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In t h e w a k e o f the Indust r ia l R e v o l u t i o n t h e w o r k p l a c e has b e c o m e a t e c h n o ­
logical e n v i r o n m e n t charac te r ized b y t h e p resence o f m a c h i n e s and o t h e r a r t i ­
facts. S ta r t ing at t h e e n d of t h e n i n e t e e n t h cen tury , this feature o f indust r ia l 
spaces, and t h e worker ' s w o r l d m o r e generally, spread t o o t h e r areas o f w o r k , 
and to o t h e r sectors o f t h e e c o n o m y in W e s t e r n capitalist societ ies. M y research 
in to office w o r k and i n t o t h e w o r l d o f employees has b e e n a i m e d at u n d e r ­
s tanding t h e social, t echno log ica l , and social changes tha t o c c u r r e d in F r e n c h 
offices s tar t ing in t h e 1890s. T h e s e changes t o o k place in a c o n t e x t tha t was 
heavily in f luenced by t h e A m e r i c a n m o d e l g o v e r n i n g t h e ra t ional iza t ion o f a d ­
ministrat ive w o r k . A t r ans fo rmat ion c o n t e m p o r a r y to these o the r s was the 
femin iza t ion o f b o t h t h e social g r o u p o f office w o r k e r s and the adminis t ra t ive 
tasks themselves , a d e v e l o p m e n t tha t is c o m m o n t o all o f t h e W e s t e r n capi ta l ­
ist e c o n o m i e s and that seems t o b e irreversible. 

T h u s , t h e office was cons iderably t r ans fo rmed b e t w e e n t h e e n d o f t h e 
n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y and t h e 1940s, and I j u s t w a n t t o unde r l i ne th ree o f these 
changes . F o r m e r l y a mascul ine wor ld , it b e c a m e a m i x e d w o r l d and t h e n a 
f emin ine o n e . S e c o n d , t h e office as a w o r l d devo id o f m a c h i n e s and def ined in 
oppos i t ion t o t h e t e c h n o l o g y associated w i t h b lue -co l l a r worke r s , was r e i n ­
ven ted as a largely m e c h a n i z e d o n e . 1 T h i r d , t h e office c h a n g e d from b e i n g a 
small w o r l d g o v e r n e d by in te rpe r sona l relat ionships t o b e c o m e a w h o l e u n i -
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verse o f w o r k t ha t g e n e r a t e d its o w n c o m p l e x h i e r a r ch i e s a n d t ha t b e c a m e t h e 

o b j e c t for n e w m e t h o d s o f scient if ic m a n a g e m e n t . 2 

T o o b s e r v e h o w b o t h office w o r k a n d t h e office e m p l o y e e s " c h a n g e d s e x " 

d u r i n g this p e r i o d is a w a y o f c o n t r i b u t i n g t o t h e analysis o f t h e e m e r g e n c e o f 

c o n t e m p o r a r y soc ie t ies a n d o f g a i n i n g a b e t t e r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e m . T h e of­

fice is n o t an i n n o c e n t space . I n d e e d , it is o n e o f t h e p laces w h e r e a n e w era 

o f w o r k a n d e c o n o m y as we l l as a n e w t e c h n o l o g i c a l c u l t u r e w e r e i n v e n t e d . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , t h e c h a n g e s t ha t can b e o b s e r v e d in t h e office d u r i n g this p e r i o d 

pref igure t h e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n t o t h e so-ca l led i n f o r m a t i o n age tha t w e are l iv ing 

t h r o u g h today. I n d e e d , b e t w e e n 1 8 9 0 a n d 1 9 3 0 o n e can see t h e i n s t a u r a t i o n o f 

a n e w f r a m e w o r k , a n e w cogn i t ive , m a t e r i a l , h u m a n , a n d social in f ras t ruc ture , 

w h i c h can b e u n d e r s t o o d as signs o f a first m e c h a n i c a l e m e r g e n c e o f t h e i n ­

f o r m a t i o n a g e . 3 T h e fact t ha t t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f this n e w t e c h n o l o g i c a l e n v i ­

r o n m e n t has invo lved t h e i n v e n t i o n o f n e w types a n d n e w social roles for 

w o m e n is o f m a j o r i m p o r t a n c e for t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y . W o m e n are t h e p r i n ­

c ip le c o n t r i b u t o r s t o t h e n e w " te r t ia ry ," " admin i s t r a t i ve , " o r " d i g i t a l " e c o n o m y 

a n d f o r m t h e b u l k o f its e m p l o y e e s . T h e g e n d e r re la t ions t ha t are es tab l i shed 

in these e m e r g e n t spaces a n d s o c i o c u l t u r a l c o n t e x t s t e n d t o pers is t , t h u s c o n ­

t r i b u t i n g t o t h e ins t an t i a t ion o f a c e r t a in o r d e r o f g e n d e r re la t ions at w o r k , a n d 

in t h e rest o f society. As a cr i t ica l site for t h e c o m p r e h e n s i o n o f t h e h i s t o r y o f 

w o m e n a n d w o m e n ' s w o r k in t he t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , t h e s t u d y o f t r a n s f o r m a ­

t i ons in t h e office also a l lows us t o c o n t r i b u t e t o h i s to r ica l a n d soc io log ica l 

s tud ies tha t a i m t o u n d e r s t a n d h o w b o t h g e n d e r a n d t e c h n o l o g y are m u t u a l l y 

s h a p e d . 4 

T h i s c h a p t e r d o e s n o t , h o w e v e r , a i m t o e x a m i n e t h e m a c r o s o c i a l t r ans fo r ­

m a t i o n s t a k i n g p lace d u r i n g this p e r i o d , 5 b u t r a t h e r t o p r e s e n t a m i c r o s t u d y o f 

t h e m o d a l i t i e s g o v e r n i n g t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n o f n e w artifacts a n d n e w types o f 

p e o p l e , in this case w o m e n , i n t o t h e office. B y m e a n s o f different e x a m p l e s — 

s h o r t h a n d a n d t h e t y p e w r i t e r , t h e sale o f ca l cu la t ing m a c h i n e s , t h e t e c h n o l o ­

gies o f c o n t r o l used b y s e n i o r m a l e e m p l o y e e s , a n d so f o r t h — I wi l l e x p l o r e 

h o w g e n d e r i d e n t i t y was e l a b o r a t e d as p a r t o f t h e s a m e m o v e m e n t t ha t i n t r o ­

d u c e d t h e re levant t e c h n o l o g i e s . I n o r d e r t o u n d e r s t a n d h o w a t e c h n o l o g i c a l 

e n v i r o n m e n t — i n this case a w o r k e n v i r o n m e n t — b e c o m e s g e n d e r e d , I w a n t t o 

c o m b i n e h i s t o r y a n d sociology. A l t h o u g h I wil l use a h i s to r i ca l na r r a t ive t o r e ­

c o u n t t h e p rocess , I wi l l also s i m u l t a n e o u s l y d e p l o y a s o c i o l o g y - b a s e d cr i t ical 

a p p r o a c h t o t e c h n o l o g y . O f c o u r s e , any h i s t o r i an w h o w a n t s t o w o r k at t h e 

level o f p rac t i ces a n d m i c r o - i n t e r a c t i o n s is g o i n g t o face difficulties d u e t o a 

lack o f a p p r o p r i a t e sources . N e v e r t h e l e s s , I wi l l t ry t o take a c c o u n t o f t h e a u ­

then t i ca l ly cu l tu ra l d i m e n s i o n o f t he g e n d e r i n g o f w o r k t e c h n o l o g y b y s i tua t ­

i n g myse l f at t h e level o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g as e x p e r i e n c e d b y t h e ob jec t s a n d b y 

t h e ac to r s t h e m s e l v e s . In o r d e r t o see h o w t h e social a n d cu l tu r a l d y n a m i c s i n ­

vo lved in these a c c o u n t s o f t h e g e n d e r i n g o f ob jec ts a n d t e c h n o l o g i e s f u n c ­

t i o n , w e n e e d t o u n d e r s t a n d h o w these n o v e l t e c h n o l o g i c a l a n d cu l tura l 



c o n t e x t s n o t o n l y e m e r g e , b u t are also s tabi l ized, a n d r e p r o d u c e t h e m s e l v e s . 

M y w a y o f a p p r o a c h i n g s u c h q u e s t i o n s in this c h a p t e r is t o suggest t ha t w e 

s h o u l d take t h e q u e s t i o n o f ob jec t s a n d t h e i r sex seriously. A l t h o u g h w e m i g h t 

t h i n k w e k n o w w h a t t h e life cyc le o f a n o b j e c t is ( c o n c e p t i o n , i n v e n t i o n , f a b ­

r i c a t i o n , a n d c o m m e r c i a l i z a t i o n ) , w e gene ra l ly u n d e r e s t i m a t e t h e c o m p l e x i t y 

o f this process , t h e cons t an t nego t i a t i ons at each stage, as wel l as t h e w i d e d ive r ­

sity o f t h e ac tors involved . I n d e e d , t h e idea o f an object 's l inear life cycle s h o u l d 

b e r e j e c t e d . 6 T h e t e c h n o l o g i c a l i n v e n t i o n — a n d its legal f o r m , t h e p a t e n t — 

rare ly has a n y va lue in a n d o f itself. As w e k n o w o n l y t o o we l l , th is va lue is e s ­

tab l i shed w i t h i n t h e b u n d l e o f r e la t ionsh ips a n d ac t ions a r o u n d t h e ob j ec t . T h e 

real " i n t e r e s t " o f t h e ob jec t o n l y b e c o m e s a p p a r e n t in p rac t i ce , f o l l o w i n g its 

a p p r o p r i a t i o n a n d r e a p p r o p r i a t i o n b y g r o u p s o f users , a m a t e u r s a n d p ro fe s s ion ­

als alike. N o r is t h e objec t ' s fu ture p r i m a r i l y d e t e r m i n e d b y t h e t e n s i o n b e ­

t w e e n c o n s u m e r s a n d marke t ; r a the r it is i n v e n t e d in peop le ' s behav io r , b e h a v i o r 

tha t is i n t i m a t e a n d / o r i d i o s y n c r a t i c 7 ( T h e v e n o t 1994) , w h i c h is l e a r n e d , s t a n ­

da rd i zed , a n d passed o n ( G a r d e y 1 9 9 9 ) . 8 In this way, t h e use r s ' desires a n d p r a c ­

tices neve r cease t o c o n s t r u c t t h e objec ts as t h e y m o d i f y t h e m . 9 It is in t h e cour se 

o f these i n t r i c a t e h i s to r i e s , t h a t t h e o b j e c t s — t h a t is t o say t h e c o m p l e x n o d e s 

o f t e c h n o l o g y a n d s o c i e t y — s o m e t i m e s acqu i r e a sex. M y a i m is t he r e fo r e t o 

e x a m i n e n o t o n l y h o w t e c h n o l o g i c a l ob jec t s shape cu l tu ra l (and g e n d e r ) roles , 

b u t also h o w a n d fo l l owing w h a t m o d a l i t i e s t e c h n o l o g i e s are " a c t i v e " in r e ­

c o n f i g u r i n g t h e re la t ionsh ips . I n o t h e r w o r d s , t h e fact t ha t ob jec t s , l ike h u ­

m a n s , " a c q u i r e " a sex c o n t r i b u t e s t o t h e so l id i ty o f g e n d e r re la t ions t o t h e i r 

de f in i t i on , t h e i r m o d i f i c a t i o n , a n d t h e i r so l id i f ica t ion . Far f rom b e i n g a n a r r o w 

a n d m a r g i n a l pe r spec t i ve (i.e. v i e w e d f rom t h e m a r g i n a l o r accessory p e r s p e c ­

tive o f w o m e n ' s lives a n d ques t ions ) this p o i n t o f v i e w enlarges o u r field o f v i ­

s ion . T h u s , it he lps us t o t h i n k a b o u t t h e re la t ionsh ips b e t w e e n h u m a n s a n d 

t e c h n o l o g i e s , a n d it a l lows us t o d e e p e n o u r c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n o f a soc i e ty 

largely d e f i n e d b y t h e u b i q u i t y o f t e c h n o l o g i c a l m e d i a t i o n . T h e goa l is t h e r e ­

fore t o ana lyze h o w in i n t i m a t e s i t u a t i o n s — t h e m u l t i p l e m o m e n t s a n d places 

w h e r e p e o p l e a n d ob jec t s i n t e r a c t — t e c h n o l o g i c a l p rac t i ces are c o n s t r u c t e d , 

s tabil ized, a n d r e c o n f i g u r e d , as we l l as t o ana lyze h o w t h e y c o n t r i b u t e t o t h e 

r e p r o d u c t i o n o f social a n d cu l tu ra l re la t ions , in pa r t i cu l a r t h o s e associa ted w i t h 

gende r . A c c o r d i n g t o t h e b u l k o f soc io log ica l a n d h i s to r i ca l e v i d e n c e , w e are 

ob l iged t o r e c o g n i z e g e n d e r as a relat ively stable t rai t , w i t h g e n d e r re la t ions 

on ly v a r y i n g t o a m i n o r d e g r e e . 1 0 M y h y p o t h e s i s is tha t t e c h n o l o g i e s a n d a r t i ­

facts are decis ive in t h e c o n f i g u r a t i o n o f r e la t ionsh ips o f d o m i n a t i o n a n d act 

a c c o r d i n g t o ce r t a in processes w h o s e m e c h a n i s m s n e e d t o b e e luc ida t ed . S u c h 

a v i e w a l lows us t o c o n c e p t u a l i z e h o w c o n s t a n t c h a n g e s o r i n n o v a t i o n (e .g. , in 

t e c h n o l o g i c a l artifacts a n d l a b o r re la t ions) can b e r e c o n c i l e d w i t h t h e p e r m a ­

n e n c e o f m a s c u l i n e d o m i n a t i o n as t h e cen t ra l social a n d cu l tu ra l p h e n o m e n o n . 



The Power Attributed to Technology 
and the Naturalization o f the Social 

I w o u l d first l ike t o c o n s i d e r t h e w a y in w h i c h t e c h n o l o g i c a l artifacts are c o m ­

m o n l y c o n s i d e r e d as p o w e r f u l , o r t h e ro le in e c o n o m i c , social , a n d cu l tu ra l 

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n tha t is c o m m o n l y a t t r i b u t e d t o t h e m . T h e case o f t h e t y p e w r i t e r 

is an i n t e r e s t i n g e x a m p l e s ince , for c o n t e m p o r a r i e s a n d h i s to r i ans al ike, it e m ­

b o d i e d t h e radical n a t u r e o f t h e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s in t h e office t ha t o c c u r r e d b e ­

t w e e n t h e e n d o f t h e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y a n d t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e S e c o n d 

W o r l d War . As t h e e m b l e m o f s u c h t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s , t h e t y p e w r i t e r has b e e n 

ass igned t h e ro le o f " i n t r o d u c i n g w o m e n i n t o t h e office." Today 's p o p u l a r w i s ­

d o m c o n t i n u e s t o e n d o r s e t h e p r o c l a m a t i o n s o f t h e en thus ias t s w h o d e c l a r e d 

as ear ly as 1 9 1 1 tha t t h e " t y p e w r i t e r has b e e n t h e d i rec t cause o f o n e o f t h e 

m o s t t r e m e n d o u s r e v o l u t i o n s w i t n e s s e d b y o u r t i m e s . T o it w e o w e o n e o f t h e 

grea tes t social upheava l s ever : w h o w o u l d have s u s p e c t e d o n l y t e n years a g o 

tha t a day w o u l d c o m e w h e n w o m e n w o u l d e n t e r i n t o t h e prefecture. I f f e m i ­

nists have hea r t s , t h e y wi l l p u t u p a s t a tue t o t h e i n v e n t o r o f t y p i n g . " 1 1 T h e t y p ­

ist b e c a m e a m o t i f o f m o d e r n i t y , c r i t i c i zed o n l y b y t h o s e r e t r o g r a d e spir i ts w h o 

refused t o r e c o g n i z e an e ra full o f p r o m i s e in this n e w o r d e r (in t e r m s o f b o t h 

t e c h n o l o g y a n d social re la t ions b e t w e e n t h e sexes). 

T h u s , an e x t e r n a l f a c t o r — t h e t y p e w r i t e r — s e e m s t o have b r o u g h t a b o u t a 

key social t r a n s f o r m a t i o n . S i m p l y e v o k i n g this t e c h n o l o g i c a l o b j e c t serves as an 

a d e q u a t e e x p l a n a t i o n . T h e his tory , w e are to ld , is s t ra igh t fo rward : o r ig ina l l y 

t h e r e w e r e n ' t any w o m e n in t h e office; t h e n c a m e t h e t y p e w r i t e r a n d w i t h it 

c a m e w o m e n . 1 2 T h e t e c h n o l o g i c a l s to ry p r o v i d e s a c o n v e n i e n t r e sponse t o t h e 

e m b a r r a s s i n g q u e s t i o n p o s e d b y t h e n o v e l ( and necessar i ly i n o p p o r t u n e 1 3 ) p r e s ­

e n c e o f a g r o u p o f w o m e n n o t m e a n t t o w o r k (because t h e y w e r e d r a w n f rom 

t h e m i d d l e classes), a n d o c c u p y i n g pos t s h i t h e r t o d e f i n e d as m a s c u l i n e . H o w 

can o n e exp la in such a r u p t u r e in t h e cul tura l values a n d t h e m o r a l i t y o f ce r ta in 

social g roups? It is t h e e v o c a t i o n o f a c h a n g e in t h e o r d e r o f ob jec t s , s een as 

des i rable s ince t h e y are s y n o n y m o u s w i t h p rogres s , w h i c h m a k e s it poss ib le t o 

l e g i t i m a t e a n d na tu ra l i ze t h e r u p t u r e i n t r o d u c e d i n t o t h e o r d e r o f t h e social r e ­

la t ions o f g e n d e r . A c c o r d i n g t o a c o m m o n social i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f D a r w i n i s m , 

it is in t h e " n a t u r e o f t h i n g s " t ha t a f o r m e r t e c h n o l o g i c a l l y / n a t u r a l l y m a l -

a d a p t e d o r d e r s h o u l d b e r e p l a c e d b y a n o t h e r . N e v e r t h e l e s s , this k i n d o f d e t e r -

m i n i s t d i scourse , l ike any impl ic i t ly natura l is t ic social t heo ry , c o n t r i b u t e s j u s t 

as m u c h t o t h e social a n d cu l tu r a l c h a n g e itself as it d o e s t o n a t u r a l i z i n g t h e 

c h a n g e o n c e it has b e e n b r o u g h t a b o u t . 

M a n y facts can b e p o i n t e d to , w h i c h u n d e r m i n e this p o p u l a r e x p l a n a t o r y 

s cena r io . I have s p e n t a lo t o f t i m e es tab l i sh ing t h e p r e s e n c e o f w o m e n in a d ­

min i s t ra t ive p o s i t i o n s be fo re t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n o f t h e t y p e w r i t e r , a n d I have 

d e s c r i b e d in deta i l h o w i n F r a n c e t h e t y p e w r i t e r ( the Sho le s T y p e w r i t e r m a n ­

u f a c t u r e d b y R e m i n g t o n ) was o r ig ina l l y a d o p t e d in t h e m a l e m i l i e u o f t h e s t e -



nographers and how these men, as the first typists, actively contributed to the 
definition of the use of this instrument in the business world. 1 4 The common dis­
course remains unaffected by this evidence, no doubt testifying not only to the 
difficulty many have in admitting the relativity of the definition of masculine 
and feminine roles, but also to the local and changing nature of the assignment 
of technologies to one gender or the other, or even to their always-and-already 
social character. Thus, it seems necessary to deconstruct the way in which typ­
ing as a practice became associated with a certain definition of femininity, and 
to reconsider the joint engagement of people and objects in the construction 
of the social. 

Let me give an example of how the link between women and the type­
writer was locally and contingently built, how that construction was subse­
quently forgotten, and how the final situation was naturalized through the 
common notion of technological determinism: the typewriter simply brought 
women into the office. Two parallel and associated moves can be seen at the 
beginning of the story of the typewriter: on one hand, a process of the gen­
dering of the object—the typewriter—and on the other hand, the cultural proc­
ess of constructing the femininity of the practice of typing. The typewriter was 
gendered from the time it was first commercialized in the United States. Cer­
tain elements initially present by chance, but later recycled and reinterpreted, 
led to the identification of the typewriter as feminine. Remington's assembly 
of the first models in their sewing-machine workshops influenced the object's 
functionality and design, with the first models making use of a pedal to work 
the carriage return and sporting the cast-iron decoration and black arabesque 
paintwork common to both types of machine. The first typewriter catalog dis­
tributed by Remington in 1876 emphasized both this close relationship be­
tween the sewing machine and the typewriter and the "domestic" nature of 
the latter. 1 5 Thus, the technological characteristics of the object themselves 
were constructed as "feminine," in particular, the sewing-machine decor, and 
the piano-style keyboard. The comparison between the technique of typing 
and playing the piano, which was continually reiterated in both the United 
States and France, fulfilled a function that becomes clear when one considers 
that it would be young middle-class women (whose principal pastimes in­
cluded playing the piano and embroidery) who would become the first women 
typists. My point here is not to say whether or not the analogy between the 
piano and the typewriter keyboards is valid, one of several questions that di­
vided successive generations of typists and specialists in the new sciences of 
work, but rather to assess the social and cultural effects of such an association. 
This association presented in a "technological" guise lent credibility to the idea 
that "shorthand-typing seems to have been created for young women" or that 
the typewriter was a feminine tool. 

Inscribed potentially in the objects themselves, the sexual attributes of the 
users (be they the actual, planned, or desired users) are realized in the form of pos-



sible scenarios. 1 6 Use and users ire both configured in the context-dependent 
definition of a "good association" between people and objects, lending weight 
to the idea that social relations can be profoundly modified by the act of tech­
nological mediation. The construction of a new order is evidently based on this 
parallel and dialectical transformation of people and things. In this process, 
what appear to be commonsense discourses often play a key role. They par­
ticipate in the naturalization of the transformations taking place, a reason for 
their being accepted as self-evident. In this case, we can see that there is a dou­
ble discursive effect because the commonly held view also confirms a widely 
accepted conception of the performativity of technology. As David Edgerton 1 7 

has suggested, technological determinism, the thesis that technological inno­
vation is the source of social change is essentially a highly "prized" "catchall 
label," 1 8 a theory of society that is itself socially effective. The repeated state­
ment of the self-evidence of the association between women and typewriters 
is necessary at the beginning of the history, and becomes sufficient later on. 
Ultimately, it contributes to the construction of a reality 1 9 by reiterating a pro­
found and widely held conviction concerning the way in which the world is 
generated by its own transformations. 

The Exchange of Properties between People and Objects: 
The Distribution and Attribution of Competencies 

One notable feature of the discourse about the typewriter is how difficult it is 
to separate the descriptions of the machine from those of the worker. The in­
tegration of the human and the object sometimes seems so complete that it is 
impossible to identify either. This fact can be demonstrated in many ways, but 
it is possible to understand it by examining an episode in the history of the 
typewriter: the typing competition. When other manufacturers started to 
compete with Remington for the typewriter market, competitions between 
typists and typewriters started to be organized in both the United States and 
France, based on a range of different networks. 2 0 These "arenas" of typing vir­
tuosity 2 1 were necessarily places where extremely heterogeneous objects were 
put to the test (the context for these competitions was a nonstandardized mar­
ket). They constituted regular, long-lasting laboratories for experimenting on 
practices and techniques. Here, as in the case of automobile races, both then 
and now, it seems difficult to tell who, between the driver, the vehicle, the 
team of technicians, or the manufacturer is the winner. Indeed, prizes in for­
mula one racing are awarded to both the drivers and the team. Likewise, the 
typing competitions were just as much competitions between the manufactur­
ers and their models—and the technological options that were successively 
adopted and incorporated in later models—as between the attitudes, postures, 
learning methods, techniques, and know-how of the participating typists. As 



Bruno Latour suggests, it is possible to extract from this whole both "the prop­
erties taken from the social world in order to socialize the non-humans and the 
properties borrowed from the non-humans in order to 'naturalize' and develop 
the social world." 2 3 N o doubt Latour is right, and we should thank him for 
having drawn our attention to the central place of artifacts in the constant re­
building of the social. But that constant reconfiguration operates within quite 
strict boundaries (notably in the work situation), and the strong asymmetry in 
power relations means that objects regularly acquire similar roles. Let me take 
up the question of the assignment of qualities or capabilities to people and/or 
things in order to push this point a little further. 

In a work situation, the distribution of capacities between humans and 
machines is not inconsequential but actively contributes to the definition of 
people's qualifications. 2 4 The evaluation of the respective worth of people and 
tools ultimately determines their salary, their place in the hierarchy of work, 
and, of course, their relative social position. Looked at, from this perspective, 
the advertisements from between the wars that aimed at commercializing mod­
ern office instruments (machines for reprographics, addressing mail, account­
ing, and calculating statistics) convey a clear message. Everything that is evoked 
concerning the technical features of these machines—necessarily full of prom­
ise for those writing the publicity—could be confused with the qualities ex­
pected from the ideal worker, in this case a female worker, the new protagonist 
on the administrative scene. The machines are personified, and the people ob­
jectified, assigned the lowly status of demonstrators, companions for the ma­
chines, which have now become auto/matic and auto/nomous. The whole 
business became literally diabolical when the "electricity fairy" became in­
volved in a second wave of mechanization, which witnessed the triumph of the 
miniature electric motor with its "electro-accounting" and "electromagnetic 
synchronization." 2 5 Indeed, a "demon" was in control of the accounting ma­
chine, while for the calculating machine "the electricity fairy works wonders, 
greatly simplifying the different phases of the work." 2 6 Looking at the public­
ity for the "Multigraph," a strictly mechanical machine for copying correspon­
dence, it is impossible to discern whether the terms in the slogan "precision, 
discretion, economy" refer to the physical virtues of the object or to the moral 
ones of its operator, a young woman and a new employee. 2 7 Ubiquitous but 
invisible, these women have their lifeblood drained by these superhuman ma­
chines to which they apply their skills now disguised as their loudly proclaimed 
natural capacities. It is no doubt that in this insidious mechanism we can lo­
cate an enduring and endlessly repeated feature that results in the negation of 
women's qualifications, a negation that feminist historians and sociologists of 
labor have continually uncovered in a variety of guises. 2 8 It has become clear 
that attributing properties to objects is not only the best means for naturaliz­
ing new social relations brought about by the objects, but is also the most pow­
erful means for perpetually obscuring the qualifications of women workers and 



even erasing the fact that they have any. It is a means to reaffirm, whatever the 
technological change, the invisibility of women at work, to obscure their skills 
and thus their social existence. 

I believe it is possible to take the analysis of this mechanism further, and 
for this I return once again to the case of the typewriter. It is not just a coin­
cidence that the analysis of the performance of the champions (both men and 
women) fed discussions on the efficiency of techniques and contributed to the 
development of typing norms. 2 9 Here, the champions' gestures constitute the 
matrix of professional norms, an essential reference point in discussions be­
tween specialists, thus rendering the sphere of sports or the arena of virtuosity 
a crucial one. The memory of this context has been lost, just as the champi­
ons' virtuosity was lost in the process of being transmitted, although it never­
theless remained as a horizon for future typists. It is an unconscious aspect of 
the good use of the object, a ubiquitous influence that guides the organization 
of action and the definition of the person as adapted or adaptable to this use. 
It appears then that old configurations around the use of an object could re­
main invisibly active in a new context. 

The characterization of virtuosity remained a key issue at the beginning 
of the twentieth century. It is one of the subjects that were explored by Jean-
Maurice Lahy, a member of a new French movement that was developing a 
science of work. Taking the sports analogy seriously, he installed the champion 
and the machine at the heart of his laboratory in order to carry out a series of 
observations ("objectified" by an array of electromagnetic recording devices). 
Speaking with authority derived from the power of this experimental array, he 
could claim to resolve the ongoing debates about typing practices (pandactyl-
ity, use of alternate hands or fingers, and keyboard layout). But Lahy also had 
a different objective, namely, countering the prescriptive and often reduction­
ist Taylorist conception of work with a more comprehensive analysis of the 
"human factor" as it exhibits itself in diverse ways. Thus, his intention was not 
to render the practices and objects uniform, but rather to examine people's re­
sources—the capacities they mobilize in their technical performances at work— 
with the aim of drawing conclusions about the recruitment and training of 
suitable professionals.3 0 

Several lessons can be drawn from these histories. The exchange of signs 
between objects and people forms an integral part of the construction of an 
object's use as well as its insertion into a fictional (workplace) scene that has 
yet to be realized, and so this phenomenon has great utility in the integration of 
technologies. In other words, these exchanges help to socialize "nonhumans 
into the world of humans. Modalities governing these exchanges of qualities 
are not, however, immune from the influence of gender. In particular, the al­
location of qualities to people and to objects allows the former to be discretely 
disqualified. Furthermore, it appears that during the period when the techno­
logical practices are not yet completely stabilized, the question of the distribu-



tion of capabilities between people and objects remains a central and open ques­
tion as well as a source of disagreement. This issue is evident in what I have 
said about Lahy: the ergonomist's response was not the Taylorian one which, 
strongly aligned with upper management, spontaneously attributes the major­
ity of qualities to objects: chronometer, machines, charts, graphs, and all sorts 
of other techniques aimed at "objectifying" the relations of production. Point­
ing to the question of the qualities of the objects versus those of the people ul­
timately tends to illuminate the crucial role of the people who are responsible 
for organizing the power of the objects. Thus, it is crucial to recall that objects 
are enrolled in organizational design. 

Putting Things Back into Order: The Place of Women 

Technologies as Organization? 

Based on the previous discussion we might want to say that in the case of 
work, "to understand the technologies is 'to understand the organizations.' " 3 1 

This observation is accurate in several different respects. The stories that I have 
just told bear witness to the importance of the typewriter's "milieu" including 
manufacturers, publicists, and management scientists as well as champions of 
administrative reform and modern management techniques. The French em­
ployer's association for administrative management (Chambre de 1'Organisa­
tion commerciale) brought many of these actors together in the form of texts, 
handbooks, periodicals, conferences, and seminars. More than just "neutral 
technicians," these actors were bound together in intimate interrelations. They 
elaborated "usage scenarios," which meant indiscriminately promoting both a 
technology and an associated organization. But, why did such a coupling come 
about? First, because objects were closely associated with ideas about organi­
zation. Second, because managers were convinced in the 1920s that organiza­
tion (in the Taylorian sense of rationalization) and mechanization were two 
aspects of the same process. Third, because the general consensus was that ma­
chines exercised enduring power over places and people. 3 2 

Dealing with the history of an object and its use, it is possible to show how 
open situations can become considerably restricted, and how technologies that 
a priori exercise a weak force de rappel (or constraint 3 3) can in the end be 
adapted in such a way as to dictate the movements of a worker quite precisely. 
Thus, in the case of the typewriter, the essence of the object was not initially 
defined, but the technological and organizational elements, the incorporation 
of practices and ways of doing things eventually led to a "closure" of the ob ­
ject. In other words, the human/technology interaction became governed by 
strong restrictions and prescriptions, which, although neither predictable nor 
conceivable at the outset, nevertheless depended heavily on power relations. 
The development of office equipment at the beginning of the twentieth cen-



tury, a n d t h e progress ive e q u i p p i n g o f t h e typis ts ' w o r k p l a c e , w h i c h was v e r y 

n o t i c e a b l e in t h e 1 9 2 0 s — t h e t i m e w h e n t y p i n g b e c a m e a f e m i n i n e p r o f e s ­

s i o n — s a w t h e f u r n i t u r e ( t y p i n g cha i r s , special tables a n d la te r desks , adjus table 

l a m p s , a n d d o c u m e n t ho lde r s ) u s e d t o d ic t a t e t h e p o s i t i o n o f t h e b o d y , t h e a p ­

p r o p r i a t e n e s s o f t h e ges tures , a n d t h e c o r r e c t w a y o f u s i n g t h e ob jec t . T r a i n e d 

in t h e t e c h n i q u e o f m e m o r i z i n g t h e k e y b o a r d a n d t h e i n n u m e r a b l e t y p i n g sys­

t e m s , t h e typist 's s ight was d i r e c t e d t o t h e d o c u m e n t , w h i c h was lit o n l y at t h e 

p o i n t o n w h i c h she n e e d e d t o c o n c e n t r a t e . T h e b o d y was c o m m i t t e d t o t h e 

space in a specific m a n n e r , a n d c o a x e d i n t o its ac t ions b y t h e e q u i p m e n t , w h i c h 

se rved as a ve r i t ab le g u i d e t o t h e s a n c t i o n e d ges tures a n d r h y t h m s . T h e f u r n i ­

tu re , h o w e v e r , o n l y h a d a sense w i t h i n an i n t e r l i n k e d p r i o r c o n t e x t t ha t l en t 

s igni f icance t o this o rde r . It was th is c o n t e x t t ha t m a d e t h e typis t b e h a v e in a 

w a y tha t was jus t i f i ed b y profess iona l p r e c e p t s , scientif ic e x p e r i m e n t s , a n d 

w i d e r c o n s i d e r a t i o n s c o n c e r n i n g w h a t was a p p r o p r i a t e for w o m e n . T h u s , t h e 

c o m m e r c i a l s h o r t h a n d typis t , p o l y v a l e n t a n d ma le , c e d e d his p l ace t o a w o m a n 

typis t . In t u r n , she w a s progress ive ly f rozen in a p o s e tha t a i m e d at m a k i n g a 

prof i t (or at b r i n g i n g t o g e t h e r a d i spara te set o f factors t h a t w o u l d a l low t h e 

e n t e r p r i s e t o b e t e r m e d a success) o n t h e i n v e s t m e n t r e p r e s e n t e d b y t h e p u r ­

chase o f t h e ob jec t . A b u b b l e e n v e l o p e d b o t h t h e w o m a n a n d t h e m a c h i n e ; t h e 

invis ible s t r ings tha t g u i d e d h e r h a n d s a n d eyes w e r e m a d e n o t o n l y f r o m tex ts 

a n d ru les , b u t also f rom t h e m e t h o d s a n d p o s t u r e s she h a d l e a r n e d . U n d e r t h e 

ob jec t i fy ing eye o f t h e m a n a g e r , l o o k i n g t o establish t h e t r u e n e s s o f h e r r h y t h m 

as we l l as t h e qua l i t y a n d t h e p r o d u c t i v i t y o f h e r s t rokes , t h e incessan t d i a l o g u e 

o f " t h e w o m a n a n d t h e m a c h i n e " was t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o a g r a p h d i sp lay ing ef­

f ic iency a n d salary. A veh ic l e o f e m a n c i p a t i o n in a specific c o n t e x t , t h e t y p e ­

w r i t e r was progress ive ly a n d pa radox ica l ly en l i s ted in a p rocess t ha t w o u l d h e l p 

t o d e t e r m i n e a n d , in a l i teral sense, t o de l im i t t h e b o d y a n d t h e s i t ua t i on o f 

w o m e n in t h e office w o r l d . 3 4 

Technologies Apparently Without Organization: 

The Indications for Use Inscribed in the Objects 

Let us c o n s i d e r t h e a u t o n o m y a n d poss ib le p o w e r o f ob jec t s in m o r e de ta i l , i n ­

d e p e n d e n t l y f rom t h e issues o f t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n a l c o n t e x t . 3 5 J e a n - C l a u d e Kauf­

m a n , 3 6 in i n t r o d u c i n g a t h e o r y o f d o m e s t i c a c t i o n , has clearly s h o w n h o w w e 

are soc ia l ized i n t o t h e use o f c e r t a i n ob jec t s , n o t o n l y w i t h t h e h e l p o f o u r p a r ­

en t s , b u t m o r e gene ra l ly w i t h t h e h e l p o f t h e co l lec t ive m e m o r y o f p r e v i o u s 

g e n e r a t i o n s , a p a r t o f w h i c h is " d e p o s i t e d " in t h e ob jec t itself. T h u s w e k n o w 

(by t ra in ing) tha t sha rp t h ings p r i c k , w h i l e h o l l o w e d - o u t ob jec ts c o n t a i n t h ings . 

D a n i e l l e C h a b a u d - R y c h t e r 3 7 has s h o w n h o w i n n o v a t o r s t e n d t o re ta in t h e t r a ­

d i t i ona l f o r m s o f ob jec ts a n d t h e usual func t ions associa ted w i t h t h e m (in h e r 

case, f o o d p rocessor s ) , a n d h o w u n u s u a l f o r m s (emuls i fy ing discs as a r e p l a c e ­

m e n t for m a n u a l o r e l ec t r i c whisks ) r u n t h e r i sk o f so d i s c o n c e r t i n g t h e users 

tha t t h e y wi l l n o t e v e n b e g i n t o use t h e m . 



As for office w o r k , t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n o f ca l cu la t ing m a c h i n e s p rov ides an 

i n t e r e s t i ng c a s e . 3 8 T h e s e i n s t r u m e n t s w e r e offered t o t h e w o r l d o f bus iness a n d 

a d m i n i s t r a t i o n in t h e 1910s as a series o f h e t e r o g e n e o u s objec ts w i t h o u t any 

clearly d e f i n e d p u r p o s e . T h e a d v e r t i s e m e n t s ini t ial ly t a r g e t e d a w i d e r a n g e o f 

users . T h e ca lcu la t ing m a c h i n e was c o n s i d e r e d p o t e n t i a l l y useful n o t o n l y for 

bus ine s speop le , s h o p k e e p e r s , a n d m e r c h a n t s b u t also for f o r e m e n o n t h e fac ­

t o r y f loor w h i l e , in a research o r des ign office se t t ing , t h e d r a u g h t s m a n , t e c h ­

n i c i an , a n d e n g i n e e r w o u l d all find it inva luable . O f t e n s t ra tegical ly p l a c e d o n 

t h e desk o f t h e p e r s o n w h o appea r s t o b e t h e " b o s s , " t h e ca lcu la t ing m a c h i n e 

was a rare o b j e c t t o b e u s e d o n l y occas iona l ly for pa r t i cu l a r tasks p e r f o r m e d b y 

pa r t i cu l a r p e o p l e . 3 9 T h e s e features , w h i c h w e r e c o m m o n in t h e a d v e r t i s e m e n t s 

for m o s t m a k e s o f ca l cu la t ing m a c h i n e o n t h e F r e n c h m a r k e t d u r i n g t h e 

1 9 1 0 s 4 0 a n d 1920s , w e r e o v e r t u r n e d b y t h e p u b l i c i t y c a m p a i g n s a n d p r o m o ­

t iona l s t ra tegies m o u n t e d b y Felt a n d Ta r r an t , t h e firm tha t c o m m e r c i a l i z e d t h e 

C o m p t o m e t e r . T h i s ca l cu la t ing m a c h i n e was a i m e d at w o m e n , in p a r t i c u l a r 

y o u n g w o m e n w h o h a d b e e n special ly t r a i n e d in its use a n d w e r e t o o c c u p y a 

n e w p o s i t i o n in t h e office, tha t o f "ca lcu la to r . " A n a d v e r t i s e m e n t f rom 1911 is 

q u i t e expl ic i t o n this p o i n t , p r e s e n t i n g a fictional s cene as an i nv i t a t i on t o o r ­

gan ize t h e office a l o n g these pa r t i cu l a r l i n e s . 4 1 M e d i a t i n g b e t w e e n a m a c h i n e 

t ha t possessed e v e r y poss ible v i r t u e a n d t h e p res t ige o f t h e a c c o u n t i n g p r o f e s ­

s ion , w h o s e el i te r e m a i n e d en t i r e ly m a s c u l i n e , t h e y o u n g ca l cu la to r was t o play 

a (str ict ly m i n o r ) s u p p o r t i n g role as t h e ag reeab le g o - b e t w e e n . T h e a d v e r t i s e ­

m e n t tells us t ha t in a s ingle s t roke t h e boss can ach ieve cons ide rab l e savings (a 

y o u n g w o m a n ' s salary is, b y de f in i t i on , a l o w o n e ) w h i l e at t h e s ame t i m e m o d ­

e r n i z i n g his se rv ice . B e y o n d t h e adve r t i s i ng copy, Felt a n d T a r r a n t h a d b e e n 

act ively a i d i n g in t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f th is t y p e o f profess ional o r g a n i z a t i o n b y 

t r a i n i n g a n u m b e r o f ca lcu la tors ( b o t h m a l e a n d female) in its C o m p t o m e t e r 

s c h o o l s . 4 2 In t h e e n d , a spec ia l ized profess ion failed t o d e v e l o p a r o u n d t h e use 

o f t h e ca lcu la t ing m a c h i n e ; t h e tasks o f m e c h a n i c a l ca lcu la t ion diversif ied a n d , 

d u r i n g t h e i n t e r w a r p e r i o d , t h e y w e r e d i v i d e d u p b e t w e e n different c a t e g o r i e s 

o f office p e r s o n n e l , b o t h m a l e a n d female . N e v e r t h e l e s s , t h e r e are s o m e rare 

d o c u m e n t s t ha t b e a r w i t n e s s t o t h e ex i s t ence o f spec ia l ized ca lcu la t ing serv ices , 

w i t h p o o l s o f w o m e n ca lcu la tors w o r k i n g o n C o m p t o m e t e r s . 4 3 

T h e u n u s u a l m a n n e r in w h i c h t h e C o m p t o m e t e r was c o m m e r c i a l i z e d was 

l inked t o t h e cu l tu ra l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e t e c h n o l o g i c a l charac te r i s t i cs o f this 

m a c h i n e . Felt 's C o m p t o m e t e r h a d successfully i n t r o d u c e d t h e p r i n c i p l e o f t h e 

k e y b o a r d i n t o t h e s p e c t r u m o f m a c h i n e s capab le o f p e r f o r m i n g m e c h a n i c a l 

a r i t h m e t i c o p e r a t i o n s , w h i c h i n c l u d e d o n e s w i t h c ranks , ca r r i ages , a n d c u r ­

s o r s . 4 4 T h i s t e c h n i c a l feature r e n d e r e d t h e i n s t r u m e n t " d o u b l y a u t o m a t i c " ( the 

k e y b o a r d a l l owed ins tan t a d d i t i o n at t h e t o u c h o f a key, w i t h s u b t r a c t i o n ef­

fec ted b y t h e a d d i t i o n o f nega t ive n u m b e r s ) a n d c o n s t i t u t e d b o t h an a d v a n t a g e 

a n d an e n d u r i n g d i s t i ngu i sh ing fea ture in t h e ca lcu la t ing m a c h i n e m a r k e t . 4 5 

T h u s , t h e p r i n c i p l e fea ture o f t h e C o m p t o m e t e r was its k e y b o a r d , b u t t h e k e y -



b o a r d was m o r e t h a n j u s t a s h r e w d a n d efficient in te r face b e t w e e n h u m a n b e ­

ings a n d m a c h i n e . T h i s in te r face , w h i c h h a d p r o v e d decis ive i n t h e success 

s t o ry o f t h e t y p e w r i t e r as a t e c h n o l o g i c a l o b j e c t , 4 6 h a d b e e n progress ive ly c o n ­

s t r u c t e d as t h e p r i v i l e g e d m o d e o f i n t e r a c t i o n b e t w e e n w o m e n a n d m a c h i n e s . 

A l t h o u g h n o d o u b t o r ig ina l ly " n e u t e r , " t h e p e r c e p t i o n o f t h e t y p e w r i t e r m a d e 

t h e C o m p t o m e t e r ' s k e y b o a r d a f e m i n i n e t o o l , pa r t i cu l a r ly w h e n it c a m e t o t h e 

p r o m o t i o n o f t h e i n s t r u m e n t as a p i e c e o f office e q u i p m e n t . O n c e in use , t h e 

C o m p t o m e t e r was u l t i m a t e l y s i tua ted in t h e s a m e l i neage as t h e t y p e w r i t e r , 

c h a r a c t e r i z i n g it as a f e m i n i z e d office t e c h n o l o g y , r a t h e r t h a n in t h e h e t e r o g e ­

n e o u s a n d still n o n s t a n d a r d (in t e r m s o f t echn ica l a n d social op t ions ) ca lcu la t ing-

m a c h i n e m a r k e t . 

As w e m e n t i o n e d be fo re , w h e n p e o p l e in t e rac t w i t h ob jec t s , c e r t a i n o f t h e 

ob j ec t s ' p r o p e r t i e s p r o v i d e i n d i c a t i o n s for t h e i r u s e , 4 7 a n d it s h o u l d b e n o t e d 

t ha t t he se i n d i c a t i o n s are m o r e t h a n j u s t c o g n i t i v e . 4 8 In t h e p r e s e n t case, t h e i n ­

ter face is n o t j u s t ope ra t i ve , as it also i n c o r p o r a t e s cu l tu ra l features , n o t a b l y t h e 

de f i n i t i on o f m a s c u l i n e a n d f e m i n i n e ro les . E l s e w h e r e I have s h o w n h o w t h e 

s t anda rd i za t i on o f t h e t y p e w r i t e r k e y b o a r d was t h e resul t o f a c o m b i n a t i o n o f 

t e c h n i c a l c h o i c e s a n d p rac t i ces t ha t h a d b e c o m e cons t i t u t ive o f t h e d e f i n i t i o n 

o f a profess ional g r o u p . W h a t ' s m o r e , t e c h n o l o g i c a l artifacts s e e m decis ive as 

veh ic les o f t r ansmiss ion . In o t h e r w o r d s , ob jec ts c o n v e y specific r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s 

o f scenes p layed o u t e l s e w h e r e a n d t h e " t e c h n i c a l charac te r i s t i cs o f t h e o b j e c t s " 

m a y d i rec t ly c o n t r i b u t e t o t h e n a t u r a l i z a t i o n o f social re la t ions . T h i s k i n d o f 

d i spos i t i on o f t h e o b j e c t is n o r m a l l y o n l y a po ten t ia l i ty , b u t w h e n it is rea l ized , 

it m a y v e r y wel l e n t e r i n t o conf l ic t w i t h o t h e r features o f t h e cu l t u r a l o r t e c h ­

n o l o g i c a l l andscape . 

T h u s , w h i l e t h e r e w e r e p o o l s o f w o m e n ca lcu la tors , this m a n n e r o f u s i n g 

t h e C o m p t o m e t e r ca lcu la t ing m a c h i n e was n o t w i d e l y a d o p t e d as a w a y o f o r ­

g a n i z i n g a c c o u n t i n g . T w o forces o p p o s e d its d o m i n a t i o n . T h e b o o k k e e p e r ' s 

w o r k was an i n t i m a t e m i x o f w r i t i n g a n d ca l cu la t ion a n d d id n o t l e n d itself t o 

a separa te e x t e n d e d p h a s e o f ca l cu l a t ion . W h e n a t e c h n i c a l c h a n g e o c c u r s , 

c h a n g e s in roles of ten t u r n o u t t o b e m o r e c o m p l e x t h a n s imp ly ass ign ing t h e 

n e w e r p rac t i ces t o t h e w o m e n w h o have j u s t a r r i ved . T h e tasks are d i s t r i b u t e d 

b e t w e e n m e n a n d w o m e n , b e t w e e n t h e o ld a n d t h e n e w e q u i p m e n t , a n d i n 

t h e e n d , t h e c o m b i n a t i o n s t ha t are d e v e l o p e d reflect t h e v a r i e t y o f ways o f p e r ­

f o r m i n g t h e re levan t tasks, in th is case: w r i t i n g / c a l c u l a t i o n / m a c h i n e / h a n d . 4 9 

T h e l i m i t e d d e v e l o p m e n t o f ca l cu la to r p o o l s was also d u e t o c o m p e t i t i o n f rom 

a c c o u n t i n g m a c h i n e s , an a l t e rna t ive t e c h n o l o g y tha t b e c a m e available after t h e 

First W o r l d War . T h e s e m a c h i n e s a l l owed t h e " m e c h a n i c a l " p e r f o r m a n c e o f 

l o n g sec t ions o f a c c o u n t i n g w o r k . A b l e t o ca lcula te , w r i t e , a n d d u p l i c a t e s e v ­

eral cop ies at t h e s ame t i m e , a c c o u n t i n g m a c h i n e s en joyed a cons ide rab le v o g u e 

b e t w e e n t h e wars , pa r t i cu l a r ly in large indus t r i a l f i rms a n d b a n k s . All t h e same , 

w o m e n t o o k c h a r g e o f t h e " m e c h a n i c a l " side o f t h e a c c o u n t i n g w o r k , w h i l e its 

p r e p a r a t i o n , ove r s igh t , a n d o r g a n i z a t i o n r e m a i n e d d e f i n e d as m a s c u l i n e . T h i s 



n e w o r d e r of tasks, however , was again b a s e d — a n d this t i m e successful ly—on 
the e r g o n o m i c s o f t h e t echno log ica l object , w i t h its keyboa rd as t h e interface. 
T h e ana logy b e t w e e n t y p i n g and t y p e d - a c c o u n t i n g o r t y p e d - i n v o i c i n g was 
thus comple t e l y accep ted by the professionals. T h i s transfer o f capabilit ies 
m e a n t t h e n e g a t i o n o f any p r e s u m e d qualif icat ions, and w o m e n typis ts—avai l ­
able in large n u m b e r s — w e r e r ec ru i t ed t o ope ra t e t h e a c c o u n t i n g m a c h i n e s , 
re inforc ing t h e idea tha t as far as t h e office was c o n c e r n e d w o m e n w e r e p e r ­
m a n e n t l y des t ined for the k e y b o a r d . 5 0 

The True Technologies o f Power: 
Reordering Gender Relations 

O n e c a n n o t u n d e r s t a n d t h e special na tu re o f f emin ine pract ices and capabi l i ­
ties in t h e office w i t h o u t at t h e same t i m e e x a m i n i n g the way in w h i c h m a s ­
cu l ine tasks and funct ions w e r e cons t i tu t ed , as well as t h e t e c h n i q u e s and 
t echno log i e s a i m e d at m e n . N o r can o n e u n d e r s t a n d t h e p o w e r o f t e c h n o l o ­
gies w i t h o u t p o i n t i n g o u t h o w " t e c h n o l o g i e s o f c o m m a n d " at t h e office w e r e 
p u t t o use and h o w they w e r e genera l ly g e n d e r e d mascu l ine . D u r i n g t h e i n -
t e rwar p e r i o d , w o m e n assumed t h e ma jo r i ty o f t h e m e c h a n i c a l tasks associated 
w i t h adminis t ra t ive w o r k . A survey in 1928 es t imated tha t 70 p e r c e n t o f t h e 
employees w h o w o r k e d o n office m a c h i n e s w e r e w o m e n . 5 1 T h e m e n , w h e t h e r 
specialized employees or n o t , w e r e charac te r i zed in t h e great ma jo r i ty by the i r 
ex t e r io r i t y t o these n e w office t echno log ie s . It is i m p o r t a n t t o n o t e that , d e ­
spite the t echno log ica l a n d organiza t iona l t r ans format ions tha t had t aken place 
in t h e office, t hey w e r e t h e r e b y p e r p e t u a t i n g t h e character is t ic feature o f t h e 
n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y office w o r k e r . T h i s feature was a dis tance w i t h respect t o 
b lue-co l la r w o r k e r s and t h e w o r k s h o p charac te r ized by the u b i q u i t y o f t e c h ­
n o l o g y a n d t h e re ign o f m e c h a n i z a t i o n . 5 2 

T h i s is n o t t o say tha t m e n d id n o t m a k e use o f any t echno log i e s in t h e 
office. T h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f large firms and organiza t ions led t o a diversifica­
t ion o f pos i t ions in the h ie ra rchy w i t h i n t h e c o m p a n i e s and the i r admin i s t r a ­
t i o n s . 5 3 A n e w class o f ma le employees , w h o s e voca t ion was t o he lp m a n a g e 
increasingly large and c o m p l e x g roups , s tar ted t o o c c u p y i n t e r m e d i a t e p o s i ­
t ions in t h e manage r i a l staff a n d to m a k e use o f comp le t e ly n e w t e c h n i q u e s 
a n d m e t h o d s tha t w e w o u l d today t e r m m a n a g e m e n t tools . T h e s e tools in t u r n 
c o n t r i b u t e d t o t h e def in i t ion o f the i r funct ions . I have already discussed h o w 
t h e calcula t ing m a c h i n e was impl ica ted at t h e t o p o f t h e a c c o u n t i n g hierarchy, 
as wel l as in p l a n n i n g w o r k . It was also involved in the p repa ra t ion and i n s p e c ­
t ion o f p r o d u c t i o n , and t h e d e t e r m i n a t i o n o f n u m e r i c a l indica tors tha t cou ld 
b e useful for d i rec t ing a firm's activity. O t h e r examples o f t h e "boss ' s" t e c h ­
no log ies w e r e t h e t e l e p h o n e , t h e D i c t a p h o n e , t h e A u t o m a t i c S u p e r p h o n e , the 
Telecall as wel l as all o f t h e in tang ib le t e chno log i e s of c o m m a n d ( k n o w l e d g e 



t e c h n o l o g i e s a n d n e w cogn i t i ve aids, e .g. , p l a n n e r s , g r a p h s , a n d char ts) t ha t 

w e r e i n t e n d e d t o r e p r e s e n t da ta a n d a c t i o n . 5 4 

Let 's t ake t h e case o f t h e t e l e p h o n e . T h e t e l e p h o n e i n d u s t r y i n t h e U n i t e d 

States a n d E u r o p e ini t ia l ly d e v e l o p e d as t h e p r o v i d e r o f a bus iness t o o l . T h e 

first t e l e p h o n e users a n d t h e first t o b e t a r g e t e d as c u s t o m e r s b y t h e t e l e p h o n e 

c o m p a n i e s w e r e t h e b u s i n e s s p e o p l e t h e m s e l v e s , o r t h e i r represen ta t ives in t h e 

f i r m s . 5 5 T h u s t h e early t e l e p h o n e i n d u s t r y i n t h e U n i t e d States was c o n s t r u c t e d 

a r o u n d a pe r s i s t en t bus ines s -based c o u p l e . T h e c o u p l e cons i s t ed o f t h e c l ien t , 

an u p p e r class w h i t e m a n , a n d t h e h i d d e n o p e r a t o r l i n k e d i n t o t h e sys t em, a 

s ingle y o u n g w o m a n f rom t h e e d u c a t e d m i d d l e class (on ly la te r w o u l d t h e y b e 

u p w a r d l y m o b i l e lower -c lass w o m e n ) . 5 6 T h i s " t e c h n o s o c i a l s y s t e m " re l i ed o n 

t h e p r o m i s e o f h u m a n — a n d in th is i n s t ance f e m i n i n e — s e r v i c e , t h e r e b y d i s t i n ­

g u i s h i n g itself f r o m t h e c o m p e t i n g t e c h n o l o g y o f t h e t e l e g r a p h . 5 7 M o r e t h a n 

j u s t s w i t c h i n g m a c h i n e s , t h e o p e r a t o r s w e r e p leasan t , invis ible vo ices , w h i c h 

l en t t hemse lves t o f an tas ies . 5 8 F r a n c e shared in this h is tory , w i t n e s s i n g t h e as ­

s i g n m e n t o f w o m e n t o p o s i t i o n s as o p e r a t o r s , a m o v e m e n t a c k n o w l e d g e d as 

ear ly as 1 8 9 0 . T h i s d e v e l o p m e n t m o b i l i z e d w o m e n o f a n a l o g o u s social b a c k ­

g r o u n d s t o t he i r A m e r i c a n c o u n t e r p a r t s w i t h t h e co ro l l a ry t h a t in t h e d e p a r t ­

m e n t s tores , f i rms , a n d b a n k s t e l e p h o n i c func t ions also c a m e t o b e d e f i n e d as 

f e m i n i n e . T h u s , in t h e 1920s all o f t h e t e l e p h o n e o p e r a t o r s at t h e R e n a u l t f ac ­

t o r y w e r e w o m e n , a lbei t f r o m m o r e m o d e s t b a c k g r o u n d s , a n d of ten a l t e r n a t ­

i n g th is w i t h f ac to ry w o r k . 5 9 O p e r a t o r s in t e l e p h o n e e x c h a n g e s w h e t h e r p u b l i c 

o r p r i va t e , as wel l as t h o s e in f i rms w e r e w o m e n w h o , a l t h o u g h cogs in c o m ­

p l e x t e c h n o s o c i a l sys tems , w e r e ove r t h e l o n g t e r m respons ib le for t h e c o n n e c ­

t i o n o f essentially m a s c u l i n e c o m m u n i c a t i o n s i n t e n d e d t o c o n s t r u c t t h e bus iness 

w o r l d . 6 0 Actresses o f t h e t e l e p h o n e , w i t h t h e i r ro le se l f -ev iden t ly l i m i t e d t o t ha t 

o f w o r k e r s , it w a s u n i m a g i n a b l e ( the re are l i teral ly n o i m a g e s o f these w o m e n ) 

t ha t t h e y m i g h t use this t o o l t h e m s e l v e s . 

T h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s o f t e l e p h o n e s in situ s u p p o r t this a p p a r e n t self-

e v i d e n c e . T h e t e l e p h o n e res ted o n t h e m a n a g e r ' s desk a n d was r e se rved for his 

exc lus ive use ; it w a s a s ign o f his a u t h o r i t y a n d p o w e r . T h e t e l e p h o n e w a s a 

m e a n s o f c o m m u n i c a t i n g w i t h his p e e r s — f o r n e g o t i a t i o n in p a r t i c u l a r — b u t 

a b o v e all it was an i n s t r u m e n t o f c o m m a n d . W i t h i n a s t r ict f r a m e w o r k t ha t d e ­

f ined its use , t h e t e l e p h o n e a u t h o r i z e d t h e p y r a m i d a l diffusion o f c o m m a n d s , 

c o u n t e r m a n d s , a n d r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s . T h e q u e s t i o n o f t h e o p e r a t i o n a l i t y a n d 

eff ic iency o f this c o n t r o l c a m e t o t h e fore d u r i n g t h e 1930s in a c o n t e x t 

m a r k e d b y t h e app l i ca t i on o f Tay lo r i an o r t h o d o x y t o admin i s t r a t ive w o r k . 

N e w m a c h i n e s w e r e p r o p o s e d in o r d e r t o resolve t h o s e q u e s t i o n s . T h e s e " a l l -

p o w e r f u l " t e c h n o l o g i e s se rved t o d ramat i ca l ly increase t h e p o w e r o f t h e m e n 

u s i n g t h e m , a n d w e r e a i m e d at n e u t r a l i z i n g t h e " n o i s e " gene ra l ly assoc ia ted 

w i t h t h e p e o p l e t o w h o m t h e y w e r e b e i n g app l i ed . A t a t i m e w h e n t e l e p h o n e 

calls w e r e m o r e c o m m o n a n d n o l o n g e r s t r ic t ly c o n f i n e d t o t h e el i te , t h e " A u ­

t o m a t i c S u p e r p h o n e " a l l o w e d t h e user t o d i spense w i t h t h e o p e r a t o r a n d t o 



di rec t ly m a n a g e t h e c o m m u n i c a t i o n in o r d e r b o t h t o p r i o r i t i z e calls a n d t o 

k e e p t h e m u n d e r surve i l l ance . M a d e for t h e "boss , " it a i m e d " t o c h e c k t h e 

c o m m u n i c a t i o n s t a k i n g p lace , " " t o speak w i t h o u t any fear o f i nd i sc re t i on , " a n d 

" t o c h e c k w h a t is b e i n g said o n t h e p h o n e . " 6 1 T h e q u e s t i o n s o f t h e a s y m m e ­

t r y o f ora l c o m m u n i c a t i o n a n d w h o was able t o in i t ia te it w e r e i n d e e d c ruc ia l , 

a n d m a c h i n e s w e r e able t o capi ta l ize o n t h e m . T h u s t h e Telecall was p r e s e n t e d 

as a sy s t em o f "w i r e l e s s - amp l i f i ed o r d e r t r a n s m i t t e r s " tha t c o u l d serve as a s u b ­

s t i tu te for a p r i v a t e t e l e p h o n e se rv ice . It cons i s t ed o f a v o i c e ampl i f ie r t ha t 

c o u l d t r a n s m i t t h e boss's o rde r s t h r o u g h o u t his shops , w o r k s h o p s , o r offices 

a n d a l low t h e e m p l o y e e s t o r e s p o n d . P r o m i s i n g t o m u l t i p l y t h e ac t iv i ty o f 

" t h o s e w h o are p a i d t h e h i g h e s t salaries," t h e Telecal l a l l o w e d t h e cove rage o f 

an area as large as 6 0 0 m 2 ( 6 , 5 0 0 square f e e t — a Par is bus iness o f this size is u s e d 

as an e x a m p l e in t h e a d v e r t i s e m e n t ) a n d so t o " w a t c h over, c o m m a n d , a n d 

c o n t r o l 3 0 0 u n d e r l i n g s . " 6 2 

T h e s e m a c h i n e s for c o m m a n d a n d c o n t r o l w e r e the re fo re " m a c h i n e s for 

c o n s t r u c t i n g ub iqu i ty . " T h i s capac i ty t o b e in several p laces at o n c e , f o r m e r l y 

r e s t r i c t ed t o d ivini t ies n o w b e c a m e o n e o f t h e boss's a t t r i bu te s . A n a d v e r t i s e ­

m e n t p r o m o t i n g a si lent t y p e w r i t e r e m p h a s i z e s w h a t cha rac te r i zes a p o s i t i o n 

o f a u t h o r i t y a n d c o m m a n d . W h i l e t h e (female) typist is s i lent ly a n d e v i d e n t l y 

d iscre te ly w o r k i n g away, t h e boss can " t h i n k , talk, o r t e l e p h o n e " w i t h t h e ease 

a n d satisfaction o f s o m e o n e w h o , finally l i be r a t ed f r o m t h e no i se o f his u n d e r ­

l ings ' l abor , is h e r e a n d ye t essential ly e l s e w h e r e . 6 3 T o b e a boss is n o t t o b e d i s ­

t u r b e d ; it is t o b e se rved a n d l i be ra t ed b y t e c h n o l o g y (and b y o t h e r s ' w o r k ) 

r a t h e r t h a n c o n s t r a i n e d b y it. T h e reverse side o f this r e l a t ionsh ip is t h e r e c i p ­

roca l a l l oca t ion o f m a c h i n e s t o w o m e n a n d w o m e n t o m a c h i n e s . W h e r e a s t h e 

m e n select ively use t h e t e c h n o l o g i e s t ha t se rve t h e m , w o m e n serve t h e t e c h ­

n o l o g y ; e i t h e r t h e y are d i rec t ly e n g a g e d w i t h t h e m a c h i n e in a j o i n t p r o d u c -

tivist effort ( t ypewr i t e r , ca lcula tor , a n d a c c o u n t i n g m a c h i n e s ) o r t h e y are cogs 

in a t e c h n o - o r g a n i z a t i o n a l c o m p l e x t ha t t h e y e x t e n d t h r o u g h t he i r p a r t i c i p a ­

t i o n , filling in t h e gaps in sys tems o f c o m m u n i c a t i o n o r classification ( t e l e ­

p h o n e o p e r a t o r s , o r fi l ing c lerks fas tened t o chai rs o n t racks in la rge-sca le fil ing 

services) . 

I n o r d e r t o i l lustrate th is last p o i n t , I w o u l d l ike t o ci te t h e case o f t h e m a r ­

k e t i n g o f t h e D i c t a p h o n e , t h e P a r l o g r a p h e , a n d o t h e r m a c h i n e s for d i c t a t i n g 

ma i l at t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y . I n v e n t e d in 1 8 8 8 b y E d i s o n , 

t h e p h o n o g r a p h (an i n s t r u m e n t t h a t a l l owed voices t o b e r e c o r d e d a n d p layed 

b a c k b y m e a n s o f a w a x cy l inder ) s eems t o have b e e n c o n c e i v e d as an efficient 

bus iness t o o l . B a s e d o n this c o n c e p t i o n , a n d insp i r ed b y A m e r i c a n p u b l i c i t y 

c a m p a i g n s , a series o f ob jec ts w e r e l a u n c h e d in F r a n c e d u r i n g t h e 1910s . A d ­

v e r t i s e m e n t s for these d i c t a t i o n m a c h i n e s p r e s e n t i m a g e s o f c o u p l e s , w h i c h 

serve t o r e m i n d us t ha t t h e r e l a t i onsh ip b e t w e e n t h e sexes is o n e o f t h e key 

e l e m e n t s at s take in t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n o f this t e c h n o l o g y . 6 4 W h a t is s t r i k ing in 

t h e p i c t o r i a l i m a g e s is t h e con t ra s t b e t w e e n t h e p o s t u r e s o f t h e m e n w h o use 



t h e t e c h n o l o g y ( super io r , a n d h ie ra rch ica l ) a n d t h o s e o f t h e w o m e n , w h o o n e 

c o u l d t e r m as b e i n g " i n t h e s e r v i c e " o f t h e t e c h n o l o g y . 

F o r m e n , t h e c o m m e r c i a l p h o n o g r a p h was l ibe ra t ing . P r e s e n t e d as a m e ­

chan ica l subs t i t u t e for t a k i n g s h o r t h a n d n o t e s , t h e m a c h i n e r e c o r d e d t h e w o r d s 

o f t h e office manager , t h e bus inessperson, o r t he boss w h e n e v e r h e w a n t e d , w i t h ­

o u t t h e i n c o n v e n i e n c e o f h a v i n g s o m e o n e else in t h e r o o m . " T h e D i c t a p h o n e 

always u n d e r s t a n d s w h a t y o u say . . . n e v e r i n t e r r u p t s . . . n e v e r gets a n n o y e d . . . 

n e v e r takes a b r e a k . . . y o u can speak at y o u r o w n p a c e . . . it is always at y o u r 

c o m m a n d . " 6 5 A decisive, expl ic i t p o i n t is tha t " t h e D i c t a p h o n e m a k e s y o u c o m ­

p le t e ly i n d e p e n d e n t f rom y o u r staff." T h u s w e see m e n filling t h e f rame o f t h e 

i m a g e w i t h a re laxed p r e s e n c e in poses t ha t c o n v e y a r ed i scove red fee l ing o f 

l iber ty and i n t i m a c y . 6 6 T h e coro l la ry o f this image , e i the r h i d d e n o r else displayed 

in t h e b a c k g r o u n d , is even m o r e s t r ik ing : r o w u p o n r o w o f w o m e n in vast d e ­

p a r t m e n t s , w o r k i n g u n i n t e r r u p t e d at t h e t y p e d t r a n s c r i p t i o n o f t h e t ex t s r e ­

c o r d e d o n t h e w a x cyl inders . T h u s , mascu l i ne l ibe r ty has as its impl ic i t o r expl ic i t 

c o u n t e r p a r t t h e f e m i n i n e e n s l a v e m e n t o f t h e " E d i p h o n i s t s " w h o , e a r p h o n e s 

a t t a c h e d , sat b e h i n d a t y p e w r i t e r all day l o n g . A t Sears , R o e b u c k a n d C o . in 

C h i c a g o d u r i n g t h e 1910s these w o m e n w e r e p a i d for t he i r t y p i n g b y t h e m i l e , 

a p r ac t i ce tha t was a d o p t e d b y a Par i s ian i n s u r a n c e f i rm in 1 9 3 8 . 6 7 H e r e w e see 

h o w t h e D i c t a p h o n e was d i rec t ly " r e s p o n s i b l e " for n o v e l ways o f o r g a n i z i n g 

t y p i n g w o r k , p a t t e r n s o f o rgan i za t i on tha t w o u l d later b e a d v o c a t e d b y par t i sans 

o f Tay lor i sm for o t h e r types o f office w o r k . In t u r n , cer ta in p e o p l e w o u l d i n t e r ­

p re t this d e v e l o p m e n t as an e x a m p l e o f t he p ro le ta r i an iza t ion o f office w o r k e r s . 6 8 

T h e s e v a r i o u s e x a m p l e s b e g i n t o t race t h e o u t l i n e s o f a pa r t i cu l a r c a r t o g ­

r a p h y t h a t m a p s t h e g e n d e r e d o r g a n i z a t i o n o f w o r k a n d use o f t e c h n o l o g i e s . 

T h e m a i n features o f this m a p are t h e fo l lowing : o n t h e o n e h a n d i m m o b i l i t y , 

s e d e n t a r y w o r k , b e i n g a l loca ted tasks, a n d repe t i t iveness as a p p r o p r i a t e for 

w o m e n ; w h i l e o n t h e o t h e r h a n d mobi l i ty , p o l y v a l e n c e , u b i q u i t y a n d t h e i n ­

s t r u m e n t a l use o f t e c h n o l o g i e s are c o n s t i t u t e d as m a s c u l i n e charac te r i s t i cs . T h e 

ways in w h i c h t h e b o d i e s o f b o t h m e n a n d w o m e n re la te t o t h e ob jec t s , a n d 

t h e re la t ionsh ips b e t w e e n m e n , w o m e n , a n d space f ind t h e m s e l v e s m o d i f i e d : 

w o m e n serve t h e t e c h n o l o g i e s — s e a t e d , c o n f i n e d t o t h e i n t e r i o r — w h i l e m e n 

use t h e m , o r r a t h e r are s e rved b y t h e m — s t a n d i n g up , m o b i l e , in c o m m u n i c a ­

t i o n w i t h t h e o u t s i d e w o r l d , w i t h t h e poss ib i l i ty o f g o i n g o u t t h e r e as wel l . In 

this m e n a g e a trois ( m e n / w o m e n / t e c h n o l o g y ) w o m e n of ten c o m e o u t t h e l o s ­

ers, m a i n l y b e c a u s e m a c h i n e s s e e m t o a b s o r b t he i r capabi l i t ies (in fact, t he i r 

qual i f ica t ions) w h i l e requa l i fy ing m e n (of ten rea l ized in t e r m s o f p o w e r ) . 

T h e s e r e m a r k s l e n d s u p p o r t t o t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l thesis p u t fo rward b y Paola 

Tabe t w h o p o i n t s t o t h e u n e q u a l r e l a t i onsh ip o f m e n a n d w o m e n t o t e c h n o l ­

o g y as a key e l e m e n t in t h e r e p r o d u c t i o n o f m a l e d o m i n a t i o n . F r o m t h e p r e s ­

en t case, w e can c o n c l u d e in a m o r e l i m i t e d sense t ha t t e c h n o l o g i e s offer m e n 

t h e poss ib i l i ty o f e x p a n d i n g t h e i r i n f l u e n c e ove r t h e real , w h i l e w o m e n are 

largely used as b o d i e s , n o l o n g e r a " d r i v i n g force," b u t r a t h e r cogs in a m a c h i n e 



o r m a c h i n e r y tha t t hey endlessly feed; a l l - c o n s u m i n g w o r k that makes use o f 
e i the r w o m e n ' s " p a t i e n c e t i m e " 6 9 o r o f the i r everyday virtuosity. 

Conclusion 

B y focus ing t h e analysis o n t h e w o r k p l a c e and b y closely e x a m i n i n g gestures, 
pract ices, and t h e actors ' relat ionships t o t echno log ies , I have b e e n able t o b r i n g 
o u t t h e processes by w h i c h t echno log i e s , objects , and artifacts are g e n d e r e d in 
t h e c o n t e x t o f w o r k . B e y o n d t h e analysis o f h o w a person 's sex is a resource 
tha t can b e m o b i l i z e d e i the r consc ious ly o r unconsc ious ly to o rgan ize o r n a t ­
uralize t h e differentiat ion o f tasks w i t h i n g r o u p s of worke r s , I have t r i ed t o 
c o m m u n i c a t e the less widespread , a n d less accessible idea a c c o r d i n g t o w h i c h 
t e c h n o l o g y is decisive " i n t h e conso l ida t ion o r r e fo rmula t ion o f u n e q u a l re la­
t ions b e t w e e n g e n d e r s . " 7 0 

T h e sexual differentiation o f tasks, roles, and spheres o f activity is a cul tural 
feature that is paradoxical ly b o t h universal and h igh ly variable, always ope ra t ing 
as it does accord ing t o local, con tex tua l modal i t ies . T h e na ture of such differen­
t ia t ion d e p e n d s o n par t icular a r r a n g e m e n t s , and t h e his tor ical narra t ive has al­
l owed us t o h igh l igh t cer ta in m e c h a n i s m s tha t u n d e r w r i t e t h e m . In t h e case o f 
the office, a space that was initially masculine, I have t r ied to show h o w this " g e n ­
d e r i n g o f ob j ec t s " w o r k e d , a m e c h a n i s m for g e n d e r i n g objects based o n a d o u ­
ble m o v e m e n t involving the redefini t ion (and requalification) o f b o t h the peop le 
and the objects . As I m e n t i o n e d , t h e e x c h a n g e o f p roper t i e s b e t w e e n p e o p l e 
and objects illustrated t i m e and t ime again, con t r ibu tes t o b o t h the socialization 
of t e c h n o l o g y and t o t h e def in i t ion o f social and cul tural roles. A m i x t u r e o f 
t echno log ica l and social i nnova t i on , this e x c h a n g e o f p roper t i e s is also o n e o f 
re in forcement o r reaffirmation o f social and g e n d e r s tereotypes . In con f igu r ing 
t echno logy for a use, t h e d y n a m i c at w o r k is largely conservat ive. H e r e , w h a t is 
given as t h e neut ra l "o rde r o f t h ings" erases its o w n social cons t ruc t ion , and c o n ­
tr ibutes t o b o t h t h e stabilization and t h e natura l iza t ion o f a cont inual ly r e n e w e d 
social order, in this case the asymmetr ica l relat ionship b e t w e e n m e n and w o m e n . 

In the end , t h e " t r u e p o w e r " o f objects seems t o reside in its invisibility. 
T h e observers lose t rack o f h o w the c o n s t r u c t i o n c a m e abou t , as it is i n t e r n a l ­
ized in t h e discipl ining o f t h e b o d y and m i n d , a n d is dispersed t h r o u g h o u t t h e 
furnishing o r e q u i p m e n t o f space. F r o m this perspec t ive , t h e relat ionships o f 
men 's and w o m e n ' s bod ies t o t h e t e chno log i e s t hey use in t h e w o r k p l a c e are 
often h ighly differentiated, and thus it is as i m p o r t a n t t o s tudy t h e cu l tu re o f 
t e chno logy in this c o n t e x t as it is t o a c c o u n t for t h e cu l tu re o f the b o d y (in r e ­
lat ion to t e c h n o l o g y ) . F u r t h e r m o r e , t h e stabil ization of a f o r m of o rgan iza t ion 
in the " o r d e r o f t h i n g s " m e a n s t h e reaff i rmat ion o f a sense o f fatality, as well as 
the idea that b o t h h u m a n will and initiative are powerless. Th i s capacity o f t e c h ­
no logy 

is at o n c e discursive, mater ia l , and social. As I m e n t i o n e d , t h e d e t e r -



m i n i s t i c d i s c o u r s e fulfills a u se fu l soc i a l f u n c t i o n n o t o n l y i n t h e e x p l a n a t i o n 

a n d l e g i t i m a t i o n b u t a l so i n t h e n a t u r a l i z a t i o n o f t h e c h a n g e s t a k i n g p l a c e . 

F r o m a c o m p l e t e l y d i f f e r e n t p e r s p e c t i v e , I t r i e d t o p o i n t o u t t h e g e n e r a t i v e c a ­

p a c i t y o f t e c h n o l o g y , as soc i a l a r t i f ac t s , a b l e t o t r a n s m i t a c q u i r e d f o r m s f r o m 

o n e g e n e r a t i o n o f o b j e c t s t o a n o t h e r o r from o n e c o n t e x t t o a n o t h e r , s e d i -

m e n t i n g soc i a l s c e n a r i o s t h a t t h e a c t o r s m a y c o n s c i o u s l y o r u n c o n s c i o u s l y r e ­

a c t i v a t e . N e v e r t h e l e s s , I b e l i e v e t h a t i t is i m p o r t a n t h e r e t o ins is t o n c e a g a i n o n 

t h e fac t t h a t t h e r e a r e n u m e r o u s p a r a d o x e s i n t h e s e h i s t o r i e s t h a t n e e d t o b e 

b r o u g h t o u t . T h e h i s t o r y o f t h e f e m i n i z a t i o n o f t h e s h o r t h a n d t y p i n g p r o f e s ­

s i o n l i k e t h a t o f t h e t e l e p h o n e o p e r a t o r p r o v i d e s a n e x t r e m e case w h e r e it is 

p o s s i b l e t o o b s e r v e h o w " t e c h n o l o g y a n d i n n o v a t i o n " ( in t h e t e r m s o f p r o p a ­

g a n d i s t s ) c o n t r i b u t e t o t h e i n v e n t i o n o f a n e w soc i a l r o l e fo r w o m e n w h i l e a t 

t h e s a m e t i m e c o n f i r m i n g o l d i d e a s a b o u t w o m e n ' s w o r k . 7 1 I n n o v a t i o n a n d t h e 

r e n e w a l o f o r d e r , s o c i a l c h a n g e , a n d t h e r e p r o d u c t i o n o f d o m i n a t i o n c a n g o 

h a n d i n h a n d . 7 2 

T h e e m e r g e n c e o f a r a d i c a l l y n e w t e c h n o l o g i c a l c u l t u r e i n t h e t w e n t i e t h 

c e n t u r y , t h e t e c h n o l o g i c a l c u l t u r e o f a d m i n i s t r a t i o n a n d i n f o r m a t i o n m a n a g e ­

m e n t b a s e d o n m e c h a n i z e d w r i t i n g a n d filing s y s t e m s w a s n o t t r e a t e d as a t e c h ­

n o l o g i c a l c u l t u r e fo r q u i t e s o m e t i m e , n o d o u b t b e c a u s e i t w a s a f e m i n i z e d 

c u l t u r e , a n d o n e t h a t d i d n o t i m p i n g e d i r e c t l y o n t h e p r o b l e m a t i c o f t h e w o r k ­

i n g class . F e m i n i s t t e c h n o l o g y s t u d i e s h a v e n o t b e e n l i m i t e d t o b r i n g i n g t h e 

o f t e n u n e q u a l d i v i s i o n o f t asks a n d skills b e t w e e n w o m e n a n d m e n t o l i g h t , b u t 

h a v e a l so s o u g h t t o s h o w h o w t h e r e c o g n i t i o n o f skills a n d q u a l i f i c a t i o n s as 

s u c h , a n d o f t e c h n o l o g y as c u l t u r e h a v e b e e n s h o t t h r o u g h w i t h g e n d e r b i a s . 

A l t h o u g h t h e y w e r e p a r t i c i p a n t s o r m o r e p r o p e r l y a c t o r s i n t h e s e i m p o r t a n t 

t e c h n o l o g i c a l i n n o v a t i o n s t h a t h a v e r e v o l u t i o n i z e d t h e o f f ice i n t h e c o u r s e o f 

t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , w o m e n off ice w o r k e r s h a v e n o t b e e n a p p r e c i a t e d as 

s u c h , r e p e a t i n g y e t a g a i n t h e d e s t i n y o f w o m e n ' s w o r k t o b e n e i t h e r r e c o g n i z e d 

n o r v a l u e d . B e a r i n g t h i s i n m i n d , I b e l i e v e i t is c r u c i a l t o v a l o r i z e t h e s e p l a c e s 

w h e r e a c u l t u r e o f w o m e n ' s w o r k w a s d e f i n e d ( n o t t o e s s e n t i a l i z e s u c h a c u l ­

t u r e , b u t r a t h e r t o r e m i n d us o f its c o n s t r u c t e d n a t u r e ) . T h u s , m y u l t i m a t e a i m 

is t o b r i n g t o l i g h t t h e c o n t r i b u t i o n m a d e b y t h e s e w o m e n t o t h e c o n c r e t e d e ­

v e l o p m e n t o f c o n t e m p o r a r y s o c i e t y a n d e c o n o m y . 
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