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Critiques of Subject Access 
Standards 



Davis and Davis, Mainstreaming Library Service for 
Disabled People, 1980 



• Inherent limitations of subject 
access 

 
• What to do? 
 Campaign for change 
 Tagging and other technologies to 

supplement headings 
 Acknowledge bias 
 Use as teaching tool 





http://eliclare.com/ 



1. Clare, Eli 
2. Women political activists – United States – Biography 
3. Cerebral palsied – United States – Biography  
 



“What I...remember is opening 
the book…and noticing the 
subject headings and thinking, 
‘What in the world is this? Have 
they really read the book?’ And 
moving on from there.”  



• Inviting authors to engage 
 

• Inadequacies in headings 
 

• Genderqueer analysis 
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“Rather than being like, ‘Oh 
yeah, I saw them, they don't 
make sense, whatever’...your 
asking the questions made me 
think...and be like, ‘Oh, I can 
have an opinion about this.’” 

 



“I either wasn't paying attention 
during copy editing, or I did pay 
attention but felt that this was a 
realm that I had no authority 
over. And I clearly remember 
that initial sense of dismay and 
then just moving on.”  



Talking with authors? 



“…she discusses the subject headings 
assigned to the book Exile and Pride: 
Disability, Queerness, and Liberation with 
the author, Eli Clare. That is unique, so 
far as I know, and makes me want to 
consider doing the same with some 
authors I know” 
 
- James Weinheimer, originally posted on Autocat 
listerv April 2013, available at First Thurs blog 
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• Genderqueer analysis 



1. Clare, Eli 
2. Women political activists – 

United States – Biography 
3. Cerebral palsied – United 

States – Biography  



      
     

      
    

       
      

    

      
     

      
    

       
      

    

“There's a way in which Women 
political activists as a heading in 1999 
made some sense, although in 2011, 
because I now live in the world as a 
white guy, that heading makes much 
less sense. I'm not upset by having 
that piece of history connected to my 
work.” 



      
     

      
    

       
      

    

      
     

      
    

       
      

    

“Have you read the book about what 
I'm saying about the gender 
binary?” 



1. Clare, Eli 
2. Women political activists – 

United States – Biography 
3. Cerebral palsied – United 

States – Biography  



“The book is such a mix of memoir 
with political theory and thinking, 
and analysis with some history, with 
some political diatribe or polemic” 



1. Clare, Eli 
2. Women political activists – 

United States – Biography 
3. Cerebral palsied – United 

States – Biography  



“The book about disability being 
reduced or compressed into what is 
a medical diagnosis, something the 
doctors have said about my body … 
To have all that politics and culture 
and history reduced to cerebral 
palsy was like a big, ‘What have you 
done and why have you done it?’” 

 



1. Clare, Eli 
2. Women political activists – 

United States – Biography 
3. Cerebral palsied – United 

States – Biography  



“In terms of the subject 
headings as a way of 
searching, who is going to 
search under, not cerebral 
palsy, but cerebral palsied?” 



1. Clare, Eli 
2. Women political activists – 

United States – Biography 
3. Cerebral palsied – United 

States – Biography  

Queerness? 



“I cannot believe that in your record, it is a[n] 
oversight but a conscious omission. The question 
is: why? I can imagine three possible reasons:  
• the cataloger did not have enough time to add 

another subject heading  
• the cataloger did not want to add the subject 

heading  
• as a cataloger suggested to me (off-line): fear.” 

 
- James Weinheimer, originally posted on Autocat listerv 
April 2013, available at First Thurs blog 



• Inviting authors to engage 
 

• Inadequacies in headings 
 

• Genderqueer analysis 



“One of the things that I often 
say when I do transgender 
awareness work is that...there's 
so much evidence to suggest 
that humans are such 
creatures of categorization”  



“No system is going to reflect the 
whole range of ways of existing, 
being, and naming. Just to have that 
knowledge go into…that particular 
system is going to help - figuring out 
what category systems reflect more 
of the whole range rather than less 
of the whole range.” 



“How can we create a category system 
that acknowledges that it won't 
encompass everything easily or well, and 
how do you build into the system what 
falls outside, what falls on the lines? … 
Do we punish them, do we embrace 
them, do we let the category system flex 
for them, do we gatekeep, do we silence, 
do we celebrate?” 



• Inviting authors to engage 
 Formally, informally, in research 
 During editing process through 

publishers? 
• Inadequacies in headings 
 One of many examples 

• Genderqueer analysis 
 Useful framework 



Thank you! 

Contact: 
Amelia Koford 
akoford@tlu.edu 
@ameliarator 
 

 

https://twitter.com/
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