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Raw data is both an oxymoron and 
a bad idea; to the contrary, data 
should be cooked with care.

- Geoffrey Bowker (2005)
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If you torture the data long enough, 
they will confess to anything. 

- Ronald Coase (1960s)
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I found that the people who ascribe the most power to 
statistics and data are not people who do statistics 
and data science. They are executives who give the 
vision talks about the power of data. … I’ve seen so 
many cringe-inducing assertions … In my head, I’m 
listening to all these thing and am like, I remember 
that conversation and the data on which that is based 
is so utterly flawed and unlikely to be true. But it 
supports the mythos of this particular executive. So 
let’s just repeat it until it is true.

- Jeff Hammerbacher (2016)
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Part One: Moral Crumple Zones
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Thanks Latanya Sweeney!
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New Yorker
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Part Two: Data Have Power
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Part Three: Vulnerable Data Infrastructure
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DATA VOIDS



Houston Chronicle

Data Void #1: Breaking News



Data Void #2: Strategic New Terms

“A compelling story, even 
if factually inaccurate, 
can be more emotionally 
compelling than a dry 
recitation of the truth.” 
– Frank Luntz





Data Void #3: Outdated Terms



Data Void #4: Fragmented Concepts





Data Void #5: Problematic Queries
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Part Four: Agnotology and Manipulation
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We're not disagreeing about facts, we're disagreeing about epistemology. The 
"establishment" version of  epistemology is, "We use evidence to arrive at 
the truth, vetted by independent verification (but trust us when we tell you 
that it's all been independently verified by people who were properly 
skeptical and not the bosom buddies of  the people they were supposed to 
be fact-checking)."

The "alternative facts" epistemological method goes like this: "The 
'independent' experts who were supposed to be verifying the 'evidence-
based' truth were actually in bed with the people they were supposed to be 
fact-checking. In the end, it's all a matter of  faith, then: you either 
have faith that 'their' experts are being truthful, or you have faith that 
we are. Ask your gut, what version feels more truthful?”                                          

- Cory Doctorow, 2017
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Searching for 
Alternative Facts:
Analyzing Scriptural Inference 
in Conservative News Practices

Francesca Tripodi





“Power is in tearing human 
minds to pieces and putting them 
together again in new shapes of  
your own choosing.”

- George Orwell, 1984



Conclusion: Towards a More Secure Future



Flickr: photos





Flickr: isherwoodchris



For more information:
danah boyd - zephoria@zephoria.org

http://www.datasociety.net


