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Paper #1: How Is Your Data “Cooked”?

Lisa Gitelman and Virginia Jackson tell us that data are abstract, aggregative, “always already ‘cooked’ and never entirely ‘raw’” (2). In this first paper, you’ll apply Gitelman and Jackon’s insights to analyzing and understanding an instance of data of your choice. You will write a 3-page, double-spaced paper analyzing a specific instance of “data” (broadly understood) with attention to how it has been formed, mediated or “cooked,” by various institutions, forms, and processes.

Your example of “data” could be something very specific and tangible, like your OneCard or passport (or the form of the passport more broadly), an Instagram post (or series of posts), or a political polling result. It could also be something more general: you might think about a statistic a particular institution (the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the NBA, or even Bryn Mawr College itself) produces or an example of data you see presented in a news story or by a politician. When in doubt, go for something more specific than not and draw on something you have direct lived experience with. We are constantly encountering and producing data every day, so you should have lots of personal experience on which to draw. You may also analyze one of Du Bois’s data portraits if you’re struggling to think of ideas.

How do Gitelman and Jackson’s insights allow us to understand the nature of your object? How does this data present itself and/or how is it presented by the institution or individuals wielding it? Does it take a visual form? A numerical form? A textual form? Is it being treated as “raw” data, reflecting “reality” in an unmediated, direct fashion? What might trouble that supposed “reality”? You might think about the specific fields available on a form of identification, for example, and how they reduce the realm of the possible (e.g., only certain “races” or “genders” appearing as choices when filling out the form). Or you might consider the curated and literally filtered nature of an Instagram feed, or the questions that were used to produce certain polling responses.

With all this in mind, try to, in your paper, make a specific argument about how your data is “cooked” and why that matters (answering the “so what?” question). 

Make sure to engage with Gitelman and Jackson directly in your paper. Cite any quotations or paraphrases correctly with page numbers (see “Tips for Great Papers” for more details). You do not need to provide a works cited entry for Gitelman and Jackson’s essay, but you should provide a works cited for any additional primary or secondary sources.





