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Addressing Problematic Terms in our Catalogues 

 

Name of Submitter:  

Laura Parsons (nominating someone else) 

Key People:  

Sotirios Alpanis, Mariam Aboelezz, Curstaidh Reid, David Woodbridge, John Casey, and others 
from the Qatar Foundation Partnership Project 

Curstaidh Reid, Mariam Aboelezz, Susannah Gillard, Noemi Ortega-Raventos, John Casey, John 
Hayhurst, William Monk, Julia Ihnatowicz, Tahani Shaban, George Samaan , Sotirios Alpanis, David 
Woodbridge (names aded by Francisca Fuentes Rettig on behalf of BL BAME network 

Reasons for Award: 

This was started by colleagues on the Qatar Foundation Partnership Project and has been worked 
on over lockdown. The idea to start the work was inspired by a talk by Melissa Bennett about 
decolonising the archive and how terms used in catalogue records can be problematic. This project 
has analysed the terms used in cataloguing including the terms used when translating our catalogue 
records into Arabic so that they can be added to our bilingual Qatar Digital Library.  

The project is creating a guide to help cataloguers and translators as well as list of problematic 
terms.  

As part of the project, python scripts have been created to search catalogue records, such as from 
IAMS and Flickr using the API and using xml files of downloaded catalogue records, to analyse 
instances of such terms, how and when they are used and collate statistics about them. These have 
helped the project understand the scale of the issue.  
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Furthermore, it has enabled the project to start updating catalogue records, such as removing some 
inappropriate and concerning image tags that were created automatically for Flickr images. 

This has been a successful, interesting and highly worthwhile collaborative project between many 
teams. It was initiated as it was identified that there was an issue that needed to be dealt with 
sensitively and that could be greatly helped by the combined knowledge, experience and technical 
expertise of a variety of staff. They have worked together, whilst working from home, coordinating a 
variety of tasks including writing scripts, testing changes, comparing terms in English and Arabic, 
creating spreadsheets and working with the technical teams to make changes to catalogue records. 
Without the python scripts, this work would have been slow and manual.  

The innovative work to create a variety of scripts to search catalogue records, including IAMS and 
Flickr via the API and downloaded XML files, has enabled data to be searched and analysed in bulk. 
This has, and will continue in future to, enable the project to resolve, avoid and remove problematic 
terms that can reflect poorly on the British Library. By creating and testing practices and writing a 
guide to report on these developments, they are also building knowledge and information to ensure 
that this can be applied to other records and future cataloguing practices in future. 

Work Start: May 2020 Work End: ongoing 

Notes from: Francisca Fuentes Rettig on behalf of BL BAME network 

This project set out to identify and remedy racist and potentially offensive language and terminology 
in the catalogue records of the Qatar project, across records in different languages. 

This work makes a significant contribution to an ongoing and thus far largely over-looked problem 
with the British Library's catalogue records that include racist and offensive language and 
terminology.  The team's initiative in identifying the problem, collaborating towards a solution, and 
changing their working practice to improve future outputs is a really important model for the wider 
Library to learn from.  A collaborative approach to building a data analysis model that considered 
quite complex multi-lingual and cultural sensitivities resulted in more nuanced and complete results 
than would otherwise have been possible. 

Their work has been presented to wider staff at a BAME Network event, and was a 
very positive example of overcoming obstacles to carry out effective anti-racist work.  
It was also encouraging that this was initiated by cataloguers and translators who were 
able to learn and work with data analysis techniques to deliver succesful results. 


