




6 The Numbers Don't Speak for Themselves 

Principle: Consider Context 

Data feminism asserts that data are not neutral or objective. They are the products of unequal 

social relations, and this context is essential for conducting accurate, ethical analysis. 

In April 2014, 276 young women were kidnapped from their high school in the town 

of Chibok in northern Nigeria. Boko Haram, a militant terrorist group, claimed respon

sibility for the attacks. The press coverage, both in Nigeria and around the world, was 

fast and furious. SaharaReporters.com challenged the government's ability to keep its 

students safe. CNN covered parents' anguish. The f apan Times connected the kidnap

pings to the increasing unrest in Nigeria's northern states. And the BBC told the story 

of a girl who had managed to evade the kidnappers. Several weeks after this initial 

reporting, the popular blog FiveThirtyEight published its own data-driven story about 

the event, titled "Kidnapping of Girls in Nigeria Is Part of a Worsening Problem." 1 

The story reported skyrocketing rates of kidnappings. It asserted that in 2013 alone 

there had been more than 3,608 kidnappings of young women. Charts and maps 

accompanied the story to visually make the case that abduction was at an all-time high 

(figure 6.1). 

Shortly thereafter, the news website had to issue an apologetic retraction because 

its numbers were just plain wrong. The outlet had used the Global Database of Events, 

Language and Tone (GDELT) as its data source. GDELT is a big data project led by com

putational social scientist Kalev Leetaru. It collects news reports about events around 

the world and parses the news reports for actors, events, and geography with the aim of 

providing a comprehensive set of data for researchers, governments, and civil society. 

GDELT tries to focus on conflict-for example, whether conflict is likely between two 

countries or whether unrest is sparking a civil war-by analyzing media reports. How

ever, as political scientist Erin Simpson pointed out to FiveThirtyEight in a widely cited 

Twitter thread, GDELT's primary data source is media reports (figure 6.2).2 The project is 

not at a stage at which its data can be used to make reliable claims about independent 
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Figure 6.1 

In 2014, FiveThirtyEight erroneously charted counts of "daily kidnappings" in Nigeria. The news 

site failed to recognize that the data source it was using was not counting events, but rather media 

reports about events. Or some events and some media reports. Or it was counting something, but 

we are still not sure what. Image by FiveThirtyEight. 

cases of kidnapping. The kidnapping of schoolgirls in Nigeria was a single event. There 

were thousands of global media stories about it. Although GDELT de-duplicated some 

of those stories to a single event, it still logged, erroneously, that hundreds of kidnap

ping events had happened that day. The FiveThirtyEight report had counted each of 

those GDELT pseudoevents as a separate kidnapping incident. 

The error was embarrassing for FiveThirtyEight, not to mention for the reporter, but it 

also helps to illustrate some of the larger problems related to data found "in the wild." 

First, the hype around "big data" leads to projects like GDELT wildly overstating the 

completeness and accuracy of its data and algorithms. On the website and in publica

tions, the project leads have stated that GDELT is "an initiative to construct a catalog 
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Is it the data intermediaries? Intermediaries, who have also been called infomedi

aries, might include librarians, journalists, nonprofits, educators, and other public 

information professionals.68 There are strong traditions of data curation and man

agement in library science, and librarians are often the human face of databases for 

citizens and residents. But as media scholar Shannon Mattern points out, librarians 

are often left out of conversations about smart cities and civic technology.69 Examples 

of well-curated, verified and contextualized data from journalism, like the Associated 

Press database on school segregation or other datasets available in ProPublica's data 

store, are also promising.70 The nonprofit Measures for Justice provides comprehen

sive and contextualized data on criminal justice and incarceration rates in the United 

States.71 
Some data intermediaries, like Civic Switchboard in Pittsburgh, are build

ing their own local data ecosystems as a way of working toward sustainability and 

resilience.72 These intermediaries who clean and contextualize the data for public use 

have potential (and have fewer conflicts of interest), but sustained funding, significant 

capacity-building, and professional norms-setting would need to take place to do this 

at scale. 

Houston, we have a public information problem. Until we invest as much in provid

ing (and maintaining) context as we do in publishing data, we will end up with public 

information resources that are subpar at best and dangerous at worst. This ends up get

ting even more thorny as the sheer quantity of digital data complicates the verification, 

provenance, and contextualization work that archivists have traditionally undertaken. 

Context, and the informational infrastructure that it requires, should be a significant 

focus for open data advocates, philanthropic foundations, librarians, researchers, news 

organizations, and regulators in the future. Our data-driven lives depend on it. 

Consider Context 

The sixth principle of data feminism is to consider context. The bottom line for numbers 

is that they cannot speak for themselves. In fact, those of us who work with data must 

actively prevent numbers from speaking for themselves because when those numbers 

derive from a data setting influenced by differentials of power, or by misaligned collec

tion incentives (read: pretty much all data settings), and especially when the numbers 

have to do with human beings or their behavior, then they run the risk not only of 

being arrogantly grandiose and empirically wrong, but also of doing real harm in their 

reinforcement of an unjust status quo. 

The way through this predicament is by considering context, a process that includes 

understanding the provenance and environment from which the data was collected, 
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as well as working hard to frame context in data communication (i.e., the numbers 

should not speak for themselves in charts any more than they should in spreadsheets). 

It also includes analyzing social power in relation to the data setting. Which power 

imbalances have led to silences in the dataset or data that is missing altogether? Who 

has conflicts of interest that prevent them from being fully transparent about their 

data? Whose knowledge about an issue has been subjugated, and how might we begin 

to recuperate it? The energy around context, metadata, and provenance is impressive, 

but until we fund context, then excellent contextual work will remain the exception 

rather than the norm. 




