Data Before the Fact

Daniel Rosenberg, 2012



s Data modern?



Joseph Priestly : Refers to historical facts as ‘Data’.
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The Chart of Biography by Joseph Priestly, 1772




“What are facts? Are they incontrovertible data that simply
demonstrate what is true? Or are they bits of evidence marshaled

to persuade others of the theory one sets out with?”

- Mary Poovey's landmark book, A History of the Modern Fact.



Above all, it is crucial to observe that the term “data” serves a
different rhetorical and conceptual function than do sister
terms such as “facts” and “evidence.” To put it more precisely,

in contrast to these other terms, the semantic function of data
is specifically rhetorical.



Facts are ontological, evidence is epistemological, data is rhetorical.



In the 17t Century,
Mathematical data: Given quantities; X=3

Theological data: Scriptural truths, principles or facts, given by
God and not susceptible to questioning
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Four Preliminary results of the study



1. The word “data” entered the English language in the
seventeenth century and was naturalized in the eighteenth.



2. The term “data” came into English principally through
discussions of mathematics and theology, roughly 70
percent of instances. At century's end, mathematics and
religion accounted for only about 20 percent of total
instances, which were now dominated by empirical
contexts such as those of medicine, finance, natural history,
and geography.



3. At the beginning of the century, “data” was especially
used to refer either to principles accepted as a basis of
argument or to facts gleaned from scripture that were
unavailable to questioning. By the end of the century, the
term was most commonly used to refer to facts in evidence
determined by experiment, experience, or collection. It had
become usual to think of data as the result of an
investigation rather than its premise.



4. The OED is right and Google is wrong. Or at the very
least, Google is not yet particularly helpful on this question.
There are definitive quantifiable trends in both the
occurrence and usage of the term “data” in the eighteenth
century. It took some fairly heavy work with the ECCO data
to make these trends visible, but having done it, it is clear
that the Oxford English Dictionary account of the history of
the term is mirrored in the quantitative results.



From the beginning, data was a rhetorical concept. Data
means—and has meant for a very long time—that which is
given prior to argument.



