
Bodies of Evidence  

Measuring the body has a long and politically charged history, especially in the context of 

criminology and forensics. The rise of digital biometrics introduced an important qualitative 

shift in the informationalization of bodies. Not only are biometric data circulating more vividly 

across different public and private domains, but new technologies also lead to ever-more 

diverse ways of “datafying” bodies. The digitization of DNA is a recent game-changer. Taking 

DNA analyses as a case in point, BODIES OF EVIDENCE provides new perspectives on the 

body and embodiment within the study of digital forensics. The project contributes with three 

innovations:  

(1) It advances the theory and empirics of embodiment within digital forensics by studying 
the way in which DNA draws different forms of embodiment together in the making of 
forensic evidence. 

(2) It provides empirical insights into Western and non-Western cultures of measuring 
bodies in the context of forensics. 

(3) It studies how digital forensics and the informationalization of bodies co-produce 
human lives, but also the concepts life, body and evidence more generally. 

In order to realize these innovations, the project is carefully designed. It focuses on a 
conceptual review and advancement of theories about bodies and embodiment in a first step 
(WP1). Then it moves on to map of forensic practices that focus on the datafied body in 
different cultures (WP2). This map provides the basis for the most central part of the project: 
two case studies that further empirical insights and apply theoretical innovations by 
investigating concrete practices of digital forensics today. From these case studies, more 
overarching insights about bodies and embodiment in digital forensics can be drawn (WP3). 
Investigating these developments not only answers calls to address knowledge gaps about 
DNA-processing technologies, but also to decolonialize criminology and digital forensics by 
bringing non-Western and Western perspectives into dialogue.  

The main research question of BODIES OF EVIDENCE is:  

How can we understand the role of bodies and embodiment in the study of digital forensics?  

The case of DNA will be the key to investigating this question with a view on Western and non-
Western literatures and practices. The main research question is answered on several levels. 
It is first addressed on a level of theorizations and concepts. In second step this question is 
answered by studying concrete practices and by advancing into more philosophical 
discussions at the end.   

Three additional sub-questions further refine the main research question: 

1. How has the human body been datafied in Western and non-Western cultures and 
how has that shaped digital forensic practices today? 

2. How does DNA draw different forms of embodiment together, especially when it is 
increasingly digitized?  

3. How does the informationalization of the body for forensic practice co-determine the 
lives and bodies of individuals and groups, but also the notions of life, body and 
evidence per se? 

BODIES OF EVIDENCE is designed in a way that builds competences to answer all questions 
step-by-step. However, instead of answering one research question per workpackage, the 
project follows an integrated and incremental design: each workpackage is relevant to 
answering the overarching question. Workpackages 1 and 2 establish necessary knowledge 
and competence to work on workpackage 3.  

WP1 Embodiment and measuring bodies - Conceptual review and theoretical 
advancement 



This workpackage provides a thorough review of two sets of literatures. Both reviews will 
identify key concepts and approaches that can drive a theorization of the body and 
embodiment in forensic sciences forward.  

Body and embodiment: Gender and queer studies, critical race studies and disability studies 
have a long history of researching the relevance of the body and embodiment. It is seen as 
an asset that these fields are marked by high interdisciplinarity. What brings them together is 
an understanding of the body and embodiment as material, situated and relational. Specific 
attention is paid to contributions from non-Western authors.  

Measuring bodies: The second set of literature addresses forensic histories of measuring the 
body in Western, but mainly non-Western contexts. An overview of these approaches is key 
to understand the theories that are driving biometrics and the informationalization of the body 
today.  

Together, these two sets of literatures are used to advance theories of embodiment and the 
informationalization of bodies in digital forensics. 

WP2 Digital forensics – A map of non-Western practices 

This mapping exercise identifies non-Western practices that are aimed at the datafication of 
the body, specifically DNA-related practices in digital forensics. Most media discussions 
revolve around the datafication of the body and digital forensics in Western countries. It is 
therefore necessary to get an overview as to how DNA practices are implemented in non-
Western countries. This overview is limited by the choice of language and the ways in which 
information about digital forensics is actually presented in different media. Yet, a broad and 
inclusive approach to the selection of media, from state media, to institutional reports, social 
media discussions and academic outputs – just to name a few – can help broadening the map. 
This mapping exercise also takes account of the biometric cultures identified under 1. The 
map gives a general overview of the datafication of bodies in non-Western forensic practices.  

WP3 Bodies of evidence - Two case studies in digital forensics 

WPs 1 and 2 are the basis for the research done in this workpackage, which is the design and 
implementation of two case studies. While WP1 prepared the conceptual framework for the 
case studies, WP2 created a basis for choosing specific practices in digital forensics for further 
study. The case study in a non-Western context is supplemented with a case study in a 
Western context (potentially in collaboration with Digital DNA). Both case studies are subject 
to specific conditions: firstly, the cases have to be relevant, giving examples with meaningful 
informants and a potential for fieldwork. Those involved in the studied practices have to be 
accessible for interviews. In addition, the candidate conducting the case studies needs to 
navigate the language. Alternatively, the interpreters or English-speaking informants are 
identified. 

 


