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Overview

 Why does the rhetoric matter?
 Methods

Big Data Solves World’s Problems
 The Rhetorical Tropes

◦ What are they? 
◦ How did they evolve? 
◦ Why does it matter?

 Conclusions



Why does 
the rhetoric 
matter?

 While many technologies 
overcome the trough of 
disillusionment, many more 
do not.

 It is a matter of cultivating 
reasonable expectations 
and making true advances 
visible.



Big Data

 Big data is arching 
downwards into the 
disillusionment period:

 “it is a bad investment”

 “treating users as guinea pigs”

 “wrong just as often as they 
are right”

Gartner (August 2014)
http://www.gartner.com/newsroom/id/2819918 

http://www.gartner.com/newsroom/id/2819918


Click icon to add picture

Methods

 My study involved a discursive and rhetorical analysis of a subset of available 
publications on Big Data. The sub-set was selected for their salience factor: i.e. across 
a variety of online social media, which articles had the strongest presence. 



Big Data Solves World’s Problems
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graecis appetere 
mea. At vim odio 
lorem omnes, pri id 
iuvaret partiendo. 
Vivendo menandri 
et sed. Lorem 
volumus blandit cu 
has.Sit cu alia porro 
fuisset. 

Ea pro natum 
invidunt 
repudiandae, his et 
facilisis 
vituperatoribus. Mei 
eu ubique altera 
senserit, consul 
eripuit accusata 
has ne. 
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BIG DATA NEWS
Human Communication & Technology Division, NCA - Since 1998 -

New Solution 
Discovered Last Week
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Rhetorical Tropes

Common and reoccurring rhetorical devices 
or clichés that become a short hand for 
discussing Big Data.

Important because tropes come to shape the 
way we think about Big Data and eliminate
nuance.



“Big”
 Metaphor or Simile that usually 
appears as “the Data is as big as 
four football fields stacked 
together”.

 Conceptualized as volume rather 
than any of the other three traits: 
Velocity, variety, and veracity are 
all part of the milieu.

 Shapes where investment will 
naturally go. More spent on 
storage and less on connections, 
quality assurance, or variety.

 How does this shape our research 
practices?

 Desire for a larger data set versus a 
small one with more data types.

McKinsey Global Institute



 Data is the most opaque 
word used in research 
today. Media portray data 
as a natural resource that is 
collected without error and 
without ethical concern.

 What is the black boxing of 
“data” disguising?

1. Data is only a partial 
snapshot of reality, and 

2. Data collection and 
access must be balanced 
with the user’s privacy 
rights. 

“Data”



“Found”
 Narrative that the big data analyst 
uncovered a pattern days in 
advance of the rest of the world.

 Conjures up the image of a 
scientist standing over a petri 
dish, discovering a hidden 
reaction through a microscope.

 Apophenia (the appearance of 
signals that are noise).

 Type I errors (‘false positives’) are 
so common that we are only 
retroactively aware of discoveries 
because it was verified elsewhere.

 Important: these machine 
learning algorithms and statistical 
margins of error are improving.

The Parable of Google Flu: Traps in Big Data Analysis. David Lazer, Ryan Kennedy, Gary 
King, Alessandro Vespignani. Science 14 March 2014: Vol. 343 no. 6176 pp. 1203-1205

How Big Data Can Help Beat Ebola. Steve 
Hamm, IBM Writer
http://asmarterplanet.com/blog/2014/10/d
ata-can-help-beat-ebola.html



“Data speaks 
for itself”.

 “No Theory Necessary”

 Prosopopoeia

 This paradox is usually 
sincerely delivered by the 
author in their writing 
without acknowledging the 
layers of analysis and ways 
that the data is being 
interfaced, interpreted, and 
shared with the audience.

Steve Todd (director EMC2). Phase 1 Innovation Analytics (March 2012).
http://stevetodd.typepad.com/my_weblog/2012/03/phase-1-innovation-analytics.html
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