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Classification is an «old» issue in modernity, as many historians of science
have pointed out. But as Star and Bowker suggest in Sorting Things Out, it is also
a newly contemporary issue under conditions of flexible capitalism and its
particular modes of globalization, particularly with regard to global information
systems. Star and Bowker locate their discussion in the wider field of communication
and information studies, which address the emergence of changing systems
and forms of communication from human speech to electronic telephone and
Internet technologies.

Like other works that consider taken-for-granted dimensions of technology
as objects of study in their own right, Sorting Things Out considers classification
as a central feature of information systems and their associated technologies.
This work also draws on science and technology studies, an interdisciplinary
field of research characterised by its critical engagement with scientific and
technological knowledges, practices and artefacts. Rather than assuming that
science and technology are either positive or negative features of the world,
scholars in this field ask how and why particular forms of science and technology
come into being, and what part they play in the making of our worlds. A
central feature of this research is its critique of scientific objectivity and
technological neutrality, and its insistence on the fundamentally social and
cultural nature of science and technology. The turn to everyday technologies
and knowledges within science and technology studies has also made seemingly
mundane aspects of «high-tech» subject to analysis.

Bowker and Star ask the same basic questions about classification that
science and technology studies scholars might ask about any other scientific or
technological invention, namely: what is classification, in what terms should it
be described, and what is its social or cultural significance and power? The
authors answer these questions using a two-part approach. First, they consider
classification as a general category, addressing the methodological and theoretical
issues it raises. They link this general discussion to specific cases in the second
part of their approach, which analyses four classification systems, including the
International Classification of Disease (ICD), the classification of tuberculosis
among patients and physicians, the South African system of racial classification
before and during apartheid, and the Nursing Interventions Classification.

Working across these systems, the authors consider how classification carries
meanings and information across time and space, and how it encodes histories
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of moral and political values. So, for example, the authors suggest classifications
of death can be found in the ICD categories, but that the entries for these
classifications record historical shifts in the definition of death, and are thus
introduce an element of ambiguity within the text itself that amplifies the
scope of interpretation in practice as well. The authors also consider how
classification can exert a twisting force, or «torque» on individual biographies.
They argue that in the South African system of racial classification, for example,
the lack of fit between mixed-race people and the classification system has
impeded access to education, housing and other necessities. At the same time,
Bowker and Star suggest, this lack of fit exposes the kinds of exclusions that
such systems can produce, and the limits of any classification system. Bowker
and Star also show how, as part of an effort to legitimate nurses’ invisible labor,
the design of the Nursing Classification System necessarily requires political
decision-making, compromises, the reduction of flexibility, and contestation as
well as resistance. Classification emerges from this two-part approach as a
fundamentally human (and universal), useful, and contingent mode of knowledge-
making whose political and moral effects are always inseparable from the
design and use of any such system.

Star and Bowker’s account of classification is unnecessarily universalizing
and suffers from the lack of any historical dimension. A more located approach,
both in time and place would enhance the power of their arguments. Still, for
me the book is compelling because of the authors’ pragmatic approach. From
the outset, Star and Bowker align themselves with the designers and users of
classification systems, rather than as external critics. The question that follows
from this positioning is not «what are the limits and failures of classification»,
but rather «how does classification work, and how might classification systems
be designed in politically and morally effective ways?» By framing their project
in this way, the authors enact a critique from «inside» the practice of classification
that does not begin from an idealised position of purity, but instead theorises
classification as a practice that will entail necessary limitations and compromises.
The object of their theoretical work is to specify ways of actually making
classification systems that are more responsive to historical and cultural changes
and differences. Since classification systems have material and social consequences,
this pragmatic approach to theory seems most appropriate, as compared to
what otherwise goes by the name of «radical critique».

Their pragmatic approach is particularly important, since as Star and
Bowker point out, classification is a fundamental component of increasingly
powerful transnational information structures. Their approach undercuts any
claim to classification as objective practice, and highlights the political dimensions



588 RESEÑAS

DYNAMIS. Acta Hisp. Med. Sci. Hist. Illus. 2002, 22, 551-609.

of every classification system. At the same time, their pragmatic approach
shows both what particular classifications exclude or fail to capture, and how
exclusion can be politically effective in specific cases. By insisting on the
inescapability of classification, and then examining how classification works
(and doesn’t), their work points towards practical ways of creating and using
classification systems such as those currently operating in transnational information
structures, in ways that are more attentive to both local and global relations of
inequality.
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La presente obra festeja el centenario de la fundación (1901) de la Socie-
dad Alemana de Historia de la Medicina mediante la publicación de trabajos
recopilados con motivo de un simposio mantenido durante el congreso de la
actual Deustche Gesellschaft für Geschichte der Medizin, Naturwissenschaften und
Technik en Lepizig en 1999, simposio celebrado en conmemoración a su vez del
primer centenario de la muerte de Theodor Puschmann. Su objeto es la
indagación acerca de los orígenes inmediatos de la institucionalización disci-
plinar de la Historia de la Medicina a caballo entre los siglos diecinueve y
veinte. Se compone de trece capítulos, uno introductorio firmado por los
editores, y otros doce más de otros once autores, pues uno de los compiladores
repite como autor, una sección con detalles biográficos de todos ellos y un
índice onomástico. Contribuyen al libro diez autores alemanes, uno suizo y
una austriaca, en total dos son mujeres, la mediana de cuyo año de doctorado
es 1984. Todos desempeñan puestos universitarios en historia de la medicina,
salvo una doctoranda, una médica con puesto clínico y un farmacólogo posi-
blemente retirado, los cuales, no obstante, mantienen algún tipo de vincula-
ción no venal con institutos del ramo. Es interesante advertir que, en ocho
casos, la formación básica es la médica, que en seis casos se une a estudios
humanísticos o científico-sociales, mientras que en los restantes cuatro el
tronco disciplinar es historia, siempre junto con otra formación humanística o
científico-social. Este perfil nos habla de los cambios producidos en el reclu-
tamiento de nuevos profesionales en el ámbito de la historia de la medicina y,
de forma colateral, sobre el no menos notable fenómeno del emborronamiento


