


Road Map

1. Ethical issues for a data set

2. Epistemic issues for a data set 

“epistemology” = the study of knowledge

How do we form beliefs? What do we know? 
What are we ignorant of?

3. What should this mean for our use of open source data?



Open Data = publicly available data

There is a lot!



Big data projects 

the incentivisation of
open data



Consent

“a model 
organism for 

machine 
learning”



to what, exactly?

Consent

“a model 
organism for 

machine 
learning”



Ethical Issues

When data is about people, we should ask the following questions:

● “Did these people consent to being represented in this data set?”

● “What, exactly, did they consent to?”



Consent = giving of genuine permission. 

Needs to be autonomous, informed, and specific.

Ethical Issues

When data is about people, we should ask the following questions:

● “Did these people consent to being represented in this data set?”

● “What, exactly, did they consent to?”



Seeking consent is about 
respecting the agency of others, 
and not just treating them as a 

means to the production of 
knowledge 

Consent = giving of genuine permission. 

Needs to be autonomous, informed, and specific.

Ethical Issues

When data is about people, we should ask the following questions:

● “Did these people consent to being represented in this data set?”

● “What, exactly, did they consent to?”



Was there consent here? 
If so, to what?



Can you consent to 
your data being open?



Retractions



Data sets render some things visible, and others invisible.

-
Sometimes, 
invisibility 

carries risks

Epistemic Issues

Trans and nonbinary have been rendered invisible in HIV prevention data 



The construction of categories
What goals and 
assumptions are 
baked into our 

understanding of 
categories?



The construction of categories
What goals and 
assumptions are 
baked into our 
understanding of 
categories?

It’s not always easy, 
or possible, 
to answer that 
question



So what?



Data histories in 
computer science

The jumping off point for 
the sort of critical inquiry 
necessary for the ethical 
use of open data

Professor Timnit Gebru
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last 
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class


