The Social Life of Paper
ENG G41.2944 & MCC E58.2344 (16509 & 16715)

Profs. Lisa Gitelman and Juliet Fleming
Wednesdays 10:00-12:45

244 Greene St., room 306

Office hours: After class and always by appointment

Those who are careful (as they call it) to principle children well, instill into the
unwary and as yet unprejudiced, understanding (for white paper receives any
characters) those doctrines they would have them retain and profess.

—John Locke (1690)

It is unfortunately the perogative of this papering age of the world that, since the
universe has fallen into the hands of the merchants of book and images,
thousands of authors and artists, now blinded by the direct light of nature, see
however quite well, as soon as this light is reflected from a piece of paper.
—Georg Christoph Lichtenberg (1795)

The anxiety, which in this state of their attachment must be the portion of Henry
and Catherine, and of all who loved either, as to its final event, can hardly
extend, | fear, to the bosom of my readers, who will see in the tell-tale
compression of the pages before them, that we are all hastening together to
perfect felicity.

— Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey (1803)

Susie, what shall | do—there isn’t room enough; not half enough, to hold what |
was going to say. Won't you tell the man who makes sheets of paper, that |
haven’t the slightest respect for him!

— Emily Dickinson letter to Susan Gilbert (1853)

Common Sense on a Roll™
—Kimberly-Clark Worldwide (2008)

“Off and on,” [Claude] Shannon wrote to Vannevar Bush at MIT in 1939, “I| have
been working on an analysis of some of the fundamental properties of general
systems for the transmission of intelligence.”

--James Gleick, The Information (2001)

Where you stand on the question of who wants eBooks really does heavily
depend upon where you sit.
--Naomi S. Baron, Words Onscreen (2015)

Course Description What is the cultural work performed by or with the technology of
paper? How can a history of paper supplement and enrich recent histories of printing
technology and printed artifacts like “the book”? Or of “the literary”? What kinds of
writing does it preclude? What would it mean to imagine a paperless future? What,
finally, is paper? Organized around discussions of readings in common, this course
considers the history, production, circulation and use of paper in the social production of
knowledge, the shared imagination of value, and the mutual relations of consumers and
commodities.
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Course Requirements. Written work will consist of one shorter essay (10%) and a final
project due in at the end of the semester (70%). Informed participation in class
discussion is an additional requirement worth 20% of the final grade and will include at
least one in-class presentation. Written work is due in class as indicated on the syllabus
and will be graded for both insight and effectiveness. All work must be your own, and
any plagiarism—no matter how accidental—will result in failure for the course. Late
papers will be penalized and may not receive written comments. The majority of the
course readings will be available as PDF files, either in the “Resources” area of the
course Classes site or via persistent links in the syllabus. (Make sure you are logged into
the NYU Libraries when clicking on links in the syllabus.) We recommend buying two
books, Ben Kafka’s Demon of Paperwork and Kristen Weld’s Paper Cadavers. Readings
should be completed for the class sessions indicated. Also, please bring the assigned
reading to class with you for discussion. If you notice any dead links on the syllabus or in
Classes, please email us a.s.a.p., and we will try to help. Attendance is expected in this
course: Absences may have a depressing effect on your grade.

Calendar of Class Meetings and Assignments
(any changes will be announced in class or via Classes)

Wednesdays

January 27 Introductions
Readings: “Adventures of a Quire of Paper” (1779) with Robbins, “Commodity
Histories” (2005)

February 3 Paper Theory |
Readings: Levi-Strauss, “Family Life,” “On the Line,” and “A Writing Lesson,”
From Tristes Tropiques; Derrida, “The Violence of the Letter” from Of
Grammatology

February 10 Paper Theory I
Readings: Latour, “Visualization and Cognition”; Derrida, “Paper or Me”; Freud,
“Note on the Mystic Writing Pad”

February 17 Substrate/Aesthetics
Readings: Craig Dworkin, No Medium (excerpts); Jonathan Safran Foer, “The
First Empty Page”; Fleming, “Whitewash.”

Short Essay Due (details TBA)

February 24 Scholarly Journal |
Readings: Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies (September 2015),
Fleming, “Introduction”; Smyth, “Little Clippings”; and Knight, “Needles and
Pens.” Please try to read one additional article you will describe to the class.

March 2 Paper Histories: Antebellum U.S. |
David Henkin, City Reading (excerpt); Lepler, The Many Panics of 1837
(excerpt); and Greenberg, “The Era of Shinplasters: Making Sense of
Unregulated Paper Money”


http://www.jstor.org/stable/25486171
http://hermionejg.tumblr.com/post/1654508622/jonathan-safran-foer-in-playboy-jan-2004
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March 9 Paper Histories: Antebellum U.S. Il
Readings: Ryan Cordell, “Taken Possession of': The Reprinting and
Reauthorship of Hawthorne’s Celestial Railroad” DHQ (2013); McGill, American
Literature and the Culture of Reprinting (excerpt).

Explore: http://viraltexts.org/

Spring Break

March 23 Paperwork |
Reading: Ben Kafka, The Demon of Writing (Zone Books, 2012)

March 30 Remediation/Circulation
Readings: Paul Duguid, “Inheritance or Loss: A Brief Survey of Google Books”
(2007); Whitney Trettien, “A Deep History of Electronic Textuality,” DHQ; Bonnie
Mak, “Archaeology of a Digitization” JASIST.

Guest interlocutor: Whitney Trettien

April 6 Paperwork Il
Reading: Weld, Paper Cadavers: The Archives of A Dictatorship (Duke 2014);
please read at least pp. 1-88 and 236-256.

April 13 Scholarly Journal Il
Reading: Critical Inquiry (Autumn 2004); please read the introduction, articles by
Liu and Guillory, and at least one additional article you will describe to the class.

April 20 Reproduction/Circulation
Reading: Gitelman, “Xerographers of the Mind” and “Afterward: Amateurs Rush
in”; and Latour and Lowe, “Migration of Aura”

April 27
Reading: TBA

May 4 Final thoughts
Abbot, “The Future of Knowing;” and Jabr, “Why the Brain Prefers Paper”

May 12 Papers due via email to both professors. No late papers!
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