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The creation and implementation of unbiased language is a critical
step towards achieving true gender equality. This extends beyond
casual conversation and into the very structures of information
organization. "On Equal Terms: A Thesaurus for Non-Sexist Indexing
and Cataloging" represents a significant advancement in this area,
providing a vital tool for librarians, archivists, and information
professionals seeking to eliminate gender bias from their indexing and
cataloging practices. This article will delve into the benefits, usage,
and impact of this groundbreaking thesaurus, exploring its
contribution to gender-neutral language and inclusive representation
in information retrieval.

Introduction: Challenging Gender Bias in
Information Systems
For decades, traditional indexing and cataloging systems have often
perpetuated gender stereotypes and biases. Terms like "housewife"
and "businessman," along with the pervasive use of male pronouns as
generic terms, reinforce societal inequalities and limit the visibility of
women and other marginalized genders in information retrieval. This
implicit bias affects access to information, influencing perceptions and
potentially hindering opportunities. "On Equal Terms" directly
addresses this issue, offering a carefully curated collection of non-
sexist terms and alternative phrasing, providing a practical solution to
eliminate gender bias from library and archival practices. Key
concepts like gender-neutral language, inclusive terminology,
and bias in information systems are central to its development and
application.

Benefits of Using a Non-Sexist Thesaurus
The adoption of "On Equal Terms" offers a multitude of benefits across
various fields. Firstly, it promotes fair representation. By replacing
gendered terms with inclusive alternatives, it ensures equal visibility
for all genders within indexed materials. For example, instead of
indexing a historical document solely under "male explorers," "On
Equal Terms" suggests using broader terms like "explorers" or
"pioneers," thus including often-overlooked female contributions.
Secondly, it enhances information accessibility. Users searching for
information will encounter a more inclusive and less biased set of
results, allowing for more comprehensive research. Thirdly, it fosters
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cultural sensitivity. The thesaurus acknowledges and addresses the
complexities of gender identity beyond the binary, encouraging the
use of terminology that respects diverse gender expressions. Finally,
it facilitates improved research integrity. By minimizing bias in
information retrieval, "On Equal Terms" contributes to more accurate
and nuanced historical analyses and scholarly investigations.

Usage and Implementation of "On Equal
Terms"
"On Equal Terms" functions as a practical tool for indexers and
catalogers. Its structure mirrors traditional thesauri, utilizing
hierarchical relationships between broader, narrower, and related
terms. This allows for flexible application, enabling users to find
appropriate, non-sexist alternatives based on context. For example, a
search for "chairman" might lead to suggested alternatives like
"chair," "president," "leader," or "head," depending on the specific
context. The thesaurus also provides guidance on broader strategies
for gender-neutral indexing and cataloging, including advice on
avoiding gendered assumptions and actively seeking inclusive
language. Training programs incorporating the thesaurus can be
implemented to equip librarians and archivists with the knowledge
and skills necessary for effective implementation. This involves not
just replacing individual words but critically analyzing the whole
indexing process for inherent biases.

### Practical Examples

Instead of: "housewife" – Use: "homemaker," "domestic
worker," or a more descriptive phrase.
Instead of: "businessman" – Use: "businessperson,"
"entrepreneur," or "executive."
Instead of: "policeman" – Use: "police officer," "law
enforcement officer."
Instead of: "mankind" – Use: "humankind," "humanity,"
"people."

The thesaurus goes beyond simple word substitutions; it provides a
framework for thinking critically about language and representation.

Addressing Potential Challenges
While "On Equal Terms" offers significant benefits, it’s important to
acknowledge potential challenges in its implementation. Some might
argue that the adoption of gender-neutral language is overly
prescriptive or politically motivated. However, the thesaurus’s value
lies in its commitment to promoting fairness and inclusivity in
information access, a fundamental principle of library and archival
science. Furthermore, resistance to change can be expected, but
comprehensive training and ongoing support can address these
concerns. The ongoing evolution of language and societal
understanding of gender requires that the thesaurus itself remain
adaptable and regularly updated, reflecting this dynamic
environment. Continuous evaluation and feedback are crucial to
its ongoing success and relevance.
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Conclusion: Towards a More Inclusive
Information Landscape
"On Equal Terms: A Thesaurus for Non-Sexist Indexing and
Cataloging" is a critical tool in the ongoing effort to create a more
inclusive and equitable information landscape. By providing practical
strategies and alternative terminology, it facilitates the elimination of
gender bias in information retrieval, promoting fair representation and
accessibility for all. Its implementation requires commitment and
training, but the resulting benefits—a richer, more accurate, and less
biased representation of knowledge—are undeniable. The ultimate
goal is not simply to replace words, but to foster a critical awareness
of how language shapes our understanding of the world and actively
participate in shaping a more inclusive future.

FAQ
Q1: Is "On Equal Terms" applicable only to libraries and
archives?

A1: While initially designed for library and archival contexts, "On Equal
Terms" principles and methodologies are applicable across various
information management systems, including databases, online
encyclopedias, and digital repositories. The core principles of using
inclusive and non-sexist language are relevant wherever information
is organized and accessed.

Q2: How often is the thesaurus updated?

A2: The frequency of updates will depend on several factors, including
feedback from users, evolving linguistic norms, and changes in
societal understanding of gender. A robust system of review and
revision should be in place to ensure that the thesaurus remains
relevant and reflects the current best practices. Regular updates are
crucial to maintaining its efficacy and addressing new challenges in
non-sexist language.

Q3: What if a suitable non-sexist term cannot be found in the
thesaurus?

A3: The thesaurus should not be treated as an exhaustive list. It is a
guide, not a rigid rulebook. In cases where a suitable non-sexist
equivalent isn't readily available, the indexer should prioritize using
descriptive and contextually appropriate language, ensuring accuracy
and avoiding gendered assumptions. Feedback on missing terms
should be channeled to the thesaurus's maintainers to improve future
versions.

Q4: How can I contribute to the development and
improvement of "On Equal Terms"?

A4: Many thesauri function with community feedback loops.
Contributing suggestions for improvement, reporting errors, or
providing examples of challenging terminology are invaluable. This
collaborative approach ensures ongoing relevance and accuracy. The
contact information for contributions should be readily available
through the thesaurus's distribution channels.
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Q5: Does the thesaurus address issues beyond gender binary?

A5: A comprehensive non-sexist thesaurus should acknowledge and
address the diversity of gender identities beyond the traditional
binary. This includes providing guidance on terminology that is
inclusive of transgender, non-binary, and gender non-conforming
individuals, promoting respect and accurate representation for all. The
inclusion of diverse gender identities is vital for creating truly inclusive
information systems.

Q6: What are the long-term implications of using "On Equal
Terms"?

A6: The long-term implications are far-reaching. By eliminating gender
bias in information systems, "On Equal Terms" contributes to a more
equitable society by ensuring fair representation and accessibility to
information for all genders. This has implications for scholarship,
research, education, and social justice. It lays the groundwork for a
more inclusive understanding of history and current events.

Q7: How can institutions effectively integrate "On Equal
Terms" into their training programs?

A7: Effective integration requires dedicated training sessions covering
the thesaurus's principles, practical applications, and the broader
context of gender-neutral language. Hands-on exercises using real-
world examples should be included, along with opportunities for
feedback and discussion. The training should also emphasize the
importance of continuous learning and ongoing adaptation to evolving
linguistic norms.

Q8: Are there any potential drawbacks to using "On Equal
Terms"?

A8: A potential drawback is the initial effort required to learn and
adapt to the thesaurus's recommendations. However, this initial
investment is significantly outweighed by the long-term benefits of
creating a more inclusive and unbiased information environment.
Additionally, some might find the principles overly prescriptive, but
the goal is to encourage more conscious and inclusive language use,
leading to a more equitable representation of information.

On Equal Terms: A Thesaurus for Non-
Sexist Indexing and Cataloging –
Reclaiming Language, Reclaiming
Representation
Our language shapes our understanding of the world. For centuries,
established indexing and cataloging systems have reflected and, in
many ways, perpetuated gender inequalities. The resulting skewed
perspectives in information retrieval hamper access to knowledge and
reinforce harmful stereotypes. "On Equal Terms," a proposed
vocabulary guide, aims to address this crucial issue by providing a
comprehensive and non-sexist framework for indexing and cataloging.
This tool goes beyond simple word substitution; it scrutinizes the very
basis of how we organize information and the beliefs embedded within
those systems.
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The nucleus of "On Equal Terms" lies in its methodical approach to
identifying and rectifying gender bias in vocabulary. It begins by
acknowledging that sexism isn't merely about overtly biased words.
Instead, it infuses many seemingly unbiased terms through unspoken
assumptions about gender roles and expectations. For instance, the
expression "man-made" subtly excludes women's participation, even
when their part is significant.

The thesaurus addresses these subtleties through a multi-pronged
strategy. Firstly, it offers equivalents to overtly sexist terms, providing
non-biased options. For example, instead of "fireman," it suggests
"firefighter" or "fire and rescue professional." However, the project
doesn't stop at simple substitution. It moves beyond surface-level
changes to investigate the latent beliefs that shape our terminology.

Secondly, "On Equal Terms" supports the use of pluralistic language
that proactively includes women and other underrepresented genders.
This contains paying close consideration to the circumstance and
purpose of the index system. The resource provides counsel on how to
avoid upholding gender stereotypes and disparities through careful
expression selection.

Thirdly, the thesaurus embeds a method for regularly assessing and
revising its entries to reflect evolving awareness of gender and
language. Phraseology is fluid, and the guide must adapt to continue
relevant and efficient.

The practical advantages of using "On Equal Terms" are significant. By
providing a uniform framework for non-sexist indexing and cataloging,
it ensures more equitable representation of women and other
excluded groups across all domains of knowledge. This, in turn,
enhances knowledge reach and empowers people to participate with
information in a relevant way. Furthermore, it promotes a culture of
inclusivity and equivalence within information management
professions.

Implementation of "On Equal Terms" is easy. It can be included into
present indexing and cataloging systems with minimal disturbance.
Training manuals can be developed to inform catalogers on the
notions and uses of the tool. The extended consequence of such
integration will be a more just and representative information
landscape.

In conclusion, "On Equal Terms" is more than just a thesaurus; it's a
tool for collective change. By handling the implicit biases embedded
within our vocabulary, it creates the way for a more just and
representative prospect for information organization.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ):

Q1: How does "On Equal Terms" differ from existing gender-
neutral language guides?

A1: While existing guides offer suggestions for gender-neutral
alternatives, "On Equal Terms" goes further by systematically
analyzing the underlying assumptions and biases embedded within
indexing and cataloging systems, providing a comprehensive
framework for non-sexist information organization.

Q2: Is this thesaurus only relevant for librarians and
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archivists?

A2: No, the principles and strategies outlined in "On Equal Terms" are
applicable to anyone involved in creating, organizing, or accessing
information, including writers, editors, researchers, and educators.

Q3: How is the thesaurus kept up-to-date with evolving
language and understanding of gender?

A3: The thesaurus incorporates a system for regular review and
updating of its entries to reflect evolving understandings of gender
and language, ensuring its continued relevance and effectiveness.

Q4: What are the costs associated with implementing "On
Equal Terms"?

A4: The primary costs are associated with training and integration into
existing systems. However, the long-term benefits in terms of
improved access to information and a more equitable information
landscape far outweigh these initial costs.
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