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Introduction

The African Studies Centre (ASC) Leiden is an independent foundation associated with Leiden 
University. Its aims are to undertake research on Africa in the social sciences, to maintain 
a specialist library and documentation department, and to facilitate the dissemination of 
information on Africa. The library houses a broad-based collection in the field of the social 
sciences and the humanities, the only collection in the Netherlands focusing entirely on Africa. 
Current holdings include some 75,000 books, 2,000 periodicals, of which almost 600 are current 
subscriptions, about 1,000 documentaries and feature films, and a growing digital collection. 
Approximately half the holdings are English, about a third French, and the remainder is divided 
between German, Dutch, Afrikaans, Portuguese and Spanish. Between 2000 and 2006, the library 
carried out a project to improve subject access to the ASC collection by building an African 
Studies Thesaurus and converting all subject codes used until then into thesaurus descriptors.

From a classification to a word-based indexing system

Until 2006, subject access was provided by numerical codes based on the UDC. To take into 
account developments in African studies many numbers had been built specifically for ASC 
use. An alphabetical card index of key words in Dutch guided library visitors to the codes used 
in the catalogue. Effective use of the system was not self-evident and with the development of 
automated library services in the 1990s, there was also a growing number of remote users who 
had to make do on their own. The idea grew to switch to a more user-friendly word-based indexing 
system for subject access and to convert all the UDC codes used until then to the new system. 

Initially we had hoped to be able to switch to an existing word-based system, preferably one also 
used by other libraries with African Studies collections. Ideally the language should be English, 
and if possible also Dutch, since many of our library users are Dutch speakers. However, after 
reviewing existing word-based indexing systems, including the Library of Congress subject 
headings and the OECD Macrothesaurus, we had to conclude that none was really suitable for 
ASC use. Short of constructing our own word-based indexing system from scratch, the only other 
option was to start with what we already had, the UDC.

The UDC can potentially be used to develop a word-based system in one of two ways. On the 
one hand, this can be done by making an index to the UDC codes that are used (see, e.g., the 
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index to the classification used by the University Library of Kiel, Erdei 1999). On the other hand, 
the UDC codes can serve as a starting point for constructing a thesaurus (see, e.g., Riesthuis & 
Bliedung 1991; Francu 2000, 2004; and ETH-Bibliothek Zürich, Loth 1996a, 1996b; Schwaningen 
1996, 1997). After exploring both options we decided on the latter. 

In early 2001 the Dutch alphabetical card index to the ASC UDC codes, which had been 
digitized, was imported into MultiTes, a software programme specifically designed for thesaurus 
construction, and work on constructing the thesaurus began. Five years later the African Studies 
Thesaurus was ready for use. It contains more than 12,000 terms, of which some 5,250 are 
descriptors or preferred terms. The thesaurus contains some 1,600 fewer descriptors than the 
UDC codes which served as the source. The difference can largely be accounted for by upward 
posting, the splitting of compound codes into component concepts and the combining of codes 
from different classes when the concept represented was essentially unambiguous.

Challenges in constructing the African Studies Thesaurus

Some of the main challenges we faced were conceptual and arose from semantic differences 
between English and Dutch, and differences between a classification and a system based on 
words in a natural language. The fact that we were multitasking also created a certain amount 
of confusion. Activities that were analytically distinct were, in practice, inextricably linked, and 
inevitably undertaken simultaneously. This meant that while we were constructing the thesaurus 
we were, at the same time, setting up a concordance with the UDC codes from which the 
descriptors were derived. This was necessary because we wanted to convert all the UDC codes 
which had been assigned to titles in the catalogue into descriptors once the new thesaurus was 
completed. A further complicating factor for both thesaurus construction and the mapping of 
codes and descriptors was inconsistent classification practice over the years and shifts in the 
meaning and coverage of codes. This meant that we also had to review ASC classifying practice.

Other challenges more directly concerned issues of thesaurus construction, such as specificity of 
vocabulary and level of precoordination, vocabulary control, particularly evident in the case of 
polysemy, and how best to realize a presentation, for each country in Africa, of related peoples, 
polities, languages and political parties.

Broad subject ordering: back to a classification?

A feature of the thesaurus which has yet to be realized is the systematic display of descriptors 
in broad subject categories. When constructing the thesaurus, each descriptor was assigned a 
code from the UDC Master Reference File. Preliminary work indicates that these codes can be 
used to develop a broad subject ordering. Unfortunately, however, it seems unlikely that it will 
be possible to generate a broad subject ordering automatically, for reasons inherent both to the 
UDC itself and to our use of it in the thesaurus.

Conclusion

We have been using the African Studies Thesaurus now for almost three years. This, and our 
previous experience with the UDC, has brought home the complementarity of a thesaurus and a 
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classification as information languages for subject indexing and retrieval (see also Bland & Stoffan 
2008). The African Studies Thesaurus is available on the web and web statistics indicate a steady 
and growing use. With the planned development of a systematic display of the descriptors in 
broad subject categories, we hope to further enhance the value of the thesaurus as a tool for 
managing African Studies information resources, amongst others through the potential this 
provides for subject browsing, as well as for the mapping of terms from multiple databases in 
order to provide integrated subject access to the ASC digital library.
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