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Of Mandates and Phobias 
New Library of Congress Subject Headings Originating from Atla
 By Jill Annitto, Lianghao Lu, and Barnaby Hughes

ATLA’S ROLE IN SHAPING RELIGIOUS SUBJECT HEADINGS

For many years, Atla has served as the Library of Congress (LC) subject authority for religious terms. 
However, it had been some time since the Atla SACO (Subject Authority Cooperative Program) Funnel 
submitted new or updated terms for consideration. Traditionally, term submissions to LC have come 
from catalogers—professionals deeply versed in MARC records and bibliographic standards. But 
Atla’s Metadata Team, with its broad and current view of religious scholarship, felt ready to take on 
the challenge. Indexing nearly 100,000 articles, book reviews, essays, and multimedia records annu-
ally, the team is often among the first to spot emerging trends in religion and theology. If a concept 
is gaining traction, Atla’s metadata editors are likely to notice.

Beyond the required cataloging coursework in library school, the metadata editors needed addi-
tional training to navigate the submission process. Jill Annitto, Atla’s Head of Metadata and Editorial 
Operations—and de facto SACO Funnel coordinator for the past two years—received a crash course 
in ClassWeb and LC submission protocols, thanks to the guidance of Library of Congress cataloging 
policy specialist Heidy Berthoud. Metadata Editors Lianghao Lu and Barnaby Hughes identified 
three terms for submission, which were ultimately accepted after collaborative feedback from LC’s 
Policy, Training, and Cooperative Programs Division.

Of course, not every new idea warrants a new subject heading. LC frequently rejects new subject-
heading proposals as unnecessary. And so it goes among Atla’s Metadata Team. This article explores 
how the selected terms were identified, the research that supported their acceptance, and how Atla’s 
Metadata Team plans to apply these lessons to future submissions.

HEAVENLY HEADINGS

Lianghao Lu, the metadata editor specializing in Asian religions and philosophy, noticed that there 
is a relative lack of appropriate subject headings for Confucianism and broader Chinese religions 
when indexing academic publications in the field. In particular, for academic journals such as The 
Journal of Confucian Philosophy and Culture, Journal of Chinese Philosophy, Dao, Philosophy East and 
West, Asian Philosophy, Ching Feng, and other journals interacting with East Asian religions, there are 
some Confucianism and Chinese religions-specific concepts that frequently appear but are not rep-
resented in the Library of Congress Subject Headings; Tiān and Mandate of Heaven are two of them.

The Chinese religious concept of Tiān has been a subject heading in Atla’s thesaurus for a while. 
It was originally created as “Heaven (Chinese religion),” probably to distinguish it from the more 
prevalently used term Heaven, which has strong Christian and Western monotheistic connotations. 
Tiān is a fundamental religious concept in Chinese religions shared by Confucianism, Taoism, and 
later Chinese Buddhism. Moreover, it is a Chinese philosophical concept as well. Thus, it would 
be remiss if the indexer could not capture this concept when indexing related scholarship. After 
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checking the Library of Congress Subject Headings, Lu found that Tiān was not included. Therefore, 
it would be a contribution from the Atla metadata team to make this important Chinese religious and 
philosophical concept established in the Library of Congress system for the benefit of the broader 
field of library cataloging.

To provide sufficient and appropriate scholarly support for establishing Tiān in the Library of 
Congress system, essentially an annotated bibliography needs to be made. Lu used three kinds of 
sources. First, for Internet sources, Lu cited the Wikipedia article for Tiān, to illustrate that this concept 
was well-established online. Second, from academic books, Lu cited Michael J. Puett’s To Become a 
God: Cosmology, Sacrifice, and Self-divinization in Early China and Robert Eno’s The Confucian Creation 
of Heaven: Philosophy and the Defense of Ritual Mastery. The concept Tiān is pivotal within these two 
books, and Lu provided the relevant page references to highlight the discussion and relevance of 
Tiān for the two scholars. The third type of source is academic journals, and this is relatively easy to 
locate by using the Atla Religion Database (RDB) in which there have been hundreds of cases where 
Tiān is used during the indexing process. In the end, Lu listed five journal articles where Tiān is 
prominently used.

Figure 1: MARC record for Library of Congress subject heading “Tiān”

The second subject heading proposed by the Atla metadata team and accepted by the Library of 
Congress is “Mandate of Heaven.” It relates to Tiān but is more specific to the field of political science. 
Mandate of Heaven is the political legitimization invoked by rulers and political philosophers in 
ancient China, asserting that Tiān bestows its mandate to a virtuous ruler who would rule the world. 
As such, the Chinese emperors would be called “Son of Heaven.” It is an ancient political concept which 
was later incorporated and refined by Confucianism, becoming a crucial part of Confucian politi-
cal philosophy and shared by all the major philosophical schools and religions in China. Moreover, 
Mandate of Heaven later spread to other East Asian countries such as Korea, Japan, and Vietnam, 
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where their rulers would invoke this concept to justify their political authority and legitimacy. The 
Western counterpart for Mandate of Heaven is the Divine right of kings, which was proposed as 
a related subject heading. To make the case that Mandate of Heaven is an important concept that 
frequently appeared in academic publications, Lu cited the Wikipedia page for Mandate of Heaven, 
and five scholarly works, including one monograph—all of which were recently published—to 
support the establishment of Mandate of Heaven as a subject heading. In addition, because of its 
significance, Mandate of Heaven has a broader term, “Confucianism and Politics” and “Authority”, 
and several related terms, including “Philosophy, Chinese,” “Tiān,” and “Confucianism and State.”

Figure 2: MARC record for Library of Congress subject heading “Mandate of Heaven”

WHAT IS THERE TO BE AFRAID OF?

Barnaby Hughes, the metadata editor specializing in Catholic and medieval studies, had already 
created several new terms relating to Catholic theology for the Religion Database. Instead of propos-
ing one of these, however, he decided to put forward a term that he had come across in many Latin 
American theological journals: aporofobia. Coined by the Spanish philosopher Adela Cortina in the 
1990s, aporophobia, or the fear of poor people, is less a phobia than a prejudice. Cortina had noticed 
that her fellow Spaniards were often hostile to immigrants, but not as a conventional xenophobia. 
They were not hostile to all foreigners, just poor ones.

Hughes originally created this term in Atla’s thesaurus as “Spanish language—Terms—Aporofobia” 
on July 23, 2020. As he began to see it crop up in other languages, Hughes modified the thesaurus 
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entry to “Aporophobia.” When preparing to submit the term to the Library of Congress, Hughes 
added the variants “Fear of poor people” and “Povertyism,” as well as the broader terms “Phobias,” 
“Poor,” and “Poverty.” As Lu had done with “Tiān” and “Mandate of Heaven,” Hughes added a defi-
nition from Wikipedia and references to both academic books and articles. The sole book cited was 
Cortina’s Aporophobia. To bolster Atla’s submission, Hughes read Cortina’s book and added relevant 
definitions and discussions of the term aporophobia. Hughes then added five of the most relevant 
articles he had indexed in RDB from Spanish-, Portuguese-, and English-language journals.

Figure 3: MARC record for Library of Congress subject heading “Fear of poor people”

STAMP OF APPROVAL

Jill Annitto submitted these three terms to the Library of Congress on March 14, 2024. They soon 
appeared with some modifications on “Tentative Monthly List 11 LCSH 4 (October-November, 2024).” 
LC had simplified “Tiān (Chinese religion)” to simply “Tiān.” In fact, LC removed all references to 
Chinese religions from variant forms and related terms, leaving only “Heaven” and “Mythology, 
Chinese” as broader terms. “Mandate of Heaven” was mostly accepted as submitted, but without 
any relation to “Tiān” or “Divine right of kings.” Lastly, when it came to “Aporophobia,” LC opted to 
establish the variant form “Fear of poor people” instead. Only “Phobias” was accepted as a broader 
term. All three appear on “Approved Monthly List 11 LCSH 4 (October-November 2024),” which is 
rather a misnomer, as the subject headings themselves were actually established in April 2025. As of 
September 29, 2025, “Fear of poor people” has been applied to just one book in LC’s catalog, which 
means that the term has not been retrospectively applied to Adela Cortina’s book Aporophobia. 
Similarly, “Mandate of Heaven” appears in the title of ten books in LC’s catalog but has not been added 
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as a subject heading to any of them. By contrast, “Fear of poor people” has been applied to eleven 
articles in RDB, while “Mandate of Heaven” has been applied to twelve. “Tiān,” however, has proved 
to be a much more useful term; it has been applied to 211 records in the Atla Religion Database.

Atla has been incredibly gratified by the Library of Congress’ approval and acceptance of these 
three subject headings. The process from start to finish lasted more than a year. Through it all, Atla’s 
Metadata Team has learned much about what makes a successful submission: the term itself should 
be as simple as possible; related terms must be used sparingly and stringently; and definitions and 
citations should be as full as possible. Nevertheless, the Library of Congress is still likely to modify the 
proposed submission. Even though the previous pace of subject heading evaluations at the Library 
of Congress has slowed lately, Atla’s metadata editors submitted two new terms in January and are 
preparing to submit many more. This will allow greater visibility for new scholarship in theology and 
religion and enable students and researchers to find the resources they need more easily.attempt to 
justify the change by claiming that “Trans-exclusionary radical feminism” is a slur. In this section, 
the funnel meticulously dismantled this claim, demonstrating that the argument in and of itself is 
invalid and problematic in that it is used by an oppressive group to “claim victimhood, and deflect 
blame for the very real harms perpetuated against trans people that the movement encourages.”
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