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What is reparative description?
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What is 
description? 

Recording the attributes of an item (such as title, 
author, date, publisher, contents, etc.) so a user 
can find and identify an item.
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How do historical societies use 
description? 

Catalog records
Exhibit labels
Articles
Programming
& More



What is reparative description? 

National Archives

“The process of assessing 
and contextualizing or 
updating harmful 
descriptions and 
establishing standards and 
policies to guide staff in 
future description work.”

Society of American 
Archivists

“Remediation of practices 
or data that exclude, 
silence, harm, or 
mischaracterize 
marginalized people in the 
data created or used by 
archivists to identify or 
characterize archival 
resources.”

Yale University Library

“Reparative archival 
description aims to 
remediate or contextualize
potentially outdated or 
harmful language used in 
archival description and to 
create archival description 
that is accurate, inclusive, 
and community-centered.”
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Source Source

Source

https://www.archives.gov/research/reparative-description/principles
https://guides.library.yale.edu/reparativearchivaldescription#:%7E:text=Reparative%20archival%20description%20aims%20to,inclusive%2C%20and%20community%2Dcentered.
https://dictionary.archivists.org/entry/reparative-description.html:%7E:text=n.,characterize%20archival%20resources%20(View%20Citations)


““When we find harmful language that was 
created by a library employee, we update it. 
When we identify harmful language by the 
original creator, we provide additional 
context.”

NC State University Library

Source

https://www.lib.ncsu.edu/scrc/reparative-archival-description


How can you practice 
reparative description?

Develop a Harmful 
Content Statement

Establish and revise 
cataloging policies 
that include updated 
best practices

Apply revised 
policies to past and 
ongoing description

Engage with your 
community and 
fellow historical 
societies

Practice cultural 
humility
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Harmful Content Statements
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Harmful content statement: A statement acknowledging that language or imagery in 
materials and descriptions may be harmful, offensive, or promote bigotry. 

Source

https://www.middlebury.edu/library/special-collections/collections/language-archival-and-library-catalogs


Harmful Content Statements
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List of Statements on Bias in Library and Archives 
Description

Recollection Wisconsin: Content Statement Toolkit

Source
Source

https://cataloginglab.org/list-of-statements-on-bias-in-library-and-archives-description/
https://cataloginglab.org/list-of-statements-on-bias-in-library-and-archives-description/
https://recollectionwisconsin.org/the-toolkit-content-statements
https://www.library.dartmouth.edu/digital/policies/content
https://blackwomenssuffrage.dp.la/


Guidance for cataloging practices
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•Anti-Racist Description Resources
•Anti-Racist Digital Library Glossary
•Understanding Racism Glossary
•Protocols for Native American Archival Materials
•Glossary of Disability Terminology
•Disability Language Style Guide
•Guidelines for Writing about People with Disabilities
•Chronic Poverty Research Center Glossary
•The Women’s Thesaurus
•Homosaurus
•Metadata Best Practices for Trans and Gender-Diverse 
Resources
•GLBT Controlled Vocabularies and Classification Schemes
•Digital Transgender Archive: Global Terms
•Digital Transgender Archive: Glossary
•Marshall Project – What words we use

https://archivesforblacklives.files.wordpress.com/2019/10/ardr_final.pdf
https://sacred.omeka.net/glossary
https://racismnoway.com.au/about-racism/understanding-racism/glossary/
https://www2.nau.edu/libnap-p/
https://www.dpa.org.sg/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/DPA-Disability-Glossary-FINAL.pdf
https://ncdj.org/style-guide/
https://adata.org/factsheet/ADANN-writing
https://www.chronicpoverty.org/uploads/publication_files/CPR1_appendices.pdf
https://institute-genderequality.org/library-archive/collection/thesaurus/?core=thes&facet.field=%7B!ex%3Dcategory%20key%3Dcategory%7Dcategory&facet.mincount=1&facet=true&fq%5B%5D=&fq%5B%5D=taal%3Aeng&letter=&q=&rows=10&sort=keywordSort%2Basc&wt=json&start=0
https://homosaurus.org/
https://zenodo.org/record/6829167#.Y-Zt5HbMJD8
https://zenodo.org/record/6829167#.Y-Zt5HbMJD8
https://www.ala.org/rt/sites/ala.org.rt/files/content/Accessibility/GLBT%20Controlled%20Vocabularies%20and%20Classification%20Schemes.pdf
https://www.digitaltransgenderarchive.net/learn/terms
https://www.digitaltransgenderarchive.net/learn/glossary
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2021/04/12/what-words-we-use-and-avoid-when-covering-people-and-incarceration


Example
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Example
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Action to take: 
Change the subject 
heading “Slaves” to 
“Enslaved people”



Example
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Action to take: In the 
summary, change 
“Slave” to “Enslaved 
people”



Example
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Action to take: Add a 
harmful content 
statement to the 
record. 

Action to take: Add 
subject headings 
“enslavers” and 
“enslaved people”. 



What is reparative 
description? 

Source: Harvard Center for the History of Medicine

https://wiki.harvard.edu/confluence/display/hmschommanual/Guidelines+for+Inclusive+and+Conscientious+Description#GuidelinesforInclusiveandConscientiousDescription-Introduction


What is reparative 
description? 

Source: Harvard Center for the History of Medicine

https://wiki.harvard.edu/confluence/display/hmschommanual/Guidelines+for+Inclusive+and+Conscientious+Description#GuidelinesforInclusiveandConscientiousDescription-Introduction


Cultural humility
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What is reparative 
description? 

Check in
How can your organization implement reparative 

description practices? 



Engage and reflect
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•This work can be scaled to your capacity and it’s okay 
to start small. 

•Don’t discount the importance of seemingly small 
changes.

•Keep track of the work you do and share it – you are 
not alone in this! 

•Try to keep judgment of yourself and others out of it.  
People operate with the information they have at the 
time and guidance will continue to change. 

•Doing this work is worth the possible discomfort of 
addressing or engaging with topics you may find 
uncomfortable. 

•You can’t describe what you don’t have, and engaging 
with reparative description practices will help you 
identify gaps or poor representation in your collection. 



“
Bergis Jules quoting Howard Zinn in Jules’ 2016 Keynote 
“Confronting Our Failure of Care Around the Legacies of 
Marginalized People in the Archives” Source

https://medium.com/on-archivy/confronting-our-failure-of-care-around-the-legacies-of-marginalized-people-in-the-archives-dc4180397280


Thank you!
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juls.sundberg@vermonthistory.org

Contact me!

Use your phone camera to scan

Resource List
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