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A tale of big data* 

 

 
* a narrative approach 

 



 



 



Esstee-ess Archipelago 







 



 



 

With enough data, the numbers 
speak for themselves. 

  -Chris Anderson, Wired Magazine, 2008 

 

 

(analysed in Levallois, Steinmetz, Wouters 2013) 

Big data as object 
 
 



           



 



Big data 
characterised 
along one single 
dimension: 
computing power 



“Big data is bullshit” 
-Harper Reed 
chief technology officer  
Obama for America campaign 
 
 
 
 
 

Big data as marketing 
 (or ‘what do you want to know’ back in 
the spotlight) 
  



Big Data as new paradigm 

• “Big Data is not as a description of an amount 
of data, but a development, often even a new 
paradigm: increasingly advanced technology 
and increasingly advanced statistical methods. 
A world of new possibilities that must be 
grasped.”  

  -First national eScience symposium 

   eScience Centre Amsterdam, 13 November 2013  



What has been going on in ‘science and 
scholarship’? 

• Growth of science and scholarship 

• Accountability 

• Network effects 

• Technology 

 

Data as knowledge production 



Accountability 
 -S. Leonelli 
   Technocratic vs ‘open‘ 
• accessed by small groups of 

experts 
•  data, selected in relation to 

the inferences for analysis 
• publicly available through 

publication in scientific 
journals 

• Data as specialised (for scien.), 
investment 

• Scrutinised when trust is at 
stake 
 

• publicly accessible online 
(web) and freely usable to any-
one  

• Data interpretations ≠ 
production 

• Accessible independently of 
geographical or institutional 
context 

• data can and should travel 
beyond specific setting of 
creation 
 
 



What has been going on in ‘science and 
scholarship’? 

• Growth of science and scholarship 

• Accountability 

• Network effects 

• Technology 

 

Data as knowledge production 



Big data as knowledge production 

formalization 

• standardisation, meta-
data and curation  

• epistemic and technical 
object (Rheinberger) no 
longer distinguishable 
(de Rijcke and Beaulieu) 

pattern detection as 
epistemic strategy 

• iterative 

• open-ended 

 



Co-constructing EnergySense  
as a big data project 



What? 
understanding patterns of change in  
attitudes, behaviour and energy use 
 

Why? 
changes in attitude and innovation in households 
contribute to the energy transition 
 

How? 
research with 10.000 households  
over the next 5 years 
 
 
 



research 
 

innovation 
infrastructure 

engagement 

  EnergySense 

Energy transition 



   

Expected outcomes 
•pursuing research 

•unique database 
•opportunity for methodological  
•innovation 

•developing an innovation infrastructure 
•‘living lab’ setting for pilots or innovations  

•engaging the public 
•co-creation 
•sensitization to and influence on energy 
• transition 

 
 



• Creating a resource 

• Unique in scope and scale 

– Time 

– Points of participation 

• Interdisciplinary through shared platform 

• Instantiating the Energy Academy Europe 

 

 

 

 

Promissory work of Big Data  
in EnergySense 



Big is beautiful… 

• force of 
computation 

• speed 

• efficiency 
        

…but complex is better 

• ecology of relations 

• discovery of patterns, 
also through 
browsing, exploring 

• interface for analysis 

Slide from presentation at Probing Big Data Conference 
 

Kinds of data challenges in EnergySense 



• “understanding patterns of change in attitudes, 
behaviour and energy use” 

 

• project workshops: ‘co-construction’, linking 
questions, methods, data and platform 
– Reflexivity 

– Calculation combined with critical analysis 

– Robustness 

…takes time! 

 

 

 

Epistemic dimension 



    

   



• Circulation (rather than collection) as central 

– Consent not only at point of collection 

– Accountability and? or? anonymity  

 

Ethical dimensions of EnergySense as a 
big data project 





• ‘big data’ as knowledge production  
– In context, grounded and specific rather than generic and abstracted 
Glorifying big data beyond its deserves? 
 

• Big data is not only in research 
Growing affinities between scientific and other modes of knowledge 
production? 
– Linking science and society, ‘recognizable’, familiar 

• Obama, Walmart, climate change, Facebook 
– “information assets” as valorisation of science 

 
• Growing importance of iterative analysis, correlation and pattern 

discovery 
– Good for interdisciplinarity, complex approaches to complex 

problems 
Leading to new abstractions? 

 
 

In conclusion  
 



www.energyacademy.org/research/energysense 
 

http://www.energyacademy.org/research/energysense

