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Abstract: This study examines the historical perception of knowledge organization systems (KOS) as reinforcing oppressive regimes and epis-
temicides, particularly regarding issues such as race, gender, sexuality, and feminist studies. Drawing on the concepts of social differentiation,
intersectionality, and decoloniality, it explores the complexities and challenges encountered in developing these systems within a context marked
by the pervasive influence of technologies like artificial intelligence, semantic interoperability, alignment, and governance in emerging knowl-
edge networks. Furthermore, it proposes an experimental process to operationalize intersectionality and decoloniality as pivotal dimensions in
defining the structuring warranty employed in constructing KOS. This involves integrating these perspectives into the development pro-
cesses while considering the interconnectedness among various forms of oppression and inequality and recognizing the imperative to decolonize
knowledge and underlying power structures. Subsequently, the implementation stages of the COEXISTENCE - Thesaurus of Intersection-
ality and Decolonial Issues: Black Studies, Gender, Sexuality, and Feminist Studies are outlined, followed by an analysis of the constraints and
potentials of the experimental instrument devised and the approach adopted in its implementation.

Received: 3 April 2024; Revised: 1 July 2024; Accepted: 19 July 2024.

Keywords: knowledge organization systems; decoloniality; intersectionality; social differentiation.

1.0 Introduction now under intense scrutiny due to the unequivocal power
and agency these systems exert in the processes of infor-
For Black Women as well as Black men, it is axiomatic mation and knowledge circulation in society.
that if we do not define ourselves for ourselves, we Knowledge organization systems (KOS) are intermedi-
will be defined by others — for their use and to our

detriment (Lorde 2019, 58)

ary tools used in the representation and mediation of infor-
mation. Their goal is to ensure the semantic and semiotic
coherence of information entering circulation through

The belief in the presumed universalism that has historically
underpinned knowledge organization systems (KOS) is

technical procedures of knowledge organization. In this
context, knowledge is established not only in relation to a
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field of statements but also in relation to objects, instru-
ments, practices, research programs, skills, social networks,
and institutions. Some elements of such an epistemic field
reinforce and strengthen each other, being appropriated, ex-
tended, and reproduced in other contexts; others remain
isolated from these emerging “strategies” or in conflict with
them, eventually becoming forgotten curiosities. The con-
figuration of knowledge requires that these heterogeneous
elements be adequately adapted to one another and that
their mutual alignment be sustained over time (Rouse 1994,
148).

The repeated absences and rarefied alterities in KOS, as
noted by researchers in the field (Olson 2002; Mai 1999;
Drumm 2000; Adler 2016; Trivelato and Moura 2016;
2017; Moura 2018, Anderson and Christen, 2019), empha-
size the urgency of rethinking their status in light of the la-
tent colonial narcissistic pact within them.

Throughout the history of the constitution of Knowl-
edge Organization Systems (KOS), it is observable that these
systems tend to engage with the operational dimension of
social systems. From a functionalist perspective, they reiter-
ate authority, regulatory norms, and organic solidarity in
the formalization of consensus regarding the circulation of
knowledge as an “underlying for the functioning of institu-
tions.” (Parsons, 1968,468). From this standpoint, they
contribute to the discursive dimension of internalizing so-
cial values and norms.

There is a parallel complexity at the other end of the cy-
bernetic hierarchy, involving action and, consequently, so-
cial systems. A society, or any other type of social system, has
a pattern maintenance subsystem, whose units (once the
system is sufficiently differentiated) have cultural primacy.
These units of the social system then interpenetrate both
the social community (and other social subsystems) and the
cultural system itself. As differentiation progresses, they
tend to become distinctly different depending on whether
their primary concern is cultural or social (Parsons 1968,
467).

In this context, it is observed that the discourse oriented
towards universality, underlying KOS, tends to conceal the
political economy of knowledge production and its effects
on the hierarchy of subjects, their worldviews, and episte-
mologies. The contemporary challenge has been to reflect
on the epistemic and ontological foundations that inform
such consensuses and cultural imperatives. What prevails?
What is deliberately made rare? How are these colonial nar-
cissistic pacts reiterated and encapsulated as culture within
KOS?

This article seeks, first and foremost, to analyze the argu-
ments concerning the colonial latency that still prevails in
the arrangements of KOS and inhibits the circulation of
counter-hegemonic knowledge, tactical information, and
(re)existence of pluri-epistemic actions. To this end, the

emerging conceptual networks derived from studies and in-
tersectional devices (collectives, social movements, among
others) that elaborate pluri-epistemic knowledge, especially
involving feminist studies and Black feminism, racial issues,
and gender performativity, are analyzed. Subsequently, the
article presents Coexistence - Thesaurus of Intersectionality
and Decolonial Issues, an experimental KOS produced
from a pluri-epistemic and intersectional perspective, which
aims to provide a broad conceptual network associated with
social studies and activism related to the themes of race, gen-
der, sexuality, and feminist studies. In the proposed knowl-
edge organization system, the goal is to build a pluriversal
semantic/semiotic repertoire that can provide, from the
standpoint of the device, “a horizontal strategy of openness
to dialogue among different epistemic traditions.”

2.0 Coloniality, social differentiation and
intersectionality

The concept of social difference involves distinct cleavages
around which inequality finds justifications and subter-
fuges. In the scope of her studies on race, Schwarcz (2012)
recognizes the ambivalent nature of the concept of differ-
ence. The notion of difference reveals social hierarchies that
tend to indicate the pragmatic conditions of social differen-
tiation around the empirical and necessarily relational cate-
gories of race, gender, sex, age, color, and class.

According to Schwarcz (2012), these are continuous
identities dependent on interpretative processes, which sim-
ultaneously require a break from the tendency to essential-
ize. Understanding the historical circumstances of the com-
position of social markers of difference is fundamental due
to their relational role and theoretical guidance.

Fernandes (2008) also analyzes the effects of the pre-
sumed racial democracy, highlighting that the social stagna-
tion to which black individuals were condemned did not ac-
tually threaten the power position of men. According to
Fernandes, the myth of racial democracy did not establish
itself suddenly but gradually embedded itself into the fabric
and landscape of Brazilian society in the form of racial prej-
udice and discrimination.

The myth of racial democracy in Brazil consolidated the
paralysis of black individuals in a class-based society, attrib-
uting this to an alleged incapacity within the realm of con-
tingent social relations. Moreover, it absolved white individ-
uals from the moral obligation of solidarity towards black
individuals, a legacy from the long period of slavery. This
pseudo-democracy framework strengthened a caste regime
for the white segments of society, with obvious detriments
to black individuals newly freed from slavery.

Saftioti (1978) highlighted the necessity of addressing
gender issues to understand social inequality in Brazil. Ac-
cording to her, the mechanisms of women’s exploitation
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within the context of capitalism provide arguments for con-
sidering the intersections of class, gender, and race.

The author shed light on the social class system that be-
came more observable in Brazil after the abolition of slavery
and identified interpretative distortions regarding the con-
dition of women. It can be said that Saffioti initiated the
combined discussion of the social markers of gender, race,
and class in the reflection on social inequality. The author
also examines the process that led to the abolition of slavery,
highlighting the aspects of inequality even within the socio-
political context that supported the end of slavery.

The abolitionist praxis was quite diverse, encompassing
a range of behaviors, from adherence to emancipationist
ideas, motivated by an understanding of the irreversibility
of the process underway, to positions indicative of a richer
and more integrated view of Brazilian socioeconomic for-
mation within the international context. However, even the
representatives of this latter position did not seem able to
overcome a more or less immediate view of the conversion
of black individuals into free citizens (Saffioti 1978, 81).

Engaging in less linear readings regarding the socio-his-
torical construction of social differentiation can result in a
more inclusive interpretive model. Particularly, when con-
sidering the intersectional paradigm, Collins (2000), cited
in Hirano et al. (2019, 34), emphasizes the idea of a matrix
of domination derived from unidirectional analyses of op-
pression.

The matrix of domination refers to how these intersect-
ing oppressions are organized. Regardless of the particular
intersections involved, domains of structural, disciplinary,
hegemonic, and interpersonal power reappear through var-
ious forms of oppression (Hirano et al. 2019, 34).

The concept of intersectionality, proposed by Crenshaw
in 1989 as an analytical metaphor, highlighted the univer-
salist, sexist, and patriarchal nature of discussions within
spheres advocating for women’s rights. This metaphor was
used in the context of articulating anti-racist activism and
gender issues.

Asa metaphor, intersectionality names a continuous
communicative process that seeks to understand race
in terms of gender or gender in terms of class. Instead
of following the chain of metaphors (race is like and
unlike gender), the intersectionality metaphor pro-
vided a shortcut that drew on existing sensibilities to
see connections. (Collins and Bilge 2022, 45)

Intersectionality refers to a transdisciplinary theory aimed at
apprehending the complexity of identities and social ine-
qualities through an integrated approach. It rejects the con-
finement and hierarchization of the major axes of social dif-
ferentiation, which include categories such as sex/gender,
class, race, ethnicity, age, disability, and sexual orientation.

The intersectional approach goes beyond simply recogniz-
ing the multiplicity of oppression systems operating
through these categories and posits their interaction in the
production and reproduction of social inequalities.

Regarding the adoption of intersectionality as an analyt-
ical tool, Collins and Bilge (2021) point out that in the
1990s, when the concept gained prominence and became an
analytical category in various disciplines, it was possible to
emphasize criticism “of existing bodies of knowledge, the-
ory, epistemologies, methodologies, and pedagogies” in ad-
dressing social inequality.

Colonialism and its offshoots, such as capitalism and the
coloniality of being, knowledge, power, and seeing, are re-
currently confronted in the context of knowledge organiza-
tion. Knowledge organization systems, developed within
the framework of the coloniality of knowledge and epis-
temic injustice, tend, from a normative perspective, to per-
petuate racial hierarchy, Eurocentrism, colonial epistemolo-
gies, global capitalism, patriarchy, and heteronormativity as
forms of knowledge. From this perspective, these values are
often inscribed in the interstices of the norm, resulting in
symbolic violence and systematic erasures.

The reflection on the repercussions of epistemicide (Car-
neiro, 2023) and epistemic injustice (Fricker, 2023) in the
circulation of knowledge, encapsulated within the recurring
narratives of Caucasian modernity, has long been central to
the concerns guiding the study of knowledge organization.
This is particularly due to the erasure of specificities and
agendas of certain social segments. Such a perspective di-
rectly influences the distribution of epistemic goods by sys-
tematically perpetuating epistemologies of ignorance and
testimonial and hermeneutical injustice.

3.0 Enhancing alignment and governance in
emerging knowledge networks: towards an
Intersectional Thesaurus

Semantic interoperability has been presented, for some years
now, as a technological solution for establishing semantic
agreements in information systems. The main purpose is to
leverage the structuring effort undertaken within a given con-
text to extend it to others, thereby enhancing the quality and
agility between semantic representations, reference terminol-
ogies (ad hoc terminologies), and interface terms (terms
adopted by system users to mitigate interaction difficulties
and keep reference terminologies up-to-date).

Semantic interoperability is considered the ability of in-
formation systems (languages, applications, platforms, data-
bases) and institutions to share meanings and significance
through the adoption of a consistent semantic base. From a
technological standpoint, semantic interoperability has
provided significant advancements by streamlining the pro-

cesses of mapping and updating language through the adop-
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tion of consistent meanings. Additionally, it has enhanced
collaboration between institutions that share a common se-
mantic base. In this regard, it is possible to adopt exact, in-
exact, and partial equivalence markers that facilitate more
frequent collaborations.

As part of this effort, international organizations such as
UNESCO have maintained interoperable terminological
bases aimed at adequately addressing the contextual aspects
of language. However, it is important to highlight that pro-
jects aimed at consolidating common semantic bases still en-
counter several issues, such as the loss of context, ambiguity
and misalignment, cultural, social, and linguistic differ-
ences, and technical limitations.

From our perspective, the preservation of context and re-
spect for cultural, social, and linguistic differences remain
the issues that require the most attention in knowledge or-
ganization studies, particularly because the automation of
procedures should not obliterate socio-historical differ-
ences.

Despite various efforts to guide the development of se-
mantic schemes within the KOS by expanding warranties, it
has been observed over the years to appease the expression
of oppressions, since contradictions still remain subsumed
in an apparent semantic/semiotic universalism.

The main risk of this action is the exhaustion of repre-
sentation potential and the loss of the indexical character of
reference terminologies, particularly those produced in
emerging networks of epistemological pluralism. Emerging
studies, especially in the humanities and social sciences, are
heterogeneous and pose challenges for semantic interopera-
bility. This is often due to the plurality of approaches in-
volved in conducting studies and the instability in the
adopted conceptual network stemming from the emancipa-
tory, experimental, and speculative nature of these studies.

Currently, numerous conflicts related to linguistic vul-
nerability are observed in emerging studies related to gender
performativity and raciality. To break away from the norma-
tive and static nature of sex and race categories, it is some-
times necessary to incorporate terms adopted in contexts
confronting gender violence, reconceptualized in their po-
litical use, such as queer and decolonial feminism terms.
The studies on black feminism, for example, are more fre-
quent. However, due to the lack of clear recognition as an
analytical category, they are still considered emerging. The
complexity lies in their focus on the matrix of modern colo-
nial oppression, which is manifold and simultaneous for
black women. In this regard, these studies mobilize a multi-
disciplinary and dynamic set of terminology.

In recent years, there have been significant research ef-
forts aimed at understanding the epistemic status of knowl-
edge organization systems (KOS) and their potential agency.
This is because the different warranties adopted or their uni-
lateral use tend to overlook central aspects that ultimately

interfere with the processes of production and circulation
of specialized knowledge. Within the structure of KOS,
structuring warranties are adopted and, as Beghtol states,

[...] the authority a classificationist invokes first to
justify and subsequently to verify decisions about
what classes/concepts to include in the system, in
what order classes/concepts should appear in the
schedules, what units classes/concepts are divided
into, how far subdivision should proceed, how much
and where synthesis is available, whether citation or-
ders are static or variable [...] The semantic warrant of
a system thus provides the principal authorization for
supposing that some class or concept or notational
device will be helpful and meaningful to classifiers
and ultimately to the users of documents [...].
(Beghtol 1986, 110-111)

However, the digital context, coupled with increased visibil-
ity of struggles for informational self-determination on a
global scale and reflexivity among individuals, has made ev-
ident the partial nature and agency exerted by such instru-
ments. In light of these findings, this article sought to incor-
porate the concept of intersectionality into the theoretical
model that guided the design of an experimental thesaurus.

The intersectional perspective aimed to assist in under-
standing the articulated nature of oppression, demanding
from the standpoint of information organization that we be
capable of critically reflecting on social inequality, intersec-
tional power relations, social context, relationality, social
justice, and complexity.

In the last few years, a greater understanding of the ef-
fects of antagonisms present in knowledge organization in-
struments has led various social segments to undertake the
task of monitoring these effects and taking collective re-
sponsibility for proposing adjustments to their structures.
This action is based on methods of compiling and validating
semantic repertoires from a dialogical perspective with the
concerned community.

Since 1997, the Homosaurus Editorial Board has orga-
nized around this effort of adjustment and monitoring to
consolidate a common semantic base that reflects the needs
of the LGBTPQIAPN+ community. In this endeavor,
making explicit the values guiding the consolidation of the
instrument in the documentation has been fundamental,
ensuring that the political bias inherent in this activity be-
comes increasingly evident.

Self-Determination: We support all individuals in
their right to define their gender, sexuality, ethnicity,
class, ability, and other identities. By “right to define,”
we mean the right for a person or marginalized group
to name themselves, and for that name to be used.
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Transparency: We recognize that openly sharing our
practices, policies, and resources is part of our respon-
sibility to the communities we represent.
Accessibility: We believe that vocabularies used to de-
scribe communities must be publicly and freely acces-
sible to as many members of those communities as
possible.

Community: We affirm that vocabularies must be
built by and responsive to the people they describe
and the people who use them.

Consent: We uphold a culture of consent and bodily
autonomy in our term development and revision.
(Homosaurus Editorial Board 2023, 3)

In the context of contemporary knowledge organization, it
is crucial to acknowledge the active role of Generative Arti-
ficial Intelligence (GAI), particularly due to its reliance on
unsupervised learning techniques. This approach presents
several risks, including the generation of synthetic data, po-
tential compromise of factual accuracy, lack of self-aware-
ness, and disregard for ethical considerations. Therefore, it
is imperative to closely monitor the implementation of
Knowledge Organization Systems (KOS) driven by artifi-
cial intelligence. The inherent speed and mimetic nature of
these systems can exacerbate existing biases in knowledge or-
ganization. Ethically, establishing “frameworks of refer-
ence” (Santaella 2023, 15) is essential for understanding the
social implications and human consequences involved.

In the conception of COEXISTENCE - Thesaurus of
Intersectionality, efforts were made to effectively imple-
ment an epistemological pluralism perspective at the struc-
tural level of the instrument, revealing the disparities of in-
tersectional oppressions so as to consolidate a conceptual

network associated simultaneously with emerging research,
social activism, and intellectual production on themes such
as race, gender, sexuality, and feminist studies. Table 1 pre-
sents the Experimental Model of COEXISTENCE:

In the consolidation of the thesaurus, sources of infor-
mation included specialized literature, national and interna-
tional thesauri addressing the privileged themes, discourses,
and agendas of social activism formalized in documents,
speeches, and digital spaces. Additionally, efforts were made
to structure a set of digital audiovisual collections that
would vividly enhance understanding of the discourses ex-
pressed in the descriptors incorporated into the thesaurus.

To contemplate discourses, the conditions for the emer-
gence of the regime of discursivity, as outlined by Foucault
(2010), were taken as reference: surfaces of emergence — in-
dicating the circumstances of emergence, individual differ-
ences, degrees of rationality, conceptual codes, and types of
theory; instance of delimitation — referring to the identifi-
cation of regulatory institutions within the domain respon-
sible for distinguishing, designating, naming, and establish-
ing processes of signification as objects; grids of specifica-
tion — concerning the regimes of groupings and classifica-
tions adopted within a particular context of discursive for-
mation. Based on understanding discursive formation re-
gimes, efforts were made to articulate conceptual and oper-
ational perspectives of guiding concepts, enabling a compre-
hensive grasp of the diverse appropriations of the concept
informing the descriptor.

The concepts of intersectionality, power, agency, and
performativity served as the theoretical framework for the
consolidation of the experimental thesaurus, comprising
1480 descriptors organized into 308 hierarchical relation-
ships addressing themes of race, gender, sexuality, and femi-

O £S3 O
Theoretical model/ epistemological Topics covered
perspective
rtersectionality Race
Projective agency Gender
Roflexéry Sexuality

Performativity
Epastemic pluralam

epistemic justice

Feminist studies

O d d A ae OLO a 2
Information sources
English Language specislized Lterature

Software ffree emerging research

nteroperable social acthviem

Avdiovsul collection national and iNternational thesauruses dealing
with the favoured themes

Dynarrical
discourses and dgenclas of social actiiam
Collaborative formalssed in documants, digital spaces and
sudiovisul collections

Table I: Experimental Model

Source: Research data
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nist studies. The decision was made to make the thesaurus
available through open-source software (Temaltres 3.2) and
initially in English, aiming to broaden the possibilities for
dialogue and dissemination of the proposed instrument.

4.0 The conceptual network of the thesaurus

The interdisciplinary conceptual network of this thesaurus
was developed through a systematic identification and ex-
traction of terms and concepts drawn from related thesauri,
specialized literature, and semantic networks connected to
research and activism contexts. Each term was selected based
on its relevance to the identified thematic axes, taking into
account both the contributions of academic research and
production on these topics and their social usage as ex-
pressed in activism practices. This dual focus ensured that
the conceptual network reflects both theoretical rigor and
the lived realities of social movements.

In establishing relationships among terms, we followed
established patterns common to thesauri, prioritizing hier-
archical, associative, and equivalence relationships to organ-
ize meanings effectively. Nonetheless, due to the polyhierar-
chical nature of this instrument — guided by an intersec-
tional framework — terms such as “oppression” could form
associative links with concepts like “racism” and “sexism.”
This approach recognizes the interconnected nature of so-
cial injustices and allows for flexible, context-sensitive navi-
gation within the network.

The creation of thematic categories and domains aimed to
retain a functional and structural view of language, while also
allowing for the development of categories that accommo-
date new associations as shaped by the theoretical-methodo-
logical lens of the experiment. Such flexibility facilitates the
integration of complex social phenomena within the thesau-
rus, enriching its descriptive and organizational capacity.

Criteria for term selection and hierarchy incorporated an
intersectional lens that emphasizes terminological inclu-
sion, grounded in the historical, cultural, and linguistic de-
terminants of the discourse object. This approach draws on
Foucault’s analytical categories of surface of emergence, de-
limitation instance, and grids of specification, allowing us to
critically assess how knowledge production is shaped by
broader sociocultural dynamics. Furthermore, this ap-
proach foregrounds the performative nature of language
and highlights the potential risks posed by historically im-
posed, patriarchal, sexist, racist, and epistemicide structures.
The cultural, social, and political relevance of terms was
thus recognized as essential for giving presence to phenom-
ena and for representing them through the indexed terms.

5.0 Conclusion

The study undertaken provided an opportunity to under-
stand the historical connections inherent in the composi-
tion of social markers of difference in Brazil and their impli-
cations as discourse in the production, organization, and
dissemination of knowledge. By highlighting the intersec-
tional and dynamic nature of oppression and its interfaces
with power, it was possible to conceive a theoretical model
for understanding the structuring of knowledge organiza-
tion systems (KOS).

The proposed experimental model took into account the
dynamism of contemporary forms of knowledge dissemina-
tion, the historical and interconnected nature of oppres-
sions, and the enhancement of epistemic pluralism to en-
sure distributive justice concerning epistemic goods from
the perspectives of testimonial and hermeneutic justice.

The knowledge organization system resulting from this
process functions as a knowledge device guided by genealog-
ical analysis of discursive formation systems and their ob-
jects, focusing on types of enunciation, concepts, theoreti-
cal choices, and bundles of relations. The experimental and
progressive nature of the thesaurus produced reveals risks
inherentin the epistemologization of positivity, disciplinary
mechanisms, and specific regularities within knowledge. In
this sense, it calls for a genealogical and intersectional effort
to understand the micro-practices that may foster the eman-
cipation of historical knowledge, while remaining aware of
the heterogeneity of alignments around power relations,
necessarily involving agents, power instruments, practices,
and rituals — a way to reposition both knowledge and sub-
jugated subjects.
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