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A dataset from my wardrobe
In this report, I will conduct a critical reflection over the process that was creating a database based on a
personal collection of 20 pieces of clothing from my own wardrobe. It was a little strange for me in the
start, since [ haven’t actually thought of my clothes as potential data before, just something to wear. It was
pretty cool to see that quickly it made me realise how data isn’t really a objective representation of reality,
and more of a product created by my choices, intentional or not. The job was to transform something
owned and physical to a digital, structured format - and to analyse this, I will primarily look at Robert
Kitchins writings about data and capta, and Ackers definition of metadata. These theories will work as my
analytical glasses to understand the many decisions I made on the way.

My process started with collecting items from my wardrobe, which was pretty straight forward. I chose 20
pieces of clothing from my closet, with the idea of representing at least a little variation in type and
material. Afterwards I began the datafication, which was the most time consuming part. To do this, I
created a new excel sheet, and I tried to think of a few different categories of data, such as numerical data,
categorical data and image data. I tried to include both categories that depended on my opinion, such as
optimal season to wear, but also things like what size it was, found on the label.

I laid every piece of cloth on the table, found the washing label and started to systematically type in the
information. The repeating manual proces of looking, reading and typing made me look closer at the
things I own, and to illustrate Kitchin’s point of capta, I “captured” actively the information that I was
looking for to type in the categories I made myself. Other information that wasn’t needed to fill in my
categories was ignored, such as instructions on how to wash it, even though it was also on the label.
Afterwards I digitalized the entire collection by taking pictures of each item. This proces was different
and more representative of my mental image of the items, than the data captured. In the end, I had two
different, and yet connected, representations of my clothes. One being a spreadsheet of structured data in
categories I chose myself, and the other a collection of images.

When I looked at the spreadsheet after, it was interesting to see how my complex, physical items of
clothing that I have specific memories with, some still with specific fragrance smells, was suddenly
reduced to lines of data in a spreadsheet. Something was lost in the translation, from things like my denim
shorts and my soft hoodie both being listed as 100% cotton, and t-shirts fitting me the exact same, but one
being S (sold as oversized) and the other being L (sold as slim fit). The result was structured and
comparable but also a less true representation of the real thing.

The choices I made when I defined the columns in the spreadsheet was definitely essential for the datasets
final form and potential. The spreadsheet contains both data and metadata. The values for each physical
object is data, but the image filename and each column in of itself in the spreadsheet are what Acker calls
“data about data”, also known as metadata. It’s interesting to note that you can see which images of the
clothing was taken in succession, and which was taking at a later date, or at least where I had taken
images inbetween - just from the names.

Creating the categories was my own series of subjective choices of what I believed would be important
categories. I chose the categories which I believed might be interesting for the report and yet were easy to
find on the washing label. I chose primary material as it was a more manageable task than writing all
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materials, since some were split in 3-4 materials, and I would have needed to create several more
categories for that, while some would be without data in those. I also choose personal variables, such as in
the category: “From 1-3, how likely am I to choose this option over other garment type options in the
same category?”. Here I tried to convert a non-numerical datapoint in that of a complex feeling to a
number / score. This subjective score is an example of capta, since it is somewhat reductive. A favorite
shirt isn’t just a 3, it's a 3 because of specific memories in it, becomes of it being versatile, because of a
compliment I might have received on it. The number erases all that context, which is why I had some
problems with the datafication here. This underlines how datasets could use more metadata, to help
understand context for data decisions.

In the end has this task been a very hands-on and good exercise in the theoretical points of Kitchin and
Acker. The process of converting my clothes to data has shown me how creating a dataset isn’t
necessarily a neutral mirroring of, for example, my wardrobe, but a deeply personal translation formed by
my choices, curiosity and limits. It is very eye opening that the data set isn’t just objective facts, but are
formed from subjective choices.



