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Human Perspectives
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Polity Press.
2020. 208 pages.
$64.95 hardcover; $22.95 paper; also available in e- book.

It is not a new idea to suggest that our twenty- first- century technologies of 
data collection are changing who we are. The idea of selfhood— already 
under scrutiny by philosophers and information studies scholars alike— is 
even more precarious in a world of gene indexing, facial recognition, browser 
tracking, and similarly invasive media. Fortunately, Deborah Lupton’s Data 
Selves: More- than- Human Perspectives goes much further than rehearsing 
such well- known threats to personal sovereignty. Ambitious and multidisci-
plinary, it outlines what amounts to a new theory of media ontology involving 
human- data assemblages. Digital media users are constantly generating data 
about themselves as they go about tracking steps, planning meals, managing 
finances, and seeking entertainment. All these actions contribute to their life 
experiences by shaping the advertisements websites show them, the insurance 
policies made available to them, the loans they qualify for, and— as the 2018 
Cambridge Analytica scandal has made plain— even our political communi-
ties. Lupton, however, is less interested in the ways such data are used than 
she is in the way they are produced and discussed. In one striking example, 
a data analytics company ad depicts a comedian standing next to his doppel-
gänger alongside the copy, “If your Data Self looks good to lenders, you’re 
more likely to be approved for credit.”1 It is these kinds of curious cultural 
moments— when data are personified in their relation to selfhood— that 
inspire Lupton’s argument that “concepts of selfhood, identity and embodi-

1 Deborah Lupton, Data Selves: More- than- Human Perspectives (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 2020), 49.
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ment and how they are enacted with digital technologies as part of everyday 
life are central to understanding personal data experiences.”2

A companion to Lupton’s 2016 monograph, The Quantified Self, Data 
Selves takes up a feminist new materialist lens to name the ontology of the 
data we produce with our bodies and marks the ways these data contribute 
to and constitute— at least partially— our selves, at both social and onto-
logical levels (although skepticism about the stability of selfhood is one 
of the book’s strongest characteristics). Lupton is both a sociologist and 
a cultural critic, and her ability to unite science and technology studies, 
media studies, and social science strengthens her argument. While a 
number of monographs have emerged in recent years implicating the self 
with media technologies— John Cheney- Lippold’s We Are Data: Algorithms 
and the Making of Our Digital Selves (2017) comes to mind— what makes Data 
Selves so unique and uniquely perceptive are Lupton’s qualitative sociolog-
ical studies, which provide valuable perspectives in combination with her 
examples from art and pop culture. Conducted between 2015 and 2018, 
these five studies consist of interviews with Australians who participate in 
data- generating practices of self- knowledge, such as tracking a pregnancy 
through an app or recording cycling trips with a GoPro. The testimonies 
of her subjects— who, across the five studies, represent a wide range of ages 
and class backgrounds— provide singular insight into people’s motivations 
for data- making, which range from enthusiasm at finding others who share 
their experiences to a drive to “manage change or chaos.”3 Lupton argues 
that, regardless of people’s reasons for creating such data or whether they are 
even aware that they are, human- generated data “challenge the ontological 
boundaries between the binary oppositions of Self/Other, nature/culture, 
human/nonhuman and living/dead.”4 In focusing on the human body and 
the ways in which it produces data, Lupton responds to what she identifies 
as a lack of attention to the “fleshy, intuitive and sensory dimensions” of the 
human- data relationship.5 Moreover, she situates such dynamics in the realm 
of material media studies, a move that may seem surprising considering the 
seeming immateriality of both data and affect. Using specific examples from 
her studies, she defends the claim that data come to matter when they pro-
duce material effects and affects. In order to more fully understand personal 
data experiences, Lupton contends, scholars ought to pay more attention to 
the way concepts of selfhood, identity, and embodiment are influenced and 
indeed constructed by data. The fact that human- generated data have such 
strong powers of agency justifies their designation as not only components of 
human selfhood but also data selves in their own right.

Data Selves is organized into five chapters, including the introduction. 
Chapter 2, “More- than- Human Perspectives,” provides an overview of the 
diverse theoretical insights that inform Lupton’s analysis. Karen Barad’s 
influence is made explicit in this section; Lupton observes that attempts 

2 Lupton, 12.
3 Lupton, 82.
4 Lupton, 13.
5 Lupton, 75.
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to impose meaning onto data represent “agential cuts” that “identif[y] the 
boundaries of a phenomenon . . . [making] meaning from the potentially 
infinite sources that are available.”6 These agential cuts in the data pro-
duced from, about, and by us reveal how information technologies “work 
fundamentally to differentiate certain aspects of embodied practices and 
properties from others . . . render[ing] them more visible than other bodily 
attributes”7— for example, steps taken, pulse rate, or energy intake. Donna 
Haraway also appears in this chapter, adding another layer to Lupton’s 
critique of humanism. She takes seriously Haraway’s move away from posthu-
manism and toward a new theoretical identity as a “compost- ist,” examining 
the affective and ontological implications of considering data as if they were 
human remains. Like remains, data can be “reliquaries of our humanity, tes-
taments to our lived experiences and unique identity,” with the potential to 
“decompose” and disperse into the environment over time.8 This proves an 
immensely fruitful perspective to elucidate the powers that non- living data 
exert over humans. Indeed, Lupton uses the term “‘lively data’ . . . to charac-
terize and explain the vitality of human- data assemblages.”9

This theoretical chapter provides backbone for the provocative insights 
of the chapters that follow. In chapter 3, Lupton explores materializations 
of data, attending to contemporary artworks that seek to better visualize 
and understand it, such as the dystopian speculative fiction series Black 
Mirror (Channel 4, 2011– 2014; Netflix, 2016– 2019) and the OkCupid- based 
fiber artwork Felt Personality (Laurie Frick, 2019). Chapters 4 and 5 deal 
with her sociological research, with chapter 4 exploring the epistemo-
logical aspects of self- tracking and chapter 5 gesturing toward its ethical 
implications. Lupton’s theoretical insights might not necessarily feel new to 
cultural critics, but her introduction of this sociological element alongside 
art criticism feels novel and rewarding. It is satisfying to see these theories 
borne out in the testimonies of subjects who have unexpected experiences 
with their own data— like “Damon,” a self- tracking cyclist who is sometimes 
“surprise[ed] when you actually measure [performance] versus how you 
feel. . . . I found it’s good having the watch as well to validate that feeling 
versus reality,” indicating that he has a self- disciplining and self- verifying 
relationship to his data.10 While Lupton may not robustly theorize the con-
nections between visual culture, art, and the self- trackers she studies, their 
juxtaposition offers a more textured vision of the role data plays in the 
construction of the self.

Lupton cites ethnographers, sociologists, philosophers, literary critics, 
anthropologists, cultural geographers, and information scientists as part of 
her multidisciplinary analysis. Indeed, one of the great successes of this text 
is its scholarly diversity; it draws together surprising and divergent viewpoints 
to fully illustrate how data selves operate. Among the most important for 
Lupton is affect theory, which she reads through the perspective of “data 

6 Lupton, 28.
7 Lupton, 29.
8 Lupton, 40.
9 Lupton, 5.
10 Lupton, 88.
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sense” to understand the way data interact with bodies. One poignant section 
sees her explore the affective responses that data visualization and physical-
ization produce in people. When people meet the “anxiety- inspiring quali-
ties and privacy implications” of the data gathered from their bodies, they 
experience strong affective bodily responses such as distress— exemplified 
in the 2017 project Persuasive Anxiety in which participants interfaced with 
three intrusive, “controversial” self- tracking artifacts over six months.11 Thus, 
Lupton demonstrates with elegance the completeness of the loop between 
human bodies and data, confirming their place in an assemblage together.

A theoretically dense and provocative text, Data Selves leaves many of 
its arguments’ implications murky. Lupton’s engagement with ethics seems 
to fall short in places, stopping at a criticism of Enlightenment autonomy 
and mastery. For instance, she often gestures toward the potential political 
or ethical ramifications of the datafication of the self, mostly having to do 
with privacy. “The affective responses that data physicalizations [i.e., visual-
izations] can evoke,” she writes, “may lead people to engage more actively, 
including at the political level, in challenges to violations of their personal 
data privacy and security.”12 Without a theory of the political or of data 
aesthetics, however, it is left to the reader to discern what that engagement 
might look like. The thorny issue of digital privacy, treated in chapter 5, feels 
especially unresolved; knowing that voluntary data- tracking is both a practice 
of self- actualization and easily exploited by corporate interests, Lupton fails 
to deliver a fully conclusive argument about its ethical ramifications. Despite 
this shortcoming, Data Selves nevertheless puts forward a thorough and com-
plete theory of human- data entanglement. Its strength lies in its breadth and 
ambition, uniting a variety of fields of study to produce nuanced views that 
will be fruitful for readers from both humanistic and social- scientific disci-
plines. Ultimately, Lupton’s monograph represents a thoughtful and novel 
exploration of media- human ontology, rich with diverse examples, which will 
benefit undergraduates, graduate students, and scholars alike.

Bren Ram is a doctoral student in the Department of English and Diluvial Hous-
ton Predoctoral Fellow at Rice University, where she studies the intersection of 
risk and ecology.

11 Lupton, 67.
12 Lupton, 70.
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2020. 288 pages. 
$99.95 hardcover; $26.95 paper; also available in e- book. 

In Radiant Infrastructures: Media, Environment, and Cultures of Uncertainty, 
Rahul Mukherjee presents a compelling investigation into the multiple 
environmentalisms of contemporary India. He convincingly argues for the 
crucial role of media and mediation in constituting perceptions and publics 
around infrastructures capable of emitting radiant energies that are difficult 
to perceive, comprehend, and control. Mukherjee uses invigorating ethno-
graphic and analytical details to elaborate how the mediated and empirical 
traces of “radiance” contribute to conceptual debates on intermediality, 
infrastructural politics, public spheres, and human- nonhuman relationality.

The two radiant infrastructures investigated in this book— cell towers 
and nuclear power plants— are rarely paired in public debates, even though 
they both symbolize India’s national aspiration to modernity and provoke 
uncertainty and fear around the health impacts of radiation. These two 
infrastructures emit different types of radiation (ionizing and non- ionizing, 
respectively), but more importantly, they are perceived as two separate 
problems affecting different social classes. While cell towers exist largely in 
urban areas and affect mainly urban middle- class citizens with techno- social 
lifestyles, nuclear plants are strategically built in rural areas and impact 
mostly lower- income populations of farmers and fishermen. By juxtapos-
ing the differences and similarities of the two large- scale infrastructures, 
Mukherjee not only illustrates “how divided the social fabric of India is,” and 
correspondingly a highly polarized media sphere, but also highlights the way 
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media representation allows people to make sense of their contact with and 
exposure to the imperceptible radiation.1

Throughout the book, Mukherjee expertly demonstrates how different 
media coverages at the local and national levels help to concretize radiant 
energies through their material properties, discursive circulation, and ability 
to generate affective relations between people and techno- infrastructures. 
Mukherjee makes a convincing case that in order to understand the complex 
everyday encounters people have with controversial infrastructure, scholars 
and relevant stakeholders must attend to the intermedial forms and practices 
around radiant infrastructure that are shaped by class and power struggles 
and in turn construct radiation as a normality in life.2

One of Mukherjee’s main concerns, which cuts across the entire book, 
is how media both shape the expert- layperson divide and help negotiate 
that divide when knowledge systems clash in environmental controversies. 
Mukherjee carefully assembles a broad spectrum of media texts, events, 
and discourses— including popular talk shows, investigative TV journalism, 
activist documentaries, institution- made energy advertisements, local news-
papers, and neighborhood meetings— in order to illuminate persistent ten-
sions between scientism and embodied knowledge. The former often relies 
on technical experts and forms of scientific knowledge such as evaluative 
reports, standardized threshold levels, and data sets. However, Mukherjee 
rightfully emphasizes the significance of laypeople’s knowledge and experi-
ences in environmental publics and vigorous debates around the uncertain 
health effects of radiant infrastructures. To put it differently, Mukherjee 
argues that scientific experts should take seriously forms of indigenous 
knowledge that they often dismiss as anecdotal evidence, rumors, or supersti-
tions, because this knowledge also influences public perceptions of environ-
mental uncertainties. Toward the end of the book’s introduction, Mukherjee 
talks about one such anecdote, in which local residents distrust radiation 
detectors but regard the return of peacocks as a sign of normality. This story, 
in which nonhuman signs of security are valued more than scientific knowl-
edge, attests to how in situations of uncertainty, “perceptions of technology 
are articulated using vernacular mythologies of the everyday.”3

Epistemologically, Mukherjee contrasts and channels these two knowl-
edge systems in order to rethink the political subjects and relations formed 
around radiant infrastructure. This theoretical goal engages with Partha 
Chatterjee’s civil society– political society framework. Chatterjee contends 
that only a small group in Indian society have access to civil society, and 
the majority of the Indian population form a political relationship with 
the state through informal and quasi- legal access to social welfare, falling 
under the scope of “political society.”4 Mukherjee similarly acknowledges 

1 Rahul Mukherjee, Radiant Infrastructures: Media, Environment, and Cultures of 
Uncertainty (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2020), 4.

2 Mukherjee, 33. He defines “intermediality” as “relations among media texts and 
forms covering a particular environmental controversy, as well as the interactions 
between the media technologies assembled to demonstrate radiation” (19).

3 Mukherjee, 25.
4 Partha Chatterjee, The Politics of the Governed: Reflections on Popular Politics in 

Most of the World (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004).
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the insufficiency of civil structures when presumed avenues of civil partici-
pation and democratic decision- making became hard to obtain regarding 
environmental controversies in non- Western contexts such as India.5 As a 
macro framework, “political society” helps to explain how, for example, the 
affected fishing communities around nuclear power plants seek political 
relationships with the Indian state despite not being recognized as citizens. 
However, Mukherjee’s ethnographic engagements with local community and 
activist media practices also push to complicate “the neat divide between civil 
and political society.”6 He attends to the possible intersections between civil 
engagement and quasi- publics of non- citizens, we understand, because such 
clean- cut binary categorization is incapable of calibrating other social and 
cultural factors at work in India’s quest for radiant energies.

Radiant Infrastructures begins with two analytical chapters that trace 
the environmental controversies around cell towers and nuclear reactors, 
respectively. Across these two chapters, Mukherjee convincingly establishes 
how intermedial practices are crucial for ordinary people to comprehend the 
varying hyper- visibility and invisibility of radiant infrastructures. In doing so, 
he manages to address the variety of human and nonhuman actors operating 
in the media ecology around radiation— from urban middle- class residents, 
talk show audiences, radiation- affected fishing villagers, and environmen-
tal activists to radiation detectors, microwave ovens, and aluminum foil. 
Mukherjee thus asserts that environmental publics are ontologically hetero-
geneous and are constituted by the intermedial relations across media texts 
and events and across human and nonhuman bodies.7

Chapter 1, “Debating Cell Towers,” emphasizes the distribution of 
discourses around cell antenna radiation across media systems and among 
scientists, antiradiation activists, and television and newspaper audiences. 
In tracing this circulatory path, he vividly illustrates how mediation trans-
forms the public perception of cell infrastructure. Imperceptible radiation 
from cell towers is rendered into beeping LED lights, flows across the urban 
lifestyle talk show Living It Up (CNN- IBN, 2006– 2014), and infiltrates live 
presentations of microwave radiation levels at rooftop meetings, all of which 
spark more uncertainty and speculations. Stories about the health impact of 
cell towers’ radiation move from the local community newspapers to national 
TV talk shows, shaping environmental debates across various spatial and 
social scales. Through mediation, then, radiation becomes not only a techni-
cal issue but a sociocultural concern with uncertainty at its core.8

Chapter 2, “Contested Nuclear Imaginaries,” investigates how stakehold-
ers around the Koodankulam nuclear plant strategically use representations 
to evoke environmental publics. Mukherjee skillfully reads across mediated 
texts and discourses produced by anti- nuclear activists, affected fishing 
communities, and institutions such as the Nuclear Power Corporation of 
India Limited (NPCIL) and pieces together highly contested imaginaries 

5 Mukherjee, Radiant Infrastructures, 29.
6 Mukherjee, 188– 189.
7 Mukherjee, 41.
8 Mukherjee, 54.



203REVIEWED  •  RADIANT INFRASTRUCTURES

of nuclear energy in India— some see it as unregulated and risky, others as 
secured and promising. For example, a National Geographic– NPCIL adver-
tisement embodies a promise for techno- modernity by constructing nuclear 
plants as the nation’s energy future, “brightening millions of lives.”9 Coun-
tering such a utopic vision, anti- nuclear activists (including documentary 
filmmakers, photojournalists, and protesters) collectively paint and organize 
around a post- apocalyptic imaginary of nuclear fallout and the social aban-
donment of an affected population, one that is at times satirical, at other 
times spectacular. Mukherjee deliberately leaves the readers in this muddy 
ground, where he concludes that nuclear futures mediated from both sides 
need to be accounted for in order to negotiate the present of living in the 
shadow of nuclear energies.

Chapters 3, 4, and 5 merge the discussions of these two infrastructures 
to compare their tactics in shaping and sustaining environmental publics. 
Chapter 3, “Emissions,” thinks through the polemic of transparency and 
secrecy by outlining various groups’ attempts to control unregulated signal 
emission and contain radioactive radiance. Mukherjee argues that transpar-
ency, or the performance of transparency through visualization, more often 
than not conceals more than it reveals. In the chapter, he offers a timely 
reflection on how discourses of transparency can be mobilized by media 
and related institutions as a way to manage public knowledge of radiant 
infrastructure. This can take the form of exclusive TV reporting inside the 
Koodankulam Nuclear Plant done by journalist Pallava Bagla, whose insider 
knowledge of the plant is meant to assure the public of its safety. Or it can 
appear as Tarang Sanchar, an e- portal created by Indian telecom companies 
that can control how much antenna data to share with the public. Mukherjee 
sees “secrecy,” rather than “transparency,” at the center of institutional play-
ers’ desire to regulate both the uncontained radiation and flow of radiant 
information. The notion of “secrecy,” as he states, “draws its power not just 
from the content of what is kept secret but also from the way in which the 
secret is managed and organized.”10

Chapter 4, “Exposures,” shifts to various mediations of communities and 
bodies exposed to radiant infrastructure. Mukherjee analyzes testimonies of 
cancer patients who have lived in close proximity with the nuclear radiation 
for long periods of time. The patients’ stories and irradiated bodies are medi-
ated in lifestyle shows and documentary films such as R. P. Amudhan’s Radia-
tion Stories Part I: Manavalakurichi (2010) and Shri Prakash’s Buddha Weeps in 
Jadugoda (1999). In his close reading of the two documentaries, Mukherjee 
demonstrates the affective and embodied qualities of the environmental 
effects of radiant infrastructure. At the molecular level, human bodies 
absorb, store, and interact with radiant energies, but these often unwanted 
techno- intimacies, he argues, need to be visualized through technologies 
such as CT scans and electroencephalograms in order to be recognized in 
environmental public discourse.

At this point, the book has established material, discursive, and affective 

9 Mukherjee, 93.
10 Mukherjee, 134.
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resonances between cell towers and nuclear reactors, but avid readers might 
also note that the intermedial relays and flows of embodied experiences sel-
dom move across the environmentalism of the poor and bourgeois. This feel-
ing persists into the fifth and last chapter, “Styling Advocacy: Activism and 
Citizenship.” Mukherjee elaborates how anti- nuclear and anti– cell antenna 
activists use contrasting “styles” of advocacy, drawing their own connections 
to Bollywood celebrities or aligning with the history of activism in India. 
These tactics of styling, he contends, point to the different political subjectiv-
ities engendered around controversial radiant infrastructure. Nevertheless, 
this argument seems to re- enforce how environmentalism in India is still 
structured by its divided social fabrics and media sphere, which Mukherjee 
challenges from the beginning of the book. Rather than seeing this as a flaw 
to the book’s overall argument, Mukherjee instead suggests that intersections 
at the conceptual level are often difficult to perceive, let alone to put our 
fingers on, but they take a clearer shape in everyday contacts. For Mukherjee, 
thinking and writing about radiant energy is only the first step to joining the 
efforts of activists and local communities to build relationality across seem-
ingly disparate publics and social spectrums. If so, that might help readers 
better understand why he concludes with a strange assemblage of speculative 
looks into the radiant futures.

It would be wrong to attribute the significance of this book solely to add-
ing cultural specificity to existing studies on environmental crises and critical 
infrastructures. The book’s energizing conceptualization of radiance puts it 
in conversation with the recent body of interdisciplinary scholarship around 
mediating energies, such as rare earth minerals, solar power, wind, carbon, 
and the sociotechnical relations generated by these energies.11 Mukherjee 
is not simply present in this book as a distant observer. He often stands in 
alliance with the communities affected daily by radiations, and at other times 
he converses with concerned scientists, filmmakers, and activists to show the 
intersections of their mediation and opinions around radiant infrastruc-
tures. This book will be compelling for a wide range of readers, as it offers an 
invaluable framework for thinking about environmental justice and critical 
infrastructure in Asia, from post- Fukushima Japan to China’s accelerated 
adoption of 5G cellular infrastructures and Southeast Asia’s energy crisis.

Weixian Pan is an Assistant Professor of Interactive Media Arts at New York 
University, Shanghai. Her current book project examines how media transforms 
the materiality and imaginary of geological, riverine and oceanic environments, a 
process corresponding to China’s geopolitical desires. 

11 See Nicole Starosielski, “Beyond the Sun: Embedded Solarities and Agricultural 
Practice,” South Atlantic Quarterly 120, no. 1 (January 2021): 13– 24; Anne Pasek, 
“Managing Carbon and Data Flows: Fungible Forms of Mediation in the Cloud,” Cul-
ture Machine 18 (April 2019): 1– 15; and Cymene Howe, Ecologics: Wind and Power in 
the Anthropocene (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2019).


