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Conference – “Data deluges. Histories, past and 
present”  

 

The history of quantification has been and is written with a series of metaphors 

conveying a meaning of very abrupt, massive, and often geological events. For example, 

Ian Hacking has famously written about an “avalanche of numbers” in the mid-

nineteenth century, Michael Power identified an “audit explosion” in the 1990s, and in 

the last ten years we have been hearing about a “data deluge” (in natural sciences, in 

digital infrastructures, etc.). 

The conference will question these images and the reality that they capture. How can 

we understand the inner structure of these metaphors? Do they appear in certain 

specific situations? What drives them? Are they linked to macrohistorical crises; and if 

so, is the current Covid-19 pandemics paving the way to a “big data State”? Are they 

linked to the history of specific institutions or professions and their search for 

objectivity? 

What happens in between two such moments of turmoil? Can we identify other 

quantitative “deluges” throughout history? Is it possible to account for and even count 

the number of elements (numbers, audits, statistics, data) that surge during these 

moments? What does it tell us about the nature of these data? More generally, the 

conference will bear on these images to question the inner historical forces of the 

quantitative within societies. It will also try to characterize the present so-called “data 

deluge”: when did it began, in what sense is it a “deluge” and how does it differ from 

previous “deluges”? 

 

 

  



Conference program 

Wednesday, 14th of September (9:30am to 6:00pm) 
Room opens at 9:00am – coffee available 

9:30-10:00 Opening / Welcome: Theodore Porter and Emmanuel Didier 

10:00 – 11:00 Bruce Carruthers, Northwestern University 

The Economy of Promises, 2022 is a far-reaching study of credit in nineteenth- and 

twentieth-century America.  

11:00-11:15 Coffee 

11:15 – 12:15 pm Zachary Griffen, UCLA  

"The Golden Chalice, but also Fetishized": Causal Inference and the Production of Policy-

Based Evidence in Economics. How the ability of economists to access new sources of data 

has transformed the field in recent decades (the so-called "credibility revolution" in 

microeconomics). This connects to a broader shift toward empirical work away from 

economic theory and is tied to the emergence of "data science." 

12:15-1:15 pm Andrea Mennicken, LSE 

Lost in Numbers - Quantification in the Regulatory State: Dynamics, Boundaries, Capacities 

1:15-2:30 pm Lunch provided to those who RSVP to cbellwilson@g.ucla.edu 

2:30- 3:30 Rebecca Emigh, UCLA 

Antecedents of Censuses From Medieval to Nation States: How Societies and States Count 

(Volume 1) and Changes in Censuses from Imperialist to Welfare States: How Societies and 

States Count (Volume 2), (with Dylan Riley and Patricia Ahmed) 2016. 

3:30- 4:30 Dan Bouk, Colgate University 

Democracy's Data: The Hidden Stories in the US Census and How to Read Them  

4:30-4:45 Break 

4:45-5:55 Emily Klancher Merchant, UC Davis 

Building the Population Bomb, 2021. The story of the twentieth-century population crisis by 

examining how scientists, philanthropists, and governments across the globe came to define 

the rise of the world’s human numbers as a problem.  
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Thursday, 15th of September (9:30am to 5:00pm) 
 

Room opens at 9:00 – Coffee will be available 

9:30-11:30 – discussion of draft papers and research project abstracts, presented by young 

members of the Society. 

*Lukas Engelmann, U. Edinburgh: Dashboards and the Visualization of the Pandemic Present 

*Ziang Liu, LSE, Quantification and fiscal governance in China, 1400-1800;  

*Siyu Li, ENS, Quantification of effort in the preparation of the Chinese Gaokao ranking.  

11:30-11:45 – Coffee 

11:45-1:00 pm – session “Trust and Mistrust in numbers” 

1:00-2:00 pm Lunch provided to those who RSVP to cbellwilson@g.ucla.edu 

2:00-5:00 - What does our current work mean for our SSSQ collectivity? How do we want our 

SSSQ to fit in our ecology/ecosystem? What to do in the future ? 

• Presentation of the activity of the monthly Seminar; past sessions, future sessions-

What we thought about it ? How to improve it? Presentation by the organizers: 

Maria Bach (Université de Lausanne), Camille Beaurepaire (CMH – CNRS/ENS/EHESS), 

Merve Burnazoglu (Utrecht University), and Cecilia Lanata-Briones (University of 

Warwick).  

• How our SSSQ may fit in the ecosystem of other groups, such as Society for the Social 

Study of Measurement, Société Française de Statistiques, RSS, MAC, etc. Is it possible 

to list those that we think are the closest to us? Are there false friends?  Do we want 

to make some friends and if yes, whom, and how? What is SSSQ useful for? What do 

we want to organize for next year:– continuation of regular zoom SSSQ seminars? 

Small focused zoom workshops? Maybe next year’s meeting? 

• The conversation will help devise our shared ambition. Preparing a special issue on 

the “Data deluge” seems the most obvious. Who would like to take part? What topic 

would every one want to address? What would be the timeline? Where to publish it? 

There is the opportunity to publish in Statistique et société. Other ideas or desires? In 

the longer run, maybe within the next year or two, the goal is to prepare the writing 

of an ERC grant.  
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Friday, 16th of September  
 

11:00 – 12:30 - Social event. Visit to The Wende Museum which acquired a lot of objects 

from Checkpoint Charlie in Berlin, many of which are about measurement of the elements 

coming in and out DDR.  

https://www.wendemuseum.org/ 

Wende Museum, 10808 Culver Blvd., Culver City, CA 90230 

The Wende Museum is located in Culver City’s arts and culture corridor near the intersection 

of Culver Blvd. and Overland Ave. Find detailed directions via Google Maps. Public transit 

directions are best found via Metro, Culver City bus lines, and Santa Monica bus lines. To 

reach the Museum via bicycle from the Culver City Expo Line stop, use Google Maps. 

 

Lunch on the 15th and 16th of September will be provided to those 

who RSVP for each day separately before September 7th to 

cbellwilson@g.ucla.edu 

 

Contact : edidier@ehess.fr 

 

This conference is co-sponsored by : 
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