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Note

The standardization of filing systems into the alphabetic arrangements which now seem so natural can be
historicized.  That standardization records a specific moment in the histories of information technology,
gendered social patterns, and labor.  The most banal surfaces can carry the ugliest scars.

Where once, a secretary might well have spent her career in lifetime employment not only to a particular
company, but to a particular executive, the more uncertain tenure of office-workers that emerged after
the war meant that the maintenance of corporate information needed guarantees other than loyalty.  The
guardians of commercial memory had been swept, along with others, into a far more fluid economy of
employment.  And so the personal fiefdoms of idiosyncratic filing systems, maintained by a single
secretary and remaining occult and largely inaccessible to others, were replaced by homogenized systems
that could be managed by short term, expendable, employees.  Where it might take years to master Mrs.
Smith’s files, those distributed according to standard alphabetization could be instantly commanded,
regardless of a worker’s familiarity with the information they contained.

This indexical evolution, however, carries traces of more than shifts in the practices of corporate labor
management.  Mrs. Smith’s files were becoming increasingly unmanageable, as the volume of documents
generated by business proliferated geometrically.  This dramatic increase in the sheer amount of
information archived in offices was the result of a conjunction between technologies of mechanical
reproduction (the mimeograph, triplicate carbon papers, photostatic machines) and an increasingly
regulated commerce requiring the retention of documents against the threat of litigation.

The preceding text was generated by taking one of the many manuals created in the early 1950s to
instruct office workers in the mechanics of the new uniform filing system and submitting it to the rules of
alphabetization that it itself describes.  That a bodily, sexually corporeal narrative emerges from the
determined reordering of this work is neither incidental nor accidental. The original text was entitled
“How To Make Your Files Smile.”


