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WHAT IS INFORMATION 

HISTORY FOR?

Bonnie Mak

“Information” has begun to be tilled by scholars across the disciplines as fertile ground for 
enquiry, with many hoping that cultivation of the area will yield a richer understanding of 
our contemporary world. But efforts to establish a footing for the study of information may 
have paradoxically suppressed the emergence of critical initiatives. Contributing to the in-
tellectual quagmire are the radically divergent senses of “information,” each having engen-
dered its own particular body of scholarship on a topic that is ostensibly shared.1 Although 
information is considered a regular companion in the general exchange of knowledge, the 
word can also be used in a more limited way to describe the non-semantic parts of a mes-
sage. This mathematical sense of the term is rooted in twentieth-century studies of telecom-
munication signals and now flourishes in many fields under the designation of information 
theory.2 In some contexts, then, “information” is understood to be devoid of meaning. In 
others, it is a unit of meaning that can be communicated in any form. But “information” 
can signify a unique embodiment of form, format, and content—or even designate anything 
that has the potential to be informative.3

Where to begin, then, if the proposed object of study is a thing that has been character-
ised alternately by the presence and privation of meaning? Some might prefer a retreat to 
more familiar territory in search of intellectual comradeship. Yet by accounting for—rather 
than avoiding—the diversity of attitudes and cultural practices related to information, we 
campaign toward a better understanding. Guidance might be found in the work of philoso-
pher Rafael Capurro, who suggested that the main concept in the study of information is 
not information, but humanity: “When we say: ‘we store, retrieve, exchange etc. informa-
tion’ we act as if (!) information were something out there. But it is, on the contrary, we 
who are there.”4

If the study of information is the study of the human condition, then the humanities—
and history in particular—have much to offer. Indeed, a historical perspective on the ques-
tion of information transfixes attention on the human endeavour. What comes into focus 
is a particular grouping of intellectual efforts that are manifested in different practices 
across time.5 Most prominent among such activities are those of collecting, organising, 
and disseminating. The interpretation and analysis of these practices and the “information-
ising” impulses that motivate them is the task of information history. The primary object 
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of investigation in information history is not that which is informative, but the conditions 
in which something may come to be informative.6 In other words, information history is a 
humanistic exploration of “how information becomes information.”7

But in its pursuit of the becoming and being of information, the historical approach 
eschews narratives of simple causation. Indeed, “history seeks for causal wave-trains and 
is not afraid, since life shows them to be so, to find them multiple.”8 Not preoccupied with 
assigning a single cause, nor satisfied with an easy one, the work of history helps to develop 
“clearer ideas both of the explananda and of possible explanations.”9 Information history 
seeks to render intelligible the manifold workings of information through an examination 
of particular attitudes and activities. With a heightened appreciation of the diverse condi-
tions in which information becomes information, we can begin to contend with the concept 
and our relation to it.

Why Hasn’t History Been Used (Much) to Study Information?

Although a historical approach is by no means unusual, it has yet to be broadly adopted 
in studies of information.10 One obstacle is the nature of the topic itself. Information is 
often understood in ways that impede or even undermine attempts at historicisation.11 
When defended as an unavoidable necessity of contemporary life, it can be construed 
as incompatible with the project of history. But information and its practices become 
mundane through practice. Ubiquity is the winding-sheet that shrouds their contingent 
nature.

If, as some claim, information is a distinguishing feature of modernity, a critical analysis 
of information must also entail a critical analysis of modernity. As Bruno Latour and oth-
ers have observed, it was we who deliberately hewed time asunder, marking our difference 
from the past by adopting transcendental, unchanging laws that would organise the present 
and future.12 This contrived estrangement obscures the fact that the digital techniques by 
which we make sense of the world today are the issue of rationalities that themselves only 
became settled after much negotiation. None of these approaches are entirely new; none 
of them are immutable certainties. Historians of science have shown how the codification 
of select practices in the early modern period would eventually determine what kind of 
objects should be “seen”; which of their properties should be described; and the manner 
in which both would be done.13 By following standardised procedures, various and varied 
data points could be made to seem commensurable. How else to capture a world of infinite 
change, except by agreeing upon a set of rules by which dynamic phenomena could be sta-
bilised for study? Endorsed by institutional bodies and repeated over centuries, these logics 
became widely accepted, habitual, and even obligatory.

It is with such an apparatus that we have draughted our present understanding of in-
formation and erected its technologies. Our modern information infrastructures are con-
figured to retrain uncertainty. Controlled vocabularies and classification systems tolerate 
neither incommensurability nor imagination well. Every “null” in a relational database 
indicates an absent value that arrests attention; every blank space of a spreadsheet must  
be addressed. A species needs a genus. And it is according to these rules that we play. 
Because such principles now discipline our interactions with the world, ways of knowing 
and doing that are less amenable to their routines—and indeed because they are less ame-
nable—have been located in uncertain territory. It is the work of information history to 
remap this terrain.
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What Would a Historical Approach to Information Be?

Deciphering inscriptions, interpreting medieval relics, and running queries against datasets 
are performed by experts in many fields—such activity might be described as “getting” or 
“extracting” information. But information history must go further if it is to shed light on 
the human condition. The endeavour of information history therefore cannot limit itself 
to the hermeneutics of information, or, at least, not in the sense that refers to the reading 
of sources. In its study of information, its practices, and technologies, information his-
tory may draw upon the same sources that others might, but seeks to gain purchase on an 
information-ising attitude, that is, “what lies behind the act.”14 Information history would 
therefore explore how and why medieval relics were classified or by what means and for 
what purposes corporeal bodies are transformed for management in a database.15 Such 
practices produce, situate, and sustain information in the role of information.

In searching out information-ising impulses, information history sensitises us to customs 
that include not only the organisation of notches on a wooden stick or scholarly commen-
tary on a manuscript page but also the online collection of consumer data.16 These prac-
tices are cross-fertilised in the home, school, marketplace, and bureaucracies in both the 
public and private sectors; they are expressed in the special arrangement of sounds, objects, 
graphic notations, and more. Paper devices, such as inventories, ledgers, or spreadsheets, 
can be taken as evidence of an information-ising attitude, and there are also counterparts 
made of clay, wood, wax, papyrus, parchment, string, and sand that have been worked 
methodically by hand, machine, or both.17 Hand and machine often work hand-in-hand: 
Morse code, developed to transmit natural language with electrical pulses, has been used to 
encrypt messages destined to be knitted by hand into clothing for onward communication; 
documents continue to be marked up by hand before being rewritten or typeset by hand 
and machine. A historical directive can marshal such heterogeneous examples in the study 
of information as a human condition.

But modern notions of information cannot simply be retrojected and assigned a histori-
cal reality if we hope to discern the complexities of the past and the present. Looking for 
origins in an effort to reaffirm a particular position should be avoided. Even as we examine 
the practices and technologies of information, we must also consider such categories to be 
“contextual, contested, and contingent.”18 Anything that appears to operate as a founda-
tion—including the notion of information—is open to interrogation. In this way, we “fold 
back” conceptions and preconceptions that are associated with the object of study as well 
as our act of enquiry.19 This nonfoundational approach historicises both sides of the ana-
lytic frame. In refiguring the past, we likewise refigure our own authoritative status. Such 
a strategy is especially appropriate because the project of devising categories with which to 
assess the world is itself an information practice. Information history may then perform a 
“double fold”: it sets its analytical sights on a past practice as well as the present category 
of historical interpretation, scrutinising the logics of each in relation to the ways that infor-
mation is now understood. Because our understanding of the past is always implicated in 
contemporary concerns, the pursuit of history is also a pursuit of the present.20

Why Use “Information” as an Organising Principle?

Using “information” as an organising principle helps distinguish an area of investigation 
within a broader history of cultural practices. “Information” offers a coherent strategy for  
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charting a route through time and space that need not demonstrate allegiance to any par-
ticular material or intellectual domain. Such an itinerary easily traverses the boundaries of 
form, format, and location, as well as the divisions separating the study of scientific and 
scholarly activity, and those from explorations of daily life. With an expansive scope that is 
trained on “information,” actors and activities that are not commonly in evidence, as well 
as the reasons for their omission, come into sight. Although the most familiar character-
istics of information may not be present in all instances, it would be difficult for even the 
most sceptical reader to deny that something very much like a tradition of arranging data 
had already coalesced in ancient Babylon, or that activities bearing a resemblance to search 
and retrieval were conducted routinely in medieval Europe and Qing China. Despite the 
diverse recipients of their application—whether ideas or livestock or financial data—what 
becomes visible are shared strategies of management and control. We can then begin to 
track the multiple conceptions of information as political, examining how the formulation 
and rhetoric of each have been designed to realise particular ambitions. By seizing on the 
manoeuvres of information practice, we capture and make available for analysis the stakes 
of sameness and commensurability; claims of precision or repeatability; or tactics by which 
trust is established, expressed, and communicated over time and distance. However, the 
debates are not situated in isolation in the distant past. What also becomes apparent are the 
trajectories by which certain notions of information, seeded in certain kinds of historical 
consciousness, have come to be naturalised and are now orienting not only present scholar-
ship but also future enquiry.

What if, for instance, we suppose that the hand that traces the beads of a lukasa also 
sketches algorithms and trains artificial intelligence? The lukasa is a device associated with 
the Bambudye society of the Kingdom of Luba, a pre-colonial central African state in the 
Congo Basin. A curved and carved wooden board, it represents the female body, the Luba 
kingdom, and the social and spiritual landscape of Luba culture. The lukasa is incised with 
striations or other patterns; it is also studded with beads, shells, and pieces of metal that 
have been arranged to stimulate recitation, imagination, and movement. The designs have 
the capacity to engender different narratives, but are nevertheless understood to record 
and transmit particular kinds of information. Indeed, some characters and relationships of 
events appear in the interpretations of a single lukasa with regularity. Beads organised in 
a circle frequently refer to centres of administrative power; straight lines generally refer to 
travel, an activity that is often related to the cultivation of political ties.21

In the double-fold of information history, the lukasa provides an occasion to revisit 
prevailing assumptions about information. Although sameness, repeatability, and universal 
accessibility are frequently invoked in the twenty-first century as ideal or even necessary 
conditions of information, the lukasa is suggestive of a practice that demands in its inter-
preter the skills of adaptability, judgement, and restraint. The lukasa is “multireferential 
and polysemic” in nature and cannot be deciphered without “an extensive body of knowl-
edge that includes royal history, genealogies, and initiation procedures.”22 This is a far cry 
from being intellectually accessible to all; potential narratives are instead purposely delim-
ited by a series of material and cultural controls.

Interpreters are required not only to perceive variations in shading and texture, but 
also to construe such distinctions as prompts for memory and music.23 Colour and pat-
tern recognition, hardly the exclusive realm of machine learning, is a response elicited in 
a particular narrator by the materiality of the lukasa. In the encounter, the lukasa reminds 
members of the Bambudye of their obligations to each other and their ancestral spirits.24 
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The lukasa constitutes one aspect of a complex information practice that is situated in a 
specific cultural and geographical landscape; it regulates, and is regulated through, the se-
cret society of the Bambudye. In its provision of information—perhaps better characterised 
as an evocation—the lukasa also organises, manages, and even conceals.

Does our current understanding of information and its technologies accommodate the 
fact that the same set of material elements of a lukasa can generate and withhold different 
stories? Repeatability and accessibility, it seems, are not necessarily key features of a suc-
cessful exchange of information. We may then be inspired to imagine that sameness resides 
elsewhere or behaves elsewise, and we may conclude that “access” is not a suitable vehicle 
for calling on the diversity of information practices around the world and across time. In 
other words, by admitting into consideration the sensorial aspects of information transmis-
sion, we claim the grounds for reassessing the putative entitlements of reproducibility and 
what it means to call something the same. The foundations for the principle of accessibility 
are also exposed for closer inspection. Pursued in this way, a historical approach to infor-
mation helps “unsettle present certainties and thereby enlarge our sense of the thinkable.”25 
The anomalous, unintelligible, or even unimaginable might suddenly emerge as central to 
understanding. In so doing, history can provide impetus for revising how we comprehend 
the becoming and being of information.

Hasn’t Someone Else Done This?

The investigation of activities related to the management of information has traditionally 
been the province of so-called auxiliary disciplines. For example, scholars of palaeogra-
phy examine scribal practices, often discussing the intellectual and social implications of 
the particular contouring of pen-strokes and letter-shapes, word spacing, ruling patterns, 
headings, section divisions, systems of referencing and cross-referencing, and other ways of 
organising information on the manuscript page.26 Meanwhile, diplomatists, legal theorists, 
and others explore the performativity of documents and the repositories in which such 
materials are held.27 Special insights into the curatorial challenges of facilitating the reuse 
of sources of all types have long been offered by those in archival science, library and infor-
mation science, and museum studies.28 Some aspects of information-ising customs, such as 
recordkeeping and the idea of the archive, have piqued scholarly curiosity more broadly.29 
The influence of bibliographic forms and genres of information upon the cultural imaginary 
has likewise stimulated interest across the humanities; other scholarship tests the heuristic 
possibilities of information theory.30 Not all explorations are analytical or historical in 
nature, and many are not conceived in relation to the study of information. But they are 
nonetheless useful in illuminating the work of different agents, and how the provision of 
information continues to be shaped by material, institutional, and other constraints.

Different theories of information and informing have been proposed by philosophy, 
some taking the aforementioned mathematical understanding of information as a starting 
point, and others concerning themselves with how information in its general sense is in-
volved in the processes of coming to be informed about something.31 The distinction be-
tween the act of informing and the state of being informed became a particular matter of 
interest for R. A. Fairthorne and others in the middle of the twentieth century as they con-
templated how automation could be deployed to improve the provision of information to 
users in the library and beyond. Attention to acts of informing in the context of library and 
documentary services would clarify the priorities of these information scientists, especially 
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as regards the questions of technical, semantic, and interpretive effectiveness that had been 
identified in earlier discussions of communication systems.32 In a cognate field, Margaret E. 
Egan and Jesse H. Shera acknowledged that any such system—because it organises infor-
mation for people and delivers information to people—is necessarily shaped by the society 
in which it is produced. They devised a framework of “social epistemology” to support 
considerations of how society comes to be informed.33 In contrast to traditional epistemol-
ogy which focuses on the intellectual processes of an individual, social epistemology should 
study such dynamics in an aggregate context. Investigating the production, distribution, 
and use of information in society was to give rise to a theory of how information is to be 
made useful.

Analyses of information infrastructures have been conducted in such fields as commu-
nication, media studies, media archaeology, as well as business and labour history. From 
the ambitions of Google, Apple, and Alibaba to the role of office equipment and its opera-
tors, these studies locate the various agents, materials, and systems in the global landscape, 
and draw out their relationships.34 Added to histories of computing that also reveal how 
information technologies are entangled with the political economy, such scholarship casts a 
different light on some of the challenges that face society today.35 The genealogies that they 
develop can be brought to bear on a consideration of the cultural influences that continue 
to shape information and its practices.

Our understanding of information practices is also aided in no small part by histories of 
scientific and scholarly activity, in which note-taking, classifying, and similar efforts have 
lately been explored.36 For example, examinations of Carl Linnaeus’s use of word, image, 
and dried specimen—on paper slips, the page, and in cabinets—elucidate the techniques by 
which descriptions of the natural world were created, ordered, and “fixed” on the page, 
thereby vivifying at least one early modern attitude toward the management of informa-
tion.37 Emerging from the traditions of intellectual history and the history of ideas, such 
enquiries seek to account for the sociomaterial circumstances of the production of knowl-
edge. This broader context might include the role of paper and printing technologies, as 
well as the significance of heated debate, quiet conversation, and the cultivation of friend-
ships. Studies often converge on particular actors and certain kinds of knowledge, having 
been influenced “either implicitly or explicitly by anachronistic criteria as to what counts 
as scientific” or scholarly activity.38 Recently characterised as the history of knowledge, this 
burgeoning area of research has the potential to spread beyond the borders of the history of 
science, books, and learning, but proponents have yet to address concerns about focus and 
the question of “anything goes.”39

What Is Information History For?

As a cultural history of information practices, information history offers a distinctive ra-
tionale for the constitution and analysis of a particular group of intellectual challenges. 
These challenges are of interest to many scholars, and especially those who work on topics 
related to the formation of knowledge and the dissemination of ideas. Although it is within 
the remit of information history to explore how acts of collecting, organising, and sharing 
have profoundly influenced knowledge-making, such information-ising practices are not 
always rehearsed in support of the creation or management of knowledge in an obviously 
immediate way. An emphasis on information obliges us to pause over a consequential intel-
lectual move that can too readily be overlooked by scholars in the haste to cross the finish 
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line of knowledge production. Material evidence of an information-ising attitude is often 
discarded, contributing to the obfuscation of its own role and process. For instance, notes 
inscribed on strips of paper or the backs of playing cards were used to aid the rearrange-
ment of ideas before they were committed to a particular order.40 But once the details had 
been copied out in the desired sequence in a ledger or register, perhaps in tabular form, the 
slips were often considered to have fulfilled their function. These waypoints are common 
across different domains and perdure even after the advent of digital technologies; they 
therefore deserve close attention if we hope to catch sight of—and engage with—the ghostly 
armatures of management and control.

The taxonomic systems developed by Linnaeus and his contemporaries in the eighteenth 
century are important developments in information practice and have had critical outcomes 
in the history of knowledge. But further inspection of these exercises might reveal that the 
relationship between information-ising and knowing is not a direct one. Distinguishing one 
plant from another—or grouping two plants together—are activities that may be taken to 
have some relationship with knowing, but they are nevertheless distinct from it. Although 
the aim of such practices appears at first glance to be the production of something that is 
later called knowledge, it is not an inevitable teleology. The particular configuration of the 
outcome is not guaranteed. It behooves us to understand for what purposes and according 
to what constraints these systems were devised, and furthermore compare them with other 
possible approaches. As Staffan Müller-Wille has observed, “Division, definition, and clas-
sification do not represent timeless conceptual structures …. Changes in such practices can 
therefore not be appreciated by conceptual analysis alone.”41 Today’s debates about meta-
data demonstrate a similar collapsing of information-ising efforts and knowing. Descriptive 
practices in libraries and archives were promulgated to aid search and retrieval—that is, to 
facilitate navigation within the context of the respective collections.42 For this reason, the 
resulting descriptions might be better understood as expressive of institutional mandates 
which depend on a specific mode of seeing. Yet such metadata has often been taken by some 
as if it were a product of direct observation that could record what the objects are “about” 
or what they simply “are.”43 As a linguistic convenience, this imprecision may occasionally 
be excused. As an account of reality, however, it can have disastrous consequences. Because 
metadata is now frequently used in machine learning, it can be and has been constituted 
as evidence for assertions about not only the content of the objects represented, but also 
various states of affairs related to knowing and knowledge. Information practice once again 
slips away into the murky shadows.

In The Historian’s Craft, Marc Bloch describes one of the special attractions of the 
discipline of history: “The spectacle of human activity which forms its particular object is, 
more than any other, designed to seduce the imagination—above all when, thanks to its 
remoteness in time or space, it is adorned with the subtle enchantment of the unfamiliar.”44 
For those who are unmoved by its aesthetic appeal or insist on a value beyond disciplinary 
merit, a case for the pursuit of history may be made that is situated in its use of creativity 
to aid understanding. History explains by representing; history represents by interpreting. 
Using language and imagination, history harnesses the unfamiliar to traverse improbable 
ground. Such intellectual exertions make us more cognisant of the contingencies of our 
present situation, which, in turn, make us better able to transcend them. Good history illu-
minates life. Although “information” seems to have taken centre stage in our engagements 
with the world, it is information history that will help direct the unfolding drama that is 
the human condition.
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Information History Remembers Our Future

As the historian of science George Sarton explained in 1924 in his vision of a “new human-
ism,” technological advances can be understood as among the most remarkable of human 
activities.45 Humanistic study must therefore include an account of creative achievements 
across the arts and the sciences, through time and across cultures—from the development 
of writing, music, and metaphor to the formulation of elegant algorithms and artificial 
intelligence. With a panoramic prospect across domains and technologies, information his-
tory can recognise meaningful particularities while remaining on guard against superficial 
resemblances and false distinctions.46 Correspondences between the practices of philolo-
gists in the nineteenth century and those of bioinformaticians in the twenty-first are then 
brought into full relief. By scrutinising the usage of tree-like diagrams in earlier studies of 
textual transmission, we may come to a different understanding of the role played by com-
putational phylogenetics in literary scholarship today. We may also see how the practice 
of bookkeeping, with its logic and language of productivity, was honed by diverse agents, 
used for colonial regulation, and continues to apportion society.47 The study of attempts to 
“tame” chance in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries by adopting statistical thinking 
and its accompanying apparatus of mechanical objectivity can provide ways to articulate 
contemporary concerns about the entrenchment of data science, the methods of which 
likewise operate according to particular rules of probability and invoke similar apparitions 
of impartiality.48

Because of its peculiar techniques, history constitutes an unexpected arena for grappling 
with the questions of explainability, accountability, and trustworthiness that have been 
major preoccupations of those who seek to understand the cultural effects of artificial in-
telligence. Past, present, and future are part of the same time span that the historian folds 
and stitches together to “imagine the past and remember the future.”49 For this reason, 
the historical enterprise has the potential to offer new and unusual insights that elucidate 
even the most recent developments in the information sector, making intelligible not only 
the circumstances of their emergence but also their consequences for society. The current 
manifestation of artificial intelligence is undergirded by specific practices of description, 
classification, and statistical reckoning that are themselves expressions of a narrow set of 
rationalities; it is according to attendant senses of certainty and efficiency that society has 
aligned its values.50 Without humanistic examinations of the kinds of logics that underpin 
today’s version of AI, we cannot hope to understand—let alone resolve—the ongoing chal-
lenges to racial equity, truth, and civil rights. These problems are not technical ones; they 
were not brought on by the arrival of a new information technology. A satisfactory and 
sustained resolution will not be exclusively technical in nature. Artificial intelligence may 
be one of the most significant cultural events of our time. But information and its technolo-
gies are expressions of humanity, and it is therefore to the humanities that we must turn for 
their interpretation and, indeed, stewardship.

With a global perspective that is cross-disciplinary and transhistorical, information his-
tory demonstrates how regard for the patterns, colours, and textures in a lukasa adds di-
mension to our understanding of the workings of information—from information-ising 
attitudes, practices, and technologies, to the broader concept that continues to evolve. 
Most importantly, however, such explorations enhance our sense of the human condition. 
Enlisting the ingenuity of both humanity and the humanities, information history offers 
ways to navigate society in the present. As the former president of the American Historical 
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Association and medieval historian Edward Muir has characterised it, “Life offers not the 
certainty of grace or mathematical precision but rather the responsibility to make decisions 
based on partial or conflicting evidence.”51 In a world adrift in a sea of uncertainty and buf-
feted by questions about the future, we can find direction by charting a historical course, 
with our heading set on the becoming and being of information.
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