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What	  happens	  to	  the	  data	  in	  'Big	  Data'	  ?	  

Introduction 
Within the framework of the FNRS funded “Algorithmic Governmentality” research project 
carried out by le Centre de Recherche en Philosophie de l’Université Libre de Bruxelles, le 
Centre de Recherche Information, Droit et Société de l’Université de Namur, et l’Université 
Saint Louis-Bruxelles,	   the 2015 Interdisciplinary Winter School on “the 'data' from 'Big 
Data'” seeks to gather historians, sociologists, philosophers and lawyers as well statisticians 
and computer scientists to collaborate in a reflection upon some of the most pressing material, 
politic, technical and epistemic questions raised by contemporary forms of data and 
quantification processes. While topics such as “Big Data” and “data-mining” will be of 
particular interest, the aim is also to gain historical, sociological and philosophical perspective 
on the immediacy of such questions through interdisciplinary discussions. Therefore, those 
applying to this Winter School do not necessarily need to be working on 'Big Data', the main 
requirement is to address subjects where the notions of data and quantification arise and are 
problematic.	  
	  
In the space of a few years, the apparently inoffensive word 'data' seems to have become a 
ubiquitous prefix – 'data-driven', 'data-scientists', 'data-mining'. Indeed, 'data' and more 
particularly “Big Data” are mobilizing resources and reshaping institutions, both private and 
public. Therefore, it is worth remembering that data, just as oil [wired], requires labor and 
infrastructure. Indeed, nothing is neither fully automatic nor purely virtual. Obviously, the 
emblematic massification of “data-centers” added to the miniaturization of electronic circuits 
and the proliferation of digital devices seems to provide an inescapable turning-point whereby 
the production and harvesting of data appears to be inextricably linked to an increasing 
number of human activities. Yet, we propose to consider this turning-point both as a pretext 
and a non-event. In terms of the non-event: instead of taking the radical changes implied by 
the tenants of “Big Data” for granted, this heuristic hypothesis will force us to determine the 
thresholds where certain political and epistemological shifts operate, as well as the 
continuities that articulate these shifts. As a pretext: there is no doubt that emerging statistical 
and algorithmic practices will lead us towards new perspectives on old questions of counting, 
sorting and quantifying the “real” into objects of knowledge.	  
	  
These two goals, rethinking the notions' constellation around “data” and refining the 
qualification of the “Big Data event”, can be addressed in at least three different ways. First, 
by grasping a synoptic view of data practices within the different fields of science 
[Sociology]. Second, by improving our understanding of the scientific concepts, practices and 
technical objects at work in Big Data [Epistemology]. Third, by inscribing our reflection in an 
historical continuum and situating the concepts and the shifts they have known [History].	  



	  

“Big Data” Argument 
	  
Undoubtedly, these unprecedented technical possibilities are enabling new modes of 
knowledge production and, therefore, novel possibilities for governing. Thus, for instance, 
prior the development of largely autonomous sensors, proper storage devices and the 
availability of large computational power, gathering data was an extremely labor intensive 
work that was mainly carried out or supported by governmental branches. The advent of these 
techniques has enabled other actors to collect unprecedented amounts of data by simply 
letting sensors run, without positing and hypotheses at the collection stage, – and that could be 
a sense in which some talk about “raw data”. The extreme difficulty in accurately reflecting 
upon the phenomenon’s impact lies partly in the diversity of its applications: marketing, 
genetics, finance, etc. We propose, during this winter school, to develop three provisional and 
polemical hypotheses, each articulating strong epistemological and political claims with 
regards to precise technoscientific apparatuses and practices.	  
	  
First, epistemologically speaking: Statistics has always been inhabited by a double tension, 
between its frenquentist (relative to random events but stable on the long term) and epistemic 
(as measure of our beliefs and expectations) approaches (Stigler, Daston). This “Janus faced” 
appearance defined the statistical practice as the “taming of chance” (Hacking). Statistical 
practice attempts, step by step, to extract certainty from a random phenomenon, subject to the 
laws of chance, by circumscribing a relative uncertainty. The advent of “Big Data” seems to 
deeply reconfigure statistical practice and its intrinsic tensions, on at least two different levels. 
First, the emerging 'fuzzy paradigm' proposes a redefinition of the statistical methods, 
formalisms and problems. Second, the chaotic treatment of randomness, epitomized by the 
'Black Swan' figure, appears to involve a fundamentally different relation to chance – as if we 
were trying to dispense with chance. 	  
	  
Second, from a technological standpoint: Machine learning practices push the automation of 
cognitive tasks further, thereby allowing us to make predictions without necessarily relying on 
“traditional” forms and categories of representation or understanding. This fundamentally 
reshapes our relation to knowledge and reality. Knowledge no longer appears to be 
detachable from the instruments through which it is produced. In other words, these facts 
does not follow the conventional black-boxing process (STS), they rather emerge as always 
already black-boxed. Therefore, we need to ask: What is the “real” when we lay no or so little 
claim to explaining, understanding or even representing it, and what is it to govern, intervene 
on, such a “real”? How does the reference from the sign to thing proceed – are the sign and 
the thing still differentiable?	  
	  
Third, in political and juridical terms: While the emergence of statistics (L. Daston, I. 
Hacking, T. Porter, Desrosières, Berns) and inquiries (Boltanski, M. Foucault) was intimately 
linked to the State’s capacity to intervene on – and thus constitute – its population and society, 
new abilities in clustering open the possibility to quasi-automatically profile persons in real-
time, thereby displacing the locus of intervention from population averages towards 
personally relevant statistical modulations (A. Rouvroy, T. Berns). Important applications are 
currently being developed in marketing, insurances and surveillance systems. How can this 
shift from governing the multitude impersonally to governing it personally be accurately 
conceptualized? How is the mutually constitutive entanglement between norms and subjects 
therefore being reconfigured (S. Shapin, P. Macherey)? How and when a scientific or 
technical conventional norms metamorphoses itself in political ones?	  



	  

Themes  
The Winter School proposes three inevitably intertwined themes that should guide the 
investigations. Proposals do not need to contain all three, but should at least focus on one of 
them. In the case the approach does not directly correspond to one of the themes but can 
nonetheless be relevant for a specific subject, applicants are encouraged to send their proposal 
along with a brief justification. The questions proposed within each theme are certainly not 
exhaustive. They should rather serve as general indications for the kinds of issues that will be 
addressed. Participants should feel free to suggest different problems and topics or to rephrase 
certain questions; the aim is to foster constructive confrontations between fields that struggle 
with the same challenges, albeit under different form	  
	  
Whichever theme is chosen, we assume that a certain attention is paid to the materiality of the 
practices studied, whether academic references come from history or anthropology of 
material practices (Goody, Yates, Johns), science and technology studies (B. Latour, J. Law, 
A.-M. Mol), the so-called Stanford school (I. Hacking, P. Galison, L. Daston, N. Cartwright), 
the more recent media studies (F. Kittler, N. Hayles, L. Gitelman) or the French school of 
technology (A. Leroi-Gourhan, G. Simondon, X. Guchet). We would like, throughout the 
Winter School, to shed light on the objects involved in ‘data practices’ and how ‘data’ and 
‘practices’ mutually structure one another. 	  
	  
Theme A – Practices of quantification 
	  
The Winter School should also be an opportunity to gather and compare descriptions of 
diverse quantification practices (I. Stengers, E. F. Keller) – in biology, economics, sociology, 
for instance (W. Provine, M. Morgan). The move here would be to focus more closely on the 
process of quantification throughout its phases of production, collection, cleaning, clustering 
and correlating. 	  
	  
Current trends in “Big Data” exhibit a distinction between model-scientist and data-scientist, 
and the autonomization of the latter as a distinct field of scientific practice. Again, inscribing 
this divergence in the historical tissue of social fields, could allow us to perceive the 
emergence of “data science” as replaying a separation between scientists and technicians (H. 
Mialet, S. Shapin) – economists and econometricians for instance. This could shed new light 
on the links between the automation of data technologies and the autonomization of a 
scientific field, or in other words question how technological norms interplay with the 
constitutive norms of a scientific practice. 	  
	  

− What does data count and what counts for data in the different practices through which 
it is constituted? Who defines what shall be measured?	  

− Who were the 'data-scientists' before the word was even coined?	  
− What does producing 'clean data' (noise- or residue-less, for instance) for a given 

practice involve?	  
− What are the significant shifts in the ways in which scientists use and share data 

(standardization; public and private databases, etc.)?	  
− How has the evolution of data practices changed the ways in which social science 

legitimizes its research and communicates to experts and the broader public?	  
 

	  
	  



	  

	  
Theme B – Objects of quantification 
	  
Given that more and more available data is automatically generated and interpreted 
beforehand, and that many scientists do not fully understand the process of data's constitution, 
how can the latter trust the data they deal with? In other words, if data does not preexist the 
terms of its production and use, then what are the institutional and epistemic relationships that 
underpin, lend credence and legitimacy to certain data rather than others? Could a ‘digital 
hermeneutics’ that would read data as a text within a context help deploy tools and 
dispositions for interpreting and hierarchizing the avalanche of digital data? The aim here is to 
question data in their ontological dimensions that is to say in the forms through which they 
are manifest, as well as their relationships to phenomena and objects they presumably 
represent. The challenge will be to frame Big Data representations as modes of intervention 
and normative regimes so as to understand the political and juridical tensions at stake. 	  
	  

- Are processes of quantification separable from that which is being quantified? If 
distinctions must be made, then according to which modalities (ontological, 
epistemological)? 	  

- If it existed, what would raw, amorphous data look like? What is a data form – is it 
reducible to a standardized format; does the device with which it is produced, 
manipulated and recorded determine its nature; is it the result of different contextual 
interpretations? 	  

- And if data should always be deconstructed by replacing it within the context of its 
construction, then how can we conceptualize its relationship to what it is supposed to 
represent? 	  
	  

Theme C – Powers of quantification	  
	  
What is being governed as well as how and why it is governed, are fundamental questions to 
which quantifying – understood as the process of establishing conventions  and measuring – 
has brought varying practical solutions. Yet, it would be a mistake to understand 
quantification in purely instrumental terms as a tool suited for a certain purpose or adequate 
for a certain task. Quantification processes do not operate upon inert matter, but rather mold 
and stabilize targeted objects. This relative technical and scientific stabilization has always 
been a condition for governing through quantification. We intend here to focus here on this 
precise knot where technoscientific and juridico-political norms entangle. 	  
	  
These last decades have shown a growing interest in new forms of normativity. To mention 
but a few among others: the attention paid to soft law in legal theory, instrumentation in 
policy analysis, indicators in science studies. In this light, the Big Data turn, with its ever 
more automatic and seemingly blind data warehousing (data can be collected without 
necessarily asking why and for what purpose) begs to question how data speaks to us and how 
it is deployed in order to produce new regimes of truth. What happens when the immanence 
of the norms, directly extracted from our lives through recurring patterns, self-measurement, 
personalization and real-time adjustment, is subtracted from and thus eludes any public 
discussion?	  
	  

− How is the rhetoric of 'Big Data' articulated to concrete practices? How do data-
miners, computer scientists, statisticians, experts and police-makers negotiate models 
and their pertinent indicators?	  



	  

− How is the “trust in number” (T. Porter) expressed in competing Big Data practices? 
How is it reshaped by this naturalization or immanentization of data?	  

− How does behavioral and/or genetic profiling modify the relation of the subject to 
itself? And does this profiling affect the way in which medical diagnoses are carried 
out or the bases of our solidarities and mutualizing of risks, already partly 
institutionalized by insurances?	  

− How do suggestion/recommendation algorithms weave their way between computing 
science, cognitive psychology and marketing? What happens to the notions of subject 
and collectives experience is? What are the responses “the law” can advance in light of 
such strategies of manipulation? How can we understand the paradox and underlying 
anthropological presuppositions that make it possible for the same data to be the motor 
of emerging surveillance strategies, economic models and public health debates? 	  


