
Proceedings of the 2nd International Workshop on Gender-Inclusive Translation Technologies, pages 42–55
June 27, 2024 ©2024 European Association for Machine Translation

Lost in Translation?
Approaches to Gender Representation in Multilingual Archives

Mrinalini Luthra, Brecht Nijman
GLOBALISE, Huygens Insitute,

Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie van Wetenschappen (KNAW),
Oudezijds Achterburgwal 185, 1012 DK Amsterdam

{mrinalini.luthra,brecht.nijman}@huygens.knaw.nl

Abstract

The GLOBALISE project’s digitalisation
of the Dutch East India Company (VOC)
archives raises questions about represent-
ing gender and marginalised identities.
This paper outlines the challenges of ac-
curately conveying gender information in
the archives, highlighting issues such as
the lack of self-identified gender descrip-
tions, low representation of marginalised
groups, colonial context, and multilingual-
ism in the collection. Machine learning
(ML) and machine translation (MT) used
in the digitalisation process may amplify
existing biases and under-representation.
To address these issues, the paper proposes
a gender policy for GLOBALISE, offering
guidelines and methodologies for handling
gender information and increasing the vis-
ibility of marginalised identities. The pol-
icy contributes to discussions about repre-
senting gender and diversity in digital his-
torical research, ML, and MT.

Disclaimer. In this paper, words and phrases pre-
sented in “quotation marks and italicised” are
taken from the VOC archives. The records and
metadata within these archives contain language
and descriptions that are offensive, biased, or dis-
torted. They reflect the prevailing societal attitudes
of the VOC, and do not represent our views or
those of our institution. Please be aware that en-
gaging with this material may cause distress. We
advise approaching the content with care and con-
sideration.
© 2024 The authors. This article is licensed under a Creative
Commons 4.0 licence, no derivative works, attribution, CC-
BY-ND.

1 Introduction

Gender has been the subject of much debate and
analysis across various disciplines. In histori-
cal archives, gender representation often reflects
the biases and power dynamics of the societies
that produced them, leading to the marginalisa-
tion or erasure of non-normative gender identi-
ties. Attempting to describe various genders within
historical contexts and across different languages
and cultures, while beneficial, often simplifies
complexities. Such reductions can inadvertently
perpetuate (post)colonial and state-driven narra-
tives of visibility, thus homogenising differences
in time, place, and circumstances (Fanon, 1967;
Dutta, 2013; Hinchy, 2019).

In parallel, the use of gender as a variable in
artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning
(ML) within systems like recommender systems,
information retrieval models, and machine trans-
lation is growing. However, there is a significant
gap in critical analysis on how gender, especially
non-binary identities, should be represented, tak-
ing into account intersectionality and the racialised
nature of gender constructs (Pinney et al., 2023).
Addressing gender biases is crucial both in histor-
ical archives and AI systems to avoid perpetuat-
ing existing inequalities and introducing new bi-
ases (Hicks, 2017; Noble, 2018).

The digitalisation (Brennen and Kreiss, 2016)
of historical archives, combined with the appli-
cation of machine learning and machine transla-
tion, presents unique challenges and implications
for gender representation. This paper uses the
GLOBALISE project as a case study to explore
these issues. GLOBALISE aims to innovate histor-
ical research practices by creating an infrastructure
that enables researchers and the public to access

42



and explore the Dutch East India Company (VOC)
archives, offering insights into the history of colo-
nial expansion and the societies that endured and
resisted the VOC’s dominance. The project em-
ploys both historic and semantic contextualisation,
in the form of entity recognition (ER) and event de-
tection (ED), to enrich the archives with additional
layers of information (Petram and van Rossum,
2022; Verkijk and Vossen, 2023).

While the primary focus of this paper is on the
challenges of accurately representing gender in the
context of ML, ER, and ED tasks, the insights
gained are particularly relevant for machine trans-
lation (MT) as well. The inherently colonial nature
of the VOC archives, combined with their com-
plex historical context, the multilingual nature of
the documents, and the absence of self-identified
gender descriptions, poses significant challenges
for accurately translating and representing gender
across languages and cultures. Misrepresenting
or erasing gender diversity in the translation pro-
cess can further perpetuate the marginalisation of
non-normative identities and distort historical nar-
ratives.

This paper thus attempts to answer the question
posed in the title “Lost in Translation?” by grap-
pling with the challenges of accurately translating
and representing gender diversity across languages
and cultures in the multilingual context of the
GLOBALISE project and the VOC archives. The
question highlights the potential for gender identi-
ties and expressions to be misinterpreted, oversim-
plified, or erased when historical documents are
digitised and subjected to machine learning and
translation processes. We explore these challenges
and propose approaches to mitigate the potential
loss or misrepresentation of gender diversity in the
digitalisation and translation process.

The remainder of the paper is structured as fol-
lows: Section 2 presents a bias statement; Section
3 discusses the use of gender as an analytical vari-
able; Section 4 provides a detailed discussion on
the GLOBALISE project, examining the multilin-
gual nature of the archives, gender representation
and its challenges within the VOC archives, sup-
plemented by specific examples; Section 5 outlines
the first steps toward a gender policy; Section 6
concludes with a discussion on future work and
broader implications.

2 Bias Statement

VOC archives present a significant challenge for
contemporary researchers seeking to uncover the
histories of marginalised communities. The vast
majority of the records were created by Euro-
pean men employed by the VOC, reflecting their
biases, interests, and the prevailing societal at-
titudes of the time (Wamelen, 2014; Meersber-
gen, 2017). Searching these records often leads
to disappointment due to the violent categori-
sations of the past, which turned enslaved and
colonised people into “nonpersons” (Hartman,
2008; Patterson, 2018; Fuentes, 2016; Zijlstra,
2021). While the colonised population left hardly
any self-produced traces, the archive is full of
records about them. However, due to the current
organisation and accessibility of these archives,
the experiences and perspectives of marginalised
groups are not only underrepresented but also fre-
quently misrepresented and, in most cases, ex-
tremely difficult to access (Trouillot, 2015). Tak-
ing from Bowker and Star’s (2000) argument in
their landmark work “Sorting Things Out: Clas-
sifications and their Consequences”, the research
infrastructures we create have the power to shape
and reinforce social categories and power dynam-
ics. As researchers creating an infrastructure to ac-
cess colonial archives, we must critically examine
our own practices to uncover these marginalised
histories (Ghosh, 2004; Kars, 2020). Our ap-
proach is informed by personal experiences and
academic backgrounds, which highlight the limi-
tations and dangers of singular, totalising knowl-
edge systems. This awareness underscores the im-
portance of adopting pluralistic approaches that ac-
knowledge the coexistence of diverse perspectives.

We acknowledge the potential for representa-
tional harm (Blodgett et al., 2020) in our work
with the VOC archives. Marginalised groups, such
as women, non-European actors, and individuals
with non-binary genders, and other genders, ap-
pear only in traces within these colonial archives,
often described by the colonial agents rather than
represented in their own voices. This poses sig-
nificant challenges in correctly attributing gen-
der. The archives’ inherent biases and the under-
representation of these groups raise concerns that
the developed information extraction models may
fail to recognise them (under-representation) or at-
tribute incorrect genders (such as stereotyping).

GLOBALISE is considering translating the
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archives into various languages, such as Indone-
sian languages (Bahasa Indonesia, Javanese, Sun-
danese), Malay, Sinhala, Tamil, and Mandarin, to
facilitate increased access. However, this process
also carries the risk of perpetuating harm through
translation. Misgendering or erasing diverse gen-
der identities in the translated archives can further
marginalise these communities and distort histori-
cal narratives.

The ramifications of such harms can be far-
reaching, particularly for researchers and individ-
uals from communities affected by Dutch colo-
nialism, who may be attempting to write on
marginalised histories or seek traces of their an-
cestors within these archives. Misrepresentation
or erasure of their identities and experiences would
perpetuate the very harms and marginalisation that
these communities have and continue to endure.

3 To Gender or Not to Gender?

This section explores the potential benefits and
drawbacks of using gender as a variable in the con-
text of the GLOBALISE project and its analysis of
the VOC archives, through historical research, ma-
chine learning, and machine translation.

3.1 Potential Benefits

1. Revealing Power and Marginalised Histo-
ries Gender is a critical category for understand-
ing power dynamics in historical and cultural con-
texts. Applying gender as an analytical lens can
provide insights into the social, economic, and
power dynamics in different societies and time pe-
riods (Scott, 1986). Examining gender in conjunc-
tion with other identity categories such as race,
socio-economic class, and nationality can reveal
the complex ways in which power and privilege
were and are distributed and experienced in con-
text (Crenshaw, 1991). Focusing on gender can
also help uncover the experiences and perspec-
tives of women and other marginalised groups who
may have been overlooked in traditional (histori-
cal) narratives (Luthra et al., 2023).

2. Auditing Bias in Machine Learning and Im-
proving Translation Gender and other demo-
graphic variables can be useful to audit biases in
machine learning systems. For instance, the in-
corporation of gender as a variable in ML mod-
els can help to uncover and mitigate biases in var-
ious domains, such as facial recognition systems,

job recommendations, credit scoring, and health-
care (Buolamwini and Gebru, 2018; Omiye et al.,
2023; Chen, 2023). Even when gender or other
demographic features are not explicitly included
in the data, ML models can still discriminate by
picking up on proxy factors, as seen in Ama-
zon’s hiring algorithm that discriminated against
women (Dastin, 2022).

In the field of machine translation, incorporat-
ing gender information can help produce more ac-
curate and contextually appropriate translations.
For example, in languages with grammatical gen-
der, knowing the gender of the referent can
help select the correct pronouns, adjective forms,
and other gender-specific linguistic features (Van-
massenhove et al., 2018; Elaraby et al., 2018). Ad-
ditionally, explicitly modeling gender in machine
translation can identify and mitigate gender biases
present in training data and algorithms (Saunders
et al., 2020; Prates et al., 2020).

3.2 Possible Drawbacks

1. Anachronistic Categories and Limited
Sources Applying modern understandings of
gender to historical contexts risks imposing
anachronistic categories and obscuring the spe-
cific ways in which gender was constructed and
experienced in the past (Hartman, 2012). Colo-
nial archives, such as those of the VOC, may not
provide sufficient or unbiased information about
the (gendered) experiences of all individuals and
groups, particularly those who were marginalised
or oppressed (Spivak, 1985; Jeurgens and Kara-
binos, 2020; Hinchy, 2022). Researchers must
approach colonial archives critically, recognising
their limitations and biases, and seeking to read be-
tween the lines and “along and against the grain”
to uncover histories of gender (Stoler, 2008).

2. Reinforcing Binaries and Obscuring Inter-
sectional Identities Relying solely on gender as
a primary analytical category may inadvertently
reinforce binary and essentialist notions of gen-
der, failing to capture the diversity and fluidity
of gender identities and expressions (Scott, 2010).
The Hijra community in South Asia serves as a
poignant example of the complexities surrounding
gender identity. While sometimes referred to as
the “third gender,” this term is not without debate,
as it risks oversimplifying the multifaceted nature
of the Hijra identity. Focusing too heavily on gen-
der alone may obscure other crucial axes of iden-
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tity that the Hijra community holds dear, such as
kinship, religion, class, and embodiment (Reddy,
2005). Moreover, an overemphasis on gender as a
variable may also conceal other significant power
relations and social categories that shaped the his-
torical context of the VOC, including race, reli-
gion, and colonialism (Stoler, 2010). To fully un-
derstand the intricacies of identity and power dy-
namics in the VOC archives, it is essential to adopt
an intersectional approach that considers the inter-
play between gender and other social categories.

3. Limitations of Machine-Learning and Trans-
lation The use of machine learning techniques
to analyse historical documents and archives re-
lated to gender in the VOC context poses addi-
tional challenges. ML algorithms can perpetu-
ate and amplify biases present in their training
data (Noble, 2018; Buolamwini and Gebru, 2018)
and may struggle to capture the nuances, ambi-
guities, and contextual factors crucial for under-
standing the complexities of gender in historical
settings (Jo and Gebru, 2020). Many current ap-
proaches to incorporating gender in machine trans-
lation rely on binary gender classifications, which
may not adequately capture the diversity of gender
identities and expressions across cultures and lan-
guages (Savoldi et al., 2021; Saunders et al., 2020;
Alhafni et al., 2020).

In conclusion, the use of gender as an analytical
category in the GLOBALISE project and its anal-
ysis of the VOC archives presents both opportuni-
ties and challenges. As the project moves forward,
it will be crucial to approach the use of gender as
a variable with critical reflexivity, acknowledging
the limitations and potential drawbacks while also
leveraging its potential to uncover new insights and
perspectives on the history of the VOC, colonial-
ism, and globalisation.

4 Case Study: GLOBALISE

GLOBALISE aims to improve access to the Dutch
East India Company archive through the creation
of research infrastructure, which will offer an
annotated machine-readable version of the Let-
ters and Papers Received (OBP) section of VOC
archives.1 The OBP consists of the documents that
the Dutch offices of the company received from
its offices in its region of operation which ranged
from the South African Cape to Japan.
1https://globalise.huygens.knaw.nl

The GLOBALISE project team consists of two
main groups: historians who collect and curate ref-
erence data related to the collection, and a team re-
sponsible for training language models for entity
recognition (ER) and event detection (ED). The
entities identified in the archives will be linked to
the curated reference data as well as existing ref-
erence vocabularies. Furthermore, the annotations
will be interconnected to provide additional con-
text for future users of the GLOBALISE research
infrastructure. The annotators creating the ground
truth data for the ER and ED models are from
within the project team, ensuring a close collab-
oration between the historical and computational
aspects of the project. This structure allows for
a multidisciplinary approach to the digitalisation
and enrichment of the VOC archives, leveraging
the expertise of historians and computational lin-
guists to create a comprehensive and accessible re-
search resource. By providing annotated and con-
textualised data, the GLOBALISE project aims to
facilitate new insights into the history of the VOC
and its impact on the regions under its influence.

4.1 The Corpus

The OBP consists of approximately 5 mil-
lion scans of handwritten material, making up
1,042,989,589 tokens.2 It consists of a wide
variety of documents, including but not limited
to internal and external correspondence, resolu-
tions, court cases, censuses, and summarising re-
ports tying these together called the General Let-
ters. TThe majority of these documents were writ-
ten in Dutch by European men employed by the
company (Meersbergen, 2017). Nevertheless, the
archive is seeped through with languages other
than Dutch, including many local non-European
languages. In addition to a small series of letters
sent over in their original language and a more sub-
stantial series of such letters in translation (±5% of
documents)3, the Dutch of the archive is laden with

2The most recent version of transcriptions can be accessed
here: https://transcriptions.globalise.
huygens.knaw.nl/. The whole corpus can also be
downloaded at: https://hdl.handle.net/10622/
LVXSBW.
3This is five percent of documents, not five percent of the cor-
pus, and consists of 8214 documents marked as “Translaat”
(translation) within the “Indigenous correspondence” section
of the “Towards a New Age of Partnership” (TANAP) index
of the OBP. This is by no means an exhaustive list of trans-
lations in the archive. Translated documents do not always
carry “translation” in their title. Additionally translation ap-
pears in other forms as well.
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a vocabulary originating from the languages of the
region (Pepping, 2024).

4.2 Gender in the Corpus
Gender is rarely self-identified in the VOC
archives and is usually assigned by third parties,
such as scribes and translators, often in reductive
and incorrect ways. This poses challenges for ac-
curately representing gender in the GLOBALISE
project, as the information reflects the assumptions
and biases of the record creators rather than the
lived experiences and identities of the individuals
described. The lack of historical and cultural con-
text further complicates the interpretation of gen-
der, as the concepts of sex and gender may not have
been distinguished by the Europeans writing these
records.4

Nevertheless, some traces of gender identities
outside the historical Western binary categorisa-
tions are found in the archives. Given these
traces and challenges of self-identification, gen-
der in the GLOBALISE project is taken as a con-
struct encompassing both sex and gender, given
that in most cases they are conflated and indis-
tinguishable, and are mostly not based on self-
identification but based on the assumptions of the
writers of the archives. Moreover, care must be
taken not to flatten these identities when approach-
ing them through modern Western concepts of gen-
der. Many of these identities had intrinsic rela-
tions to sacredness, positions at court or spiritual
roles, and connections to social status and enslave-
ment (Arvas, 2019; Andaya, 2018; Bowie, 2023;
Hinchy, 2022; Ismoyo, 2020; Peletz, 2009).

4.2.1 Explicit Gender Indicators

term (Dutch) term (English) count
bisoe — bisoes —
bissoe — bissoes

bissu 34

sida sida sida sida 0
hijra — hisra hijra 1
besnedene “castrated” 152
eunuch — eunich eunuch 65

Table 1: Occurrence of selected terms describing individuals
outside the gender binary.

The most explicit form of gendering in the
archive occurs where people are explicitly de-
scribed as belonging to a particular gender (See Ta-
4This is further complicated by the fact that both sex and gen-
der are socially constructed (Browne, 2010).

bles 2 and 1). This is most often a form of “man”
or “woman” (see example (1)). Although mentions
of genders outside the binary are very rare, they
are sometimes explicitly referenced, though this
does not necessarily mean they are acknowledged
as distinct gender identities. Example (2) shows
a case where bissu, one of the Bugis genders,
are explicitly mentioned (Ismoyo, 2020). While
the Bissu in this passage are described as distinct
from men or women, they are still misgendered as
“men” within the passage and their identity is con-
flated with sexual practice (“knowledge” in this
case refers to sexual intercourse). In other cases,
these identities are even further obscured, either
by being grouped together into catch-all categories
describing gendered or sexual “otherness”, such
as “Eunuch”, “hermafrodiet” (“hermaphrodite”),
or “besnedene” (“castrate”), or by simply be-
ing subsumed into binary categorisations (Andaya,
2018; Gannon, 2011; Hinchy, 2017). As Table 1
shows, these terms are relatively more common
compared to in-community terms such as bissu
or hijra. Both are very rare compared to terms
referencing binary gender (Table 2). Addition-
ally, these gender identities may be described only
through another one of their identity axes, for in-
stance solely as “priests”.

(1) 6: manspersoonen ende een hollantsche
vrouw5

6: man persons and a Hollandish woman

(2) Buijten nog eenige sleep van ruijm 200.
Coppen zoo mans als vrouwen die haar
in de [z]aal en buijten op de stoep neder-
sette[,] ongerekent nog 20. bissoes of zoo
genaamde mannen die de bekenning der
vrouwen zouden hebben afgeswooren 6

Outside some more followers, roughly 200
heads, men as well as women, who waited
in the hall as well as outside on the street,
uncounted another 20 bissu or so-called
men who have sworn off the knowledge of
women.7

5National Archives (NA), the Hague, Archive of the
Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (VOC), 1.04.02, inven-
tory number 1121, p. 833, https://transcriptions.
globalise.huygens.knaw.nl/detail/urn:
globalise:NL-HaNA_1.04.02_1121_0060
6NA, VOC, 8194, fo. 205. https://transcriptions.
globalise.huygens.knaw.nl/detail/urn:
globalise:NL-HaNA_1.04.02_8194_0213
7NA, VOC, 8194, fo. 205r. https://
transcriptions.globalise.huygens.knaw.
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term (English) masculine term
(Dutch) count feminine term

(Dutch) count

person mansper* 1548 vrouwsper* 1642
“man slave” /
“woman slave”

mansla*f —
manslav*

3450
vrouwsla*f —
vrouwslav*

69

“slave” sla*f — slav* 167114 slavin* 25358
farmer boer 3230 boerin 67
encik intje 13589 – –
njai – – njaij — njeij 601
widow(er) weduwna*r 20 weduwe 22099

son / daughter zoon — soon 79659
dogter — dochter —
doghter

19266

king / queen
koning — coning —
coninck

304109 koningin — coningin 3407

Table 2: Occurrence of selected gendered terms.

4.2.2 Personal Nouns as Gender Indicators

As Dutch is a grammatical gender language,
the archive is in no shortage of explicit gender-
markers. Personal nouns in particular carry po-
tentially valuable information on (perceived) so-
cial gender. A term’s grammatical gender does not
always coincide with the social gender associated
with it. For instance, “wijf”, (wife or woman) is
grammatically neuter, but socially feminine. How-
ever, in the majority of cases grammatical and so-
cial gender of personal nouns in Dutch align. See
for instance example (3)).

(3) “12 boeren en boerinnen”.8

12 farmersM and farmersF

This approach also carries a number of pitfalls.
First, following on from the previous point, these
forms make it nearly impossible to recognise
any gender that falls outside the man–woman bi-
nary. Second, commonly occurring issues regard-
ing gender in language, such as masculine gener-
ics (see example (4)) and marked femaleness (see
example (5)), also complicate this strategy. As
Stahlberg et al. (2007) point out, it cannot be gen-
erally assumed that by using the masculine, par-
ticularly the masculine plural, the author consid-
ered an individual to be a man (let alone how
that individual identified). At the same time, an-
notating only non-masculine terms reinforces the

nl/detail/urn:globalise:NL-HaNA_1.04.02_
8194_0213
8NA, VOC, 4074, fo. 16r, https://transcriptions.
globalise.huygens.knaw.nl/detail/urn:
globalise:NL-HaNA_1.04.02_4074_0022.

“othering” of women and genders beyond the bi-
nary. Finally, as mentioned, a small but non-
negligible number of documents are translations
of documents received in other languages (this
does not include translations of spoken accounts or
summaries of in-person interactions in other lan-
guages). Many of these are translations from gen-
derless languages such as Malay or Javanese, and
gender may have been introduced in the process of
translation.

(4) “de principaalste actrice van deese
gaauwdieven troep”.9

the principal actress of this gang of
thievesM .

(5) “en Conting groot 15. Coij[ang]s
bem[an]t met 8. chineesen en 12. javanen
waeronder een vrouwspersoon”.10

a kunting, large 15 koj[ang]s, manned by
8 chinese and 12 javanese including a
woman person.

4.2.3 Loan Words as Gender Indicators
Loanwords are words adopted from one lan-

guage into another without translation, often as
a result of cultural contact or influence (Durkin,
2014). In colonial archives, loanwords originate
from interactions between colonisers and indige-
nous populations, serving to facilitate communi-

9NA, VOC, 10936, https://transcriptions.
globalise.huygens.knaw.nl/detail/urn:
globalise:NL-HaNA_1.04.02_10936_0243.
10NA, VOC, 1945, 75, https://transcriptions.
globalise.huygens.knaw.nl/detail/urn:
globalise:NL-HaNA_1.04.02_1945_0086.
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cation and reflect the integration of indigenous
systems into colonial structures. They offer in-
sights into cultural exchange, administrative inte-
gration, and power dynamics within colonial soci-
eties (Naregal, 1999; Cohn, 1996). For instance,
“Baboe”, from Javanese and Malay (also spelled
as “babu”) originally referred to a female servant
or domestic worker in Southeast Asian societies.
In Dutch colonial households, “baboes” were often
employed to perform domestic chores and child-
care duties for Dutch families. The use of this term
in colonial archives highlights the hierarchical re-
lationship between Dutch employers and indige-
nous domestic workers, reflecting the social strat-
ification based on race and class in colonial soci-
ety.11 Moreover, many of the gendered identities
in the VOC archives such as “bissu” are also loan-
words.

Loanwords, particularly those used as terms of
address, titles, and professions, constitute the fi-
nal group of gender indicators to consider in the
archive. Not considering loanwords while consid-
ering gendered words in Dutch would result in a
disparity between the gendering of indigenous in-
dividuals and Europeans in the corpus. Further-
more, one could argue that these terms are more
likely to reflect personal identity, though they may
still be assigned from within the same language
group. A particular pitfall with these terms is that
they tend not to be recognised, even by human an-
notators, often being identified as parts of names.
Identifying gendered loanwords can be particu-
larly difficult due to several factors. Firstly, they
originate from hundreds of languages throughout
the region. Secondly, they are often poorly translit-
erated using Early Modern Dutch spelling, at times
rendering them unrecognisable even to (native)
speakers. For instance “Encik” (Mr. in Malay) is
commonly written as “Intje” in the corpus. Lastly,
successful identification of gendered loanwords is
limited further where languages which have be-
come endangered or even extinct, oftentimes in di-
rect result to violence enacted by the VOC (Pep-
ping, 2024). Additionally, care should be taken

11Note: It’s worth acknowledging that some of these loan-
words have become fully integrated into the colonial language
itself, reflecting the enduring influence of colonial interac-
tions on linguistic evolution. For instance, words like “loot”
(derived from the Hindi word “lut”) meaning “plunder” and
“jungle” (originating from the Hindi word meaning “dense
forest”) are now commonplace in English vocabulary, serving
as reminders of the historical connections between colonial
past and contemporary language usage.

not to introduce gender to titles which do not ex-
plicitly carry it. Many forms of address might say
more about class, caste, race or closeness than they
do about gender (Yusra et al., 2023). Historically,
gender neutral titles have been glossed in explicitly
gendered ways.

Note that names have not been listed as a gen-
der indicator in this section. Names are dubious
carriers of gender in any context, and only more so
in a multilingual one (Das and Paik, 2021; Saun-
ders and Olsen, 2023). The same name may have
very different associations across languages. Ad-
ditionally, the Early Modern Dutch transliterations
of names may render them indistinguishable or un-
recognisable.

5 Developing a Gender Policy for
GLOBALISE

GLOBALISE aims to develop a gender policy
that respectfully represents the diversity of gen-
der identities and experiences within the VOC
archives. This policy will serve as a framework for
addressing the challenges and limitations of work-
ing with historical sources, where gender informa-
tion may be incomplete, biased, or absent. The
gender policy will guide the project’s approaches
to data collection, annotation, analysis, and inter-
pretation, ensuring that the resulting research in-
frastructure is sensitive to the complexities of gen-
der across different historical and cultural contexts.

Principles of the GLOBALISE gender policy
include:

1. Recognise the historical and cultural speci-
ficity of gender categories and expressions

2. Acknowledge the limitations and biases in-
herent in historical sources, particularly those
created within colonial contexts

3. Strive to represent gender diversity in a man-
ner that is respectful, accurate, and inclusive

4. Engage with relevant communities, scholars,
and stakeholders to inform the development
and implementation of the policy

5. Ensure transparency and accountability in the
project’s handling of gender-related informa-
tion

The remaining section outlines guidelines and
strategies for handling gender-related information
in the GLOBALISE project.
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5.1 Polyvocal Gender Vocabulary

To address the diverse gender identities in the VOC
archives, as discussed in section 4, GLOBALISE
adopts a “polyvocal gender vocabulary” (Peletz,
2009). This approach allows for the inclusion
of multiple gender classifications within a sin-
gle knowledge organisation system (Tudhope and
Lykke Nielsen, 2006; Hjørland and Gnoli, 2016),
enabling the representation of historical and cul-
tural specificities of gender. By employing this
method, GLOBALISE aims to avoid imposing
anachronistic or Western-centric categories onto
the historical records while making gender diver-
sity visible and searchable. The project seeks to
represent gender categories from various cultures
on their own terms, rather than “being through oth-
ers” (Fanon, 1967).

The polyvocal gender vocabulary draws
on the concept of “polyvocality” or
“polyphony” (Bakhtin, 1984), which is a nar-
rative feature that emphasises the simultaneous
inclusion of multiple voices and perspectives. This
approach aligns with the concept of “practical
ontology” developed in anthropology and science
and technology studies (STS), which recognises
the coexistence of multiple, culturally-specific
ways of understanding and categorising the
world (Gad et al., 2015; Barth, 1993; Geertz,
1973). By adopting a polyvocal gender vocabu-
lary, GLOBALISE aims to represent the diverse
and “situated” (Haraway, 2016) understandings
of gender present in the VOC archives, while
acknowledging the challenges and limitations of
working across multiple cultural and historical
contexts.

5.1.1 Detecting Gendered Terms and
Constructing a Polyvocal Gender
Vocabulary

To address the challenges of detecting gendered
terms in the VOC archives, GLOBALISE will em-
ploy an iterative process involving vocabulary de-
velopment, manual annotation, and machine learn-
ing, as illustrated in Figure 1.

Gender Classification The project will adopt a
four-level hierarchy with the following top-level
categories: M (man), W (woman), U (undefined,
cannot infer gender information from the text), and
O (other gender categories). The “O” category, an
intermediate step, will be further subdivided man-
ually into more specific gender identities based on

Figure 1: Creating the Polyvocal Gender Vocabulary and Au-
tomatic Gender Detection

the expertise of historians and cultural experts, al-
lowing for granular representation while ensuring
the machine learning models will not ignore and
misrepresent and misclassify these other gender
categories. This decision is based on our expe-
rience that marginalised groups are mentioned in
the VOC archives but only in low frequencies and
often with wrong and insufficient contextual infor-
mation.12

Creating the Gender Vocabulary The gender
vocabulary will be developed through an iterative
process involving the use of existing linked data
vocabularies, collaboration with experts, and man-
ual annotation.

1. Leverage the Homosaurus: GLOBALISE
will leverage existing vocabularies such as the
Homosaurus (Homosaurus Editorial Board,
2019), a linked data vocabulary of LGBTQ+
terms developed for cultural heritage insti-
tutions, as a starting point. While the Ho-
mosaurus focuses on modern terminology, its
principles of providing a standardised yet in-
clusive ontology for gender diversity will in-
form the development of GLOBALISE’s gen-
der vocabulary. However, the project will
adapt these principles to address the specific
challenges posed by the VOC archives, such
as the lack of self-identified gender informa-
tion and the presence of historical terms and
categories that may not map neatly onto con-
temporary understandings of gender.13

2. Collaborate with Experts: GLOBALISE
12So far, we have only found about 5 instances of the “bissu”
in the archives and their descriptions in the archive are reduc-
tive and incorrect.
13Terms like “Hijra” and “bissu” are present in the Ho-
mosaurus and can be used to check their presence in the
GLOBALISE corpus.
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will work with gender scholars, communities
and individuals from different gender groups,
and historians specialising in regions covered
by the VOC to create, refine, and expand the
gender vocabulary. These experts will help
identify culturally-specific gender terms and
categories relevant to the historical context of
the VOC archives and the early modern “In-
dian Ocean world”.

3. Manual annotation and Iterative Refine-
ment: Using the initial gender vocabulary,
annotators will manually label a subset of the
VOC archives with gender information, em-
ploying the hierarchical gender classification
scheme defined earlier. During the annotation
process, new gendered terms are expected to
be identified and added to the vocabulary.14

This requires that annotators have the rele-
vant linguistic background to recognise these
terms.15

Automatic Gender and Linking to Gender Vo-
cabulary With the manually annotated dataset
serving as the ground truth, GLOBALISE will em-
ploy automatic gender detection using machine
learning models to identify gendered terms at scale
in the VOC archives, as illustrated in Figure 1.

1. Training machine learning models: The
manually annotated dataset will be used to
train machine learning models, such as entity
recognition systems (Ehrmann et al., 2023),
to automatically detect gendered terms in the
larger corpus. The machine learning models
will assign one of the four top-level gender
categories (M, W, U, or O) to each detected
gendered term.

2. Applying the models to the full corpus: The
trained machine learning models will be ap-
plied to the entire VOC archive to automat-
ically detect and classify gendered terms at
scale.

3. Manual linking to specific categories: After
the automatic gender detection process, the
gendered terms classified as “O” will be ex-
amined and manually linked to more specific

14Also based on our experience developing reference data
on commodities in the GLOBALISE project (Pepping et al.,
2023).
15Annotators without such knowledge are more likely to mis-
take gendered loanwords as names or (merely) professions.

gender categories in the gender vocabulary
by GLOBALISE’s researchers, experts, and
community members. This manual linking
process allows for a more granular represen-
tation of non-binary and culturally-specific
gender identities while ensuring that the ma-
chine learning models do not overlook these
categories. Moreover, this step allows us
to audit the outputs of the machine learn-
ing models to avoid misgendering (Kotek et
al., 2023; Bender et al., 2021; Hamidi et al.,
2018), especially given that descriptions that
follow or precede gendered terms in the VOC
archives, are often incorrect or reductive as
explained in the example of “bissu” in sub-
section 4.2.

4. Iterative refinement: As new gendered
terms are discovered during the automatic
gender detection and manual linking pro-
cesses, they will be incorporated into the gen-
der vocabulary and used to refine the machine
learning models. This iterative refinement en-
sures that the polyvocal gender vocabulary re-
mains accurate, comprehensive, and cultur-
ally sensitive.

5.2 Gendered “Loanwords”, and their
Translations

As discussed in Section 4.2.3 on loanwords,
GLOBALISE will pay close attention to the pres-
ence of loanwords in the corpus. Annotators will
be trained in detecting loanwords, and the project
will benefit from annotators of diverse cultural and
historical backgrounds as well as insights from lo-
cal communities and experts. Additionally, the
project will investigate the use of multilingual
models such as BERT (2018) and translation tech-
nologies to automatically detect loanwords in the
VOC archives (Nath et al., 2022).

Recent research has emphasised the importance
of considering gender diversity in machine trans-
lation, as neural machine translation systems of-
ten perpetuate gender biases and fail to accu-
rately translate gender-neutral or non-binary lan-
guage (Vanmassenhove et al., 2018; Savoldi et al.,
2021). By developing a “polyvocal gender vocabu-
lary,” GLOBALISE can contribute to more gender-
and culturally-sensitive machine translation by in-
troducing contextual aspects of gender.

However, when translating the VOC archives,
the project must also consider the presence of gen-
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dered loanwords, which reflect the complex lin-
guistic and cultural dynamics of the colonial en-
counter. These loanwords often carry the “hierar-
chies of power” (Naregal, 1999) that characterized
colonial bilingualism, and simply translating them
into other languages risks overwriting or erasing
important historical and cultural nuances. To ad-
dress this issue, the GLOBALISE project’s initial
strategy will be to preserve gendered loanwords
in their original form when translating the VOC
archives into other languages. By retaining these
loanwords, the project aims to maintain the vis-
ibility of the complex cultural and linguistic ex-
changes that took place in early modern history
while providing context and explanations to help
readers understand their meanings and connota-
tions.

5.3 Gender Identification

As discussed in subsection 4.2, GLOBALISE
treats gender as a complex construct encompassing
both sex and gender, which are often conflated and
indistinguishable in third-person historical records
without self-identification.

Avoiding Gender Assignment Based on Names
The project avoids assigning gender based solely
on names as this can introduce biases (Luthra et
al., 2023) and unwarranted assumptions about in-
dividuals’ identities (Savoldi et al., 2021), espe-
cially for non European cultures, beyond that was
already done in the creation of the records (Das
and Paik, 2021). Instead, the project will rely on
explicit references to gender or contextual “trig-
ger words” (Ehrmann et al., 2023), such as titles,
roles, and gendered nouns, to infer gender when
possible. These include terms such as koningin”
(queen), sultana,” mevrouw” (madam), meneer”
(sir), radja” (king), rani” (queen), coopvrouw”
(merchant woman), priesteressen” (priestesses),
“weduwe” (widow), “slavinne” (female slave),
“capados”, eunuch”, and “bissu.”

However, the project acknowledges that these
references often reflect the assumptions and bi-
ases of the record creators rather than the self-
identified gender of the individuals described. A
not very straightforward example of this is the
case of Matthias Panholsser, with a stereotypical
Dutch male name, one of 52 persons in the VOC
Opvarenden16 [VOC Sailors], who was dismissed
16https://www.nationaalarchief.
nl/onderzoeken/index/nt00444/

on the grounds of being a “vrouw” (woman).
Here, we do not want to conclude that Matthias
was a trans-man at the risk of “trans-ing” his-
tory (Hinchy, 2022). Perhaps Matthias only dis-
guised as a man to serve on the VOC ships, look-
ing for better economic opportunities. But of this
we cannot know, due to the insufficient informa-
tion, and thus adding our own interpretation. We
return to the case of Matthias breifly in 5.4.

Handling Grammatical Gender in Dutch As
Dutch is a grammatical gender language, personal
nouns can offer valuable perceived gender infor-
mation. However, the project will be mindful of
the pitfalls associated with grammatical gender,
such as masculine generics potentially obscuring
women and non-binary individuals, and the “other-
ing” reinforced by only annotating non-masculine
terms (Stahlberg et al., 2007), as discussed in ex-
amples (4) and (5).

5.4 Modeling Gender Fluidity

Gender reassignments and gender fluidity have ex-
isted throughout history, as exemplified by the Hi-
jras in South Asia (Hinchy, 2022; Reddy, 2005).
However, current systems for classifying gen-
der often fail to capture this reality, employing
static categorisations that inadequately represent
how individuals’ genders can shift over their life-
times (Andrews et al., 2024). Recognising this
limitation, the GLOBALISE project aims to de-
velop methods for modeling gender fluidity within
the VOC archives to better represent changes in
gender identity over time.

One approach is to use event-based modeling,
where gender is treated as a temporal attribute that
can change at specific points in an individual’s life.
This allows for the representation of gender tran-
sitions and the evolution of an individual’s gen-
der identity (Andrews et al., 2024). By employ-
ing event-based modeling, the project can capture
pivotal moments when an individual’s expressed or
documented gender may have shifted, potentially
due to societal pressures, personal needs, or chang-
ing circumstances. While the archival records may
only provide a limited, biased glimpse into an in-
dividual’s gender experience, modeling gender flu-
idity as a series of events acknowledges the possi-
bility of more complex gender journeys than what
is immediately apparent. This way, the project can

cc19411e-c864-11e6-9d8b-00505693001d
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shed light on the diverse gender expressions, non-
conformities, and transgressions (for instance the
case of Matthias Panholsser who was dismissed
for “being a woman”) that have existed through-
out history (Nationaal Archief, nd).

5.5 Evaluation and Intersectionality

To ensure the accuracy and fairness of the gender
vocabulary and detection methods, GLOBALISE
will conduct regular evaluations and audits. One
important aspect of this evaluation is studying bias
along intersectional axes, such as race, ethnicity,
and gender (Haim et al., 2024). By examining the
interactions between these different dimensions of
identity, the project can identify and mitigate po-
tential biases in the gender classification and detec-
tion systems. The evaluation process will involve
collaboration with experts in gender studies, his-
tory, and cultural heritage, as well as members of
affected communities.

6 Conclusion, Discussions, Future Work

This paper encapsulates the central challenges we
face in the GLOBALISE project in attempting to
accurately representing and translating the diverse
gender identities and expressions found within the
multilingual VOC archives. Through this work, we
aim to contribute to the broader discussion on the
challenges of detecting gender at scale in multi-
lingual and multicultural corpora. This paper has
outlined the problems in our endeavor and pro-
posed strategies to address them, grappling with
the complex issues of navigating linguistic and cul-
tural boundaries while striving for respectful and
useful representations.

These challenges are not unique to GLOB-
ALISE; they apply to those working in digital
humanities and those working with socially con-
structed data in fields like machine learning and
machine translation. Representing gender diver-
sity across historical, linguistic, and cultural con-
texts in a culturally sensitive and computationally
feasible manner is a broader issue that requires on-
going exploration and dialogue. We hope that this
paper can contribute to informing and advancing
these broader discussions and practices around the
representation of gender diversity. As we continue
to develop and refine our methods for representing
gender diversity in the GLOBALISE project, we
welcome input and collaboration from researchers
and communities working on similar challenges in

other domains.
In terms of future work, the GLOBALISE

project will start with the creation of the polyvo-
cal gender vocabulary and initial attempts at gen-
der detection in the VOC archives. We plan to col-
laborate with area studies specialists to think about
gender from the various regions once under the
VOC empire, ensuring that our approaches are cul-
turally informed and sensitive to the specific his-
torical and linguistic contexts of the archives.
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