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Abstract

Data increasingly drive our lives. Often presented as a new trajectory, the deep
immersion of our lives in data has a history that is well over a century old. By revisiting
the work of early pioneers of what would today be called data science, we can bring
into view both assumptions that fund our data-driven moment as well as alternative
relations to data. | here excavate insights by contrasting a seemingly unlikely pair of
early data technologists, Francis Galton and W.E.B. Du Bois. Galton, well known for
his contributions to eugenics, was first and foremost a tinkering technician of measure.
There are numerous domains of science over which Galtonian conceptions retain
considerable influence, presumably without his pride in racial inequality. A more viable,
because more egalitarian, alternative for the present can be found in the early data
work of Du Bois.
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Francis Galton is today remembered as an eminent prince of science if not also as a wild
crank who, at the end of the 19th century, helped spawn the grandiose political disaster
of eugenics, the ripples of which would continue to be felt far into the 20th century. More
than prince or crank, Galton was first and foremost a tinkering technician of measure. He
was engineer of a variety of means of tallying and quantifying, if not also at times a
major theorist of all that measure adds up to. All of Galton’s projects, from his scientific
contributions to statistics to his politics of eugenics, depended on technologies of meas-
ure. Stephen Jay Gould (1996 [1981]) observes that, ‘Quantification was Galton’s god,
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and a strong belief in the inheritance of nearly everything he could measure stood at the
right hand’ (p. 108). Galton (1879) himself was equally explicit: ‘until the phenomena of
any branch of knowledge have been subjected to measurement and number, it cannot
assume the status and dignity of a science’ (p. 149).

In his 1992 essay ‘Galton’s Regret’ the anthropologist of science Paul Rabinow consid-
ers Galton’s own dissatisfaction at his attempts to leverage his beloved measures toward
the scientific implementation of racism. His project in eugenics, essentially an attempt to
give racism the inflection and imprimatur of biological and statistical science, certainly
persisted even beyond his death. Yet it never really gained the scientific stature which
Galton had hoped for it. Rabinow (1996 [1992]) observes that this failure ‘constituted for
the Victorian founder of eugenics a major disappointment’ (p. 114) — Galton’s regret.

Rabinow (1996 [1992]) also observes how Galton’s unrealized dream persists in
ongoing efforts to articulate the high-tech bio-sciences of today, namely genetics and
genomics, to ‘older cultural understandings of race, gender, and age’ (p. 127). Rabinow’s
concern was that when we translate the bio-sciences onto cultural configurations steeped
in long histories of inequality, we risk producing new iterations of those inequalities
even where we explicitly want to be pursuing egalitarian goals. In returning to Galton
once again, I explore how Rabinow’s concern remains salient across an expanding field
of scientific and cultural practices. I here seek to animate that concern for other domains
of data-driven science extending beyond the pre-eminent bio-sciences of genetics and
genomics.!

Galton is eminently approachable as a figure in the history of our present, to draw on
a methodological term of art of Michel Foucault’s, whose work has been a serious influ-
ence for Rabinow and also for myself (Foucault, 1995 [1975]: 31). There are numerous
domains of science over which Galtonian conceptions of measure retain considerable
influence. Not least among these is a host of efforts in contemporary data science deeply
reliant upon the kind of informational infrastructure Galton helped to develop. As critical
data studies scholars have shown, such recent deployments of data science risk a bevy of
injustices, variously conceptualized as ‘automated inequality’ (Eubanks, 2018), ‘default
discrimination’ (Benjamin, 2019), ‘algorithmic oppression’ (Noble, 2018), and ‘discrim-
inating data’ (Chun, 2021).

As one should expect of any history of the present, Galton remains a complicated
predecessor for our 21st-century data politics. His efforts in the 1880s and 1890s antici-
pated (but by no means fully realized) what I have elsewhere conceptualized as the emer-
gence of full-scale ‘informational persons’ and their ‘infopolitics’ in the 1920s and 1930s
(Koopman, 2019a). Our data politics today are steeped in nearly one hundred years of
infopolitical formats that fasten us to all manner of systems of datafication (see Koopman,
2021). Galton’s information technology is part of the pre-history of how such a politics
of data first emerged in the generation following him.

In what follows, I focus specifically on a Galtonian legacy that remains with us today.
This legacy continues to take pride in data but has also tried to pay its dues by disowning
Galton’s regret. This should not sound altogether unfamiliar. It is the self-image opera-
tive in many contemporary deployments of data-driven inquiry, including much data
science: a deep reliance on data, a use of those data for projects in (among other things)
social amelioration, and an innocent disavowal of such odious bigotries as racism.
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The contemporary self-image of innocent data innovation needs to be interrogated
through the critical distinction between structural racism (sometimes referred to as insti-
tutional racism) and attitudinal racism (sometimes simply called racial prejudice).? This
distinction demands of us that we interrogate our practices not just for overt racist atti-
tudes (of which the contemporary virtuous citizen is presumably not possessed) but also
for covert structures that reproduce racialized patterns of inequality. A concept of struc-
tural racism alerts us to the possibility that ongoing racial inequality is not just an
unwanted after-image of centuries of intentional racial domination but is more pressingly
an integral part of the practical functioning of our social institutions.

Leveraging this distinction, I here interrogate the possibility that among the many
elements of our inegalitarian social structure are information technologies that directly
contribute to the reproduction of inequalities. It is a crucial question for a highly tech-
nologized society such as ours whether technologies are significant components of social
structure.’ I here respond to this question by taking it up with respect to the specific issue
of how social structure reproduces the distribution of racial inequalities through informa-
tion technologies.

A summarizing frame for my approach is offered in André Brock’s Distributed
Blackness when he asks us to consider ‘how whiteness structures application design’ in
such a way that ‘the coders and engineers of Silicon Valley could be disabused of the
notion that they are creating applications and software for “everyone” rather than for
themselves’ (Brock, 2020: 38, 242).* If Silicon Valley is not quite a hotbed of attitudinal
racism, its products nonetheless offer ample evidence of a widespread and unacknowl-
edged presumption of whiteness in its users, its platforms, and its very data structures.
But since this presumption is hardly ever given overt recognition, it is difficult to locate
it as an attitude. Thus Silicon Valley’s ‘racism-without-racists’ is more particularly mani-
fest in the technological dimensions of its structural racism (Brock, 2020: 155). Therefore,
I argue, we need to ask whether, and more importantly zow, data technology is a crucial
component in the structural maintenance of inequalities of race.

This argument challenges the familiar and comforting self-image we in the data soci-
ety tend to indulge. Restricting ourselves to only the most odious form of racism, that of
attitudinal racism, we tell ourselves that we can keep separate what Galton could not. We
tell ourselves we are not racist after the model of Galton’s despicable attitudes that moti-
vated his programs in eugenics. We think of our pride as unencumbered from prejudice.
And with that we take our duty to be discharged. We move forward in confidence that we
are deploying our information technologies without exacerbating racial inequality. What
is stunning about this self-image is simply that we also know for a fact that even where
racial prejudice is rejected, there nevertheless persist deep racial inequalities. My aim
here is to consider the possibility that one explanation for this is that we have yet to seri-
ously interrogate other of Galton’s prides that we have inherited. By historically excavat-
ing these aspects of Galton’s work below I hope to open up space for broader visions of
how we remain unwantingly and unwittingly entangled in racial inequality.

For we do have alternative precedents who exemplify quite different data pursuits that
arc toward what I shall call ‘data equality’. One such precedent was a transatlantic con-
temporary of Galton’s, W.E.B. Du Bois. In considering this pairing, it is important that
we regard Du Bois’s strategies as more than just a counterpoint to Galton’s pride. Du
Bois’s work more importantly forms a challenge to our own ongoing presumptions of
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innocence about the data-driven inequalities we unwittingly perpetrate. By resolutely
facing this challenge, his work models how to fulsomely pursue equality in our deploy-
ments of data, and specifically how such pursuits require vigilant attention to what I have
elsewhere called the ‘formats’ that condition all information.’

In presenting contrastive formatting technology in Galton and Du Bois, the primary
exhibits I will offer are informational apparatus that each crafted for international expo-
sitions in 1884 and 1900, respectively. These exhibits add further detail to Shannon
Mattern’s (2020) recent survey of the ‘spectacles of data’ showcased at world’s fairs
from the late 19th to mid-20th centuries. When we witness such spectacular data appara-
tus, their clean functionality easily dazzles us into the comforting belief that they are
neutral. To disabuse ourselves of such pretenses, we must consider not just those past
data programs that continue to constitute the present but also those that have for too long
been left idle and underutilized. The Foucauldian media-archaeological methods I deploy
here aim at precisely this insofar as they help sharpen tensions between Galton’s data-
driven displays and Du Bois’s underacknowledged efforts at manifesting different data.®

Galton’s Pride

Galton’s failures in his many attempts to marry measure to race was his prime regret. But
measure ever remained his pride. He sought to apply his gauges to nearly all that he looked
upon. And surely the greatest of Galton’s (1884b) passions for what he called ‘grasp and
measure’ was that of data concerning the influence of heredity (p. 180). In this, Galton was
without doubt indulging in that temper of his age most famously associated with his older
half-cousin, the evolutionary naturalist Charles Darwin (Galton was born in 1822, Darwin
in 1809). The difference between the two is fine but crucial. Whereas Darwin seemed
largely content to establish heredity as a vector of influence on the organism and the spe-
cies, Galton relentlessly pursued the precise measurement of hereditary influence. This
pursuit led Galton out of psychological and anthropological science proper into that erst-
while quasi-science of eugenics. For if one could measure degrees of hereditary influence,
then one was in a position to submit those measures to comparison, and to detect thereby
presumed hereditary differentiations. If Darwin taught his Victorians that the self is not
wholly self-made, then Galton tried to teach them that the self is almost wholly made by
others, but specifically by parentage.

‘Parentage’ was the title of the first chapter of Galton’s autobiography, published in
1908, some 27 months before he died. After ten pages spent recounting his parents,
grandparents, great-grandparents, uncles, aunts, and even his famous half-cousin (he
notes of Charles’s father Erasmus Darwin that, ‘His hereditary influence seems to have
been very strong’ [Galton, 1908: 7]), Galton (1908) comes to his point: ‘The general
result of the foregoing is that I acknowledge the debt to my progenitors of a considerable
taste for science, for poetry, and for statistics; also . . . a rather unusual power of endur-
ing physical fatigue without harmful results’ (p. 11). Galton’s autobiography neatly per-
formed his theory that family mattered much in the making of the self. And for Galton,
all that matters can be measured, so that we can say just how much it matters.

Before considering in more detail below Galton’s vision for the measure of family, |
turn first to exhibiting some of the more general features of his technologies of measure.
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These technologies remain with us in more ways than we commonly think. What I exca-
vate from them is an account of how a series of technical and discursive projects inter-
sected in an informational infrastructure capable of producing pursuits of inequality that
remain resilient more than a century later. For Galton’s technologies of measure consti-
tute a technical apparatus that remains very much at the heart of contemporary efforts in
fields such as data science. Today’s data science computations may run on clustered
microprocessors, but their basic operations remain informed by Galton.

Consider one of Galton’s small but deep contributions to statistical reasoning, namely
the concept of percentile ranking (he called them ‘centiles’).” Today it is routine for us to
ask which percentile we fall into among a population measured on a standard scale (such
as a GRE [Graduate Record Examination] score). These percentile rankings mean some-
thing to us almost automatically. Simple as the idea is, it is easy to forget that somebody
had to come up with this method of classing scores. As Galton (1908) himself said: ‘All
this is an old tale now, but I had to take a great deal of trouble before it was clearly
thought out and well tested’ (p. 268). That it was Galton who took the trouble to do so is
quite telling of his admiration for distinction. Galton was less interested in how high (or
low) a person scored on a test than in how high (or low) their scores were relative to other
test-takers. And ultimately, Galton’s interest in statistics had less to do with averages
represented in the bulging middle of a curve and more to do with deviations from the
mean where the superlative comes into view.

Our inheritance of a statistical apparatus that relies much on such of Galton’s techni-
cal innovations as percentile rankings, or statistical correlation as later perfected by his
admirer and fellow eugenicist Karl Pearson, is a story already well known.® Critical
media theorist Wendy Chun (2021) has recently offered a new perspective on this matter
by emphasizing how Galton’s statistical correlation serves to ‘mak[e] the present and
future coincide with a highly curated past’ (p. 52). My argument here builds on insights
about temporal closure from Chun and others.? But I refocus away from algorithmic cor-
relation to gain a clearer view of other Galtonian innovations that I believe reach more
deeply into our technological horizon. My working hypothesis is that Galton’s persis-
tence into our present may be better grasped through techniques less complicated than
his statistical ingenuities.

I focus here on how today’s data technologies rely on a series of technical operations
that Galton was keenly aware of but which many data scientists today routinely neglect.
This involves apparatus for the collection and normalization of those data that algorithms
will later on be able to process. Alongside Galton’s contributions to the algorithmic pro-
cessing of correlations are equally important technologies for what I am calling
‘formatting’.!°

The concept of the format overlaps more frequently discussed figures for information
technology, such as the algorithm and the measure. Yet the format differs in crucial ways.
Concerning algorithms, it is not inconsequential that formats (i.e. data structures) must
precede the manufacture of any data as such, and therefore necessarily precede any data
processing (e.g. by algorithms).!! Both matter much, but only algorithms garner the
attention of today’s tech boosters and critical data studies scholars alike.!?> Considering
measures, we find in this case a more proximate technical operation to formats.'> But
formats have a wider scope, in that they concern not just quantitative structuring (e.g.
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scales for a mental test) but also taxonomical (e.g. racial categorization schema) and
even purely conventional (e.g. rules for human names) data structures.

The core technological apparatus for formatting, or the structuring of data, that is
found throughout Galton’s many projects is the deceptively simple one of the printed
blank form.'* A sheet of paper with rules and lines, a handful of pre-printed words
describing categories, and a set of clearly defined blank areas (usually emphasized by
underlining or a series of periods forming a kind of proto-under-line) which one is meant
to fill out. We, and our various researchers (doctors, teachers, scientists), fill out the
forms and we become thereby consistent correlates of the forms. We become persons in
forms or in-form-ational persons. In Galton’s day none of this had yet to consolidate.
Galton’s forms are for the most part still rudimentary prototypes of the complex, effi-
cient, and rigorous devices that forms would soon become in the decades just after his
death. He was part of the story of this consolidation, even if only a rather early part.

Perhaps one of Galton’s most famous deployments of the form technology was at his
Anthropometric Laboratory. First set up at London’s International Health Exhibition in
1884, attendees paying threepence could walk through the laboratory, a 6-foot by 36-foot
‘long narrow enclosure’, to take a series of tests measuring such powers as eyesight,
reaction time, span of arms, force of blow, and so on (Galton, 1908: 245). The exhibition
closed the following year and Galton moved the laboratory to the South Kensington
Museum where it operated for another six years. Most of the mental measures Galton
was registering were by then already a well-known facet of German measurement psy-
chology. Though interestingly enough, Galton himself had still devised much of the
apparatus used in the tests, including ‘small whistles with a screw plug for determining
the highest audible note’ (Galton, 1908: 247). But the most critical apparatus in operation
there was Galton’s deceptively humble blank form. The seemingly simple idea of giving
a person a series of tests of bodily and perceptual ability assumed a new meaning once
experts, scientists, and cranks of all kinds began recording those results on standardized
printed forms. As Galton (1892) was finally closing up his laboratory he found it ‘a great
consolation’ to receive ‘on the very day that [ began to dismantle it, the proof sheets of
the register, and other forms in many respects like my own, that are to be used in the
laboratory at Dublin’ (p. 32). Galton (1885) reported that at the Health Exhibition alone
‘the number of persons measured in the laboratory . . . was no less than 9,337, and each
of them in 17 different ways’ (p. 206). Each of them left with their own copy of the just-
produced record of themselves as recorded on a printed blank form (see Figure 1).

Galton (1892) and his assistants retained a carbon copy of each record. And why?
‘The data collected at my laboratory have been of service in many ways’ (p. 32). In what
ways? Galton calculated correlations among different bodily attributes (between lengths
of different limbs, between stature and strength). These calculations led him to some of
his important contributions to statistical theory, as noted above. But beyond statistics,
Galton developed an interest in the use of these records as an index of who a person is.

For Galton, who a person is must be figured as an index of their heredity. In one
among many discussions of what we now call the nature—nurture debate, Galton asserted
that the signs of ‘membership’ in ‘race’ are ‘partly personal, partly ancestral’. Yet he
immediately rejoined that ‘“we need not trouble ourselves about the personal part’ (Galton,
1919 [1883]: 212). All that matters is heredity. Put simply, Galton took family, or hered-
ity, to be the foundation of all of the most interesting distinctions between persons.
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Figure |. Anthropometric lab record blank, from Galton (1885: 219).

It is with this in view that he could lament that, ‘Owing to absence of data and the want
of inquiry of the family antecedents of those who fail and of those who succeed in life, we
are much more ignorant than we ought to be of their relative importance’ (Galton, 1919
[1883]:212). That was Galton in his 1883 Inquiries into Human Faculty and its Development.

Already in his 1869 Hereditary Genius Galton had himself performed a number of
such inquiries with respect to the measure of intelligence. There he offered detailed stud-
ies of ‘a large body of fairly eminent men’ in a survey of every English Judge from 1660,
every Statesman from the time of George III (about one hundred years later), and each
Premier from roughly the same period, as well as a hodgepodge of Commanders, Writers,
Painters, Musicians, Scholars (the capitalizations of these statuses is Galton’s). These
studies were intended to yield a picture of the family background, class status, and racial
membership of all of these successful persons. The obvious premise of the project, given
that Galton proposes it as a measure of hereditary genius, was that ‘high reputation is a
pretty accurate test of high ability” (Galton, 1892 [1869]: 2). Galton was not measuring
genius itself, but rather took reputation as its proxy. With this in hand, he was able to
show that genius (meaning reputation) is inherited along family lines in the form of ‘the
existence of a law of distribution of ability in families’ (Galton, 1892 [1869]: 309).

The year immediately following his expression of lament for a lack of family data,
Galton produced a striking instrument designed to fill the lack. A small but deep set of
published printed blanks from 1884 remains one of the finest anthropometric paradigms
for the practices of informatics that would in later decades fasten persons as subjects of
data. Galton’s Record of Family Faculties, Consisting of Tabular Forms and Directions
for Entering Data, with an Explanatory Preface (Galton, 1884a) was published by
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Macmillan and Co. of London. The volume was produced in a big but slim format: con-
sisting of nearly 70 sheets measuring 8 inches by 11 inches, with a fly-leaf appended
between the title page and page 1 on which is reproduced the advertisement in which
Galton offered his £500 in prizes to British subjects who provide him with ‘the best
Extracts from their own Family Records’."® Galton (1884a) opens his 13-page introduc-
tion with this promise: ‘This book is designed for those who care to forecast the mental
and bodily faculties of their children, and to further the science of heredity’ (p. 1).
Explaining the potential value of such a science, Galton (1884a) asserts that, ‘it is pos-
sible to foresee much of the latent capacities of a child in mind and body, of the probabili-
ties of his future health and longevity, and of his tendencies to special forms of disease,
by a knowledge of his ancestral tendencies’ (p. 1). Yet, he observes, ‘the advance of the
science of heredity is seriously delayed through the want of such data’, referring pre-
cisely to those data that such of his projects as the book itself and the Anthropometric
Laboratory aimed to solicit, normalize, and store (Galton, 1884a: 2).!¢

Galton’s book is essentially a data collection machine consisting of some 50 pages
of printed blank forms on which a form-filler would write the names of their ancestors
(Galton, 1884a: 14), then children (Galton, 1884a: 15), and then describe in detail each
of the known family members in terms of vital information (birthdate, birthplace), bod-
ily measures (height, hair color, ‘general appearance’), mental measures (‘mental pow-
ers and energy’, eyesight), notes on ‘character and temperament’, and finally medical
information regarding ailments, major illnesses, and causes of death (1884a: 16—60; see
Figure 2). It was a book of printed blanks in which one would give an account of some-
thing presumed important about oneself. It was a series of pre-defined boxes into which
one fit oneself, one’s spouse, one’s children, and one’s parents.

Galton’s family record book serves up a metaphor for a new kind of person that most
citizens of democratic bureaucracies would become over the next 50 years: informa-
tional persons. One vehicle that would deliver them there was an analytical science of the
data of heredity — here encapsulated in the formatting technology of query forms. In the
final paragraph of his introduction Galton (1884a) writes: ‘The scientific importance of
each investigation will, however, be soon appreciated by the author of it, for his researches
will lay bare many far-reaching biological bonds that tie his family into a connected
whole, whose existence was previously little suspected’ (p. 13). These bonds in data, he
asserts, give rise to ‘the conviction that no man stands on an isolated basis, but that he is
a prolongation of his ancestry in no metaphorical sense’ (Galton, 1884a: 13). One turns
the page and the truth of it stares right out. Not in a poetic metaphor, but in a table care-
fully drawn-up and printed blank for the reader to fill in, one is and becomes an ‘Index
to Ancestors’ (Galton, 1884a: 14).

Information-Technological Structural Racism

At the core of so many of Galton’s projects was progressive hereditarianism.
Hereditarianism is the idea that talents, traits, and features (such as intelligence) are pri-
marily inherited — nature not nurture. This is an idea that goes against the grain of the
democratic egalitarianism that was beginning to find a foothold in Galton’s day. Galton
recognized the conflict. ‘It is in the most unqualified manner that I object to pretensions
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Figure 2. Blank for ‘Mother’s Father’ from family development record (Galton, 1884a: 22).

of natural equality,” he once wrote (Galton, 1892 [1869]: 12). Such hereditarianism
seems to invite a bleak determinism in which we have little role in to play in the dramas
of our own lives — one cannot nurture intelligence in oneself but must simply wait
for nature to unfurl. But Galton cultivated a progressive branch of hereditarianism that
countered this tragic conclusion with a program of uplift. If we cannot nurture the
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individual, perhaps we can nurture nature itself. Thus was conceived eugenics — good
breeding for heritable traits.!” The term offends nearly everyone today. Yet the idea itself
under proximate headings continues to compel many, as Rabinow (1996 [1992]) already
observed in his discussion of Galton. The recent tumult over the upstart science of behav-
ioral genetics is only the latest vivid example in our contemporary moment.'®

Yet even after eugenics has been appropriately denounced, there remains an extremely
complicated ethics in our inheritance of Galton’s other pursuits of inequality in which
race breeding was not the explicit and leading theme. These are pursuits which, like so
many of our own today, cannot be simply dismissed for bearing the immoralities of atti-
tudinal racism. These other pursuits, both in Galton and in ourselves, we do not disclaim
so readily. Indeed we often altogether miss their ethical and political complexity.

Coming to terms with these more complicating configurations is crucial insofar as
contemporary data science is today’s inheritor of a sizable algorithmic apparatus and
formatting technology that Galton in his day helped to perfect. Today’s high-perfor-
mance computing over super-scaled data using machine-learning methods may seem a
far cry from Galton’s pencil-and-paper statistics and his long-form printed blanks. But
both of those Galtonian technologies are conceptual infrastructures upon which contem-
porary informational storage and processing rely. Without Galton (or someone else hav-
ing done exactly what he did) there would be no data science today.

By archaeologically excavating such Galtonian layers of our technological present,
we can see how, despite the widespread admonition of Galton’s racist attitudes among
today’s technological elites, certain of his information technologies are nevertheless
among the social structures scaffolding contemporary racial inequalities just insofar as
these inequalities are today partly operationalized through information technology.
Considering contemporary data sciences in light of the more complicated history I have
been recounting, I take my lead from critical data studies scholars who have articulated
the political and ethical dangers of what Ruha Benjamin (2019) calls ‘default discrimina-
tion’ and what Virginia Eubanks (2018) calls ‘automated inequality’. If these accounts
are right, we who are ensconced in data are under an obligation (by our own anti-racist
lights) to actively pursue equality in our design of our data technologies.

Benjamin describes how algorithmic decision-making, for example that facilitated by
predictive policing algorithms, is discriminatory not by intention but by design. This is
because these systems are programmed in a way that ‘builds upon already existing forms
of racial domination’ (Benjamin, 2019: 81). For example, even those who are most com-
mitted to fairness in these technologies often ‘still use the crime rate as the default meas-
ure of whether an algorithm is predicting fairly, when that very measure is a byproduct
of ongoing regimes of selective policing’ (Benjamin, 2019: 82). The result can only be
the deepening of entrenched disparities, which in the context of the measure of crime in
the US are chiefly disparities of unequal treatment by race. Benjamin (2019) further
details how even do-good high-tech projects aimed at ‘technological benevolence’ often
serve to reproduce already embedded forms of discrimination despite their intention to
counter it (pp. 137-59).

Eubanks focuses her analysis on projects located at the intersection of social science
and social welfare. With a particular eye to family services work, Eubanks (2018) details
the construction of what she calls ‘the digital poorhouse’ (p. 12). An exemplar is the
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Allegheny Family Screening Tool (AFST) employed by a social services agency in
rust-belt Pennsylvania. The directors of the agency, she reports, ‘see little downside to
data collection because they understand the agency’s role as primarily supportive, not
punitive’ (Eubanks, 2018: 165). Theirs is a project of state-sponsored uplift. Yet similar
to predictive policing algorithms, these systems are beset by the logic of self-fulfilling
prophecies. In this case, ‘a family scored as high risk by the AFST will undergo more
scrutiny than other families’ (Eubanks, 2018: 169). Higher scrutiny generates more data
and more opportunities for data-based alarms. The intention might be support, but the
design promises to mete out, and unequally, punishments.

Just as the statistical and technical infrastructure upon which data science relies
stretches far back into the past, the automated discriminations that all this computation
has produced are by no means a 21st-century invention that can be cheerily chalked up
to being a beta-version mistake of nascent science. Our data-driven injustices have a
longer and deeper history than we would like to believe. That longer history is of inter-
est, because in it we can witness not only early glimmers of the present, but also the
fractures and contests in light of which alternatives were available. Some of these
alternatives may be viable again today.

Du Bois’s Pursuit

In the earlier half of the 19th century Alexis de Tocqueville (1990 [1835]) famously
accused democracy, as represented by America, of a limitless love of egalitarianism: ‘for
equality their passion is ardent, insatiable, incessant, invincible’ (p. 97; second book,
chapter I). A generation later, a rough contemporary of Galton’s was both one of his age’s
greatest witnesses to America’s unrealized passions for equality and also one if its great-
est innovators of methods in the informational analysis of social inequalities. W.E.B. Du
Bois is still today widely affirmed as one of our most powerful progenitors of racial
equality.!” Late in life he wrote of his own ‘personal life crusade to prove Negro equality’
(Du Bois, 1958, cited by Morris, 2020). As part of that crusade, Du Bois was also a pio-
neering sociologist of the late 19th and early 20th century, whose contributions to both
quantitative and qualitative analysis long went unrecognized.?

Du Bois’s early innovations in social science from the 1890s and 1900s were roughly
contemporary with Galton’s. Both men preceded the onrushing wave of datafication that
would crash over democratic nations in the 1920s and 1930s. Each was equally prescient
in sighting what the tides would soon bring. Where Galton’s prescience offers us instruc-
tion in how technical innovations can be harnessed by dreams of inequality, Du Bois
shows how the same can be put to work in pursuit of equality. Yet it is crucial that Du
Bois’s contribution not be taken as comforting today’s data analysts and scientists with
the thought that their work could be used for good as much as for ill. Such comfort
indulges the false promise that data technologies can be neutral in the actual context of
deployment. How could a technology be neutral in a context where its use is already
structured by stark inequality? Adding mere neutrality to inequality can only result in
inequality reiterated. Du Bois knew all of this quite well, and long before almost anyone
else was even asking the question.
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What is most compelling in Du Bois’s data designs is that he not only pursued equal-
ity with data but that he also sought equality within the data themselves. In other words,
Du Bois recognized racializing data as themselves a terrain upon which equality needed
pursuing. His data work relied upon, and also amplifies, the idea that unless one explic-
itly and fervently pursues equality within the very parameters of people’s datafication,
then inequality is almost surely bound to follow. This strategy of pursuing equality within
data needs to be distinguished from the much more familiar work of using data as an
instrument for equality. For example, consider how datasets are frequently used to prove
inequality through statistical analyses of discriminatory disparate impact (in employ-
ment, education, housing and more), but are far less commonly interrogated as potential
sites of inequality at which the data structures themselves (even patently neutral ones)
serve to reproduce extant inequalities, exclusions, and divisions.

The central idea I offer here of Du Bois as pursuing equality within data builds on
Autumn Womack’s (2022) recent redescription of Du Bois’s work as ‘an attempt to make
data move’ (p. 49). Making data move means ‘to realign the presumed equation between
black life and data while also insisting on a data regime that might allow us to perceive
and receive social life’ (Womack, 2022: 49). Womack’s emphasis on moving data reso-
nates with Saidiya Hartman’s (2019) claim that Du Bois’s ‘figures, charts, and graphs
aspired to be a moving picture of black life’, and a ‘story in motion’ narrating ‘a changing
and variable entity’ (p. 110). Womack’s and Hartman’s conceptions capture something
crucial in Du Bois, which I describe as an effort in formatting, and reformatting, racial
data. The stakes of racial data formats are clarified in Womack’s (2022) refusal of ‘an
easy ideological distinction between documenting and experimenting’, affirming instead
that, ‘in the face of black life, documenting was always already an experimental process,
one that had the potential to reorder and disorder the easy bundling of data and black life’
(p- 8). Where data formats are calcified such that they are no longer available as ongoing
objects for inquiry, there do we lose the possibility for “‘undisciplining data’ in the context
of experiments in documentation (Womack, 2022: 9). And with that we lose the very
possibility of equality in data.

Consider some of the most forceful exemplifications of equality within data in Du
Bois’s early publications. I recounted above Galton’s employments of his anthropo-
metric forms at the 1884 International Health Exhibition in London. Just 16 years later,
Du Bois was across the channel in Paris at the 1900 Exposition Universelle, where he
curated the American Negro Exhibit in the Pavilion of Social Economy. Du Bois’s
presentation has recently been collected and reprinted in full color for the first time by
Whitney Battle-Baptiste and Britt Rusert in their W.E.B. Du Bois'’s Data Portraits (Du
Bois, 2018 [1900]).

What is most remarkable about the data portraits is their unabashed expression of
positive facts of African-American progress and equality. In the words of Du Bois’s col-
laborator on the exposition, Thomas Calloway (1901), the team’s work was focused on
‘compiling data and collecting material for an exhibit of the progress of the American
negroes in education and industry’ (p. 463). In Du Bois’s (1900) own words, the exhibit
offered ‘a series of striking models of the progress of the colored people, beginning with
the homeless freedman and ending with the modern brick schoolhouse and its teachers’
(p- 576). By featuring African-American ‘development’ and ‘progress’, Du Bois and his
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collaborators skillfully countered the discourse of the hereditarians, many of whom
would have been present in Paris with their own exhibits (though Galton himself seems
not to have been).?!

Consider Plate 47, titled ‘Illiteracy of the American Negroes compared with that of
other nations’ (see Figure 3). This is a classic bar chart with ten measures protruding
from left to right, each bar labeled (in French). No exact percentages are given, and so
the chart serves a purely comparative purpose. At the top of the chart are bars for
‘Roumanie’, ‘Servie’, and ‘Russie’, each indicating roughly the same level of illiteracy.
Just below them, showing significantly less illiteracy, is a bar labeled ‘Negroes, U.S.A.’
followed by ‘Hongrie’ with only slightly less illiteracy. The last five bars are all Central
and Western European nations with comparatively lower illiteracy, though that in Italy is
not much lower than in Hungary, and Sweden (at the bottom of the chart) is shown to
have remarkably higher literacy than even France (second from last).

In describing the exhibition the following year, Du Bois (1900) called attention to this
particular chart as a model for the series (p. 577). The editors of the reprint note that Plate
47 serves to unambiguously ‘correct misconceptions about the education of black
Americans’ (Battle-Baptiste and Rusert in Du Bois, 2018 [1900], caption to Plate 47).
For it visually demonstrates that inequalities in education owe more to socio-historical
factors than biological-racial causes. It cannot be overlooked that the argument made by
this illustration relied upon the innovative work in data production through which Du
Bois and his team made data move in ways that pre-existing datasets could not allow.

Du Bois’s data portraits in Paris are not the only instance of his egalitarian science of
data. Another instance, which I do not have the space to detail here, is an early crimino-
logical survey conducted in Georgia (see Du Bois, 1904). The study presents survey data
by race of respondents’ perceptions of the criminal justice system. The analysis, striking
for its time, calls forth the possibility of alternative measures of justice based not so
much on proportions of arrest per demographic segment but proportions of perception of
fairness per demographic segment.

Also striking is his 1899 study The Philadephia Negro, produced on the back of a
gargantuan task of compiling a huge volume of data on an urban black population, the
first study of its kind on any demographic in any city. This book offers insight into Du
Bois’s data collection methods, including those that may have been employed for the
Paris exhibition the next year. Of particular interest are its appendix reproductions of the
questionnaires or ‘schedules’ used to generate study data (Du Bois, 2007 [1899]: 276—
86; see Figure 4). Du Bois’s schedules are functionally quite like Galton’s anthropomet-
ric records discussed above — their very construction is designed to elicit data inputs. But
where Galton’s forms belie formats in search of familial inequalities, Du Bois’s formats
are a formidable alternative in their function of tuning inquiry to the many modes of
development possible within a politically neglected population.

One example of this that would resonate in Du Bois’s presentations in Paris the next
year are his studies of the growth of literacy rates among black Philadelphians (Du Bois,
2007 [1899]: 276, questions 9 and 10; see also discussion based on these data at Du Bois,
2007 [1899]: 64). He included in one footnote a table with a bar graph showing that the
literacy rate of a sample black population in Philadelphia was above that in five European
nations, and only slightly below that in Germany (Du Bois, 2007 [1899]: 68n8).
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Illiteracy of the Anterican Negroes compared with that of other nations.
Proportion d' illettréS parmi les Negres Americains comparce o celle des autres nations

Done by Atlanta University.
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|
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Figure 3. Item 47 from Du Bois’s statistical charts exhibited at the 1900 Paris Exhibition,
sourced from Library of Congress (LOT 11931, no. 47 (M) [P&P]); see also reprint in Du Bois
(2018 [1900]), edited by Battle-Baptiste and Rusert.

In contrasting Du Bois’s schedules to Galton’s forms, what stands out is the former’s
commitment to collecting those data that would reveal not just the influence of an indi-
vidual’s heredity, but also the influences of their social environment. In this, Du Bois’s
data methods are designed to make space for evidence of those equalities among persons
that Galton simply assumed away.
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CONDITION OF THE NEGROES OF PHILADELPHIA, WARD SEVEN.
Individual Schedule, 2

DECEMBER 1, 1896, Noo o Investigator.

lsl:lattonshxp to head of famﬂy? .........
X2, 0 .. . C m e s v e s
Age at nearest birthday? . ... ... e
Conjugal condition? . . . . . .. .. ... ...
Place of birth?. . . . . P
Length of residence in Ph1ladelphm? .......
Length of residence in this house? . . . .. . ..
Abletoread?. . . . . .. ... oL L
Abletowrite? . . . . . ... ..o L.
Months in school during last school year? . .
Graduate or attendant at any time of any hxgher
school? . . .. .. ... ..........
12 | Attendant of any industrial school? . . . . . . . .
13 | Occupations since November 1, 18912 . . . . . . .
14 | Present occupation? . . . . . . .. ... ..
15| Placeof work?. . . . . .. .. .. ...

OOV O ONHWLWN M-

- -

16 | Average income from present occupation { monthly?
yearly ?
17 | Weeks unemployed at above occupation during last
twelve months? R T T
18 | Weeks employed at any other occupatton during last
twelvemonths? . . . . . . . ... ... ..
19 | Name of such other occupation ? .
20| Average weekly earnings at such other occupatxon?
21 | Number of days sick during last twelve months?
22| Natureof illmess? . . . . . . . ... .. .. ..
23 | Sound and healthy in mind, sxght hearmg. speech,
limbsandbody? . . .. . ... .. ...

Figure 4. Selection from Schedule 2 from Appendix A to original edition of Du Bois’s (1899)
The Philadelphia Negro (p. 404).

From these and other of Du Bois’s pursuits of equality follows a crucial imperative:
where we grasp and fasten persons through data, even when it is expressly for the sake
of ameliorating social conditions, our very design of data must be actively and fervently
trained on equality, for otherwise it is just too hard to not reproduce inequality. This
charge is crucial insofar as data-driven social projects are particularly susceptible to
techno-structural inegalitarianism, a tendency that Du Bois spent a career witnessing,
and which contemporary scholars like Benjamin and Eubanks have observed again. It is
as if inequality is the default condition for data-driven social science, at least where the
object of social inquiry is a society deeply riven by inequality.

Toward Equality in Data

There is equality and then there is equality. My argument is not just that data can and
should be used to pursue equality, for this is an argument that is already widely familiar
and hardly contested. Rather, my point is that those who do anything with data (including
pursuing equality) need to be fervently attentive to ways in which inequalities may be
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designed into their data. Today’s critical data studies scholars have shown how the use of
data in pursuit of equality can go awfully awry. Du Bois helps us further understand that
the pursuit of equality within data is a condition of the pursuit of equality with data.

What makes Du Bois such a compelling model for our contemporary moment is his
adeptness at making data move in ways that pre-existing datasets given to his milieu
would not permit. Du Bois built data inside of spaces and problems where it had not yet
traveled, or at least had yet to travel well. Data analysts today are in an odd position of
having at their disposal both high-performance processing apparatus and vast libraries of
pre-existing data sources. Yet these sources are almost always designed for purposes other
than those that animate their recycling. Expensive algorithms thus get run on what is all
too often off-the-shelf trash. When this happens, any ostensible commitment to equality
easily goes wanting. Du Bois’s model shows how a commitment to equality needs to run
throughout our information technology, all the way down to data design and formatting.

What, then, is the pursuit of equality in data? It involves resolute attentiveness to data
formats, including, for instance, the relevant fields and permissible variables internal to
any datafication. It involves unflagging focus on the dangers of innocent-seeming proxy
fields for politically charged social categories. It involves explicit interrogation into
whether the measuring instruments employed to make data are themselves reproductive
of social conditions they might be charged to ameliorate, as exampled by racial bias in
intelligence testing instruments, to take another case in which Du Bois anticipated later
critical scholarship (Du Bois, 1987 [1920]).

Without pursuing egalitarianism within data as a counter to data’s tendencies toward
inequality, we leave those whose lives are disclosed by data too much exposed to the
haunting hierarchies of manifold legacies of inequality. Yet there truly is nothing in the
very idea of data that fosters inequality rather than equality. It is our choice whether we
design and deploy databases, information architectures, and downstream algorithmic
apparatus that generate or mitigate inequality. And yet such choices are deeply burdened
by the histories in whose futures we remain buried, and therefore also by present social
and technological contexts within which these choices become operative. While it may
seem to some that it is easy to make choices for equality, the history of our present
teaches us how hard that choice has been to maintain. The data that are given to us have
so infrequently been moved to beat against the currents of our history.
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21.

My formulation here is expressly meant to imply that genetics and genomics have always
been data-centric sciences, as I argue in Koopman (2019b).

See Carmichael and Hamilton (1967: 4) and Bonilla-Silva (2014: 2).

See Winner (1980) for one precedent of how to pose this question.

See also Chun (2021: 20) on ‘whiteness as default’.

On the concept of ‘formats’ see my discussion in Koopman (2019a and 2021).

Among the media-archaeological and media-genealogical methodological precedents inform-
ing my approach here are studies by Vismann (2008 [2000]), Gitelman (2014), and Packer
et al. (2023). For another recent media-archaeological approach to Du Bois see Bering-Porter
(2022) — whereas I agree with Bering-Porter on the need for an interrogation of the mediatic
conditions of Du Bois’s data portraits, my approach here also pairs such an inquiry with a
consideration of the normative values informing Du Bois’s work, a consideration largely left
to the side by Bering-Porter.

See Galton (1908: 2681f.) for his own account.

See Hacking (1990: 180ff.) for one example

See Sheehey (2019) for a related argument.

On formats see note 5 above.

I describe the contrast between algorithm and format in greater detail in Koopman (2021).
See on algorithms the summary account by Gillespie (2016); the full literature on this techni-
cal concept is truly enormous.

See on measure Beer (2016) and Brighenti (2018), both of which offer genealogies of meas-
ure that resonate with my study here.

See on the importance of blank forms Gitelman (2014: ch. 1).

This text is from the fly-leaf to Galton (1884a).

Galton (1884a) also here (p. 9) refers to the need for anthropometric laboratories (such as his
own).

In Galton’s (1884a) family records project, this logical next step for hereditarian inegalitari-
anism is already made plain in his treatment of certain data fields (namely ‘birthplace’ and
‘residence’) on his forms as proxies or ‘partial indications’ of race (p. 5).

See Harden (2021) and the profile by Lewis-Kraus (2021); for a different kind of example,
see discussion by Russell (2018) of the continuing presence of race planning in the familial
domain of assisted reproduction.

Given the widely divergent interpretations of Du Bois’s work in the literature, I note that my
presentation of the early Du Bois is one I take to be generally in line with Dawson’s (2001:
15) characterization of him as a liberal radical egalitarian and Mills’s (2018: 19-56) presenta-
tion of him as a black radical liberal.

On Du Bois’s early work in what would later be understood as quantitative sociology, see
Morris (2020: 20-21); on how the quantitative dimensions of Du Bois’s research program are
still too often overlooked today, see Morris (2015).

For his criticisms of Galton, much later in life, see Du Bois (c. 1955).
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