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The History and Historiography  
of Information and Its Practices

Alistair Black, Bonnie Mak, Laura Skouvig, and Toni Weller

Although the term “information history” has been in circulation since at least the mid-
1980s, The Routledge Handbook of Information History is, we believe, by far the largest 
collection of studies (thirty-seven in total) to make use of it in its title.1 We view the Hand-
book as both an endorsement of information history as a legitimate, growing sub field of 
history and as an opportunity to promote it further. We recognise the value and validity 
of employing information—information practices, to be specific—as a lens through which 
history can be viewed, researched, and explained.2 In addition, we are convinced that this 
perspective will be acknowledged and adopted increasingly in the future; for if, as some 
claim, information has become main propellant of our (post) modern age, then its history 
will inevitably become ever more important and irresistible. Information history is a large, 
wide, and interdisciplinary field which contributes to our understanding of how informa-
tion practices have determined, and been determined by, past societies.

Definition and Context

In what has become an amplified age of misinformation, disinformation, fake news, and 
spin, the last thing we would want to do is deceive readers of the Handbook by offering a 
title that misleads.3 We wish to make it clear, therefore, that the word “information” in the 
Handbook’s title is mostly used by contributors to the volume as a synonym for the phrase 
“information practice,” by which we mean the customary or repeated performance of an 
activity, perhaps a skill, that could variously involve the creation, collection, organisation, 
management, falsification, systemisation, or communication of information. However, our 
enthusiasm for the phrase “information practice” by no means threatens our recognition 
of the past and present interpretation of the meaning of information as something that is 
reified—a view that is closely associated with modernity.4

The phrase “information history” immediately raises the question of what the word “in-
formation” means.5 The need to grapple with the matter of definition might be seen as an 
imperative, given any perceived novelty of the field of information history. There exists an 
enduring lack of consensus regarding the meaning of information. As Thomas Haigh has 
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stated: “Information, like other concepts such as progress, freedom, or democracy, has become 
ubiquitous because, not in spite, of its impressive degree of flexibility.”6 Expressing a similar 
frustration with its slippery nature, Albert Borgman observed that information is a difficult 
phenomenon to analyse and discuss, not because its essence is mysterious (he views it in the tra-
dition of “signal theory” as revolving fundamentally around a process involving a messenger, 
a message, and a receiver) but because “throughout human history it has been evolving in tiny 
steps from something simple and natural to something exceedingly complex and technical.”7

Excavating the many definitions and perceptions of information over time and in a va-
riety of milieux would require deep engagement in complex philosophical thinking on the 
nature of knowing and knowledge (the same might be said of a concept like virtue, the 
understanding of which obviously differs between cultures and is temporally fluid). We, 
therefore, offer a much simpler approach, one that allows our contributors to explore the 
nature of information as it was understood in the contexts about which they are writing. 
This is preferable to parachuting current understandings of information into different time 
periods and contexts; we hope thereby to avoid the dangers of presentism, which identifies 
phenomena in the past as relevant because they are deemed to be important in the present. 
This said, we are under no illusion that to disengage from presentist perspectives is no 
easy matter. Past and present are in perpetual dialogue. History is constantly being rewrit-
ten. This might simply be due, of course, to the discovery of new evidence. But it can also 
result from the appearance, as societies change, of new priorities assimilated by historians 
and their audiences. Therefore, without endorsing outright relativism, it might justifiably 
be said that history is contingent and malleable. As such, there is a danger that historians’ 
views of what constitutes information in the past are both subjective and subject to change, 
thus giving rise to multiple foci. This places a premium on the information historian’s abil-
ity to identify meanings attached to information in past societies and to the practices that 
revolved around it.8 Given that information historians are sensitive to the temporal and cul-
tural deviations in the definition of information, they are perhaps more aware than most of 
the heresy of anachronistic analysis. The analogy depicting the nineteenth-century electric 
telegraph as the “Victorian Internet” is a prime offender in this regard, in that the telegraph 
was for the most part an exclusive, elite, speciality service, whereas the World Wide Web (as 
opposed to the internet) was from the outset in many respects a mass, popular technology.9

We should remember that information history is, first and foremost, a subfield of history. 
As such, information history is aligned with developments in the discipline of history itself. In 
terms of method, this means that information historians should be expected to employ the same 
rigour applied by any serious historian to situate and understand their subject matter, avoiding 
anachronistic interpretations in the process.10 In terms of scope, it means that information his-
tory can be, and has been, explored in an expanding variety of contexts, from colonialism and 
slavery to gender and class. Brendecke, Friedrich, and Friedrich situate the historical study of 
information pragmatically, arguing that information is always defined with reference to a given 
purpose.11 Context is fundamental to the way in which we interpret that which is called “in-
formation” in any given situation. As Alistair Mutch has put it, “what is of central importance 
is the role of context in aiding, changing, or distorting the meaning of information.”12 This 
Handbook does exactly that. Each chapter attempts to situate information within a specific 
milieu. Each interpretation is inevitably differently nuanced; taken together, the overall result is 
a kaleidoscope of information practices—including their uses, roles, and effects—over the past 
two thousand years or so. There is no reason, of course, why attention could not also have been 
given in this volume to information in even more distant periods of history.13
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The discussions in this Handbook proceed according to two basic assumptions regarding 
the meaning of information. The first assumption is that practices of information develop 
out of the sharing, or transmission, of knowledge. Knowledge resides exclusively in indi-
viduals’ minds, and once communicated, it becomes information. In other words, released 
from the mind, knowledge takes on an informational form. The second assumption is that 
this sharing, or transmission, requires external representation—from sound or speech to 
digital encoding and more—and involves a wide range of practices.14

The Danger of Information History as the History of Everything

William Aspray has observed that information history has as many definitions as informa-
tion itself.15 While acknowledging the validity of this observation, we are not tempted to go 
further and adopt the view that information can be anything or everything. Such a position 
would be ahistorical, unhelpful, and opaque. We recognise that there is danger in attempt-
ing to pluck an information dimension from any past human activity.

A recent acute study of information in the work of the nineteenth-century realist novel-
ist Charles Dickens illustrates the potential pitfalls in perceptions of information history 
becoming too broad.16 Dickens’ Little Dorrit (1857), for example, occasionally references 
certain obvious information practices and formats, including song lyrics, letters, posters, 
and testimonials. However, the study’s main focus is the positing of realist novels of the past 
as part of information history because of the way they collect, interpret, and transmit infor-
mation about the time and place in which they were set and created. Realist novels contain, 
the study explains, information about contemporary material conditions and institutions as 
well as social values, behaviour, perceptions, and identities. Little Dorrit, like other realist 
novels, is viewed as an “information system” because it describes how all individuals and 
institutions were “subject to corruption in familial, romantic, and social relations; philan-
thropy; investment practices; medical care; legal disputes; and government bureaucracy.”17 
Arguably, however, most historians would see these attributes of the realist novel simply as 
primary-source evidence. Similarly, the claim that information in the realist novel includes 
“the way the story is told, by whom, in what order, and according to what structure or pat-
tern” would generally be considered, it might be contended, to lie firmly within the bounds 
of literary criticism, a long way from the realm of information history.18

In some quarters, information—and, it follows, its history—has been viewed as physical, 
in terms of its very nature as opposed to the means of its transmission. In genetics, DNA has 
been viewed as information. James Gleick has reported this perception thus: “Genes encap-
sulate information… The body itself is an information processor. Memory resides not just in 
brains but in every cell … DNA is the quintessential information molecule.”19 Such a view 
is based on the general perception that every physical thing is “information-theoretic” in 
origin. As such, the universe can be seen “as a computer—a cosmic information-processing 
machine.”20 In astrophysics, a debate has been running over recent decades between those 
who on the one hand believe information, at the level of the sub-atomic particle, evaporates 
after entering a black hole and those who on the other hand argue that the laws of quantum 
physics do not allow for its disappearance.21 Clearly, in this book, we are not concerned with 
matters of this kind—that is, with grand conceptualisations of information as the flywheel 
of the evolution of life or of the fundamental physics of the universe; and nor, it follows, of 
the (natural) history of the operation of this flywheel, or the history of research into it. Our 
interest is in the history of information practices rooted in the culture of the human species.
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Some information practices are situated, it might be contended, in a grey area between 
information in everyday life as a legitimate historical category and information as the history 
of everything. Gossip is a good example in this regard. In the minds of some historians of 
information, gossip may not have been seen as technical enough to prompt serious histori-
cal study. However, the topic has registered a significant presence in social history in recent 
years.22 Beyond being an entertaining pastime and a form of sociability, gossip has been 
shown to be a source of information.23 Historically, this has been the case not only in mun-
dane, everyday settings but also in contexts of great importance, such as in eighteenth-century 
revolutionary France, in which a semi-literate public sphere operating on street corners and 
in coffee shops—an information society of gossip—has been identified by Robert Darnton.24

Evidence from Norman Lewis’ first-hand account of life in a remote Spanish fishing 
village shortly after the Spanish Civil War would arguably be of value to the information 
historian.25 The inhabitants of the village had little interest in the outside world, but lively 
interchanges on village happenings, especially among the women mending fishing nets, 
were commonplace. “Net-mending was a wholly mechanical procedure, leaving the brain 
to create its own fancies, and to work on the raw material of speculation and known fact 
from which the tissue of gossip was woven,” the women engaging in the activity later pass-
ing on newsworthy gossip to their husbands, thereby forming a “circuit of information” 
in the village.26 Similar informal information exchanges might be identified in the practice 
in the homes of gentlemen in Georgian London of posting satirical prints on the walls of 
rooms, with the layers of innuendo, political suggestion, and social and cultural references 
being unpicked by those who examined them over drinks and conversation.27

However, there are perhaps methodological dangers inherent in pulling such everyday 
behaviour into the realm of information history. The risk of information history spinning 
out of control because of the width of perception that researchers—and readers indeed—
might have of it is very real. This is where the methodological training and the sensitivities 
of the historian come into their own, offering structure and a framework to the vast avenues 
of potential information research on past societies. Attempts to excavate informational 
meaning from everyday technologies and social forms of the past—from architecture, de-
sign, and fashion to bodily gestures, fiction, and film—as opposed to discretely observed 
information practices run the risk of diluting or undermining authentic studies in informa-
tion history. As Sheila Ritchie observed in citing examples of “messages” conveyed by smell 
and sight, it might be supposed that “anything contains information and information may 
relate to anything,” thereby dictating, ludicrously, that the history of information can be 
the history of everything.28 Yet, a field of history can only function effectively if it has recog-
nisable boundaries. If the boundaries of information history become too elastic, it might be 
argued, then there will be a price to pay in terms of disciplinary coherence and legitimacy. 
This said, it would be remiss of information historians to ignore the move in history over 
recent decades towards an embracing of the “commonplace.”

Content and Approach

To develop a comprehensive historical account of information and its practices as they 
emerged over time and in all their different contexts would be a daunting task. Our approach 
instead is to offer, mostly, investigations of particular instances of information practice and 
their contexts. These range from information in the Roman Empire, to the role of homing 
pigeons in military matters since classical antiquity; from information and the politics of 
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communication in the early modern city, to the role of women in the late twentieth-century 
software industry. Such explorations thereby provide the reader with the opportunity to 
reflect on similarities that might emerge when following the trail across multiple terrains.

A number of contributions explore how historical actors across the wide scope of this 
Handbook grappled with the notion of information itself, whether or not they had yet given 
the concept a word. It has not been our intention to present overviews, or broad surveys, 
of the various aspects of information history, according to what some might consider to be 
the traditional role of a handbook (although a small number of chapters do comply with 
this role). Rather, illustrative of the fact that information history is a wide intellectual do-
main not easily sliced into predictable chronological or thematic categories, the Handbook 
generally offers in-depth “empirical” chapters that focus on specific examples and contexts. 
Conducive to this depth of analysis, chapters are richly referenced, including with archival 
sources (many of them from non-English language repositories), thus reflecting the quality 
of scholarship contained within the pages of the Handbook.

Although the study of information technologies has a place in information history, con-
tributors have been assiduous in emphasising the conditions of the emergence and deploy-
ment of such technologies: their social milieux and their consequences, as well as the practices 
of which they are a part. In addition, contributions focus on information rather than drifting 
into the realm of knowledge, the history of which is a related but separate field. Information 
history shares many objects and sites of investigation with the history of knowledge—indeed, 
many practices of information can be also considered practices of knowledge. In addressing 
the overlap between information and knowledge in the context of history, Peter Burke sen-
sibly reminds us that: “Both terms are useful, especially if we distinguish between them.”29 
Regarding the distinction, it could be argued that whereas the history of knowledge emerged 
from the history of science and may therefore be haunted by certain kinds of canonical 
knowledge, information history may largely be described as domain-agnostic, being not nec-
essarily committed to any particular subject area. Thus, even though information history and 
the history of knowledge take inspiration from each other and are both relatively new ways 
of thinking historically, they generally address different areas of research.30

The primary purpose of a handbook is to bring the erudition of a field together—to 
create an overview of the subject, although not one that is necessarily comprehensive or 
encyclopaedic. The co-editors of this volume have each contributed to the growing body 
of scholarship in information history over the years and have aspired in this Handbook to 
offer a sense of the field’s grand possibilities: we highlight the field’s expansive variety of 
themes and topics as well as the diversity of scholars working in it. We have made efforts to 
be inclusive of global content and to offer a healthy representation of scholars from around 
the world. The result is a broad narrative of information and its practices—one that is in-
dicative of the many ways in which information can be explored as a category of historical 
enquiry—from antiquity to the modern day, including what can be classed as contemporary 
history. Contributions offer the reader numerous ways to understand the links between our 
information pasts, presents, and futures.

Key Episodes in the History of Information: A Historiography 
of Revolution and Rupture

If you think the information surge of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries is in-
trinsically something new, then you might wish to think again. In recent decades, historians 
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have been lining up to identify critical developments, marked phases, and epoch-making 
watersheds in the history of information and its technologies. The slicing of the past into 
manageable chunks is a common practice among historians. However, periodisation can be 
seen as contrived and problematic. The major epochs imposed on history might be viewed 
as a series of cycles, not purely repetitive in their precise nature but replicating each other 
in terms of the grandeur of their impact, the general perception that they have moved 
society forward and the frequent identification of them as having been ignited by a rupture 
moment—moments that are generally followed by after-shocks (it is, of course, often easier 
to identify a departure point in a period or cycle than a point of completion).31

Notwithstanding these complications, in surveying the landscape of information his-
tory, it is evident that a rupture mentality—more often than not sculpted by technological 
change or mirroring familiar, staple eras of historical periodisation—has become a major 
organising principle.32 An example of investment in this mentality is offered in the work of 
Judith Flanders who, in discussing alphabetical order as humanity’s default method over 
the centuries for sifting, filing, and finding information, has observed that historians have 
been keen to identify “key moments” in the history of information, such as “the invention 
of writing, of double-entry bookkeeping, printing, the telegraph, and the computer.”33 The 
concept of the “information revolution”—the critical development, phase, or watershed 
moment—has generated a vigorous discourse of rupture.34 “Rupture talk,” as conceived 
by Gabrielle Hecht, Bruno Latour, and others, largely revolves around the shift from pre-
modern to modern social arrangements and ways of thinking, in that we retroactively im-
agine a fissure in history which divides our orderly and rational modern selves from the 
supposed chaos of the pre-modern.35 This might be seen as a “fabrication” which serves 
to convince and console ourselves that we are more organised, efficient, and progressive—
essentially “better”—than our pre-modern progenitors.

Two points immediately spring to mind here. Firstly, even if one were to endorse the 
notion of rupture, it could be argued that there is no particular reason fractures other 
than that between pre-modernity and modernity—including fractures in the long history 
of information—should not be considered.36 Secondly, continuities should not be over-
looked. For example, the long history of capitalism, including the information practices 
that are woven into it, pre-dates the perceived emergence of modernity. Further, it has 
been observed that key elements of modernity itself, not least a belief in the efficacy of, 
and an investment in, sophisticated systems of information, previously non-digital, have 
survived into our supposedly post-modern age.37 Even in the context of a relatively niche 
aspect of the history of information like information policy, an awareness of continuities is 
important. Today’s information policy domain has its prefigurative antecedents—from sur-
veillance, information privacy, and personal identity to intellectual property, information 
access, and issues of fake news.38

Certain events, technologies, and transitions have come to dominate the historiography 
of information rupture.39 Whereas the origins of language continue to be debated, greater 
consensus exists concerning the origins and early history of writing.40 Early writing devices, 
including writing boards and wax and clay tablets, were used not just for recordkeeping 
but also for scholarly activity. However, humanist scholarship, it is held, did not take off 
(as opposed to first appearing) until the broader adoption of papyrus, parchment, and pa-
per, and the writing formats expedited by these materials. Although paper was likely first 
manufactured in ancient China, the papermaking techniques that were implemented in the 
Christian West had been refined and transmitted by the Islamicate world, a development 
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that facilitated a wider dissemination of information from the mid-fifteenth century on-
wards in combination with the printing press.41

The growth of a more literate—and thus very early information—society in the Middle 
Ages, alongside an expansion of economies and trade, is said to have been one of the causes 
of the inception and flourishing of printing in Europe.42 The late Middle Ages witnessed an 
intensification of state power, in part owing to an increase in information control by local 
and—eventually and increasingly—central state agencies and laws.43 The increased infor-
mation protocols and procedural formalities of governance were reflected in Baldassare 
Castiglione’s The Book of the Courtier [Il Libro del Cortegiano], published in 1528.44 A 
courtesy book (a book of manners), The Book of the Courtier was essentially an informa-
tion protocol aimed at guiding individuals through life at court. It was a precursor to later 
protocols, including directives for clerical workers in a maturing capitalism; the consolida-
tion in 1847 of the myriad of rules and regulations relating to the operation of Britain’s 
Victorian Poor Law and its workhouses that had previously been issued sporadically; and 
etiquette books of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, designed to help citizens navi-
gate their way through an expanding civil society and public sphere, where social friction 
and interaction between individuals were escalating at an unprecedented rate.45

In keeping with the argument that as civilisations become more sophisticated, they ini-
tiate and refine recordkeeping systems, many of them “official” in nature, some societies 
developed khipus (also spelled “quipus”)—that is, memory, or data-storage devices, fash-
ioned from string, with knots, twists, and colour used to communicate information. There is 
evidence of the existence of khipus in ancient China and Japan, but their most documented 
use was in Andean South America, most prolifically in the period from the twelfth century 
to the middle of the sixteenth century, with a continued legacy into the twentieth century.46

In Europe at this time, information was playing an increasingly vital role in the much-
debated transition from feudalism to capitalism.47 This was most clearly observed in the 
selling of information to make a profit in the context of the rise of the new print and 
publishing industries.48 But it was also visible in the mechanisms and processes associated 
with merchant capitalism, where shippers, traders, and financiers were involved in the in-
vestment of “primitive capital” designed to create profit for further investment. Mercantile 
Europe, especially in the Mediterranean basin, developed a number of information innova-
tions, from the written maritime insurance contract and partnership agreement to the bill 
of exchange and double-entry bookkeeping. Other information objects produced by the 
literate and numerate merchant cultures of the time included personal memoranda books 
recording business accounts and family data (such as births, marriages, and deaths) as well  
as, occasionally, events outside the family-household sphere. Merchant advice books re-
corded the ethos of the pre-modern merchant. Regarding long-distance trade, manuals of 
commercial practices were produced: books addressing the geography of the far-flung mer-
chant’s world, “in which information useful to merchants—trade routes; distances; local 
currencies, weights, and measures; lists of spices and other goods; duties and tariffs; car-
riage costs—was compiled directly or second-hand from correspondents.”49 Order in the 
realms of capitalist enterprise and state affairs was enhanced by the development from the 
late Middle Ages onwards of the mechanical clock, which might easily qualify as a historic 
information technology of universal importance.50

The early modern period was marked by a growing impulse to measure, classify, and 
collect information through observation, a development which, alongside new channels 
of information dissemination, such as the scientific journal and the culture of the salon, 
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characterised the Enlightenment and the rise of a public sphere.51 Across the sciences, the 
Enlightenment witnessed an upsurge of interest in taxonomy, from plants to race.52 An 
initial wave of European imperial expansion took place, in which information practices 
played a central role.53 The early modern period also saw the emergence of the military-
fiscal state, behind which the forces of “political arithmetic”—the accounting of the wealth, 
strength, and trade of the nation, typified by the grandest of indirect surveillance mecha-
nisms, the census—were conceptualised.54 The early modern understanding of information 
in Europe reflected an emerging demand for an active procurement and communication 
of information as a justification for decision-making in state, ecclesiastical, and learned 
administrations. Information, in essence, became critical to processes of rationalisation and 
modernisation in early modern statebuilding.55 This included the cameral sciences which 
emerged in Northern Europe in the eighteenth century as the means of administering state 
economic enterprise.56

However, as if to underline the importance of structuralism in human development, the 
period also saw the appearance of interesting and practical information storage and com-
munication technology outside the West. The rise of the Luba kingdom in central Africa 
from the sixteenth century was accompanied by the introduction of “lukasa” (memory 
boards and other objects), under the control of “memory men” normally drawn from the 
tribal social elite. Lukasa were used to record and summon up the history of royal rulers, 
the titles and duties of courtiers, the location of royal treasuries and religious sites, and 
customary provers, maxims, and songs.57

Industrialisation, commencing in the second half of the eighteenth century, involved 
a significant escalation in information exchange, not least via the expansion of mail ser-
vices.58 It also brought with it a massification of culture, whereby people became more 
aware of the importance of, and rights to, information. In short, “information became a 
public cultural commodity.”59 This was a development facilitated in part by the prolifera-
tion of images in popular periodicals, such as, in Britain, The Penny Magazine (1832) and 
The Illustrated London News (1842), in which both fine art and contemporary illustrations 
were closely linked to textual information.60 Chambers’ Information for the People (1835) 
was emblematic of the desire to democratise access to information. This relatively slim en-
cyclopaedia was published cheaply and at intervals in separate parts, the work as a whole 
being constituted by a “series of sheets on subjects in which distinct information is of im-
portance among the people generally.”61 The marked fall in the price of paper from around 
the 1860s, as the raw-material base of its manufacture switched from rags to wood pulp, 
allowed scholars and others to cut and paste snippets of information from newspapers and 
journals into (often) appropriately indexed scrapbooks and albums for future retrieval and 
use, a practice that developed alongside a revival in the use of commonplace books. A large 
market developed in the sale of these basic information tools.62 The middle of the nine-
teenth century also witnessed the arrival of a truly mass-culture information technology in 
the form of the photograph.63

This cultural commodification of information was matched by its commodification in 
production more broadly. This occurred at the most basic level of human need: employ-
ment. In Britain, the “tramping system” for union-organised and apprenticed workers de-
veloped into an information-reliant means of matching itinerant workers to vacancies—a 
decentralised system in contrast to the centralised information offices established in France 
and proposed in England in the seventeenth century.64 “Tramping” from town to town, 
skilled workers were able to present personal documents at a designated “house of call” 
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(often a public house) which would provide temporary lodging and food as well as act as 
an unofficial labour exchange in receipt of information about job openings.65 In the United 
States, aside from democratising the public sphere, the expansion of the mail system—the 
number of post offices rose from around nine hundred in 1800 to over thirteen thousand 
in 1840—lubricated the wheels of business.66 This efficient though pedestrian information 
system was then supplemented by one that provided near-instant delivery of messages. 
Aside from its social uses, the telegraph certainly had economic ramifications. For example, 
“throughput” in the Chicago meat packing industry was made hugely more efficient by the 
receipt of telegraphic messages indicating when deliveries of cattle would likely be made.67

In the second half of the nineteenth century, as industrialisation matured and economic 
activity mushroomed, the science of “systematic management,” including the management 
of information, emerged to cope with the increasing administrative complexities that char-
acterised the first large corporations. “To work systematically,” declared an early treatise 
on factory management, “is to work successfully.” “Method,” it continued, “is the es-
sential element on which every solid and substantial concern is based.”68 The growth of 
“method” in corporate performance entailed not only the rise of human-performance ac-
counting but also planned industrial research, both of which required the efficient manage-
ment of information—as did the corporate regimes of Taylorist scientific management that 
emerged in the early twentieth century.69

This second phase of industrialisation was eventually characterised by an information, 
or office, management revolution that was, except for the telephone and the aforemen-
tioned telegraph, manual in nature.70 Business, as well as the state, became conscious of 
the heightened need to undertake and manage recordkeeping.71 Building on the legacy of 
information control that abetted early colonial expansion, the era of high imperialism be-
fore the First World War was hugely facilitated by the telegraph, characterised by Stand-
age (although perhaps illegitimately, as argued above) as the “Victorian internet.”72 Its 
development and global deployment was closely intertwined with the growth of European 
empire—“empires of cable,” to invoke Mattelart’s analogy.73 Global communications were 
further enhanced by the standardisation of time (the establishment of international time 
zones) in 1884, a development which built on the standardisation of time within nations 
in response to the construction of extensive railway networks and the emergence of what 
became known as “railway time.”74 Like previous imperialist endeavours, the age of high 
imperialism, commencing with the “Scramble for Africa,” would not have been possible 
without the information practices of a bureaucratic infrastructure. Because the efficiencies 
of this system were best exploited through direct rule as opposed to informal control, such 
practices thereby destabilised, and eventually destroyed, the very European empires they 
were meant to support.75

The “Belle Époque” decades around turn of the twentieth century were marked by a 
number of initiatives aimed at the universal control of information.76 Following the launch 
in 1867 of its Catalogue of Scientific Papers, in 1902 the Royal Society of London inaugu-
rated the International Catalogue of Scientific Literature, a large-scale, annual publishing 
venture aimed at tracking the circulation of print matter in the sciences, a result of the 
nineteenth century having seen a massive growth in scientific investigation and its dissemi-
nation, especially via the scientific journal.77 In Belgium, in 1895, Paul Otlet established 
the International Institute of Bibliography and in doing so inaugurated a new discursive 
formation termed “documentation” (later “information science”) which sought to identify 
and classify all manner of information objects—from books, periodicals, newspapers, and 
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bibliographies to administrative records of government, patents, industrial catalogues, and 
indexes, and beyond to society’s ephemera as well as new media like photographs and 
films—and to do this, moreover, not only at the level of the whole item but also by indexing 
parts, segments, or fragments of information within items.78 To facilitate this, Otlet devel-
oped a new classification system, the Universal Decimal Classification (UDC), a granular 
adaptation of the Dewey Decimal Classification (DDC) which had been developed by the 
American librarian and library promoter and entrepreneur Melvil Dewey in 1876.79

Otlet’s International Institute of Bibliography was restructured as a federated interna-
tional association in the 1920s and renamed the International Institute for Documentation 
(Institut International de Documentation, IID) in 1931, subsequently renamed the Interna-
tional Federation for Documentation (Fédération Internationale de Documentation, FID) in 
1937. Also in 1937, a World Congress of Universal Documentation was held in Paris under 
the sponsorship of the League of Nations. It was at this event that H.G. Wells repeated 
his idea of a World Brain, a new type of universal encyclopaedia, one that was exhaustive, 
centrally produced yet also democratic, and continually revised as a result of ongoing intel-
lectual debate and input.80 In line with these global information developments, in 1927 the 
International Federation of Library Associations (IFLA) was established.81 Information as-
sociations also emerged at a national level. Following the inauguration of a Special Librar-
ies Association in the United States in 1909, in Britain in 1926, the Association of Special 
Libraries and Information Bureaux (ASLIB) was established, aimed at representing not 
only specialist libraries but also the ever-growing number of intelligence and information 
centres in the country; meanwhile, in the United States, the American Documentation In-
stitute (ADI) was established in 1937.82 Together, these initiatives occurring in the decades 
immediately before and after 1900 represented something quite new: the need to construct 
robust systems, at global and national levels, for the management of information in the face 
of a widely acknowledged information deluge. Information was explicitly recognised as 
something to be managed.83

The early twentieth century saw the birth of scientific management which, due to its 
reliance on the introduction of new flows and analysis of information, effectively fashioned 
it, according to Robins and Webster, into the “original information revolution.”84 By the 
inter-war period, certainly in the United States, information had become deeply entrenched 
in commercial as well as in political and social life—to the extent that it has been possible 
to write an information history of the post-1918 world, to stand alongside traditional ac-
counts of the period.85 New public information technologies, productive of the term “mass 
media,” began to appear. Together, the cinema, radio, television, and the gramophone, 
facilitated by new and efficient systems of electricity distribution, constituted a large part 
of what Lewis Mumford in the 1930s called the “neotechnic phase” of history, while in the 
commercial and state spheres, information processing was advanced by the development 
of punched-card and embryonic computer technologies.86 The years to 1950 also witnessed 
an explosion in state intervention, driven by two world wars and the emergence of welfare 
states. This new level of intervention was underpinned by a massive expansion in the infor-
mation capability of state agencies.87 Information also continued to underpin the strategic 
and tactical concerns of warfare states. The world wars and the Cold War catapulted the 
importance of both non-digital and digital information systems in armed conflict and intel-
ligence to new heights.88

By the last quarter of the twentieth century, the rhetoric of an “information age”—
arising out of the mid-century development of the (ground-breaking) transistor, computers, 
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and other technologies for signal and information processing—was becoming entrenched.89 
In 1948, Claude Shannon, widely referred to as the inventor of the information age, coined 
the term “bit” (a reduction of the term “binary digit”) to represent a fundamental unit 
for measuring information quantitatively, its meaning taking no account, of course, of the 
quality, or value, of information. The perceived originator of information theory, Shannon 
also published the classical model of communication, involving sender, receiver, transmitter, 
and, the disrupter of the signal process, noise.90 By the 1950s, computing technology was 
being accessed by the world of business, commencing in the unlikely environment of the 
Lyons teashop and confectionery business in the United Kingdom.91

In 1981, the Japanese sociologist Yoneji Masuda, labelled by some as the father of the 
information society, looked ahead optimistically to the eventual arrival of a “computopia,” 
where digital technologies, underpinned by the silicon chip, would produce unprecedented 
levels of individual self-actualisation, education, health provision, social harmony, citizen 
participation, and global interdependence—in a post-materialist, post-pollution civilisa-
tion, moreover. For many, the onset of the electronic information age, where the computer 
made its mark on almost every aspect of human society, has trumped all previous claims 
to the prize of “most momentous rupture,” not only in the long history of information but 
also history per se.92

Each of these moments in the history of information—many mapping onto perceived 
ruptures in history at large—has in varying degrees been badged a “revolution,” heralding 
a subsequent “age of information,” which is furthermore typified by a sense of “informa-
tion overload.” The long historical record is thus peppered with challenges related to the 
management of this information overload. The utility of alphabetic and alphabetic numeral 
ordering was debated throughout antiquity and in diverse geographical regions.93 Different 
reference tools and finding aids were developed in universities in the twelfth century, sug-
gesting that scholars were grappling with now-familiar information challenges, even if they 
did not express them in terms of an overload.94 Ann Blair and others have noted that Con-
rad Gessner, although not using the term “information” explicitly, nevertheless complained 
about the “confusing and harmful abundance of books” in 1545.95 Likewise, in 1685, 
Adrien Baillet expressed his concerns about the future of civilisation, should a plan not be 
developed to help identify and keep the most useful books out of the “multitude of books 
which grows every day in a prodigious fashion.”96 The following year, John Locke devised a 
“New Method” for indexing material to facilitate the practice of search and retrieval, while 
Leibniz still indicated that he was having difficulty keeping track of his own notes in 1693.97 
Similar anxieties were expressed in the nineteenth century. For example, the British political 
theorist and sociologist L. T. Hobhouse wrote in 1896 of the “deluge of specialism” and the 
“mass of accumulated fact” that was affecting scientific and social life.98 Such observations 
on the proliferation of information indicate that there is a long history of people grappling 
with information-related challenges, the enduring nature of which demonstrates that they 
cannot be uniquely associated with digital technologies.

The discourse of rupture in the context of the history of information practices is reflected 
in an awareness that the meanings attached to information—to return briefly to the issue of 
definition—have also changed over time. For example, it has been argued that the change 
in the meaning of “information” in the nineteenth century represents the most significant 
rupture, taken to mark the beginning of a conceptual change that would ultimately help 
reframe the modern world.99 The explicit use of the phrase “an age of information” in 1853 
by the London Times suggests a shift in how the notion of information was understood.100 
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In the Victorian age, what was understood as information became increasingly abstracted 
from context and purpose, although this is not to say that information’s semantic ground 
did not move according to the context in which the term was being used.101 According to 
Neil Postman, in the eighteenth century, information was not thought of as a commod-
ity to be bought and sold; rather, it was thought to have worth only if embedded in a 
context, thereby carrying the potential to shape political, social, and scientific concepts. 
What changed this perception, Postman posits speculatively, was the advent of the electric 
telegraph, which rendered information desirable in itself, an entity (thing) separate from 
its possible uses and meaning.102 Previously considered inextricable from its particular use 
and context, “information” from the nineteenth century onwards began—whether or not 
exclusively due to the arrival of the telegraph—to be constructed increasingly as something 
discrete, corpuscular, and morselised, often with an immediate functional utility and value, 
moreover.103

The essence of the nineteenth-century re-orientation of the understanding of informa-
tion was captured by Charles Dickens in his novel Hard Times (1854), a depiction of life in 
the imaginary industrial settlement of Coketown. In that “severely workful place,” wrote 
Dickens, all civic institutions and public inscriptions appeared austere. In their appearance, 
Dickens’ imagination projected, the gaol might have been the infirmary, the infirmary the 
town hall, the town hall the gaol. Mirroring the perceived utilitarian value and morselised 
nature of information that the industrial age had reinforced, everywhere in the barren land-
scape of Coketown and in its culture Dickens noted an evocation of the rule of “fact, fact, 
fact.” Even the design of the local school was “all fact,” he wrote.104

Witting and Unwitting Information History

Much can be learned about information and its practices in histories that do not wittingly 
set out to address either; it would be fair to say that most information history is not under-
taken by scholars who would claim, in the first instance, to be an information historian.

Geoffrey Parker’s analysis of the life and foreign and domestic strategies of Philip II of 
Spain (reign, 1556–1598), dubbed the “Paper King,” provides a good example of unwitting 
information history.105 Parker’s account contains a sprinkling of references to the monarch’s 
intense daily bureaucratic practices. A micro-manager, Philip attempted to govern the ex-
panding Spanish world with his pen. The thousands of papers, which he called his “devils,” 
that at any one time confronted him drove him to despair. To reduce the information over-
load he was experiencing, Philip eventually instructed secretaries, as well as a committee 
of senior ministers, to write summaries of long letters and reports, though to what effect is 
unclear. These information aspects of Philip’s life appear sporadically in Parker’s lengthy 
text. This merely occasional referencing is not surprising, as Parker did not set out to write 
an information history of Philip II. Evidence of information practice is overshadowed in 
Parker’s book by much larger matters of imperial expansion and international rivalry. To 
retrieve an information-history perspective of Philip II’s life, one would need to read be-
tween the lines and against the grain of the overall discussion, excavating an information 
discourse from a forensic reading of Parker’s text. By contrast, Paul Dover has produced 
an account of Philip’s life with an explicit information-history focus.106 Philip’s failures as 
a person and as a monarch were in some part, argues Dover, caused by a crushing, self-
imposed information overload. His pre-existing obsessive personality only aggravated the 
overload, acting as an obstacle to optimal decision-making. Philip II’s insatiable desire for 
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information in advance of committing to a course of action meant that decisions were de-
layed, resulting in disadvantageous outcomes. In focusing on such issues, Dover is wittingly 
engaging in information history.

A similar example illustrative of unwitting and witting information history operating 
side by side, although in this instance in a single text as opposed to across a single subject, 
can be seen in the “social arithmetic” and “social knowing” connected with the Victorian 
city, which Martin Hewitt has explored in the context of Manchester.107 In the new urban 
areas of the industrial age, against the backdrop of problems wrought by the shock of 
industrialisation, there was a growing interest in, and practice of, surveying the popula-
tion with regard to life-chance matters like health, poverty and housing. The production 
of social knowledge in this respect was accomplished through a combination of the new 
statistical movement, the deployment of cartographic imagery, and a “visiting mode” of 
direct surveillance of households conducted by clerics, philanthropists, representatives of 
charities, and a growing cadre of experts and officials. Hewitt explores the ways in which 
a particular set of investigative practices structured how knowledge was collected, concep-
tualised, and communicated. This required analysis of observed information, out of which 
knowledge was produced, as well as of the information technologies deployed to record 
and disseminate data, including journals, surveys, and maps.108 There is much in Hewitt’s 
study, therefore, which speaks to the concerns of information history. Information and var-
ious of its homologues—facts, investigation, statistics—pepper the discussion. Ultimately, 
however, the information dimension in the study is subsidiary to the focus on “knowing.” 
Arguably, an undisputed information-history approach to examining the production of 
social knowledge in the Victorian city, which was obviously not Hewitt’s primary concern, 
would have called for the principal focus to have been on the details of such things as the 
methodologies of accumulating data; aims and parameters set in advance of investigation; 
methods of data collection, processing, and analysis; the possibility of bias and presump-
tion; and avenues and tools of dissemination.

For those with a primary, self-conscious, witting interest in gathering evidence of in-
formation history from a study such as Hewitt’s—a study which does not primarily set 
out to bolt its subject in an information-history framework but which succeeds in offering 
information-history evidence—it is again, as with the example of the life of Philip II above, 
a matter of being prepared to identify evidence at variance with the primary narrative and 
to dig data out at intervals from accounts that at first glance do not appear to have much of 
an information complexion. Information historians should, therefore, aside from conduct-
ing their own primary-source research, be sensitive to the existence of evidence in second-
ary sources not intentionally crafted as information history. By looking under the surface 
and asking relevant to their purposes, the witting information historian can also gain new 
insights from conventional historical narratives.

Beyond the numerous examples of unwitting information history one could cite, where 
information practices are embedded in historical explorations of primarily non-information 
themes, there has been an expanding circle of historians who consciously take up infor-
mation as a particular focus or path. In this regard, our Handbook is testament to the 
maturity of the field, and a recognition of the volume and multitude of scholars around 
the world working on the historical study of information. There has been a steady rise of 
interest in information history over the past quarter of a century, while recent years have 
witnessed a surge in publications. Some of these witting information-history studies have 
been empirically specific, focusing on a particular geography or temporality.109 Others, 
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more comparable in structure to this Handbook, are the numerous edited collections which 
focus on specific information themes.110 Many come under the aegis of “information and 
the individual,” or the history of census information.111 Specific, and eclectically themed, 
information history has included the study of the deliberate destruction of information 
repositories throughout history, the history of the filing cabinet, and differing perspectives 
on the information history of the First World War, while other scholars have made a strong 
link between information and technology.112 This scholarship, across multiple disciplines, 
that has wittingly engaged in developing histories of information has led to a coalescing of 
interests that might now demand the formal recognition of a discrete field called informa-
tion history. But what are the possible origins of this emergent field?

The Emergence of Information History

The Routledge Handbook of Information History forms part of an ongoing and dynamic 
exploration of the many histories of information, but untangling the complex roots of 
information history as a field is a challenging task. Against the backdrop of the rise of 
digital technology in the late twentieth century, scholars from multiple enclaves of history 
began to examine earlier developments in the circulation and organisation of information. 
Related topics were also explored by those outside the history discipline, including in 
sociology, media and communication studies, linguistics, and semiotics. However, none of 
the research in these areas has explicitly referred to the arrival of a new history of informa-
tion, nor has there been a concerted effort to develop an information history “college.” 
Such efforts have been evident, however, in the discipline of the information sciences, most 
notably in connection with history-focused scholars in the related fields of library, archival, 
and information science.

The history of the book is one of one of the subfields of history which has supplied use-
ful contributions to the development of information history.113 Any authoritative field that 
takes information as its focus would need to address changes in the provision of informa-
tion, whether they be brought on by changes in literacy, or rhetoric and composition, or 
manuscript, printing, and digital technologies, each of which is of interest to historians of 
the book. To take the example of printing, the rise of the printer’s workshop in Europe in 
the fifteenth century alongside the traditional copyist’s desk offered a different set of possi-
bilities for the dissemination of information.114 Some scholars working in the history of the 
book have explored the effect of different communication technologies on cultural produc-
tion.115 In terms of grappling with developments relevant to information history, one of the 
major consequences of the adoption of the printing press in Europe was the boost it gave 
to scientific and technical literature, where synergies exist with the practical and applied di-
mensions—the tangible products—of information.116 Printing technologies were leveraged 
to facilitate the development of common objects of study, accelerating the harmonisation 
of scientific practices that was already taking place. As historian of science Lorraine Daston 
notes, standardisation, another facet of information practice, “is a prerequisite for a shared 
world.”117 An example of a common (if not yet standardised) practice in the context of 
book history is the strategic use of blank space as a technique for organising information 
since antiquity; as a tool for segmenting text to facilitate navigation, such division chimes 
with the sense of information which revolves around its morselised, corpuscular nature.118

A feature of Daston’s “shared world” of printed texts was the growth of digestible ref-
erence works, often practical and technical in nature—and therefore of great interest to 
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those studying information history.119 Early printed manifestations of this were medical 
almanacs, prognostications, calendars, practical books, devotional books of hours, and 
basic school texts and guides.120 Thereafter, books for the management of daily life became 
popular—cheap, small-format texts for the non-specialist on matters ranging from cook-
ery, food preservation, sewing, and gardening, to diet, general medicine, and animal hus-
bandry.121 By the eighteenth century, numerous compendia were in circulation, including 
encyclopaedias and dictionaries, as well as directories, stagecoach schedules, and a variety 
of other reference works.122

Another line of exploration that informs today’s discourse in information history can 
be traced back through the domain of sociology.123 Specifically, a lineage can be identified 
in that history-inflected segment of sociology which from the 1960s was concerned with 
the question of the emergence of an “information society” as a major break, or discon-
tinuity, in history.124 Exploring the concept of the post-industrial society, the precursor 
of the concept of the information society, scholars were naturally prompted to examine 
certain characteristics of industrial and pre-industrial history. While not delivering detailed 
information-history accounts of pre-information societies, there was a firm recognition of 
the role played by information practices throughout history. Pointing out that informa-
tion had always been a factor in economic life, in the 1960s Alain Touraine argued that 
in post-industrial society, information had by then become much more closely bound to 
the realm of production, a lack of access to information forming the new basis of aliena-
tion.125 For Daniel Bell in the 1970s, information was central to the major transforma-
tions, or new “axial principles,” that had been occurring in advanced economies in the 
immediately preceding decades—these principles being shifts from manufacturing to ser-
vices; from traditional elites to a new class of knowledge or information experts; and from 
technical-based production to science-based industries where the codification and testing of 
theoretical knowledge reigned supreme.126 Labelling the new, post-industrial information 
age “The Third Wave” of civilisation, following upon the first wave of agricultural society 
and the second wave of industrial society, in 1980 Alvin Toffler explained that all socie-
ties have constructed an “info-sphere” of some description, for producing and distributing 
information.127

Such studies, which emphasised that the information society emerged from industrial 
society, laid the ground for research on the manual information-management revolution 
in the decades immediately preceding and following the First World War. Much of this re-
search emanated from the worlds of management theory and organisational sociology, with 
historians associated with, or close to, these areas working on topics revolving around the 
bureaucratisation, or informatisation, of the first large-scale capitalist industrial and com-
mercial enterprises, which began to emerge in the second half of the nineteenth century.128

As the digital age gained momentum and the notion of an information society became 
embedded in both academic and popular vocabulary, history-minded scholars in commu-
nication and media studies began to show a keen interest in the concept of concept of 
information.129 In their expansive social history of the media, Asa Briggs and Peter Burke 
locate their work in the history of “the communication of information … by means of 
speech, writing, print, radio, TV and most recently the internet.”130 Such social history built 
on the subject matter that in 1964 Marshall McLuhan—who during the much cited com-
munications revolution of the time had invested innovatively in the term “age of informa-
tion”—had deemed worthy of research and analysis: anything from computer automation, 
television, radio, the movies, the telephone, and clothing as signification, to the telegraph, 
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the typewriter, the record player, advertising, the press, the photograph, comics, clocks, and 
transport and trading routes as information highways.131 Many of these topics would be 
prime candidates for inclusion in any expansive study of the history of information.

Although many scholars in the areas discussed above displayed an energetic involvement 
in the study of information, they did not concern themselves with generating a discrete 
field of information history. That development occurred in the information sciences, a dis-
ciplinary constellation that takes as its primary focus information and its practices and 
technologies. The information sciences domain is populated by a large number of fields 
and associated professions, from archival science, museum studies, and library science, to 
records management, knowledge management, information management, information sys-
tems, and computing.132 Many of these fields developed a historical identity and college. It 
can be argued, in fact, that some of the deepest foundations of information history can be 
located in investigations revolving around the origins of the various fields that have made 
up the information disciplines and professions; any discipline, or profession indeed, that 
claims such a status must be able to summon up a history.133

In the popular mind, the history of computing might be understood to be synonymous 
with the history of information. Historians of computing have been naturally drawn to 
the concept of information, not least with regard to the history of information processing, 
of the computer as an “information machine.”134 One scholar in the history of computing 
has gone further, explicitly acknowledging the relevance of a “history of information.”135 
Efforts have also been made to historicise information systems, these being practices associ-
ated with the adoption and operation of informational technology, as well as of soft sys-
tems, mostly in organisational and institutional settings.136 Media archaeology has echoed 
the importance of information through explorations of technological devices.137 Scholars 
in the archival sciences, because of their proximity to the history discipline, were attuned 
to historicising archives and archival practices, as well as the archival profession itself.138 
Furthermore, it is not surprising that the history of archives, being closely associated with 
the history of information management as well as of paperwork, scholarship, and the docu-
ment as media, adopted an information vocabulary.139 Similarly, the history of state record-
keeping activity has also been infused with the concept of information, the modern state 
being essentially a bureaucratic, information system, perceived reductively as an “informa-
tion state.”140

Located within a larger domain of the information sciences, history-minded scholars 
in the subfield of information science (termed “documentation” in Europe) became highly 
active in exploring the field’s origins and antecedents.141 In many ways, these scholars paved 
the way for the emergence of an information-history domain.142 However, partly because 
they were often focused on particular technologies and techniques, their primary concern 
was not an engagement with the broader conceptualisation of information history, which 
naturally feeds heavily off social and cultural history. Nevertheless, it was a short leap from 
research on the history of the subfield of information science, and of the discipline of the in-
formation sciences more generally, to an acknowledgement of the historical importance of 
information in society generally. This was especially true with regard to the amalgamated 
field of library and information science (LIS), which—in the United States—frequently in-
corporated the field of archival studies. In the late twentieth century, the teaching of infor-
mation society studies, including historical perspectives, became firmly embedded in LIS.143 
This served as a powerful catalyst in the development of information history as a discrete 
area of historical research. Also influential was the long tradition of research on the history 
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of libraries and library science (or librarianship), which acted as a springboard into the 
history of information, as the library profession increasingly sought to modernise itself by 
adopting an information-focused language and identity.144

It was scholars attached to the relatively small and humble discipline of LIS, therefore, 
commencing with the work in 1986 of the American librarian Norman Stevens, an early 
advocate of computer technology in libraries, who began to theorise and promote infor-
mation history.145 Moreover, in developing the area, purposeful attempts were made to 
guide scholarship toward the robust methodologies employed in “conventional” historical 
investigation. Thus, whereas the emergence of information history as a distinct intellec-
tual domain had numerous ingredients, it was in LIS that the crystallisation of the subject 
eventually occurred, with a small group of history-focused scholars—largely working inde-
pendently of each other but sharing a commitment to the study of information—breaking 
new ground over the past quarter of a century.146 We, the editors, count ourselves in that 
number, each of us having experienced, or continuing to experience, the world of LIS in our 
academic careers.

The Value of Information History

No historical field, no sub-discipline of history, can form or thrive without a recognised 
value being attached to its existence. So, what might be the value of information history, 
beyond an acceptance that it shares all the “uses” attributed to history generally?

Regarding the instrumental value of history to the present, historical approaches to the 
phenomenon of information can lend perspective to such matters as today’s widespread 
digital surveillance and reliance on data science as an explanatory device. As digital infor-
mation technologies continue to be promoted as the dominant driver of social change, it is 
all the more important that we consider how to view and understand this broader phenom-
enon by historicising information, especially pre-computer information practices. Given 
the hype associated with the notion of a digitally induced break in history, it is part of the 
mission of information history, with its emphasis on culture, to challenge the technological 
determinism that has fostered the epochal “rupture talk” enshrined in terms like the “com-
puter age,” “information age,” and “information society.”147 Information history forces 
us to see the larger and longer trends of human social development. Information is not a 
phenomenon privileged to the modern period. The “information age” is not a singularly 
modern phenomenon. With regard to information, people have been grappling with ques-
tions of meaning, organisation, collection, protection, privacy, and access since antiquity. 
But in the late twentieth century, information became, as John Durham Peters has put it, 
the “omnipresent new idol,” the concept of progress having been, as identified by John 
Roberts, the all-pervasive idol of the age of the Enlightenment.148 As an antidote to digital-
age idolatry, information history contributes to scepticism regarding the millenarianism 
and utopianism surrounding the information society proposition.149

This said, as time advances, digital information practices will increasingly feature as the 
subject of historical study, not least in terms of the emergence of a whole range of new in-
formation professions or of changes in the nature of existing professions where the presence 
of an information identity becomes more important. The same goes for society generally. 
As information practices become more ubiquitous, they will increasingly prompt historical 
investigation. Thus, we see that digital materials, databases, the internet, and social media 
have already become subjects of historical enquiry.150
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Information history reinforces some of the exciting developments that have occurred in 
the world of history over the past half-century or so. Information history contributes to the 
study of history at the micro level, thereby enhancing the “new history,” a more textured 
history that stresses the importance of the everyday over the history of elites and great 
events. Information history challenges historians to consider the diversity of their source 
material and to think about the (in)tangibility of information preservation, dissemination, 
and access, not only in terms of historical documents but also in terms of how historical 
contemporaries considered and managed these things day-to-day. Historians are of their 
own time and ask questions accordingly. Finally, linked to these fresh developments in the 
world of history, because all sections of society have engaged in information practice in 
one way or another, the opportunity arises to study groups previously hidden from history, 
thereby investing in the “history from below” methodology.151

The Value of the Handbook

Continuing this democratic line of thought, because information has had so much to do 
with authority and privilege—the recordkeeping and information systems deployed by 
states, businesses, and social elites being the most visible—there is a risk that explorations 
of information “pasts” might offer limited insight into histories that have been tradition-
ally underrepresented. However, our focus on practices of information—and, by extension, 
the people engaging in them and their complex relationships with power—permits a wider 
inquisitive net to be cast. Some chapters in the Handbook demonstrate how practices of 
information are implicated in questions of gender, colonisation, and emancipation. Mean-
while, other chapters explicitly examine the contributions of, for instance, women in infor-
mation work, including the role of women in the development and deployment of computer 
technologies and in archive work, thereby raising questions related to the gendering of 
certain information practices and the resultant tendency to characterise some such activities 
as mundane and others as revolutionary.152

Our Handbook aims to set the foundation for further reflections on the nature of infor-
mation by exploring how a variety of historical actors have engaged in its practices. These 
practices involve the collecting, expressing, organising, and sharing of information, as well 
as activities related to search and retrieval. Different tools and techniques have been used 
to facilitate these efforts, from slips of parchment to homing pigeons to natural language 
processing. The dizzying array of approaches—evident across time periods, geographical 
regions, and context—points to enduring questions about the management of information. 
Although the notion of information is often taken as a ubiquitous or even defining feature 
of the modern world, some scholars have suggested that the activities related to it are not 
only learnt but also “instinctive,” and therefore endure across time in all human societies.153 
Indeed, the chapters in this Handbook illustrate how humans have been carrying out dif-
ferent practices of information for millennia. The chapters in this volume not only aid an 
exploration of the myriad ways in which these practices were executed, but also provide a 
foundation for scrutinising the social, political, and economic conditions that continue to 
give rise to the conceiving and constituting of “information” as a particular kind of prob-
lem that is amenable to—and appropriate for—control.154

This collection moves across borders, communities, and time periods, but always keeps 
information in focus. All the chapters in the Handbook are connected by the idea that in-
formation is, and has been, textured in its meaning, and is therefore impossible to separate 
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from historical context. By traversing these diverse chapters, the reader may begin to de-
velop an enriched sense of what can “count” as information, as well as how and why some 
versions won out over others.

The Organisation of the Handbook

Acting as a grand narrative of the history and historiography of information, as well as 
having addressed certain methodological issues associated with information history, this 
Introduction, which forms Part 1 of the book, situates the chapters that follow within the 
broader context of the field.

A large and diverse collection of chapters such as this could be organised in any number 
of ways. The chronological, geographical, and thematic divisions that are conventionally 
used to arrange historical studies were deemed unsuitable for a project that specifically 
sought to examine the highly variegated role of information across such categories. An 
alternative, less traditional organisation has thus been designed, reflecting our commitment 
to understanding the complex nature of information practices through time. The central 
three Parts of the book are focused on particular groupings of activities that, gathered to-
gether, provide a sense of the many recurrent ways of addressing information in human life.

The chapters that form Part 2: Visualising, Describing, Expressing explore ways in 
which information has been expressed, from antiquity to the twenty-first century. From the 
scratches on ceramic fragments, to the colours and twist direction of cords on a khipu, to 
biometric data, our contributors highlight a diversity of approaches for making informa-
tion visible. Studies in Part 3: Managing, Ordering, Classifying investigate issues related 
to the handling of information, such as how it has been weaponised in times of conflict to 
generate intelligence, enhance communication, or monitor public attitudes. In addition, 
we see that information has always been used to govern urban spaces and reorder soci-
ety, no matter what technologies and techniques were to hand. How sharing information 
can function to build networks and regulate behaviours is explored in Part 4: Circulating, 
Networking, Controlling. Chapters arranged under this rubric examine the workings of 
various systems of information exchange. They shed light on different political agendas 
that motivate practices of dissemination, as well as on important discrepancies of power, 
thereby enriching our understanding of what is now commonly called “access.” They also 
raise questions about what kind of information is prepared for transmission—and in which 
ways. Finally, in Part 5, the Afterword offers not a conclusion but a critical mandate on 
why we need information history; what is it ultimately for?

Naturally, any single chapter can lay claim to more than one of the themes outlined above, 
as well as, indeed, to themes that have not been stated. This is a reflection of the ubiquity of 
information practices. The intrepid reader may find that there are unusual conceptual con-
nections to be made, or threads to be followed, throughout the volume. For example, the 
human body appears as a site of datafication—in racialised advertisements about slavery in 
the eighteenth century, as well as in facial-recognition technologies. The body as an analyti-
cal category is also evident in discussions of the sensorial aspects of information exchange, 
in medieval documentary practices as well as the hawking of early nineteenth-century street 
ballads. The entwined relationship between bodies and objects—and tactility and mate-
riality—can be observed in the handling of homing pigeons and microfilm as well as pa-
per slips, ledgers, catalogue cards, and other paraphernalia of classification. Discussions 
of colonial bureaucracies, anti-colonial communications, and the operations of the Dutch  
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and English East India Companies may foreground the idea of an information machine, 
with implications of standardisation and systematisation. Despite what might seem to be 
a shift towards mechanism, however, the human spirit retains a strong presence in many 
of our studies, as in the case of the use of information as a tool for liberation throughout 
centuries of South African history, or in the appeal to the emotions embedded in the history 
of attack journalism or in the instinctive drive to remember in researching a family lineage.

Such threads are woven across temporal, spatial, cultural, and intellectual categories, as 
well as the alternative themes we have identified, and tie together the different Parts of our 
volume, demonstrating the ways in which information practices are interlaced throughout 
history. The concepts and interpretations expressed in the themes and threads of this col-
lection form a richly patterned tapestry that, as a whole, creates opportunities to challenge 
pedagogic thinking and scholarly discussions about information history itself, if not in-
formation per se. Thus, this Handbook should be read not only as a collection of discrete 
chapters, but also as a way of shaping crucial disciplinary conversations and the broader 
narrative of information history.
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