strike awe or anxiety in its various visitors. A classification serves as 
a hidden infrastructure—one that is essential for circulating information, 
but one that also carries its own history and a variety of consequences that 
aren’t necessarily visible to the naked eye (Bowker and Star 2000). When 
we look up a book in the catalog and retrieve it by call number, most of 
us have no idea how the hierarchies have been drawn or what the shelf 
categories are called. For instance, very few people, other than catalogers, 
know that works on people with disabilities are shelved in a section called 
“Social pathology. Social and public welfare. Criminology.” And patrons 
may not consciously notice the fact that the books adjacent to the ones on 
disabilities are about alcoholism, older people, and animal welfare. But 
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more than that, classifications provide windows into state and cultural dis-
courses, the ways that certain assumptions and ideas get built into systems, 
how some subjects are marginalized, and the processes by which this all 
becomes naturalized and institutionalized over time. 

Reading a classification closely makes visible the patriarchal imagin-
ary upon which information is organized. It also reveals the library as 
precisely the kind of place that Avery Gordon describes as likely to be 
haunted: “Haunting occurs on the terrain situated between our ability to 
conclusively describe the logic of Capitalism or State Terror, for example, 
and the various experiences of this logic, experiences that are more often 
than not partial, coded, symptomatic, contradictory, ambiguous” (2008, 
24). Indeed, thinking about library classifications as “hauntologies” brings 
into view the ways in which libraries are coded and contradictory places 
(Derrida 1994).1 The ontological commitments upon which our subject 
systems are based express partial views that have taken on an appearance 
of universality through processes of exclusion and marginalization. Know-
ing that the classification of information is derived from and affects the 
lived experiences of people past, present, and future, means we need to 
“learn to live with” the spirits across the library (Derrida 1994, xvii). Repair 
might begin with telling the truth about the long history of our subject 
systems and listening to those who have been affected by the estranging 
techniques of categorization.

Many of the authors in this special issue are writing about whiteness and 
white supremacy. A few write about structures and infrastructures. And 
most write in some way about bodies—reproductive, racialized, marginal-
ized, and feeling bodies in the library. By looking closely at a library classi-
fication, we can strip away at the veneer that preserves the library in ways 
that Michele Santamaria describes—as a “fantasy space that denies its role 
in white supremacy” (present issue, 432). To think about the ways in which 
whiteness and colonialism structure our libraries and our range of experi-
ences within, I reach back to the earliest days of the Library of Congress. 
Of course, the Library of Congress Classification that we use today was 
not cut from entirely new cloth. From 1814 until around 1897, the LoC 
used a system based on Thomas Jefferson’s book classification. This was 
because the Library was burned by British troops in the War of 1812, and 
the U.S. Congress voted to acquire Jefferson’s collection of 6,487 volumes 
to replace the books that had been lost. When the Congress purchased 
Jefferson’s collection, they also adopted a version of his classified catalog, 
which was divided into forty-four subject-based chapters.

The Library of Congress became essential for building the young Amer-
ican republic, and when it adopted Thomas Jefferson’s classified catalog, 
subjects became codified in a federal cultural institution in ways that had 
never been done before. By investigating Jefferson’s domestic and public 
lives, I have come to understand that he mastered a variety of information 
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management techniques. Not only did he meticulously organize his books 
according to an elaborate subject system, but he also invented an encryp-
tion device unlike any other of his era, borrowed techniques from the 
prison reform movement to reform his own slave management practices, 
and used the Lewis and Clark expedition to chart paths for communica-
tion and intelligence. His information technologies were designed and 
deployed to expand the American empire, to promote his ideas about 
democracy to an educated public, and to manage enslaved laborers at his 
own plantation and factory. He did not document his sexual relationship 
with Sally Hemings, the enslaved half-sister of his deceased wife and the 
mother of six of his children, nor did he document his relationship to 
those children, except in the pages of his Farm Book, where he logged the 
operations of his plantation (Gordon-Reed 2008). We do, however, have a 
significant archive of Jefferson’s correspondence with his white children. 
Jefferson organized his systems according to categories of peoples and 
individuals based on their usefulness or impediment to the expansion of 
empire and his own domestic tranquility. Gendered and racialized cat-
egories are not incidental to the organization of knowledge, but indeed 
are instrumental to the white, heteropatriarchal backbone upon which 
American information systems have been constructed. Arguably, the most 
essential element required for the expansion of empire is information. 
For information to be communicated, there need to be channels and 
infrastructure to support, transmit, and direct the flow of information. To 
use Jodi Byrd’s language, we might say that the “transit of empire” depends 
upon the transit of information.

In his May 7, 1815, correspondence with George Watterston, the third 
Librarian of Congress, Jefferson discussed his method for arranging his 
books, explaining his preference for organizing them by subject (Jefferson 
2011, 473–75). He noted the challenges of interdisciplinarity presented 
by his travel books, which “blend together the geography, natural his-
tory, civil history, agriculture, manufactures, commerce, arts, occupations, 
manners Etc. of a country.” Nevertheless, Jefferson said that there was a 
“peculiar satisfaction” to “seeing at a glance the books which have been 
written on [a subject], and selecting those from which we expect most 
readily the information we seek” (2011, 473–75). In this letter Jefferson 
reveals so many features of modern librarianship, including utility, effi-
ciency, relevance, and interdisciplinarity. He is talking about the visuality 
of the shelves, and his language seems to suggest a strange type of pleasure 
in viewing the books by subject. To my mind it is worth considering the 
ways that we see books on the shelves today through Jefferson’s eyes—his 
taste, his aesthetic, and his politics. The Library of Congress’s current clas-
sification system was derived in part from Jefferson’s personal catalog. As 
Kevin J. Hayes suggests, “In this respect, his careful library organization 
was more important than the individual books it contained. . . . Jefferson 
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saw the sale of his highly organized library of Congress as an opportunity 
to determine how the new national library codified information” (Hayes 
2012, 551). Hayes draws a lineage between Jefferson’s system and the cur-
rent Library of Congress Classification: “Any library patron browsing the 
stacks in American history who notices that the volumes are generally ar-
ranged from North to South can see the books through Jefferson’s eyes” 
(563). The creation of a library for the U.S. Congress, not long after the 
American Revolution, has framed our experience of libraries, not only 
in North America, but around the world. Jefferson could not have an-
ticipated the reach of the Library of Congress’s standards for organizing 
knowledge around the world today, but the establishment of the U.S.’s first 
federal cultural institution was instrumental in laying the groundwork for 
its global knowledge-organization systems. 

The vocational melancholy and awe that Dolsy Smith and Michele San-
tamaria describe in this issue have likely affected generations of librarians 
before us. Jefferson is exemplary in this regard, as he was preoccupied with 
both the sentimental and the sublime, and his taste and eye for beauty 
were grounded in eighteenth-century philosophies about aesthetics, nat-
ural history, and race. Central to his own cataloging practice was the reduc-
tion of complexity to subjects, even when that task required irresolvable 
choices based on his own priorities and ideas. For him the order of books 
was directly connected to a racial aesthetic and science. It should also be 
noted that Jefferson completed the first iteration of his book catalog in 
1783, shortly after his wife, Martha, died. Hayes and Fawn Brodie have 
suggested that cataloging his books was an act of mourning, or a “remedy 
for loneliness and despair” (Hayes 2012; Brodie 2010, 174). It is worth 
considering whether his project was born out of great emotional pain and 
loss, and that classifying books might be best understood as an act of con-
trol for memory keeping and preserving knowledge, of putting everything 
in its place to ensure some sense of security. This certainly supports Deb-
orah Prosser’s discussion of the ways in which people form attachments 
to books, that a collection and its order signals belonging, and that it is 
an extension or expression of identity. It may be the case that delving 
into the colonial history of librarianship will give us a frame and words to 
“articulate public critiques of the institutions we serve” (Smith, present 
issue, 465). In coming to terms with our professional awe and melancholy, 
we can consider the ways that we have inherited a racialized code that is 
generations old. Loss seems to me to be inherent to classifying, as so much 
has to be disregarded in order to reduce something to a category. The way 
we decide to classify something says a lot about how we want to remember 
it, but a closer examination also says a great deal about what we’re willing 
to forget or disavow. 

Interrogating what it means to have mastery over a subject includes 
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recognizing that the formation of subject categories in the Library of Con-
gress was among the many eighteenth- and nineteenth-century informa-
tion-management techniques, and that Jefferson’s categories were related 
to his daily domestic, plantation, and public lives. In Jefferson’s catalog, we 
find that there is an intrinsic relationship between colonial master/slave 
relations and the mastery of disciplines. The Library of Congress is the 
federal agency that sets the subject standards by which public and research 
libraries in North America and many other parts of the world are organ-
ized, and so examining the role of information and the codification of 
subjects provides historical context for some of the classificatory problems 
we have today. We might ask whether mastery depends on the reduction of 
complexity to uniform subjects; or about the extent to which classification 
makes domination possible and reproducible; or whether the globaliza-
tion of the standards in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries is a con-
tinuation of empire expansion. Jefferson’s book catalog uniquely reveals 
the role of classification in the intimate relations of power and knowledge, 
and comparing our current systems with his reveals that the racialized sub-
ject categories in library classifications today are an “aftermath of slavery” 
(Hartman 1997).

The things that matter in a given context get written down and named 
and installed in the historical record. And in a classification system, we 
see how they matter in relation to one another or in relation to the clas-
sifier. Indeed, a classification will affect how things are remembered and 
perhaps what is forgotten. The ghosts in the catalog can tell us a lot about 
our affective experiences in the library—not only the ghosts of catalogers 
past, but the ghosts of the people who were never meant to use the catalog, 
never allowed to read at all—the ghosts of the people who were abstracted 
into categories and research, the ghosts of the missing and forgotten. It 
seems to me that listening carefully to the ghosts in our libraries might be 
a way to work through some of the problems we observe in our daily lives 
in the library. Gordon describes the ways that ghosts reside among us: 
“Being haunted draws us affectively, sometimes against our will and always 
a bit magically, into the structure of feeling of a reality we come to experi-
ence, not as cold knowledge, but as a transformative recognition” (2008, 
8). Our information infrastructures might be thought of as mediums—not 
only mediums that facilitate the transit of information and but also ones 
that channel ghosts. 

Looking for the silences and ghostly traces among our shelves will pro-
vide entrances toward meeting the desires of the neglected and subjected, 
who are always affecting the circulation and reception of information. 

Note
1. For more on hauntings in LIS, see Settoducato (2019); Harris (2015).
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