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Structured information
Data analysis requires data: “the raw material produced 
by abstracting the world into categories, measures and 
other representational forms”

What is recorded, and how, is a choice. 

Kitchin, Rob. The Data Revolution: Big Data, Open Data, Data Infrastructures & Their Consequences. London: Sage Publications Ltd, 2014.
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What is recorded?
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.6655865



What is recorded?
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.6655865



What is recorded?
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.6655865



Feeling the friction
Who doesn’t fit into the categories?

"I think you can actually do interesting work with these 
tools, but I want to hear them making noise, I want to feel 
the friction, I do not want to increase the transparency”

- Donna Haraway 

Haraway, Donna Jeanne. ‘Cyborgs, Coyotes and Dogs: A Kinship of Feminist Figurations and There Are Always More Things Going On Than You Thought! 
Methodologies as Thinking Technologies’. In The Haraway Reader. New York: Routledge, 2004.
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Friction in the 1911 census
Not designed to include:
- Cantonese speakers
- Female-headed households
- Gay/lesbian couples
- Unmarried women with children
- People who don’t know how old they are
- Stateless people
- People with disabilities (outside of the four listed)
- …
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Data on sex
Collected in the UK Census since 1801

Two possible answers: ‘Male’ or ’Female’

1911

2011
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‘Sex’ and ‘gender’
Often conflated

May refer to:
• Legal markers on documents
• Physiological characteristics (at birth, or later)
• Expression, presentation, or behaviour
• Gender identity

Rarely consistently defined in research or law
Anna Lindqvist, Marie Gustafsson Sendén and Emma A Renström, ‘What Is Gender, Anyway: A Review of the Options for Operationalising Gender’ 
(2020) 0 Psychology & Sexuality 1 <https://doi.org/10.1080/19419899.2020.1729844> accessed 24 May 2021.
Sharon Cowan and others, ‘Sex and Gender Equality Law and Policy: A Response to Murray, Hunter Blackburn and Mackenzie’ (2020) 30 Scottish Affairs 
74 <https://euppublishing.com/doi/full/10.3366/scot.2020.0347> accessed 25 February 2021.
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Data on sex
Still asked in 2021
‘Target concept’ is ‘sex as recorded on legal/official 
documents’

Census 2021: Final guidance for the question “What is your sex?”—Office for National Statistics. (n.d.). Retrieved 16 June 2022, from 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/census/censustransformationprogramme/questiondevelopment/genderidentity/census2021finalguidanceforthequestionwhati
syoursex
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Data on gender identity
New question in 2021
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Rigid categories
Sex is often assumed to be:
- The same as gender
- Fixed
- Binary
- Linked to physiological features
- Determinable by a third party

What happens when sex and/or gender is a category in:
- Fraud detection algorithms?
- Healthcare records?
Keyes, Os. ‘The Misgendering Machines: Trans/HCI Implications of Automatic Gender Recognition’. Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact. 2, no. CSCW 
(November 2018): 88:1–88:22. https://doi.org/10.1145/3274357.
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Rigid categories

Gender-neutral passports: Campaigner Christie Elan-Cane loses Supreme Court case. (2021, December 15). BBC News. https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-59667786

UK only issues passports with 
‘F’ or ’M’ markers

Other countries also issue ‘X’
markers (including Malta, 
Denmark, Canada, Nepal, 
Australia, New Zealand, 
Pakistan and India)
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Choice of variables

Ọnụọha, Mimi. The Library of Missing Datasets, v 2.0. 2018. http://mimionuoha.com/the-library-of-missing-datasets-v-20.
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“Other” 
Native Americans in the US may have their race recorded 
as ‘other’ – including in COVID-19 case data

Where they are recorded as Native explicitly, they are 
disproportionately likely to be affected
- Arizona: 6% of population but 16% of deaths
- New Mexico: <10% of population but 1/3 of cases

Carter L, ‘Imperfect Models of the World: Gender Stereotypes and Assumptions in Covid-19 Responses’ in Carla Ferstman and Andrew Fagan (eds), 
Covid-19, Law and Human Rights : Essex Dialogues. A Project of the School of Law and Human Rights Centre (University of Essex 2020) 
<http://repository.essex.ac.uk/28041/> accessed 2 July 2020
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Missing data

UNHCR. ‘Handbook for Registration: Procedures and Standards for Registration, Population Data Management and Documentation’, September 2003. 
https://www.unhcr.org/uk/3f8e93e9a.pdf.
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What’s (not) in the data frame
Impossible answers – Speakers of other languages in 
1911 census

Too-large categories - Binary sex in 2011 census

Hidden in ‘other’ - Native American COVID-19 deaths

Missing data - Refugee birthdays

…what else could go wrong?
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Feminist research
- Challenge the concept of the ‘objective’ observer 
- Centre minoritized and marginalized people (hooks)
- Recognise the ways in which multiple axes of 

oppression intersect (Crenshaw)
- Collaboration and coalition building (D’Ignazio & Klein)
- Transformative approach to law, human rights, justice 

and order (Charlesworth)

hooks,  bell. (1984). Feminist Theory from margin to center. South End Press.
Crenshaw, K. (1989). Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and 
Antiracist Politics. University of Chicago Legal Forum. https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8
D’Ignazio, C., & Klein, L. F. (2020). Data Feminism. The MIT Press. https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/data-feminism
Charlesworth, H., & Chinkin, C. (2000). The boundaries of international law: A feminist analysis. Manchester University Press.
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Queer research
- Interrogate – and resist - the “normal” 
- Make space for the messiness of real life (Brim & 

Ghaziani)
- Unpack categories (Haber)
- “Feel the friction” (Haraway)
- Challenge the binary of ‘big’ and ‘small’ data 

(Gieseking)
- Space for experimentation and play
Brim, M., & Ghaziani, A. (2016). Introduction: Queer Methods. Women’s Studies Quarterly, 44(3/4), 14–27. JSTOR. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44474060
Haber, B. (2016). The Queer Ontology of Digital Method. Women’s Studies Quarterly, 44(3/4), 150–169. JSTOR. https://www.jstor.org/stable/44474067
Haraway, D. J. (2004). Cyborgs, Coyotes and Dogs: A Kinship of Feminist Figurations and There Are Always More Things Going On Than You Thought! 
Methodologies as Thinking Technologies. In The Haraway reader. Routledge.
Gieseking, J. J. (2017). Size Matters to Lesbians Too: Queer Feminist Interventions into the Scale of Big Data [pre-print]. Professional Geographer, 70(1), 
150–156. https://doi.org/10.1080/00330124.2017.1326084.
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Futural human rights
- Protest scholar: recognize that law can be co-opted 

and bureacratised (Dembour)
- Human rights as a constant unfinished project 

(McNeilly)
- Co-liberation (D’Ignazio and Klein)
- Shared liberatory ideology: participatory theory and 

action (hooks)

Dembour, M.-B. (2010). What Are Human Rights? Four Schools of Thought. Human Rights Quarterly, 32(1), 1–20. JSTOR. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40390000
McNeilly, K. (2016). After the Critique of Rights: For a Radical Democratic Theory and Practice of Human Rights. Law and Critique, 27(3), 269. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10978-016-9189-9
D’Ignazio, C., & Klein, L. F. (2020). Data Feminism. The MIT Press. https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/data-feminism
hooks,  bell. (2000). Feminism is for everybody: Passionate politics. Routledge.
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Article 5(a) of CEDAW
“States Parties shall take all appropriate measures: 

To modify the social and cultural patterns of 
conduct of men and women, with a view to 
achieving the elimination of prejudices and 
customary and all other practices which are based 
on the idea of the inferiority or the superiority of 
either of the sexes or on stereotyped roles for men 
and women;”
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Are categories stereotypes?
The questions that are asked
- Variables that are included, or not

And the possible answers
- Limited options
- Recorded by a third party
- Missing data
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A human rights approach to data
- Feminist collaboration both in theory and in practice
- Resist the ‘normal,’ make space for play
- Building a co-liberated future that we want to live in
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