
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=ccam20

Cambridge Review of International Affairs

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/ccam20

Grossman, Sara, Immeasurable weather:
Meteorological data and settler colonialism from
1820 to Hurricane Sandy
Durham, North Carolina, Duke University Press, 2023, ISBN 9781478020059
(hbk), 246 pp, ISBN 9781478025023 (pbk), 246pp

Kaian Lam

To cite this article: Kaian Lam (2024) Grossman, Sara, Immeasurable weather: Meteorological
data and settler colonialism from 1820 to Hurricane Sandy, Cambridge Review of International
Affairs, 37:3, 383-384, DOI: 10.1080/09557571.2024.2339499

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/09557571.2024.2339499

Published online: 11 Apr 2024.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 33

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=ccam20
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/ccam20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/09557571.2024.2339499
https://doi.org/10.1080/09557571.2024.2339499
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ccam20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ccam20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09557571.2024.2339499?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09557571.2024.2339499?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09557571.2024.2339499&domain=pdf&date_stamp=11 Apr 2024
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09557571.2024.2339499&domain=pdf&date_stamp=11 Apr 2024


Book Reviews

Grossman Sara, Immeasurable weather: Meteorological data and settler colonialism
from 1820 to Hurricane Sandy, Durham, North Carolina, Duke University Press,
2023, ISBN 9781478020059 (hbk), 246 pp, ISBN 9781478025023 (pbk), 246 pp

Sara Grossman’s latest book examines the history of the production of know-
ledge about weather in the United States. The author critically assesses data gath-
ering and quantification practices and places them within a larger project of
settler colonialism – ‘In quantifying the weather, settler science measured its way
out of reciprocal relation’ (p. 165). Grossman steers the reader through two mes-
merising yet destructive centuries of ‘settler world-building’ (p. 3) that have fun-
damentally changed how people approach and relate to nature. Grossman
makes a convincing case for understanding weather scientism as a manifestation
of settler logics and, specifically, of categorical white male dominance, of male
policing and male networks. In uncovering these histories, Grossman seeks to
encourage a different way of imagining the nonhuman world and to seriously
account for indigenous participation and knowledge production.

Grossman’s book – presented as a ‘sociocultural history of environmental
data’ (p.12) – fits very well in the sub-disciplines of the history of science and
international political sociology. The writing is clear, dynamic, poetic and per-
sonal. If settlers in times past created data archives to glorify a nation, the author
of Immeasurable weather revisits these same archives judiciously in order to prob-
lematise the scale of the technological conquest and to unpack the mechanisms
and rationales propelling the exploitative knowledge of the biosphere. Grossman
fills her writing with real people. She takes great care to present them – their
names, their professional activities, the correspondence they exchanged with
institutions, their trials and errors and personal aspirations. Many of the partici-
pating settlers were genuinely devoted to everyday science.

Professors S. Phinney and X. Haywood befriend the reader in chapter one, where
they are introduced to early nineteenth century US weather science culture based on
numericity, data visualisation, systemic observations and generalisable rules. Anna
Bowen – a female member of the Smithsonian Meteorological Project – gives an aus-
picious start to chapter two. The female observer’s participation in the mid-nine-
teenth century professionalising scientific community was not deemed as
dependable, received much less support and often did not get credit at all.
Grossman argues, meteorological data is ‘a deeply sensorial, body-anchored process’
(p.60), but ‘a reliable account would be precisely an account felt and understood by
the white male body’ (p.67). Grossman concedes that there was some swing in the
institutional preference for quantifiable weather information, but the male body was
the idealised meteorological instrument and the arbiter of scientific data.

Chapter three investigates kite-flying, ‘an emerging technology and a boy’s
toy’ (p.88) of the late nineteenth century, explaining the story of the quantification
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of the air and illustrating the problematic aspects of a feverish data-centric
culture that strove to know the sky and claim control over it. Towards chapter
four, the author probes early twentieth-century crises to make a compelling case
for why instrumentalisation and excessive preoccupation with precision was
doomed. The Dust Bowl caused havoc. Dust was everywhere, but ‘dust was
categorically messy’ (p.129). It was then that the scientists realised the futility of
separating quantitative data from qualitative descriptions, for the weather mixed
everything up and obliged people to think relationally.

In the fifth chapter, Immeasurable Weather examines late twentieth-century
mass media weather data visualisations. This part is crucial to Grossman’s cri-
tique of the data objectivity frenzy that gave rise to ‘useless data’ or ‘bad data’ or
‘data on the edge’ (p.132). The reductionist approach to dealing with unclassifi-
able information quickly spread from texts to visuals. Grossman raises important
questions about visual weather knowledge. She aptly uses Hurricane Sandy to
study the power of visual narration. She unapologetically asserts that people
consume visuals and become submerged by them. The book makes the critical
point that the habitual seeing of superimposed visuals obscures the historical
fact of settler colonialism and perpetuates human distancing from the environ-
ment and denial of responsibility towards the other-than-human world. It is clear
from reading the book that the affective dis/connections in environmental imag-
ing and imagining have been neglected. Advanced scanning technologies pro-
duce weather data visualisations so sterile and perfect that they became
dangerously confusing, creating false impressions of a tamed environment, or in
the author’s words, ‘a crisis of the settler environmental imagination’ (p.164).

In Immeasurable Weather Grossman presents a substantive analysis of the history
of American weather science that crosses national borders and engages discerningly
with the existing international literature (p.27). She proposes a rethinking of settler
logics and a reassessment of science’s trust in numerical truths. The book is success-
ful in questioning ‘bounded, object-oriented’ science (p.132). In it, Grossman advo-
cates for settler responsibility and restorative and transformative justice. Even if she
does not expand on how this might materialise, Grossman’s book has paved the
way for future scholarly research into these issues.
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