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Abstract

This essay discusses the development and use of EthnoData, a multimodal and multimedia digital platform
designed to critically engage different publics with data production and circulation in Ecuador. Created by
Kaleidos, a research center at the University of Cuenca, EthnoData combines ethnography and large datasets
on violent deaths, femicides, hate crimes, and missing people to analyze and challenge the conventional
authority of official statistical evidence. EthnoData is also a pedagogical tool to disrupt linear narratives of
violent deaths. It provides a collaborative learning space that enables users to generate their own
theorizations and stories, highlighting the politics of classification and the socioeconomic inequalities
embedded in the quantification of violence. The paper illustrates the platform's capacities through three
examples: an interactive classroom exercise, an ethnographic essay on data reclassification, and its use in a
deportation hearing in the US. These examples underscore EthnoData’s role in exposing the power dynamics
in knowledge production and the real-life consequences of statistical categorizations. By democratizing
access to data, EthnoData engages users in a critical reflection to question and better understand the politics
and limitations of data, pushing for deeper and more nuanced comprehensions of statistical realities and
their political implications.
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Introduction: Teaching the Politics of Numbers with EthnoData

One of the biggest challenges in designing a multimodal and multimedia digital platform is providing
different publics a means of engaging critically with data production and circulation. Numbers, and
statistical data in particular, often elicit a sense of certainty in what they communicate. The resulting
datasets are assumed accurate and presented with epistemic authority by scholars and policy makers. A
growing literature critically examines this assumption by looking at the expansion of data production and
questioning how data are designed, produced, appropriated, governed or utilized by different publics and
expert bodies (Feinberg 2017; Dalton and Stallmann 2018; Pavlovskaya 2018; Liboiron 2021; Traweek 2021).
In this short essay we offer our own practice for unsettling data through the creation of EthnoData, a

collaborative digital platform that combines large datasets and ethnographic material on violent deaths,
femicide, hate crimes, and missing people in Ecuador. The platform was designed by Kaleidos, a research
space at the University of Cuenca, a public university in southern Ecuador.

We think of EthnoData as a pedagogical tool for disrupting linear narratives of data concerned with
violent deaths and as a site of experimentation where learning occurs through STS practices. This means
that the platform is a collaborative space to produce collective hermeneutics and bottom-up political
strategies. In EthnoData users create their own theorizations and stories through a variety of numerical
evidence and qualitative data—including official statistics, legal archives, curated images, and ethnographic
essays, videos, podcasts, and other forms of material. Following a growing body of literature theorizing
critical interventions in data practices, particularly looking at how different types of data are produced
(Sadre-Orafai 2020; Crawford 2021; Kang 2023), in this essay we focus on how the digital platform we

designed engages numerical evidence and classification practices regarding violent deaths as a matter of
political concern for both government and civil society organizations. We use three examples to illustrate
the politics of classification enacting context-specific biases and socioeconomic inequities. In this sense,
EthnoData enables novel ways of examining and learning how statistical facts are entangled in
worldbuilding processes in which numbers become the center of gravity of institutional knowledge. These,
in turn, have real life consequences as our examples will show. In this essay we illustrate the backstage of
data production and circulation. We will first offer a brief description of the making of EthnoData speaking
to its possibilities and limitations, then we present three examples of the uses of the platform as a
pedagogical tool for understanding the politics of categorization in: a virtual scavenger hunt with
undergraduate students, one of the ethnographic essays of the platform, and a deportation hearing in the
US where EthnoData provided key context for understanding the real-life dangers for a potential Ecuadorian
deportee. Together, these examples challenge positivistic forms of objectivity while making visible power
dynamics in knowledge production, different forms of expertise, and the politics of technology.

Building EthnoData

In November 2020 we launched EthnoData, a collaborative digital platform that combines large datasets and
ethnographic material on violent deaths in Ecuador. In collaboration with three public institutions —
National Police, General Council of the Judiciary, and Attorney’s General’s Office—and one civil society
organization, we collected, anonymized, and organized four different datasets on violent deaths in Ecuador

before making them publicly available through our platform. We also collaborated with a local advocacy
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group in the development of six short documentaries about missing people. A core team of eight people that
included anthropologists, data engineers, environmental engineers, and economists worked to organize and
classify thousands of records from databases given to us by collaborating institutions. Two engineering
students also collaborated in organizing the databases, particularly in identifying missing data and
standardizing it (for instance, from using singular rather than plurals in ethnic categories, or accounting for
the same city when it was misspelled, etc.). The students provided their labor for school credit as an
internship, which they were required to complete before graduating as engineers. As part of their training,
they were included in all team conversations and participated in our reading group on critical data studies,
a topic they had not learned in their engineering major. We have also written elsewhere about some of the

specifics behind the design of the platform (Nuafiez and Suarez 2023). Amuch larger team (30 people in total)
including many families from the Asociacién de Familiares y Amigos de Personas Desaparecidas en Ecuador
ASFADEC, a civil society organization advocating for missing people in Ecuador, worked together in the
making of the short documentaries for the platform.

The original datasets were long Excel® sheets with hundreds of rows of information, difficult to
read for the inexperienced user and especially difficult to analyze in combination with other data. These
records (the Excel® sheets) were, in theory, openly accessible to the public, but there were many ways in
which bureaucratic loopholes made it nearly impossible for regular citizens to secure access. The
negotiations with government institutions to acquire the datasets need to be framed in the broader
ethnographic work Jorge Nufiez has conducted for nearly twenty years in prisons and security in Ecuador
(Nufiez 2006; Herrera 2015; Nufiez et al. 2021). In those conversations, the institutions that collected the

data and generated each dataset —National Police, General Council of the Judiciary, and Attorney’s
General’s Office— agreed to participate in a broader study around violence in Ecuador.

To make the data easily accessible to different publics, especially those who don’t often use large
data sets, the challenge was to make it visually attractive for “seeing” data beyond pure numbers —for
instance, by mapping them! or by telling stories about it that went beyond the numerical evidence. One of
the main components of EthnoData is a visualization tool for plotting data onto regional maps that can be
modified through various filters. Figure 1 is an example showing the total number of violent deaths filtered
by type of death (homicide, murder, contract killing, or femicide) and sex of the victim (understood only as

male or female in the original database).

!Though not directly the conversation in this essay, there is a decade’s long debate on critical GIS. See for instance
the special issue by: Thatcher, Bergmann, and O’Sullivan 2018, and Kwan 2002.
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Figure 1. Example of EthnoData’s visualization showing the total number of violent deaths filtered by type of death
and sex of the victim on a map of Ecuador with the province of Guayas highlighted. See figure 2 for charts produced
from the selections made in this example (Source: EthnoData, compiled by authors, 2023).

Generating those categories was based on the available data we originally had as well as long
conversations about which filters to add or reduce to make the visualizer usable but not impossible or
daunting to navigate. In deciding what web content manager to use, EthnoData went for a paid, pre-
designed WordPress® template as the “backbone” of the platform. It was then adapted to our specific
needs. Though our team was directly inspired by the team behind PECE—the Platform for
Experimental and Collaborative Ethnography which uses the free and open-source Drupal™ web
management system (Poirier et al. 2020; Khandekar et al. 2021), our decision to use WordPress ® was
made for two main reasons. First, due to the challenges of finding Drupal™ developers in Ecuador who
could work with our team within the timeframe of the project. Second, Kaleidos was, at the time, part
of the Engineering school at the University of Cuenca but none of our colleagues there (who were part
of the team) knew how to use Drupal™ but were very knowledgeable of other web content managing
languages. Thus, given our team’s specific professional capabilities and our project’s constraints (time
and resources), using paid software was more time effective than using a free, open-sourced language
that very few people on our team knew how to use. Like other scholars engaging in varying forms of
data activism, we “use data to address the vast informational asymmetry” (Currie, Paris, and Donovan
2019, 973) data being made openly accessible (by the Ecuadorian government in this case) and data
being understandable and usable by the general public. Our design decisions were also made in
response to this reality.
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Figure 2a and b. The charts produced from the selections made in figure 1. The data visualizer automatically
produces them for any selection made on the map. These charts can be downloaded as graphs. This last feature was
particularly useful for journalists and students who needed ready-made information to illustrate their own data
analysis. (Source: EthnoData, compiled by authors, 2023).

EthnoData also includes a series of essays based on ethnographic material on violent deaths as well as on
critical data analysis that present the construction of the platform in conversation with STS literature. One
example is the essay “Politics of data on violent deaths,” which can be accessed through EthnoData (2020)
to the text (in Spanish only). Other main modules include a series of short crime(s) narratives, a curatorial
data exhibit, six short documentaries on missing people co-produced with their families, and national level
reports on the state of prison systems produced with EthnoData. There are several other texts, podcasts, and
short data visualizations used throughout the platform. The best way to learn about EthnoData is to saunter
through the platform and discover the various approaches to the more complicated reality of violent deaths
in Ecuador.
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Part of our effort in building this digital platform was to display the interconnectedness of data
production and its social understandings and governance, which we learned was not evident to the
institutions that produced them. At the same time, we found that the social stories behind the lives lost as
well as the possibility of interpreting data in different ways, was absent in a purely-numerical analysis. To
redress this, we built a multimodal and multimedia platform that tells many stories behind these numbers,
their conflicted production, their varied social understandings, and their political potential. Thus,
EthnoData was also a critical intervention into how numerical realities are created within Ecuador and a
contribution for making “better numbers,” as Elizabeth Roberts (2021) put it, meaning more complex
histories about those numbers as much as how the numbers come to be and what kinds of knowledges they
(can) produce. We approached the making of EthnoData as an STS-inspired process that considers the
pedagogical aspects of practices that occur beyond the formal space of a classroom and college students’
learners (although it also includes them as intended public), by bringing together different actors to engage
critically with data production, understanding, and dissemination. As others argue, we highlight the
importance of generating good and different questions as a way of thinking with critical STS pedagogies,
how research methods are designed and what possibilities they open up (Fortun et al. 2014; Dumit 2017). In

thinking specifically about work with datasets, we also used the following invitation to critically examine
datasets: “as cultural artifacts that emerge from always already power-laden semiotic systems” (Poirier

2021, 2). In the next section we show this in three examples.

Investigation-by-Exploration: A Digital Scavenger Hunt

Amonth after the launch of EthnoData, we used an experimental pedagogical approach to the platform. We
were interested in how people, particularly students of political science and sociology, would engage with
and use EthnoData. For instance, what sorts of information they found, what attracted their curiosity, which
unexpected analyses were derived, and how they reacted to the critical readings of data presented in essay -
format in the platform. We invited a group of students enrolled in a research methods course at a public
university in Quito to a digital scavenger hunt inside EthnoData. The activity consisted of a series of riddles
that could be solved by searching the platform’s different modules. The first students were undergraduate
sociology majors taking classes online due to social distancing and lockdown measures implemented in
Ecuador during 2020 and 2021 due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Students were given a series of clues that would
help them solve each puzzle by visiting, reading, and listening to the different multimedia materials within
EthnoData (see figure 3 for a sample of clues used in class, in Spanish). Hints for solving each problem were
hidden in the essays, statistical curatorial galleries, podcasts, short documentaries, or data visualizers
following a specific order of instructions. The journey through EthnoData ends when one participant reaches

the final quest and solves it successfully.
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Ve a las curadurias de EthnoData y busca las siguientes palabras:

a. Visualizando el femicidio en Ecuador: En la ilustracion del taller comunicacién mujeres sobre
el femicidio de Valentina, ella esta tocando un instrumento. ;Cual es? __

b. Segun la Policia Nacional el 82% de mujeres fallecidas entre 2010-2020 son:

c. Una mirada policial a las muertes violentas: |la categoria “sentimental” es usada y discutida
dentro de la policia. La nube de palabras en base a los partes policiales que acompanan esta
categoria tiene una palabra central que sobresale entre las otras. ; Cual es?

d. Javier Viteri tenia _ anos cuando fue victima de un delito de odio. En la Sala

educomunicativa esta su historia.

Con las letras de las pistas a, b y ¢ en el siguiente orden: ultima silaba de la pista c, ultima letra
de la segunda palabra de la pista b, penultima letra de la pista a, y tercera letra de la pista c;
formala palabra: _ . . Una de las imagenes ubicadas en la seccién “narrativas del delito”
grafica esa palabra.

Cuando encuentres la imagen dale play y escucha el audio, la edad de Javier es el segundo al
que debes ir. Vas a escuchar y ver escrita una palabra que encaja aqui:

iLA PRIMERA PERSONA QUE ESCRIBA
ESTA PALABRA EN EL CHAT DE ZOOM GANA!

Figure 3. Sample clues from the digital scavenger hunt originally in Spanish. The list of six questions asks for
specific details from the stories within EthnoData. For example, one question might be: What instrument is Valentina
playing in the illustration of the women-led communication workshop? Some questions require you to complete
missing data by searching through the platform, such as, “According to the National Police, 82 percent of women
who died between 2010-2020 are: [fill in the blank].” By piecing together letters from different answers, you create
a keyword that takes you to the final step. Using this keyword, you need to find an audio file on the platform, listen
to the story, and write down the word that fits the textbox. The first person to find and submit the correct word
wins the scavenger hunt (Source: created by EthnoData team members Mayra Flores and Sofia Carpio 2020).

The lively online interaction between students added the possibility to gather reactions through the chat
function of virtual teaching platforms like Zoom® or Microsoft Teams®. Although we named the activity
“scavenger hunt,” rather than being presented as a game, the activity was introduced as a quest for
information—a metaphor of the real complexities and nuances of navigating data on violent death or
missing people in Ecuador. The activity allowed students to imagine new ways to explore digital formats to
serve both purposes: explaining the politics of data and using multimedia tools for theorizing violence.
Likewise, the written essays, curatorial galleries, or podcast-style narratives hooked students’ attention as
these were seen as innovative forms of communicating research results and broadening academic
conversations. The clues given to students were designed to challenge common knowledge about violent
deaths and force participants to ask questions about the graphics or the analysis the platform offered. For
instance, one of the clues was an explanation of the reclassification of the category “femicide” in our
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databases to discuss how different institutions produce this classification when documenting violent deaths
based on gender. By analyzing original police reports drafted at the crime scene and provided in the platform
as audio files read and recorded by EthnoData’s team, students were challenged to legally classify women’s
violent deaths. The reports not only failed to account for these deaths as femicides, but they also reproduced
many forms of gender violence by describing them as “crimes of passion” (crimenes pasionales) or
“sentimental deaths” (delitos sentimentales), which, in addition, are not actual legal categories. When
comparing the number of femicides in the datasets collected by public institutions and those of civil society
organizations—students learned-by-doing—by reviewing the differences in statistical classifications that
EthnoData highlighted and critically analyzed throughout the platform. This activity was followed by a
discussion with students about the legal and social consequences of these different numerical
representations. For instance, how lawyers and judges approached rulings around femicides, or how political
discussions around sexuality were framed by various actors directly involved in safety and security (i.e.
police officers).

While initially the scavenger hunt had a more playful tone fostering competition and fast paced
exchanges, it soon took on a more somber and reflective tone as it brought students’ attention to real cases
of violent deaths and missing people. For example, one of the tasks was to look for the musical instrument
Valentina used to play. She was an 11-year-old girl murdered in her school after being sexually assaulted.
The classification of Valentina’s case as something other than a femicide not only changed the legal response
to her death, but it also obscured the institutional violence her mother was put through in her search for
answers. As Valentina’s mother recalled, her daughter used to play the flute at the National Music
Conservatory. The day she was murdered, Valentina was supposed to be at her flute lessons. This example
opened a broader class discussion around gender violence in Ecuador. The topic was not new to students, but
the scavenger hunt helped them better situate how the legality of violent deaths is produced in Ecuador, and
the stories that statistics allow them to understand and what remains hidden behind numbers. Some of the
questions that arose were: why do numbers vary among public institutions? What kind of policies have these
numbers produced? Which are the discussions around interoperable data systems? Can justice be improved?

As the discussion expanded following the scavenger hunt, many students reported being deeply
moved and concerned about the reproduction of violence in the way the state quantifies violent deaths. They
also expressed the ease with which EthnoData elucidated the multiple layers of gender violence —many of
which they were unaware of before this exercise. Others were curious about the collaborative process
between Kaleidos’ team and social organizations during the development of EthnoData. By unpacking the
politics of violent deaths categorization and the cultural grammar of data (Poirier 2021), students learned
about multiple ways of critically approaching quantification as well as the politics behind the making of
statistical representations. At the end of our discussion, rather than limiting their reflections to producing
technical solutions for having “better” numbers, many of them were interested in understanding the
epistemic limitations and power dynamics embedded in data production, and the stakes that needed to be
considered for numbers to be truly improved.
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Reclassification: Statistics, Politics, and the Governance of Data

In the databases we received from the National Police and Attorney’s General Office, the category “street
fight” was a common label for defining the “motivation” behind a violent death. This qualification of
homicides in the databases hides much more complex dynamics around violence—such as drug
connections, domestic and gender violence, poverty induced indebtedness, among others. Upon closer
examination of the category “street fight,” we discovered that it often acted as a black box for missing
information or unknown circumstances surrounding violent deaths. We decided to analyze a sample of cases
under this category to complicate the explanation of a violent death due to a “street fight” and trouble the
simpler narrative used by government institutions to report on these crimes (see figure 4). To do this, our
eight-person team conducted a close reading of the circumstances behind violent acts in 1,300 police reports
cataloged as “street fight” in 2019. We contrasted the information on the databases with tabloids and press
releases, news coverage, and social media reporting, as well as information posted on open social media
channels by family members, neighborhood associations, churches, and even private funeral service

providers.
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Figure 4. The image shows two bar graphs displaying data on violent deaths in Ecuador for the year 2019. The graph
on the left shows the “Observed motivations for violent deaths in 2019,” which includes categories and percentages
for acts of revenge, riots, robbery, self-defense, and kidnapping. The second graph displays the “Reclassification
of violent deaths by Kaleidos for the year 2019” with new percentages for the same categories based on a critical
study of the data. Both graphs include percentages of total violent deaths and are based on data from the Ecuadorian
National Police and EthnoData’s reclassification. (Source: National Police database 2010-2020; created by
EthnoData’s team, 2021).

This extensive case-by-case examination revealed two things; first, in many cases information on the
circumstances of death was clearly unknown and “street fight” became a blanket category, clustering cases
with unidentified motivations (43.2% of cases). Others, however, could be traced to a series of alternative

motivations for the crime including revenge or retaliation (10.4%), alcohol consumption (15.8%), organized
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crime (4.6%), drugs (3.5%), gender violence (2.3%), street fights (12.7%), robbery (4.6%), economic
violence—including land disputes (1.5%). Some crimes did not fit neatly within one classification, so we
decided to include them in the category that most closely defined the main act of violence that motivated a
violent death. Debates around classification in the social sciences have long held a critical perspective on the
workings of categorization and how they come to define our social worlds (Foucault [1975] 1995). Building

on this approach, information studies, and science and technology studies have demonstrated the ways in
which classifications and standards are entangled through specific historical and social contexts. In this
sense, they show that data is more-than-not-neutral; it ignores our social realities and its disparities in
terms of gender, class, race, nationality, and in doing so, it reproduces them in its designs (Bowker and Star
2000; Merry 2011; Benjamin 2019; D’Ignazio and Klein 2020). In this case, forcing the category “street fight”

in all cases, produced a reductionist understanding of violent deaths.

The blurring of boundaries between what constitutes a “street fight” and what does not is
problematic even in the eyes of the data producers. In a series of interviews with National Police statisticians
who built the databases we discussed the production of data, categories, and mis-categorization. They
recognize that in instances where they have limited ability to define the circumstances behind a violent
death, it is not uncommon for the category “street fight” to be used. This has at least two explanations. First,
according to their own definition “street fight” as a category can apply in any case of disorderly conduct in
a public space that results in a violent death. The second explanation is related to academic understandings
of urban violence throughout Latin America in the early twenty-first century. The category acquired political
visibility within the framework of citizen security strategies developed by municipal institutions in
collaboration with universities. The academic debate on citizen security lost traction in the following decade,
but the resulting police infrastructure continues to prescribe the penal reality of the country (cf. Ntfiez 2011).

This exercise of recategorization, as well as the critical discussion that involved statisticians from
public institutions and Kaleidos’ researchers is explained at length in one of EthnoData’s essays. It illustrates
part of the pedagogical approach of the platform in including ethnographic information that critically looks
at numbers, their cultural histories, and the vested interests (intended or not) that are often missed in
looking at databases uncritically. We hope the ethnographic essays provide readers with an understanding
of how data is produced, circulated, and governed. EthnoData has a number of similar essays based on long-
term ethnographic work conducted by Jorge Nufiez within Ecuador’s National Police and the country’s
carceral system. What his investigations reveal is that many of these data categories are linked to outdated
security debates or are the result of conflicting interests within police ranks (Nufiez 2022). Moreover, as the
next section illustrates, these mis-categorizations or broad conceptualizations of security have life
changing effects on the people directly affected by or involved in recording violent death statistics.

Real Life Decisions

In September 2020, one of the coauthors, Jorge Nuiiez, was invited to act as expert witness in a removal and
deportation proceeding in a New Jersey immigration court. The potential deportee, who we’ll call Arturo, is
an Ecuadorian man, who at the time was in his late twenties and had lived in the US for one year after
escaping gang violence in Ecuador. He was “caught” by ICE (US Immigration and Customs Enforcement

Agency) after a drunken argument with his wife who called the police, never imagining she was sentencing
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her husband to deportation. A university-based legal clinic in the area called upon Jorge’s expertise on
violent deaths to build their case in defense of this Ecuadorian man. The digital platform EthnoData provided
legal information on violent deaths that could help prove Arturo’s vulnerability and real -life risks if he was
removed from the US and deported to Ecuador. One of the main lines of defense the legal clinic was using
relied upon proving that the situation surrounding Arturo’s brother’s death —which triggered his migration
out of Ecuador—was one of imminent danger for Arturo if he returned.

According to police reports, Arturo’s brother’s death was classified as a “street fight.” The problem,
as we mentioned earlier, was that the category failed to illuminate what happened beyond some form of
disorderly conduct. In the case of Arturo’s brother, when we looked more closely at the killing, it became
clear that “disorderly conduct” or “street fight” failed to explain what took place. After some research, we
learned that Arturo’s brother’s death was, in fact, directly linked to transnational gangs and drug trafficking.
Thus, Arturo’s life was in real danger if deported as he was considered a “subject of interest” to these gangs.
In this context, EthnoData allowed Arturo’s defense to understand his claims of danger despite his brother’s
official police report detailing his death as a “street fight” without any mention to gang violence or drug
trafficking. EthnoData was a tool for US lawyers to learn about the limitations of Ecuadorian homicide
datasets. By using the platform, Arturo’s defense was able to build a case against his deportation based on a
more detailed understanding of violence in Ecuador. EthnoData became a potent tool for questioning official
data narratives in court through the affidavits of the case.

As Way of Conclusion

At the heart of EthnoData is an attempt to establish a critical dialogue over data in the context of Ecuador
(and in Spanish language). It focused on the misconceived local perception of data as “neutral” —even more
so among data engineers and public servants trained in statistics and in charge of building these datasets.
This led to an open conversation within Kaleidos during the construction of the platform where different
actors—including data statisticians, economists, programming engineers, and ethnographers came
together. At the same time, the various institutions with whom we collaborated recognized our attempt to
make data matter beyond numbers—including police officers, lawyers, and other mid-ranking bureaucrats
who often used these numbers at face value and without full consideration of the limited stories they can
tell. In this dialogue we saw a form of pedagogy where analyzing data became a praxis instead of a
unidirectional form of knowledge (Freire [1968]2014). This view paralleled many of the teachings central to

critical pedagogy where ready-made knowledge—in this case, statistics on violent deaths—was challenged
to complicate how this very knowledge came to be. EthnoData brought to the fore the complexities behind
data production, analysis, and governance in conversation with many of the actors involved in different
parts of the process as well as multiple “users” of this data, be these students, international legal clinics, or
as we will see in this final section journalists, civil society organizations, academics, and users we have not
yet imagined.

In addition to the examples mentioned before, we conducted a workshop with Ecuadorian
journalists working on violent deaths and crime as well as a critical analysis of our platform with a civil
society organization that focused on femicides in Ecuador. For journalists, finding information on violent
deaths often involved hours of combing countless Excel® sheets. EthnoData provided a new, easy to use
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data visualizer where each journalist could design the kinds of information and graphs, they wanted to build
in ready-to-use, downloadable formats. Though the use of multiple data sources in investigative journalism
is common practice in many parts of the world, we do not always realize the need for such pre-existing,
organized, trustworthy data sources. Though important legislation has been approved in recent years in
Ecuador to make data increasingly more accessible and public, the shape and form of such statistical
databases is rarely in user-friendly formats that allow for quick analysis. Thus, EthnoData served a different
and politically important role by providing reliable, organized, ready-to-use material on violent deaths.

With civil society organizations working on femicides we re-designed (with their feedback) ways
for information in EthnoData to allow for new possible mappings (literally and figuratively) of violent
deaths. First, we added a new layer of statistical information in our data visualizer that could be read against
the official sources of the National Police and Attorney’s General Office to contrast civil society
organizations’ work with official data. This meant users could choose which dataset they wanted to work
with when mapping violent deaths in Ecuador. In addition, there are two ethnographic essays in the platform
that explain why the statistics from official institutions and those from civil society organizations do not
match. Part of the reason has to do with how femicides are defined during police investigations and later
during legal proceedings. Without going into too much detail, proving that a femicide took place was (and
continues to be) legally very complicated. According to some of the attorneys we interviewed, it is often
easier to declare it a homicide and close the case. In this sense, EthnoData documented how femicides, as a
category of violent death, got lost in criminal justice processes from crime scene categorizations to court
cases.

In this sense, the inclusion of multiple data sources in EthnoData’s visualizer and essays provides
organizations with contrasting narratives as well as with alternative datasets that complement or add to
their own analysis. Institutions like the Secretary for Human Rights or the Ombudsman of Ecuador are two
institutions that have used EthnoData’s contrasting information in their own analysis on violent deaths.
What we want to highlight are the possibilities and potentials of a critical approach to data in understanding
the reality behind violent deaths in Ecuador. Not only the stories behind the lives lost but also how the data
comes to exist in the first place and what it represents (and what it cannot). In addition, EthnoData made all
databases downloadable for users after organizing, anonymizing, and cleaning them. By democratizing
knowledge around violent deaths via data accessibility, our aim is to open further a discussion of
mathematical representations that fail to consider the social contexts in which they are produced and used.
In thinking about our pedagogical work with data we also invite a critical revision of what is known and how
it can be known beyond common sense understanding of data and violence in Ecuador.

This essay attempts to portray an experimental approach to data studies in the context of violent
deaths in Ecuador. Through the involvement of a wide variety of collaborators, from governmental
institutions, NGOs, students, journalists, civil society organizations, and researchers from various
disciplines, we see EthnoData as an experiment in conceptualizing and depicting critical data stories. The
platform is inspired in STS debates in “critical making” (Ratto 2011) and joins other authors in proposing a
“material intervention” in academic debates but also beyond these boundaries by “build(in)g alternative
forms of technoscience” (Tirrell et al. 2020). Our hope is EthnoData will generate a digital space for debate,

for critical learning, as well as continue to shape and be shaped by critical data studies.
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