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What is the need?

Level of specificity of Arabic lists of subject headings is very limited. 

This created the significant need to develop QNLSH to authorize new 

Arabic subject headings proposals through translating and adapting 

from the LCSH.
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https://www.jam3.online/login.html
QRMAK (50,000 Subject Headings) 

not updated since 2002)

https://authorities.loc.gov/ 

LCSH (Approx. 500,000 Subject Headings) updated quarterly

https://www.jam3.online/login.html
https://authorities.loc.gov/


• Current Status

• “qnlsh” became a registered MARC 21 code for subject heading 
sources

https://www.loc.gov/standards/sourcelist/subject.html 

• Approximately 20,000 authorized SARs 

• “qnaf” became a registered MARC 21 code for name sources

https://loc.gov/marc/relators/tn240423src.html

• Approximately 8,000 authorized NARs including approximately 1900 
Geographic names

• New Arabic Subject Headings Proposals are available through QNL 
Internal Wiki 

https://wiki.qnl.qa/
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• How the project started?

• Arabic Subject Heading Enhancing Project (2020-

• Initially, a batch process approach to import bibliographic records for Arabic 

books from various external databases was utilized to increase the Arabic 

cataloging productivity before QNL Opening. 

• In 2020, the CAT team started developing the QNLSH (Qatar National 

Library Subject Heading) that incorporates various new Arabic subject 

headings. This was accomplished through both semi-automated and manual 

methods that identified inconsistencies in subject headings originating from 

different bibliographic record sources and the outdated Arabic Subject 

Headings list known as "QRMAK."
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Project Tasks

A Subject Committee was formed to look after the following tasks:

• Review the new Arabic subject headings proposals

• Establish the process of translating Arabic subject headings 
adapted from LCSH

• Discuss the obscure terms and come-up with decision on the best 
translation of the equivalent Arabic term

• Unify the different translations of the same subject heading that was 
translated on the fly and added to QNL WIKI by the CAT team

• Prepare an Arabic Subject Cataloging Manual documenting all the 
practices as we go further in the project

• Creating full Arabic Subject Authority Records on Sierra with cross-
lingual mappings to LCSH
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Implementation Steps

• Clean Up Sierra’s Subject Index

• Unifying and controlling Arabic subject headings in bibliographic 
records, based on:

• The Arabic subject headings available in QRMAK by Dr. 
Shaban Khalifah

• The QNLSH expansions of QRMAK (Arabic translations of 
the LCSH if available)

• Creating Full Subject Authority Records (SARs) for QRMAK 
Headings

• Creating full SARs records for QRMAK subject headings 
with references, broader terms and notes in Sierra

• The equivalent LCSH is added in the linking fields (7XX) in 
authority records if it is readily available
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Implementation Steps

• Authorization of Non-QRMAK Headings

• Arabic subject heading proposals will be authorized, based on:

• Thesauri or reference sources (Such as UN Term)

• Literary warrant (the work catalogued) if the term is not 
available in any thesauri or reference source

• Similar headings in QRMAK will be used as pattern for 
formulating the Arabic subject proposals to ensure consistency

• Creating Full Subject Authority Records (SARs) for Non-
QRMAK Headings

• Creating full subject authority records for Non-QRMAK subject 
headings based on LCSH with references, broader terms and 
notes

• The equivalent LCSH will be added in the linking fields (7XX) in 
authority records
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Sample (QNLSH Record)



Sample (LCSH Record)



Sample (QNLSH)



QNLSH Cross-Reference



QNLSH Cross Reference



QNLSH (New Arabic SH)



QNLSH (New Arabic SH)



QNAF Names Authority File (Author)



LC Name Authority File (Author)



QNAF Name Authority File (Place)



QNAF Name Authority File (Corp.)



Project Methodology

Authority Research

Determine how is the term used

• Consult authoritative” sources

• Dictionaries, encyclopedias, etc.

• Thesauri

• Literary warrants (thesis, books, journals, websites)

• Amount of research varies, but is not an exhaustive search, looking for 
consensus

• If conflicting information is found in the first two sources checked, further 
sources may need to be checked in search of a "tiebreaker"

Mechanisms



Project Methodology 

Main Authority Tools

• UN Term Thesaurus

https://unterm.un.org/ 

• Virtual International Authority File (Multilingual/Multi-script Personal and 
Corporate Names)

www.viaf.org

GNS Server (Includes many Arabic Geographic Names are transliterated 
into Latin and available in Arabic script)

http://geonames.nga.mil/gns/html/ 
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Project Methodology 

Constructing Terms

• Subject terms are constructed identically with the English term in 

terms of singular vs. plural.

• The translated Arabic term should be the most commonly known 

term in Arabic as found in “authoritative reference” sources.

• The term in Arabic can be one of the following:

• Identical

• Same Concept

• Same meaning
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Project Methodology

Consulting Reference Sources

• General dictionaries like “Qamus Majma al Lughah al arabiyah” should 

be checked for general topics. 

• Appropriate sources should be checked for special topics, like Faruqi 

law dictionary for law, ElShami for Librarianship (elshami.com), 

chemistry dictionaries for chemicals, etc.

• A comprehensive list of reference tools must be prepared and 

validated by, including identifying their “preference order”

Mechanisms



Project Methodology 

Reference Sources

• It is usually not applicable to consult only one reference source for 

translating an Arabic term.

• Individual Arabic reference sources may or may not be accurate, may 

or may not be authoritative, or may or may not present or advocate a 

particular point of view.

• It is always recommended in Arabic vocabulary control that at least 

“two authoritative reference sources” are consulted.

• In case of conflict in the two reference sources it is necessary to seek 

corroboration or verification of the term in additional sources. 
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Project Methodology

Consulting Thesauri Tools 

• Consulting thesauri are much easier than researching reference 
sources and literary warrants.

• The main advantage of consulting a thesaurus that it identifies a 
preferred term and its variant terms.

• However, finding a term in a thesaurus may demonstrate a particular 
usage of the term but does not necessarily indicate that it is the best 
or predominant way of referring to a topic.

• The term usage in a reference source is always more authoritative as 
“preferred term” than the term in a thesauri. 
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Project Methodology 

Thesauri Tools (UN Term) (mainly for social sciences topics, doesn’t 

include Islamic topics)
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Project Methodology 

Thesauri Tools (Faisal Thesauri)

al-Fayṣal : maknaz Arabī shāmil fī ulūm 
al-ḥaḍārah : qism ulūm al-dīn al-Islāmī
A List of subject headings used for 
Islamic studies by Markaz al-Malik 
Fayṣal lil-Buḥūth wa-al-Dirāsāt al-
Islāmīyah (King Faisal Center for 
Research and Islamic Studies), Riyadh, 
Saudi Arabia. 
A scholarly developed Arabic list of 
Islamic religious terms using natural 
language.
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Project Methodology 

Thesauri Tools (Faisal Thesauri)
Hundreds of narrow terms from Faisal don’t 

have any equivalent English LCSH terms. 

This applies mainly to three major topics 

(Quran Hadith and Sufism terms). These 

topics need further improvement and 

expansions in LCSH.

Mechanisms



Project Methodology (Adapted from 

the LC Arabic SACO Project)

• Thesauri Tools (Arabic MeSH)

Qaimat ruus al-mawduat al-tibbiyah = 

Medical subject headings (MeSH), 

National Library of Medicine,  

translated into Arabic by the World 

Health Organization, Regional 

Office for the Eastern 

Mediterranean
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Project Methodology (Adapted from the 

LC Arabic SACO Project)

• Thesauri Tools (Arabic MeSH)

• Arabic MeSH Subject Headings 

Disadvantages

• Terms are arranged alphabetically 
in Arabic language no index 
available for searching in English 
language

• Include scientific not common 
terms

•  Not intended for public usage
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Project Methodology (Adapted from the LC Arabic SACO Project)

• Literary Warrants 

• There will be some situations in Arabic, for example, with technical or 

computer terms, where the only information may be in literary 

warrants.

• Literary warrants such as titles of books, thesis and other types of 

publications including information on the web can be consulted. 

• In those cases, it is helpful to have a clear definition of the term before 

accepting the term found in the literary warrants.

• Checking for usage in titles in OCLC is a good means of finding 

variant terminology for references.
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Project Methodology 

Final Step 

• It is sometimes necessary to weigh the information found in various 

sources and to use judgment to determine which source is more 

authoritative or current. 

• If the information in literary warrants is confirmed in an authoritative 

reference source, that is probably all that is needed.

Mechanisms



Challenges

Authority Control Module (ACM) Issues

• Although 40% Of the Subject Authority Records (SARs) were completed 40%, all 

ongoing work has been halted until we resolve the Sierra ACM issue.

• ACM cannot update bibliographic records as intended. 

• Solving this issue will improve the consistency of the access points and help 

overcome any hindrance in the retrieval of names, places, subjects, and genre 

terms especially in Arabic languages by end users. 

• It will also speed up the authority control routine work through a systematic 

automated way rather than the slow manual way. 

• This issue was reported several times since 2017 to the vendor. It was anticipated 

to be fixed in the newest Sierra release 6 but was not fully fixed until date.



Challenges

Conceptual English to Arabic Terminology Mapping (Not Translation)

• Owing to the dramatically different language structures and cultural bases 

of Arabic and English, translated subject headings involving these 

languages frequently are not equivalent to the concept of the original 

heading. 

• The concept of the translated headings in many cases is either overly 

broad or the headings do not retain the original meaning. Thus, a more 

thorough analysis and understanding of the very different Arabic and 

English language structures are needed to alleviate this inevitable difficulty.

• The LCSH may be identical or represent the same meaning or the same 

concept as the Arabic term.



Challenges

Conceptual English to Arabic Terminology Mapping (Not Translation)

The following subject heading illustrates the challenges faced in conveying the 

original concept in the process of mapping the English term in LCSH to the 

Arabic concept of the term

150    al-Ahkam al-sultaniyah

750 0 Public law (Islamic law)
The Arabic term “al-Ahkam al-sultaniyah” can be literally translated as 

“Sultanate rulings”, which represents the general law in Islam. However, the 

term “Sultanate rulings” can be ambiguous to English speaking researches. 

Accordingly, the LCSH used to represent “al-Ahkam al-sultaniyah” as “Public 

law (Islamic law)” with the aim to disambiguate the term and near the meaning 

for English speaking researchers.



Challenges

Conceptual English to Arabic Terminology Mapping (Not Translation)

The following additional examples subject heading illustrates the challenges 

faced in conveying the original concept in the process of mapping the English 

term in LCSH to the Arabic concept of the term

150    Usul al-fiqh

750 0 Islamic law—Interpretation and construction

150    al-Tawassul bi al-awliya

750 0 Intercessory prayer—Islam



Challenges

Conceptual Mapping (Not Translation)

Figure 1. Conceptual equivalence illustrates some possible conceptual 

mismatches in the process of conceptual mapping between two subject 

headings in different languages

Source: Jung-ran Park, “Hindrances in Semantic Mapping among Metadata Schemes: A 

Linguistic Perspective,” Journal of Internet Cataloging 5, no. 3 (2002): 74.



Many topics especially related to Islamic law were approved by LC SACO, 
making the cross-lingual mapping attainable.

• Gambling (Islamic law)

• Setoff and counterclaim (Islamic law)

• Kings and rulers (Islamic law)

• Terrorism (Islamic law)

Challenges
Conceptual Mapping (Arabization vs. Expansion)



While others took very long time to get approved such as the following Baqāʼ (Sufism) and Fanāʼ (Sufism).

Challenges
Conceptual Mapping (Arabization vs. Expansion)



QNL has sufficient literary warrant publications about the following topics, but 
they were not approved by LC SACO. Thus, the only equivalent LCSH for all 
these topics is Quran—Readings which is the broader term of the below subject 
headings

• Quran--Seven Successive Readings

• Quran--Three Completing Readings

• Quran--Ten Readings 

• Quran--Fourteen Readings

• Quran--Irregular Readings

• Quran-- Forged Readings

• Quran-- Interpolated Readings. 

Challenges
Conceptual Mapping (Arabization vs. Expansion)



• What would be the practice for mapping if the term in LCSH is the broader 

term? Choice between Option A or Option b or Option C? 

• Some topics are even overly broad to hundreds of Arabic terms such as 

Hadith—Authorities; the only available LCSH broader term to more than 300 

terms in Faisal Thesaurus related to Hadith Sciences.

Option A

• 0 130 Quran--Qirāʼāt al-sabʻ 

• 730 07 Quran--Seven Successive Readings|2qnlsh

Challenges
Conceptual Mapping (Arabization vs. Expansion)

Option B

• 130 Quran--Qirāʼāt al-sabʻ 

• 730 00 Quran--Readings

Option C

130 Quran--Qirāʼāt al-sabʻ 

730 00 Quran--Readings

730 07 Quran--Seven Successive Readings|2qnlsh



Challenges of Authority Control of Authors Names
Author name in Arabic script is not available on Wiki



Challenges of Authority Control of Authors Names

Author name in Latin script is available on Wiki



What are the key areas for which QNLSH will be 

useful?

• Better discoverability of all library resources by names access 

points & subject headings terminologies.

• Adding all variants ensure a high predictability of what the user 

expects to find, facilitates search, and accurate retrieval, etc.

• Allow cross-lingual (Arabic and English search functionality).

• Help in more cataloging productivity because the cataloger will 

assign headings from QNLSH rather than going through the 

enormity of translation.

• A tool for assigning Arabic subject headings in any future 

project with external partners.

• Help in unifying all Arabic subject headings translated as part of 

past projects with various external partners.



Future Development

• Project undergoing to publish QNLSH, QNAF, and selected 

bibliographic records as Linked Data through the Identities and 

Vocabularies Solution (IVS).

• Prepare Arabic Subject Cataloging Manual and publish it in 

electronic form.

• Link QNLSH and QNAF to the Library of Congress Multilingual 

Subject Headings project which is part of id.loc.gov.

• Conduct LIS training programs to librarians from the Arab world 

about the use and development of QNL Controlled 

Vocabularies.

• Initiate Name & Subject authority cooperative program similar 

to LC NACO & SACO project to regionally collect new Arabic 

name & subject headings proposals.



Recommendations

• Initiate the Virtual International Subject Authority File (VISAF) or 

expand the Virtual International Authority File (VIAF) to include 

linked multilingual subject headings.

• Currently, Bibliotheca Alexandrina, the National Library of 

Lebanon and the National Library of Morocco are examples of 

Arab world libraries that contribute names to VIAF. Thus, Arabic 

Subject authority files developed by different libraries in the 

Arab world can co-exist and virtually linked to other multilingual 

subject headings in a similar way.

• The initiation of international committee that can bring together 

researchers from across a broad range of disciplines to 

consider different aspects of developing a cross-lingual/cultural 

semantic mapping and expansions of topics relevant to Arabic 

& Islamic studies.



Conclusion

While the challenges of developing 
QNLSH and QNAF are huge. The 

outcomes are very promising especially if 
achieved through international 

collaboration.



Thank You
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