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This essay invites readers to unsettle
scales—an idea inspired by Doreen
Massey and Jacques Revel. ‘Scale’ is
how we usually organise reality: local,
national, global. To unsettle scales is to
stop treating these levels as separate
boxes and to follow how power,
categories, and evidence move across
them. The central argument is simple:
more democratic governance will not
come from choosing either ‘bottom-up’
citizen data or ‘top-down’ state data. It
will come from building a critical dialogue
between them—and from confronting
the power asymmetries that shape how
data is produced and used.

We are in a new era of data production.
Phones, platforms, cameras, and
sensors continuously generate data.
The main issue is no longer a lack of
information but overload—combined
with concentration. Data has become
a major commodity, dominated by large
technology companies. Their business
models depend on extraction (collecting),
profiling (classifying), and monetisation
(turning traces into value), including by
selling ‘smart’ solutions to governments.

This is why digital technology cannot
be treated as neutral or automatically
‘participatory’. The same infrastructures
that allow reporting problems or
organising communities can also amplify
disinformation, intensify surveillance,
and reinforce inequality. Datafication
changes what counts as evidence, what
gets measured, and what becomes visible
to decision-makers. It also changes who
has authority: a platform’s dashboard,
a predictive model, or a government
indicator can quickly become ‘the truth,’
even when the categories behind them
are contested.

Against this background, we propose a
horizon: treating data as a common good
rather than a private commodity. Inspired
by Elinor Ostrom and in dialogue with
Morozov and Bria, this horizon is not a
singlerecipe. Itisadirection. Open-source
tools, participatory methods, and open
data can help—but only if accompanied
by governance arrangements that

protect communities, keep institutions
accountable, and prevent extraction by
powerful actors.

Crucially, initiatives of ‘data asa common’
already exist in 2 places often imagined
as separate: civil society and the state.
In popular territories, communities
produce their own data to support
claims for rights. Inside institutions,
some public servants and technicians
push for fairer categories and better
representation. Unsettling scales means
paying attention to the connections—
sometimes cooperative, sometimes
conflictual—between these sites.

One arena where these tensions are
clear is the population census. In many
contexts, there is a growing fascination
with ‘big data’ and automated capture, as
if sensors and administrative databases
can replace traditional surveys. In
some European countries, censuses are
increasingly based on registers instead of
door-to-door work. In more authoritarian
settings, politicians may celebrate
‘technological modernity’ to justify
weakening or discrediting statistics that
could contradict official narratives.

But abandoning the census would be
a mistake. Strong, independent, well-
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Figure 1: Author Moisés Kopper.
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funded public statistical institutes are a
democratic infrastructure. They provide
aperiodicportrait of society and territory
that helps anchor policy in reality. When
these institutes are precarised—through
budget cuts, weakened field capacity,
and overworked staff—societies lose a
key instrument for public accountability.

At the same time, censuses have
never been innocent. Historically,
enumeration and classification have
served domination, including colonial
rule and racial hierarchy. That is why the
democratic task is not to ‘trust’ census
data blindly, but to contest and improve
it: to make institutions more porous to
public debate, and to treat categories as
negotiable rather than fixed.

Brazil offers a clear example. At the
Brazilian Institute of Geography and
Statistics (IBGE), tenured technicians
acted as internal advocates to ensure the
most recent census was carried out. The
institutional opening produced concrete
changes: replacing the stigmatising term
‘subnormal agglomeration’ with ‘favelas
and urban communities’, and including
quilombola and indigenous communities
for the first time. Here, social demands
for visibility met internal institutional
cracks, resulting in category changes
with real political consequences.

Portugal and Germany highlight another
sensitive area: ethnoracial categories.
In Portugal, technicians at the National
Statistics Institute (INE) have pushed to
include ethnoracial dimensions in the
census to better document inequality.
In Germany, where the census does
not ask about ethnicity, the Afrozensus
initiative—led by activist collectives—
builtanautonomoussurveytoforeground
structural racism experienced by Black
populations. In both cases, historical
abuses of racial classification create
understandable hesitation. The shared
challenge is difficult but unavoidable:
how can societies document inequality
without turning categories into tools of
persecution again?

These cases show why we should not
treat ‘official data’ and ‘community
data’ as separate worlds. The most
promising path is to strengthen public
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institutions while also opening them
to dispute—transforming censuses and
databases from instruments of one-
way classification into arenas where the
state’s power to name can be questioned
and revised.

Figure 2: Author Alina Kiel.

A second arena is what is often called
citizen-generated data. In some
Global North debates, this is framed
as a new type of civic engagement. In
Latin America, it resonates with older
traditions: Fals-Borda’s participatory
action research and Paulo Freire’s
pedagogy of the oppressed, where
producing knowledge is part of political
organisation.

We use the term situated science to
emphasise that these practices are not
simply ‘local data collection’. They are
ways of producing evidence grounded
in lived experience, aimed at territorial
justice, and designed to travel across
arenas.

A strong example is Redes da Maré in Rio
de Janeiro. For years, the organisation
has developed methods to document
the impacts of police operations
in favelas. The key move is to shift
metrics: instead of focusing on ‘police
productivity’, they measure everyday
harms that are often erased from official
accounts—missed school days, disrupted
health services, cancelled medical
procedures, and broader social impacts.
This evidence supported the ADPF
das Favelas, a case brought to Brazil's
Federal Supreme Court seeking rules
to protect fundamental rights during
police operations. Data produced at a
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neighbourhood scale moved upward
into a national legal arena, helping
contest security policy.

Other contexts show similar dynamics,
including peacebuilding and territorial
rights work where communities
document memory, violence, and
resistance—forms of knowledge often
treated as ‘non-data’ by bureaucratic
systems. The broader lesson is that
connecting scales is not smooth
cooperation. It is translation and
struggle. Situated evidence can
contradict official categories, forcing
institutions to reconsider what counts.
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Figure 3: Author Berta Fernandez.

Because data is political, it is also risky:
3 tensions are central.

1) Visibility vs  control.  Making
marginalised realities visible can
support rights and redistribution. But
visibility can also enable surveillance
and targeting. Data gathered for
justice can be repurposed for
policing or stigmatisation. This is
why data projects need safeguards,
governance, and constant reflexivity.

2) Disinformation travels across scales.
Disinformation is not only individual
‘error’. It is often strategic: designed to
delegitimise knowledge (for example,
climate science) or destabilise political
disputes. A narrative can start locally
and spread globally through platforms;
global campaigns can be targeted
at very local conflicts. This blurring
of borders demands responses
that combine literacy, verification
networks, and accountability for
platform infrastructures.

3) Al and the capture of commons. Open data has long been
promoted as a tool for transparency and participation. It
remains important, but it now faces automated extraction.
Bots and crawlers can scrape public repositories to train
proprietary Al models. A telling case is WikiFavelas, a
collaborative platform built to document the history, culture,
and struggles of favelas. Its content—produced as a digital
common—can be absorbed by corporate Al systems and
turned into decontextualised outputs, while value and power
concentrate elsewhere. This forces a rethink of openness:
not to abandon it, but to design licences and governance that
protect communities from predatory capture.

Conclusion: a compass, not a recipe

Datafication is not a technical trend. It is a battlefield over
representation, evidence, and the power to name the world.
Unsettling scales helps us see that there is no privileged
level where democracy ‘naturally’ resides. What matters
is the capacity to build bridges—sometimes cooperative,
sometimes conflictual—between community knowledge,
public institutions, and the global infrastructures that
increasingly shape daily life.

Rather than offering a final map, this essay proposes
a compass. Its direction is the horizon of data as a
common: collective resources governed through dialogical
arrangements and aimed at social justice. The practices that
follow—strengthening independent statistical institutes,
opening categories to negotiation, supporting situated
science, building verification capacities, and protecting
commons from algorithmic extraction—are not technical
fixes. They are political work, always incomplete, and always
contested. That unfinishedness is not a weakness; it is what
democratic struggle looks like in a datafied world.
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