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Abstract: While historical cultural materials inform users of the past, they may also contain language that perpet-
uates long-entrenched patterns of discrimination. In organizing and providing access to such materials, cultural 
heritage institutions must negotiate historical language and context with the comprehension and perspectives of 
modern audiences. Excerpted from a larger project exploring representation and access around historical terminol-
ogy and personal identity, the present work offers insight into how knowledge organization systems may be used to 
help modern users confront and make sense of past, discriminatory language in the archive. Using keywords drawn from the titles of 19th and 
20th sideshow performer photographs, this work details the construction of a mapping dictionary that brings together corresponding termi-
nology from several vocabulary sources along with annotations designed to explain historical terms to modern audiences. The development of 

https://doi.org/10.5771/0943-7444-2021-3-207 - am 20.01.2026, 19:12:42. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/0943-7444-2021-3-207
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Knowl. Org. 48(2021)No.3 
B. Dobreski, J. Quin, M. Resnick. Confronting and Addressing Historical Discriminations through KOS 

208 

this dictionary revealed several major types of problematic and potentially discriminatory language including historical euphemisms, misno-
mers, outdated terms, and sensationalist monikers. The finished dictionary offers opportunities to address these through explanatory annota-
tions and to provide a richer, multi-perspective approach to subject analysis for these and other historical materials. 
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1.0 Introduction  
 
As part of their mission, cultural heritage institutions collect 
and provide access to historical materials. While they inform 
us about cultural history, these materials may also perpetuate 
long-entrenched patterns of racism, ableism, and other dis-
criminations. Such materials force users to confront offensive 
and confusing terminologies, and pose challenges to repre-
sentation, organization, and discovery (Wright 2019). In rep-
resenting historical, cultural materials, knowledge organiza-
tion practices and systems must constantly negotiate the ter-
minologies of the past with those of the present. In doing so, 
they are faced with a dilemma: there is the danger of condon-
ing and propagating discrimination if offensive terminologies 
are utilized, and there is the danger of censoring or obscuring 
historical context if they are not. Knowledge organization sys-
tems (KOS) have long struggled with discriminatory termi-
nology, but may also provide an effective means for navi-
gating it. Through their work, knowledge organizers have an 
opportunity to confront and address historical discrimina-
tions, helping contemporary user communities face the past 
ethically and responsibly while looking toward a more equi-
table future.  

In this paper, we offer an example of how KOS can be used 
as a critical intervention into historical materials, using the 
Becker-Eisenmann Collection as a case study. This collection 
of 18th and 19th century photographs depicts American 
sideshow performers, many of whom were exhibited to the 
public due to their perceived physical or cultural differences 
and promoted with terms offensive to modern users 
(Kochanek 1997). Previous work with this and similar collec-
tions has shown how traditional approaches to subject analy-
sis tend to result in reductive representations that struggle to 
navigate outdated terminology and depictions of disability, 
culture, and race (Rinn 2018). In the present work, excerpted 
from a larger study examining identity representation in the 
context of the Becker-Eisenmann Collection, we detail the 
creation of a terminological dictionary used to bridge histori-
cal perspectives with modern language. Starting with the orig-
inal language used on the materials themselves, we collected 
terms and matched them to contemporary KOS while also 
annotating entries with information about the history and 
use of the terms. The annotation process revealed several 

types of problematic terminology usage within the collection. 
Ultimately, these annotations provide opportunities to inter-
vene in discriminatory language and provide additional con-
text necessary for users to confront and make sense of it. The 
resulting dictionary holds further potential for providing ac-
cess for modern users to the Becker-Eisenmann and similar 
collections. 
 
2.0 Literature review  
 
Archives and other cultural heritage institutions offer mod-
ern users an opportunity to interface with the past, though in 
the process these users must confront outdated perspectives 
and terminologies. Western archival collections in particular 
often contain discriminatory language reflecting cultural leg-
acies of oppression and colonialism, language that is inherited 
into resource descriptions and other knowledge organization 
practices (Chilcott 2019). While the offensiveness and poten-
tial harm of language is subjective and depends to some extent 
on the context (Jay 2009), there is the potential for discovery 
systems to institutionalize and heighten the hostility of any 
encounter with potentially offensive language. When navi-
gating any terminological differences, KOS such as classifica-
tions, taxonomies, and thesauri may be used to control lin-
guistic variation and offer wording more familiar to the mod-
ern user. These systems are not perfect solutions, however, 
and modern KOS have been criticized for continuing to 
propagate discriminatory language and perspectives (Knowl-
ton 2005; Furner 2007). More broadly, KOS and other 
knowledge organization practices within the cultural heritage 
domain have been criticized for inadequately addressing race, 
ethnicity, culture, ability, and other aspects of personal iden-
tity (Clarke and Schoonmaker 2019). 

Challenges around representing and labeling identity are 
particularly apparent in collections of historical materials as-
sociated with American sideshows. The sideshow was a 
popular form of entertainment in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries in which persons deemed “unusual” 
were displayed to paying spectators. In most cases, the per-
formers were found unusual due to mental or physical dif-
ferences that would today be considered disabilities 
(Kochanek 1997). Shifts in twentieth century medicine led 
to a more scientific understanding of these individuals and 
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their conditions, which would in turn shift public percep-
tion of sideshows from spectacle to a source of exploitation. 
As a form of entertainment, sideshows have largely fallen 
out of favor, though the practice has left behind unique, his-
torical collections of photographs and other documenta-
tion. The original language used to promote these perform-
ers is often antiquated, confusing, and offensive to modern 
users; providing access to these materials thus poses a chal-
lenge to cultural heritage institutions. Historical terminol-
ogy and even some modern systems of subject representa-
tion have been criticized for continuing to discriminate 
against and marginalize people with disabilities, as well as 
those belonging to certain racial or ethnic groups (Adler et 
al. 2017). At the same time cultural heritage institutions 
may deprive modern users of important context if they ob-
scure historical language (Wright 2019). As with many his-
torical, cultural collections, sideshow materials thus chal-
lenge cultural heritage institutions to respectfully and accu-
rately organize, represent, and explain traces of the past. 

One such collection is the Becker-Eisenmann Collection, 
housed in the special collections of Syracuse University. This 
archival collection contains over 1,400 images of sideshow 
performers from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
Many of these images are in the style of a cartes de visite or 
cabinet card, and were originally sold to generate interest and 
advertise for sideshow acts. The photographs themselves were 
often composed in a way to exoticize the depicted performer, 
a stylistic choice further emphasized by the use of evocative, 
spectacular titles (Bogdan 2012). The end result may have 
been curious and compelling to contemporaneous audiences, 
but modern users are more likely to find these materials dis-
criminatory, offensive, and exclusionary (Altermark and 
Edenborg 2018). Indeed, in an analysis of the Becker-Eisen-
mann and several similar collections, Rinn (2018) found the 
representation of these materials to be problematic, particu-
larly in navigating potentially offensive language. Prior work 
focused on enriching subject access through a faceted ap-
proach also noted the difficulties of addressing historical de-
pictions and terminology around disability within this collec-
tion (Dobreski et al. 2019). The Becker-Eisenmann Collec-
tion thus offers an important set of materials with which to 
explore the difficulties of bridging historical language to the 
perspectives of modern users. 
 
3.0 Goals and methodology 
 
Work presented here is part of a larger, ongoing research 
project focusing the development of an automated, faceted 
subject indexing approach for the materials in Becker-Eisen-
mann Collection (see Dobreski et al. 2020). The goal of the 
present paper is to explore how KOS and annotations can 
be used to intervene in potentially discriminatory language 
associated with these materials. This was accomplished 

through the development of an annotated, terminological 
dictionary, an interim product that was utilized in subse-
quent work in the larger project. 

The approach of the overall project is text-based; that is, 
analysis has relied on the textual data associated with the 
Becker-Eisenmann photographs (i.e., title or caption 
printed on the photograph) as opposed to visual inspection. 
For the present study, researchers limited their focus to pho-
tographs that depicted persons, excluding those featuring 
only animals, buildings, or objects. Title metadata was ana-
lyzed to make this determination. For those photographs 
with titles that signified the presence of a person, research-
ers extracted the phrases associated with each person. These 
phrases were broken up into terms and arranged into an in-
itial keyword list. 

Next, researchers reviewed each term and consulted 
three KOS as additional sources of terminology: LCSH, 
SNOMED CT, and Wikipedia. These sources were chosen 
due to their availability and ability to cover popular and 
medical perspectives. Researchers identified and recorded 
the closest match or matches to keywords from our initial 
list in each of these three sources; in Wikipedia, article titles 
were taken to represent the preferred term. If no close 
match was available, no terms were recorded. The keyword 
list was then enhanced with these equivalent terms from 
controlled vocabularies, forming a mapping dictionary.  

Next, researchers supplemented the dictionary with notes 
clarifying the meaning, use, and misuse of the historical 
terms. During this phase, researchers attempted to focus on 
confusing or potentially offensive terms. However, under-
standing that this determination is subjective and may be 
viewed differently by different users, it was decided to imple-
ment a more comprehensive approach. Therefore, research-
ers chose to provide clarifying annotations for all terms in the 
dictionary. 
 
4.0 Results  
 
Out of 1,411 images in the Becker-Eisenmann Collection, 
1,224 had titles that signified at least one distinct person be-
ing present. Within these titles, 801 phrases referring to per-
sons were identified. Each of these phrases was further bro-
ken down into unique keywords and then de-duplicated, re-
sulting in an initial list of 582 distinct keywords. 

During the terminology matching phase, researchers 
found closest matches for the 582 keywords in each of the 
three KOS, yielding 387 LCSH terms, 296 SNOMED CT 
terms, and 502 Wikipedia terms. These were used to enhance 
the keyword list into a mapping dictionary. Table 1 shows an 
excerpt from the dictionary, giving the unique keyword 
found in item titles alongside closest matches from the three 
KOS. 
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During the course of terminology matching, researchers 
recorded brief annotations explaining the meaning and us-
age each of the original item keywords, along with an exam-
ple usage. This was used to further supplement the diction-
ary; Table 2 shows selections from the finalized mapping 
dictionary. Here, researchers have attempted to provide a se-
lection of terms that illustrated a range of issues present in 
this collection’s terminology.  
 
5.0 Discussion  
 
The mapping dictionary for the Becker-Eisenmann Collec-
tion reveals a number of terminological issues associated 

with these materials, leading to language in resource descrip-
tions that may appear discriminatory, offensive, or confusing 
to users. One such issue is the use of historical euphemisms. 
These terms may appear innocuous to modern users, but are 
being used in unfamiliar and frequently marginalizing ways. 
For instance, in the context of sideshows the term “baby” re-
ferred not to a child performer, but to an obese adult per-
former. Such terms impede understanding for modern users 
and often harbor discriminatory perspectives. Historical 
misnomers are another potential source of confusion or of-
fense. The term “Ubangi,” for example, was frequently used 
to promote performers with lip plates, and was presented to 
sideshow audiences as a tribe name; this is now understood 

Item Keyword Wikipedia LCSH SNOMED CT TERM 

Giants Gigantism Giants Gigantism (disorder) 

Girl Girl Girls Female child (person) 

Hairy Face Hypertrichosis Hypertrichosis Hypertrichosis (disorder) 

Hairy-Faced Hypertrichosis Hypertrichosis Hypertrichosis (disorder) 

Half Woman Phocomelia Phocomelus Phocomelia (disorder) 

Heavily Tattooed Tattoo Tattooed people Tattoo of skin (finding) 

High Diver High diving Divers [no match] 

High Wire Artist Tightrope walking Aerialists [no match] 

Human Art Gallery Tattoo Tattooed people Tattoo of skin (finding) 

Table 1. Excerpt from mapping dictionary. 

Item Keyword Example Use Note Wikipedia LCSH SNOMED CT 

Baby Baby Emma - Fat Girl 
A euphemism used in 
stage names for obese 

performers 
Obesity Obesity Obesity (disorder) 

Bearded Annie Jones, Bearded 
Lady 

Used in stage names or 
descriptors for female 
performers with facial 

hair 

Bearded lady Hypertrichosis Hypertrichosis 
(disorder) 

Dog Faced Jo Jo the Dog Faced 
Boy 

A term used to describe 
performers with faces 

covered with hair 
Hypertrichosis Hypertrichosis Hypertrichosis 

(disorder) 

Midget Italian midgets A 19th century term for 
persons of short stature Dwarfism Dwarfs 

(persons) 
Short stature 

disorder 

Ubangi Big Lipped Ubangi 
Woman 

A misnomer used to 
promote African 

woman with lip plates; 
not a name of a specific 

culture or tribe 

Lip plate [no match] [no match] 

Table 2. Excerpts from dictionary showing example terms with annotation. 
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to be a fictitious usage (Lindfors 1983). Other terms such as 
“midget” may have been in common usage at the time, but 
are largely seen as marginalizing by contemporary communi-
ties. Finally, insensitive and sensational monikers such as 
“dog-faced” were used to promote performers whose presen-
tations are now commonly understood as medical condi-
tions. Each of these scenarios illustrates the difficulties that 
language presents in providing modern users access to histor-
ical materials. In such instances, however, we believe the an-
notated mapping dictionary provides opportunities for 
knowledge organizers and cultural heritage institutions to 
meaningfully intervene in confrontations between modern 
users and historical terminology. 

In making sense of these images and the terms associated 
with them, users may need additional explanation and redi-
rection to other sources for further context and perspective. 
The data assembled in the mapping dictionary described 
here can provide this support in two ways. First, subject anal-
ysis for these materials can be supplemented by assigning cor-
responding terms from multiple vocabularies to each image, 
along with noting the source of each term and linking back 
to the source vocabulary. This offers the user multiple per-
spectives on a concept as well as further transparency on 
where each label is coming from. Users may also wish to con-
sult the vocabulary source as some KOS terminology may 
also prove unfamiliar or opaque to them. Second, the anno-
tations can be provided alongside subject metadata in order 
to help users better understand historical usage of terms. An-
notations offered in the current mapping dictionary are rel-
atively brief, though these could be enhanced through addi-
tional citing literature and cooperation with subject experts. 
Overall, these strategies can offer support to users in con-
fronting discriminatory terminology in historical archives 
without removing or obscuring contemporaneous language. 
These and other strategies for dealing with historical termi-
nology are increasingly important given the continuing 
growth of digital humanities corpora and the need to better 
support access and understanding (Grabus et al. 2019). 
 
6.0 Conclusion 
 
Providing access to materials such as the Becker-Eisenmann 
Collection requires cultural heritage institutions to carefully 
negotiate historical language with the understandings of 
modern users. Vocabulary drawn from KOS can be used to 
intervene in these encounters and help users make sense of 
outdated, offensive, and discriminatory terminology. Work 
described in this paper demonstrates the development of an 
annotated mapping dictionary that can support this process. 
The dictionary is capable of providing labels from multiple 
vocabularies and transparency about their sources, as well as 
explanatory annotations to help users in confronting histori-
cal euphemisms, misnomers, and other potential problematic 

terminology encountered when using these materials. Ongo-
ing work in the larger study will continue to examine how to 
implement these features into subject analysis and user inter-
face design. More broadly, this work answers calls for cultur-
ally sensitive management of archives as well as acknowledg-
ing historical language in a manner that explains and provides 
context to modern users in a responsible way (Wright 2019). 

Further work is also planned to continue to develop the 
dictionary, including expansion with additional vocabulary 
sources and the enhancement of the explanatory annota-
tions. The dictionary may also be of use in representing 
other historical collections of a similar nature, and automa-
tion of the matching and mapping process could provide ef-
ficient, low-cost means of enhancing subject access for such 
materials. Most importantly, future work must also focus 
on soliciting and responding to user feedback on this ap-
proach to handling historical materials and language. This 
feedback is vital in further refining understanding of how 
KOS can be used to address discriminatory terminology in 
a manner that educates without condoning, and creates a 
bridge between modern and past perspectives.  
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