The History of Knowledge is Sociomaterial

Third, the history of knowledge is a “sociomaterial” one, entangled in the order and disorder
of daily life. By focusing on the material, the essays shine light on the women and men,
the families and communities who used and manipulated paper. By making paper visible,
the volume denaturalizes the social in practices of knowledge production. They analyze
the complex worlds in which paper circulates as sets of relationships structured by power
and difference. And, they observe how paper moves through the hands of historical actors,
producing knowledge as they relate to one another in ways deemed feminine or masculine.
Gabriella Szalay makes these negotiations evident
through the paper trials of the protestant pastor
Jacob Christian Schiffer and his failed attempts
to mass produce paper with home-grown
substances such as pine cones, poplar wool, or
wasps'nests.esIn her narrative, eighteenth-century
governance, natural history, experimentation

05 “Casket of Knowledge.” Mrs. L. Miles, Phrenology ~ and artisanal expertise coalesced in a potent
and the Moral Influence of Phrenology: Arranged ~ miX, in which multiple notions of masculinity
on 40 Cards (London: Ackermann and Co., 1835), ~ were equally at stake. In Carla Bittel's piece,
UCLA Library Special Collections, BF870.P577.  practitioners and consumers of phrenology in

Antebellum  America used paper charts
and cards to assess but also negotiate their own degrees of femininity and masculinity as a
way of knowing themselves..:Altogether, the articles in Working with Paper invite readers to
enter a universe beyond the page, where paper and gender co-constitute the ways we know.
The objects of study (papers and paper stuff) and the methodology (gender analysis) form the
grid through which we see knowledge practices unfold in multiple and continual negotiations
of power. Such a new perspective emphasizes how knowledge production is inextricable
from the order and disorder of the quotidian in which epistemic work is carried out.
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«,;gm Workmg Wlth Paper
- Gendered Practices in the
History of Knowledge

by Carla Bittel, Elaine Leong, and Christine von Oertzen
NOVEMBER 2019

It all began with lunch and three colleagues talking about notebooks. As
paper technologies, they noted, notebooks had certainly been recognized by
historians as vital instruments for knowledge making. But what about gender
and paper practices, and the gendering of “paper work?” From the household
to the laboratory, whose hands inscribed, carried, folded, twisted, pinned, and
shuffled these materials? And how did the materiality of paper intersect with
gender identities and gendered bodies? The trio concluded that much more could
be said and understood about knowledge, paper, and the gendered worlds that
made them. The result was the formation of the Working Group, “Working with
Paper: Gendered Practices in the History of Knowledge,” and now a book of the

same name, published in June 2019 by the University of Pittsburgh Press.
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