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of dancing around and through some loopy-ness. Reflections such as, “we
do the things we do because they are the things we do, so we do them” (p.
83) urged me to shut the book and never open it again. But I carried on, to
find in the same piece the refreshingly candid, insightful observation that
“much of object-oriented ontology is, to me, a reclamation of a sense of
wonder often lost in childhood” (p. 85).

Although The Nonhuman Turn launches an armada of theoretical
propositions, many of which may cause concern among some disciplines,
the disciplinary variety is noteworthy and could lead to productive ex-
change. STS and anthropology, in particular, may develop new perspec-
tives on human/machine relationships and may look at the sentience or
agency of objects in new ways: might objects still be the subject of ethno-
graphic inquiry, and if so, how? If you decide to pick up this text—and I
suggest that you do—your highlighter and notepad will be enlivened.

HUNTER SNYDER

Hunter Snyder is a graduate fellow at Dartmouth School of Graduate and Advanced Studies.

Quantified: Biosensing Technologies in Everyday Life. 

Edited by Dawn Nafus. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2016. 
Pp. 280. $27.

Quantified: Biosensing Technologies in Everyday Life is challenging to
review because the volume itself already contains cogent efforts to draw to-
gether themes from, and respond to the provocations of, its various essays.
It is a collection of articles on the so-called “quantified self” (QS) move-
ment that recently has become a cultural phenomenon. Editor Dawn Na-
fus clearly put a great deal of thought into the organization and structur-
ing of the material. She provides a compelling introduction and epilogue,
as well as short introductory essays for each of the book’s three substantive
sections. In addition, she invited non-academic authors to respond to the
academic essays in the first two sections: journalist and QS enthusiast Gary
Wolf for the first; technology entrepreneur Rajiv Mehta for the second.
Non-non-academics Judith Gregory and Geoffrey Bowker conclude the
third section with a broad reflective piece. The volume does an admirable
job of self-reflection without the reviewer.

I accepted this review because I have become interested in quantifica-
tion. As it turns out, however, “quantification” may not be the best term
for the phenomenon; “datafication” may be more accurate. As Nafus her-
self notes, “The phrase ‘quantified self’ is too apt; it taps too strongly into
longstanding Western tropes of calculative rationality and preoccupations
with the individual as the privileged locus of action” (p. xv). And that’s just
it: the real excitement of Quantified lies less in what it has to say about
quantification than in what it has to say about the self.
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For example, in his essay updating Walter Benjamin’s analysis of pho-
tography for the age of the QS, Jamie Sherman asks what happens when we
move representations of our “selves” onto technological platforms such as
social media. “What happens when we all become abstractions of ourselves
is a question we have already begun to answer in the proliferation of self-
ies and self-rendering across social media sites” (p. 40). He suggests that
this constitutes “a rearrangement” of Benjamin’s notion of “aura” (p. 41).
Sophie Day and Celia Lury argue that the contemporary tracking of per-
sons challenges conventional notions of individual integrity and coher-
ence. “Parts” of individuals, such as their genomes, are put into datasets,
(ostensibly) de-identified, and distributed, raising the question of whether
they can ever be reconnected to their source individual. Thus, “the edges
of a person cannot be easily stabilized or secured” (p. 62). In response,
Wolf offers the phildickian comment: “these threats to self are visible
against a background of smart machines, of drones, whose explicit brand-
ing of convenience and violence delivers an implicit payload in the form of
a question: what if you are yourself a drone, programmed for action in a
code you’ve never bothered to read?” (p. 71).

Dana Greenfield explains that the QS is premised upon “the n of 1,”
which “rejects the requirements of large numbers of subjects for statistical
validity and expert credentials, forging a new epistemology of health and
being where the single case or person collecting data over a lifetime dis-
places the population as locus for knowledge and intervention” (p. 125).
Alex Taylor suggests that biosensors “are also the catalysts for discovering
new relations between bodies all the way down (and up)” (p. 205). Gregory
and Bowker suggest that we cease to “see ourselves as basically elucidated
by the information in our DNA.” Instead, noting the increasingly recog-
nized importance of the microbiomes in and on our bodies and our “per-
sonal living spaces,” they argue that we ought “to account for this commu-
nity of self within which we live and through which we live together” (p.
212). Nafus summarizes: “a biosensor-rich world requires a much more
complex notion of where a person’s body begins and ends” (p. 228). She—
and Gregory and Bowker—call for a reconsideration of the skin as this
boundary, something that has already been undertaken in a different con-
text by Mark Taylor (Hiding, 1997).

Though not really relevant to the theme of the changing self, the vol-
ume also contains fine essays by Helen Nissenbaum and Heather Patterson
applying their Contextual Integrity privacy framework to biosensing;
Brittany Fiore-Gartland and Gina Neff questioning the notion of “disrup-
tion” as applied to biosensors; Mette Kragh-Furbo, Adrian Mackenzie,
Maggie Mort, and Celia Roberts on biomedicalization and biosensors; an
account by artist/engineer Marc Böhlen of his work using biosensors to
provide information about water contamination for affected communities;
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and an edited transcript of Nafus’s interview of computer scientist Deb-
orah Estrin.

SIMON A. COLE

Simon A. Cole is professor of criminology, law, and society and director of the Newkirk
Center for Science and Society at the University of California, Irvine.

Forensic Media: Reconstructing Accidents in Accelerated Modernity. 

By Greg Siegel. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2014. 
Pp. ix+260. $24.95.

In Forensic Media, professor of film and media studies Greg Siegel ex-
plores the roles various media play in helping to “transmute the disruptive
event of the accident . . . into a coherent and dispassionate story of casual
concatenation” (p. 21). While accidents have been a constant of the human
condition, the advent of modernity made accidents particularly more dis-
ruptive and violent, necessitating some sort of rationalizing discourse. At
the beginning of the nineteenth century, efforts focused on controlling the
organic component of accidents, whether it was horses or human opera-
tors. However, as modes of transportation became ever faster and acci-
dents more violent, a shift in the discourse took place, moving from con-
trolling the driver to making the technology safer for passengers when the
inevitable accident occurs.

While this transition is familiar to those who study the history of acci-
dents, risk, and safety, especially the history of automobile accidents, Siegel
adds a new dimension by focusing on the media that accident investigators
use. Throughout Forensic Media, Siegel explores the “cultural fantasy that
underwrites accident forensics” (p. 20), namely that we can somehow
lessen the horror of modern accidents by reconstructing them, learning
lessons, and applying those lessons to the future. 

In chapter 1, Siegel explores the development and role of the forensics
investigator in helping to medicalize the accident, redeeming it by making
it useful for future generations. The second chapter focuses on the cumber-
some method of tracings, using machines to produce lines on paper or
metal strips that represented various factors for nineteenth-century rail-
roads and steamships. These tracings led to the black box, the ultimate re-
cording device for accelerated modernity, which is the focus of the third
chapter. The cacophony of sounds emerging from these devices demanded
hours of analysis and interpretation to turn the often unintelligible into a
kind of speech. The final chapter turns to the role of the high-speed camera
in capturing those split seconds between initial impact and the second col-
lision, when the car’s occupant strikes the interior. In those moments, too
quick for human perception, the driver and passengers essentially become
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