

2

The Social Life of Paper
ENG G41.2944 & MCC E58.2344

Lisa Gitelman 
Mondays 2:00-4:30
244 Greene St. 306
Office hours: After class and always by appointment (239 Greene St. #720)

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 prerogative 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, I fear, to the bosom of my readers, who will see in the telltale compression of the pages before them, that we are all hastening together to perfect felicity.
— Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey (1803)

Susie, what shall I do—there isn’t room enough; not half enough, to hold what I was going to say. Won’t you tell the man who makes sheets of paper, that I haven’t the slightest respect for him!
— Emily Dickinson MS letter to Susan Gilbert (1853)
Common Sense on a Roll™
–Kimberly-Clark Worldwide (2008)
“Off and on,” [Claude] Shannon wrote to Vannevar Bush 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 (2011)
After [Kim Il-sung’s] death, and as his son Kim Jong-il’s rule became established 	in the Institutions of state, the status of novelists changed. Poetry became the literary vogue. This was not due solely to Kim Jong-il’s preference for the form. The phenomenon was reinforced, if not triggered, by a shortage of paper when the North Korean economy collapsed.
–Jang Jin-sung, Dear Leader: Poet, Spy, Escapee (2014)

The history of paper only turns into a media history as it serves as a reference system for the analysis of bureaucratic or scientific data processing.
--Bernhard Siegert, Cultural Techniques (2015)

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, that most excellent of all Chinese inventions? How might a history and theory of paper supplement recent accounts of media, formats, and genres? What does a focus on paper stand to tell us about artifacts like “the book” or constructs like “the literary,” for instance? What is the work of paper in the production of knowledge, the shared imagination of value, and the persistence of inequalities? What would it mean to imagine a paperless future? Organized around discussions of readings in common, this course offers students an opportunity to think creatively about their own methods and objects of study.

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 brief 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. Attendance is expected in this course: Absences may have a depressing effect on your grade. If you have to miss more than one session due to quarantine, we’ll figure out a makeup tutorial of some kind. 

Many of the course readings will be available as PDF files, either in a “Resources” area of the course Brightspace site or via persistent links in this syllabus. (Make sure you are logged into the NYU Libraries when clicking on links in the syllabus.) Weeks 2, 7, and 12 address books that (so far) are not available electronically through the NYU Libraries: you may have to scrounge a hard copy. If you notice any dead links on the syllabus or in Brightspace, please email me a.s.a.p., and I will try to help.  


Calendar of Class Meetings and Assignments
		(Any changes will be announced via Brightspace)


Fourteen Mondays
1.
January 24 Introductions
Readings: “Adventures of a Quire of Paper” (1779) with Robbins, “Commodity Histories” (2005) and Hulme, “Following the (Unfollowable) Thing” (2017).

2.
January 31 Paper Theory 
	Reading: Vismann, Files (2008)

3.
February 7 Paper Theory (misc.)
Readings: Latour, “Visualization and Cognition”; Derrida, “Paper or Me”; Freud, “Note on the Mystic Writing Pad”; Turing, “On Computable Numbers”

4.
February 14︎  Paper Art
Readings: Craig Dworkin, No Medium (at least pp. 5-33); Rippon, “’lighght’ and ‘covfefe’” (2020). Your examples?
5.
February 28 Paperless Future 1
	Robert Binkley, “New Tools for Men of Letters” (1935) 
	Walter Benjamin, “Work of Art in the Age of Technological Reproducibility” (1935)
H.G. Wells, “The Idea of a Permanent World Encyclopedia” (1937) 
Vannevar Bush, “As We May Think” (1945).

6.	
March 7 Research, How To
Abbott, Digital Paper (selections) plus your guided tours of special issues or edited collections, semester project “pitches” (details TBA)

Spring Break

7.
March 21 Paper Histories
David Henkin, The Week: A History of the Unnatural Rhythms That Made Us Who We Are (2021) (or The Postal Age or City Reading: Written Words and Public Spaces in Antebellum New York)

8.
March 28 Computer Paper
Jacob Gaboury, Ch. 4, “Object Paradigms: On the Origins of Object Orientation” (2021). Let’s also explore computer magazines from the 1960s-1980s contained in online collections (bring a laptop).

9.
April 4 Typographic Substance and Substrate
Mullaney, “Semiotic Sovereignty”; “The Moveable Typewriter”; Brideau, The Typographic Medium at least pp. 25-48.

10.
April 11 Digitization 
Readings: Paul Duguid, “Inheritance or Loss: A Brief Survey of Google Books” (2007); Bonnie Mak, “Archaeology of a Digitization” JASIST. Ryan Cordell, “’Q I-JTB The Raven’: Taking Dirty OCR Seriously.” 

Optional (hard core): Gregg, Old Books and Digital Publishing, 2020; and Marcum and Schonfeld, Along Came Google, 2021)

11.	 
April 18 Working with Paper
Bittell et al., ed. Working with Paper: Gendered Practices in the History of Knowledge (2019).

12.
April 25 Paperless Future 2
	McGurl, Everything and Less: The Novel in the Age of Amazon (2021
13.
May 2 Bibliography
Cohen, “Time and the Bibliographer” (2020)
Drucker, “Distributed and Conditional Documents: Conceptualizing Bibliographical Alterities” (2014)
	
14.	
May 9 Last day
Your works in progress and final thoughts
	

May 15 Papers due via email. Please, no stragglers.
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