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In this paper, we seek to understand how grassroots activists, operating within the hegemony of data-centrism,
are often disempowered by data even as they appropriate it towards their own ends. We posit that the shift
towards data-driven governance and organizing, by elevating a particular epistemology, can pave over other
ways of knowing that are central to social movement practices. Building on Muravyov’s [102] concept of
“epistemological ambiguity,” we demonstrate how data-focused activism requires complex navigations between
data-based epistemologies and the heterogeneous, experiential, and relational epistemologies that characterize
social movements. Through three case studies (two drawn from existing literature and the third being an
original analysis), we provide an analytical model of how generative epistemological refusals can support
more value-aligned navigations of epistemological ambiguity that resist data-centrism. Finally, we suggest
how these findings can inform pedagogy, research, and technology design to support communities navigating
datafied political arenas.
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1 Introduction

In Fall 2022, Mayor Bruce Harrell of Seattle tried to pass a city budget that included funds for
ShotSpotter [24], an acoustic gunshot recognition and localization technology with a dubious
track-record [49, 59]. Seattle Solidarity Budget, a coalition of community groups, hosted a series
of panels and meet-ups to educate the community on how the data from this system has been
used to justify the hyper-policing of Black neighborhoods in other cities. At a panel that the first
author attended, community group leaders discussed a range of research and exposés on how these
data-driven systems should not be trusted. However, later, while discussing alternative uses for
these funds, one of the panelists argued the city should follow their plan for a community-led
effort because it was thoroughly researched, stating, “I have the proof right here, the data doesn’t
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lie” While the city most likely should be listening to them, it does raise some questions about
when speaking truth to power with data, a key language of power, can reinforce the privileged
epistemological position of data over other forms of testimony and evidence. Furthermore, it is
worth asking whether this focus on data leads activists to strategically lean on data in ways that
can edge out the other epistemic practices' of social movements.

Within governance and management, policies and practices deemed “data-driven” have become
widespread [6, 18, 41], resulting in arenas of political struggle where justification, argumentation,
and sensemaking become wrapped in the language of data. This reflects a prioritization of the
collection, analysis, and operationalization of data over other knowledge generating and sharing
practices [114], an orientation we refer to here as “data-centrism.” As this focus on data becomes an
increasingly pervasive element of social and political life, many grassroots and activist groups have
taken up “data activism,” incorporating tactics that lean on data into their struggles for change,
much like in the example above. Scholars of data activism point to how activists make use of data
quite differently from how more powerful institutions do, leading many to regard it as a reclamation
of datafication and an inversion of the power dynamics that generally underlie it [2, 45, 100]. The
question that concerns us here, however, is when, and how, data-centrism impacts these types of
activism and the futures they work towards.

Social movements, generally speaking, rely on diverse, ad hoc, and relational practices of learning
and sharing knowledge about the world, both as it is and as it could be [25, 140]. While these
epistemic norms and practices are not necessarily at odds with data activism, they can be paved
over or forgotten about when undue objectivity, trustworthiness, and/or impactfulness is attributed
to data [28, 33, 79]. We see this as a possible shift in the epistemological heterogeneity of social
movements, where heterogeneity in this sense refers to both the diversity of and the relative equal
footing between ways of knowing present in a space. As activist Sarah T. Hamid [69] described
of a counterdata project with the Carceral Tech Resistance Network, this kind of paving over can
happen simply as a result of doing the data work behind data activism: “There were blank cells
in the spreadsheet, and we became obsessed with filling them in. And then after a week we were
like, ‘Why are we doing this? Why are we so obsessed with having a complete spreadsheet?” We
started to realize that our way of knowing and our mode of inquiry were being influenced by the
nature of the spreadsheet” As Hamid makes clear, activists’ epistemic practices are influenced by
the tools they use and the trainings they have, but they are also flexible and open to reflection and
experimentation. In this work, our aim is to better understand how to sustain such reflection and
experimentation while working with data.

Our starting point for exploring this further is the understanding that data activists are often
approaching their data work with a sense of what Muravyov [102] calls “epistemological ambiguity.”
By this, he refers to the combined awareness that data cannot fully capture or represent reality but
that it must in some sense be treated as a good enough representation of reality in order to bring
about the changes that the data activists are working towards. What prior work has not thoroughly
explored, however, is how this epistemological ambiguity around data impacts the other epistemic
practices of activists and, in turn, the goals they work towards and the strategies they employ.

Motivated by these considerations around data-centrism and epistemic practices, this paper asks:
1) When activists turn towards datafication as a tool of organization and agitation, how are other
epistemic practices affected? and 2) What is needed to maintain epistemological heterogeneity within

!n this paper we employ the concept of “epistemology” as an understanding of what constitutes knowledge, how knowledge
gets created or uncovered, and the ways in which knowledge can be mobilized or acted upon. We place our focus here
because, as stated by Eyerman and Jamison [57, p.55], “it is precisely in the creation, articulation, formulation of new
thoughts and ideas-new knowledge-that a social movement defines itself in society.”
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datafied political arenas, especially as activists attempt to navigate epistemological ambiguity around
data?

To explore these questions, in §4.1 and §4.2 we present two case studies drawn from existing
scholarship and first-hand accounts: one regarding community-led audits of public services in
Capetown, South Africa, and the other regarding countermaps of evictions and gentrification in
the San Francisco Bay Area. Through these case studies, we identify various points at which data
activists have the difficult task of resisting the reductionistic, detached views of data-centrism
when employing datafied tactics, a type of practice we refer to as “navigating epistemological
ambiguity” In §4.3 we present a third, original case study of Seattle-based, non-data-focused
activism that actively refuses and seeks to undermine the city’s data-centric view of homelessness
by disseminating on-the-ground perspectives. Though this kind of activism is not what would
traditionally be considered “data activism,” these activists respond to datafication by contesting
the knowledge frames produced by data-centric epistemologies without leaning on strategies of
datafication themselves, an approach we refer to as “generative epistemological refusal” Building
off these examples of navigating epistemological ambiguity and generative epistemological refusal,
we construct a preliminary model for affirming epistemological heterogeneity in a time of data-
centrism.

2 Background & Related Work
2.1 Datafication and the Hegemony of Data-Centric Epistemologies

“Datafication” is a term used to describe the transformation of our everyday world into digital data
through abstracting practices of categorization, quantification, and measurement [93, 97]. Regarding
governance and public policy, critical data scholars have pointed to how increasing capacities
for datafication has helped facilitate the rise of data-driven policy making and administration
[41, 83, 120]. Although this state of affairs is not entirely new (enumeration has been a primary
means for the state to render aspects of social reality “legible” [125] and to understand “populations”
[42, 90] for more than a century), it has been argued that the shift in the scale and pervasiveness of
these efforts amounts to a “data revolution” [82]. Recent work has argued that this has enabled
a shift in aspects of policymaking, governance, and public administration from the domain of
participatory, deliberative politics to the domain of purportedly objective, technocratic expertise
[18, 131, 158]. This shift has in many cases changed and/or accentuated the nature of how states seek
to govern their constituents, which in turn changes the very possibilities of political participation
for the average citizen, activists, and civil society groups [44, 73, 75, 117].

For the purposes of this work, one of the key elements of this shift towards datafication and
dataism has been the concomitant elevation of data-centric epistemologies at the expense of other
ways of knowing [118]. By providing an “objective” rationalization for excluding individuals from
decision-making due to the presumed irrelevance of their contributions, data-centrism can help to
concentrate power further in the hands of institutions that can collect and wield data. We build
on Ricaurte’s [118] phrasing of data-centric epistemologies, using data-centric as a descriptor of
practices and systems that lean on quantification as the preeminent mode of both understanding
the world and informing action within it, generally to the point of excluding or suppressing other
kinds of epistemological practice.

This being said, it is also important for us to distinguish between data-centrism and the actual
practices of collecting and making sense of data. While Critical Data Studies and other fields have
identified ways that the practices of quantification can lead to more universalizing, detached views
of the world [104], we are not arguing that every attempt at using data towards one’s own ends
is “data-centric”” Instead, we are pulling from this prior work an understanding that there is an
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increasingly prevalent epistemic orientation towards data that treats it as “ground truth,” or as the
most reliable means of understanding the world, and this is what we understand as data-centrism.
Thus, in this work, we are interested in probing when engagements with data contribute to or
concede to the sense that data on its own can serve as the foundation for effective decision-making,
as they might then run the risk of contributing to the data-centric arrangements of power described
above. In the next section, we will look at some epistemological commitments that underlie this
kind of data-centrism, and in later sections, we will build out a more nuanced sense of how these
epistemological commitments are taken on or rejected by activists engaging in datafied political
arenas.

2.1.1 Characterizing Data-Centric Epistemologies. A likely core of data-centric epistemologies is
what Crooks [32] calls “representationalism”—namely the idea that data reliably, accurately, and
objectively describes the world. Data-centric epistemologies can also be characterized by their faith
in the sufficiency of data, that is, what matters can always be measured and turned into data [157].
The implication of this belief in practice is that very often, the development and application of
a measurement schema is presumed to capture all the necessary context for understanding and
acting on the world. Such systems of measurement, however, are always shaped by their developers
and the cultures and infrastructures they are situated within [17], and they do not account for the
range of localized understandings that are necessary to contextualize the data gathered [87].

Following from the belief in the representativeness and sufficiency of data for understanding the
world, data-centric epistemologies are also characterized by their treatment of data as self-evident
grounds for acting on the world. “Data-driven” action stemming from data-centric epistemologies
can take many forms, but in most cases it relies on doing what the data “says.” In the most extreme
cases, this can look like building decision-making systems around prediction tools, where prior
data is transformed through predictive analytics into a basis for decision-making based on the
input of new data about a particular case [10, 75]. A range of less heavy-handed strategies exists as
well, where data is ingested through various forms of expert analysis and description, illuminating
a path forward through the data, in the sense that it is the reality found in the data that is to be
acted upon [83, 149, 151].

2.2 Epistemologies of Social Movements

Many social movements exist within ongoing epistemic violence [139], where not just their knowl-
edges but the very ways they come to understand the world are diminished or outright suppressed.
This has been theorized in terms of cognitive (in)justice[159]—an attempt at “equity between differ-
ent ways of knowing and different kinds of knowledge” [124, p.237]. The people’s possibility of
understanding and shaping the world in their own ways then, is a critical aspect of challenging
systems of domination, making it important to attune to the ways that social movements deviate
from or even resist data-centric epistemologies.

A wide body of literature examines the complex and diverse array of knowledge practices of
social movements. Social movements are generally composed of a diverse group of actors and
organizations that bring together lived experiences and situated knowledges [26, 40] and mobilize
them towards collective social action [23] through various means. While some practices are more
likely to be recognized by academics as knowledge work, (e.g., research on the workings of power
by power mapping [65]), there also exist many relatively less documented movement knowledge
practices (e.g., putting on plays [3] and constructing dramatic visual displays [8]). In these ways,
social movements both draw from and produce a heterogeneity of established and exploratory
epistemological practices and commitments that help to imagine, experience, and push the world
otherwise [54]. Contrary to data-driven epistemologies, we see from these prior studies that the
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heterogenous epistemologies of social movements tend to be deeply relationally and contextually
grounded—trust, direct experience, and storytelling are foundational in building up a shared view
of the world [40, 113, 140].

However, this heterogeneity or plurality alone does not make movements immune to broader,
oppressive epistemic norms [103]. Leaning on “expert” knowledges (i.e. scientific and legal research,
training, and professionalization) can have the effect of conforming movement action to the
standards and norms of that expertise [55]. While there are certainly many cases of success from
this kind of strategic appropriation of professionalized levers of change, it can also lead to operation
within an arguably over-constrained space of knowledge making and mobilization [85]. Within a
time and resource limited space, just focusing on building out the case for what is the “truth” as
determined by professionalized epistemologies can detract from attending to and building on what is
already known by other means [107]. Additionally, it can lead to placing too much faith in knowledge
that is unaccountable to the movements themselves and that has flaws that are difficult to unpack
without professional training [92]. That being said, movements regularly find ways to make use of
these expert knowledges in limited and narrow ways that leave room for them to still put forward
strategic and social visions that stem from different epistemological foundations [136]. What must
be watched for, then, are the ways that conceptions of “expertise” can reinforce the view that the
arena of politics is the proper domain of activists and epistemology and knowledge-creation is not
[43]. This can be especially difficult to be aware of when it is seemingly just the tools of dominant
epistemologies that are brought into social movements, as these tools and people’s perceptions and
understandings of them can embed notions of the “right” or most “effective” way to organize and
mobilize. The second author observed this phenomenon of technologically embedded knowledge
hierarchies in their research and activism with the organizing efforts of a Black southern movement
in the United States [62, 63]. Her findings reveal tensions within movement organizing that are
reflective of similar epistemological tensions to those described in the introduction—whiteness and
technological “expertise” paving over relational ways of organizing.

2.3 The Changing Role of Data in Grassroots Organizing

Just as datafication and the growing trust in data have reshaped official practices and forms of
governance, so too have they encouraged shifts in how grassroots and non-profit organizations
work to create change. CSCW and HCI scholarship on grassroots and non-profit organizations and
data includes foundational, descriptive attempts at understanding data work and infrastructures
in civically oriented cooperative work and activism [2, 16, 52, 98, 111, 112, 122, 150, 153, 160, 161],
educational efforts to simultaneously improve technical skills and to increase critical understandings
of data [48, 77, 110, 127], designing tools and methods for making working with and interrogating
data more accessible and putting them into practice [34, 115], and otherwise contributing researcher
expertise to support bottom-up uses of data as an intermediary [50] or accomplice [154]. In much of
this body of work, we see the authors reflectively making sense of what the role of the CSCW/HCI
researcher is, or can be, in civic contexts, as they also work to build out a picture of what kinds
of inclusive, non-extractivist data cultures are worth striving for. For this paper, we are explicitly
interested in how data-focused epistemologies are reconciled or put into conversation with other
kinds of knowledge, by both researchers and grassroots organizers. In the sections that follow, we
discuss how grassroots and non-profit organizations have made use of data so far and the challenges
they face in doing so. Then, we look at how prior research has discussed the clear clashes that can
arise between data-centric epistemologies and the kinds of epistemic practices more often found in
social movements.
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2.3.1 Making Use of Data. Of the ways that the work of social movements has changed in the face
of datafication, the clearest ones are to be found in the groups that have made datafication a key
focus of their organizing. Beraldo and Milan [14] propose two entangled archetypes of this kind of
response: data activism that treats data-as-stakes, and data activism that treats data-as-repertoire.
Data-as-stakes activism makes data and data rights the direct focus of political action, often focusing
on protecting privacy and enabling resistance to surveillance by the state or corporate actors. Data-
as-repertoire activism, on the other hand, instrumentalizes data and datafication as a political and
tactical tool that can be modularly applied towards various ends. As with datafied governance,
these forms of activism have long legacies that they build upon. In terms of data-as-stakes activism,
subjugated, colonized, and otherwise minoritized peoples have been resisting forms of surveillance
and attempting to control what data exists about them for likely as long as the modern state has
existed (see e.g., [19, 67, 101]). Similarly, data-as-repertoire activism has its roots in long legacies of
minoritized groups bringing evidentiary claims into public fora in order to construct alternative
knowledge frames for understanding the nature of the injustices they face (see e.g., [13, 67, 81].
In cases of data-as-repertoire activism, we see how social movements start to enroll practices of
data collection, analysis, and visualization in order to “challenge authoritative accounts that are
either inadequate, politically vulnerable or misleading” [35, p.973], or, in other words, to advance
“alternative knowledge frames” [22] of salient issues. In some cases this involves collating and
repurposing state or corporate data, often in the form of “open” data or data from public records
requests [95]. Official data sources, however, often do not capture aspects of social reality that are
the most important to the kinds of alternative knowledge frames activists are working to construct,
and so data-as-repertoire activism tends to involve collecting various forms of “counter-data”
[46, 106] such as data about illicit and appropriate land use (one of many types of counter-mapping
[36, 84]).

Beyond the study of and collaboration with activists that make data a primary target or tactic
of their organizing, studies from CSCW and HCI have also identified numerous ways that data
and data systems have become an instrumental part of all kinds of mission-driven and grassroots
organizing [16, 21, 53, 98, 111, 112, 122, 150, 153, 154]. These studies demonstrate how data is used
to understand the populations groups seek to serve or represent; to mobilize resources; to make
sense of the institutions and systemic forces they are up against; to prove impact to funders and
otherwise make clear the value of their work to the communities they are a part of; and to directly
petition action from the government. In the next section, we explore the challenges grassroots and
non-profits face under regimes of datafication.

2.3.2  Challenges of Datafication. Though some groups have indeed been able to take advantage of
datafication in some of the ways described above, this is rarely the full story of how datafication
has changed the work of organizing. Instead, many organizations find themselves facing new sets
of challenges around data. Most obviously, this can be because grassroots groups and non-profits
simply do not have the required capacities for taking on data activism or data-mediated organizing,
whether it be the time, expertise, resources, or infrastructure [2, 16, 153, 160].

Beyond capacity restrictions, a significant challenge grassroots and non-profit groups face is
actually making data practices helpful to the work they are trying to do. Non-profits and grassroots
groups often collect data in order to render their “impacts” legible to the public and possible donors,
but such data is often otherwise unhelpful [16, 111]. Bopp et al. [16] argue this can even result
in a kind of “data-drift,” where the organizations’ goals and strategies become more focused on
what is measurable than on members’ own understandings of what is effective or mission-aligned.
Similarly, Crooks and Currie [33] and Pierre et al. [112] strongly critique how growing requirements
on grassroots activists to produce data as evidence of injustice are themselves a form of injustice,

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 9, No. 2, Article CSCW013. Publication date: April 2025.



From Data Activism to Activism in a Time of Data-Centrism CSCW013:7

as the people who are affected by the unjust systems being fought against are already well aware
of its impacts. As such, the knowledge creation process of data collection and analysis is often
redundant, and yet groups feels they must do it anyway—a situation Crooks and Currie [33] and
Pei et al. [111] call a “data double bind”

In the related domain of citizen/community science, a number of studies have also looked into the
pitfalls of focusing on data collection too strongly in response to the data-centrism of environmental
governance [20, 72, 86, 129]. In their studies around toxicity monitoring, Shapiro et al. [129] describe
the “data treadmill” as a common trap where enumerative projects become enmeshed in “intensive
data production in a preset direction and an intrinsically unreachable destination” (p. 308) This
focus on scientific data, they say, ‘has the potential to foreclose imaginative horizons of “how”
and “why” in favor of “how much™ [129, p. 305], speaking to a particularly pernicious form of
data drift. In light of such potential challenges, especially around the ways that groups know and
act on knowledge, we turn now to how the literature on data practices in activism has previously
conceptualized these kinds of epistemological tension.

2.3.3 Between Epistemologies. In foundational scholarship on data activism, we see a hopefulness
that the epistemologies of data activism are something distinct from hegemonic, data-driven ways
of knowing and, as such, are actually a form of resistance to dataism. As argued by Milan and van
der Velden [100, p. 4], “If data is not a given nor is it ever raw (Gitelman, cited in Milan, 2013),
data activism can be seen as an exercise in creating alternative ways of seeing the world, while
opening up questions about the positivism ethos of the so-called ‘data revolution.” That being
said, much of this scholarship takes data-centrism seemingly as a given, if not philosophically, then
practically—in which case the best thing activists can do to reclaim their power is to strive for a
“datafication from below,” either by appropriating data and its associated credibility or by trying to
prevent the data from existing [137].

Subsequent studies, however, have pointed to various epistemological tensions that crop up in
data activism. In an interview study with data activists, many of whom were seemingly coming
more from non-profit and NGO organizations than grassroots social movements, Gutiérrez and
Milan [66] discuss how:

‘Only a minority of our interviewees appears to challenge the positivist ethos of big
data openly; most make it their own, however giving it a social change twist. This
seems to be the “original sin” of proactive data activism, which explicitly emphasizes
the possibilities for social change offered by big data and seeks collaboration and results
as opposed to resistance and critique. (p.10)

This finding is especially significant, as Gutierrez and Milan also explain how the data activists they
interviewed saw themselves as a distinct type of activist whose role is the mobilization of data for
everyone else in the movement and to make sure others see the value in this kind of work. Clearly,
then, this type of data activism can run the risk of reinforcing epistemic hierarchies, as Cinnamon
[28] found in his study of data activists conducting social audits (discussed more in §4.1).

In a study on infrastructure data activists in Russia, Muravyov [102] speaks to how organizers
use a mapping tool to catalog infrastructure problems in order to use data as a means to contest
and remake the world, but in this process they also are unable to take data for granted as much of
it comes from unreliable institutions in local governments. Muravyov describes how these data
activists maintain an “epistemological ambiguity” of data as they exist in a constant, inherent
tension, where the contestability of data collected for the mapping project at hand is not something
that can be moved past by collecting more or better data. Instead, they acknowledge the fragility of
data while also being committed to its ability to reshape the world and our understanding of it.
D’Ignazio [45] describes the relationship of activists to datafied strategies as one of “an opportunistic
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political alliance,” where they see the ways that reducing people and complex social situations to
data is necessarily reductive and not to be trusted in many senses, but that it is also a reduction
that can end up being made politically empowering for those represented in the data—a situation
that resonates with other studies of data activism [150]. While it is clear from these and similar
studies that most activists working with data are not treating it as a fully representative, sufficient
view of reality, it is less clear how this ambiguous view of data affects other kinds of epistemic
practice in ways that could shift organizations’ strategies or even their theory of change.

3 Methods

In this paper, our objective is to draw insights from the varied ways in which activists navigate
epistemological ambiguity. We approached our analysis with the hypothesis: activist groups show
varied levels of data-centrism in their (collective) actions. To further develop our arguments, we
take a case study approach in this paper as our primary method. In Table 1, we provide a catalog
of our case studies, a purposive sampling of three activist campaigns of varying time and scale.
A primary advantage of this approach is that we are able to analyze not only the epistemological
navigation between collective actions organized by three different activist groups, but also in case
studies §4.2 and §4.3, we are able to analyze multiple actions within the same activist group. By
reviewing academic and activist sources, we can attend to specific moments of decision making
described in a single publication as well as the broader scale shifts in strategy over the course of
multiple projects that might only be seen by piecing these sources together. In what follows, we
discuss our case study selection process in detail.

3.1 Case study selection

In choosing case studies, we follow Seawright and Gerring’s recommendation and include “useful
variation [in our selection of cases] on the dimensions of theoretical interest” [126]. For this, we
turned to a range of sources: 1) peer-reviewed publications, 2) public documentation and scholarship
produced by the activist organizations that led the campaigns we study, 3) social media posts and
other artifacts of significance produced by the same activist groups, and 4) our personal engagement
and field notes. In Table 1 we map our case studies according to their type, variation, and sources
used to construct the corresponding case study sections in this paper.

To determine our inclusion/exclusion criterion, we followed our theoretical objective of under-
standing a varied degree of reliance to data in the stated (according to sources such as movement
or campaign websites, academic or journalistic reporting of the movement, etc.) organizing goals,
techniques, etc. In selecting case studies that stated heavy (§4.1) to moderate (§4.2) reliance on
quantitative measurements, we included cases where data activists were clearly attempting to in-
corporate or build off of other ways of knowing through their data work, and for this, we narrowed
our focus to cases where the activists had an explicitly stated goal of amplifying or sharing the
perspectives of the communities they were a part of and/or supporting. Our final criterion was
driven by the constraint of how many sources of primary and secondary documentation available
were available publicly for a particular case. After looking more in depth into six potential options,
we settled on the two cases discussed in the next section.’

In selecting a case study that stated a low reliance on data-centrism (§4.3), we purposely chose a
case that currently falls outside the limits of what the academic literature and social movements con-
sidered “data activism.” We turned to an example that we were made aware of through community

2The other cases we looked into were informed by the work of Matthews [92] on the Extinction Rebellion’s use of the “3.5%
rule,” D’Ignazio [45] on Feminicide Data Activist in Central and South America, Tran et al. [153] on the Housing Justice
League’s data practices in Atlanta, and Carrera et al. [22] on community water and pipe testing and mobilization in Flint,
Michigan.
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Case

Type

Variation w.r.t. hypothesis

Sources

South African So-
cial Audit Move-
ment (§4.1)

Anti-Eviction
Mapping Project
(§4.2)

A series of short-
lived campaigns
with similar ob-
jectives.

A long-running
campaign with
multiple methods

Centering data in activist ac-
tions.

Using data in activism but
explicitly noting the costs of
relying on data alone.

peer-reviewed publications
in the fields of Geography,
Development Studies, Politi-
cal Science, big data studies;
activist materials such as re-
ports, websites, etc.

peer-reviewed publications
in the fields of Geography,
HCI, big data studies; ac-

tivist materials such as re-
ports, websites, etc.

field notes; activist materi-
als such as reports, websites,
social media posts, journal-
istic accounts etc.

and objectives.

Stop the Sweeps
(§4.3)

A long-running
campaign  sup-
porting with a
specific objective.

Purposefully staying away
from data-reliant advocacy
and choosing relational
methods instead.

Table 1. Our three case studies according to the type of campaign, alignment with our initial hypothesis, and
sources used to design the corresponding case study sections.

engagements in the Seattle area. Although none of the authors are part of the organization in the
third case study, Stop the Sweeps, the first author has attended multiple rallies and other community
events that this organization has (co-)organized, and they have been following the collective’s
efforts through social media and local media sources for multiple years. We also reviewed this
organization’s social media posts (Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter) from August 2023 to February
2024, and categorized them based on the topics they addressed. We then conducted a local media
search to see how Stop the Sweeps have been publicly discussed and, in turn, how they have been
involved in this broader dialogue.

4 Case Studies
4.1 South African Social Audits: On the Possible Costs of Leaning Into Data-Centrism

The Social Audit movement in South Africa that reached its peak between 2014 and 2019 illustrates
some of the ways that epistemological ambiguity is navigated by grassroots social movement groups
taking up data activist tactics. Social auditing arose as a strategy of holding the post-Apartheid
government to account on equitably appropriating resources for service delivery. The first step of a
Social Audit is to reconstruct the state’s view of how services like schools and waste management
systems are operating through access-to-information requests, and, in so doing, raise awareness
within the community about what services are supposed to look like [135]. Then, by mobilizing
communities to collect their own counterdata on service delivery in practice, activists were able to
produce a more formal view of these systems that better aligned with the community’s experiences
of being failed by service provision. These bodies of evidence and reports built off of them were
then used to rally the community and try to force local governments’ hand in actually providing
services up to the standard that they claimed.

For this case study, we draw from an assortment of academic [15, 28, 96, 119, 121, 148] and
activist [132-135] sources describing both the on-the-ground practices behind social audits as well
as the successes and challenges in the eyes of activists and outsiders. Prior scholarship in this space
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ranges from approving and optimistic [148] to more hesitant and critical [28] about the potentials
of success and values alignment with this type of data activism.

The first South African Social Audit was led by the Social Justice Coalition (SJC), an activist
organization that has a history of using a diversity of tactics to exert pressure on the state. The social
audit, in itself a part of larger process, focused on the provision of sanitation services in Kayelitsha,
a township near Cape Town that at the time of the audit was made up of majority informal housing
[121, 148]. Storey [148, p. 405] describes how, “groups [like SJC] often have complex relationships
with the state and local governments, incorporating into their demands both rights-based, liberal
solutions that work alongside government actors and counter-hegemonic, anti-neoliberal resistance”
In this way, the SJC combines elements of a grassroots social movement and a more established
non-profit, which helps explain how the social audit took shape as a strategy. SJC’s approach tried
to blend “personal stories with statistical data culled from community members’ own field research,”
[148, p. 409] producing “forms of knowledge legible to city monitoring and evaluation processes
(statistical and objective) but imbued with personal narrative (experiential and subjective)” 148, p.
409]. In this way, SJC sought to position their community members as both the most important and
the most credible voices on the matter of service delivery, attempting to synthesize and translate
their existing knowledge into a form more likely to carry weight with officials. Here then, we see
the first attempt at reconciling the epistemological ambiguity inherent to using data-as-repertoire in
a grassroots context—there is a desire to elevate other ways of knowing up to the level of credibility
of data-drivenness, but doing so seems to require some amount of contorting of local knowledge
into something more quantitative and placing that knowledge elsewhere, outside of the community
members themselves.

That being said, the results of the audit went beyond just the data-driven goal of producing
a report that could be used as evidence in the eyes of the state. The community members that
participated in data collection produced knowledge and understanding that extended much beyond
the charts and graphs in the final report as many of the surveyors themselves were from those or
similar areas, and discussions of shared circumstances “produced a systemic understanding of this
service as it is experienced across communities.” [148, p.413] This shared knowledge created by
discussing with one’s neighbors issues of shared concern is emblematic of the more horizontal,
relational epistemologies of grassroots social movement spaces more broadly. Thus, even a very
data-focused strategy conducted by a grassroots group shows potential for generating other forms
of knowledge. The question then becomes, however, how are these different forms of knowledge
mediated between, and how are they disparately leaned on when working towards an alternate
future? Later social audits proved to raise trouble around this question.

The positive elements of the first South African social audit notwithstanding, the city did not
respond to it by addressing the shortcomings of service provision for Kayelitsha. Rather, city officials
considered the final report an attack on their legitimacy, responding defensively and denying the
validity of the SJC’s findings [121]. After a second attempt led to similar results, SJC organizers
decided to try a third audit that would leave no room for attack on the grounds of its rigor. This
approach encountered many trade-offs with the other ways of knowing present in grassroots
spaces, many of which Rossouw [121], one of the organizers, thoughtfully addresses. In his own
words: “Whereas as Storey (2014) had emphasised how the [first SJC] social audit had legitimised
and valorised the experiences of residents, perhaps, we had mistakenly placed too much emphasis
on valorising the data. Perhaps we needed to focus on legitimising experience and the voice of
residents as true, reliable and valid data in and of itself” [121, p. 80].

For the purposes of this case study, we want to highlight a few specific details that Rossouw shares
from this more data-driven audit that are likely to transfer to other navigations of epistemological
ambiguity. This audit was quite rushed, resonating with prior discussions on the constraints of
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doing data work in organizing contexts [2, 53, 153], as it entailed just three days of actual data
collection and analysis and concluded with a high-stakes town hall with Cape Town elected officials.
Throughout these three days, Rossouw describes having to make many compromises on the role of
non-quantitative forms of knowledge in order to execute on the planned data analysis. In multiple
instances, Rossouw tells of how participants in the audit brought insights and analyses into the
political and structural factors that likely contribute to service provision failures, but they could
not be easily supported with available data so they were largely forgotten until after the more
formal analysis concluded [121]. This speaks to how, very practically speaking, once data has
been produced, it becomes very easy to let the data guide strategy, unconsciously paving over
aspects of social movement epistemologies. Furthermore, the data from the social audit became the
primary rhetorical tool that organizers sought to employ, at the expense of rhetorical strategies
that centered the capabilities of all involved to speak their own truth and that would bring others
into the struggle [121].

One final point to be made about this case is that in the instances where people did see their
stories reflected in the data, there was a deep confidence that came from having data on their
side. One of Cinnamon’s interviewees expressed how “It is not just the people power activism, it’s
backed up by us knowing what we are talking about ... because then when the arguments come
out against what we are saying, we can say well you’re actually wrong, there is scientific evidence
here” [28, p.629]. It cannot be ignored that the broader society’s sense of the objectivity of data is
going to hold sway over activists working with data—the general credibility usually given to data
being directed towards validating one’s own experience or cause is understandably meaningful and
emboldening. As Cinnamon [28] argues, however, this boldness can lead to strategizing around
data as a tool that forces powerful institutions to listen, even when it fails to do this in practice.

That being said, as these community groups encountered repeated pushback from official sources
on the objectivity of their data, the organizers most involved in Social Audits learned from these
experiences and tried to push for a less strictly data-driven approach to social audits. In a guide on
social audits created by the Social Audit Network, a partnership between 9 non-profits, they warn
about the “Data Trap,” saying

[R]eadily accessible evidence does not immediately translate into accountability. [... ]
In the end, no amount of data is sufficient to appease government officials who are
determined to undermine the findings. Further movement in this direction would be a
trap. [135, p.110]

This warning resonates with previous discussions about the “data treadmill” [129], suggesting that
a critical awareness of the treadmill is likely to arise organically once an activist group finds itself
stuck on it.

4.2 The Anti-Eviction Mapping Project: Being Explicit About Epistemological Priorities

The social audits led by South African community organizers are one kind of example of the many
ways that data activists attempt to collect, synthesize, and mobilize data and the knowledge it
informs. The Anti-Eviction Mapping Project (AEMP) serves as an example of another way that
data can factor into struggles for social and political change. Founded in the San Francisco Bay
Area in 2013, “the AEMP was formed as a data visualization, data analysis, and digital storytelling
collective with the aim of documenting dispossession to make visible and actionable the terrain of
gentrification and resistance in the city” [91, p. 380]. A central goal of the project “is to provide
tenants and housing organizers with useful data for organizing” [95, p.55]. For the purposes of our
case study, we will review just a few of AEMP’s many projects.
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The AEMP’s first mapping project was a joint effort with Tenants Together to show how many
of the evictions in San Francisco between 1997 and 2013 were the result of real estate speculators
abusing a loophole in California’s Ellis Act. The Ellis Act was originally meant to give longtime
landlords the option to leave the rental market and evict their tenants. By combining data from a
number of sources, AEMP was able to show that this law was primarily being used by speculators
who were buying old buildings only to “leave the rental market” within a few years and evict
residents to sell their units as condos [94], often repeating this multiple times [152]. Building on
this data, the AEMP put together an interactive map that demonstrated the accumulation of these
evictions over time [4]. Tenants Together also put together a more formal report detailing these
findings targeted towards the City. In much the same way as the social audits in the prior case
study, these efforts sought to collect and combine data in ways that would at once be understood by
government, but also draw attention to the ways that the government is failing to protect its people.
In ways similar to the social auditors as well, the AEMP found over time how these countermaps
they had produced leaned too strongly on the data and missed “the experiences and stories of
eviction, loss, and refusal” [94, p. 383].

To address this gap, members of the AEMP started a new project, called the Narratives of
Displacement and Resistance (NDR), focused on building out a set of oral histories, ultimately
visualized on a map, from Bay Area residents that have faced and/or fought against eviction
and other forms of coerced displacement. With long form interviews, this project augmented
a more traditional data activist strategy of demonstrating the scale of a problem with data by
clearly showing how each of these datapoints is a person or household with their own messy,
political understanding of the problem. In this way, AEMP’s approach to this project shows a clear
commitment to relational knowledge practices, putting knowledge embedded within personal
narratives on equal footing with what can be communicated with quantitative data. Furthermore,
AEMP sought to mobilize these stories using a diversity of tactics, most of which were aimed at
raising community consciousness (e.g., through public art installations [5]).

Another of the longest running projects of the AEMP is a series of attempts at the very difficult
work of tying eviction records to landlords, which are often obfucscated through mechanisms
that effectively conceal ownership and management, in order to support tenant organizing and
eviction defense. This has resulted in a tool called EvictorBook, which allows users to enter their
building information and see the history of evictions related to their landlord as well as the property
ownership network that their landlord is situated within, “turn[ing] the surveilling gaze back on
landlords” [95, p. 58].

While clearly enabled by the sourcing and processing of multiple streams of data, this project still
in many ways reveals a commitment towards aspects of social movement epistemologies. Perhaps
most notably, as with the NDR, the data is processed and prepared for use in a way that is deeply
contextual and that retains the “necessary aboutness” of place [40]. Unlike larger scale, US-wide
efforts to understand eviction (see, e.g., the Eviction Lab [56]), the AEMP has confined their efforts
to where they can provide tailored, actionable data. Given the deeply local context of this data, it is
unlikely that it could be wrangled and compiled at a larger scale. This resonates with the calls of
D’Ignazio and Klein [47] and Loukissas [87] to maintain a focus on the locality of data in order to
not deviate into the land of data-drivenness.

Most recently, AEMP announced a collaboration with Centro Legal de la Raza and the Bay
Area Housing Finance Authority (BAHFA), a regional housing authority with the stated aim of
making housing more stable and accessible [99]. The project, titled the “Bay Area Eviction and
Legal Services Study,” will attempt to collect both quantitative and qualitative data about evictions
and other more informal, forced displacements, sourcing data from City and County courts and
agencies as well as tenant legal support groups and tenant unions. By focusing data collection
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efforts beyond “official sources,” this project is starting off with an intervention on what data counts
as valid. In addition to collecting quantitative data from these sources, the project will also involve
surveys and interviews with the tenant support groups in order to better understand the relevant
local factors and strategies of eviction and displacement. Here then, we do see a meaningful attempt
at democratizing data-driven policy-making, as the very constructs that are being operationalized
in the measurement process, such as what eviction even refers to, are open to various forms of
feedback and modification processes. Such efforts to raise the epistemic value of qualitative data to
be more comparable to quantitative data are significant, even if we are yet to see how the process
plays out. All of this being said, in a recent public meeting announcing the project, the BAHFA
representative made clear that they (and their community correspondents) are starting from the
position of “We know these are the problems, but we need data to back it up” [58]. This does raise
concerns around how this project could have the effect of raising the epistemic burden for tenant
advocates without offering a clear pathway towards building consensus about what to do about
these issues that everyone involved already knows are issues. We cannot say just yet, however,
how the members of AEMP plan on navigating such tensions.

Considering all of these projects together, it’s important to note how critical understandings of
data clearly do not lead to hard and fast rules such as “there’s no use in using data activism in concert
with government”” Rather, it is possible for agitation to open spaces of collaboration with governing
institutions, and potentially push policy-making and governance more into alignment with a
critical view of/with data, and these likely require balancing a very different set of epistemological
ambiguities than when acting as an independent group of activists.

4.3 Contesting Seattle’s Data-Driven Homelessness Plans

The City of Seattle has a long and storied legacy of attempting to address homelessness within
its boundaries. For the last 30 years, every elected mayor has released a plan for how to solve
homelessness, or at least some specific version of it [30]. Since 2016 at least, these plans have been
labeled by their creators’ as “data-driven,” suggesting a level of evidence-based, systematic direction
of resources to address the problem that has not really born out in practice. The latest version
of this is represented mostly by the “One Seattle Homelessness Action Plan” (OSHAP) and data
dashboard that was announced by Mayor Bruce Harrell in 2022. While OSHAP statedly revolves
around opening up shelter and permanent beds for the unhoused, journalists have shown that most
of the new beds attributed to the plan were already under construction by the time the plan was
rolled out [12]. Instead, many critics and housing justice advocates argue that the most visible use
of funds has been on sweeps—violent, forced relocation of tent and RV communities [11, 38, 142].
This extends a long legacy of Seattle homelessness policy having two distinct faces, one where
various punitive strategies are used to remove unsheltered people from view, and another where
innovative housing and support programs pushed for by poverty activists are experimented with
[51]. Just looking at the city’s OSHAP data dashboard, part of which is pictured in Fig 1, one could
be forgiven for thinking it was in line with the second of these faces for how much it discusses
leading with compassion and appropriating resources towards new permanent housing solutions
[105]. The data around “pounds of debris removed” and “shelter offers made” during care team
“visits” and “camp closures,” however, conceals a much darker story, one that is much more honestly
and openly told by those targeted by this plan and their allies supporting them in the fight against
it.

As others have already discussed in the academic literature, Seattle has a vibrant and prolific
poverty activist community, and much of the organizing work is done by those who are unhoused
or who have previously been unhoused [51, 71, 138]. In direct response to the city’s penchant
for sweeps, an assortment of groups, collectives, and coalitions have formed within this broader
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@ Bringing People Indoors

Add Unshel

9

dH I
F

Itis inhumane for us to turn a blind eye to people who are forced to live in
parks and on sidewalks. These areas are often unsanitary and unsafe for living.
Mayor Harrell believes we cannot accept this as the status quo. We have
allocated significant resources to conducting outreach to people experiencing

Keep Public Spaces Open and Accessible

We have an obligation to ensure open, clean, and accessible public spaces like
parks, rights-of-way, and sidewalks. To meet that obligation, the City has
invested in KCRHA to provide the services needed to bring people indoors so
that the City can restore the space. We restore spaces by 1) identifying where

services are needed, 2) prioritizing those spaces, 3) coordinating offers of
shelter, and 4) restoring the site. By serving with empathy and compassion, we
can achieve a balance in meeting this obligation and supporting individuals
who are living unsheltered.

homelessness, improving the quality of services, and coordinating efforts to
better track shelter capacity and ensure beds do not go unfilled.

In Q4 2023, the City extended a total of 1,228 offers of shelter to unsheltered
individuals from which 462 offers were accepted and resulted in a referral to
shelter. These referrals were made in collaboration with 17 outreach providers,
from 138 unique encampment sites, and partially based on 853 shelter
recommendations from outreach and service providers.

In Q4 of 2023, the City completed over 3,300 visits to sites, removing
approximately 1,056,070 pounds of debris.

We developed Seattle’s first measure of verified

encampment sites, creating a baseline to track progress.

P
We set a goal to offer shelter with a bed ready and waiting to every
individual residing at an encampment in advance of closures.

Verified Tent and RV Encampments
Hover over dots for outreach on closed encampments through December

Bringing People Indoors
Accepted offers resulting in referral to shelter

616
587
I 554 I

Q12023 Q22023 Q32023

December 2023 Snapshot

RV Count
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Duwamish/SODO I 181
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7 people resided onsite
3offers of shelter accepted

Apr 1offers of shelter made
1 people resided onsite
1 offers of shelter accepted

May Nooutreach data available

Montlake/Portage Bay
Mt. Baker/North Rainier | 16
Queen Anne | 16

Highland Park | 15
Columbia City

Q42023

=
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<
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Source: City of Seattle Source: City of Seattle

Fig. 1. The “Bringing People Indoors” section of the data dashboard for the One Seattle Homelessness Action
Plan as seen on March 12, 2024. On this page, the City compares shelter offers given and shelter offers
accepted and states they have a goal of “having a bed ready” before camp “closures.” There is no mention of
what type of shelter offers are actually made, nor of what happens if there is no shelter space available. The
figure on the right is a map of verified tent and RV camps, with information on each time that site has been
“closed.” In many cases, there is “no outreach data available” on the closure. Also in this section one can find
the city’s estimate of the “debris” removed from these camps, which amounts to 1,056,070 pounds for Q4 of

2023.

community, such as Stop the Sweeps, Sweepless in Seattle, and Services not Sweeps. While these
groups employ a diversity of tactics to push for the ending of sweeps and protecting the people
being swept until then, we will specifically focus on the strategies used by Stop the Sweeps to
contest how the City represents and discusses their policies and practices around sweeping.

As a collective, Stop the Sweeps (StS) focuses primarily on “mobiliz[ing] to challenge the violence
directed at our unhoused neighbors during sweeps” [143]. In practice, this means showing up at
encampments slated to be swept in the days before the sweep as well as the day of the sweep in
order to support unhoused neighbors in moving their camps elsewhere. By being present at sweeps,
however, their support serves a dual purpose—they are also able to observe and report out on the
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abuses, violence, and waste of public funds that occurs at these traumatizing events. Reviewing the
writings, multimedia projects, and social media posts of StS, it is abundantly clear how its members
lean on all the elements of social movement epistemologies described previously to create and
share knowledge that builds up an alternative knowledge frame around Seattle’s sweeps. Drawing
from a deeply contextual and relational engagement with the experience of homelessness as well
as the city’s response to it, StS uses their social media accounts to document case after case of
routinized violence that get collapsed into singular data points of the OSHAP dashboard.

While we did not find any cases where StS explicitly addresses or contests the OSHAP dashboard,
they regularly dispute the types of language the City uses when describing sweeps—language that
underlies much of the data collected and represented by OSHAP. By actually interacting on their
own terms with the world the data is meant to measure, they reveal how this language (and the
associated data collection) is not capturing reality. Returning to the terms “shelter offers,” “debris
removed,” and “camp closures,” we draw from StS social media postings to see how they have been
problematized, even if indirectly.

Starting with “shelter offers,” StS describe numerous cases where the offers of shelter given, such
as congregate shelters (overnight shelters where everyone is housed in a large open space), are
completely untenable for the people being swept. StS’s central argument is that any one-size fits
all offer of shelter is not the compassionate act the city makes it out to be. StS also describes how
for many, these “shelter offers” only come during a sweep, where it is likely that even if offers
are accepted, the people being swept will not have enough time to gather up and move with all
of their things before they are thrown away. In StS’s words, relying on sweeps to actually make
these “shelter offers” means that “They always have to throw away peoples’ belongings, tow their
homes, and destroy their lives before getting them into tiny homes or shelters” [144]. Taking this
knowledge frame into account, the city’s comparison between data on “shelter offers given” and
“shelter offers accepted” becomes highly suspect, as contrasting these two clearly responsibilizes
“service-resistant” individuals for choosing living on the street as the best of the available options
instead of acknowledging the role the city plays in determining what those options even are.

This brings us to the city’s unspoken definition of “cleared debris” on their data dashboard. At
the time of writing [November 2023], the dashboard states: “In Q2 of 2023, the City completed over
2,628 visits to sites, removing approximately 1,631,455 million pounds of debris” [105]. While there
is no available insight into how exactly the City defines debris, it is likely that a significant portion
of the statistic comes from weighing the dump trucks after sweeps and site visits. Turning to StS’s
documentation of sweeps, it becomes clear that much of what is being disposed of is not refuse
from encampments, but rather people’s belongings and life necessities. The first image in Fig 2
shows an example of one such case, where city employees are disposing of a disabled unhoused
person’s mobility aid [145]. In the same post, StS describes how if encampment residents are not
present at the time of the sweep, their tent and all of their belongings are simply disposed of [145].
Similarly, StS also describes how whatever residents are unable to pack up in the time allotted to
them by police and city workers all gets disposed of [144]. From StS’s proposed knowledge frame,
“1,631,455 million pounds of debris” [105] is a self-congratulatory measurement that conceals an
antagonistic, violent reality of dispossession.

Looking to “closures,” we see another term that StS’s documentation problematizes. Compounding
with the number of “shelter offers” turned down for being unsuitable, StS’s communications
regularly convey how it is quite common for people not to be offered any kind of shelter at all (See,
e.g., [147]). As such, most people being swept are forced to move with nowhere else in particular
to go. This results in the kinds of situations described in the second image in Fig 2, where people
are just aimlessly and violently pushed around the city. In this sense, the City’s definition of a
“closure” is called into question as nothing is really resolved, communities are just broken up and
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@ stopthesweepsseattle @ stopthesweepsseattle

.
Less than 24 hours notice with nothing offered to
unhoused neighbors. Another mobility aid trashed
| by the city. How is this not a violation of the
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)?

Folks at this camp have been sweﬁf multiple times
along Aurora in the last month, without any concrete
offers of shelter or resources. Of more than 10
residents, only two received referrals for shelter,
while the rest were forced to relocate nearby.

Q — ~

Qv W

stopthesweepsseattle Sweeps last week, sweeps this
week, the city doesn't let up! And we will continue to
fight against state violence everywhere enacted... more

October 16

stopthesweepsseattle Relentless sweeps by the city
as they boost their raids on unhoused neighbors with
multiple sweeps in 1 day! The cruelty of Seattle... more

September 3

Fig. 2. Example Instagram posts where StS presents an alternative knowledge frame of what is happening at
sweeps.

dispersed throughout the city, often in exceptionally challenging times such as the peak of the cold
season [146]. Through these, StS constructs an understanding of how the city greatly increases the
risks of an already dangerous life of living on the street by forced exposure to the elements and the
dissolution of geographic community. These connections between city actions and policies and the
risks of being unhoused go completely unacknowledged in any of the data the city collects.

In each of these ways, the knowledge created and shared by StS directly undermines the City’s
attempts at data-driven world-making, without ever needing to engage with the data directly. We
see activists carrying out tactics in this way as embodying a form of generative refusal [130, 155].
They refuse the terms of debate set by the city’s data—“shelter offers” being turned down is not
the problem—and establish an alternative frame for the problem—there being nowhere for those
being swept to go. While we could certainly imagine a range of data activist projects that might
try to contest the city’s data more directly, such as a counterdata collection effort to make the
insufficiencies of shelter offers more apparent, it is unclear what this would offer over the current
strategies of resistance. If the group were not experienced in navigating epistemological ambiguities,
the project could easily start to pull attention away from the knowledge creation and sharing already
happening on the ground as well as from the life-saving work of sweep support. Instead, how can we
build off the knowledge work already taking place and affirm that social movement epistemologies
are very often up to the task of contesting data-centric ones, even when movement groups do not
necessarily see their knowledge-production as responding to data-centrism?

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 9, No. 2, Article CSCW013. Publication date: April 2025.



From Data Activism to Activism in a Time of Data-Centrism CSCW013:17

5 Discussion

In this section, we draw out insights and features from the three case studies that are especially
relevant to our argument. For the first two case studies, we highlight how data activism can oscillate
between reinforcing epistemological hegemony and supporting epistemological heterogeneity,
and for the third case study, we connect it to what we see as generative epistemological refusal.
Synthesizing these insights, in §5.3, we propose a framework of epistemological navigation that
informs the implications that we suggest in §6.

5.1 Navigating Between Epistemological Hegemony and Heterogeneity

From the SJC and the AEMP case studies, we see a spectrum of possibilities for how epistemological
ambiguity is navigated. In both of these cases, we saw how, with time, data activists found more
and more ways that leaning on data at the expense of other ways of knowing led to a kind of “data
drift” [16] into the reductionistic, detached view of data-centrism.

In the case of South African social auditors, both overarching strategy decisions and moment-
to-moment on the ground decisions tended to reinforce the data-centric notion that data makes
for the best or most effective way of knowing, even when this was not a belief held by many of
the auditors. From this case study we can see how taking on such data-centric projects runs the
risk of functionally leading to greater exclusion of community members and alternative ways of
understanding and communicating social issues, even when these projects reach some measure
of success. That being said, we can also see how this process of paving over other knowledges
is acutely felt by the activists themselves (e.g., in their warning about the data trap), as their
interactions with the community made apparent to them what was missing from the data and what
the data could not be mobilized to change.

In the case of AEMP, we saw how the organizers actively and persistently tried to problematize
datafied ways of knowing, even as they sought to use them to build collective power. AEMP
extensively experiments with how to put data in conversation with other epistemologies, and
through this process has demonstrated a number of ways of how data-focused activism can actually
help elevate other ways of knowing. We see this as actively carving out space for epistemological
heterogeneity, though, as the members of AEMP often refrain [5, 94], this is hard work that
requires extensive critical reflection and listening to community (core parts of a more relational
epistemology) as well as strong enough background in collecting and using data to be aware of
how practices might be tweaked or developed to make more room for other ways of knowing.

Taking these cases together, we can learn from activsts’ own explicitly stated and implicitly
demonstrated learnings from their practice of data activism and experiencing the realities of working
with datafication. In both of these cases, we see an increased understanding over time of the ways
that data actually ends up being useful, and, similarly, of the ways that initial understandings of
enumerative data carries false promises of change. With regards to the epistemic value of data
specifically, we saw how SJC and the AEMP collective found more and more ways that quantified
data could not represent what they care to represent, whether it was the data they received from
the city or the data they collected themselves. We see this shift as representing a deepening of
their critical epistemic understandings of data. Additional to this, we see both groups develop a
better sense for how data can help to facilitate change, and how it tends to be of much more use in
mobilizing communities than in getting institutions to acquiesce to their view of things, echoing
the arguments of Crooks and Currie [33] for engaging in more agonistic data practices. We see
this as representing a deepening of their critical political understandings of data. Through these
case studies, we can see that the development of these kinds of critical understandings of data can
facilitate more strategic and movement-aligned navigations of epistemological ambiguity.
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As data-centric ways of knowing become more dominant and passively accepted, however,
there will likely be more people joining movements who are eager to quickly and experimentally
attempt to appropriate data towards movement goals without these critical understandings, as
we see in prior studies with self-identified data activists [66] and in cases of students and experts
“parachuting in” to try and use their training “for good” [68]. Despite this, it is the data activist’s
responsibility to be most aware of how data-centric ways of knowing might pave over others in
the actual day-to-day work of supporting movements with data. Going forward then, we likely
need more focus on how to effectively support data activists in the early stages of these kinds of
epistemological navigations. Seeing how challenging they can be in practice, we also have to ask
whether this is something all activists should be expected to learn how to do in order to assert
alternative knowledge frames in the face of datafication. In other words, should building up this
kind of proficiency be a primary goal of CSCW research that seeks to support activists in their
use of data, or are there other modes of contesting data-centrism and the institutions that govern
through it? Our third case study, points to one such mode, that of generative epistemological refusal,
as discussed next.

5.2 Generative Epistemological Refusal

Through the StS case study, we can see that even when policy decisions and the processes of
service provision become steeped in datafied logics, it is possible to fight back by putting forward a
strong enough story of how the data misses the point to start building a base of opposition. Tying
this into our broader conversation around how non-data-centric epistemologies can be elevated
while empowering people to navigate a datafied world, we can see how collective, epistemic
strategies of refusal can go beyond the very data-centric empowerments in the framework of data
as stakes/data-critique-as-repertoire.

As Shapiro et al. [128] suggests in their descriptions of the data treadmill, in circumstances
where data is being used to justify oppressive and inhumane policies, pushing back against data
cannot be achieved by solely calling for reforms to data practices—the strategy needs to incorporate
challenges to the policies that the data supports. Similarly, providing an alternative framing of the
issue through data would be asking those being targeted by the city government’s violent policies
to take on the burden of proving the harm being caused to them [33, 112]. Instead, contesting
data-centrism, at least in part, needs to involve efforts that explicitly offer up alternative views
of the world generated through other epistemologies and that push for these as valid ways to
prioritize around solving social issues, and this is what we refer to as generative epistemological
refusal.

We see this proposal as building on other calls for refusal as a key mechanism of working
towards data ethics and data justice [9, 27, 61]. Where these strands of work primarily speak to
data professionals and the steps they can take to refuse to engage in and recreate the harms of
data-centric approaches to social problems, however, our focus on StS speaks to the potential for
those without training in data practices to exercise their own mechanisms of generative refusal.

This kind of approach can draw inspiration from many traditions of struggle, including Indigenous
scholars’ and activists’ call to reject a “politics of recognition,” understood as the range of political
strategies that seek to use approved and reclaimed tools of colonial governments to acquire various
rights and recognitions from the State [31]. As Mvskoke scholar Laura Harjo describes, “A politics-
of-recognition narrative requires Indigenous people to discuss themselves in terms of Western
knowledge and taxonomies of land. These are hollowed-out narratives about Indigenous places
that over time become naturalized stories and commonly received knowledge” [70, p.24]. Instead,
Harjo, Coulthard [31], and Simpson [130] all argue for a practice of renewed self-recognition within
Indigenous communities, building up alternative modes of self-governance and world-building that
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carve a path towards the future stemming from Indigenous epistemologies and ontologies, or, in
other words, generative refusal. While the actual practices of Indigenous peoples’ struggles for
sovereignty cannot and should not be extracted from these contexts, there is much to be learned
from these theoretical analyses of when and how attempts to speak the language of power can
undermine productive struggle. Similarly, we can learn from these cases how the “refusal of colonial,
capitalist, neoliberal, and extractive epistemic logics and practices leads to alternatives, including
(re)connection to other knowledges and a (re)balancing of knowledge relations” [29, p.60].
Looking specifically at the case of OSHAP, we can tie the determination of various metrics of
importance to what Indigenous scholar Scott Richard Lyons calls “rhetorical imperialism,” or “the
ability of dominant powers to assert control of others by setting the terms of debate” [89, p.452]. In
his argument on how Indigenous rhetorical sovereignty is put into practice, Lyons [89] describes
how “refusal has never meant giving up or going away; rather, a No over there can sometimes
enable Yes over here.” In a similar way, we do not see Stop the Sweeps refusal of the City of Seattle’s
data-driven governance scheme as ceding the terms of debate and refusing to further engage,
rather it is part of the construction of an alternative forum for understanding that establishes
relational knowledges as the key terms of debate. In other words, they are providing the “Yes over
here,” where that ‘Yes’ is not directed through “appropriate channels,” but through constructing an
alternative knowledge frame with the unhoused neighbors of Seattle and their allies. This in turn
exerts pressure indirectly on the local government’s epistemological commitments when people are
less likely to take data-driven claims of the effectiveness of the City’s homelessness plans at face
value. More specifically, we see StS’s on-the-ground engagement making clear that 1) the epistemic
value of the City’s data on homelessness was highly suspect, and 2) the consensus the City was
trying to build using this data would lead to continued violence against unhoused neighbors.

5.3 Towards a Synthesized Framework of Epistemological Navigation

In the case studies on social audits and the Anti-Eviction Mapping Project, we saw how attempts
at navigating epistemological ambiguity can sometimes lead to reinforcing data-centrism, while
at other times it can support a flourishing of epistemological heterogeneity. In the case study on
Stop the Sweeps, we saw how it is possible to respond to data-centrism by generatively refusing
the world it constructs and proposing an alternative through other epistemological frames. Taking
these three possibilities together, in this section, we distill a framework to help make sense of how
activist responses to data-centrism and datafication can at times reinforce the epistemic position of
data and destabilize it at others.

Toward bringing our insights from the the three case studies together, we construct a simple
model, inspired by the metaphor of field line diagrams in physics and engineering (e.g., to visualize
magnetic fields), in Figure 3 to demonstrate the various factors at play in supporting epistemological
heterogeneity. To start, we need to consider what it means more practically for data-centric
epistemologies to occupy a hegemonic position. While we have focused primarily on practices of
knowledge production and operationalization so far, it is important to note how an epistemology
can become sociotechnically infrastructural—one can find it in the technologies that one uses, the
institutions one interacts with, the policies one abides by, and the language that one uses, among
many other components of everyday life. The assault on other ways of knowing, then, is coming
from all sides. In this way, even if activists set out to use datafied tactics with values and goals
unaligned with data-centrism, it is likely impossible to be aware of the myriad infrastructural,
social, and political encounters, expectations, and tensions that will exert pressure on those tactics
to realign with data-centrism in various ways, as seen in the social audit case study and to a lesser
degree in the AEMP case study. Taking all of these pressures together, we can conceptualize the
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Fig. 3. Drawing from metaphorical diagrams of physical forces such as magnetism and gravity, we propose a
heuristic model of epistemological navigation. In this model, we can see data-centrism’s refusal of other ways
of knowing as a powerful, attractive force created and enacted by various beliefs, tools, norms, and other
forms of sociotechnical infrastructure. As a possible countering force, we have the refusal of data-centrism
and its various constituent elements. When activists take up datafied tactics, they end up caught between
these two forces. Thus, we theorize that they must also hone their capacities for selectively refusing elements
of data-centrism so as to not be pulled into implicitly diminishing other epistemologies.

hegemony of data-centric epistemologies as a powerful force that induces the suppression, or even
refusal, of other ways of knowing.

Thus, in our proposed model, we pose data-centrism’s refusal of alternative ways of knowing as a
strong pulling force that can be counteracted by the refusal of data-centrism itself. Importantly, this
does not have to mean refusing data technologies wholesale, rather it means discerning and refusing
aspects of data-centrism that would lead to the suppression of other ways of knowing. As data
plays a more significant role in activist strategy, activists are likely to expose themselves to greater
pressures from data-centrism, meaning that a stronger force of refusing data-centrism must be built
up to navigate data-centrism’s effective refusal of the other epistemologies that activists lean on.
There is, however, no guaranteed way of determining what actions, big or small, might pave over
other ways of knowing within a social movement or contribute to the hegemony of data-centric
epistemologies more broadly. As such, the biggest open question of this model is clearly how to
generate and hone this force of data-centrism refusal? We can gain some insight into this question by
analogizing it with Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s warning of “reformist reforms,” or reforms that reinforce
the existence of the system causing harm [64]. In our case, we can similarly heuristically see how
some appropriations of data-tactics might reinforce the hegemonic position of data, both within

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 9, No. 2, Article CSCW013. Publication date: April 2025.



From Data Activism to Activism in a Time of Data-Centrism CSCW013:21

movements and in the broader contexts they operate within. From this comparison, we can ask
similar questions of the use of data to how we might interrogate whether a reform is reformist, such
as: Will our use of data entrench the role of data in addressing this issue? What will the increased
energy and attention put into data be pulled away from? Can we imagine a way of addressing this
issue that leads instead to more reliance on community knowledge? Though certainly not sufficient
on their own, we argue that two important factors in being able to surface questions such as these
(and respond to them) are the critical epistemological and political understandings of data and
its relation to power discussed in §5.1. The deeper the understanding of the ways data is used to
represent matters of concern (and how these representations can be intertwined with the workings
of power), the better the sense for when data should be turned away from in order to prop up other
ways of knowing.

While we present each of the case studies as a seemingly static dot on this model, it is also
important to acknowledge that they are in constant movement. In both of the case studies looking
at navigations of epistemological ambiguity, we saw activists gain awareness of the various ways
that datafied tactics were either disempowering them and/or leading them to shift their priorities in
ways unaligned with their values. In response, both groups modified their approaches, as seen by
the social auditors’ warnings of “data traps” in the guidebook they produced and by AEMP’s move
towards more narrative forms of mapping. Clearly, then, data activist groups can be constantly
honing and expanding the ways they refuse data-centrism and try to esteem other ways of knowing.

Furthermore, we should be clear that we are not arguing that refusal requires a generalized
critique of data-centrism—there are likely many cases where a close enough intimacy with the
issue being organized around makes apparent enough that the epistemic value of data is suspect
and that the use of data is clearly political. The steps towards refusal in these cases, however, could
look different if movement members were actively making connections between how data shapes
one political issue and the overall picture of how data-centrism upholds the current distribution of
power. Thus, in the next section we will explore the implications of this model.

6 Implications

Equipped with our framework of epistemological navigation, in this section we explore some
possible implications for pedagogy, design, and research.

6.1 Implications for Pedagogy: Prioritizing Critical Data Consciousness

As mentioned in §2.3, one of the primary ways that CSCW and HCI researchers (as well as
researchers from numerous other fields) have been looking to support activists in navigating
datafied political arenas has been through raising both technical capacities for making use of data
and critical understandings of data and the role it plays in reproducing dominant worldviews
[48, 77, 110, 127]. This work builds off and contributes to broader conversations around what
Tygel and Kirsch [156, p.109] call critical data literacy, or “pedagogical methodology oriented to
understand reality so as to transform it

Given our findings, it would follow that developing a critical data pedagogy that resists, or at
least does not reinforce, the hegemony of data-centric epistemologies is likely to require fostering
capacities for generative epistemological refusal in order to support epistemological heterogeneity.
As such, we should not presume that the best approach to critical data pedagogies will be around
recuperating data strategies for activism, or at least we should not start there if we do not want to
create another set of data double binds [33, 80, 111]. This paper has so far provided two significant
possible interventions for the Critical Data Literacy literature that enable a shift of focus: Firstly, we
have demonstrated the importance of attending to the politics of the epistemologies one relies on
to navigate a datafied world. Secondly, we have shown how there are a range of ways to navigate
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datafied political arenas that do not require technical data literacies. In §5.1, we described what
we called critical political and epistemological understandings of data, and in §5.3 we showed
how these can make up an important foundation for knowing when and how to refuse data-
centrism’s rejection of other ways of knowing. Thus, in this section we would like to briefly explore
the possibility of prioritizing these two kinds of critical understandings of data, and thereby the
capacity for refusal, as a first step for popular data education initiatives that also seek to challenge
cognitive injustice. This is a unique approach, as for almost all proposed types and methods of
Critical Data Literacy, interacting directly with datasets and data representations is used as an
entryway for more critical understandings of data, and only a few focus only on “critical education
about datafication” [123, p.4].

Building off Jansen’s [76] claim that the critical in Critical Data Literacy is not political, our first
and most significant intervention is a call to focus critical data pedagogies on the central political
question of how datafication changes what is conceived of as valid knowledge, and, as such, who
can have what kind of voice on political issues. In other words, our findings and analysis suggest a
need to shift away from a focus on data, and towards a focus on knowledge frames (constructed
with and without data) and their politics. In terms of what this would mean for Critical Data
Literacy efforts, we suggest that this shift can be largely powered by the two-prong focus on the
epistemological dimension of critical data literacy, which starts with the critical awareness that
data-centric epistemologies are not inherently objective or truthful, and the political dimension of
critical data literacy, which starts with the understanding that these epistemologies only form the
foundation of consensus-making and world-building because there is power behind them—not due
to some inherent quality of data. By focusing on these two dimensions, we assert that it is possible to
cultivate awareness of (and capacity for inspecting) how data-centric epistemologies are used to pave
over other ways of knowing and make clearer what these perspectives are missing. Furthermore,
this lays the foundation for an understanding that activists” attempts to appropriate data tactics run
this risk of paving over other ways of knowing as well, which can increase discernment of when it
is worthwhile to either acquire or seek out the greater technical data proficiency required to take
on data-as-repertoire activist projects and campaigns. Alternatively, if datafied tactics are already
being used, the epistemological and political dimensions of critical data literacy are also helpful in
navigating epistemological ambiguity in ways that support epistemological heterogeneity.

This brings us to our second intervention: we should not uniformly assume that strategic, effective
action around datafication requires technical proficiency with data. In light of the first intervention,
we should be wary of the extent to which the critical aspects of a Critical Data Literacy program
rely on building up a working proficiency in a dominant epistemology. We argue that just knowing
that one can say rightfully say no is a powerful thing to learn in and of itself. To contextualize this
intervention, Critical Data Literacies are generally centered around empowering learners to take
some kind of transformative action, and usually this means learning either how to use data towards
one’s own political ends [156] or how to regain control over one’s data [109]. While some work on
Critical Data Literacies does suggest there might be some risk in attempting to take back power
through data-centric transformative action, we find a general hope or belief that the combination of
critical training and alternative political goals from powerful institutions will prevent the pitfalls of
data-centric epistemologies from befalling activists themselves. In other words, many proposals rely
on the assumption that “technical skill is subordinated to the ultimate social, cultural, and political
goal” [116, p.11]. Our model from the previous section, however, shows how this kind of action
can indeed reinforce, not transform, the hegemony of data-centrism both within social movements
and more broadly. If “data literacy opposes the sense of disempowerment that datafication harbors”
[100, p.107], we should still ask whether the empowerment offered through data literacy reinforces
the need for others to be “empowered” in the same way. As such, we are interested in exploring the
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possibility of generative refusal as a foundational mode of transformative action that is accessible
at all levels of proficiency with data and makes room for other ways of knowing and being.

Should these interventions be followed, however, it is not clear whether the resulting educational
efforts would be aimed at “critical data literacy” or something else. Turning back to Freire, whose
work is foundational to many Critical Data Literacy approaches, clearly what we are focused on
here is not so much data proficiency, but the process of “conscientizagdo” (frequently translated to
critical consciousness), or “learning to perceive social, political, and economic contradictions, and
to take action against the oppressive elements of reality” [60, p.35] with regards to data-centrism.
While Freire’s original proposal of critical literacy used literacy education as an entry point for a
generalized conscientizagdo (and vice versa), it is not immediately clear that an analogous case can
be made for learning data skills [108]. And even if it can be, there is a significant question of whether
being expected to learn to think and speak with data can itself be a form of epistemic violence for
those that have already been on the receiving end of “data violence” and the dehumanization of
data-centrism [74]. Critics of Freire have pointed this out as a risk even when it comes to textual
literacy, as Indigenous communities are not necessarily empowered by learning to speak and write
in the colonizer’s tongue [78]. It has been argued that in these cases, literacy (especially in the
colonizer’s tongue) itself can serve as a vehicle for colonization. With such a possibility in mind, it
may be worthwhile to imagine critical data education that decenters technical components (often
used interchangeably with literacy) and centers consciousness (in the Freirian sense) instead.

Taking the two interventions from above together, the question then arises, what would priori-
tizing critical data consciousness look like? Or, in other words, how feasible is it to focus on critical
political and epistemological understandings of data without first building up a data-as-repertoire
focused technical data literacy? To do this, we see potential in starting with a focus on “data settings”
[87, 88], or the broader social, political, infrastructural contexts within which data is serving a
political role, such as the example of data-driven homelessness policy and governance in Seattle.
This is in line with the frequent recommendation in the Critical Data Literacy literature to ground
pedagogical exercises in settings that learners are familiar with so they have some initial investment
and can have a deeper intuition for how the world is transformed into data [1, 37, 39, 110]. In the
example of Stop the Sweeps, we demonstrated how the knowledge they are generating and sharing
is already a sufficient foundation to start contesting the data-driven arguments and policies of the
City, but the issue is whether activists in this kind of scenario always know that they are equipped
to do that. Thus, a primary focus of critical data consciousness pedagogies is likely to be adding
to the confidence that these kinds of transformative action are already possible without the need
to take on new types of skills or trainings. More so than “teaching” about data and datafication,
then, the goal of critical data consciousness pedagogies is to encourage critical reflection on the
knowledge already held about a datafied social issue in order to piece together an understanding of
data-centrism and how power operates through it.

6.2 Implications for Research and Design: Affirming Epistemological Heterogeneity

Beyond efforts that are explicitly educational, the importance of supporting capacities for refusing
data-centrism and navigating epistemological ambiguity extends to the ways that CSCW and HCI
scholars both conduct research in community with activist and grassroots groups and seek to
design technologies for/with them.

When thinking about research with and about activists working and collaborating with data, we
argue it is important to uncover and consider the epistemic norms and values that are already present.
Any intervention, suggested or implemented, should be considered in light of its potential impact
on the epistemic balance that may already be present in the empirical context of the research. As
especially seen in our first two case studies, interventions that adopted a more data-centric approach
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ended up distorting the pre-existing collective ways of knowing. Furthermore, as we saw from the
third case study, a data-centered approach may not be needed at all; data-centered narratives do
not necessarily need to be countered with rhetoric that adopts a similar epistemic orientation. This
echoes broader arguments in [7, 62, 162] that HCI, and CSCW more specifically should consider
the ways in which research supports and studies collaborative responses to technology from below
and not just from above. As with other technological artifacts (e.g., collaboration platforms), when
introducing data practices, systems, artifacts to a grassroots space, our work suggests that it is
crucial to be attuned to the ways that such interventions may attract trust and deference in ways
that are unwarranted and might pull attention away from other ways of knowing the community.
The introduction of new data practices, systems, or artifacts in a collaborative activist community
may introduce epistemological ambiguity, and the plan for such introductions should include
possible strategies to assist the navigation of this resultant epistemological ambiguity.

For technology design in particular, our work points to the importance of considering the
epistemic orientation of tools and toolkits used in contexts such as social movements. As we saw in
the AEMP case study, a data visualization tool that only allows for data as literal points on the map
represents an epistemological stance that is different from what is represented by a tool that allows
for those points to expand to show information beyond numerical data (e.g., video interviews). As
new tools are designed, or existing tools are deployed, these epistemic considerations are worth
paying attention to. This particular implication echoes Rieder and Simon’s argument that “modern
data analysis software is often thoroughly opaque, with a phenomenology that emphasizes both
uniformity and impersonality,” [120, p. 4] and our work suggests that this can potentially have a
significant impact on the epistemic structure that may pre-exist in a given social movement.

Through these implications, we build on and extend prior CSCW/HCI research that has sought
to study ways to support social movement organizers in making use of data. Our implications add
further considerations in this space and highlight how a different path is also possible.

7 Limitations and future work

To start, we acknowledge the clear limitations of our case study method, especially that of relying
on public and published material, given how our goal was to attend to the types of practices and
decisions that make up navigations of epistemological ambiguity. Without direct engagements with
the activists from each case study, we are likely missing out on a majority of these practices and
decisions. Even so, we do not see this as undermining our analysis, because the goal of these case
studies was primarily to demonstrate a range of situations where epistemological ambiguity arises
and to start making sense of how activists recognize and respond to them in ways that are value
aligned. One significant limitation of the Stop the Sweeps case study in particular is that we were
not able to provide the kind of in-depth view on specific epistemological decisions being made
and practices being followed that we tried to provide in the other two case studies. Future work
can help to better illuminate how these strategies of both functional and intentional refusal of
data-centrism by non-data-activists arise and play out in practice.

Another significant limitation of our overall study was our explicit focus on epistemology, as this
likely omitted from view many of the material dimensions of activism in the age of datafication.
We do not want this work to be misinterpreted as claiming that the epistemological dimensions are
always the most important ones to attend to—we see our vein of analysis as presenting just one
slice of the total picture that can hopefully illuminate new areas of concern and possibly provide
some guidance for how to navigate them. For just one example of what matters of concern might
be missed through this lens, a major focus of AEMP’s recent work has been on how to protect the
data they produce and aggregate from appropriation by the very landlord industrial complex they
seek to challenge [95]. While there are likely to be some questions regarding epistemology in this
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struggle, the most important questions here clearly concern ownership of and access to the data
that might be used to deny people housing.

A final limitation to discuss here is that we did not go into a more granular breakdown of
the “forces of data-centrism.” Many have theorized about the heterogeneous nature of hegemonic
ideologies and knowledges [141], but we felt that presenting a more complete breakdown of the
elements of data-centrism’s hegemony would go beyond the scope of this study. As such, our
analysis is limited by how much we are able to say about what is needed to reveal, and then refuse
or resist, the various ways that data-centrism shapes society and our efforts to change it. Instead, we
treat these dimensions relatively holistically. While this is sufficient for our broad theoretical goal
of raising awareness about this range of epistemological tensions, our hope is that more in-depth
studies will be able to identify and call attention to the more specific kinds of struggle against
data-centrism that emerge for activists in datafied political arenas.

8 Conclusion

Through the course of this paper we have made several contributions. First, we introduced the
analytical lens of navigations of epistemological ambiguity to attend to the practices and decisions
of data activists that they come to in order to negotiate between different epistemological values
and norms. Through the (re-)analysis of two case studies from the Data Activism literature, we saw
how using data towards activists’ ends can variably contribute to or detract from social movements’
epistemological heterogeneity. Second, as activists cannot exactly escape the world-making of
data-centric institutions, we argued it is important to consider a broader range of how they are
responding to and retaining political agency in the face of datafication than just looking at their
engagements directly around data. One such form of political action that prior studies on similar
topics have missed is activism which targets and contests the knowledge frames produced by
data-centric epistemologies without leaning on systems of quantification themselves, what we
called generative epistemological refusal. As we showed, this form of activism does not fit within the
often cited schema of data-as-stakes or data-as-repertoire activism [14] because it makes the world
that data is used to create, not data itself, the object of resistance. Third, through our analysis of
the three case studies, we showed how many of the critical, contextual understandings of data and
datafication that would lead to a wholesale refusal of data-centric knowledge frames are the same
that can lead to a careful application of data activism that supports epistemological heterogeneity.
As such, we point to how improving the capacity for generative epistemological refusal in turn
supports navigating epistemological ambiguity (should activists employ data activist strategies)
through selective acts of refusal. Fourth, having identified the importance of the capacity for
generative epistemological refusal, we point towards critical data consciousness as a goal of critical
data education that does not necessarily require increasing technical data literacy. Finally, we
provided some recommendations for how researchers and designers more broadly can use our
findings to account for and affirm epistemological heterogeneity in research and practice.

Taken all together, our work suggests that data justice is likely to require cognitive justice [159].
Toward this end, we must seek out new ways to not just appropriate and instrumentalize the
epistemic tools of power, but to situate them cautiously and carefully within the heterogeneous
epistemologies of our desired futures. Our work attempts to tie together a number of threads
from theory and practice, offering what we hope will be a starting point for future scholars and
practitioners considering the question of value-aligned activism in an era of data-centrism.
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