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Creating Narratives in the Era of Big Data
• Value judgements are made in categorising
‘signal’ and ‘noise’.
• Small data projects are consigned to ‘a
funding desert and a marginal position within
and outside the academy’ (Kitchin, 2014: 28).
• A lenticular view of knowledge is promoted:
‘a logic of the fragment or the chunk, a way of
seeing the world as discrete modules or
nodes, a mode that suppresses relation and
context. As such, the lenticular also manages
and controls complexity’ (McPherson, 2012).

How Can Archivists’ Views of Knowledge Complexity
Help to Answer Questions about Big Data?
• Are any aspects of archivists’ roles ‘hidden’, as in the ‘work, practice,
and membership’ of socio-technical networks? (Star, 2007: 95)
• Might data end up hidden between the cracks of the institution?
(Vanden Daelen et al., 2016)
• Do practitioners seek to maintain or arrive at a finished model or are
their ideas of completeness more akin to ‘equilibrium in flow’? (von
Bertalanffy, 1949)

How Can Archivists’ Views of Knowledge Complexity
Help to Answer Questions about Big Data?
• Ribes and Jackson (2013:152): ‘the long chain of coordinated action
that stretches back directly to a multitude of local sites and
operations through which data in their "raw" form get mined, minted,
and produced. What remain at repositories are the distilled products
of these field sites; behind these centers lie an even more occluded
set of activities that produce those data themselves’.
• Broadfield (1946: 65-66): ‘[all] classifications in their existing forms
are destined to become dust; sensitive adjustment should enable the
classifier to consign them to dust himself [sic], instead of allowing the
common enemy Time to do so’.

The Secret Lives of Data
• Weinberger (2007: 63): ‘the real problem
is that any map of knowledge assumes
that knowledge has a geography, that it
has a top-down view, that it has a shape’.
• Quasi-actants erase their traces so
their work would not be visible even
if the black box could be opened (Karup
and Block, 2016).
• Are practitioners being ‘enrolled’ (Latour,
1999) by computational discourse?
• Are their interests being ‘translated’?
(Callon and Latour)

The Secret Lives of Data
• Do archives feel the threat of an intellectual land-grab
(Hess and Ostrom, 2003) by commercial interests?
• The lenticular view of knowledge, ‘in which a
troublesome part might be discarded without disrupting
the whole’ (McPherson, 2012: 7) may engineer
apophenia – ‘seeing patterns where none actually
exist, simply because enormous quantities of data can
offer connections that radiate in all directions’ (boyd
and Crawford, 2012: 673).

Some Preliminary Findings
•
•
•
•

The Battle against Google and the Matthew Effect
Transferring the message
Sharing platforms as tools not solutions
Richness of contextual description more
important than structure or hierarchy
• BUT researchers’ awareness of
context must still be engineered
• Good descriptive standards may benefit both
knowledge
complexity and computational
approaches (archivists
primarily seek faithful representation of knowledge
complexity)
• Continuing significance of human experience and expertise
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