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INTRODUCTION

Revisiting agency in the
history of knowledge

Johan Ostling, David Larsson Heidenblad
& Anna Nilsson Hammar

This is the third and final book in our trilogy on the history of know-
ledge. The first volume, Circulation of Knowledge (2018), explored
knowledge in motion and how it potentially changed as it moved
between genres, geographies, and social contexts. In the new field
of the history of knowledge, emerging as it did in the 2010s, the
circulation of knowledge became a popular concept, but it was used
with different meanings and risked becoming a vague buzzword.
Our ambition with the book was to show how circulation could be a
fruitful analytical framework, opening a broader understanding of
the different processes of knowledge. In the second volume, Forms
of Knowledge (2020), our aim was to expand the concept of know-
ledge itself. We showed how various forms of knowledge played a
fundamental role in society and in people’s lives throughout history.
Systematic, scientific, and rational knowledge had been crucial in
many settings, but so had many other forms of knowledge.!

In our previous volumes on the history of knowledge, questions
related to actors and agency have been of indirect analytical impor-
tance, more because of the perspective we adopted than otherwise.
The concept of circulation, for example, could help uncover the full
extent of knowledge processes and point us at types of actors not
usually ascribed significance. In a similar way, the broadening of
the concept of knowledge in our second volume brought new groups
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and individuals into focus. Knowledge actors have so far been an
important but unarticulated analytical category in our work on the
history of knowledge.

In this third volume, we bring knowledge actors to the fore. Gather-
ing researchers with diverse backgrounds and expertise, the guiding
questions in this book centre on agency. Who were knowledge actors
in different historical settings? What did it mean to be knowledgeable,
to use or have knowledge, to produce or circulate it? Who contributed
to knowledge processes and how—and what have the obstacles and
constraints been?

Actors in the history of knowledge

Every country, every era has its share of biographies of eminent scien-
tists, intellectuals, and educational reformers. Still, it is not misleading
to claim in very general terms that the theoretical traditions that
have left their mark on historical and sociological studies of know-
ledge have long emphasized structures over actors, collectives over
individuals. In its first phase, in the interwar period, this was true of
the pioneering studies by Ludwik Fleck, Karl Mannheim, and several
Marxist scholars. In a second phase, in the post-war decades, various
versions of structuralism were suggested by Claude Lévi-Strauss,
Thomas Kuhn, Michel Foucault, Juri Lotman, and others. In the
final decades of the twentieth century, influential new concepts and
frameworks were introduced by theorists such as Pierre Bourdieu,
Donna Haraway, and Bruno Latour.?

Since the history of knowledge draws on these traditions, it risks
becoming faceless if individual people are not put centre stage. Suzanne
Marchand is among those who have expressed this concern. She has
criticized the legacy of what she calls ‘Foucauldian structuralism’ in
the history of knowledge and science, with ‘its erasure of individual
biographies and intentions’. Marchand asks, ‘is there room in the
history of knowledge for an approach that privileges not the know-
ledge making as such but the wider context and the peculiarities of
the knowers?™

10
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We want to believe that is the case. The history of knowledge, as
we have pursued it at the Lund Centre for the History of Knowledge
(LUCK), owes much to several scholarly sources. For us, the new
cultural history and its further development have been at least as
important as the leading names in the post-war history and sociology
of science.* The currents that swept through historical scholarship in
the 1980s and 1990s, often summed up as cultural or linguistic turns,
have taken different approaches to agency in the past. There has been
a strong orientation towards linguistic patterns or cognitive structures
in history—analysed in terms of concepts, discourses, mentalities,
experiences, or memories. While actors have been present in these
scholarly traditions, they have held secondary roles as ‘prisms’ or
‘examples’, shedding light on more general trends or phenomena.

However, recent decades have seen other movements within the
broad church of cultural history. Stressing particularities and informed
by idiographic approaches, they were a rebellion against the primacy
of structures. This could be seen in a famous microhistorical study of a
seemingly wayward Italian miller in the sixteenth century, or in many
anthropologically or ethnologically grounded investigations into the
lives of ordinary men and women. The return of actors, however, is a
wider phenomenon than this. Since the early 2000s, there has been
talk of a ‘biographical renaissance’ in the humanities: once regarded
as dusty and old-fashioned, the biography has been ‘reborn’ to emerge
as a dynamic scholarly genre, capable of combining sophisticated
analytical approaches with the art of vivid storytelling.” Even in
traditionally structural fields, such as the study of organizations and
institutions, actors have been brought to the centre of attention. Within
the new framework of ‘institutional work’, scholars have shifted their
focus from anonymous processes to examine how individuals’ active
agency has affected institutions.®

In the new field of the history of knowledge, the role, functions,
and manifestations of historical actors have often been discussed. In
the first programmatic texts on the history of knowledge in the 2010s,
the importance of actors was already underlined. In Philipp Sarasin’s
seminal article ‘Was ist Wissensgeschichte?’ (2011), knowledge actors

11
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(Akteure des Wissens) are singled out as one of the main analytical
orientations in the history of knowledge. According to Sarasin, a
knowledge actor can be studied from a social-historical viewpoint,
for example by analysing their social position and different forms of
capital, but there are relatively many studies of this type and the risk
is that we end up in a sociological reductionism if the research stops at
that. “The roles of the various actors and agents of knowledge cannot
be determined according to the old social-historical grid, but on the
basis of an idea of the production and circulation of knowledge and
the tasks and functions involved’, Sarasin argues. He further stresses
that the study of knowledge actors should include the content and
form of knowledge. In this way, a person’s ability and competence to
actas a knowledge actor also depends on the theoretical and practical
knowledge they possess or impart.’

Even though we share Sarasin’s general points about knowledge
actors, we find it necessary to formulate a somewhat more precise
definition. In this book, a knowledge actor is an analytical category that
consists of those who, within a given historical context, contributed
to the production and/or circulation of knowledge. Under certain
circumstances, it is also reasonable to include different audiences in
the actor concept; they then become co-creators in the knowledge
process. Further, we consider it crucial to underline that cooperation
between several actors is required for knowledge to be set in motion.
The individuals or groups involved may vary from one epoch to
another, and for historians of knowledge it is a matter of examining
what these specific role distributions and constellations have looked
like. Finally, it is important to explore what kind of identities and
self-understandings that have been connected to these roles, and in
what ways the knowledge actors understood their own positions.

12
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Expanding agency
How to analyse knowledge actors? In this venture, historians of
knowledge need not start from scratch. Even though historical actors
have been somewhat overshadowed by structural approaches, there
are rich traditions of scholarship to draw on.

For example, discussions about the circulation of knowledge have
highlighted the need for an expanded understanding of actors and
agency. In this respect, Lissa Roberts has emphasized that circulation
should not be understood as something moving from a centre to a
local context and then returning to its starting point. She argues that
instead it should be used to get away from ‘privileged positions taken
for granted’, such as European metropolises and learned associations.®
In the same spirit, Kapil Raj has underlined that the strength of the
circulation perspective is that it gives agency to everyone involved in
a knowledge process. By this, he by no means implies that the power
and opportunities of the historical actors were evenly distributed, but
he stresses that a circulation analysis is a fruitful way to empirically
examine these power relationships, rather than assuming there was a
certain dominance relationship and that these consistently expressed
themselves in certain specific ways.’

Raj and other scholars have developed a vocabulary for analysing
a wider repertoire of actors. With concepts such as ‘go-betweens,
‘intermediaries’, and ‘knowledge brokers’, they have been able to
capture the dynamics and hierarchies in various knowledge processes."
Their starting point has often been colonial connections; their ambi-
tion, to problematize the relationship between alleged centres and
peripheries. However, the concepts can also be used in other contexts,
for example to show the diversity of actors involved in the production
and circulation of knowledge.

The roles of go-betweens and translators of knowledge have been
discussed by other historians. Simone Lassig has emphasized the role
of young people and children as knowledge actors when investigating
immigrant communities in the US. She has pointed out that children,
who were often ‘comfortable in multiple cultural contexts, were able

13
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to translate between cultures and, what is more, to produce new
knowledge’."! Having to acquire social knowledge and adapting to
multiple social milieus, Lassig writes, the knowledge strategies and
practices of migrant groups ought to be studied further. In a similar
fashion, Bjorn Lundberg has argued that pupils must be regarded as
important actors when it came to creating an awareness of global
issues in the 1960s. He shows how school campaigns contributed by
setting knowledge in motion.”

In many historical studies of knowledge actors, the power perspec-
tive is central. Within the history of science, for example, there has
been a feminist current for several decades. Researchers such as
Susan Leigh Star and Margaret Rossiter were among those who
took an early interest in what gender structures looked like among
academics. Several gender historical studies have since shown how
the traditional male professor has depended on other knowledge
actors to carry out his work, often virtually invisible women. In the
natural sciences, typical examples were laboratory assistants who
assisted the male professor, but who were not mentioned once the
epoch-making scientific publication was released.” A particular
variant of this social order, common well into the post-war period,
was ‘the scientific family’. Within the framework of marriage, the
man and woman could perform a scientific teamwork, but there was
no doubt about who was superior and enjoyed the prestige, although
the woman often also had a solid academic education. For a long
time, there was also an expectation that a professor’s wife would
not only help her husband as an assistant or secretary, but also take
on the role of hostess at dinners and other representative functions
in the home." Donna Haraway’s tenets, emphasizing the situated,
embodied nature of knowledge, draw further attention to the need
to critically engage with the subjugated when claiming that ‘there is
good reason to believe vision is better from below the brilliant space
platforms of the powerful’.”

These approaches and frameworks are just a few examples of how
knowledge actors can be studied; in reality, there is a plethora of other
possible analytical options and directions, as this book will show.

14
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Our goal here is to foster a larger discussion among historians of
knowledge about the role of knowledge actors. Do we want individuals
and networks to take centre stage in our research and our narratives?
And if so, which ones do we want to highlight and how are we to
conduct our research? What are the potential blind spots and pitfalls
of pursuing this actor-centric trajectory? Questions such as these will
never find a definite answer. However, we believe that by gathering a
diverse group of scholars to reflect on them from the vantage point
of their own research, we can move the discussion forward and lay a
common foundation for better and more informed research.

In general historiographical terms, we are convinced that the time
is ripe for re-engaging with historical actors and the action they took
in the past. New digital methods and OCR-searchable archives have
strengthened a current in contemporary historiography of empha-
sizing linguistic and conceptual change rather than scrutinizing and
situating the doings of individual historical actors. Distant reading
and topic modelling enables new lines of research, but it hardly makes
traditional methods and perspectives obsolete. As several digital
historians have pointed out, if one wants to explain and understand
how people changed the course of history by their actions, word
clouds and big data will not suffice.’

This volume is divided into three parts. The first part centres on
‘Roles and communities’, in which the essays shed light on the social
networks of knowledge and the multifaceted ways knowledge actors
engage with others. The second part, ‘Capabilities and constraints’,
explores the possibilities and hindrances which knowledge actors face.
In the third part, ‘Conditions and connections’, the essays address
the prerequisites for producing and circulating knowledge, including
the historian’s own situated practice and methodological challenges.

Roles and communities

The first group of essays shows knowledge actors in a multitude of
roles, their activities embedded in various communities. To produce
and circulate knowledge, no knowledge actor is an island. This inter-

15
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connectedness is on display in studies of experimental glass artists,
nineteenth-century primary schoolteachers, late medieval theologians,
post-war children’s television producers, and contemporary personal
finance bloggers. This broad chronological range points to the trans-
historical relevance of studying knowledge actors as embedded in—and
shaping—larger social contexts.

In the first essay, Sven Dupré considers the diversity of artistic
identities in relation to the plurality of artisanal epistemologies.
He focuses on the tension inherent in artists’ self-identification and
self-denial as knowledge actors. On the one hand, artists self-identified
with a diversity of techniques, comparable to how ‘method’ is an
important quality in the literature on scholarly personae in the history
of the humanities. Yet artists—sometimes the same artists—resisted
the identity of knowledge actor. Dupré investigates this tension and
the question of why artists self-identified and denied the knowledge
actor label by discussing the case of the post-Second World War studio
glass movement originating in the US. Members of the studio glass
movement self-identified as saviours of lost knowledge who also prided
themselves on openly sharing knowledge; and they also resisted the
label of knowledge actors, being purposefully ‘experimental’.

Johannes Westberg addresses nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century primary schoolteachers. Examining them as multifaceted
knowledge actors, this essay examines the roles in knowledge produc-
tion and distribution that their training and social position enabled
them to take. Using the concept of knowledge broker as a conceptual
key, he suggests a preliminary typology of four roles that teachers
took as knowledge actors outside the classroom: the teacher as (i)
private lecturer and teacher; (i7) author, researcher, and journalist;
(iii) administrative assistant; and (iv) politician. Although these roles
have remained neglected in contrast to teachers’ work in classrooms,
this essay further inspires studies examining the multiple roles of
knowledge actors. Teachers were not the only profession to combine
their main employment with that of author, researcher, administrator,
or politician.

16
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Christa Lundberg explores how a history of knowledge focused
on identifying structures—such as hierarchies, systems, and cartog-
raphies—squares with the study of individual knowers. One way
of bringing these together, she suggests, is to consider epistemic
hierarchies from the individual viewpoint. She tests this approach on
Jacques Lefévre d Etaples (c.1460-1536) by investigating his relationship
to the epistemic hierarchies of early sixteenth-century Paris. She
argues that Leféevre disagreed with the dominant epistemic model
in this environment, the curriculum of the University of Paris, and
challenged it in his own teaching, philosophical writings, and editorial
work. Lefévre thus played a curatorial function in relation to epistemic
hierarchies, subtly reshaping them in the way he selected and presented
texts. Lundberg concludes that studying ‘curators of knowledge’—a
category that can comprise actors from librarians to teachers and
healthcare workers—adds a useful complementary perspective to
large-scale cartographic projects in the history of knowledge.

Helle Strandgaard Jensen focuses on the formation of know-
ledge in a transnational community of television producers. In 1968,
1970, and 1972, a European Broadcasting Union’s subcommittee for
children’s programmes held workshops where representatives from
member states helped promote a highly interactive, engaged sharing
of knowledge about their various national production practices. The
essay uses a history of knowledge approach to challenge the existing
literature on television productions for children in two ways. In
contrast to existing work that has focused on national institutions
and individuals, it explores the impact of children’s television history
on knowledge formation among an entire community of knowledge
actors that went beyond national borders.

David Larsson Heidenblad and Charlotte Nilsson engage with how
lay actors position themselves as knowledge authorities in relation to
existing institutions and competing knowledge claims. Their study
zooms in on the intricate dynamics of the personal finance blogosphere
by analysing Sweden’s largest platform, RikaTillsammans (‘Rich
Together’), run by the married couple Jan and Caroline Bolmeson.
The essay shows knowledge actors in this digital sphere of popular

17
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capitalism build legitimacy, credibility, and engagement not by their
formal qualifications but by showing they are everyman investors—like
their followers. They form a ‘neoliberal community’ with their audience
that is sceptical of established financial institutions and arrangements,
yet deeply committed to financial markets and the business world as
the basis for individual safety and freedom.

Capabilities and constraints

The essays in the second part of the book grapple with what know-
ledge actors could and could not do, and the extent to which they
got scholarly recognition as active agents. By adopting a global gaze,
inequalities, marginalization, migration, and differing knowledge
systems come to the fore. Yet, the essays also shed light on that many
groups and individuals—such as servants, slaves, non-western econo-
mists, and female scholars—have had more agency than is commonly
assumed. In this way, the essays problematize and challenge what a
knowledge actor is.

Maria Bach questions the boundaries that define who a knowledge
actor can be. She uncovers marginalized actors who are seldom
analysed—the individuals who were part of dialogues and produced
speeches or texts, but were largely ignored in their time and often
after. Bach provides an empirical example from the first generation of
modern Indian economists, who worked within an imperial setting
and were treated as inferior, while their audience, who were mainly
British, were considered superior. As marginalized knowledge actors
in the ongoing debates around Indian progress and development, the
Indian economists of the late nineteenth century were often labelled
as copiers of existing economic knowledge from Western Europe and
North America (and indeed still are). Bach’s intervention offers a new
perspective on the history of development economics and identifies
several examples of redefinition, refraction, or hybrid theories in
Indian economics.

Anna Nilsson Hammar and Svante Norrhem consider phronetic
knowledge using the example of employees on aristocratic estates in

18
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seventeenth-century Sweden. Using petitions written to their master,
these employees negotiated their positions, possible advantages, and
their conditions within a complex organization comprising many
estates, and a system for compensation built around deferred wages
and long-term credit relationships. The examples show that employees
had an extensive knowledge of the system in which they were forced
to work. They carefully tailored their demands, suggestions, and
pleas for help within this context, revealing their knowledge of how
to keep track of spending, taxes, and credit relationships, in certain
cases spanning generations. More than anything, Nilsson Hammar
and Norrhem show that employees did in fact act to solve immanent
problems or to secure prospects for themselves and their families and
relatives, and that both knowledge and practical judgement was used
to strengthen their arguments.

Lisa Hellman discusses the history of knowledge in light of the
global turn. Inviting other perspectives and case studies than those
already centre stage, there is potential friction in combining the two
fields. In her essay, Hellman considers the actor-centred perspective,
the concept of circulation, and the concept of knowledge. When the
history of knowledge includes actors from various regions of the
world, it must be careful not to lose sight of the power dynamics in
knowledge-making. This point is even more apparent when consid-
ering circulation and its relationship to ideas of agency and choice.
Here Hellman underlines the importance of taking coerced actors
into account. She raises the question of how to keep coherence and
stringency within the bounds of the history of knowledge while
taking seriously non-European—and possibly conflicting—concep-
tualizations of knowledge.

Ning de Coninck-Smith explores in microhistorical and biograph-
ical detail the academic journeys of two Danish women, Grethe
Hjort (1903-1967) and Johanne Stochholm (1894-1976). She shows
how material mediators, such as women-only colleges, personal
networks, and testimonials, matched with immaterial mediators
such as aspirations and affections, helped the circulation of know-
ledge about academic positions across continents. The essay makes

19
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use of an imaginative archive, which according to Clare Hemmings
‘seeks to tell the unsayable and imagine what cannot be retrieved’ in
reflecting on the many questions about the entanglement of private
and professional lives.

Conditions and connections

The third group of essays engages with the underlying conditions for
producing and circulating knowledge in the past and in the present.
By investigating connections between local practices and larger
scientific enterprises—such as academies, conferences, journals, and
professionally shared knowledge—the section shows how knowledge
actors and institutions facilitated knowledge exchange and historical
change. The essays point up the methodological issues, notably the
employment of digital tools and the virtues of self-reflective practices
for historians of knowledge.

Joel Barnes examines relations between the circulation of know-
ledge, knowledge actors and knowledge arenas, by considering counter-
part categories in the history of the ‘multiple discovery’ in the natural
sciences. Multiple discovery—long a preoccupation of historians and
sociologists of science—is when two or more researchers are said
to have simultaneously made a discovery or devised an invention.
Throughout the twentieth century, multiple discovery was typically
explained in terms of competing social theories that emphasized either
knowledge circulation or the agency of scientific actors. Only in recent
decades have historians of science shifted attention to publishing
and communication technologies and practices—what historians of
knowledge would consider the ‘arenas’ of scientific knowledge. The
essay shows how histories of the theorization of categories closely
comparable to circulation, actors, and arenas in adjacent fields can
contribute to understandings of those categories in the history of
knowledge.

Jacob Orrje discusses the use of digital methods in actor-cen-
tric histories of knowledge. Using two examples, he considers how
different digital approaches have implications for history writing.

20



REVISITING AGENCY IN THE HISTORY OF KNOWLEDGE

Distant reading seems to promise automatization and an oppor-
tunity to write history using big data; however, such statistically
based methods encourage a more structuralist approach to history,
where words become the object of enquiry, and they are thus often
difficult to reconcile with the research practices of actor-centric
historians. Historians of knowledge might thus benefit more from
qualitative digital methods that enable the reconstruction of detailed
contexts using annotated sources and interactive maps—consisting,
for example, of itineraries, power relationships, or the movement of
concepts. Orrje also argues for a less monolithic approach to digital
history and that historians should be mindful of how diverse digital
approaches integrate with their way of writing history.

Thomas Mougey explores the role of conference organizers as
facilitators of knowledge circulation. Focusing on the work of Charles-
Marie Gariel, the director of the Service des Congres for the Paris
Expositions Universelles 0of 1889 and 1900, he highlights a category of
actor who was not engaged in the actual act of knowledge circulation,
but rather engineered the conditions enabling it. Mougey shows how
Gariel tried to reconfigure, strengthen, and routinize the burgeoning
practice of international conferencing as an arena of knowledge
circulation. He shows infrastructure to be less an external context
than a set of purposefully produced conditions of circulation, which
mould the knowledge being circulated as much as the actors involved.
By retrieving the agenda undergirding Gariel’s guidelines, this essay
also contributes to highlight the politics of knowledge circulation.

Christa Wirth suggests that historians of knowledge should reflect
on their roles as knowledge actors. Historians of knowledge not only
study knowledge actors in the past, but they are also knowledge actors
themselves. Taking her cue from programmatic texts that come out of
the history of knowledge, Wirth charts how scholarslocated themselves
as knowledge actors to contribute to open, democratic, and pluralist
societies. These knowledge actors go on to shape epistemologies, praxis,
and institutions in specific ways. Wirth contends that against the
current backdrop of a global pandemic and the erosion of democracy,
the whole business of agnostic historians reporting on the ebb and
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flow of knowledge regimes in the past without having a stake in them
is not only ethically problematic, but epistemologically naive.

The conversation continues

This third and final volume of the LUCK trilogy on the history of
knowledge ends with an essay by Peter Burke, a historian whose
career spans the birth of the new cultural history in the 1970s to the
emergence of the history of knowledge in the early 2000s and beyond.
Drawing on hisimmense erudition, he situates the twelve essays of the
present volume and their call to revisit actors in historical scholarship.
By connecting ongoing trends to larger historiographical currents,
Burke brings a breadth and depth to the dynamic discussions among
the growing international community of historians of knowledge.
The conversation continues.
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CHAPTER 1

Art education reforms and

the studio glass movement

Artists’ ambivalent self-representation
as actors of lost knowledge

Sven Dupré

This essay focuses on the tension of artists’ self-identification and
self-denial as knowledge actors. Artists past and present self-identify
with a diversity of skills and epistemologies and thus as knowledge
actors. But artists—and sometimes the same artists—resist the identity
of knowledge actor. This essay investigates this tension and asks
why artists self-identified and denied the knowledge actor label by
discussing the case of the post-Second World War studio glass move-
ment, which originated in the US. Protagonists of the studio glass
movement self-identified as saviours of lost knowledge and prided
themselves on openly sharing knowledge, but they also resisted the
label of knowledge actor, being purposefully ‘experimental’.

Scholarly personae and artistic identities

My premise is that artists’ self-identification with a diversity of tech-
niques is comparable to how method is an important quality in the
historiography of scholarly personae in science and the humanities.
Lorraine Daston and Otto Sibum have introduced ‘persona’ to the
history of science, defining a scientific persona as ‘a cultural identity
that simultaneously shapes the individual in body and mind and
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creates a collective with a shared and recognizable physiognomy.!
In their conception, personae are broadly shared models that define
what it means to be a scholar or a scientist in the longue durée, well
beyond the micro level of individual biographies. More recently,
Herman Paul has argued that to value contextual variation in the
history of the humanities, scholarly personae should be studied at
the meso level, not the macro level where Daston and Sibum situated
them. According to Paul, at this intermediate level ‘scholars relate
(positively or negatively) to models (real or imaginary) that they
believe to embody habits, virtues, skills or competencies required for
being a good scholar’? Historians should study how scholars draw
upon general models of scholarly personae and adapt them to suit
specific local circumstances and historical contexts.

Paul’s research on the history of nineteenth-century German
historical studies situates scholarly personae at the intersection of
biography, methodology, institutions such as universities and profes-
sional organizations, and historical religious and political conflict.
Scholarly personae for him are

models of how to be a historian that were upheld to aspiring historians
(especially in educational contexts), codified in methodology manu-
als (with ‘methods’ sometimes being near-synonymous to ‘virtues’),
institutionally propagated by, for instance, source-editing projects
that helped define the marks of a good historian by hiring only philo-
logically virtuous historians, and often fiercely debated on moral,

political, and/or religious grounds.?

Paul develops a specific understanding of scholarly personae as ‘a set
of discipline-specific virtues and skills that disciplinary formations
enact as necessary for one to work and to be recognized as an academic
historian’.* Similarly, this essay raises the question of what skills and
techniques it took to achieve recognition as an artist.

However, I would suggest we should go further in this analysis. For
Paul, scholarly personae turned on the validation of knowledge—and
the recognition of historians as producers of reliable knowledge.
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His assumption is that historians, because of processes including
socialization, always desired to be seen as knowledge producers. In
this essay I consider cases where artists have rejected the label of
knowledge actor. Suzanne Marchand is informative here, and especially
her discussion of the nineteenth-century Roman historian Theodor
Mommsen. While acknowledging the fruitfulness of Paul’s conceptual
tramework of scholarly personae, virtues, and markers of devotion,
Marchand vehemently argues that we should treat ‘Mommsen as a
nineteenth-century writer and actor before treating him as a maker
of knowledge’.> She sets out to shed light on Mommsen’s scholarly
practices as a producer of reliable knowledge; yet, she argues, in
doing so the historian of knowledge is better served by not treating
Mommsen primarily as a knower but instead as a writer and political
activist. I share Marchand’s concern that the history of knowledge’s
disciplinary lens can blind us to historical actors not being primarily
knowledge actors. However, while Marchand uses this caveat to
plead for a return to intellectual biography, I consider it important
that historians of knowledge recognize that historical actors are
not primarily knowers and sometimes even resist being labelled as
knowledge actors. This essay focuses on artists resisting this label. I
maintain that it is important for historians of knowledge to study the
rejection of the label, because understanding why artists refused to be
knowledge actors can illuminate their artistic practices as epistemic
practices as well as their identities as knowledge actors.

Historians of science, especially of the early modern period, have
done extensive work on art and science, or making and knowing.
Pamela Smith in The Body of the Artisan (2004) and most recently
in From Lived Experience to the Written Word (2022) argues for the
significance of artisanal epistemology—that knowledge is created
by physical engagement with matter and that artisans are experts
in nature—in the intellectual transformations of the early modern
period.® According to Smith, artisans—artists developed a ‘material
imaginary’, defined as ‘a system of knowledge that provides flexible
parameters within which the exploration of material properties
and behavior is undertaken’, for example, the material imaginary
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of blood, gold, sulphur, vermilion, lizards, and gold.” The concept
of the material imaginary replaces the earlier term of choice, the
vernacular science of matter, which Smith argues could be misleading
because it anachronistically suggests that craftsmen developed a sort
of protoscience which could be clearly expressed in words. In the
absence of a better term, Smith uses Kunst for craft knowledge which
is unverbalized and multisensory; it is knowledge of the particulars,
which in modern parlance refers to the skill that permits the expert
practitioner to intuit and improvise despite the contingencies of
materials and environment.

Rather than situating artisanal epistemology in relation to science,
Smith primarily defines practical knowledge on its own terms, more
in line with approaches in the history of knowledge than the history
of science. Such approaches recognize that artisanal epistemologies
are in fact plural.® Scrutinizing the languages of making, historians
and art historians of different stripes have shown the diversity of skills
with which artisans and artists self-identified and the richness of the
vocabularies they used to grasp the forms of (practical) knowledge
they produced. Christine Gottler and I have surveyed early modern
texts for words related to judgement and discernment, while Alex-
ander Marr and others have scrutinized the languages of ingenuity.’
Connected to ingenuity is wit and esprit, which Paola Bertucci touches
on when formulating the distinctiveness of the eighteenth-century
artistes’ epistemology, as opposed ‘artisans’ subservience to rules
... derived from the classical definition of art, and in particular of
the mechanical arts, as techne’.'® Bertucci argues that the French
Enlightenment artistes did not argue for a way of knowing typical for
all artisans, but instead claimed that their epistemology differed from
that of other practitioners of the arts. Looking at this differentiation
between artisans and artists, and craft and art, Marieke Hendriksen
and I have mapped the shifting meanings of the term technique in
the arts from the sixteenth to the twentieth century." Since the term
does not exist in early modern European vernaculars, we have turned
to other terms used to grasp the processes of making and knowing,
such as ‘method’. Interestingly, artisans’ and artists’ self-identification
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with method is comparable to method’s importance as a quality in
the literature on scholarly personae in the history of the humanities.

For all the talk of artisanal epistemologies, though, it remains
unclear who the artisans were and whose artisanal epistemologies
historians have been interested in. Remarkably, most historians of
science working on artisanal epistemologies have clustered the actors of
artisanal knowledge into general categories such as ‘superior engineers’
(Edgar Zilsel), ‘author-practitioners’ (Pamela Smith) or ‘hybrid experts’
(Ursula Klein), thus privileging specific crafts, media, and methods
as more epistemic than others.”> What about all those artisans who
never wrote anything down? Are they excluded as actors of artisanal
knowledge? I would argue that historians of science, interested as they
are in how artisanal knowledge is important for developing science,
have been slow to notice the diversity of artisans and artists that the
historiography of knowledge requires. From a history of knowledge
perspective, we must recognize this diversity of artisanal identities
and set it against the plurality of artisanal epistemologies, including
those forms of knowledge not directly connected to the knowledge
of nature.

This is not to say that historians of science have not studied how
artisanal identities were fashioned in specific contexts. Recently,
Bertucci has shown how the Ancien Régime’s Académie des Sciences
and Societé des Arts came to differentiate between artisan and artiste
on the basis of their methods and qualities of mind (wit, ingenuity).”
Here we could also draw on art history’s considerable literature on
artistic identity and self-representation, because art historians have
extensively studied the processes of differentiation between art and
craft." However, as historians of knowledge we must acknowledge that
not all artists self-identified as knowledge actors, and that some artists
even flatly refused to be seen as knowledgeable or skilful. Why then
did some artists self-identify as knowledge actors and under which
conditions did others reject the label? The early modern period, the era
of choice for scholars of artisanal epistemologies, is rich in answers, yet
any time and place will lend itself to such a study, because the tension
of artists’ self-identification and self-denial as knowledge actors has
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been a constant throughout history, even if subject to the vagaries of
local circumstance. Drawing on the conceptual frameworks for early
modern artisanal epistemologies, I thus explore the tension between
artists’ self-identification and self-denial as knowledge actors in the
studio glass movement that originated in the US in the post-war period.

The studio glass movement

Started by Harvey Littleton, who set up the first course about studio
glass at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, the founding moment
of the movement was the pioneering glass workshop held at the
Toledo Museum of Art in March 1962.” Strikingly, many of the artists
involved in the studio glass movement, including Littleton himself,
were potters or sculptors without prior knowledge of glassmaking.
Still, through his family history, Littleton was intimately connected
to glass science and industrial production, and he spent his childhood
years in one of the twentieth-century world centres of glassmaking,
Corning in upstate New York. Trained as a physicist, Harvey’s father
J. T. Littleton was lured away from the University of Michigan and
hired as a researcher at the Corning Glass Works. At Corning, his
research into the physical properties of glass led to the invention of
tempered glass. In the 1880s the Jena-based chemist and entrepreneur
Otto Schott had developed special laboratory glassware, but Schott’s
borosilicate glass, which would dominate the global market for decades
to come, relied on global supply chains because borax, which was not
locally available, was a key ingredient determining its quality.' The
interruption of the flow of borax to Jena in the First World War marked
the end of Schott’s global market dominance, while in 1915, Corning
Glass Works presented its own borosilicate glass developed by Littleton,
pere, which, branded as Pyrex, soon became ubiquitous—even more
in home kitchens than in scientific laboratories. In response, in the
interwar period the Schott company adapted its specialty glass and
collaborated with Bauhaus and Deutscher Werkbund designers to
develop kitchen glassware."”
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Figure 1.1. Erwin Eisch, Eight Heads of Harvey Littleton, 1976. CMoG 76.3.32
A-H. Courtesy of The Corning Museum of Glass, Corning, NY
(www.cmog.org).

When Harvey graduated from the University of Michigan in 1947
with a degree in industrial design, his father encouraged him to submit
a proposal to the Corning Glass Works to establish an experimental
studio open to all departments at the factory to develop new ideas. The
Corning Glass Works turned down the proposal. Harvey’s reflections
on their reasons indicate his thinking about design and the importance
of material knowledge.

They [Corning Glass Works] believed that architects made the best
designers, where you made your designs on paper and didn’t fool
around with the material. Whereas I thought form was born in the
material and in the hands of the artist, and that a pencil was a pretty
damned poor substitute and that it only results in a very obvious and

simplistic solution."
His words go to the heart of his Bauhaus-inspired teaching philosophy

as he articulated it when developing the first glass course at the
University of Wisconsin: “‘What we wanted to do was to investigate
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the material, like the painters were investigating paint, and not with
the thought of making anything ... just as the original experimental
course in the Bauhaus took all kinds of materials and investigated
them’.” In his teaching, Littleton emphasized experimentation over
the acquisition of skills.

While Littleton had access to glass science and industrial production
facilities, he was not trained in glassmaking and so needed to find
technical expertise elsewhere. In the late 1950s he turned to Samuel
Scholes’s Handbook of the Glass Industry, from which he selected
the simplest recipes for lead glass, using potters’ flint as a source of
silica, and experimenting with other alternative materials as he had
them at hand in his potter’s studio.?* For the 1962 Toledo workshop
he brought in Dominick Labino, a glass scientist at the Johns-Man-
ville Corporation, who developed a small, portable furnace for glass
artists to blow glass on their own. Labino made the glass workshop
possible by providing glass marbles which, melted at a relatively low
temperature, produced glass that was malleable enough to blow,
from his employer. In 1964 Littleton took the small, portable furnace
to the First World Congress of Craftsmen at Columbia University,
New York, to set up glass workshops in which the European artists
Erwin Eisch and Sybren Valkema participated. Equipped with this
knowledge, they took the studio glass movement to Europe. Glass
artists hail the sharing of knowledge about furnaces, breaking with
a tradition of secrecy in the craft of glass, as a defining feature of the
studio glass movement. In an interview with Joan Falconer Byrd in
March 2001, Littleton compared his teaching to the apprenticeship
system in which ‘the children were sold to the master as indentured
servants for seven years. If they left that servitude, the sheriff and
the dogs were sent after them, just like Uncle Tom’s Cabin. They were
slaves. What kind of freedom do you have as a slave?”

In the same interview, Littleton suggested the studio glass movement
took oft in the US because, unlike Europe with its centuries-old glass-
making tradition, art education in the US was based in universities.
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You see the American art student is trained as a researcher and as a
trained hand. The Kunstfachschule trains the hand, but not the mind.
We were very impressed. That's why we created the Fulbright. We
were very impressed with the skills in Europe, so by sending people
there and by bringing teachers from there here, we fertilized our art
with greater technique, and we married our restless spirit and our

ability to research.?

However, Littleton had no intention of downplaying the importance of
material knowledge. In a paper for the Eighth International Congress
on Glass, held in London in the summer of 1968 (where he met the
celebrated glass designer Andries Dirk Copier, vice-president and
artistic director of the Royal Dutch Glassworks in Leerdam), he
proclaimed experimental material knowledge to be a defining trait
of the studio glass movement: ‘An intimate working knowledge of
many materials is characteristic of the modern artist, especially in
America ... and the search for new materials and techniques is not
only part of the scene, but may be one of the driving forces.”

Two strands of argumentation came together in his paper which
would define the legacy of the studio glass movement. As the title of the
paper had it, the studio glass movement was about the appropriation
of knowledge and techniques from the industry, which in the eyes of
the movement’s advocates would liberate the industry-enslaved glass
artist. But they expressed a clear desire to experiment with materials
rather than simply apply industry-based knowledge. That should be
seen in the context of their ever-awkward self-identification as art
and craft—or was it art or craft, as per the title of the symposium
and exhibition Glass Today—Art or Craft? which brought artists from
across Europe and the US to Zurich in June 1972 and played a key
role in the spread of studio glass on the Continent.?

This was the context for Littleton’s radical pronouncement that
autumn at the National Sculpture Society’s annual conference: “Tech-
nique is cheap’® This saying, associated with him ever since, was
an obvious extension of his initial teaching philosophy that experi-
mentation with materials was more important than the acquisition
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of skills. Yet it also speaks to his conviction that technique was only
valuable if married with aesthetic judgement. He lamented the refusal
to countenance highly skilled glassmakers in the industry exercising
aesthetic judgement—something Littleton had experienced himself
in his childhood years at the Corning Glass Works—and strongly
opposed it with his “Technique is cheap’ slogan.

In Europe, Littleton found a kindred spirit in the Dutch artist and
educator Sybren Valkema.?® The two met in 1964 at the First World
Congress of Craftsmen, where Littleton first demonstrated the small,
portable furnace, which attracted a great deal of attention. Valkema
was mesmerized; for the first time he handled a blowpipe himself,
despite having worked over two decades at the Royal Dutch Glassworks
in Leerdam in the Netherlands. In 1968 Littleton invited Valkema
to spend a term in Madison to teach European glass techniques
at the University of Wisconsin. Valkema and Littleton also spent
considerable time in Harvey’s studio, experimenting with materials,
recipes, and glassmaking techniques, including the instructions for
lost wax casting which Littleton had received from Frederick Carder
at Corning’s Steuben Division.” They also travelled to the Bay Area
to attend the first Great California Glass Symposium, organized by
Marvin Lipofsky, one of Littleton’s early students and initiator of
glass art programmes at Berkeley and the California College of Arts
and Crafts. Valkema credited his experience of the teaching and art
education system in the US as instrumental in his introduction of
a glass programme at the Rietveld Academy in Amsterdam in 1969.

In conjunction with the inauguration of Workgroup Glass (as the
programme at the Rietveld Academy was called), Littleton travelled
to Amsterdam to participate, along with Eisch and Lipofsky, in the
exhibition Free Glass that Valkema had organized. Valkema preferred
‘free glass’ to ‘studio glass’ in line with his assertion that Workgroup
Glass embodied ‘the freedom the individual artist has got to work
this glass totally independent from the factory situation as it was
for centuries’?® Valkema’s opinion reflected his career and more
particularly his teaching experience. In 1943 he had been hired as
a teacher at the Glass School, closely linked to the Glass Works in
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Leerdam. Inspired in part by Bauhaus, the artistic director Copier
had founded the school in 1940 to provide the glass craftsmen with
better design training and to improve the quality of what the factory
produced.” In the war, Valkema had also lectured at the Instituut voor
Kunstnijverheidsonderwijs (the Institute for Applied Arts Education),
which would become the Rietveld Academy in the 1960s. Under the
directorship of Mart Stam, a programme of education inspired by
Bauhaus was put in place. It underscored the importance of industrial
design, drawing lessons, and a knowledge of materials. It also entailed
workshops at which students could more freely experiment, and
classes by guest lecturers—all innovations which profoundly shaped
Valkema’s teaching philosophy as articulated in later years.*

At the Leerdam glassworks the artists remained vulnerable despite
Copier’s efforts. They relied on the furnaces and equipment at the
factory for the execution of their designs, and their artistic aspira-
tions were severely constrained by commercial interests. Valkema,
like Littleton, saw in the small, portable furnace an opportunity for
artists to work independently, and he acted on it by building one
for his students in Amsterdam. The first generation of students had
backgrounds in ceramics or sculpture, and along with Valkema they
had to learn how to build a furnace from scratch, how to blow glass,
how to mix and melt glass, and how to colour glass by experimenta-
tion.” Valkema allowed them to play with the material to see how it
behaved and how best to work with it, while they were only taught
techniques at their request. This teaching philosophy—which like
Littleton’s was more geared towards experimentation with materials
than the acquisition of skills—translated into the Workgroup Glass
students’ work, which was experimental, sometimes even clumsy, and
far removed from the technical perfection of factory glass. Almost
overnight, the Rietveld Academy became an internationally renowned
centre for studio glass, attracting students from across Europe and
the US and, on Valkema’s invitation, guest lecturers such as Littleton
and Lipofsky.

In the 1960s and 1970s Valkema was deeply involved in the develop-
ment of art education reform policies, in which he remained inspired
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by his own teaching experience with Littleton in the US and the glass
programme at the Rietveld Academy.*? He advocated for the estab-
lishment of workshops, fully equipped with technology, materials,
and technical expertise, to serve as interdisciplinary meeting places
for students, true to the Bauhaus-inspired philosophy he encountered
when he taught at the Institute for Applied Arts Education under
Mart Stam in the 1940s.

Artists as knowledge actors?

While the small, portable furnace became an icon of the studio glass
movement, equally important was their search for knowledge about
historical glass colours, which has received much less attention.
Labino had made the Toledo glass workshop possible by providing
coloured glass marbles from his employer, the Johns-Manville Corpo-
ration. However, the reliance on industrially sourced colour materials
constrained artistic freedom and was at odds with the studio glass
movement’s self-representation—embodied by the small, portable
furnace—as liberating the artist from the glass industry. Artists sought
out glass colour knowledge from company recipe books and other
historical sources going back to the early modern period. Littleton’sand
Valkema’s experimentation with the historical recipes they received
from Carder at the Steuben Division glassworks is one example of
the search for technical expertise.

The case of the studio glass movement speaks to a specific form
of knowledge, lost knowledge, and the idea of vanished technologies.
Benjamin Olshin has argued that we encounter this idea throughout
history, whenever artisans claimed to reinvent a forgotten technology
and reactivate lost knowledge.* Sometimes the vanished technology
is attributed to a long-lost civilization, a rhetorical tool based on a
cyclical model of history. One example was the malleable, unbreakable
glass which figured prominently in Renaissance lists of lost ancient
inventions.** Sometimes the writings about technology that have
come down to us were not written to safeguard precarious knowledge
from disappearing, but were reinventions on paper of already lost
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technologies, such as eighteenth-century writings about stained glass.*
Valkema’s archive, with its wealth of colour recipes, glassmaking
instructions, and descriptions of equipment, techniques, and furnace
designs, collected as he set up the glass programme at the Rietveld
Academy, was one such reinvention on paper.*

This search for colour knowledge was part of the broader interest
in the history of glass, culminating in Dominick Labino’s Visual
Art in Glass in 1968, a book which he was invited to write for the Art
Horizons series.” In surveying two thousand years of glass history,
Labino identified a decline in the development of glass colour know-
ledge and pointed to automation as an important factor, the broader
context of industrialization thus necessitating his retrieval of lost
historical colour knowledge. ‘While modern technology has made
much progress in glass compositions, and the refinement of materials
has produced the clearest of crystal’, Labino wrote in the introduc-
tion, ‘there has been a decline in the development of color, and color
variation. Therefore it is in this area that the artist-craftsman has a
challenge and an opportunity to make a significant contribution to
the visual beauty of glass.”® This decline of colour knowledge was due
to the requirements of standardization in the industry following the
nineteenth-century colour revolution.”

The art-glass plants, large or small, must duplicate pattern and colour,
and sell at a profit in competition with imports of good design and
excellent craftsmanship, produced at low labour costs. On the other
hand, the studio-craftsman in glass has freedom to create forms of
his own expression in colours that focus on the inherent beauty of

glass itself.*

Labino focused on colour, the invention of new colours, or the reinven-
tion of lost colours because it was his belief that colour dictates form.

Labino concluded his book by looking at the studio glass movement
and the Toledo workshops of 1962. He included images of his tools,
furnaces, and glassmaker’s bench as part of his discussion of the
equipment in his studio. However, the majority of the book was devoted
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to the history of glass, from the earliest glassmaking centres in Egypt
and the sand-core technique, via the invention of the blowpipe and
the rise of Venice in the early modern period, to twentieth-century
production, all with an eye to the retrieval of colour knowledge which
Labino considered in decline. Labino’s interest in the history of glass
was mirrored in Littleton’s own book, first published in hardback in
1971.* While the publishers, Van Nostrand Reinhold, envisaged it as
ahow-to manual, Littleton resisted the label and thought of it more as
a ‘manifesto’ than a manual for glassblowing courses. He proclaimed
glass art to be a search for form and so illustrated the book with
nineteenth and early twentieth-century glass by Frederick Carder,
Emile Gallé, Maurice Marinot, and others whom he admired along
with work by Labino, his friend Erwin Eisch, and other European
glass artists and makers.

Interestingly, then, studio glass movement artists’ self-representa-
tion as knowledge actors was ambivalent, being bound up with their
ambivalence towards the history of glass and their self-representation
as artists. On the one hand, they searched for contemporary glass
science and technology and reactivated lost historical knowledge. Their
ethos was one of openly sharing this knowledge through training and
education, starting university courses in North America and glass
programmes at European academies (such as the Rietveld Academy)
and attending world craft conferences and other gatherings and
meetings. On the other hand, for all the historical continuity between
historical glass knowledge and the studio glass movement, the small,
portable furnace represented a break with the past—when the labour
of glassmaking in historical glass workshops had been divided among
several workers—because it was explicitly meant to help the individual
glass artist. Despite the ethos of openly sharing knowledge at world
craft conferences, the self-representation of the protagonists of the
studio glass movement was as artists, and not as craftsmen, to whom
they attributed an ethos of secrecy. And for all their reliance on
technical knowledge, Littleton famously argued that ‘technique is
cheap’, devaluing technique (that is, one form of knowledge) in his
artistic work.
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Reluctant knowledge actors

Adopting the framework of scientific or scholarly personae developed
by historians of science and the humanities raises the question what
skills and techniques it takes to be recognized as a good artist. As the
case of the studio glass movement shows, knowledge is sometimes
constructed as lost and in need of being reinvented, partly by turning
to historical writings. While Labino’s was a history of glass colour
knowledge in decline, the members of the studio glass movement
self-identified as actors—knowledge saviours who prided themselves
on freely sharing knowledge. Their self-identification as knowledge
actors, mastering techniques, was tied up with status, as much as their
self-denial as knowledge actors, being purposefully experimental
in the spirit of Littleton’s ‘technique is cheap’, was meant to boost
their status above craft. The tension between self-representation
as knowledge actors and rejection of the label stemmed from the
differentiation between art and industry and between artists and
artisans, which had been ongoing since the early modern period. It
is important for historians of knowledge to study the rejection of the
label, because understanding why artists refused to be knowledge
actors can illuminate their artistic practices as epistemic practices
as well as their identities as knowledge actors. In the case of the
studio glass movement, it explains why they were so invested in art
education reforms and curriculum development, and especially why
their teaching philosophy focused on playful experimentation with
materials rather than the acquisition of skills, thus allowing for the
student-driven development of material knowledge.

What then does this case have to say about knowledge actors?
The assumption of historians of science and the humanities is that
actors always desired to be seen as knowledge producers; yet, given
the framework of scientific or scholarly personae, it is equally evident
that actors could resist self-representation as knowledge actors. This
resistance was entangled in the processes of differentiation between
art and craft: the group of artists studied here went to considerable
lengths to distance themselves from being knowledgeable or skilful in
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order to represent themselves as artists. Thus we should acknowledge
that historical personae rejected the label of knowledge actor whenever
it clashed with other identities of choice or preference. The tensions or
clashes between identities—knowledge actor being one among many
identities to which historical personae aspired—are what the history of
knowledge (beyond the history of science or the history of humanities)
should embrace. Such a perspective shows how fruitful joining forces
in art history and the history of knowledge can be. It is refreshing
to look at a long-standing issue such as art versus craft through the
lens of specific forms of knowledge: practical knowledge and lost
knowledge. When the downplaying or even rejection of the identity
of knowledge actor is acknowledged, it points to the importance of
ignorance (or not knowing), which is at the forefront of studies in the
history of knowledge. Similarly, I would argue for the significance of
the history of education to the history of knowledge. It is precisely in
the investigation of teaching practices, philosophies, and policies that
we can connect the micro to the macro level. Much as the framework
of scholarly personae focuses on processes of socialization, virtues,
and methods embodied and codified in methodology manuals and
enacted in historical teaching practices.
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CHAPTER 2

Multifaceted knowledge actors

Nineteenth-century teachers as authors,
researchers, administrators, and politicians

Johannes Westberg

The role of teachers in the rise of mass schooling is obvious and
fundamental. They were the ones who taught children and performed
the socialization and qualification tasks expected of schools. As such,
historians of education have examined teachers as agents of the state
who promoted nation-building processes in the classroom, not only by
the knowledge they instilled, but as moral agents through the power
of their personality.! In this context, teachers have been assigned
a broad variety of roles in (potentially) amending the social and
economic problems of society, promoting ideals such as humanity,
justice, and peace. Although earlier religious aims have gradually
faded, the salvific hopes linked to teachers’ agency in the classroom
have remained in the twentieth century.?

In this essay, I explore what a history of knowledge framework
might add to this historiography of teachers. What if the history
of teachers were written not as a history of education, focusing on
teaching, teachers’ life, wages, and profession, but rather as a history
of knowledge? My intention is consequently, to paraphrase Simone
Lissig, to analyse and comprehend teachers’ dissemination of know-
ledge in society and in culture.’ Here I argue that such examinations
of teachers as a knowledge actor broaden the historical investigation
to include their role in sharing and producing knowledge outside the
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classroom and outside their profession, to include other institutions,
spaces, and cultures of knowledge.*

Based on a pilot project on nineteenth-century educational journals
and a project addressing the local history of schooling, I will explore
teachers as knowledge actors by focusing on primary schoolteachers
in Sweden in the second half of the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries.’ I present, first, the social and economic features of these
actors and, second, the roles in knowledge production and distri-
bution that their training and position enabled them to take. I will
suggest a preliminary typology of four roles that teachers adopted
as knowledge actors outside the classroom: (i) private lecturer and
teacher; (i7) author, researcher, and journalist; (iii) administrator and
administrative assistant; and (iv) politician. Although these roles have
been neglected compared to teachers’ work in the classroom, I will
argue they represent a promising line of research for those wishing
to examine teachers as knowledge actors.

Besides building on the existing literature on the history of teachers,
I also address two questions of more general significance for the field
of the history of knowledge. The first is the recurring question of
what a history of knowledge approach might bring to other fields of
historical research.® As this essay shows, the history of knowledge has
alot to offer historians of education. The second question concerns the
nature of knowledge actors. This essay highlights the importance of
considering the multiple roles that knowledge actors such as teachers,
but also authors, priests, politicians, and scientists can play in specific
historical contexts.

From teachers to knowledge brokers

In the history of education, teachers are most often examined either as
teachers of children or as part of a profession. The literature explores
what they taught, and how they taught. Using Gert Biesta’s typology,
such research has examined how teachers provide children with
knowledge and skills (qualifications) while transmitting norms and
values (socialization).” When considering teachers as part of a profes-
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sion, historians of education have also examined their political and
professional struggles to promote their expertise, strengthen their
status, and improve their wages and working conditions.® Starting from
an interest in wages, livelihoods, and professionalization processes,
such studies have also on occasion broadened our understanding of
teachers to include their secondary occupations and their interactions
with the local community.” I draw on primarily these latter strands
of research to investigate teachers as knowledge actors.

To examine teachers as knowledge actors—highlighting how they
contributed to the societal circulation of knowledge—I use the concept
of the knowledge broker, known from fields such as education and
healthcare. Instead of focusing on one specific role in the classroom or
in the professional struggle, this concept is useful since it highlights
how knowledge actors can play several, varying roles depending on
context, and how they can support the flow of knowledge, ideas, and
practices across social borders and distinctions. According to this
conceptualization, a knowledge broker shares, connects, combines,
and translates ideas from one group to another. As such, teachers
can function as gatekeepers or information managers, deciding what
information individuals can access. But they can also have an active
role in facilitating exchange by translating and adapting different
perspectives to one another.”

This conceptualization of knowledge actors is useful since it allows
for an exploration of the multiple roles such actors might have. A
knowledge broker may communicate scientific evidence, or promote
communication between researchers and practitioners. There is conse-
quently a wide range of questions to ask about why the knowledge
broker disseminates knowledge, whose knowledge is being shared,
what type of knowledge, and how." These questions of why, what and
how are useful when considering the main roles teachers played in
the circulation of knowledge in society.
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Teachers’ social and economic position

Primary schoolteachers are interesting as knowledge actors because
of their sheer numbers: they became a sizeable profession in the
nineteenth century. In the early nineteenth century, however, primary
schoolteachers were few in many European countries. In Sweden in
1839, only 1,500 primary schoolteachers were identified in the statistics.
Following the School Act of 1842, which required parishes to organize
school districts with at least one primary school per district, the number
of teachers grew. In 1890, there were 13,508 primary schoolteachers
distributed across Sweden’s 2,300 or so school districts, compared to
the 1,108 teachers working at grammar schools (ldroverken) in 1890,
and the mere 256 professors and hired lecturers at higher education
institutions (Lund, Uppsala, and Karolinska Institutet) in 1891-95."
While most individual teachers remained comparatively unknown,
primary schoolteachers as a group became an important knowledge
actor in the nineteenth century.

When examining teachers as knowledge actors, their sheer numbers
are important. It meant they were found not only in urban centres,
but across Sweden. In largely rural nineteenth-century Sweden, this
also meant that teachers often had a background among farmers and
non-skilled workers. Kerstin Skog-Ostlin has shown that 31 per cent
of primary schoolteacher students in the early twentieth century had
at least one parent working in the agricultural sector. Public statistics
indicate that 40 per cent of students at the male teacher training
colleges in 1901-1910 had parents who were landowning farmers."

There were nevertheless significant differences, not least between
different types of primary schoolteachers. Apart from the regular
primary schoolteachers (folkskollirare), there were junior school-
teachers (smdskolldrare) and teachers at minor primary schools (mindre
folkskolor). The role of junior schools and minor primary schools
varied, but, as the terminology indicated, they were often smaller
schools placed in small villages, and junior schools were also intended
to cater to younger children." In the 1880s, the minimum wage of a
junior schoolteacher was one-third of a primary schoolteacher’s, and
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while teacher training colleges were set up for junior schoolteachers
from the 1860s onwards, neither junior schools nor minor primary
schools required teaching qualifications of their staff."”

The composition of the teaching profession varied across these
categories. Although the proportion of female teachers increased from
the mid nineteenth century on, feminization was uneven. In 1887, over
90 per cent of the junior schoolteachers were female, while only less
than one-third of the regular primary schoolteachers were women.'®
Their social background also varied. According to Emil Marklund’s
study of northern Sweden, junior schoolteachers (regardless of gender)
often came from farming families; 53 per cent came from such house-
holds, while only 27 per cent of the primary schoolteachers had such
a background. Similarly, 24 per cent of primary schoolteachers had
a managerial or professional family background, while that was true
for only 12.5 per cent of the junior schoolteachers.”

The primary schoolteachers’ position thus remained ambivalent.
In his classic study School Teacher, Dan Lortie describes teachers as
‘special but shadowed’. Teachers are usually admired for their public
service, but their competence and ability have often been questioned.
The playwright George Bernard Shaw famously formulated this posi-
tion in 1905 as “Those who can, do; those who can’t, teach.” Teachers are
described using the rhetoric of professionalism but are often perceived
as underpaid.” In addition, they enjoyed a higher education that in
the nineteenth century was set at the secondary level, but were rarely
considered as academics. In countries such as Sweden and Germany,
teachers were thus described as half-educated (Swe. halvbildning,
Ger. Halbbildung).” Yet, the social and cultural impact of teachers
has been recognized. Their homes have been described as ‘cultural
centres’” with ‘selectively bred plants of the intellect’*® Examining
teachers as knowledge brokers will allow me to pose questions about
what these conceptualizations of half-education and cultural centres
actually may have meant.

In this ambivalent position with the number of teachers expanding,
teachers organized themselves in various ways to improve their wages
and strengthen their social standing. The most important professional

49



KNOWLEDGE ACTORS

association was Sveriges Allmédnna Folkskollararforening (Primary
Schoolteachers of Sweden), which surpassed 10,000 members in 1905,
and its magazine Svensk Léraretidning (‘Swedish Teachers’ Journal’).”
This socioeconomic context of an expanding, trained profession
struggling to improve their position in a largely rural society provided
the conditions that shaped how teachers functioned as knowledge
actors in Sweden.

These conditions of the teaching profession provide plenty of
opportunities for the historian. Apart from producing significant
quantities of source materials—preserved because of their ability to
organize in associations, and the excellent condition of the church
archives that hold the primary school archives—the large group
of teachers provide interesting opportunities to study a history of
knowledge from below. That is, a kind of grassroots history of know-
ledge that does not focus on those whose status and knowledge was
self-evidently recognized, but those knowledge actors who were
often questioned—a history that does not mainly deal with pioneers,
innovators, and dominant figures, but instead highlights subordinate
standpoints and peripheral perspectives.?

Since teachers were distributed across Sweden, from the cities to
the most sparsely populated parishes in the far north, they are also
arewarding object of study for those engaging with the local history
of knowledge, and those hoping to retreat from urban histories of
knowledge to the most rural regions of Sweden. Although this has
not necessarily been the case in the history of knowledge, there has
been a tendency in political history and the history of education to
focus on the national level.” Here, the history of teachers provides an
excellent opportunity to examine the history of knowledge in small
towns such as Herrljunga, Nyképing, and Mariestad—the locations
of three teachers’ meetings in the winter of 1859-1860.
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Mister Know-it-all

In the context presented above, teachers occupied various roles. Their
main task was, obviously, that of teacher. As teachers of children, they
played a key role as disseminators of knowledge. In the latter half
of the nineteenth century, Swedish children (who since the reading
campaign in the eighteenth century had been able to read to some
level) now also were able to write.?” In that sense, teachers took on
the role of gatekeeper, deciding what knowledge to impart to their
pupils. Their role and agency—especially against the background of
parents’ protests against an education above the minimum level as
defined by the School Act of 1842—warrants further study.?

Nineteenth-century teachers were, however, not only teachers in
the strict sense of teaching children. They were knowledge brokers
in a broader sense who promoted the production, sharing, and use
of knowledge in Swedish society, not only for children, but also for
other individuals. This was linked to their socioeconomic position.
They were trained, but received only a modest wage for an occupation
which moreover did not occupy all their time. In the late nineteenth
century, the standard teacher contract stipulated 8 months of work
a year, and since teaching children was a daytime job, their working
hours were limited.”

Having time to spend on other tasks, and the financial reasons to
do so, some teachers functioned as knowledge brokers, meaning they
facilitated the sharing of knowledge in various contexts and social
groups. While seldom acknowledged today, teachers’ multiple roles
were a well-known, much-debated fact in the nineteenth century. In
the influential newspaper Aftonbladet, an author complained in 1857
that both the School Act of 1842 and the local community influenced
teachers to become something else than the teachers of children they
ought to be. The School Act required them to be singers, gymnasts,
and gardeners. And in addition, the author lamented there were
politicians that wanted teachers to become agronomists, and others
who wanted to train teachers to help medical doctors with vaccinations
and bloodletting, or enable them to serve as members of parliament
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or parish clerks. Add the practical requirements that often faced
teachers in the local community, who needed sextons and organists,
and the result was teachers who did literally anything but teach: a
‘mister know-it-all, singer, physical educator, gardener, agronomist,
vaccinator, bloodletter, and quack, politician, parish clerk, sexton,
and organist!™®

While exaggerated, this complaint is informative since it summa-
rizes the possible roles that teachers could take in producing and
sharing their knowledge in a variety of social contexts. In the latter
half of the nineteenth century, it remained common for teachers to
combine their profession either with being a sexton (klockare) or an
organist. The percentage of teachers who combined these occupations
increased from 21 per cent in 1847 to 23 per cent in 1859. In 1882, 33
per cent of all male primary schoolteachers also worked as sextons.”
Sextons had far-reaching responsibilities, which indicates the many
roles that teachers could take as knowledge brokers. Besides helping
the parish priest at services, sextons had a range of administrative
duties, including running the postal service and providing medical
services such as vaccinations and bloodletting.* Since such tasks were
demanding, the School Act of 1842 also noted that teachers working
as sextons should have the expertise required for that position.*

Teachers also had a range of other tasks. Of particular interest is a
report on 2,992 public schoolteachers in 1896. Although it was based
on responses from the chairmen of school boards, who probably
did not have full insight into what teachers actually did when not
teaching, the report showed that fully 57 per cent of rural teachers had
asecond job. Teachers commonly worked as sextons and/or organists
(31 per cent), but this survey showed that their secondary occupations
ranged from librarian and bookbinder to trichinella inspector.’> While
teachers taught children, such reports also indicate that their roles as
knowledge actors was much more multifaceted than that.

Teachers’ many roles may have been related to contemporary criti-
cism of primary schoolteachers as half-educated, possessing broad but
incomplete, shallow knowledge, and the presentation of their house-
holds as cultural centres.” Both descriptions lack precision, however,
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and fail to acknowledge the scope of teachers” knowledge-brokering.
Examining teachers as knowledge actors outside the classroom, a
useful preliminary categorization would instead include teachers as
(i) private lecturer and teacher, (ii) author, writer, and journalist, (ii)
administrator and administrative assistant, and (iv) politician. Such
a typology highlights the work teachers did across communities and
social distinctions and the forms of knowledge they produced, shared,
and distributed. Teachers not only shared knowledge as popularizers,
but also used their expertise to produce fiction and scientific or
quasi-scientific knowledge and to put policies into practice.

The gendered dimension of teachers as knowledge actors is not the
focus of this essay, but it should be noted that the teacher training
and the teaching profession offered female teachers opportunities as
knowledge actors beyond the classroom. Christina Florin has noted
female primary schoolteachers’ political activity in the temperance
and peace associations, and female teachers were to be found elsewhere
too.* Thyra Freding (b.1879), for example, also worked in popular
education, disseminating knowledge about old Nordic games and
dances, while Frida Aslund (b.1879) published country house novels
(herrgardsromaner), autobiographical novels, and children’s books,
while working as a primary schoolteacher in the province of Dalarna.
Elna Persson (b.1866) was as board member for various business
associations and Erica Falkman (b.1874) used her teaching degree as
a public lecturer and as a member of a municipal council and various
associations.* While outside the scope of this essay, the similarities
and differences between male and female primary schoolteachers as
knowledge actors certainly deserves further investigation.

Speaker, author, researcher, and private teacher

Closely linked to their profession as primary schoolteachers, teachers
disseminated knowledge as lecturers and private teachers. Thanks to
their educational skills and content knowledge, they could provide
private education to children or adults outside school hours and find
additional teaching at evening schools or Sunday schools.* Like the
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influential educator Carl Kastman, Nils Hejde noted in his handbook
on teachers’ secondary occupations that private education was suitable
for teachers. Teaching outside school was never as exhausting as
teaching in school, and some private education was more financially
rewarding than others—according to Hejde, that included teaching
musical instruments, sloyd, and modern languages.”

In addition, teachers could pick up work as guest speakers or
lecturers talking about their area of expertise or interest. In the
nineteenth century, teaching journals were filled with news items
about talks given by teachers, often on the topic of education. Thus,
teachers could act as knowledge brokers who shared knowledge with
other groups in society. The journal Svensk Liraretidning indicates,
for example, that in 1893 the primary schoolteacher K. J. Leksell
gave a talk in Lugnas for parents about upbringing, obedience, and
truthfulness, while Axel Jonsson lectured workers on ‘Raising practical
men and women’ in Kungsor in 1894.% This is the role of teachers as
popular educators, disseminating knowledge by popularization or
by translating it for their audience.”

Some teachers cast their net wider as educators to produce text-
books. As teachers, they thus contributed to the selection, classification,
and transmission of knowledge that this implied, and that curriculum
research has explored.*® Although it was not uncontroversial—there
were complaints that school boards would not buy textbooks authored
by teachers—primary schoolteachers’ textbooks dominated in some
school subjects such as science.* Indeed, teachers have even been
described as the main drivers in developing science textbooks, both
in terms of content and educational presentation.*> Some of the
textbooks achieved remarkable success: the primary schoolteacher
Jonas Backman (1832-1906) did, for example, publish a wide range
of textbooks, including one about Bible history that in 1914 reached
its 41st edition.”’ In a period when textbooks largely equated to the
curriculum, teachers’ roles as textbook authors is worthy of further
study by historians of knowledge.**

Besides textbooks, teachers published texts as authors, writers, and
journalists more generally. While textbooks implied a dissemination
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of knowledge within the teachers’ own sphere, these efforts meant
stepping across social and professional boundaries. These included
authoring children’s books, like Cyrus Granér (1870-1937) who for his
contemporaries was best known for his now forgotten books about
Burre Busse.* Some went further to produce research publications
addressed to the academic sphere. Their works indicate the importance
of differentiating between the ways teachers shared knowledge, that is
between the popularization that public lectures implied, the selection
and transmission of knowledge in textbooks, and the production of
(intended) academic knowledge via research. The latter type of know-
ledge actor included the primary schoolteacher and ethnologist Olof
Petter Petterson (1859-1944), the collector and historian of education
Bror Rudolf Hall (1876-1950), the teacher, landowner, musician, and
folklorist Anders Olof Berglund (1857-1939), and the teacher and
folklorist Karl Jacob Nilsson (1844-1926). How these individuals’
positions as teachers affected their work as researchers is, again, an
interesting question to pursue further.

As folklorists, Anders Berglund and Karl Nilsson are interesting
examples of not only the opportunities the teaching profession oftered
to produce and distribute knowledge, but also the challenges teachers
faced when they lacked the education, social networks, and academic
credentials that some scientific and literary fields expected. Publishing
under the pseudonym Tobias, Berglund (Figure 2.1) wrote about the
culture, songs, and memories of his home province of Medelpad: a
task he himself described as for his own pleasure, rather than for
financial gain.* In Nilsson’s case, his unwillingness to conform to
the scientific standards of the day, his preference for what he called
a written ‘modified dialect’, and his attempts to make money out
of his publications, stalled the distribution of his findings in more
prestigious publications.*’

Other teachers participated in less ambitious publications. Taking
on smaller writing tasks was in line with Hejde’s recommendations. He
acknowledged that teachers’ social and cultural position created chal-
lenges when they approached book publishers. In the terms used here,
teachers were not necessarily knowledge brokers with the legitimacy
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Figure 2.1. Anders Olof Berglund, here in his flat in Bredsjo primary school (in
Medelpad), held multiple roles as a knowledge broker, reaching across social
boundaries as a landowner, teacher, musician, and folklorist. Source: Ljustorps
hembygdsforenings bildarkiv, Bildnr: 10422.
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to bridge the gap to the publishing world. According to Hejde, it was
too difficult for unknown teachers to get book manuscripts accepted
by big publishing houses, and if accepted, an unknown author could
not expect significant sales. Instead, Hejde recommended that teachers
write articles and news reports for magazines and newspapers. He
argued that lucidly written pieces about local and regional news would
always be in demand. And while each news item did not pay much,
a steady flow of shorter news text would make for a decent income.*
Teachers” work as knowledge actors was in such cases primarily a
matter of distributing factual information.

Administrator, assistant, and politician

Besides moving into private education, writing, research, or journalism,
teachers also took jobs as administrators, assistants, and politicians.
In these roles, teachers did not facilitate the sharing of knowledge
between communities or across social distinctions in ways that might
be described as knowledge dissemination or popularization, but
rather by applying their knowledge and literacy skills in other ways.

These fields included practical administrative work or writing.
Teachers’ training created certain possibilities for them in rural
contexts. As Anders Nilsson has noted, the Swedish rural population’s
limited reading and writing ability meant that they needed help when,
for example, formal contracts were to be signed.* Some of these tasks
were more formal. Teachers could work as accountants, number exam-
iners (siffergranskare), property surveyors, or tax officers.” The above
mentioned schoolteacher Backman, for example, wrote a handbook
on this topic, Den lilla affirsboken (“The Little Book of Business’)
dedicated to the primary schools and country people of Sweden. He
said writing skills had become widespread in the late 1860s, but the
ability to apply this to specific tasks still remained limited. Bickman
wrote his handbook as a how-to guide when doing bookkeeping or
drawing up deeds of sale, wills, estate records, probate records, deeds
of guardianship, and so forth (see Figure 2.2).”!
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Januari manad ar 1868. Inkomster. Utgifter.
1868, Rdr |6re.f Rdr |ore.
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» |15| For upphuggning af 20 famnar ved & 75 6re. .| 15
i3 Rorsaltiatt snonot for e e Ren a6
» |17| Betalt en skuld till Jéns Olsson i Berg . . . 40 | —
» 121 Till skrdddaren Andersson for syning . . . . 9 15
»5&f] p | Forsalt: 8:% ull 4:1-Rdr 30 6re . . . . ,| 10 [40
> | % it IbRE SR b ore e e S 8w
» |31| Diverse utgifter fér hushallet. . . . . . . 17 | 50
» » | Kassabehallning till nista ménad
Summa Rdr Rmt | 100 | 40} 100 | 40

Figure 2.2. Proper accounting according to Backman. Source: Bickman, Den
lilla affdrsboken (Herndsand 1868), 4.

These efforts in helping the local community could also take the
form of simple writing tasks. The diaries left by the teacher Lars
Jansson (1810-1886), who worked in the Bergslagen mining district,
show his range—and how busy he was. He drafted purchase orders,
wrote minutes, composed wedding verses, and helped parishioners
write letters to America. He himself estimated that he in total wrote
372 congratulation cards, produced 82 dice games, wrote 49 coffin
plates, and compiled 68 probate records.*

Others tried local or national politics. The step into national
politics was the steepest. Even so, by 1906 13 primary schoolteachers
were members of the second chamber of the Swedish Parliament.*
There, some had exceptional success, like the ministers of education
and ecclesiastical affairs Fridjuv Berg (1851-1916) and Verner Rydén
(1878-1930). While the history of such prominent individuals has
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been written, the more general history of teachers in national politics
remains to be explored.

While only a select few took part in national politics, it was more
common that teachers used their expertise in local politics. Of 40
students from the teacher training college in Linképing who finalized
training in 1882, most held significant positions at the local municipal
level, either in politics or as an official.** In a report compiled in 1898 on
teachers’ living conditions, they were also found serving as directors
of poorhouses, tax officers, chairs of local councils, or chairs of fire
insurance boards.” The teaching journal Svensk Léraretidning occa-
sionally published lists of teachers in senior local authority positions.
On 14 January 18941, it noted that a ‘very large number’ of teachers
had been elected as accountants for municipal, church, or school
bodies or as members of fire insurance committees—too many to be
mentioned in print. Instead, the journal merely listed five teachers
who were elected as chair of the municipal board (kommunalstimma),
thirteen teachers elected as vice-chair, one teacher as chair of a poor
relief board, and three tax officers. On 7 January the same year, the
journal had also noted that several teachers had been elected as
chairs or members of the municipal committee (kommunalndmnd),
despite this being illegal.* Teachers’ roles in such contexts remain to
be explored further, however.

In these instances, a teacher’s function as a knowledge broker was
again far from that of disseminator or popularizer of scientific or
factual knowledge. Instead, teachers supported the implementation
of local policies and practices, or helped develop them. A striking
example was the primary schoolteacher Per Borgh (1860-1941), who
combined his teaching position in Lekaryd in the province of Smaland
with a wide range of municipal tasks. Apart from pursuing progressive
reforms via the local peace movement, the temperance movement,
and Primary Schoolteachers of Sweden, he held in total some twenty
positions of trust in Lekaryd. These included vice-chair of the school
board and the church board and chair of the school building committee
and church restoration committee.”” The answer to how Borgh shared
and used his knowledge in these various contexts could shed further
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light on the role of teachers as knowledge brokers at the local and
national level.

Such brokering was not without its challenges. In Borgh’s case, his
promotion of progressive politics combined with several positions on
the municipal level, and his involvement in an insurance company
and bicycle sales spawned a series of controversies. While his expertise
could be an asset to both his public and private duties, his political
opponents referred to him sneeringly as an insurance man. And while
the knowledge he amassed thanks to his involvement in the peace
movement, the temperance movement, and the teachers’ association
would have equipped him with useful expertise for his work in the
municipality, this did not extend to a political career at the national
level. He was never elected to Parliament. Instead, the local newspaper
Smadlandsposten made fun of his ambitious attempts as a mere teacher
and insurance salesman to make such wide-ranging contributions to
society. The newspaper jokingly claimed that Borgh could easily solve
the complex political situation of late nineteenth-century Europe just
by having a brisk chat with Bismarck.

The challenges facing teachers working outside the teaching sphere
were noted by contemporaries. Kastman felt that such tasks in many
cases could contribute to their professional and social standing. These
included positions unrelated to school and local government: director
of a meteorological station, say, or chairman of a land reclamation
association, controller at a sugar mill, or positions at savings banks
or fire insurance companies. Teachers could make important contri-
butions while at the same time reaping the benefits, both financially
and otherwise. Still, Kastman argued that not all uses of the teachers’
acquired skills were suitable. It was not easy to combine teaching
with being director of a fire station, let alone managing the conflicts
that might arise from working as a police officer or a court assistant.
While Kastman acknowledged the important role teachers could fill,
organizing probate records, inheritance, and auctions, he also advised
against it because he saw the potential for conflicts with pupils’ parents
and the local community.*
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In conclusion

This essay offers a preliminary mapping of primary schoolteachers’
main roles as knowledge actors in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. As evident from above, primary schoolteachers did not only
work in their own classrooms, but they also occupied roles ranging
from private lecturer and teacher, author, researcher, and journalist
to administrator, administrative assistant, and politician. Teachers’
multiple roles as knowledge actors can be explained by their profession.
They had an academic training on the level of secondary education,
a relatively small workload, and a similarly limited wage. This both
enabled and promoted teachers’ work outside school. The role of the
combination of academic training, low wages, and relatively short
working hours in stimulating knowledge circulation should probably
not be underestimated, whether teachers or other knowledge actors.

The preliminary typology of teachers’ roles as knowledge actors
presented in this essay adds precision and nuance to the then wide-
spread notion of teachers as either half-educated or as centres of culture.
First, teachers were not only one kind of knowledge actor, but several,
ranging from the specialisms of amateur researchers to multitasking
local government administrators. Second, teachers applied and dissem-
inated different kinds of knowledge. As researchers, they attempted
to produce new knowledge; as lecturers they popularized academic
knowledge; as textbook authors they selected and classified knowledge,
and in the municipal organization, they used their skills to develop
and implement local policies. Third, the teachers’ history shows the
usefulness of knowledge-brokering as a concept. It reminds us that
teachers shared different kinds of knowledge in different ways, for a
wide range of purposes. It also encourages further explorations of the
multiple roles of other knowledge actors such as authors, journalists,
priests, politicians, and scientists.

By examining teachers as knowledge actors, this essay has also
indicated the potential for further collaborations between the history of
education and the history of knowledge. History of education certainly
offers interesting and important topics. Consider only Sweden’s 13,500
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primary schoolteachers in 1890, with the likes of teacher—public speaker
Axel Jonsson, teacher-author Jonas Backman, teacher-researcher
Karl Nilsson, and teacher-salesman—-administrator-politician Per
Borgh. As I have argued in this essay, their history as fiction and
textbook authors, researchers, administrators, and politicians remains
promising as topics for future research. But there is more. Teachers’
foreign travels is another rather neglected topic, as well as the teacher
training colleges, and their role in knowledge circulation.

In addition, the history of knowledge has much to offer historians
of education. By shifting focus from education in the classroom
to knowledge in society, we are presented with a framework that
enables us to explore how teachers not only taught children, but also
disseminated knowledge as guest lecturers, journalists, local officials,
and national politicians. This lesson from the history of knowledge
need not be restricted to teachers, for it encourages us to consider
the role of schools, school buildings, principals, teacher training, and
teacher educators in the dissemination of knowledge in society and
culture. In particular, the teacher training colleges deserve further
attention. These include the Hogre ldrarinneseminariet (‘Female
Teachers’ Higher Teacher Training College’), counting the likes of
Selma Lagerlof, Jeanna Oterdahl, Anna Sandstrom and Alice Tegnér
among its notable students.®
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CHAPTER 3

Epistemic hierarchies
and historical actors
Reframing Jacques Lefévre d’Etaples

Christa Lundberg

Many programmatic texts about the history of knowledge propose
a focus on epistemic hierarchies. They suggest we should study the
boundaries and relationships between different kinds of knowledge.!
One criticism of this plan concerns the status of individual knowers.
Faced with abstract ‘knowledge systems’, ‘orders of knowledge’, and
‘epistemic hierarchies’, some historians suspect that the history of
knowledge, or at least some versions of it, does away with the living,
breathing, thinking subject of knowledge. In this essay, I consider
whether attention to epistemic hierarchies excludes studies of indi-
vidual knowledge actors or, conversely, enhances them.

I shall begin with two historians who both defend the value of
the individual viewpoint. Suzanne Marchand argues that historians
of knowledge risk abandoning the attention to individual thinkers
characteristic of intellectual history. Marchand raises several impor-
tant points in favour of biographically oriented studies. First, this
genre invites us to contextualize authors in their political and social
realities.” Biographies are more relatable to readers than histories of
discourses.’ Importantly, she argues that a focus on systems of know-
ledge—particularly in their more Foucauldian versions—fits badly
with how most people think about knowledge.* As she asks, ‘do we
really believe that we too simply are part of a discourse whose rules
dictate, more or less, what we say, and in which curiosity, creativity,
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and compassion are mere illusions, while only power is real?™ If know-
ledge involves these things, we need to take individual personality
and biography seriously.

Martin Mulsow raises partly different concerns in an exchange
with Lorraine Daston. Daston has argued that historians of know-
ledge should seek to uncover an ‘epistemological hierarchy (often
intertwined with a social hierarchy) of which kinds of knowledge
are more or less valued, by whom, and why’, which ‘also rank][s]
knowers and the epistemic virtues they are expected to display’.®
In his reply, Mulsow agrees that historians of knowledge need an
analytical framework, but questions whether epistemic cultures were
as rigid as Daston suggests. Were many actors not simply immersed
in their own practices without reference to a larger structure? Might
we need to contend with ‘loose conglomerates of knowledge’ rather
than hierarchies?” Like Marchand, Mulsow thus questions whether
actors operated in epistemic hierarchies and argues that this focus
risks distorting our view of the past.

To interrogate this matter further, Mulsow proposes that one might
study a certain category of knowers: the actor, ‘who, within a given
knowledge culture, understands the hierarchies and dynamics of
different forms of knowledge’.* Mulsow does not enlarge on how this
approach might allow us to identify a historically grounded approach
to epistemic hierarchies. This is where the present essay picks up the
thread. I shall attempt what Mulsow suggested and consult a know-
ledge actor in the epistemic landscape of early sixteenth-century Paris.

My guide is Jacques Lefevre d Etaples (c.1460-1536), without doubt
one of the most versatile scholars of his generation. For overlapping
periods, Lefevre was a philosophy teacher at the University of Paris,
an editor of printed books, and a religious reformer. He had access to
avariety of epistemic milieux, moving between academic, aristocratic,
and monastic circles. Moreover, he was actively involved in reshaping
philosophical and theological education. This versatility has made
Lefévre difficult to pin down in historical research—he was not quite
an academic, not quite a publisher, nor a typical Reformer. This quality,
however, provides excellent material for thinking about the nature
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of epistemic hierarchies in early sixteenth-century Paris. Indeed, I
suggest that the history of knowledge, through this analytical tool,
offers something new even to our understanding of actors explored
by historians of French religious thought, humanism, and ideas. To
ground this argument, though, we will need a brief historiographical
account.’

The historiography of a knowledge actor

The modern historiography of Lefévre developed in a deeply confes-
sional context and focused on his theological views. Reformed histo-
rians explored questions raised already during Lefévre’s lifetime.
Was he secretly a Lutheran? Had he influenced John Calvin? Had
his vernacular translations of the Bible contributed to the spread of
reformed ideas in France? Besides the obvious confessional significance
of these questions, they also expressed a nationalistic ambition of
describing a distinctly French Reformation different from, and perhaps
even the precursor of, the German one. While there was no obvious
candidate for a French Luther, Lefévre was compared to Melanchthon.”

From the First World War onwards, historians of humanism took
a different approach. They explored Lefévre’s role at the University
of Paris, highlighting his teaching and Aristotelian commentaries.
Augustin Renaudet’s Préréforme et humanisme (1916), based on
meticulous and still valuable archival research, also dived into the
intellectual context of Lefévre’s religious ideas. Renaudet argues that
the ‘sterility’ of the contemporary Faculty of Theology, especially their
nominalism, explains why Lefévre’s generation sought new impulses
from humanist and mystical traditions." Renaudet’s investigation of
how Lefévre’s humanist perspective differed from scholastic theology
prompted other historians to explore Lefévre’s views about the rela-
tionship between Aristotle and Christianity, the role of eloquence in
erudition, and the interpretation of the Bible.”? This research aspired
to capture ways in which Lefevre’s approach to knowledge differed
trom that of his predecessors in Paris by focusing on his methodology
and influences.
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Contributions in recent decades have brought new perspectives
on Lefevre’s collaborative and wide-ranging activities that reflect
ongoing trends in intellectual history. Studies have situated Lefévre as
an agent in academic and religious networks. For example, Jonathan
Reid interprets Lefevre’s contribution to religious reform in France by
mapping the activities of a network whose central node was Marguerite
de Navarre.” Focusing on Lefévre’s earlier years at the University of
Paris, Richard Oosterhoff shows how Lefevre brought his academic
network into the printing workshop and how his students underwent
an apprenticeship in bookmaking. Oosterhoft’s arguments resonate
with the turn in intellectual history to the study of a wider range of
knowledge types, particularly artisanal skill."* Attention to practices,
such as editorial techniques, is similarly a key component of my own
work on the theological books produced by Lefevre’s circle.”

Recent research about Lefevre, although conducted in the general
field of intellectual history, thus fits well with the central aims of
the history of knowledge to explore the circulation and mediality of
knowledge. However, there has not yet been any attempt to take an
approach explicitly guided by concepts from the history of know-
ledge. To investigate what we can add by thinking about epistemic
hierarchies, I use this notion to parse Lefévre’s relationship with
the University of Paris and his confusing status as an independent
theologian without affiliation to the powerful institutional system of
the Faculty of Theology.

Epistemic hierarchies as context

The University of Paris provides the institutional framework for the
most obvious and clearly delineated epistemic hierarchy in Lefévre’s
surroundings. The university arranged knowledge into categories in
its curricula in arts—from logic to natural philosophy, metaphysics,
and ethics—and in the higher faculties of medicine, canon law, and
theology. This institution moreover played an important role in
certifying the knowledge of students by examination. Exams mattered
because degrees had legal implications: for example, a Master of
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Arts was eligible for certain ecclesiastical benefices. The university
provided a time-tested structure for acquiring learning that fed into
wider social structures and hierarchies.

Lefévre first encountered this structure as a student at the Faculty
of Arts. We know little about this part of his life, other than that
he went on to teach philosophy in Paris. Yet he must have had a
somewhat complex relationship with the university. Considering
his well-documented theological interests, it is puzzling that he did
not at the same time pursue a degree in the Faculty of Theology,
as so many teachers of philosophy did. As James Farge shows, the
doctorate in theology was a long, demanding education, but one that
conferred a great deal of social status and influence.”® “Theologian’
was a protected title and studying at the Faculty of Theology would
have been the natural choice for a young man with strong religious
leanings and an evident propensity for study.”

Lefevre’s status as an outsider to the Faculty of Theology, apparently
self-imposed, is a problem that the earlier historiography has done
little to address. This is in part due to a lack of sources. Barring the
discovery of some text in which Lefévre credibly explains his deci-
sion, we know nothing about his personal reasons. This means we
are relieved of the burden of debating with Philipp Sarasin whether
Lefevre’s state of mind, psychology, and intention are of historical
interest and consequence.” If we want to dig deeper into this as a
historical problem, our only option is to follow Sarasin’s preference
and investigate the ‘semiotic structures, processes, and discourses’
that help explain Lefévre’s actions.”” To understand his rejection of
academic theology, we need to look to the networks, discourses, and
roles offering alternatives to a doctorate in theology.

This search must go beyond the academic milieu itself and locate
alternative epistemic discourses and hierarchies. I shall here focus on
one such alternative to which we find references in one of Lefévre’s
earliest publications: a textbook on metaphysics from 1494. Lefevre’s
textbook introduced the first six books of Aristotle’s Metaphysics,
which was part of the arts curriculum. However, Leféevre advertised
metaphysics as the ‘theology of the philosophers’ and represented
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Aristotle as an example of Christian piety. We shall return to Lefévre’s
unusual conception of the relationship between metaphysics and
theology later. For now, let us focus on the dedication of this textbook
to his aristocratic patron, Germain de Ganay.

Eugene Rice shows that Lefévre’s most important patrons, such as
the brothers Jean and Germain de Ganay, were recent additions to the
French nobility. The patronage of humanists was part of consolidating
their newly won social status.” However, the pattern of their support
also reveals that members of this recently formed elite had specific
intellectual interests. For example, Germain was an Italophile, being
the author of a short unpublished treatise about Italy, reputedly the
host of Fra Giovanni Giocondo da Verona’s lectures on Vitruvius in
Paris, and a correspondent of the Florentine Platonist Marsilio Ficino.?
In an era of heightened French political interest in Italy, aristocrats
developed a keen interest in their neighbours’ intellectual culture.

Lefeévre’s relationship with Germain shaped his intellectual output
from the early 1490s; for example, on Germain’s request he wrote a
treatise on natural magic.” For his earliest patristic publication—his
edition of the Corpus Dionysiacum from 1499—he selected a text that
Germain owned and eagerly studied in Ficino’s translation.” To return
to the textbook on metaphysics, Lefévre’s paratexts clearly echoed
ideas about prisca theologia that Germain encountered in works by
Ficino—the idea that ancient philosophers had some understanding
of Christian truths. Considering these overlaps, we see that Germain’s
network and discourses about natural magic, natural theology, and
apostolic theology were important for Lefévre in so far as they offered
alternatives to university’s institutionalized epistemic hierarchy.

With the textbook on metaphysics, we can take the analysis further.
This publication illustrates well the phenomenon noted by Mulsow:
Lefevre was someone who was acutely aware of the priorities and
values of different groups of knowers. The textbook shows how Lefevre
appealed to two audiences simultaneously, his Italophile patron and
students of philosophy. The dual character of the book furthermore
indicates he was not content to participate in two separate epistemic
discourses but sought to integrate them. By emphasizing the theological
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potential of metaphysics—an idea consistent with certain Italian
trends but at odds with the official view of the university—Lefevre
made space for theology in the arts faculty.

Theorizing epistemic hierarchies

So far, T have worked with the concept of epistemic hierarchy in roughly
the sense used by Daston and Mulsow. But to continue exploring
the individual viewpoint, let us now turn to actor’s categories. Did
Lefévre even think of knowledge as something that comes in degrees?
As it happens, Lefévre was in conversation with several traditions
that promoted hierarchical perspectives. One of these emerged from
Aristotle’s De anima, which Lefevre taught at the College du Cardinal
Lemoine. Lefévre embraced Aristotle’s empirical model that ‘all
knowledge begins in the senses’. However, he was most interested
in the subsequent stages of the process, when the mind develops
increasingly abstract and universal notions—better knowledge, from
Lefevre’s viewpoint.* Secondly, Lefevre read Platonist authors and
agreed with aspects of their teachings. He was interested in ideas
about intellectual vision and contemplation, which according to this
tradition represented higher forms of cognition even further removed
from the material world and the senses.? For Lefevre, this tradition
of philosophical contemplation was closely related to a Christian
project of gaining knowledge of God through contemplative prac-
tices. This concept of theology was largely inspired by the writings
of the Platonizing theologian Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite and
prescribed a progression from positive theology to negative theology,
to the potential visio Dei. If sensory knowledge was on one end of the
epistemic spectrum, divine knowledge was at the other end.

In reconciling Aristotelian, Platonist, and Christian approaches
to knowledge, Lefévre was part of an already venerable late antique
and medieval philosophical tradition. More original than his ideas
were perhaps the ways in which he forged these separate approaches
together. One example is a compendium that weaves together Aristo-
telian psychology with the pursuit of divine knowledge through
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analogy. Aristotle often proposed analogies involving eyes and vision
to explain human cognition. In his compendium, Lefevre argued that
the analogies from De anima were not only useful for understanding
cognition, but also for gaining an understanding of God.?® This
bewilderingly self-referential work highlights the parallels between
sensory and divine knowledge and the harmony between Aristotelian
and Christian perspectives.

This very brief summary of Lefévre’s epistemology suggests striking
discrepancies with how Daston and other historians of knowledge
conceptualize epistemic hierarchies. Lefevre’s version notably has
nothing to say about the relationship between different knowledge
systems. For Lefévre, the very core of knowledge is its universality. Yet
the religious worldview underlying his notion of knowledge and its
distribution is of some genealogical interest. The conceptual history
of ‘hierarchy’ is closely related to the writings of Pseudo-Dionysius
the Areopagite, whose theology so Lefevre enthusiastically defended.
For Pseudo-Dionysius, ‘hierarchy’ described the structures through
which knowledge of God emanates and spreads to humans through
ranks of angels and church officials. According to this perspective,
each level of the hierarchy strives to know God, but does so in a
different way depending on its capacity.”

While Lefevre’s ideas about knowledge are not directly aligned
with Daston’s epistemic hierarchy, bringing their perspectives together
is productive. I discussed above how Lefévre brought theological
themes into his teaching at the Faculty of Arts in a way that challenged
contemporary practice. In theorizing knowledge and particularly
the continuity between philosophy and theology, he justified this
move. In this way, Lefevre’s theorizing about knowledge was directly
related to his position at the University of Paris. This was especially
clear in another of his textbooks, in which Lefévre outlined a seam-
less transition between Aristotelian studies and theological ones, as
students gradually developed the intellectual and moral capacity for
the latter type of understanding. After studying natural philosophy
and metaphysics, students could move on to reading Scripture and
patristics, developing the reverence and virtuous living essential to
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intellectual progress. The end point, for Lefevre, was theological
contemplation.?® According to this way of thinking about knowledge,
the division between the Faculty of Arts and the Faculty of Theology
was an artificial one.

Another connection between both notions of epistemic hierarchy
relates to Lefevre’s critique of scholastic methods in philosophy. He
suggested that the scholastic philosophers, by focusing exclusively
on rational argument, remained limited to a lower cognitive level.
Lefevre promoted a turn from rational to intellectual philosophy.
The latter would be a more intuitive and supposedly more excellent
practice, which inched closer to religious insight.? We thus see that
Lefevre’s theorizing about knowledge was bound up with polemic
against the reigning epistemic system. His way of thinking about
degrees of knowledge, which combined Aristotelian empiricism
with explanations for the emanation of divine knowledge, was only
superficially consistent with the epistemic hierarchy embraced by
the University of Paris.

Manipulating epistemic hierarchies

I have argued that Lefévre’s textbook on metaphysics and, more
generally, his effort to introduce theological themes at the Faculty of
Arts can be characterized as attempts to influence or change existing
epistemic hierarchies. Next, I shall turn to Lefévre’s most significant
mode of acting on epistemic hierarchies—as an editor of printed books.
Lefevre’s case, I shall suggest, is helpful for exploring, with Philipp
Sarasin, under what conditions, how, and through what relationship
to the self (Selbstverhdltnis) this role was shaped.*

The professional editor came to prominence with the development
of printing workshops in fifteenth-century Europe, when textual
correction became a commercial concern. Printing required someone
to pay attention to the condition of texts and fix old or new mistakes,
since blatant errors diminished the value of the printed output—
particularly when it came to scholarly books. As Anthony Grafton
shows, editors approached this task in different ways depending on
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their skill and willingness to interfere with the text. Yet they generally
shared the aim of making books attractive and marketable—which
was why printers employed students and scholars.* Although there is
no indication that Lefévre asked to be paid for his work, some of his
students were paid or at least housed by printers in return for their
services as correctors at the press.*

Contemporary evidence suggests that some saw Lefevre as a
corrector of the kind just described: someone who played a limited
albeit important role in improving texts. A bio-bibliographical hand-
book printed in Paris in 1512 described Lefévre as a ‘great ornament
and help’ to theologians. His editions, commentaries, and translations
‘made the implicit explicit, illuminated the obscure, and repaired
mangled and mutilated passages’.® According to the anonymous author
of this note, Lefevre’s efforts awarded him a status as an assistant to
theologians—a capable and celebrated corrector.

Editing could be about more than correction, however. Lefévre told
an origin story of his career in publishing that emphasized its religious
significance. It was after encountering the work of the contemplative
theologian Ramon Lull in 1491 that Lefévre first considered joining a
monastery but then settled on becoming an editor. His mission was to
publish books that ‘shape souls for piety’.** For Lefevre, publishing the
right texts was an important part of improving the state of religion.
As this story suggests, Leféevre took the curatorial function of editing
seriously. Working with various printers in Paris, he contributed to
the publication of a large number of titles in philosophy and theology.
Besides publishing his own writings and those of his students, he
also located manuscripts through correspondence or by travelling
to libraries.

Lefévre also wrote introductions to many editions, advocating
for authors he valued and providing guidance on how to read them.
Besides promoting pious books to a general, learned audience, he
also published titles that could be used at the Faculty of Theology.
This is especially clear in his translation of De fide orthodoxa by John
of Damascus: in an introduction to the edition, Lefévre suggested
that the faculty might use this as a textbook. In suggesting that the
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theologians study John of Damascus instead of Peter the Lombard,
Lefevre promoted Greek over Latin theology and more ancient texts
over recent ones.”

Lefevre’s editorial activities were thus connected with an epistemic
agenda beyond improving the state of individual texts. He grasped
that the medium of print offered opportunities for disrupting the
curriculum, which had long developed according to the conditions of
manuscript transmission. The printing workshop—small, commercial,
and unregulated—could change an institution like the University of
Paris. Even if this did not happen through the simple substitution of
texts suggested by Lefévre, his impulse is significant. Editors were
not simply improvers of texts but agents promoting specific kinds

of knowledge.

Curators of knowledge

The present volume provides ample evidence that historians of know-
ledge are willing to make space for knowers in their studies. Yet one
may ask whether this interest does not primarily extend to groups,
such as networks, and relevant professions or roles. This essay set
out to investigate how a history of knowledge focused on identifying
structures—such as hierarchies, systems, and cartographies—squares
with the study of individual knowers. I suggested that a productive
strategy for combining these perspectives is to explore epistemic
hierarchies from an individual viewpoint by focusing on the historical
actors who navigated and reshaped such systems.

The case of Lefevre illustrates how this approach can help us to
reframe inaccurate labels used in the earlier historiography, such
as ‘theologian’ or ‘educational reformer’. Those functions, as we
have seen, must be qualified against the background of Lefévre’s
oppositional relationship with parts of the University of Paris. By
mapping epistemic hierarchies in connection with the university, we
can follow in Lefévre’s footsteps and explore options to the academic
system and the professional roles that allowed him to promote an
alternative approach to theological knowledge.
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Analysing Lefevre’s contributions to printing, I have touched on
the underappreciated curatorial function of editors, who not only
correct but also select and introduce texts. Curatorship, more gener-
ally, sums up key aspects of Mulsow’s proposal that we study actors
who understand the ‘hierarchies and dynamics of different forms of
knowledge’** Such overview is an essential feature of curatorship, with
its traditional function being to care for repositories of knowledge,
including museums and libraries. Curators select and present know-
ledge—interacting with the epistemic hierarchies they serve. Editors,
librarians, and bibliographers all work this way. So do teachers when
selecting how to interpret and convey a set curriculum, and healthcare
workers when advising patients, the public, or policymakers.*”” The
concept of ‘curators of knowledge’ thus highlights the capacity of
a variety of individuals to actively engage with epistemic systems.

Studies of curators of knowledge reveal the contours of epistemic
hierarchies as they appeared in people’s lives and thoughts. By taking
this dimension into account, we can promote an approach to epistemic
hierarchies truer to our own experiences as knowledge actors. This
approach moreover incorporates the insights that such structures
differ from one another, for example by being more or less formalized,
and that individual historical actors relate to them in more or less
involved ways. The study of curators of knowledge therefore has the
potential to play an important complementary function in relation
to large-scale cartographic projects in the history of knowledge.

Notes
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CHAPTER 4

Sharing practices,
building knowledge

On collective knowledge formation in
European children’s television, 1968-1972

Helle Strandgaard Jensen

In the mid-1960s, Western Europe saw a significant change in television
productions for children.! Until that point, the focus of children’s
programmes had been providing enculturation into existing norms
related to the family and educational spheres. Now children were
increasingly portrayed as individuals with their own interests and
somewhat independent relationships with society more broadly. As
part of this change, television producers increasingly sought out
knowledge about children’s lives and worldviews and represented
these in new child-centred programmes, making their work part of a
larger change in the relationship between children, media, and society.
But how did such a shift happen? How did views of the knowledge
needed to produce ‘good’ children’s television change across Western
Europe? And what actors were part of bringing it about?

In this essay, I will explore knowledge formation in a transnational
community of broadcasters. In doing so, I will discuss the importance
of investigating the making and influence of knowledge that cannot
only be attributed to named individuals or single institutions. The case
study will be three workshops initiated by the European Broadcasting
Union (EBU) which took place in 1968, 1970, and 1972. These work-
shops brought together a community of agents: European producers
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of children’s television. By doing so, the EBU consolidated itself as a
space for particular types of knowledge built on the practical, hands-on
experience of television producers and their insight into the worlds
of their young viewers. I will investigate how the organization of the
workshops, the participants’ backgrounds, and the topics discussed
cultivated the new knowledge that changed children’s television—and,
in turn, heightened the value of the participant’s knowledge as it
transformed them into a resourceful community of knowledge actors.

I will analyse how the changes in ideas of what constituted appro-
priate knowledge when producing children’s television came about by
focusing on four aspects: (i) how the knowledge produced at the EBU
workshops differed from what had been foregrounded previously; (i7)
the reasons the EBU saw a need for these seminars and the knowledge
they produced; (iii) how the seminars” organization as group work
and practical exercises underpinned a particular type of knowledge
formation; and (iv) whom the knowledge the seminars produced
were thought to benefit. I will use a focus on knowledge production
and valuation to discuss possible reasons the European television
landscape gave rise to the insights produced at these workshops, how it
legitimized them, and how this lent authority to a certain community
of agents, namely television producers.

The focus on knowledge formation among members of a community
of practitioners answers a call to focus on other forms of knowledge
than science and scholarship, as in the existing literature on the
history of knowledge.? Taking a close look at international workshops
for practitioners enables the analysis to speak to a range of other
issues within the literature on the history of knowledge, including
the production and transfer of knowledge in communities outside
national spheres. Existing scholarship on television history, albeit
mainly focused on national contexts, allows us to contextualize
knowledge production within wider sociocultural views, as called for
by Suzanne Marchand.’ However, contrary to Marchand, I will not
focus on individuals but on a particular community of actors and their
place in a broader broadcasting landscape. Where individuals, such
as academics, would represent themselves as individual knowledge
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producers when giving talks, writing papers, and doing consultancy
work, television producers mainly represented their institutions and
a community of shared practices, not promoting their own work.
This not only made their knowledge production different because it
was constituted by a shared experience, it also changes how we can
write about them as knowledge actors: the difficulty of identifying
individual contributions to the workshops turns the spotlight away
from single participants onto the community of actors and their
collective dynamics.

The focus on uncovering and capturing the experience of children
and young people was a new idea in television production when
the EBU workshops took place, and so was the focus on improving
production practices. Media historians have pointed out how, in the
1950s and early 1960s, the understanding of children as ‘becomings’,
incomplete adults in the making, led television productions to focus
on how viewers could be helped in adjusting to society’s established
cultural and social norms.* This meant that knowledge of children
held by educators, psychologists, and the cultural elite about children’s
needs and wants was foregrounded. The mainly nationally focused
historiographies have also described how this changed in individual
countries in the mid-1960s, with European broadcasters becoming
more focused on children as a cultural and social group, seeing them
as ‘beings’ whose interests should be taken seriously in their own right.

Explanations for this change are often anchored in national contexts
such as youth rebellions and counterculture, the expansion of welfare
state institutions and more general cultural shifts related to family
patterns, gender roles, and budding individualism. Or it is explained
by pointing to specific individuals who have had a significant impact
on a broadcasting institution.’ The combination of these broad struc-
tural and narrowly agent-focused claims overlooks the workings of
cultural changes produced by communities of actors and institutions,
especially on a transnational level. This flaw can be remedied by
taking a history of knowledge approach, where the focus on specific
productions of knowledge on a community level is paired with the
broader explanations in the existing historiography. With such an
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approach, we can see how the television producers who met at the
EBU workshops were largely producing, sharing, and discussing how
to make television for children not based on academic texts, but on
their practical experiences in national broadcasting institutions. A
transnational focus can shed light on why the changes in views of
childhood and production practices happened in multiple countries
simultaneously.

Facilitating knowledge exchange

Seven songs. Three by Bob Dylan, two by Joni Mitchell, and one each
by the Mothers of Invention and the folk-rock group Crosby, Stills &
Nash. Could the messages of these seven songs, all beloved by youths
in 1970, be made into television programmes that would capture
the same audience in similar ways, speaking to their hearts, hopes,
and dreams as the rock stars did? This question was presented as a
practical challenge that had to be solved by 40 television producers
from 19 countries at a workshop held by the EBU in Stockholm,
Sweden, in February 1970. The exercise was presented by Ralph Garry,
a professor of education invited to give a talk and lead participants
in a hands-on exercise. This practical task was typical for the three
workshops held by the EBU’s Study Group for Children’s Programmes
in 1968, 1970, and 1972. Rather than focus on policy questions or the
one-way delivery of academic knowledge, the EBU had specifically
asked that broadcasters not send management representatives, and the
few academics who were invited to the workshops had been asked to
facilitate small exercises that the participants could work on, present,
and discuss rather than focus on abstract academic questions.® This
made knowledge about children’s television that came from hands-on
work with production the most important thing at these workshops.
The practicalities and possibilities of television production took centre
stage as discussions focused on how public service broadcasters’
experiences of producing television for children and young people
could be shared, to the benefit of all the EBU’s members.
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Figure 4.1. The 1972 meeting of the European Broadcasting Union’s subcommit-
tee for Children and Young People’s Programs. Source: Box 1, 8017503291, Series
’1965-1981 Internationalt,” Berne- og Ungdomsafdelingen, Danmarks Radio
1187, The Danish National Archives.

The EBU had been founded in 1950 as a hub for programme and
knowledge exchange between European public service broadcasters.”
It had several subcommittees, the ‘study groups’ where producers and
other broadcasting staft met for programme screenings and discus-
sions. Among its four study groups was the Study Group for Children’s
Programmes, a group dedicated to out-of-school programmes. It
helped with the exchange of ideas and programmes among members
and arranged screening sessions, a vital function as it was hard to
come by foreign productions.® The EBU’s initiatives regarding know-
ledge exchange as it related to children and young people’s television
were not unique, though. Europe had seen an increasing interest
in television production for the young in the 1960s. The children’s
television festival Prix Jeunesse and its associated research centre was
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started in the West German state of Bavaria in 1964, and was soon a
popular meeting place for television producers.” Annual television
trade fairs in Cannes also included children’s television. It was in
this environment of increased international attention to children’s
television that the EBU used its status as a transnational organization
to hold workshops that boosted its members’ knowledge of the practical
necessities related to television production.

At meetings in Copenhagen in 1965 and Rome in 1966, the EBU’s
Study Group for Children’s Programmes discussed the activities of
one of the EBU’s other groups: the one on school and adult educational
broadcasting. The Study Group for Teaching by Television had been
working on the practical improvement of programme quality at its
Basel Seminars.” Due to the success of the seminars, the group working
on leisure-time offers for children wanted to copy the workshops
dedicated to the ‘theory and practice’ of programme production."
The primary focus of the workshops was ‘to improve the practical
work and understanding of producers and those responsible for such
programmes’.”? Because most of the European activities in children’s
television were located in Switzerland, West Germany, and Italy,
it was agreed the British Broadcasting Corporation should host a
workshop in 1968. The number of participants and the general outline
of the programme were modelled on experiences from the education
group’s workshops, including the mixture of talks, group work, and
plenary discussions.

It was clear from the beginning that the workshops were to be
exclusively for producers and directors of television programmes for
children and young people. This group of professionals were also to
be the main beneficiaries of the workshops” outcomes. One problem
the workshops set out to tackle was the isolated nature of children’s
television production. Senior management and colleagues working
in television (and radio) for adults were thought unaware of what
children’s producers did, how well they did it, or the responsibility
of producing programmes for young audiences. The possibility for
knowledge exchange, recognition, and support in national settings
was identified to be minimal, a shortcoming for which the workshops
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would try to compensate. Bringing together producers, the EBU thus
helped create a community of actors across national boundaries to
strengthen their sense of importance and heighten possibilities for
the consolidation and circulation of knowledge in children’s television
productions.

The first workshop was held at the BBC Television Training School
and lasted a week.” It was decided that the workshop outcomes
should be published in a booklet to be distributed amongst all the
organizations that were members of the EBU. It should be a set of
recommendations that ‘should constitute the theoretical basis on which
the practical work should be founded’.”* The knowledge produced at
these workshops was thus not only meant for the participants, but
also for the many people in the EBU who might be interested but
could not participate in the workshops because places were limited.
In line with the respect for national producers’ own expertise, the
recommendations were not seen as the main outcome of the seminars
but as a source of inspiration:

The book will not be a television bible for our colleagues who are not
here. It will be a source for some guidelines, some thoughts from this
specialist working group—thoughts and suggestions for solutions to
problems which come up every day when a producer or director is

planning a programme.”

At the same time the booklet strengthened the sense of commu-
nity among the producers of children’s television, emphasizing the
importance of their skills and knowledge, and showed respect for
the differences practitioners would face in their home environments.

Because the workshops were conceived as a space for the formation
and exchange of practical experiences, the number of participants
was kept to around 45. To represent the maximum number of EBU
membership countries, 2 places were offered to each member of the
study group. Also, no observers were invited, possibly to keep the
number of participants down, but perhaps also to make the work-
shop’s discussions livelier—the regular Study Group meetings had a
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reputation for being frank.'® Finally, the EBU organizing committee
decided that the first workshop in 1968 should be concerned with
programmes for children up to the age of 12, the next for young people
aged 12-15, and the last for children under 7.

Great care was taken in the planning phase to ensure practice
remained the focus of the workshops. First, only two academics
were invited per workshop, and they were asked to prepare practical
exercises for all the participants, underpinning the focus on practical
rather than theoretical knowledge. This meant that besides a brief
talk, academics would also facilitate these exercises and chair a final
plenary discussion.” To facilitate the sharing of practical know-
ledge, an elaborate scheme was introduced for the first workshop in
1968: two themes were agreed, and four broadcasters had to produce
programmes that matched them; the eight programmes would then
be screened at the workshop (four for each theme) and form the centre
of a general discussion. At the two later workshops, in 1970 and 1972,
this was abandoned, and instead the broadcasters submitted excerpts
from programmes that fitted the chosen themes, not produced for
the occasion but which had been part of their regular schedule.
These screenings were to be accompanied by group work and plenary
discussions. Additional plenary sessions were timetabled to address
specific problems related to a range of issues, from the difficulty of
programme exchange amongst EBU members to the challenges of
using children on-screen in children’s programmes. Group work and
group discussions were thus a big part of the workshops, making
them a space where knowledge could be discussed and shared by
participants on an equal footing. Working in groups emphasized the
shared nature of the knowledge produced at the workshops: it was
not the work of one individual, but shared wisdom derived (ideally)
from the participants’ practical experiences.
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The formation of shared knowledge

The documents from the workshops bear witness to intense work
by the participants (and several cocktail parties). At the first work-
shop, the planning committee’s intentions to encourage discussions
about programmes seemed to have worked. There was ample time
to discuss a BBC magazine-style entertainment programme Blue
Peter and an exercise based on the programme planned by Professor
Halloran, a British scholar of mass communication. There were also
plenary discussions and group work in relation to a screening of four
productions of The Tin Soldier (based on Hans Christian Andersen’s
original story), four programmes on the concept of money, and three
programmes with puppets and animated cartoons as central elements.
The discussions must have been a success as group work featured
even more prominently in the programmes in the two subsequent
workshops.

Atboth the 1970 and 1972 workshops, all participants were divided
into smaller groups (by preferred language) where they had to solve
tasks. An example from the 1970 workshop was when participants
were asked to discuss whether they believed it was important to inform
children of current affairs; what they thought of a specific segment
on the My Lai massacre produced for a Danish news programme
for children; if they believed children’s and news departments
should collaborate, etc. In addition, they had to write a synopsis for
a programme that explained (monetary) devaluation for children
and discuss their experiences making (or wanting to make) news
programmes about international affairs for children."® At the 1972 work-
shop about programmes for children under 7, participants discussed
questions related to the facilities and elements they thought essential
when producing programmes for this age group; what they thought of
co-viewing with older siblings or mothers; and whether programmes
should strive to change children’s behaviour. The findings from these
tasks and group discussions made up the majority of the booklets
published by the EBU to distribute the summarized knowledge to
all its members."”
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The seminar discussions were aided by an EBU Study Group
pamphlet with guidelines for how to discuss children’s television
programmes.?’ The guidelines aimed to stimulate critical constructive
discussion and an exchange of experiences and ideas to help improve
programmes and increase their exchange (one of EBU’s primary aims).
They were a complex mixture of vague and challenging questions
about elusive things such as ‘quality’ and ‘high standards’ and specific
demands such as the point where audiences had to find programmes
highly relevant and attractive. Given the somewhat different standards
for ‘appropriate’ youth and children’s culture across Europe they
are likely to have been essential to find a common starting point
for the discussions.” Their open-ended nature meant that the ideas
and experiences prompted all participants to share their opinions,
indicating that their take on children’s television production was
valued in this forum.

The guidelines stated that programmes had to be liked by children,
enrich and capture their imaginations, and be judged on their ability
to provide children with unfamiliar experiences (television was seen as
suited to this purpose). The guidelines also urged producers to strive to
produce ‘the best of its kind providing children with standards higher
than the familiar, to which they can aspire’, but take great care that
programmes would capture its audience by ‘catering for children of
to-day who accept space travel and other modern developments as
part of their environment’. Children’s programmes should also cater
to the many, not the few, which was to be achived by knowing what
made audiences ‘tick today’.?? The attention to audience tastes and
interests was underlined by a statement in the guidelines:

All programmes are capable of improvement and programmes for
children most of all because they are too dependent on adults gauging
children’s needs and interests. Children’s true reactions to programmes

made specially for them need to be studied.”
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With their emphasis on catering to their audience’s interest, the
guidelines steered discussions at the workshops in a child-centred
direction, meaning that arguments had to take children’s reactions
and perspectives into account. The EBU were concerned that children
should like the programmes, and producers had to acquire the know-
ledge about their audience’s interest needed to make this assessment.

In stressing children’s interests, the EBU was echoing a new direc-
tion in the Northern European children’s media tradition that grew
strong in the late 1960s. Inspired by the cultural turbulence and
progressive educational ideas of the day, those who created children’s
content had incorporated progressive ideas of childhood, which
meant a greater focus on children’s interests and breaking down the
hierarchies between children and adults.?* This meant that far more
than in the 1950s and early 1960s, children’s television producers
focused on their audience as a distinct sociocultural group with their
own interests and norms—a new public they had to serve. This task
was closely related to the knowledge production happening at the
three EBU workshops which urged producers to investigate children’s
interests and world views.

The guidelines singled out the EBU members present at screenings
and workshops as the experts on children’s television production:
they had to make judgements about what ‘appropriate’ children’s
television the pamphlet might help. Rather than, for example, teachers,
psychologists, or parents, they should judge and discuss whether
programmes would satisfy their viewers” needs, and they were the
ones to assess those needs. They should be knowledgeable about
what made children ‘tick’, what their lives were like, and what kinds
of experiences television could provide that they would not have
otherwise. This way of framing producers as those who knew best
(or should know best) was part of a long European public service
tradition. The audience ratings did not dictate the television schedules,
and psychologists and educators did not have a monopoly on knowing
what was best for children.?
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Evaluating (academic) knowledge

The workshops’ focus on knowledge rooted in practice was under-
pinned by a sociological focus on children, which dominated the
workshops. Even if talks and research by academics were not supposed
to take up much time at the workshops, one academic, Professor James
Halloran from the University of Leicester Centre for Mass Commu-
nication Research, who was present at the first two workshops, made
a big impression. A mass media researcher with a strong grounding
in sociology and British cultural studies, Halloran was already a
fixture in the European community for children’s television because
of his work for the Prix Jeunesse Foundation’s research centre.?® He
was paid by the EBU to collect data and conduct research that would
support discussions at the workshops. For the first workshop, he
prepared a short monograph that let attendees compare their work
to that of other television producers: how many hours they produced,
for which age groups, their technical facilities, their general policies,
and what programmes they would like to produce more or less of.
Many questions focused on how they viewed their national audience
and what their understanding of children’s needs and wishes was.
This work was supposed to support the research and assessment of
out-of-school programmes. For the second workshop, he did a detailed
study of news production for children at the Danish Broadcasting
Corporation.

At the 1968 workshop, Halloran talked about the cooperation
between producers and researchers in mass media research. He
promoted research that focused on the conceptual framework of the
producers, their ideas, and their intentions—and how they related
to various understandings of the audience. In Halloran’s research,
the producers’ professionalism was understood as the driving force.

Academics from other fields, such as psychologists, were also present
at the European workshops. In 1968 psychologist Paul Frankard was
an expert alongside Halloran; in 1970 the psychologists Ake Edfeldt
and Ralph Garry were invited; and in 1972 the psychologists Paul
Osterrieth and Mary Waddington gave talks. These were, neverthe-
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less, a particular kind of psychologists who, even if they spoke in
general terms of child development, not only emphasized cognitive
and emotional growth, but also spoke about social structures and
their importance in children’s lives, and they did not talk about the
impact of television in behaviouristic terms.” Rather than giving
firm answers, the discussion after their brief talks indicates that the
experts were treated as consultants rather than as holding all the
answers about how children’s television should be produced, as Paul
Osterrieth insisted—Psychologists may seem to know everything,
but really they do not’—which he followed up by putting his own
questions to the producers about their work, treating them as equal
in knowledge of television productions for children.

The talks by academics were matched with talks by producers on
topics such as producing different genres for children and for young
people, particular programmes, and how to present different topics
for various age groups. Because the workshops emphasized group
work and plenary discussions—a format that gave the audience of the
talks a voice—critiques of the presented programmes were central.
For example, when Mogens Vemmer from the Danish Broadcasting
Corporation talked about its news magazine for children, participants
were invited to judge the effectiveness and intention of the programme,
not only take Vemmer’s word for it.? The critical examination was even
backed up by a study of its production by Halloran. These discussions
centred on questions that called for self-examination amongst the
participants, as they were encouraged to consider whether they wanted
children to have news programmes, whether they wanted children to
believe what they watched on television (should television question
its own statements), should children be part of news programmes,
and were there any subjects that should be excluded? Judging from
the summary of the discussions, the talks prompted the participants
to examine their own biases and those of their institutions and call
for more research into the effectiveness of programming and more
possibilities for receiving feedback. A session on entertainment in
children’s television also made the producers consider the challenging
fact that they disliked some programmes which they knew young

95



KNOWLEDGE ACTORS

people favoured: ‘do they know better than we do what they need as
relaxation and to help them sort out the contradictions (of modern
life)?” the participants asked one another. Questioning their own
intentions and for whose benefit they were making the programmes
was a central task for attendees. Taking the views of young people
seriously meant the producers had to confront their preconceptions.
In the same vein, the transnational nature of the workshops also
challenged the views of children and young people formed within
the cultural frameworks of nation-states.

Transnational challenges to existing knowledge

The transnational nature of the workshops was a major factor in
prompting producers to understand their experiences in a new light.
It is clear from the summaries of the discussions that there was little
agreement on what a good television programme for children was.
From the summary of the workshop in 1970, we learn that

the work in groups was demanding and exhausting, sometimes pain-
ful as motives and prejudices were probed and challenged first by the
experts and then by colleagues from other countries. There was the
humbling experience of discovering cherished programme techniques
and ideas were not unique. The mortifications of having long-standing
theories and programmes attacked professionally on grounds never
previously considered harmful and sometimes the painful admission
that the attack was justified!”

Views on what might be appropriate for 12-15-year-olds seem to have
been a source of disagreement at the 1970 workshop. One task that
participants had to work on was ‘the possibility of preparing a short
programme warning young people of the dangers threatening them
from a sexual maniac who was at large in their community’.** This task
is reported to have caused much discussion and resistance because
members had different views on how to explore sex and sexual crime
for children. In the 1972 workshop, one question which participants
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disagreed about was whether themes such as birth and death could
be dealt with by children’s television, and reflected that different
‘social climates’ made programmes possible in some places but not in
others.” The transnational setting made the producers aware of both
the differences and similarities in television production across Europe.

Sharing knowledge in a transnational space

In the opening address at the 1972 workshop, Otto Nes, the chairman
of the EBU Study Group, talked about tolerance and imagination, as
he believed one of the most important outcomes of the workshops
was to overcome national, religious, political, and pedagogical differ-
ences. By providing television producers and directors with a better
understanding of the conditions and ideals for the production of
children’s television in other countries, he hoped they would pass
this on to their audiences. To what extent this goal was met lies
beyond the scope of this essay. But it is plain the EBU workshops
were transnational hubs which ensured that European television
producers were confronted with their own biases, gained knowledge
about other production cultures, and experienced a community
where their practical experience mattered. They were provided with
opportunities to share, discuss, and widen their knowledge of television
production, and the results of their efforts were, again, shared with
other members of the EBU.

As a Europe-wide union that supported public service broadcasters,
the EBU had the ability to foster knowledge-sharing and build expe-
riences outside the commercial, competitive sphere—its focus was
not on ratings, selling programmes, or optimizing performances to
maximize market share. It had the freedom to experiment with new
ideas and to receive criticism. It was open to sharing practical experi-
ences and did not necessarily have to convince the other participants
of why one or another way of doing things was right, but simply to
find inspiration and create an awareness of how children’s television
was produced elsewhere in Europe.
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How the workshops were organized encouraged a particular kind
of knowledge. Participants were asked to share their experiences
and take their peers’ opinions and ideas seriously. It was not named
individuals or single institutions that were the focus. The pamphlets
conveyed the results of group work and discussion rather than uniform
standards or authoritative views. This meant participants and readers
could learn from the workshops, but also validated their own practical
experiences. What stood out as an imperative was that a knowledge of
children’s and young people’s lives should be the basis for programme
production and evaluation. By pressing this point in a shared European
forum that had many resources to form and disseminate its ideas, the
EBU was a contributing factor in making children’s television more
child-centred in the late 1960s and early 1970s.
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CHAPTER 5

Personal finance bloggers

as knowledge authorities

Performing, embodying, and
circulating knowledge online

David Larsson Heidenblad ¢» Charlotte Nilsson

Historians of knowledge start with the social. Knowledge actors can
hence be found wherever people flock and engage. In the twenty-first
century this often has a digital dimension, as credibility and trustwor-
thiness—in diverse fields of practical knowledge—are typically built
over time through blog posts, podcasts, and direct interaction with
an audience. For historians of knowledge, this dynamic is of topical
interest and speaks directly to ongoing discussions in our field, notably
about the circulation of knowledge in society and in people’s lives.!

Recent work has drawn attention to the concept of the ‘knowledge
arena’, defined as a recognized place where certain kinds of interac-
tions between knowledge actors and an audience occur.? In parallel,
scholars have sought to broaden the range of actors whose involvement
in circulation processes they study, with a view to analysing the
dynamics of everyday engagement and the experiences of the many.?
The ambition is to investigate new forms of knowledge, for example
by engaging with hidden, practical, less formally defined knowledge
forms.*

In Forms of Knowledge, the previous edited volume from the Lund
Centre for the History of Knowledge, one of us—David Larsson
Heidenblad—argued that financial knowledge would be promising to
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study since it not only permeates everyday life in capitalist societies,
but also has a rather weak link to formal education and academic
institutions. It is a form of knowledge which has escaped scholarly
scrutiny, especially in relation to its social importance and reach.’
Hence, in this essay we develop those arguments further by analysing
how personal finance bloggers position themselves as knowledge
authorities.

Our chosen empirical case is the married couple Jan and Caroline
Bolmeson, who run the personal finance blog RikaTillsammans (‘Rich
Together’) and, according to a survey in 2022, they are Sweden’s
largest ‘finfluencers’.® RikaTillsammans was launched as a modest
blog in 2007 but has since grown to a full-fledged digital community
with a weekly podcast, extensive written articles, and a busy forum.
Most topics are related to personal finances, including savings and
investments, loans and debts, the stock market, consumption, time
management, and human capital. There are also topics with a clear
philosophical dimension, especially in the forum, where many aspects
of ‘the meaning of life’ are discussed, although generally from an
economic perspective (for example, whether having children is worth
the cost and effort, or whether money or time is ultimately the most
valuable asset).”

By April 2023, over 300 podcast episodes and 1,000 articles had been
published. The podcast episodes are accessible both as audio files via
pod apps and Spotify and as videos on the blog and YouTube. The blog
elements can be accessed free except for one: the Plus Service, which
has bonus material for paying subscribers.® RikaTillsammans has
around 350,000 unique visits every month. Since the blog forum was
introduced in 2020, around 16,000 individuals have posted comments,
and users create around 300 new posts and 20 new discussion threads
every day.’ RikaTillsammans also has 20,700 subscribers to its YouTube
channel.” Besides a blog and YouTube, RikaTillsammans is also present
on social media platforms such as Facebook and Instagram. The
Bolmesons are often interviewed by the traditional media (newspapers,
radio, and TV) as private people and personal finance experts."
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We use the example of Jan and Caroline Bolmeson and the RikaTill-
sammans blog to show how knowledge actors in the digital sphere
of popular capitalism build legitimacy, credibility, and engagement
not with formal qualifications but by showing they are everyman
investors—like their followers. A key element is the performative
aspect—actors stress that they, as private people, also invest in the
way they recommend to their followers, meaning they position
themselves not only as knowledgeable financial advisers, but also as
‘ordinary’ citizens trying to make the best of the financial situation
they are in. However, it is not only a case of building identification
and community. There is an important ideological message in the act
of ‘ordinary’ citizens mediating financial knowledge: we cannot rely
on established institutions or the industry to support us in financial
matters, and hence we must learn for ourselves and teach one another.
A personal finance blog like RikaTillsammans is historically specific
because it presupposes, and possibly reinforces, two recent, intertwined
developments: the financialization of everyday life and the rise of
interactive digital media."

Financialization and digitalization

In January 2007, Apple released the iPhone. Later the same year,
the global financial crisis unfolded. These two seminal events are
rarely lumped together, yet they form a pivot date from which a
more profound popular engagement with stock markets emerged.
Smartphones paved the way for what was to be known as Web 2.0, in
which social media platforms rose to dominance. The wider populace,
who had hitherto formed the online audience for various homepages,
now became content creators. At the same time, in the years following
the financial crisis, the stock market recovered. As researchers have
pointed out, even though the crisis raised acute questions about the
soundness of capital markets, after a few years of strong recovery it
seemed to have strengthened rather than weakened people’s confidence
in the liberal market economy, continuous capital growth, and an
expanding financial sector.”
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On the basis of financialization, on the one hand, and digitali-
zation, on the other, commercial motives encouraged corporations
in the financial industry to develop user-friendly digital solutions
that made it easier for novices to try their hand at the stock market.
Instead of visiting a bank or calling a broker, individuals needed only
to download an app, click buttons, transfer a little money, and buy
stocks. Transaction fees, which throughout the twentieth century had
been substantial, also fell dramatically. In Sweden, the niche bank
Avanza—which since its launch in 1999 had specialized in digital
stock trading with low fees—launched the mutual fund Avanza
Zero in 2007. It was a large-cap index fund with no fees. Household
investors with less than SEK 50,000 were eventually exempted from
all fees for buying and selling stocks."

Financial transactions thus became cheaper and simpler as a
result of industry initiatives. In addition, political decisions, such
as state-subsidized saving schemes (1978/1984), the major pension
reform (1994/1998), and the privatization of the state-owned telecom
company Telia (2000), were important for familiarizing ordinary
citizens with the stock market and fund saving."” Moreover, in 2012,
the Swedish centre-right government introduced the ISK, a special
form of investment savings account. The value of the account’s holdings
were taxed, but transactions and transfers were not. The changes
in policy and legislation further amplified the trend towards the
popularization of the investment process.

The Web 2.0 saw a subgroup of lifestyle influencers come to
prominence in the 2010s: blogs and social media accounts promoted
individuals who had continued to invest during the financial crises
and had since made hefty profits. They documented and discussed
their portfolio developments and investment decisions. In Sweden, a
small but vibrant online community emerged, which over the 2010s
grew to span new social media platforms such as Twitter and TikTok.
These finfluencers channelled and stimulated the growing popular
interest in the stock market, especially among the younger generation.'®
Official statistics confirm the number of stockowners has risen. In
2020 and 2021, the number of unique stockowners rose by 508,909,

104



PERSONAL FINANCE BLOGGERS AS KNOWLEDGE AUTHORITIES

so that by 2022 some 2.7 million Swedes directly owned stock. The
fastest growing segment in the decade to 2022 was young adults,
which most likely can be attributed to the generational experience
of becoming adults in a flourishing economic cycle with seemingly
eternal economic growth, and the open celebration of investors, not
least in digital media."”

These recent developments we would argue constitute an entrenching
of the ‘financialization of everyday life’. The concept gained traction
among historians and social scientists in the 2000s. While finan-
cialization typically refers to macro aspects of the transformation in
economic thought and practice from a focus on profitability to cash
flow and the expansion of the financial industry, researchers on the
financialization of everyday life share an interest in non-elite actors
and describe how financial logics, discourses, products, and practices
have increasingly influenced citizens’ daily lives.”® Apart from the
intensified interaction with the financial markets, such as growing
numbers of mortgages and stock market investments, it points to a
change in which individuals and households think of themselves and
act as if they were small enterprises: one ‘invests’ in relationships
or ponders the ‘return on investment’ of a particular education or
job opportunity. While this phenomenon—commonly called the
emergence of neoliberal, investor, or entrepreneurial subjects—is
a long-term historical process which goes back to at least the early
1980s, we would suggest that—from a Swedish vantage point—the
last fifteen years have seen an intensification, not least due to digital
technology and culture. Personal finance bloggers have played an
important part, to date largely unexplored by scholars. So we will
now turn our attention to what is claimed to be ‘Sweden’s largest
personal finance forum’.

Financial knowledge actors

RikaTillsammans is managed by Jan Bolmeson (b.1981) and Caroline
Bolmeson (b.1977). The couple have two children and live in a house
in Malmo, Sweden’s third-largest city. Jan has a degree in Engineering
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and Caroline a PhD in Molecular Biology. The bloggers thus embody
an urban, educated middle class. However, with no formal education in
business or economics and given their conventional family and home
situation, Jan and Caroline Bolmeson also possess an identification
potential for the majority, having an ‘average Swede’ (medelsvensson)
image. Pictured in their blog and in the mass media over the years,
their physical appearance is casually neat without being strict or
dull. They are usually portrayed in a semi-private setting—sitting
next to each other on a sofa or at a table in home-like surroundings,
seemingly happy and laid-back.”

Likewise, the tone of the podcast episodes, which typically last
between 60 and 9o minutes, is consistently informal and pleasant.
Viewers see Jan and Caroline seated at a table with a PowerPoint
presentation projected behind them in what seems to be a conference
room setting (see figure 5.1). In some episodes they have invited
guests, but the majority have only the spouses as discussants. It was
Jan who started the blog in 2007, and for the first ten years or so he
produced most of the content, both audiovisual and text. Caroline
has recently been more involved in the blog, particularly the podcasts
and media interviews. As of 2023, Jan continues to lead all the podcast
conversations, while Caroline interjects to clarify or reflect on certain
points. It also seems Jan prepares the presentations by himself, and,
even though their articles often have a joint byline, Jan refers to writing
them himself (and they are written in first person singular). The blog
pictures of the couple give no indication that Jan is more active or
central than Caroline, and in the ‘About us’ image Caroline is even
positioned as the pivotal of the two, sitting in front of Jan and looking
into the camera while he is leaning back, looking at her. Even though
their audience presumably notices Jan’s apparent dominance in the
actual blog work, there are connotations to their image as a married
couple running the blog together and basing much of their content on
family life experiences. Caroline’s presence, which in some podcast
episodes might come across as redundant, reminds the audience the
bloggers are a household and thus private individuals, parents, and
house owners.
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Figure 5.1. Jan and Caroline Bolmeson, the couple running RikaTillsammans.
Source: https://rikatillsammans.se.

Occasional deviations from the prepared episode structure give
glimpses of the Bolmesons’ personal life, displaying them as easy-
going and humorous, but also as ordinary people with flaws, failings,
and anxieties. They often use examples from family-related activities
such as their children’s birthday parties or school events, and refer
to discussions they have at home ‘round the kitchen table’. In some
instances, such conversations end up in an apparent revelation, as
when Jan reveals that, because of their increasing living costs, he has
been browsing estate agents’ websites, thinking of downsizing to a
flat. There is a sense of the audience being taken behind the scenes
to follow the family in their real-life endeavours.

The Bolmesons frequently mention their modest childhoods, how
poor they were as young students, and the bad financial decisions they
have made in the past. Not only are they open that Jan lost a great
deal of money in the dot-com crash in 2000, they emphasize it when
appropriate. Jan sometimes refers to old blog posts, and so his own
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ideas and statements, as embarrassing, which again accentuates their
human predisposition to make mistakes, but also that they have the
humility to admit as much and revalue their opinions if conditions
change. This frankness about their personal lives and past missteps
indicates the Bolmesons think such information does not affect their
credibility in a negative way. They may assume it generates more scope
for the audience to identify with them and be encouraged to follow
their example. Theoretically, their anecdotes can be interpreted as
speaking of responsible financial subjects who continually work to
manage their lives successfully.?

Research as the knowledge authority

RikaTillsammans’s main lesson about financial security, and prob-
ably about being successful (‘rich’), is presented in the introductory
episode ‘Get started with your savings’ (described by the Bolmesons
as containing all essential financial knowledge) and repeated in
most episodes and articles: keep a small savings buffer in a bank
account and invest the rest long-term in the stock market, either
using a digital investment platform or cheap global index funds.”
The recommendation is not only concise, but it also proposes a quick
one-oft action followed by distinctly passive behaviour—to set up an
automatic monthly transfer and then leave investments to grow for
several decades while ignoring all market fluctuations. It speaks of
a prudent investor who aims for average performance—no more, no
less—on the stock market, based on an underlying idea of continual
economic growth and, hence, exponentially growing asset values in
the long term with no intervention from the investor themselves.?
The concept of the ‘money machine’ (pengamaskin), which is often
used in RikaTillsammans, epitomizes the conviction that if you simply
invest and then continue to make regular deposits, the market will
do the rest for you.*

According to the Bolmesons, this general investment strategy is
supported by countless research results. In RikaTillsammans, academic
studies are presented as delivering objective, trustworthy explanations
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of the (financial) world. Numbers and statistics derived from research
are a standard feature, often presented in charts. In the introductory
episode, Jan declares their shared devotion to research-based know-
ledge, mentioning that Caroline has a PhD in Molecular Biology. She
confirms her background and adds that she likes statements to be
fact-checked. They do not hide that their qualifications are in subject
areas far from economics, indicating that they see their academic
experience lending them reliability not as vocational training, but
as evidence of their general ability to deal with research outcomes.
In other words, their skill is in methodology (collecting, analysing,
and communicating) rather than empirics, and their credibility
comes from their position as knowledgeable outsiders rather than
trained insiders.

Overall, although research as a generic category is described as
the one proper knowledge authority, the blog celebrates a sort of
‘street-smart’ financial know-how, which while it relies on academic
findings also includes ideas and advice from (mostly American)
financial self-help literature. For the individual, financial success is
an outcome of concrete behaviour (setting the ‘money machine’ to
work), rather than abstract understanding. In the introductory episode,
Jan expresses this belief with a humorous touch and at the same time
addresses the widest possible audience: ‘Unlike most other areas in life
where the best things come to those who know and engage the most,
when it comes to saving and investing, it is actually the uninterested
and lazy people who get the best results. Congratulations everyone
who is not interested!”* However, by highlighting the distinctly
simple nature of successful financial behaviour, they also implicitly
question—and shame—individuals who do not take these supposedly
effortless measures to secure their personal finances.

Mistrusting professional advisers

Whereas academic researchers are positioned as undisputable author-
ities, the Bolmesons express their disbelief in the financial industry
and its advisers. Any investment tip from (self-appointed) financial
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experts, whether given in a personal bank meeting, tabloid article,
or over dinner with friends, should be rejected based on either the
supposition of commercial interest and resulting neglect of rational,
long-term advice or the basic conviction that ‘no one can outsmart
the stock market” anyway. While continuous investments in low-cost
global index funds are the route to financial stability, actively managed
funds with high fees are considered a financial industry rip-off.>* To
support this contention, the Bolmesons show a clip in the introduc-
tory episode where the Nobel laureate in economics Eugene Fama
refers to all stock market advice as finance porn and claims it should
be treated as pure entertainment: ‘When someone tries to sell you
financial products, bring out the popcorn, not the wallet’. The know-
ledge authority of research is used to discard, or even to ridicule, the
legitimacy of commercial financial advisers.*®

Since the Bolmesons manage a blog that offers personal finance
guidance and inspiration, they take care to emphasize their own
independence. They commonly declare that any recommendation of
financial products is based on their own judgement, which points out
both the unbiased and the performative aspect (‘We are in the same
boat’). Explaining ‘How we make money on RikaTillsammans’, the
bloggers are exceptionally transparent about the few blog elements
that generate income for them. Sporadically sponsored collaborations
in episodes or articles are signalled in predefined ways, for example
by changing the text colour of an article or stating ‘commercial link’
in brackets.” One of the few financial advice books they praise is Mer
pengar for pengarna (‘More money for your money’).”® Its authors
are financial industry dropouts who also run a financial counselling
service, Smaspararguiden (‘Small savers guide’), designed to enlighten
consumers about the self-serving investment advice offered by banks
and other commercial actors and to educate households to make
sensible financial decisions—similar to RikaTillsammans, in other
words.”

Crucially, thus, denying the credibility of financial industry repre-
sentatives trying to sell products does not mean mistrusting the
financial market itself. Quite the opposite. The overall message is that
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individuals must equip, and so empower, themselves with the proper
knowledge and tools to act in the market without the intervention
of greedy middlemen.

Family first

The Swedish welfare state is internationally renowned for collectively
funding and subsidizing education, healthcare, day care, parental
leave, retirement, etc. Yet, in recent decades, there has been a gradual
shift towards increasing individual responsibilities. Political reforms,
beginning in the early 1990s, have sought to make citizens less reliant
on the state.® In the international literature on neoliberalism, some
have argued that changes of this kind make inherited wealth, family
fortunes, and family values more important. According to Melinda
Cooper, this has supported an alliance between free-market liberals
and social conservatives.”

Children and family are important concepts in RikaTillsammans.
Besides the Bolmesons’ frequent references to their family life, Jan
has co-authored Gor ditt barn rikt! (‘Make your child rich!’), the
only book published thus far by either of the Bolmesons.*> Saving
for one’s children is not merely a substrand of the blog’s mission
to educate individuals to take control of their personal finances.
Besides the emphasis on financial knowledge as something important
enough to be acquired in early childhood, there are other ideological
sides to including the youngest family members in the discourse. By
emphasizing the responsibility of parents to teach their children, it
reminds the audience they are left to look after themselves and their
household members. It implies a criticism of the personal finance
education that society—which, in this context, means the Swedish
school system—fails to provide. In some episodes, this accusation
becomes explicit when the Bolmesons and their guests (teachers)
discuss the lack of financial literacy training in Swedish schools.*
According to the bloggers, one of the most common remarks they
hear when lecturing and discussing personal finances is that ‘this
should be taught in school’.**
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So, what kind of knowledge and skills do the Bolmesons recommend
for parents to transfer? In the episode ‘Saving for children, saving
with children’, they establish that the ‘saving for’ part is straightfor-
ward since the same long-term strategy as for adult savers should be
employed, meaning regular transfers to cheap global index funds.*
Instead, the couple declare it is the ‘saving with’ which is more impor-
tant, for the prime task of parents who wish their children to have
financially successful lives is to give them knowledge instead of
money—that s, to help children develop their financial understanding
and self-confidence. They suggest having financial conversations with
children as young as 5. Broadly speaking, though, they downplay
communicating theoretical knowledge in favour of a certain mindset
and type of behaviour. For example, Jan expresses his fondness of
an ‘entrepreneurial allowance’ where the child is paid not solely for
doing traditional household chores, such as cutting the lawn, but
also for identifying the problem and proposing a solution (the grass
is too long and needs cutting). Preferably, the parent should then
encourage the child’s authority by showing they are at their disposal
for completing the task. Instead of producing an employee mentality
of following orders, the child will then develop an entrepreneurial
mindset of taking the initiative, solving problems, and delegating
assignments.*® The description is reminiscent of the features of the
entrepreneurial subject as outlined above.

A neoliberal community

Asknowledge actors, the Bolmesons can be described as facilitators or
administrators of a financial knowledge community. They repeatedly
stress that their blog content does not originate from themselves; their
role is to collect, arrange, and present facts and advice. Rather, they
credit researchers, book authors, and forum discussants. The latter
have increasingly been positioned as a knowledge authority. Since
2021, the Bolmesons have even labelled RikaTillsammans a forum, not
a blog, and they often mention forum discussions in their podcasts
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and articles. Besides research, there is one more trustworthy financial
knowledge authority—each other.

A cornerstone of the performative knowledge conveyed in the
blog is that the Bolmesons, as private people trying to control and
improve their financial situation, are not only like their audience, but
also they do the same things: ‘we always invest our own money in
what we recommend in the blog. When we speak of a mutual fund,
an investment vehicle, a collaboration or similar, we are in the same
boat.” Such statements not only address a general sense of identifi-
cation or sympathy between the bloggers and their audience, but it
also establishes a wide ‘us’ of ‘ordinary’ Swedes trying to pick their
way through the complex, uncertain, and lonely—albeit potentially
rewarding—financial situation that both politicians and corporations
have placed them in. The inferred meaning of the optimistic blog
name is thus that we are poor—or, at least struggling, estimating,
hoping—together.* The Bolmesons’ affiliation with ‘ordinary’ Swedes
instead of any industry or institution is clearly expressed in their
critical stance on banks and other commercial financial actors on
the one hand, and—more implicitly—the Swedish state with its high
taxes and negligible personal finance education on the other hand.
The perspective reinforces the position of the individual household as
the primary bearer of both financial risk and opportunity; however,
it also conveys a sense of ‘we are in this together’.

The term neoliberal is disputed and researchers cannot agree on a
common definition. Where conceptual and intellectual historians focus
on the ideological content originating from the 1930s Mont Pelerin
Society, politically implemented in the US and Europe from around
1980, some sociologists and historians understand neoliberalism
primarily as governmentality.* Yet another strand emphasizes the
general marketization and consequent consumerism that increasingly
permeates all parts of society and human life.** In the case of RikaTill-
sammans, the term resonates not only with the absolute commitment
to the liberal market economy, but also with its assemblage of topics
ranging from psychology and relationships to world politics under
a personal finance umbrella, or the ‘widespread economization of
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heretofore non-economic domains, activities, and subjects’* These
neoliberal—or entrepreneurial—subjects view their lives as a corpo-
ration to manage, so innovation, risk-taking, and self-responsibility
are embraced as features of both public and private life.*> Opposed
to neoliberalism as distinctly individualistic and with almost no
room for solidarity or communal effort, however, RikaTillsammans
addresses a community sense of encouragement and empowerment
that we would argue amounts to a neoliberal community.

An online knowledge authority to trust

In this essay, we have described a prominent example of a histori-
cally specific knowledge actor—the personal finance blogger—that
emerged in Sweden in the twenty-first century as an expression
and reinforcement of the ‘financialized-digitalized’ citizen. The
development of RikaTillsammans was congruent with the larger
historical developments which Sweden, and most other Western
societies, have experienced since the 1980s, moving towards continuous
financialization under the logic of a liberal market economy. The
Bolmesons use their blog to encourage other citizens to become savvy,
self-reliant financial actors and to naturalize stock-market knowledge
and activities as key life skills. While the content they create is not
original, their active circulation work and efforts to build a growing
community are of topical interest for historians of knowledge.

The Bolmesons’ positioning as knowledge authorities is interesting,
as it showcases intricate relationships with established institutions,
various bodies of knowledge, and their own audience. There is unde-
niably an oppositional tendency and notable mistrust of politics and
the financial industry, but it is paired with a fundamental confidence
in the financialized market economy, upheld by the same institutions
and arrangements. In relation to science and scholarship there is an
ill-defined adherence to ‘research’, and the Bolmesons’ credibility is
strengthened by their own level of education. Yet, the most striking
feature of RikaTillsammans is the belief that ‘ordinary’ investors—like
themselves and their audience—can teach and empower one another.
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Itis by participating in an engaged online community that individuals
can thrive financially. We have tentatively labelled this a neoliberal
community, and it is probably no coincidence that such communities
have emerged on personal finance platforms such as RikaTillsammans.

The moral self-justification of RikaTillsammans and other similar
educating blogs or podcasts—the Swedish ‘Borshajen’, the Finnish ‘Ata,
sova, spara’, the American ‘Of Dollars and Data’—builds on the expe-
rience of a welfare state in retreat, leaving individuals to secure their
own economic well-being and to learn how to do so. The commercial
actors that step in to help citizens, primarily the banks and financial
industry, are driven by their own interests. RikaTillsammans is based
on assumptions about trust: while the state and the financial industry
cannot be trusted (for different reasons), the market as such can, along
with certain strands of financial research. RikaTillsammans sets out
to circulate financial expertise to make citizens independent market
actors. It presents a potentially attractive alternative for individuals
or families who find themselves ‘alone’, caught between supposedly
unreliable, greedy bank advisers and an equally unreliable, evasive
welfare state: if we join in, it says, we can be rich together.

For historians of knowledge, this contemporary phenomenon raises
fundamental questions. How new is this dynamic of specific actors
building dispersed communities around certain bodies of knowledge?
What are the historical precursors in the financial sector and beyond?
And how best to map the historical development of a salient feature of
the internet age? Our study elucidates the importance of paying close
attention to how knowledge actors position themselves as authorities
in relation to existing institutions and competing knowledge claims.
How are niches carved out? What is required to build and sustain
engagement over time? And what is it that makes an online knowledge
authority a trusted source of practical advice for certain audiences?*
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CHAPTER 6

Marginalized
knowledge actors

Maria Bach

Some ideas get less attention than others. And as much as intellectuals
may want to believe that an idea spreads, and only spreads, if it gets
us closer to the truth, that is not the only reason an idea may be taken
up and circulated. An intellectual’s class, caste, gender, nationality,
physical location, period, and so forth affects whether the knowledge
they may produce will be read, accepted, and passed on. A person’s
unique localization in societal and historical space will affect whether
they will be considered a knowledge actor. Knowledge creation in
modern science, and especially economics, is notoriously focused
on European and North American intellectuals. There seem to be
boundaries that define who can be a knowledge actor. In this essay,
I question those boundaries to uncover marginalized actors who are
seldom analysed.

Marginalized actors are individuals who were part of dialogues
and produced speeches or texts largely ignored during and often after
their time. They are ignored because they are considered inferior,
effectively marginalized from societal debates. Sometimes they are
ignored on the regional, national or international level, sometimes
on all levels. Examples include natives of a colonized land, women
or working-class men before they gained the right to vote. These
actors were or are considered incapable of, or in the least not good
at, producing new ideas or adding anything noteworthy to societal
debates. They are considered copiers of existing knowledge. The result
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is often that they do not get published and their contributions to
knowledge are forgotten about all together. Others voice their ideas
in lesser-known channels. Others still generate their own channels
of communication within which they can publish.

Euro-American dominance

The question that dominates the history of science is why modern science
originated in Western Europe and not elsewhere. In an epoch-making
paper, George Basalla laid out a three-stage model that explained
the diffusion of Western science to the rest of the world.! Basalla
described how modern science from Europe spread to non-scientific
societies in the first stage. These non-European spaces were passive
containers for data, providing a ‘source for European science’.? In the
second stage, when European scientific institutions emerged, which
encouraged Western scientific activities, the non-scientific societies
grew dependent on European empires. In the final stage, imperial
territories gained independence through nationalist movements and
then national scientific institutions based on Western science. The
model, however, is full of assumptions that are debatable. In Basalla’s
subtitle alone—‘A three-stage model describes the introduction of
modern science into any non-European nation'—I can identify four:
modern science originates in Europe and is thus European; modern
science is a unified entity; modern science spreads everywhere; and
it spreads the same way in every space, and is universal.’

And yet, Basalla’s thinking mirrored other well-known, widely
circulated arguments of the time, such as Walt Rostow’s five-stage
model for economic development, where non-European regions would
develop like Europe had.* ‘Development” here includes economic,
political, and social phenomena such as industrialization, intellectual
progress, and democracy. Even today, the most accepted narrative
about development asserts that progress spread from Britain to other
European countries, then to European settlements in America, even-
tually reaching Russia and Japan by the end of the nineteenth century.
Development is limited to European industrial progress and that
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region’s specific experience with progress. Development itself is said
to have also originated in Europe and spread across the world like
the material processes of progress. The most accepted narrative of
development is extensively founded on European ways of knowing.”

Historians of the social sciences and humanities have found
similar trends. In a retrospective on the association and journal of
Social Science History, Peter Perdue found a lack of attention to the
non-Western world.® The field of social science history started in the
1970s, but had yet to look much outside Europe and North America
when its journal celebrated its fortieth anniversary. Perdue includes
basic statistics from the Social Science History Association’s annual
conference, where at best 10-15 per cent of its presentations covered
non-Western topics. He concludes there has been ‘no trend toward
internationalization of research as reflected in titles of presentations
or subject matter’, and the association ‘still remains overwhelmingly
American and European, both in its theories and its regions of study’.”

In the newer field of the history of the humanities, the argument
runs that fresh perspectives can widen research topics and showcase
the many contributions to the humanities made outside Europe and
North America.® The founders begin with a common understanding
that the humanities have played an important role in reinforcing
racism and racist sentiment through colonialism. ‘After all, racism
exerts power and affects structures, institutions, knowledges, and
moralities—including academia’’ These historians have labelled
‘colonial humanities’ as disciplines that ‘have created and reinscribed
systematic prejudice’.”” They recognize the power of knowledge whereby
colonial violence has been perpetuated in the name of Euro-American
humanities.

Looking elsewhere

We have often forgotten to look at how other meanings of development
came about and what their specific contributions to development
debates are." Dominant narratives, like the European idea of progress
and development, minimize other ways of describing and theorizing
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the world. In the discipline of the history of ideas, and here the history
of economics, studies are predominately about well-known figures
such as Adam Smith and David Ricardo, while lesser-known figures
are more rarely cited or analysed.”? In the history of the humanities,
historians want to overcome monologic Euro-American academia by
engaging more deeply with African, Asian, and Indigenous episte-
mologies and research.” In the history of economics, I address the gap
by unpacking the production and diffusion of alternative discourses
of development by focusing on a group of Indian economists writing
from the margins of the British Empire at the end of the nineteenth
century.

This first generation of modern Indian economists is a good example
of marginalized knowledge actors. They worked in an imperial setting
and were treated as inferior, while their addressees, mainly British,
were considered superior. As marginalized knowledge actors in the
ongoing debates about Indian progress and development, the Indian
economists of the late nineteenth century were and are frequently
labelled copiers of existing economic knowledge from Western Europe
and North America. As Christopher Bayly writes, global historical
narratives of Western superiority often omit India having theories to
understand political and socioeconomic changes in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries."

The last three decades of the nineteenth century saw a radical
decline in the belief among Indian intellectuals that Britain, with its
relatively advanced industrialized economy, could develop India.”
There was also growing support for state-led development in Western
Europe, particularly in Germany, and in the US and Japan. The state-led
idea of development challenged British imperialism and increased
further the inequalities in the Indian colony.” India was experiencing
deindustrialization, severe famine, and increasing poverty, and was
hit hard by Britain’s and Europe’s economic crisis from 1873 to 1896."”
The Indian economists of this period theorized that imperial policies
were both draining India of much-needed capital and deindustrializing
its economy.”® They saw India entering a period of ‘regress’, with some
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of the worst famines in its history, increasing rural indebtedness and
poverty, and worsening regional inequalities.”

One founding text of Indian economics is a lecture by Mahadev
Govind Ranade in 1892 at Deccan College, primarily because the term
‘Indian economics’ was first coined during that lecture.”” Ranade
(1842-1901) was the first Indian to become a judge of the High Court.
His lecture hall in 1892 would have largely been filled with Indian
students. The audience may also have included some officials, as the
college’s location was the summer capital of the imperial adminis-
tration. Deccan College was part of the imperial university system, a
prominent place for Indian intellectuals and one of the oldest modern
educational institutions in India. Another founding text was by
Ganapathy Dikshitar Subramania Iyer (1855-1916), a leading Indian
journalist and social reformer.”

Both texts laid out two reasons India needed its own economic
thinking. First, the troubling socioeconomic conditions in India and
elsewhere seemed to disprove the relevance of universal economic
principles such as free trade and comparative advantage.” Iyer asserted
that ‘orthodox economic science, as expounded in English textbooks,
have to be modified when applied to the conditions of this country’.?®
Similarly, Ranade said that the traditions of orthodox economics did
not consider the ‘relative differences in Civilisation, or the possession of
natural advantages, or disadvantages, in matters of situation, climate,
soil, National aptitudes’* Second, there was a need for an Indian
economics that reflected the realities of India’s current economic
situation, meaning imperialism and poor socioeconomic conditions.”
Ranade said that Indian economics should be based on the study of
how ‘Ethnical, Social, Justice, Ethical, or Economical differences in
the environments’ affected social change, ‘progress’, or ‘regress’, to
then identify an effective development plan.?

Ranade’s and Iyer’s notions of Indian economics proved popular
with other Indian intellectuals, such as Dadabhai Naoroji, Romesh
Chunder Dutt, Ganesh Vyankatesh Joshi, Surendranath Banerjee,
Kashinath Trimbak Telang, and Gopal Krishna Gokhale, enabling
Indian economics to emerge.”” The 1870s and 1880s saw a rise in

125



KNOWLEDGE ACTORS

dialogue among Indians and with their rulers. Several town and
regional organizations were formed. A hundred local associations were
established in Madras alone in the decade after the Great Famine.?
Each association represented a different societal group—for example,
the Pune Sarvajanik Sabha, established by Ranade, was mostly made
up of maths teachers.” The Indian National Congress, founded in
1885, was the first major organization to house different political
viewpoints and professionals, including political economists, teachers,
lawyers, traders, and merchants.*® The 72 members who attended the
first meeting in Bombay were all founders and leaders of modern
institutions, many of whose writings were later brought under the
intellectual umbrella of Indian economics.

The intellectuals associated with Indian economics asked why India
was still far away from transitioning from a backward to a modern
developed nation. Why had the economic gulf between India and
Britain widened instead of narrowed? Why did the Indian economy
not enjoy progress when economies like North America, France,
Germany, Canada, Italy, Russia, and even Japan did?* The answers,
the Indian economists hoped, would result in the implementation of
better imperial policies that would harness much-needed progress
in India.

The research in Indian economics was disseminated through
lectures at universities and various societies and conferences as well
as in published books and articles largely in English. Yet these texts
circulated almost exclusively in India, and when they were avail-
able elsewhere, they were predominantly consumed by Indian and
anti-imperialist audiences in Britain. For example, most of the articles
were published in the journal that Ranade founded. The Indian
economists were not getting published in British economic journals
or even treated as economists. According to many imperial officials
and British intellectuals, the Indian economists were political activists
fighting for Indian self-rule, not political economists creating know-
ledge. I see the developments in Indian economics as coming from
the margins, because the Indian economists were at the margins of
intellectual circles.*
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Difficulties when looking elsewhere

How best to reconstruct narratives from the margins? On the one
hand, marginalizing one’s protagonists too far can mean their agency
is lost as thinkers, the principal aim of uncovering marginalized
figures. Scholars such as Mona Gleason and John Robb have cautioned
against falling into the trap of agency ideal when agency becomes
a researcher’s main goal. Instead of being scholars of a particular
person or group of people, scholars become their advocates.* I do
not want to liberate these Indian economists—those who followed in
their footsteps did that by gaining independence a little over half a
century later, using the earlier economists’ eye-opening studies and
the institutions and communication channels they established. I want
to identify their contribution to economic knowledge. The agency
ideal seeks to juxtapose the Indians against Europeans in a binary
interpretative framework. I wish to challenge the assumptions of
inferiority or powerlessness and embrace the messier, more nuanced
exchanges. Marginalized actors have things done to them, but they act
to change things over time, too. But their imperial context and existing
dominant ideas cannot be ignored. How did the first generation of
modern Indian economists function in a Eurocentric world on their
own terms or in ways that challenged the status quo? My approach
leaves intact the hegemony of imperialism and Eurocentrism over
imperial subjects, but also ‘over what was judged to be historically
significant’** My approach lies somewhere between giving agency
and acknowledging the contextual challenges.

Historians who study knowledge production in imperial contexts
have convincingly argued that knowledge was dominated by Europeans
and their experiences. Others call for deprovincializing narratives
where we can expose how dominant narratives, like development,
came from certain times and spaces.” Yet others stress we cannot
ignore the hegemony of European and imperial discourse on the
imperial intellectual subjects.’® Another group of historians have
successfully shown that the spread of ideas from Europe to India
was not a simple diffusion—the receivers transformed, adapted, and
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refracted the ideas that came from their imperial rulers.¥ Global
historians insist there is little to no space for Indian thinking while
the British Empire existed due to the interconnectedness of India,
and other imperial territories, with its imperial rulers.*

We are thus presented with a dilemma, writes Kapil Raj. Either
we see modern science as a product of Western Europe, generating
the divide between the West and the Rest, which eventually reached
non-European societies when they came into contact with European
capitalism, or modern science comprises competing national narra-
tives, each of which claim their thought is most applicable to their
nationalist context. One way around the dilemma is to see modern
science as dehumanizing and alienating, because it imposed a foreign
framework of rationality onto non-European regions.*” Gyan Prakash,
for example, has shown how a group of Indians produced ‘another
reason’ in imperial India.** According to this view, the knowledge so
produced can only be applied locally, in direct contrast to the originator
of modern science, which was and is universal. Several scholars now
agree this is untrue. Western Europeans produced various iterations
of modern science. Modern science is far from a unified entity."
Modern science does not have its own logic of development, based on
a formal set of propositions. It is not innately universal, nor forcibly
imposed on others. Raj thus proposes a relocation of modern science
to other non-European spaces in his analysis of European and Indian
exchange in making modern science.

I agree with scholars such as Raj that science—economic science
in my case—is not universal and that it can and did originate in
other places than Western Europe. But I cannot agree that what we
think of as modern science, and synonymous with European science,
was not imposed on imperial territories. It was imposed over the
centuries by institutions big and small, formal and informal, which
propagated modern science as European and the only universal way
to understand and explain the world. The European curriculum in
schools and universities in the imperial territories entrenched the
hierarchy of European knowledge as superior and the rest as inferior.
Often enough, Indian scholars who went through that education
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system were themselves convinced that their fellow Indians were
only regurgitating existing knowledge and not producing original
knowledge.*

How to look elsewhere

My approach modifies Raj’s relocating approach by accommodating
theoretically and methodologically to the imperial context of control,
while still avoiding the agency trap. I seek to contextualize the margin-
alization and understand the complexities of the situation, the room
for change, and the contribution made by marginalized actors. As
historians of the humanities have put it so well, academia has devel-
oped an ‘imperial reason’ since the Renaissance, where concepts to
do with rationality and knowledge ‘were enmeshed and intertwined
with ideas of race and gender inequality’.** Some people were rational
and could create knowledge; others could not.

Propaganda, manipulation, and domination place constraints
on knowledge production. Some scholars maintain that although
Indian economics identified British rule as a barrier to economic
development, economic thinking did not find solutions to generating
economic growth. According to these scholars, Indian economics also
failed to create alternative tools to analyse economic development.
For example, the reviews in The Times and the Times of India had the
following to say about Dutt’s volume on Indian history:

The literary skill and research which he has devoted to his object, prove
Mr Dutt capable of writing history if he could for a moment put his
politics aside. But the work before us is not a history, it is merely a

collection of historical arguments for a political sect.**

Similar conclusions can be found in later scholarship.* Studies seem
to focus on the discursive and material constraints imposed upon
imperial subjects, and often conclude that the British dominant
discourse such as political economy categories and norms taught
at the imperial universities made discursive innovation difficult for
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Indian intellectuals. India’s imperial status and extreme poverty is
said to have left Indian intellectuals preoccupied with urgent political
and economic needs, rather than knowledge creation.

Censorship was a reality in imperial India, limiting how the Indian
economists could contribute to knowledge production. Ranade’s
scholarship was suspended for saying the Mughal empire had been
better for India than British rule was.*® Banerjee was found guilty of
contempt and sentenced to two months in prison for publishing an
editorial in The Bengalee (2 April 1883) in which he compared Judge
Norris to the notorious seventeenth-century British judges, Jeftreys
and Scroggs, because Norris had been involved in a dispute about a
shaligram or family idol at the Calcutta High Court.”” In any context,
we need to understand who can voice their concerns (a form of action)
and to what extent this was or is possible.

AndyetIfind the Indian economists’ multidiscursive and multispa-
tial contexts, although some were constraining, left room for imagining
anew configuration of the global political economy of development.
By multidiscursive, I mean the traces of various discourses, world
views, ways of seeing, voices, etc., identified sometimes through
citations, at other times through similar wordings seen in other texts.
Multispatiality highlights the international, multi-institutional, and
contextually diverse nature of these Indian economists’ writings. They
were Indians who travelled and studied in other countries, especially
Britain. The historical, political, and socioeconomic context offered
the discursive possibility for the Indian economists to rearticulate and
redefine existing economic thinking, rather than only reproducing
the dominant economic theories. As many historians of ideas have
theorized, ideas are necessarily transformed when passed from one
thinker to another.*®

My approach incorporates the idea that discourse can both
constrain and facilitate social actions. Our field of perception is
limited by the discursive resources at our disposal, but those resources
simultaneously offer meaning and an understanding of our context.*
The Indian economists learned discursive practices (concepts, frame-
works, and tools of analysis) from their imperial university education
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and the literature, which were primarily based on another regional
context—as articulated by the Indian economists themselves.*® They
used these imported, imposed discursive practices to understand
different regional circumstances in the South Asian subcontinent.
The approach incorporates how these actors spoke and published in
varied spaces where their legitimacy and ability to be heard differed
substantially.

My method combines a dialogic theoretical framework with positive
discourse analysis (PDA). Mikhail Bakhtin’s dialogic approach to
analysing discursive practices enables me to theorize how discourses
simultaneously constrain and facilitate meaning-making.” My method,
PDA, operationalizes the dialogic approach into a more concrete step-
by-step process of defining the Indian interlocutors’ multidiscursive,
multispatial contexts, and how these contexts affected the particular
discursive practices and knowledge created in specific utterances. PDA
is also specifically designed to focus on marginalized discourses. I set
out the discursive innovations in Indian economics by systematically
uncovering the link between context and discourse. My investigation
moves back and forth between context (by examining secondary
economic history literature and my primary sources) and discursive
practices (by analysing my primary sources).”

Results of relocating development economics

By relocating development economics, I have been able to gauge how
knowledge was produced in another space and time. The relocation of
development economics thus happens on two fronts. First, I relocate
development economics to another space, India, where historians of
economics have rarely gone before. Second, I relocate development
economics to another time. Historians of development economics
consider it a post-war concept.” My study shows that development
economics dates back 80 years to another space entirely. The relocating
approach offers a new perspective on the history of development
economics.
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The relocating approach also uncovers how constraints and an
inferior position affect the knowledge produced. Knowledge produced
by marginalized actors is often refracted at the margins. The Indian
economists were on the margins in an imperial territory, but their ideas
also changed existing thought at the margins. Dominant narratives
over-power thinking in a way that makes it hard for new knowledge to
be produced. New discursive practices often appear as re-articulations
or dis-articulations of a dominant discourse and occur at its margins.**

There are several examples of redefinition, refraction, or hybrid
theories in Indian economics. A key example pertains to the stage
theory of civilization. The stadial theory had become popular in the
late eighteenth-century Scottish Enlightenment and is later found in
texts throughout the nineteenth century by thinkers such as Marx,
John Ferguson McLennan, Friedrich List, and Herbert Spencer.”
To a large degree, Indian economics stage theory looked like the
existing four-stage theory, but Indian economists remade the theory
by adding a lower imperial stage to which India had regressed due to
imperialism. They also rewrote an earlier stage of civilization where
India had been more advanced, with progress greater than it was
experiencing in the late nineteenth century. The Indian economists
could thus refute the idea that India could not skip to a higher stage
of civilization, because they had experienced it in the past. India did
not need to wait to progress or gain independence, like the stage
theorists from Europe argued.*

Another key example concerns universal development. For Euro-
peans, Ricardo’s theory of comparative advantage, which advocated a
global division of labour that assigned raw material production to Asia
and industrial production to Western Europe and North America,
became irrefutable.” Even List, who prescribed universal free trade
once ‘all’ countries had industrialized, denied the possibility of Asian
progress: ‘Hence the entire dissolution of the Asiatic nationalities
appears to be inevitable.”® All countries thus only included Europe.
Theorists like List who came from a country, Germany, that was
industrializing after Britain, argued that their countries should and
could also industrialize like Britain, but not Asia.”” While the Indian
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economists, seeing their economy deindustrialize and increasingly
poor, could not see the benefits of such an international model. An
economy dominated by agricultural production and exports was
stalling Indian economic growth.®® The Indian economists could
not imagine a world without an industrialized Western Europe, but
the British could imagine a world without an industrialized India.

The Indian economists, however, could also imagine an industri-
alized India. The rereading of Indian history, which resulted in the
refraction of the stadial theory where India had been at a higher stage of
civilization before imperialism, enabled Indian economics to reimag-
ine the global political economy of development. Indian economics
reconstructed a universal idea of development, theorizing that global
industrialization would bring greater growth to all countries, thanks
to the increased potential for capital accumulation (leading to more
investment and production) and greater aggregate demand (due to
higher employment in newly industrialized countries). The increased
aggregate demand would increase demand for British (as well as other
exporting nations’) goods. England’s trade, reasoned Naoroji, would
increase by £250,000,000, if each member of the Indian population
could buy English goods worth only £1 per year, assuming a population
of 250 million.” The increase in exchange would boost the capacity
to further invest in industrial growth, thanks to higher levels of
capital accumulation. Previous theories associated with classical
political economy such as Ricardo’s were Eurocentric, justifying
the world view that it was a zero-sum game that enriched Europe
while impoverishing the rest of the world. Indian industrialization
would have beneficial outcomes to their trading partners’ progress—a
win-win development model.*

Looking ahead

What does this say about the more general questions of what is a
knowledge actor and how different knowledge actors produce know-
ledge? I see two answers. By looking to actors previously not treated
as knowledge producers, we could gain new insights into our world.
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But the more promising and perhaps less researched answer lies
in better understanding how knowledge production is affected by
context. When we accept and adequately consider and theorize the
constraints and limitations of marginalized knowledge actors, we can
better identify the work of those whose important ideas and theoretical
contributions ‘have been rendered less visible through the exclusionary
colonial gaze’.*® Marginalized actors are often silenced and must
often persist and fight to be heard. More importantly, they often need
more conviction in their ideas before they share them because they
internalize what everyone tells them: that they are inferior. Actors
who are not marginalized can spread knowledge more easily, faster,
and further, because they are listened to and their knowledge is often
less contested. Their knowledge can become well known, perhaps
even a part of common knowledge. They can produce knowledge
accepted by the majority to be the truth. These dominant forms of
knowledge impact the contents of marginalized knowledge due to
probable critiques and the potential for marginalized knowledge to
spread and be accepted.

The relatively new discipline of the history of knowledge can
contribute to breaking the dominance by expanding our studies of
marginalized figures. Several actors were seemingly ignored because
they did not come from Europe or North America, were not white,
nor were they considered part of the global elite. The essay uses the
empirical example of a group of late nineteenth-century Indian
economists, writing on the margins of the British Empire, to show
the importance of looking at figures often forgotten as knowledge
actors. I call on historians of knowledge to treat knowledge creation as
a process of diffusion, dissemination, and transformation in specific
localities, to open up sufficient analytical space to re-evaluate the
contributions of marginalized actors, and their often underrepresented
and overlooked contributions to global debates on such things as
economic development.
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CHAPTER 7

The capacity to act

On phronetic knowledge among the less
privileged in seventeenth-century Sweden

Anna Nilsson Hammar & Svante Norrhem

The emergence of the history of knowledge has come with a tangible—
and productive—tension between a long-established emphasis on
scientific knowledge and the conditions for its production on the one
hand, and a growing interest in knowledge as a social and cultural
phenomenon and the often overlooked forms of non-scientific know-
ledge on the other hand. While scholars have long prioritized the
former, the history of knowledge retains the potential to provide some
balance. Applied to cultural and social history, we believe the history
of knowledge offers a possibility to recognize the relationships between
knowledge and agency, and to incorporate other actors and sections of
society than have usually been the case, including the less privileged,
the uneducated, and the coerced, even if in hindsight their paths did
not cross with those engaged in scientific endeavours. While some
scholars have raised concerns about the loss of analytical precision if
expanding the scope from science to a broader concept of knowledge,
we argue that we have much to gain from investigating knowledge as
a resource used in the struggles of everyday life.!

A basic tenet for this shift in focus is that knowledge is not a separate
domain but integral to social life as such. Nico Stehr has spoken of
knowledge as an anthropological constant, highlighting that action is
based on knowledge, as are social roles, power relations, and cultural
reproduction.? Like Marian Adolf, he has proposed that ‘knowing is
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grosso modo participation in the cultural resources of society’ and
that knowledge may therefore be characterized as the capacity to act,
since it ‘creates, sustains, and changes existential conditions’? For the
history of knowledge, the challenge is to recognize and investigate this
ability to act, wherever it appears, and to further an understanding of
how knowledge is put to work by actors of different kinds, may they
be individuals, groups, institutions, or other collectives. Key to this
understanding would be an analysis of how knowledge has been used to
create, sustain, and change the conditions under which different actors
have gone about their everyday routines, ordinary or extraordinary,
navigating their way through a landscape of power relations, and of
social, cultural, and economic restraints and possibilities.

The premise of this essay is that to write about agency and actors
in the history of knowledge, one must recognize not only a multitude
of actors, but also a multitude of knowledge forms, all woven into
society, work, and everyday life. The potential of such multiple know-
ledges—their historically and contextually situated usefulness as
grounds for action—is key. In this essay, we continue the discussion
of knowledge in relation to agency in work and everyday life. Our
case is built around examples from an ongoing project investigating
knowledge circulation, learning, and social mobility in Sweden among
low-ranking employees of early modern aristocrats. We investigate
the De la Gardie family, from the statesman Magnus Gabriel De la
Gardie (1622-1686) and his sister, the mill-owning industrialist Maria
Sofia De la Gardie (1627-1694), to their parents, the prominent military
leader Jacob Pontusson De la Gardie (1583-1652) and the landowner
and courtier Ebba Brahe (1596-1674).* We explore the conditions of
agency set by this milieu, asking how knowledge was used by different
actors in their interaction within the aristocratic organization. To do
so, we use supplications or written petitions addressed to the estate
owner, in which employees asked for help with issues in their daily
lives and work, often relating to the payment of wages, clothes, food,
and lodging, but also education, mobility within the organization,
recommendations, and resignations. We elaborate on the concept of
phronetic knowledge to further the understanding of knowledge as
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grounds for action—the capacity to act—and how knowledge played
into the act of petitioning in this context. We go on to discuss the
relationship between knowledge, action, and agency, and the role in
agency of power relations, looking at the complexities of any situation
where knowledgeable actions contrast to challenged, restricted, or
arbitrarily limited agency.

Phronetic knowledge in context

The concept of phronetic knowledge draws on the Aristotelian division
between theoria and episteme, praxis and phronesis, and poiesis and
techne. While theoria has been used to denote epistemic or scientific
knowledge, praxis, and the adjacent virtue of phronesis, has implied
practical wisdom and a good judgement, sometimes equated with
prudence in government and affairs. Techne has been used to describe
the making of art or craft, focusing on the means to an end.” As
adaptations of this division show, we should view the categories as
intersecting, and as starting points for historical inquiry. They allow
for an analysis of knowledge’s role in action and agency, highlighting
its different aspects.

When ordinary, work-related agency is discussed in relation to
knowledge, it is usual to highlight practical and technical matters,
interpreting knowledge as know-how or a productive knowledge that
enables the individual to perform certain tasks in a specialized way.
This is technical, poietic knowledge as a means to an end. However,
while techniques and skills are vital to our understanding of knowledge
in action, everyday life and work also entails the elusive capability
to navigate certain circumstances and situations—what we may call
practical or phronetic knowledge, or a ‘knowledge that comes from
a close understanding of practice in specific contexts’.” This know-
ledge may also be understood as the interaction between knowledge
of something (a theoretical or technical knowledge) and practical
judgement, or as the ability to adapt one’s response according to
the situation, applying one’s knowledge in the process. Phronesis or
phronetic knowledge has been discussed in relation to medicine and
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psychiatry, where theoretical knowledge is combined with practical
insights guiding the professional interaction, for example between
doctor and patient, that demands certain qualities of judgement.® But
phronesis may also be applied to any number of situations that include
human interaction and the use of knowledge and judgement. Jonna
Bornemark has emphasized that phronetic knowledge is context-bound
and, unlike epistemic knowledge, derives from experience in the field
in which it is applied. It differs from the ‘general and abstract language
of episteme or the manualized knowledge of techne’, she concludes.’

As Bent Flyvbjerg suggests, phronetic knowledge highlights ‘the
possibilities, problems, and risks we face in specific domains of social
action’, uncovering ‘not only appreciative judgements in terms of
values, but also an understanding of the practical political realities of
any situation as part of an integrated judgement in terms of power’."°
Although Flyvbjerg’s research concerns modern day planning and
organization theory, his methodological perspectives apply to historical
studies, which he too recognizes. Flyvbjerg writes of the need to
uncover daily practices by attention to detail and the ‘little things’
suggested by Nietzsche and Foucault, rather than trying to get closer
to reality through theoretical or scientific discourses." The benefit
of such a perspective is to bring ordinary situations, decisions, and
activities to the fore when analysing the role of knowledge, giving
precedence to people’s actions.

To study the strategies of a group of people who hitherto have not
been credited with much agency, we thus apply a historical perspective
to explore the actions of individuals in contexts that conditioned
everyday life. This has at least two implications. First, it calls for
consideration of the relation between actors, actions, and agency, and
more specifically perhaps, the role of power to knowledge and action.
The intertwined nature of knowledge, rationality, and power must be
emphasized here, like the dynamic character of power relations. At
the same time, it is necessary to question whether actions actually
indicated agency and to what degree the constraints that these people
worked and lived under were arbitrary. Was it possible to play by the
rules and yet turn it to one’s own advantage, or were conditions and

142



THE CAPACITY TO ACT

power relations more random?? Second, we must look at the role in
phronetic knowledge played by planning, calculating, and strategic or
tactical action, to follow the distinctions made by Michel de Certeau.”
This entails elaborating on the concrete role of knowledge in action
and agency, postulating that phronetic knowledge is an awareness of
the conditions under which the actor can manoeuvre with varying
degrees of skill. In this sense, phronetic knowledge would indeed
be an ‘art of judgement’, balancing instrumental rationality with
value-rationality."* Did employees on aristocratic estates engage in
such balancing acts? And in what ways was phronetic knowledge
required in such an organization?

The act of petitioning

Needless to say, information about the daily lives of the men and
women employed on aristocratic estates is limited. This is usually the
case when we speak of the less privileged—they did not leave many
traces behind for us to study. In this instance, however, we are fortunate
that Magnus Gabriel De la Gardie, and his bookkeepers, chose to
document the estate administration, making sure that everything,
and in particular the petitions from employees, were saved to keep
track of all the claims for payment, outstanding debts, etc. Some
600 written petitions from low-ranking employees alone survive for
the 1650s to Magnus Gabriel’s death in 1686. To that we can add the
numerous petitions from others both within and outside the estate
organization.

Petitioning was a widespread practice in early modern Sweden
and elsewhere, as the literature shows. Faramerz Dabhoiwala high-
lights the extensive studies of mass-petitioning in the early modern
world, which have established petitions as a ‘ubiquitous form of
communication’ which existed on all levels of society; the downside
is that petitions have been studied as a mass phenomenon rather
than individual acts, leaving questions about this everyday practice
and its significance for ordinary people.” From a Swedish horizon,
we can confirm that petitions to the king and the government have
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been investigated, but petitions from employees to their masters or
landowners have only been dealt with to alimited extent. This despite
people of all social classes in seventeenth-century Sweden knowing
that a petition was a channel for grievances. Like the national and
regional archives, private archives are filled with petitions from
people asking for anything from alms for their survival to requests
for government or military promotion, and anything in between.
Young and old, rich and poor, men and women: people knew that
they could petition their masters.' The sheer number of petitions sent
to Magnus Gabriel De la Gardie, and the fact that his administration
was set up to handle such quantities, demonstrate the legitimacy of
this form of communication. In short, he expected to be petitioned.
The number of decisions are also a sign of the quantities involved.
Between the 1650s and 1686 they were kept in summary, leaving us
with some 4,500 summaries with notes on the outcomes.”

What did writing a petition entail? The sheer number may lead
us to think it was easy, but that would be to underestimate what it
took for someone who had no possessions and was living just above
or even below the subsistence level. Paper, a commodity which was
not abundant in early modern Sweden, presented the first obstacle,
alongside the actual writing of the petition. We do not know how this
was arranged. Did employees go to a scribe in the estate organization?
(Such scribes existed, but did they actually take on such work?) Or
did they go to one of the other scribes in the community (city, village,
church)? We do not know if petitioners had to buy the necessary
materials themselves. One possibility is that it came as a package: a
petitioner contacted a scribe, who knew how to write, where to send
or deliver the petition, and who had the tools of their trade, such as
paper, pen, ink, and wax for the seal. The petitions to Magnus Gabriel
De la Gardie were in nearly all cases carefully written in a trained
hand, but usually had a signature which differed in style from the
rest of the letter. The standardized way the petitions begin and end
turther strengthens the conclusion they were written by scribes. But
to what degree was the petitioner a part of the process?

144



THE CAPACITY TO ACT

All petitions had a personal narrative. Some were shorter and
less developed, while others provided detailed accounts of events,
calculations, and hopes for the future. The narratives were used to
substantiate the claims in the petition, and a general conformity
between claims and reality, as perceived by the petitioner, but also
to some extent verifiable by the receiver of the petition, is likely to
have been necessary. Lies were a possibility, but the aristocratic estate
bureaucracy may have deterred people from being too creative. The
cases, often about promises given but not kept, accounts of expenses
not reimbursed, or requests for outstanding wages, were all to some
extent charted by the administrative machinery, putting the petitioner
in a position where they had to be ready to argue their case. We will
return to people’s command of how the organization worked in order
to get what they were owed. The number of cases of unpaid wages
alone suggest that even this basic feature of life as an employee called
for petitioning, bargaining, and recurrent interaction with the master
of the estate.”® Throughout the system of petitioning there was an
evident need for phronetic knowledge, where insight into practical
matters as an employee and into accounting, bookkeeping and to
some extent legal matters was combined with the ability to present
and balance such information with reasonable demands expressed
in the correct fashion. Yet there were different ways of presenting an
argument and, we would argue, different ways of knowing, which
were put into action in petitions.

Socially acquired knowledge

In what would in many respects be considered an oral culture, where
many people had limited knowledge of reading and writing, know-
ledge acquired and circulated by rumour and verbal interaction was
an important feature of the claims advanced in petitions to Magnus
Gabriel Dela Gardie. Petitioners argued that what had been bestowed
upon others should also fall to them, asking to be treated equally with
their peers. One example was that of the stable grooms (stalldringar)
Oluff and Anders who happened to be away when the other stable
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grooms were given new clothes.”” Something similar happened to
Marcus Marcusson, who had been sent off to work as a tiler when his
fellow stablehands received clothes.?

Another example of how verbal interaction and rumour were a
vivid part of employees’ lives, fuelling petitions, related to negotiations
about mobility between the different estates and other organizations,
especially when current or previous employees had heard there were
positions open. A vacancy at the tavern in Lidképing had been noticed
by Christian Taffeltackare who worked in Stockholm as a table setter
(taffeltickare) for Magnus Gabriel. Not only did he know the position
of innkeeper was vacant, but he also knew someone else had been
recommended for it by the town’s foremen. He pressed his case,
arguing he was the more worthy candidate, since the other man
already owned a house and had, as Christian put it, already received
his fair share of Magnus Gabriel’s good will.** Another example was
Staffan Nilsson, former master of the household (husgerddsmdstare)
for Magnus Gabriel’s mother, Ebba Brahe, who wrote that he had
heard of a vacancy in the chancellery (kanslikammardring). Staffan
argued that the step down in rank would be an advantage as he was
getting on in age and had problems with his eyesight.”? Examples such
as these show a degree of planning and calculation for the future,
although based on knowledge that had been socially acquired. The
conclusion is that to navigate an aristocratic estate organization,
petitioners had to stay attuned to what was going on. The petitions
confirm that many did so, and that they acted on the information
they had come by.

Accounting knowledge

While socially acquired knowledge likely required that people pay
close attention to what happened to others in the estate organization,
whether they were employed themselves, had been, or hoped to be,
petitioning also demanded knowledge that was not shared in this way.
A significant number of the petitions we have studied concern financial
matters—credit and debts, deferred wages, taxation, commissions,
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the value of goods—along with legal issues such as contracts and
inheritance. The cases illustrate the complex nature of an aristocratic
organization and the degree of knowledge and action needed from
the employee.

Deferred wages were a recurring topic. In a series of petitions from
the cook Nils Mansson, we can see a variety of strategies to get the
money he so desperately needed. The first seems to have been written
at Michaelmas, late September being the time of the year when serv-
ants traditionally changed jobs. Nils appealed to the count’s fatherly
benevolence, praising his many mercies and thanking him for all he
had done. He described his family’s despair—the unheated hovel in
which they lived, he, his wife, and their four small children, their
desperate poverty, and winter coming. They had been thrown out of
the room they rented after their credit had run out with the landlady.
Almost in passing, he said if he could get some of his wages that would
help his situation. It seems Nils was duly paid 150 daler kopparmynt
by the count. In a later petition he wrote in a more straightforward
fashion, still mentioning his family’s hardships but now focusing on
his unpaid wages. T must announce there is still an outstanding part
of my salary and that we now lack money and clothing’, Nils stated
in the opening sentences of his second letter, concluding this was
the case since he had ‘only received’ 150 daler kopparmynt, although
he was owed more.” In a third petition, Nils went even further to
specify his financial demands, now only adding a short sentence about
his family’s poverty. In this petition, the last we see of Nils in our
sources, he provided a clear account of the outstanding wages owed.
In a ‘humble reminder’, he stated that of his salary for 1664 he had
only received 294 daler kopparmynt, which left a little over 260 daler
owing. “Would the count please help me to this, for the subsistence
and nourishment of my poor wife and children’, he asked.** What can
we conclude from this? Nils had apparently been paid some of what
he was owed, perhaps as a direct result of his petitions. He had also
changed his argument, from an emphasis on his master’s benevolence
and care for the poor to specifying an amount, showing what he was
owed and for what period, minus the sums he had already received.
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Did Nils know he had to be more specific? Did someone tell him? In
what ways did the scribe, whom he may have engaged, advise him to
change strategy? Or did he perhaps write the petitions himself? We
have no way of knowing what the exact process was, but we can see
the result, which suggests that Nils kept track of both credit and debts.

In his case and actions Nils was not unusual. He was one in a long
row of petitioners trying to convince their master they should be paid
for their work or given the clothes, shoes, food, or lodging they had
been promised. What do the petitioners’ arguments tell us about the
knowledge used and presented in this medium? In a collective petition
addressed to Magnus Gabriel from all the horsemen (hovryttare) on
the estate, we see a combination of socially acquired knowledge and
knowledge in financial accounting. The petition opened with a strong
claim, namely that in the past six months they had all experienced the
same thing: none had been paid for their services. They also explained
why they needed their wages: they needed money for clothing and
laundering. They were, however, eager to point out that the boots
they had received should not be deducted from their wages, which
they heard was the bookkeeper’s intention. The petition shows us a
group of men who had apparently decided to act together, discussing
the mutual problems of being employed by count De la Gardie. They
had probably discussed things with the bookkeeper, but were not
satisfied with his answers and so took matters further, pre-empting
the decision that boots were part payment of the outstanding wages.”

Collective action was practised both in larger groups and in smaller
ones. In a case possibly from 1649, two employees on one of Magnus
Gabriel’s ships in Stockholm shared a sheet of paper to write similar
yet separate petitions, pleading for payment of their deferred wages.
The first, by one Erik Jakobsson, spoke of his earlier employment
with the crown and made sure to mention the drop in pay, however
acceptable, when he joined Magnus Gabriel’s ship. In the service of
the crown his pay had been 30 daler kopparmynt a month, but now he
was only entitled to 25. And the problem was he did not even receive
that. Detailing the wages in kind he had received—dried meat, salt
‘green meat’, peas, groats, and a total of 10 daler kopparmynt—he
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concluded this did not amount to more than 18 daler kopparmynt,
showing he knew addition and how to estimate the value of goods.
His co-petitioner, who made less a month, made a similar request.
Beside the fact that the petition shows their ability to count, make
estimations, and keep track of their personal finances, it also brings
to the fore their ability to exert pressure on the count. Erik wrote,
clearly yet carefully, that he was content with their arrangement, even
though he had made more money in service to the crown; however,
he asked for confirmation from the count that he intended to pay
him the promised amount, suggesting that there were limits even
to his loyalty.?

The case of Carin Persdotter is another example of how a know-
ledge of accounts and arithmetic was part of daily life for the people
working for the De la Gardie family. Carin, whose husband was ‘absent’
according to her petition, presents us with a different side to such
organizations, namely the landladies and others who provided accom-
modation for aristocratic employees, did their laundry, and sometimes
supplied their meals. Carin detailed her situation, explaining how she
had taken care of a De la Gardie lackey, Swen, providing him with
a home, a bed, and laundry for 2 daler kopparmynt a week. Swen
had lived at hers for 38 weeks but still had not paid anything. The
arrangement was not only between her and the lackey, it seems; it was
offered as a service to Magnus Gabriel, and hence she complained
to him. Swen owed her 76 daler kopparmynt, but the credit she had
extended had put her in a difficult situation because of her husband’s
absence and she had been forced to pawn all her belongings. She
begged Magnus Gabriel to have mercy and pay the outstanding debt
to free her from her misery.”

Keeping track of accounts and debts was a necessity for anyone who
wished to make their case to the count or any of his administrators.
What the examples show is that at least some employees knew how
to do this.
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Tactical knowledge

While many petitioners showed skills in acquiring knowledge, calcu-
lating, and accounting, others went further in their use of knowledge
to navigate and strengthen their position. We would argue they made
use of a tactical knowledge which involved both accounting skills,
a knowledge of rights, and creativity in applying that knowledge
and planning for the future.”® Such petitions went beyond the more
immediate requests for help or relief, and involved an analysis of how
different options might be beneficial, demonstrating a more long-term
perspective. They also show financial and contractual issues could be
kept alive for decades, spanning generations.

In a petition from a woman named Christina, whose marital
status is unknown to us, we find someone with a clear idea of her
rights who also had an active knowledge of the legal arrangements
substantiating her claims. In her petition, Christina told the count
that her maternal grandfather had served as a chef to Magnus Gabriel
De la Gardie’s father, Jacob Pontusson De la Gardie, for more than
fourteen years, accompanying him from France. She said 200 daler of
her grandfather’s salary had been owing, so he and Jacob had agreed
that he would receive some land to hold in gage until the 200 daler
was paid. According to Christina, documents showed that ‘heir after
heir’ would be given the right to use and live off the land until the
payment was made. However, despite not paying the wages, Magnus
Gabriel’s father had for some reason revoked the agreement and
taken back the land. Somehow, Christina had come into possession
of a document with Jacob De la Gardie’s seal, showing he had given
orders that the land be retracted—something, she claimed, she would
never have thought possible of the old master, of blessed memory. Her
petition shows she had detailed knowledge, transcending generations,
and was prepared to use it for tactical purposes. There is a curious
detail: in the finishing lines of the letter, Christina said she had heard
Magnus Gabriel was coming (we cannot be sure where to) and that
she had therefore taken ship from Osterbotten (in the Finnish half of
the kingdom). During the journey she lost all her belongings at sea.
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She pleaded with Magnus Gabriel to help her in her time of need by
paying the 200 daler his father had owed her grandfather. She thus
combined an elaborate legal argument with an urgent appeal to his
mercy because of her bad turn of fortune.”

Another example of how petitioners tried to plan for the futureisa
petition by one Catharina Linnarsdotter. Her story had its twists and
turns, but evidently she had decided to speak on behalf of both her
husband and her children. She said her husband, Johan Larsson Side-
nius, had been refused a position as master of the kitchen (spismdstare)
at Uppsala University (of which Magnus Gabriel was chancellor), but
had been promised another position, and that assurance was why
Catharina petitioned Magnus Gabriel. However, she also wanted to
make a different request. Since her husband, who only had a more
lowly position, was now ill, and having five young sons they could
not provide for but wishing them to be educated so they could serve
God, the crown, and the fatherland, she had a proposal to make. Were
Magnus Gabriel to apply to the King in Council for her to have the
right to brew and sell beer, she could provide for her family when
her husband could not.

The widow of a De la Gardie huntsman, Margareta Larsdotter,
also gave a detailed account in her petition, showing she was well
acquainted with the contracts, credit relationships, and wage and
tax arrangements over a career spanning many years, between her
deceased husband, the foreman at the estate where her husband had
worked, and the count. She was destitute and she was desperate to
spare her children from becoming beggars. How did she take action?
She was clearly knowledgeable about the details of her husband’s work
history—this was a discourse in which she felt it was necessary to give
a detailed account to substantiate her plea for help to the fullest, not
merely throwing herself on the count’s mercy and praying for the
survival of her children. Further, she elaborated on the way taxes
were deducted to show the unfairness of the estate foreman’s actions,
which had placed her and her children in an impossible situation. Not
only did she evidently keep records, but she also used them tactically
to strengthen her case, denouncing the estate foreman to the count.*
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Yet another widow demonstrated her ability for tactical action:
Cherstin Gudmundsdotter, whose husband, J6ns Persson, had recently
died after working 27 years as a postmaster, asked to take over her dead
husband’s office. She was encumbered with debt and had four sons
to support, so her situation was dire. One son had been a soldier but
was laid off for the time being and the other three hoped to become
bookkeepers. It was her humble wish to be postmaster—one of very
few offices that seventeenth-century widows in Sweden could hold.*
She also suggested that one son could act as her assistant, while this
would enable her to give her other sons the means to get an education.
The whole family’s future depended on the count’s decision, and she
was careful to present him with a ready solution.*

Christian Hansson, a young De la Gardie silver chamber boy, was
another strategic planner whose petition to his master contained a
well-thought-out plan. A member of a household where there was
considerable mobility in both geographical and social terms, he
dared ask his master to fulfil his dream of becoming a pastry chef.
His idea was that if De la Gardie paid for his training—which, he
underlined, was not expensive—he would not only forever be the
count’s devoted pastry chef, but he would also be able to support
himself. His proposal was apparently well received according to a
note on the petition. He was eventually sent to both the royal court
in France and several German princely courts where he was trained
to become a table setter (taffeltickare).”

When employees set out to use the De la Gardie household
machinery for their future betterment, they showed their under-
standing of the opportunities and how to argue their case. They
wanted something for themselves—a safer future—and offered loyal
service to the count and his house in return. The tactical element of
these petitions, we suggest, is in the carefully mustered arguments
to navigate a complex situation, requiring a good knowledge of the
system and their own circumstances. Their willingness to propose
complex solutions indicates that each petitioner had analysed the
information available to them, come to a conclusion, and framed it
as a concrete request.
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Conclusion

From the view of the De la Gardie administration, secretaries, and
bookkeepers, the petitioners (or solicitants as they were sometimes
called) were a real problem. In a nine-page memorandum dated
October 1666, Erik Mansson Hasselgren gave a detailed account of
how to run the ‘archive’ and keep it in order. One of the constant
problems was the petitioners, who demanded attention and kept staff
from their other duties. They were hard to keep track of, Hasselgren
complained, and staff needed to know which Petter, Pawel, Jon, or Hans
was petitioning and whether their claims were legitimate, pointing
to the need for administrators to have inside knowledge too. This
report from the other side, from those tasked with managing the De
la Gardie estates, gives a fresh perspective on the act of petitioning.
It confirms its centrality to the organization and its presence in its
everyday bureaucracy—and that petitioners’ knowledge claims had to
be checked and countered by the knowledge produced and preserved
by the organization. If not, the amorphous mass of people working
for the De la Gardies would have the upper hand.

From this, we conclude that petitioning was considered meaningful
and there was reason for petitioners to hope for at least some success.
The number of petitions which were granted points in that direction.
For employees, the act of petitioning was thus a way forward, an
arena for action where they had an agency they may not have had
elsewhere. In petitions, employees could detail their cases and claim
their rights, appealing to their master’s mercy and benevolence while
making their case for what they were owed.

From our examples, we would also argue that the knowledge they
demonstrated in their petitions was thought important to their success.
Hasselgren’s memorandum, bewailing the problems of dealing with so
many petitioners, was an admission that the De la Gardie bureaucracy
was at a disadvantage when it came to knowledge about its employees.
The petitioners, meanwhile, provided details to support their claims.
Not only did they know what was going on around them—how the
system worked, how to keep records, how to calculate their own
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debts and money due—which enabled them to make tactical choices
when planning for the future, they also used this knowledge to make
demands. This kind of knowledge-based agency is a mark of their
balancing act, or what we have called phronetic knowledge. Petitioning
was an act of instrumental rationality, illustrating how petitioners
sought to achieve a positive outcome for themselves. But the arguments
in the petitions were value-oriented: they made claims to what they
saw as right in the context. By presenting the necessary information
they sought the recipient’s consent, arguing for mutual, contractual
relations and for promises to be kept. The petitions discussed in
this essay also shared a key feature: they were rarely only a plea for
alms. Instead, they usually presented specific claims and detailed
calculations, emphasizing the petitioner’s right to what was claimed.
Although much was made of paternal benevolence, the arguments
were often framed in terms of hard figures.

We have chosen to explore phronetic knowledge by looking at
employees on aristocratic estates in seventeenth-century Sweden. They
were prepared to negotiate improved positions and conditions within
an organization which may be best described as feudal, comprising as
it did many estates, a strong hierarchy, and a system of compensation
built around deferred wages and long-term credit relationships. The
petitions written to the master of the household show how employees
were guided by an extensive knowledge of the system in which they
worked, carefully tailoring their demands, suggestions, and pleas for
help. They had knowledge of the possibilities, however restricted, and
tried different ways of negotiating to achieve the best outcomes for
themselves and their families. Negotiations also show that employees
knew how to keep track of their spending, tax arrangements, and
credit relationships, in certain cases spanning generations. More
than anything, they show that employees, even the lowest in rank,
were prepared to act to solve immanent problems or to secure better
prospects for themselves and their families and relatives. To strengthen
their arguments they applied both knowledge and practical judgement.
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CHAPTER 8

Grappling with
knowledge actors
A view from global history

Lisa Hellman

In this essay, I bring global history into contact with the history
of knowledge, and specifically the actors circulating it. Doing so
highlights three possible fracture points: actors, circulation, and
knowledge. I look closely at each and consider to what degree a global
perspective presents challenges when applying each term, and what
paths ahead lie open for us.

A move from the history of science to a history of knowledge means
including a more diverse range of practices, and placing these in a
cultural, social setting. Global history makes those settings inter-
regional, either by comparison or by applying a non-national frame-
work of analysis; bringing in how global encounters and ties across
borders have worked as a motor for development and change is key
to letting the field mature and grow. Thus, global history approaches,
perspectives, and methodological solutions have every potential to
enrich the history of knowledge.! As Peter Burke points out, however,
the ‘most fundamental challenge’ to the history of knowledge comes
from the rise of global history: a broadening of the field is not uncom-
plicated.?

Thankfully, friction is productive. The challenges that come from
integrating a global approach into the history of knowledge illuminate
faultlines present in both fields. I would argue that asymmetric power
relations and un/freedom are key issues for the history of knowledge
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and global history alike. With this in mind, to what degree are the
concepts actor, circulation, and knowledge helpful, or workable,
within the frame of global history? To what degree can global history
illustrate the tensions within now-established understandings? Most
importantly, what are our most promising routes ahead?

Actors

To start with the actor—the person or people producing, circulating,
and making use of various forms of knowledge—the history of know-
ledge welcomes knowledge actors in a multitude of incarnations. This
impulse draws largely on developments in the history of science; this
is why some would consider the history of knowledge as an expansion
or a qualification of the history of science, rather than a field in its
own right.’ Leaving that discussion aside, the two fields nevertheless
move in step and are developing similar strategies, for example the
inclusion of artisanal knowledge practices.* It has been more than
twenty years since the major paradigm shift in the history of science
broke with the presuppositions of how science is created, and who
created it, moving away from the idea of the lone, male, and scholarly
genius.” Donna Haraway underlines the strong presupposition of the
gender of a scholarly actor, a theoretical understanding that has further
obscured the role of women in this history.® In addition, studies show
the importance of assistant and laboratory workers, highlighting them
as key workers in the scientific revolution.” However, this broadening
of who was a knowledge actor in terms of gender and class remain
focused largely on Europe and North America.

Despite the best of intentions, the effect has been to privilege
certain types of knowledge and certain processes generating know-
ledge. Cases when they acted as knowledge actors elsewhere merely
stressed that the production had a home front and a place to study, and
that the two were not the same.® Patrick O’Brien has argued that the
emergence of a global history of knowledge was strongly connected
to the European dominance of science.” Indeed, studies have and
are problematizing the block-like division between ‘traditional’ or
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‘Indigenous’ knowledge and ‘European’ or ‘colonial’ knowledge as
one that also reproduces Eurocentric dichotomies."

This classed, gendered turn towards a more inclusive and nuanced
understanding of how new knowledge was created and spread even-
tually sparked the inclusion of actors from outside Europe, and
as fields such as intellectual history and the history of science are
taking a global turn, in that Eurocentric norms are being called into
question, this remaining European and North American bias (and
the binary division between ‘Western’ and ‘non-Western’) has not
gone unnoticed. A common conception of global intellectual history
consists simply in the intellectual history of parts of the world not
considered the West." This is like the attempts to ‘globalize’ the history
of knowledge. Lukas Verburgt claims that the very thing that helps
define the history of knowledge, or for that matter the history of
knowledge as a culmination of the modern history of science, is its
‘non-western, non-academic knowledge’.”? This is reminiscent of the
universalist aspect of world history: to gather sufficient examples from
all parts of the world is to claim a global reach.” As global historians
would argue, however, any such geographical expansion needs to be
coupled with the very things that were exchanged and entangled, as
well as parallel theoretical considerations; otherwise there is a risk of
focusing on certain types of actors and texts, namely those that fit into
an imagined—and often Western European and modern—pattern.*

When considering the examples of non-European knowledge actors,
examples are commonly drawn from China, Japan, and India—notably
regimes of knowledge that can be considered with little reconsideration
of the scholar, or his place in society (because it is invariably a he).”
When going beyond the insular consideration of one society, scholars
often focus on go-betweens.”® Any circulation of knowledge between
or within cultures required go-betweens: intercultural brokers who
did not merely ‘transfer’ knowledge, but changed it. A classic example
is that of the navigator and priest Tupaia, who acted as a translator for
James Cook, giving him access to knowledge he might otherwise not
have understood existed, and whose contribution to the navigation of
the whole expedition is now being reconsidered. Such go-betweens
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included those in privileged positions, such as Hasekura Tsunenaga,
who led the Japanese embassy to Madrid and Rome in 1613-1614, during
which he imparted knowledge about the state of affairs in Japan. These
actors nuance the picture of who the knowledge actor can be—to a
degree. When the global turn hit the history of knowledge and its
related fields, the way was already paved for the further inclusion of
more actors, but what we have seen is a move backwards. In much
(though far from all) global history of science, rather than building
on these insights, we have seen a renewed conventionality when it
comes to the actors the story concerns.

A key argument in the resurgence of biography as a scholarly genre
in the 1970s, especially in feminist history writing, was it was a way
to highlight actors and stories rarely put centre stage.”” That is how
the genre has been used in global history: global microhistory has
drawn on this and the Italian understanding of the genre to highlight
hitherto obscured aspects of history. Global microhistories have shown
the importance of actors from Africa or East Asia, for example, or of
new perspectives on well-known events, beyond imperial or official
narratives.’

In the history of knowledge, inclusivity, the radical potential
of the biographical turn, has struggled to make headway. Milinda
Banerjee has shown how the willingness to recognize the importance
of non-European actors has led global intellectual historians to place
these ‘new” actors in close relation to conventional, European narratives
and show their connection to famous European, male actors, as if it
is only by impacting them one demonstrates influence. In doing so,
Banerjee argues, forms of intellectual discourse in Indian cosmologies,
and indeed by non-elite actors, are obscured.” A further example of
this is the Indian political theorist M. N. Roy. New research shows
how Roy himself consciously weaponized his ‘otherness’ by following
a set pattern of how an intellectual from outside Europe or the US
should act, dress, and express their thoughts: by being the ‘right’ kind
of different, he placed himself in the political, intellectual context
where he wanted to be.?* Following such a pattern of what constitutes
an intellectual might not be the best route to take if we are to include
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actors from various traditions of thought. To do so is not to aim at
‘representation’ (postcolonial and critical race scholars have shown
the weaknesses of such an idea), but rather to avoid stories so narrow
they are not merely skewed, but faulty.”!

Nadin Heé has pointed out that allowing postcolonialism to inform
the history of knowledge is also to harness the potential of global
history. We need not only to include an ‘other’, but also break down
the conceptions of that ‘other’. Using binaries of ‘West” and ‘the Rest’
is part of the problem, one that including insular ‘non-European’
actors and examples does not solve. Crucially, beyond including
diverse actors, regimes, and phenomena, we need to consider them as
part of the same world, be it in a comparative or an entangled sense.?
Consequently, a global turn for knowledge actors brings demands for
an even more inclusive approach to the group we consider knowledge
actors, one that must be taken without losing track of our hard-won
insights on race, class, gender, and binary conceptions of West/Rest.

Circulation

The next point when considering the concept of knowledge actors in
the light of global history is ‘circulation’. This term quickly gained
currency because of the way it wrenches the exchange of ideas from a
diffusionist understanding and relocates it to active relationships and
ideas, objects, or skills as they spread between regions. However, the
term has been criticized for being vague and for promoting a smooth
flow, rather than allowing for conscious or top-down introduction.?

Power relations are, and need to be, part of our analyses of history.
How to systematically integrate a power perspective is a challenge
for all global history, but integrating this reality is crucial to making
a global history of knowledge.* The insight that knowledge creation
takes place on uneven ground and in a landscape of power relations
between genders, ethnic groups, and regions is far from new, but
it is increasingly placed centre stage.® In key works such as Global
Intellectual History (2013) and How To Write The Global History Of
Knowledge Making (2020), power is presented as inherent to the
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universalization of narratives, and in the organization of knowledge
and interpretation of scientific regimes.*

Martin Mulsow and Lorraine Daston have touched on how the
history of knowledge and the suppression of knowledge are key to
understanding colonial dynamics.” Such discussions of colonial power
in the history of knowledge go back to Edward Said, who underscores
that knowledge production was closely tied to the exercise of power—
the epistemic logic of colonialism, according to which some are studied
and represented, and others do the studying. Much work has been
done, and is being done, on knowledge as an instrument of colonial
and imperial domination, especially in the UK and North America.?
According to this strand of research, hegemonic imperial discourses
displace other narratives. The underlying logic of dissemination holds
true also for studies of knowledge regimes in, for example, Japanese
and Russian colonialism.?

While crucial for understanding imperial history, the question is
how this globalizes knowledge in the long term. This calls to mind
Dipesh Chakrabarty’s argument that to study European knowledge
regimes, in however critical a manner, perpetuates the historiograph-
ical theories, methods, and categories on which they are based. Asan
alternative, he calls on us to allow for a heterogeneous worldview by
provincializing Europe, not in the spirit of cultural relativism, but to
deconstruct the assumptions that the Enlightenment or modernization
are universally valid.*

Going beyond imperial knowledge regimes, historians of know-
ledge argue that their approach can show the power of migrants to
counter local knowledge—the subversive knowledge practices of the
subaltern—and how knowledge dissemination was coupled with
appropriation.” However, this still assumes the existence of discrete
regimes of knowledge, feeding into universalist writing, covering the
whole world. Studies which argue for the influence of certain centres
beyond Europe (most famously those in India) can still assume
Eurocentric definitions and values, as Kapil Raj points out, and even
couple it with progression or evolution.®
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This provincialization is not without its complications. Jiirgen
Renn calls for caution, saying that by provincializing science we risk
obfuscating its power dynamics, even silencing some of the crimes
committed in its name. He argues instead that the point is to recognize
how the world has been connected by knowledge, and the planetary
impact of it.* However, Renn’s global mapping of the impact of science
presumes an imperial centre. Global history, meanwhile, has long
discussed how to map interconnections and knowledge transfer even
when detached from the imperial and colonial contexts, and to do so
as a way to examine global geopolitical constellations and conditions
in specific cases.* There are today studies that question any notion of
one-sided knowledge transfers, diffusion, or appropriation; showing
several simultaneous localities of knowledge production, assuming no
clear centre, but still not shying away from mapping the asymmetries
of power.* Sebastian Conrad, for example, not only rewrites the
dominant narrative about the diffusion of European Enlightenment
thought, but argues that it was in fact the many global entanglements
themselves that blocked the view of the manifold contributions of
non-European thinkers to the Enlightenment, including actors from
Haiti, Korea, China, and India.* Keeping track of these complicated
notions of power when applying an actor-focused lens will be key.

From the first, intercultural connections and global entanglements
have been inherent in the notion of ‘circulation’?” As the history of
knowledge evolves, it grapples with its conventional understanding
of science as being something conscious—even a proof of a conscious
action. Global history has been rightly criticized for its mobility bias,
and has increasingly had to include relationships of power, silence,
dissonance, and disruption.® In light of that shared problem, a global
history of knowledge risks combining the worst of global history and
the history of knowledge, and might even be read as celebratory.*® Part
of that risk stems from the focus on actors, in particular their agency.

Agency is not something inherent to actors, as if as soon as one has
a biographical approach, it demonstrates agency. Rather, it is part of a
qualitative idea: a way of being and a way of doing. As such, it is key to
an understanding of circulation. Agency naturally becomes a key term
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when considering actors’ influence and actions as a driving force in
the history of knowledge, as this volume does. It is questionable how
helpful itis, though. Agency has been questioned for decades, and its
connection to neoliberal ideas of freedom is plain to see.* In the light
of the global challenge for a history of knowledge, it might help to go
back to Walter Johnson’s seminal essay ‘On agency’. Writing about
slavery, he questions the scholar’s will to find and highlight agency,
and to define that as conscious, ideally subversive, action.* Slavery
studies have for natural reasons a nuanced, vibrant discussion of
freedom and agency. The history of knowledge has not been part of
that discussion. Rather, such discussions as exist are about knowledge
actors’ room for manoeuvre and come in the form of social position
and the skills to make use of it.*? This is interesting, because freedom
has historically been seen as a prerequisite for scholarly thought in
Europe. Only those with enough money, time, and liberty to act as
they choose—in short only gentlemen—could be trusted to create
truth.* This notion sometimes bleeds over into modern analyses of
historical scholarly processes. There is a strong, recurring, if rarely
stated idea that carrying out scholarly work is a sign of agency in a
historical actor, even of liberty.

Global history can offer fresh perspectives, because it brings in
different types of actors all over the world and as a result sheds light
on very different settings for knowledge production or circulation.
An example is the tens of thousands of Korean craftsmen and farmers
who were kidnapped in the Imjin War (1592-1598). They were targeted
because of their skill, put to work on arrival in Japan, and had a
significant impact on the development of Japanese pottery, especially
the now famous Arita, Satsuma, and Hagi ware. Another example
is Chinese migrant plantation workers in nineteenth-century Peru,
working under exploitative coolie contracts, and how they drew
on Indigenous knowledge to work the local soil and grow crops,
funnelling that knowledge back to the coercive landowners. A final
example is the Jesuits and Franciscans at the Beijing court in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, who are famously presented
as privileged and with a unique influence on Chinese mathematical
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thinking and East Asian cosmologies. When looking at their work,
life, and mobility, however, they are better understood as domestic
slaves to the Kangxi emperor.*

The interesting thing is that applying the label of enslaved or coerced
to any of these actors does not change what they did, nor their influence.
The key is how knowledge actors have been presented: supposing that
to create knowledge is a sign of agency, even liberty, then tracing
their knowledge becomes a proof of that agency. As examples from
global history can help show, sometimes the opposite was actually
the case. This story is a complicated one, as tales of manumission
and ego-documents of captivity became part of a broad epistemology
of freedom and slavery being renegotiated over the course of the
eighteenth century, so those who had been unfree helped circulate
knowledge and create ideas of what it was to be free.*” It is hazardous
to draw conclusions about an actor’s scope for manoeuvre based on
the fact they took part in scholarly exchanges; this does not mean we
should disregard their skills, but instead should not overestimate the
degree to which being a knowledge broker was a choice.

To include coerced circulation of knowledge, for example by pris-
oners and captives, shows the diversity of intellectual labourers, but
also friction in the circulation—that is, the people who could not, or
would not, move, and diverse forms of forced mobility. While the very
concept of ‘circulation of knowledge’ is rooted in both postcolonialism
and critical network theory, critics emphasize how easily the flows
can seem smooth.*

This is another way the history of knowledge and global history
move in lockstep. Today, some of the most widely cited texts are about
the absence of transregional connections, when ideas or knowledge
are concealed, distorted or falsified, and occasions when connections
break and disappear.” Some of the most exciting work on this friction
is by historians of translation and language, in which mistransla-
tions, silences, and confusion have long been debated.*® Historians
of knowledge too argue for the importance of considering histories
of silences, of not knowing: Cornel Zwierlein calls it the ‘dark side of
knowledge’, and adds that we should study who has the power to draw
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the line between the known and the not known.* As Verburgt points
out, such delineations are not carried out randomly. Rather, to create
knowledge is also to create, or grapple with, epistemic hierarchies.*
Crucially, though, the focus here is still the creation of knowledge
as the end point and marker of power—or the lack of it. Examples
such as the enslaved Korean potters can help us remember there are
darker sides to knowledge than not being heard, or not being allowed
to become a knowledge actor.

In the 2000s, global history was rightly criticized for not sufficiently
addressing unequal power relations and exploitation. Now, some
twenty years later, these issues are at the heart of the conversation.
While we must be careful not to return to diffusion, all actors and
areas did not have the same resources to produce and circulate know-
ledge. In future, we might analyse circulation about inequality and
unfree actors; by unequal and unfree actors, but also inequality in the
circulation itself: in some directions there might be easy flows, some-
times we might recognize friction or a complete stop, and sometimes
knowledge can be forced forward. In the circulation of knowledge,
the circle could be a manacle.

Knowledge

A final concept to consider is the notion of knowledge. The history
of knowledge has a broad definition of knowledge, relying on an
expansion within history of science around the turn of the century,
with scholars such as Simon Schaffer underlining how even the classic
actor of the scientific revolution relied on practical, hands-on work,
and how the division between practical and theoretical knowledge
is not only highly anachronistic, but downright wrong.” This is now
par for the course within the history of science. When the discussion
goes global there is, however, little agreement on what knowledge is
not and a great willingness to say what it is: the definition of know-
ledge at the moment is inclusive, reaching from those who include
examples from the classic history of science to all that is non-academic
and non-Western.” With a global turn, this lack of a definition of
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what constitutes knowledge is even more important, but also more
challenging.

This leads to alarger discussion—that of the norms of comparison
and analysis in global history. As early as 2006, Jack Goody, an
advocate of a global perspective, was warning against comparisons
on the basis of a European model of scholarship. If the only thing
that counts as a university is a building and institution that looks like
those in Europe in both form and function, then higher education
automatically and unavoidably becomes a European invention.”
If, on the other hand, one compares practices and functions with
an open mind, there is a potential to draw quite a different picture.
In the Chinese history of science in particular, this has become a
sticking point, exemplified by the ‘Needham question’. This refers
to the question posed by the pioneering sinologist and historian of
science Joseph Needham: if China was far earlier than Europe with
so many key inventions, why was it eventually overtaken? Why did
the scientific revolution not take place there? However, this supposed
paradox presupposes a European framework of science. Only by
shrugging oft a strict European understanding of scholarly processes
and notions of the scientific, can we understand developments and
exchanges elsewhere.”* Here global history still has much to learn
from research on postcolonialism. What one group criticizes can be
addressed by taking on a different group and their understanding
of a problem: dispensing with the parochial approach has a strong
analytical potential.

For the history of knowledge, a global turn might thus present
an escape from Eurocentrism and narrow definitions of science and
knowledge, but it has its challenges. It is a wonderful achievement
that knowledge is no longer conceptualized exclusively as theoretical
and written knowledge, having expanded to include understand-
ings of knowledge as used by diverse social groups and in diverse
regions.” At the Moscow court in the seventeenth century, for example,
pharmaceuticals were sourced from Asia, Africa, Western Europe,
and the Americas. Some botanical items and some chemicals were
transformed into medicines in this period, others were not. Newly
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imported American botanicals were fashionable, while some common
West European practices, such as making medicine from human
corpses, sparked disgust.** Medicine meant many things, depending
on time and place.

The risk with taking diverse, at times conflicting, understandings of
knowledge into account is the analytical disconnect when combined
with the idea of knowledge as a thing created in intercultural circu-
lation. For more than fifteen years, the history of science has been
talking about circulation as a way of moving away from the model
where an idea has an origin and spreads by diffusion. This is also a
way to judge Mulsow’s approach, seeing the history of knowledge as
ahistory of communication. Rather than define knowledge, he sees it
as constituted by what is being communicated.” But is there a logical
end point to the non-origin line of thought? If one follows entirely
local norms of knowledge or science, is it possible, say, to compare
innovations, applications, or technologies across regions: what are
the things being compared then constituted of?*

Global history is equally open to this challenge. The theoretical basis
of global history, and particularly of circulation, oscillates between two
philosophical understandings of what it is we are studying: it posits
that a thing has a strict and defined essence, but nevertheless relies
on the understanding that the thing is only and exclusively created
in negotiation, and has no existence beyond that transformation.
On the one hand, we use a Kantian understanding of matter—that a
scholar of knowledge is (futilely) trying to understand ‘das Ding an
sich’, the thing-in-itself—albeit recognizing that a thing is created in a
culture, a society, and a ‘horizon of interpretation’. On the other hand,
the extreme take on a non-origin global history would be a Bergson
reading, where knowledge, space, and time are inseparable, and space
and time continually renew knowledge; there is no origin, and nothing
to follow, because the following, the flow, is the thing itself. A global
history of knowledge risks being caught between these two partially
contradictory understandings. For a global history methodology, the
key factors are the entanglements and the consistent negotiation and
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change, but global connections are still proven to have happened by
showing that a recognizable something has shifted place and form.

The impulse to enlarge the concept of knowledge conceptually,
regionally, and cosmologically so it makes sense for all regions, all
types of actors, and all eras risks leaving us between the Scylla of
having a definition so narrow it excludes important processes, groups,
and regions and the Charybdis of making us dilute the concept of
knowledge until it has lost all meaning and all analytical punch.
Although a prerequisite for renegotiating the categories of the history
of science, embedded with layers of European history and power, a
completely open-ended approach to the history of scientific circulation
might at worst be contradicting itself.

Where do we go from here?

Our task as historians is not merely the deconstruction of established
truth, but also the creation of new frameworks and new narratives
of the history of knowledge—and to take seriously the question how
and indeed whether such ambitions are still possible.

I believe they are. A recent example is Mulsow’s Uberreichweiten,
which places truly diverse understandings of knowledge (and the actors
working to circulate it) not just side by side, but in an intercultural and
connected flow, one marked by not just epistemic, but also classed,
racialized hierarchies of power.” Similarly, in a more theoretical
vein, a recent special issue of Isis focusing on Chinese gazetteers uses
insights from the history of knowledge in an exciting new take on
what drove Chinese developments. It sparks the question of whether
‘redrawing of the map’ of science has an equal bearing on developments
elsewhere.®® Taking this further, a more global history of knowledge
might have much to learn from Area Studies. Marcon concludes that
the history of science in Asia is becoming a history of knowledge,
at least methodologically speaking.® It can equally well be put the
other way around. Perhaps it is the historians of science working on
non-European history and thought who have been paving the way
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for approaches now common among historians of knowledge.* There
China, and scholars working on China, hold a pre-eminent place.

The focus on China as a non-European other still presents an
example of a highly literate, often centralized society. This is a point
to remember—and to be wary of. Combining global history with
the history of knowledge shows how both fields, despite their open
ambitions to move beyond established narratives and frameworks, risk
perpetuating elite perspectives. Both fields use ideas of circulation and
connection that bring to mind an unhindered flow, and both take the
neoliberal line that an exchange is for the most part something positive
and productive, at the very least for the actor behind it. Neither field
has yet fully integrated friction and hindrances, asymmetric power
relations and coercion.

One way forward might be to discuss an even broader range of
cultural, linguistic, and social brokers, including the unfree, the
coerced, and the displaced. To do so might help show the reality
of the messy development of scholarly practices, intertwined with
multidirectional power relations and go-betweens in precarious
positions.®* When we look at how knowledge circulated, we find
not free flows of scientific thought, but exchanges that are site- and
context-dependent and could stem from chance or necessity. Drawing
on gender and slavery studies, both global history and the history of
knowledge should incorporate notions of asymmetric power relations
and coercion, allowing for a break with any notion of a tie between
knowledge and libertarian freedom—especially when the focus is
agency and actors.**

Such actors should not be thought insular, however. Were we to
do so, we would be reproducing the universalist ambitions of world
history. Rather, what global history can offer the history of knowledge
is fuel for its interest in locality, in the local and grounded formation
of knowledge.®® With its close connection to geographical theory,
global history can help complicate what constitutes locality, showing
that our space also had a time, and vice versa, and that that making
of space was not only changeable and socially constituted, but also
entangled with other spaces and other social processes near and far.
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A focus on actors can be used to nuance the very concept of circu-
lation and to discuss how knowledge was moved—with an aim, a
direction, and actors making it move. The generating and spread of
science and thought are not only potential tools of power, but also
things which must relate to the constraints and opportunities of
the society they are set in. Circulation depends on power, whether
imperial or personal. This fact risks being lost when the ‘circulation’
moves the creation of scholarship from one limited context to an
intercultural setting. When used well, the concept of circulation can
chart the uneven landscape of power that all human relations move
in and create. Where circulation ceases to be celebratory, where it no
longer sees knowledge as something inherently positive, it opens up
new, exciting, and global avenues of thought.

Study the actors who circulate knowledge and we have the oppor-
tunity to grapple with the big questions in the history of knowledge
and global history alike. We need to continue to broaden our under-
standing of who could and would act as a knowledge actor, but without
imposing a framework privileging one gender, culture, region, or
class. We also need to reconcile the age-old tension in trying to choose
between structure and actor as the motor of history, without for that
matter equating agency with choice. And finally, we need to create
an inclusive, indeed a global understanding of knowledge without
watering down the term to where it loses all analytical strength. If
we succeed, global history and the history of knowledge will not only
meet but thrive together.
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CHAPTER 9

Telling stories difterently

Travelling female academics and
the circulation of knowledge
across continents, 1928-1967

Ning de Coninck-Smith

In July 1928, five people applied for a position as lecturer (docent) in
English at Aarhus University when it had not yet received full university
status and was merely providing introductory university courses.!
Among them were two women: one was Grethe Hjort (1903-1967),
the other Johanne Magdalene Stochholm (1894-1976). As well as a
description of their academic credentials, both women had attached a
testimonial from the internationally renowned linguist Otto Jespersen
(1860-1943) to their application. Hjort was only briefly considered as
a serious candidate. Stochholm, who was thought to be a man, was
not discussed by the members of the governing board.?

The selection committee, consisting of three professors from the
University of Copenhagen, found that none of the five applicants had
substantial research experience and their respective academic merits
could not be properly assessed. Since the position was temporary, two
members of the committee suggested the hiring of Mr H. T. Price,
an Englishman, who had taught at the University of Copenhagen.
If Price got the job, went the argument, Aarhus would have an edge
over the department of English in Copenhagen, which then would
be without a native English speaker. The minority backed Dahl’s
candidature, arguing that positions at a Danish university should
preferably be given to a ‘Danish scientist’.’ The board accepted the
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latter reccommendation and offered the position to Torsten Dahl
(1897-1968), who had spent a year and two summers in the UK, taught
at the University of Copenhagen and at a business school and had
co-written a textbook, but had no research experience beyond his MA
thesis. At this point he already had two children and, according to
his application, had been forced to take temporary teaching jobs to
provide for his family, not finding the time to work on the material he
had collected on English syntax.* Six years later, Dahl was promoted
to a full professorship and could move his growing family into one
of the four newly built houses for professors on the campus grounds,
never finishing his doctoral thesis. One can only speculate about the
reasons for the board’s choice. From the minutes of their meeting, he
seemed as unknown to them as Stochholm, with his first name not
added until later.° Perhaps someone outside the selection committee
had put in a good word for him (his father was a professor of law
at the University of Copenhagen); perhaps they were swayed by
the arguments made by the minority on the selection committee;
or perhaps it was just because he was a married man and teaching
experience had greater weight than research at this early stage of the
new institution.®

How the two women received the news of Dahl’s appointment is
another question that remains unanswered, but shortly afterwards
both left Denmark. Hjort travelled to Cambridge, receiving a PhD from
Newnham College in 1931 before moving on to a position as a Pfeiffer
research fellow at Girton College. Stochholm took up a position as
professor of English at the all-female Sweet Briar College in Virginia.
Their research interests reflected the importance of Renaissance
poetry in the study of English. During her time at Cambridge, Hjort
continued her studies of the fourteenth-century poem Piers Plowman,
while Stochholm prepared to publish her PhD thesis on the English
dramatist Philip Massinger (1583-1640).”
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Interpretations

Hjort’s and Stochholm’s academic journeys bear many similarities
to the travels of other university-educated women when more young
women were knocking at the doors of the universities. The pioneering
years were gone and an ever-growing number of young women were
opting for a career within academia. Studies by Joyce Goodman,
Tamson Pietsch, and others have shown that the Anglo-American
tradition of female colleges combined with networks, clubs, and
libraries for female academics supported women’s possibilities of
obtaining an academic position. Women from the UK were helped
by the existence of the British Empire and the founding of ‘settler
universities’.* However, some have also noted that women rarely
reached the upper echelons of academia, remaining on the margins in
roles as highly educated wives, administrators, or temporary teachers.
The modernization of femininity in the interwar years, which led to
demands for the acknowledgement of women’s academic competence
and greater equality in sexual life and marriage, breathed new life into
women’s colleges and the homosocial relationships that dominated
libraries, seminars, and laboratories. Female students were no longer
(solely) preparing for marriage but aspired to live an independent
academic and working life.’

In this essay, I trace Hjort’s and Stochholm’s academic journeys
and, despite their Danish origins, the striking parallels with travelling
female academics from Anglo-American academia. My approach to
the exploration of the issue of Knowledge Actors is microhistorical and
biographical. It enables me to explore the mediators that facilitated the
circulation of knowledge about academic positions across continents.
Aspointed out by Heike Jons, mediators can be material or immaterial.
Examples of material mediators include letters, testimonials, and
institutions such as university departments or female colleges, while
academic cultures, knowledge, affections, and aspirations are examples
of immaterial mediators.”” However this essay is not only a narrative
about two individuals and their dreams of academic employment; it
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also shows how universities are contested and gendered spaces, where
private and academic lives are interwoven."

Hjort has been the subject of various short biographical entries and
mentioned in memoirs written by her contemporaries. In 2003, John
Stanley Martin published a booklet that placed her time at University
Women’s College in Melbourne in a broader narrative of her scholarly
contributions and return to Aarhus University.”? Stochholm has not
attracted any similar interest among historians. With this essay, I set
out to connect their lives and so render the invisible visible.

Travels and grants

When leaving Demark after the rejection of her application in 1928,
Hjort was already familiar with the research environment in Cambridge
from both short and longer visits in the preceding years when collecting
material for her MA thesis on the link between different manuscripts
of William Shakespeare’s play Romeo and Juliet.® Around 1936, she
changed her name to Greta Hort and applied for British citizenship.*

In 1938, Hjort was appointed the first principal-elect of the Univer-
sity Women’s College in Melbourne. This was so exceptional, news
of it reached the Danish and Australian newspapers even before her
arrival.”® She took leave in 1946 and travelled to Palestine, Britain, and
Denmark, before settling in Prague with her companion, the Jewish
geographer Julie Moscheles (1892-1956), a specialist on Scandinavian
geomorphology who had been employed at Charles University before
the war. The two women had met during the war at the Czech section
of the Red Cross in Melbourne, where Hjort was president. On her
return, Moscheles discovered that her family had been exterminated
by the Nazi occupiers.’

While in Cambridge, Hjort had taken an interest in mysticism and,
once in Melbourne, she embarked on further studies of the history and
philosophy of religion. In Prague, she continued these studies, with
a special focus on what might have caused the Plagues of Egypt, held
a presentation on the history of Charles University at the Congress
of the Communist Party in 1951, and translated several books from
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Czech to English.” When Moscheles died in 1956, Hjort returned to
Denmark. For the second time, she applied for a position as a lecturer
at Aarhus University and in 1958 was appointed a professor at the
department of English, becoming only the second female professor
at the university.”®

When a reporter from the Danish women’s magazine Alt for
Damerne asked Hjort in 1960 why she had not remained in Denmark,
she answered that she had no reason to stay since there was no peg
on which to hang her hat. She had worked hard to finish her MA
before the retirement of her supervisor, the famous linguist Otto
Jespersen—but, having failed to do so, she could not apply for his
position.” According to Jespersen’s memoirs, she still would not have
got the position, despite her academic promise, because she was too
young—she was 24.%

Hjort financed her studies with a combination of grants and work.
In her second year at Newnham College, she secured a grant of
£240 from the Stuart Research Fund, arguing that her study of Piers
Plowman demanded that she remained in Cambridge, but that it
was ‘financially difficult for me’* A couple of years later, her studies
at Girton College were paid for by the award of a Pfeiffer Research
Fellowship and the Gamble Prize in 1936. Beside these grants, she
paid her way by teaching at the Royal Danish School of Educational
Studies (Danmarks Laererhojskole) in the summer.?

Like Hjort, Stochholm had spent time abroad before she left
Denmark in 1929. She made her way across the Atlantic for the first
time in 1923 to study at the women-only Bryn Mawr College. Also like
Hjort, she financed her studies through a combination of work and
grants. She probably had a small inheritance from her father, who died
when she was 18 (her mother had died in childbirth). As a student,
she lived with her stepmother and three young siblings before leaving
for the US.” During her studies at the University of Copenhagen,
she had earned her living as a translator and as a private secretary
to Kristoffer Nyrop (1858-1931), professor of Romance languages at
the University of Copenhagen.* She received a travel grant from the
University of Copenhagen in 1923 and, the following year, a grant
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from the American-Scandinavian Foundation. Stochholm’s private
correspondence with the president of Smith College, William Neilson,
shows that during the Great Depression, when it was presumably
difficult to get grants, Neilson lent her $400 interest-free to cover
her living expenses and research. She later paid him back and in
1931 donated a further $60 to be spent on loans and scholarships for
the college’s students.” It was also to Smith that Stochholm turned
in 1932, when she needed two people as character reference for her
application to be naturalized as a US citizen.?

Academic networks, references and testimonials

Stochholm was among the founding members of the Danish branch
of the International Federation of University Women (IFUW) in
1922. As secretary, she represented Danish women at the federation’s
international conference in Paris that same year. According to the
later president, Aslaug Moller (1876-1964), she had benefitted from
her contacts within this network when travelling to the US.?” On her
way to Bryn Mawr College in 1923, she had passed through the UK.
Here she stayed with a cousin of M. Carey Thomas, who was president
of Bryn Mawr College, from where Stochholm would gain a PhD in
1925. According to Thomas’s description, she was ‘a jolly fat Danish
girl’ who would ‘make an excellent speaker for any Internat[ional] Or
Crosby Hall meeting, as she is enthusiastic about both’. Crosby Hall
in London was leased by the IFUW’s British branch, which added
a residential block to the great hall and space for offices. The hall of
residence was later used by guest researchers who had received an
IFUW scholarship.?® Later in life, Hjort too made use of all-female
institutions, such as the Lyceum Club in Melbourne and Hopkinson
House, a residence for women in London that also ran courses in
‘institutional management’ for prospective principals at women’s
colleges.”

As Pietsch has pointed out, testimonials were of growing impor-
tance in the nineteenth century as the number of academic positions
grew and new universities were founded across the British Empire.
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Personal acquaintance was backed by degrees, positions, and institu-
tional affiliations.’® As foreigners, Stochholm and Hjort must have
been highly dependent on references and testimonials from people
who were known and respected in Anglophone university circles.
Stochholm’s employment at Sweet Briar College was facilitated by
a letter from William Neilson, president of Smith College where she
had been teaching in the academic year 1925-1926, to the principal
of Sweet Briar College, Carl Connor, recommending her as ‘a person
with vigor and a very good mind’. There were 24 others ranked above
her at the Smith College English department, so Neilson thought she
‘should have a chance at a position with a clearer road ahead ... It
seemed to me that she had the equipment required by your descrip-
tion and that her international experience was an asset.” Stochholm
had not been happy teaching first-year students and Neilson—and
Stochholm—hoped that she could work with more mature students at
Sweet Briar. Writing to thank Neilson, Stochholm said she was happy
with the teaching and the college was expanding, but she missed the
research facilities and genuine interest in research at Smith College.”
As mentioned, Hjort had spent time in Cambridge when a student
at the University of Copenhagen under the supervision of Professor
Otto Jespersen. He had provided her with a testimonial when she
applied for the position at Aarhus University in the summer of 1928. In
February 1929, he wrote a new testimonial, this time in English, stating
that ‘Miss Grethe Hjort is certainly one of the ablest pupils I have had
in the University of Copenhagen’. While his first testimonial did not
get her the job at Aarhus, the second might have helped her entry into
Newnham College and later grant from the Stuart Research Fund.*
Her application to Girton College in January 1931 came with
two references, written by scholars in her field. Both had read her
manuscript on Piers Plowman, and both were highly impressed.
She ‘is covering new ground’, one wrote. He had taken the liberty of
showing the draft to a visiting colleague from Harvard, who wrote a
testimonial of his own.” When Hjort arrived at Girton College, a new
Mistress of Girton College had just been appointed, the mathematician
and philosopher Helen Wodehouse (1880-1964). The two women
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had a shared interest in mysticism and, according to memoirs of
the Australian philanthropist Lady Rosemary Derham (1921-2002),
who was a University Women’s College alumna, ‘they carried out
experiments with extra-sensory perception ... they claimed that
they seemed to know on the day, that a letter did arrive that it would
arrive.”* According to the memoirs of a Girton College alumna, Mary
Duff, Wodehouse had ‘cared for’ Hjort and suggested her future
too might lie in running an all-female university college. It was
also Wodehouse who encouraged Hjort to apply for the position as
principal at the University Women’s College in Melbourne and who
later recommended her to the board.*

When the Pfeiffer Research Fellowship ended in 1934, Hjort must
have been determined to remain in the UK. It seems she applied for
teaching positions at other colleges, judging from drafts of testimo-
nials written by the principal of Newnham College, Pernel Strachey
(1876-1951).*° According to Mary Duff, Wodehouse helped Hjort get
a job as warden at the Gloucestershire Training College of Domestic
Science in 1934. She left the position after a few months to become
sub-warden at University House, a University of Birmingham hall
of residence. This was a period of her life it seems Hjort wanted
the future to forget. When in 1946 Girton College set out to collect
information about former students, Hjort demanded this information
not be made public.”

In 1948, Hjort and her partner Julie Moscheles were involved in
plans to establish an international university. How this happened is one
among many unanswered questions in this narrative and probably a
story in its own right. The proposal came from the International Asso-
ciation of University Professors and Lecturers (IAUPL),a UNESCO-
affiliated NGO that existed to support the rebuilding of universities
after the war, encourage student and staft exchanges, and contribute
to global peace. The proposal had been put forward at IAUPL's third
conference in Paris in the spring of 1948, with participants invited
to comment by the end of the year.

Hjort and Moscheles made a few comments on the original draft
and set out to produce a description of their own ideal international
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university of human studies, with an international staff who would
contribute to intercultural knowledge and understanding and breathe
new life into philosophical and humanities departments and enhance
their societal prestige.*® According to Professor Franz Blatt (1902-1979)
of Aarhus University, Hjort mentioned in a letter to him that she had
hoped to gain a position at the international university if it were to be
in Prague, rather than the proposed site in Switzerland.” However,
nothing came of it, and the proposal to create international social
science institutes also stalled.* This led Hjort to conclude in the
curriculum vitae she sent with her application in 1956 that ‘had the
conditions been different, then I would have had the best opportunities
to study in all Europe’s libraries. The hope was crushed and now,
with the death of Professor Moscheles, there is nothing to keep me
in Prague.™

At the meeting at the Faculty of Humanities where Blatt mentioned
Hjort’s reasons for living in Prague, he also admitted he had ‘accel-
erated” her application for the vacant position of English lecturer.*?
According to John Stanley Martin, she had smuggled a message out
of Czechoslovakia ‘to Aarhus University’ after Moscheles’” death since
she could not obtain an exit visa because of her status as a foreigner
with a residence permit.*

Transnational knowledge encounters

Even before she arrived at Melbourne University, Hjort had made
a name for herself. In an interview in the Melbourne newspaper
The Mercury before she left London at the end of May 1938, she was
described as ‘typical of the modern intellectual of the day’, who,
despite wearing hardly any make-up herself, was supportive of young
women’s use of lipstick, ‘as long as it did not leave marks, which the
unfortunate college domestic had to remove’. The article continued
that she believed men and women should meet at college dances,
drink coffee together, go on hiking trips, and take ‘advantage of all
that youthful companionship had to offer’. This was how young girls
behaved in Denmark. According to Hjort, ‘they were naturally keen

187



KNOWLEDGE ACTORS

on sport, arid outdoor life, I think the tendency is perhaps to be less
“professional” than in the rest of Europe. We value simple things such
as hiking, cycling, and swimming far more than competitive forms
of sport.** Once settled in Melbourne, she decided that the doors
to the college should stay open until 10 p.m., with the last person
to enter locking the gate. For the college’s female students, this was
simultaneously both wonderful and shocking.*®

At a graduate reception in July 1938, she spoke of the importance
of university education. It could ‘help a person to find out what kind
of work they wanted to do, help them to find that work and fitted
them to take it up’.* On another occasion, she said young people were
not ready for life when they left school. A university education was
a way of becoming good citizens, and of ‘producing good husbands
and wives—a fact which was often overlooked’.*’

I cannot with any certainty say whether these statements were
considered too ‘modern’ or if there were other reasons some members of
the College Council in Melbourne ‘were not attuned to her ideas’, which
also included an extension of the library and expanding intellectual
activities to include things such as study circles and the employment
of ‘resident’ tutors. According to the memoirs of another alumna of
University Women’s College, Diana Dyason (1919-1989), there were
even ‘rumblings of student revolt, mostly the result of arbitrariness,
use of pressure tactics, and what are best termed personal problems’.**
Perhaps it was true, as somebody later reminisced, that she was not
qualified to be a domestic bursar.*’

One of Hjort’s legacies, according to her obituary, written by Torsten
Dahl, was her quest for efficiency, or as he had put it, ‘Efficiency—she
did not use the word herself—was highly sought after, even though
the price was traditional understandings of “academic freedom”.*
Meanwhile, at a meeting of the Faculty Council shortly after her
death, the dean, Holger Friis Johansen (1927-1996), remembered her
as someone willing to share her experiences from Melbourne and
Cambridge while ‘respecting what is valuable in the Danish tradition’.
These two characterizations reflect contemporary disagreements about
the direction in which universities were heading. Was the Danish
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tradition, with its German roots and emphasis on academic freedom,
on the brink of being overtaken by a more job-oriented Anglo-Saxon
university culture? This was the claim made by a member of the
Faculty Council, Professor Erik Lunding (1910-1981), at a meeting
in 1962.” In her application to Aarhus University in 1956, Hjort had
made it clear that she believed the study of literature should be a way
of becoming acquainted with other societies and cultures. Students
should be educated with future jobs in mind, so university teachers
should have a broad outlook.” Once in post, she put these words into
action, teaching courses on Australian literature and folk songs and
establishing the first collection of Commonwealth literature outside
the British Empire in 1965.*

The selection committee had at first brushed her off. A local male
candidate had been lined up, but needed a few more months to finish the
publications he was working on. Unfortunately for those who favoured
him, he failed to do so, but that left just one qualified candidate, Hjort,
which was too much to bear for some members of the Faculty Council.
Her competitor from 1928 and future colleague, Dahl, who chaired
the selection committee, cast about for new arguments. He, whose
work mostly concerned nineteenth- and twentieth-century British
culture and society, first found that her research interests—religious
philosophy, mysticism, and medieval poetry—were not relevant to
the education of (primarily) schoolteachers. Others defended her,
arguing that several other faculty members taught in one field while
researching another.” Then the committee decided a manuscript on
Australian literature, which Hjort had included in her application,
was not worth the paper it was written on. ‘One can only hope that the
manuscript will undergo a complete revision in line with the sound
principles of the science of literature’, they wrote.*® In the end, she
was appointed, since she apparently was the only qualified candidate.

Other encounters between her academic experiences abroad and
the Danish university system followed, primarily regarding the
syllabus for English undergraduates. With 38 students in 1962 and
a handful of theses submitted each year, the English department
was second only to the Danish language department in size at the
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Faculty of Humanities.” Hjort arrived at a time of growing demand
for secondary schoolteachers as more young people continued their
schooling beyond the seven years of compulsory education, placing
pressure on Denmark’s secondary schools and creating a shortage of
teachers. Further, English was considered the language of modernity
and international understanding.”®

As a consequence, high school teacher training had to change,
and as chair of the department’s academic council (Institutrddet)
Hjort was responsible for developing the 1961 syllabus for English
graduates, which introduced US and Commonwealth literature and
stressed the importance of language ability and a broad sociocultural
understanding of literature. The syllabus also had several pages of
advice on how to be a good student of English language and literature.
A good student had his (sic) own private library—very useful later
in life—bought and read British newspapers, only used monolingual
English dictionaries, and took every opportunity to hear and speak
English.”

Inletters to a British acquaintance from her time at Girton College,
she complained about how lonely she had been when working on the
revision of the syllabus. Since Dahl was ill, her closest colleague had
‘a charming fiancée living in Aalborg... and he must get something
ready for publication’, while the three student representatives were
too young. Hjort was apparently not only responsible for the work at
Aarhus, but also at the national level, because the department of English
at the University of Copenhagen was more recent than Aarhus and
its head was very inexperienced in administrative matters. The extra
workload left Hjort’s arms and neck aching from hours of typing.*

Imaginative archives

Atameeting at the Faculty of Humanities shortly after Hjort’s death,
the dean, Holger Friis Johansen, said a few words of remembrance.
Hjort would be remembered as a dear colleague, strongly influenced
by her many years in the world of Anglophone academia. She could,
however, be a harsh critic—provocative even—but you did not have
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to have known her long to experience her eagerness to help and her
desire to collaborate with others.® In Torsten Dahl’s official obituary
he pointed to this same ambivalence about Hjort’s character, adding,
‘Her self-centredness, which was undoubtedly part of her character,
can partly be explained by the many personal sacrifices she had made
along the way. Her energetic self wanted to acquire a position fitting
for her skills and abilities.™

I must admit this description caught my attention—setting aside
the ambivalence of Hjort’s personality. It seemed too obvious, given
what I knew about the process surrounding Dahl’s employment and
the rejection of Stochholm and Hjort’s applications in 1928. I only
had to add gender and the narrative would be complete. However,
Clare Hemmings’ book Why Stories Matter made me revise my
opinion. Hemmings argues against reading female agency as a sign
of resistance or victimization, as it overlooks the possibility of (also)
examining agency through the negotiation and ambivalent practices
of norms. Agency is contextual, not necessarily autonomous—and
can be shared and intersubjective.* Instead of telling different stories,
she suggests we should tell them differently, underlining the limits
of our knowledge of ourselves and others. The encounter between
past and present is to be considered ‘a space of work, rather than the
space that must be cleaned up in order for judgements to occur’.**

In the introduction to Hemmings’ retelling of the life of the feminist
and anarchist Emma Goldman, she considers the methodological
challenges of writing stories differently. ‘If the past and present are
suffused with ambivalence, in other words, so too is the method of
putting them in conversation with one another’. I read this as a simple
statement that, when doing historical research, an endless number
of questions and connections arise that might make sense at one
moment, but not necessarily the next. In line with Maria Tamboukou’s
new materialist understanding of the archive as laboratories, where
‘questions, interpretations, theoretical insights and analytical tropes
emerge as intra-actions between space/time/matter relations and forces
within the archives’, Hemmings creates an imaginative archive that
‘seeks to tell the unsayable and imagine what cannot be retrieved’.®
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Tamboukou’s and Hemmings’ reflections on imaginaries have been
an important tool in this study of Hjort and Stochholm and their
academic journey, especially when thinking about the affective, im-
material mediators of the mobilities of knowledge circulation.* Splicing
together fragments found in archival fldnerie—whether reading the
minutes of the Aarhus Faculty Council meetings or making my way
through the many boxes in Hjort’s private archive—has formed the
foundation for my ‘imaginative archive’, replacing silences and the
unsayable with empathy, curiosity, and determination, despite the
many unanswered questions.

Endings

Like women within Anglophone academia, Hjort and Stochholm made
use of a network of women-only colleges, organizations, libraries,
and clubs in their quest for an academic position. It was not enough
to advance their academic dreams, however; male professors and
scholars were needed, thanks to their contacts and networks, to write
testimonials and to facilitate their academic journeys in various ways.

Despite Hjort’s advancement to the top of the academic pyramid
as professor, decorated by the Danish king, and recipient of the
prestigious Tagea Brandts Rejselegat travel scholarship in 1965, she
was remembered with mixed feeling by her male colleagues at Aarhus
University.”” They created a narrative about her as eccentric and
lacking in self-confidence, but also friendly, demanding, and a tad
intimidating. How they viewed Stochholm, who came from a tenured
position in the US, is unknown, but permanent employment was
never an option. This illustrates the point, made by Hemmings, that
women’s situations can change over the course of their lives. In their
younger days, both women could set their own agenda; later on in life,
they had to negotiate terms with a male-dominated university. It also
bears out what Pietsch has to say about women hardly ever making
it to the top; there was always a price to pay. In the end, Hjort’s and
Stochholm’s working lives were filled with teaching and administrative
commitments, with little time for research.
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In contrast to the psychological portrait painted by Hjort’s colleagues
on the Faculty Council at Aarhus University, a story could be told about
a contested relationship between academia, femininity, and modernity.
In her presence, Hjort embodied modernity and tradition. She thought
a modern language and believed that university training should
address the realities of life. She showed sympathy for the modern,
independent young woman, who wore lipstick, went to dances, and
enjoyed the companionship of young men. She spoke in favour of the
‘educated housewife’, who could be her husband’s intellectual equal.
At the same time, she was drawn towards mysticism, Bible studies,
and Renaissance poetry and was remembered as a caricature of the
Girton bluestocking with ‘less dress sense’ and ‘a penchant for thick,
often holey stockings’.*®

For all its complexity and hyper-detail, there still remain important
questions about the narrative of the academic journeys of Grethe Hjort
and Johanne M. Stochholm, especially the entanglements between
their private and academic lives—or, as Heike Jons would have put
it, the immaterialities of the mobilities of knowledge.® Where did
they find the will and courage to travel the world? What were their
aspirations when applying for the position at Aarhus University in
1928—and what did they feel about their position as female academics
in the masculine, heterosexual arena of the universities?
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CHAPTER 10

Knowledge in the air

Circulation, actors, and
arenas of knowledge

Joel Barnes

It is perhaps characteristic of new subdisciplines, especially those
of an integrative, interdisciplinary constitution, that among their
early efforts are exercises in relitigating well-established intellectual
problems.! At its best, where this process draws constructively from
selected insights and theories in adjacent disciplines, it need not be a
matter of reinventing the wheel, but of translating general problems
into the new field’s language and conceptual frames of reference,
and of assessing how that field’s perspective might recast and renew
existing ideas. For the history of knowledge, such problems include
the circulation of knowledge and knowledge actors, and the rela-
tions between the two. The circulation of knowledge, and with it
the idea of the transformation of knowledge in its movement across
different geographic and social settings, has emerged as something
of a master-concept in that variety of the history of knowledge that
Simone Lassig describes as seeking ‘to analyze and comprehend
knowledge in society and knowledge in culture’? The concept has
provided a language with which to historicize knowledge cultures,
especially those outside conventional knowledge institutions such
as universities, museums, and laboratories. This work builds upon
earlier uses of circulation in global histories of science, and in global
history generally.®
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The present volume and other recent work in the history of know-
ledge turn to knowledge actors.* These considerations are new iterations
of old problems of historical agency, especially as worked out in the
forms of social history that developed from the 1960s. Social history
had critical recuperative dimensions, seeking to recover the agency of
those marginalized by prevailing social structures. As E. P. Thompson
puts it in the classic declaration of the recuperation of such agency,
the English working class ‘was present at its own making’.” Notably,
however, the turn to knowledge actors in the history of knowledge
comes at a time when historians in several fields, including the history
of slavery, women’s history and the history of childhood, are increas-
ingly questioning traditional social history models of agency.® These
critiques are directed against what Lynn Thomas calls ‘agency as
argument’, and what Mona Gleason identifies as the search for agency
as an ‘a priori goal in our analyses’. Such approaches tend to priori-
tize the study of political resistance to structural determinants over
more limited, constrained, and everyday forms of action. Historical
actors thus risk being construed, in Joan Scott’s words, as ‘unified,
autonomous individuals exercising free will’ rather than as ‘subjects
whose agency is created through situations and statuses conferred on
them’” Identifying agency, Walter Johnson writes, should not be ‘the
defining contribution of our studies” but rather a ‘simple predicate
for any historical investigation’® We are in the realm here of the old
anthropological and sociological problem of structure and agency.’
The literature typically quotes the quintessential formulation of that
problem, from Marx’s Eighteenth Brumaire: ‘Men make their own
history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it
under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances
directly encountered, given, and transmitted from the past’.’®

By way of a preamble to the main topic of this essay, I would suggest
that the problem of structure and agency in the history of knowledge is
frequently understood in terms of an oppositional relationship between
the circulation of knowledge and knowledge actors. This need not be
the case, though it often is. Philipp Sarasin, for example, outlines a
different model of knowledge actors in which the discursive power of
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knowledge in epistemic hierarchies provides a means of understanding
social organization in ways that do not necessarily align with ‘the old
socio-historical grid” of social history. The professional knowledge
possessed by, say, a medical doctor determines their social status and
scope for action: knowledge is power." Sarasin restricts the history
of knowledge to forms of ‘rational knowledge’, a constraint that
intersects with his interest in the valorization of rational knowledge
into knowledge systems and hierarchies. Such approaches are one
strand in the history of knowledge, but have been less developed than
are studies of circulation as such, the latter generally without much
attention either to valorization or to degrees of ‘rationality’."* Indeed, it
might be argued that ‘knowledge in society” approaches to the history
of knowledge, in so far as they are interested in extra-institutional,
vernacular, and historically devalued knowledge, entail an inbuilt
bias against making epistemic hierarchies analytically operative. It
is by divesting oneself of concern for normative valorization that the
wide variety of knowledge circulating in society can best be seen.

In this context, the field’s recent interest in knowledge actors
represents a necessary corrective to the focus on circulation as such.
As Stefanie Génger argues in a critique of the language of circulation
within global history, an overemphasis on circulation can generate a
‘tendency to emphasize movement over agency’. The organic meta-
phor—arising initially from early modern models of the circulation of
the blood—risks reproducing a model of circulation as ‘a self-evident,
and, above all, a self-reliant process’ unpropelled by human action.”
Against this danger, attending to historical knowledge actors can
highlight the contingency of knowledge transmission, the limits, dead
ends and obstacles in circulatory networks, and the effort and action
involved in setting movements of knowledge in motion. Considering
circulation and actors in tandem can produce altogether more irregular
and uneven maps of historical knowledge. As will be seen, however,
something further is needed.

In this essay, I examine these general problems by considering the
history of the theorization of a long-standing theme in the history
and sociology of science—that of multiple or simultaneous discovery.
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Multiple discovery is a problem of the relation of knowledge actors to
the circulation of knowledge, and moreover one in which knowledge
circulation has conventionally been conceived in specifically structural
terms, such that the literature frames the issue as one of structure
and agency. The essay is a response to Staffan Bergwik and Linn
Holmberg’s call for historians of knowledge to engage with ‘what is
already known’, especially with the analytical language and concepts
of the history of science." More than adapting concepts, however, the
argument here is that tracing the vicissitudes of how a general problem
has been worked out over time is itself instructive. An established
field’s advantage over a newer one is not merely a larger conceptual
toolkit, but its having had the opportunity for long-term disciplinary
dynamics to bring clarity to the handling of critical problems—in
this case over most of the twentieth century. The argument proceeds
by analogy, but speaks to general questions about the relations of
knowledge actors to circulation that resonate with the history of know-
ledge field. My conclusions are not radically revisionist—in fact they
lead back to established concepts in the history of knowledge, to the
significance of what Johan Ostling identifies as ‘arenas of knowledge’.
An arena of knowledge is ‘a place or a platform that, within its given
framework, offers the opportunity and sets limits for certain forms of
circulation of knowledge’* An arena is distinguished by ‘a measure
of stability and persistence’, though the content of the ‘knowledge’
circulating through it may vary. I argue for the importance of arenas
as mediators between knowledge circulation and actors, and for their
scope to resolve what are otherwise intractable problems in the nexus
of structure and agency.

By knowledge I here mean epistemic knowledge—propositional
knowledge of the sort embodied in texts and discourses.”® While I
restrict my discussion to this domain, and do not extend it to other
forms of knowledge such as phronesis (practical wisdom), it should
be noted that epistemic knowledge as understood here necessarily
spans a large field of incompletely realized potentiality. What is at
issue is not only propositional knowledge in fully articulated forms,
but the mass of half-formulated, dimly intuited ideas that precede

204



KNOWLEDGE IN THE AIR

propositional claims. This background matters, as much of what
follows hinges on theorizations of the relationship between it and
more completely realized knowledge.

Multiple discovery

In the history of science, multiple discovery is when two or more
researchers are said to have made a discovery or devised an invention
more or less simultaneously. Classic examples include Charles Darwin’s
and Alfred Russel Wallace’s codiscovery of evolution by natural
selection and Urbain Le Verrier’s and John Couch Adams’ claims to
have simultaneously predicted the existence of Neptune. Multiple
discovery was long a preoccupation of historians and sociologists of
science, because it seemed to say something significant about how
scientific knowledge developed and the structure of science as an
organized enterprise. What did it say about the role of individual
action in the scientific field that, across the history of science, two or
more—and sometimes many more—researchers repeatedly arrived
at similar findings at around the same time yet independently of one
another?”

The phenomenon of multiple discovery was frequently observed by
historians and commentators on science and technology from at least
the late eighteenth century. Its significance as an intellectual problem
was first developed by the American anthropologist A. L. Kroeber in
1917."8 In 1922 the sociologists William Ogburn and Dorothy Thomas
asked ‘Are Inventions Inevitable?’, establishing multiple discovery asa
significant problem in the sociology of science. Ogburn and Thomas’s
article included a much-cited list—subsequently a key dataset for the
topic—of 148 cases of ‘multiples’ across the natural and psychological
sciences, applied technologies, and mathematics that stretched back
to the fifteenth century.”” This work was expanded on by Leslie White
in the late 1940s, and reached something of an apotheosis in the
writings of Robert K. Merton in the late 1950s and the 1960s.° For
Merton multiple discovery was central to his understanding of the
‘social matrix’ of science. As he put it in an oft-quoted, deliberately
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provocative phrase, ‘all scientific discoveries are in principle multiples,
including those that on the surface appear to be singletons’—that is,
science’s structure and processes are such that discoveries, to answer
Ogburn and Thomas, are inevitable, and do not depend on single
individuals.? If one scientist does not happen upon a discovery or
invention another will, and often several researchers do so more or
less at once.

From Kroeber to Merton, the main line of sociological analysis
of multiple discovery was what has been called the ‘maturation’ or
“Zeitgeist’ hypothesis. This view was underpinned by a progressive,
developmentalist assumption that at certain levels of cultural and
scientific development, the organized system of science was such
that individual researchers were essentially epiphenomenal. It was
an argument wryly summarized by the American psychologist Dean
Keith Simonton:

Briefly, multiples are said to prove conclusively that the causal source
of scientific advance lies outside the individual, for the sociocultural
system, or the zeitgeist, determines the time for a given contribution.
... Scientific progress, therefore, does not depend on acts of genius ...
Even the star scientists do not create or contribute but merely convey
what the times have preordained ... Contributions are ‘in the air’
which creators simply breathe.”

The use of organic metaphors is worth noting. Discoveries were said
to be ‘in the air’ that scientists breathed. Other writers spoke of the
time being ‘ripe’ for certain discoveries.”® Here we have something
similar to the organicism that Génger identifies in the metaphor of
‘circulation’.

Simonton’s comments reflect the nature of the field by the 1970s
and 1980s, in which a wider range of competing interpretations of
multiple discovery gained increasing currency. Although Merton
had rejected the pitting of cultural maturation and ‘genius’ against
each other—seeing rare genius as an aspect of the social system of
science—maturation, genius, and chance emerged in this period as
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three opposed, competing theories.? In part this development seems
to have been driven by the growth of ever more elaborate and tech-
nical quantitative sociological methods, which appeared to promise
empirical tests of competing explanatory models. Historic datasets,
such as that compiled by Ogburn and Thomas, were subjected to a
range of probabilistic and other quantitative calculations.”

Around the same time, the old maturation consensus was being
re-examined from a different and ultimately more consequential
direction (though as will be seen by not entirely different personnel).
With the interpretive turn in the social sciences came the Cana-
dian sociologist Augustine Brannigan’s The Social Basis of Scien-
tific Discoveries (1981), which shifted attention to the language and
rhetoric of discovery itself.? Brannigan recast ‘discovery’ not as an
unproblematically existing phenomenon whose causes could be
analysed and debated, but as a retrospective honorific, the award of
which was part of the ideology and justification of contemporary
scientific practice. In Brannigan’s major example, Gregor Mendel
had not, as was generally supposed, ‘discovered’ genetics in the mid
nineteenth century, nor was his work ‘rediscovered” around 1900. He
had instead been working on botanical hybridization, and this work
continued to be cited in hybridization studies throughout the late
nineteenth century. The construction in the early twentieth century
of ‘Mendelian genetics’ was thus an appropriation of Mendel’s work
for purposes quite different from those he had pursued. Mendel’s
belatedly awarded appellation as the discoverer of genetics was part
of what Adrian Wilson, in an important recent article, has termed the
‘imagined past’ of the new genetic biology.” In a study published five
years after Brannigan’s book, the historian of science Simon Schaffer
historicized his argument, arguing that the dynamics of ‘discovery’
that Brannigan described applied only from the nineteenth century
on, with the rise of science in place of natural philosophy, whose more
diffuse methods and ethos had not centred on ‘heroic discoverers’
to the same extent.?

One consequence of this radical reimagining of ‘discovery’ was
that it highlighted just how vague and elastic the criteria were for the
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simultaneity of multiple discoveries. Sometimes researchers supposedly
happening upon the same ‘discovery’ were in fact doing quite different
things; sometimes their work exhibited very different degrees of
depth and rigour; and sometimes it was in fact separated by gulfs of
time (for example, the nebular hypothesis for the origin of the solar
system, which is included in Ogburn and Thomas’s list, was advanced
by Immanuel Kant and Pierre-Simon Laplace at an interval of more
than 4o years, in 1755 and 1796 respectively).”? As Simonton noted,
‘it may even be argued that true multiples are virtually non-existent:
The calculus of Newton was not the same as that of Leibniz, nor was
Priestley’s oxygen generated the same way as Scheele’s.”*

Brannigan, however, did not merely critique the ‘maturation’
explanation for multiple discovery, as reposition it as a ‘folk the-
ory’.” The belief in knowledge being ‘in the air” had its sociological
manifestation in the tradition running from Kroeber to Merton, but
also an existence as an ideology of practising scientists. ‘Folk’ has the
unfortunate effect of making scientists at the forefront of their fields
sound like rustic naifs, but the distinction turns out to be critical.
The theory’s salience in scientific practice itself is well illustrated by
the following passage from the British chemist Robert Williams,
according to whom scientific development

is in my view largely inevitable and the individuals who make given
bits of progress happen to be distinguished simply because they are
in the right place at the right time and have become involved with
particular ideas and experiments. Given a few weeks, months or very

few years the same answers would appear under other names.*

This view contrasts markedly with the positioning of certain prominent
scientists as what Schaffer calls ‘heroic discoverers’. In the former
case, actors are seen as epiphenomenal to the organized system of
science in general; in the latter, it is the singular brilliance and insight
of particular actors that is understood to drive science forward.
Building on Brannigan’s work, the sociologist Michael Mulkay posi-
tioned these two ‘folk theories’ as part of the rhetoric of the priority
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disputes that often result from cases of multiple discovery. The passage
from Williams above is taken from a personal account of a dispute
with another chemist, Peter Mitchell, over priority to the theory of
chemiosmosis. Williams’ theory of scientific development reflects
what Mulkay calls the ‘discourse of opposition’ characteristic of the
disadvantaged party in a dispute. Mitchell won the 1978 Nobel Prize
in Chemistry for work on the chemiosmotic theory, while Williams
reported that he ‘felt cheated’ that his own work on that theory was
generally overlooked. The opposite view, which Mulkay calls the
‘discourse of celebration’, emphasizes the agency of heroic discoverers
and downplays the structural significance of organized science. It is
characteristic of the advantaged party in such a dispute.*
Brannigan’s and Mulkay’s sociology transformed the identification
of knowledge being ‘in the air—that is, in social circulation—from a
key to understanding the structure of organized science in general,
to a rhetorical move embedded within the ideologies and interests
of scientific knowledge practices. While the sociological theory of
cultural maturation is analytically separable from its counterpart as
a ‘folk theory’ of working scientists, in practice the two are deeply
entwined. In the twentieth century, those engaged in priority disputes
might draw upon the sociological literature in defence of their interests
and positions.* A list of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
observations of the phenomenon of multiple discovery compiled by
Merton suggests the practical entanglement of more analytical and
more interest-based contributions even before the full development
of maturation as a sociological theory. The list includes analysts of
the phenomenon (T. B. Macaulay, Auguste Comte), analysts of other
phenomena arguing for the scientific ripeness of the times for their
ideas (Friedrich Engels on the development of the materialist concep-
tion of history), as well as observations much closer to the ground of
the practical organization of science and applied technology (an 1862-4
controversy over the British patent system).” Interests had always
played a part in determining what counted as scientific knowledge.
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Circulation, actors, and arenas of knowledge

What light does the history of theorization about multiple discovery
shed on the problems and methods of the history of knowledge? The
account given so far poses in perhaps overly sharp terms the problem
of the relations between the circulation of knowledge and knowledge
actors’ agency. As far as I am aware, no historian of knowledge has
argued that the emergence of a given knowledge-claim was ‘inevitable’,
nor has the emphasis of historians of knowledge on the structures of
circulation meant reducing historical knowledge actors to the status of
epiphenomena—at least not explicitly. But the broad general problems
are strikingly familiar.

The vagueness of the idea of knowledge being ‘in the air’, which
opened an avenue for Brannigan’s and Mulkay’s recasting of the
fundamental terms of the problem, is reflected in recent critiques
of ‘circulation’ as an item of historiographical discourse. For global
history, Ganger has argued that ‘circulation’ in that field has become
an overly amorphous concept, conflating various forms of diffusion,
dissemination, transmission, and reception, often without adequate
attention to the materiality of those processes.* In the history of know-
ledge itself, Bergwik and Holmberg similarly charge that ‘circulation’
is used as a catch-all to refer to too many types of processes, and that
situating such circulation within ‘society at large” obscures ‘the fact
that what actually is studied is a limited number of actors (albeit
perhaps not the most famous philosophers, theologians, scientists,
inventors, or authors)’.*” The problem of interests is similarly resonant.
Again, this is to pose the problem in terms that are somewhat too
pointed—commitments would be more fitting—but one achievement
of the scholarly rethinking of multiple discovery in the 1980s was
to highlight the entanglement of academic analyses of knowledge
practices with those practices themselves. In the case of the history
of knowledge, a commitment to it as ‘first and foremost a social,
political, and cultural history’ reflects what Suzanne Marchand has
identified as the challenge of understanding knowledge production and
communication processes in an age in which many old assumptions
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about such processes have been upended by ever-increasing digital
hyper-connectivity.*

What of the subsequent history of theories of multiple discovery
and its resonance for the relations between circulation, actors, and
arenas of knowledge? In the wake of Brannigan’s and Mulkay’s inter-
ventions, the problem of multiple discovery largely shifted away from
the sociology of science. This development reflected the persuasiveness
of their critiques, but also more broadly the emergence, in place of the
Mertonian perspective, of new sociologies of science, such as Bruno
Latour’s network analysis.*® Although the problem has remained a live
one in other disciplinary spaces, these have tended to shift attention
away from the old sociological problem of historical actors’ agency
within the structure of organized science.*’

To consider what happened to the historical-sociological question
of structure and agency as it relates to the problem at hand, it is worth
going back to other work that Brannigan conducted in the early 1980s
in collaboration with Richard Wanner and James White. Although this
research drew on Brannigan’s study of the reappropriation of Mendel,
it was conducted in a quantitative sociological mode distinct from the
discourse analysis pursued in Brannigan’s 1981 monograph. In papers
published in 1983, Brannigan and Wanner argued for what they called
a ‘communication model” of multiple discovery, in which its incidence
diminished over time as communication technologies and the formal
organization of science improved, such that duplication diminished
as scientific findings were better communicated among practitioners.
This was a large generalization that in some respects reinstated old
developmental logics, though differently construed, and which was
much in need of careful historicization. This was something Brannigan
and Wanner encouraged, noting the need for further ‘studies of the
development of communications media—journals and scholarly
association(s) in the various disciplines, as well as improvements in
communications technology generally.*

In the decades since, such studies have duly followed in the history
of science, focusing on the growth and stabilization of scientific
publishing, the emergence of scholarly practices and infrastruc-
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tures such as peer review, and the professional relations of scientific
communities in different national and disciplinary contexts.*? Their
thrust has been to emphasize the significance of local dynamics of
scientific communication. For example, Alex Csiszar’s The Scientific
Journal traces the nineteenth-century growth of the convention,
previously unevenly observed, that priority claims had to be published
to be recognized.* Melinda Baldwin’s study of the weekly journal
Nature shows how its rapid publishing schedule made it a major
platform for the publication of priority claims.** These are histories
of communication technologies that can reasonably be considered
knowledge arenas, in so far as they exhibit a degree of stability and
orderliness while allowing for variation in the contents of the know-
ledge flowing through them.

It remains an open question whether these studies might be synthe-
sized into a macro-level account that would confirm Brannigan and
Wanner’s sociological generalization about scientific communication
improving. What they clearly show, however, is that the relationship
between historical actors’ agency and the structural circulation of
knowledge did not exist in the abstract, but was mediated through
specifically local arenas of knowledge—communications technologies,
publishing platforms, practices, and conventions. Knowledge is never
‘in the air’ exactly, but is rather mediated through mediums and
channels of communication that both enable and constrain actors’
engagement with it. While the trio of circulation, actors, and arenas is
well established in the history of knowledge, what I hope the account
given here has confirmed is their mutual interdependence. As the
history of the problem of multiple discovery shows, in the absence
of considerations of the systems and technologies through which
knowledge circulation and actors are related, theorizing the balance
of emphasis between the two—between structure and agency—is ata
certain level a matter of interests or ideology. Such interests typically
generate competing, incompatible theories that overemphasize the
significance of one or the other variable. Though my main example
here comes from the history and sociology of science, the pattern
of competing knowledge theories is not specific to the organized
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structures of disciplinary science. The problem of structure and
agency is a broader historical-sociological one, applicable to many
domains. In this respect the conclusion that knowledge circulation,
actors, and arenas are necessarily interdependent is resonant for
histories of epistemic knowledge in general.
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CHAPTER 11

Actors out of sight?

Digital methods and the visibility
of historical knowers

Jacob Orrje

In the last decade, history has experienced a digital boom. First, the
mass digitization of sources has facilitated research, and more recently
a wealth of computational and statistical methods for analysing
text—often included under the umbrella term “distant reading’—has
made it possible to approach the content of ever-larger collections of
sources. Distant reading treats textual historical sources as sequences
of words, from which we can identify frequencies, collocations, and
more advanced semantic relationships.' Such methods make it possible
for historians to follow the evolution of concepts in the longue durée
or in transnational contexts.> While enabling a wealth of new studies,
there are also risks involved when we adapt our historical methods to
benefit from this new digital efficiency, especially given the substan-
tial risk of treating textual sources as self-contained bags of words,
reducing the contextual complexity that give sources meaning, but
which is difficult to include in highly streamlined digital pipelines.
Since the 1970s, historians of all stripes have become increasingly
aware of the processes by which historical sources were produced.
To scholars using methodologies taken from cultural history, science
studies, global studies, or the history of knowledge, a source text is
more than just its contents: it inherently carries contexts of produc-
tion and circulation.’ Sources have always been acted on by a wealth
of heterogeneous categories of actors. This unruly lot of historical

217



KNOWLEDGE ACTORS

people—their personas, relationships, and broader social context—is
often of greater interest than the composition of words in collections
of texts.* In this essay I examine how digital approaches shape the way
historians view these historical actors and their agency, thus focusing
on ‘knowledge actors’ in two senses. First, I use the term for the
people, with their broader social context, who populate our historical
sources and narratives; the people who have made, circulated, and
reacted to certain historical forms of knowledge. Second, however,
I take knowledge actors also to be a prerequisite of all historical
knowledge, whether as producers, mediators, or even destroyers of
the historical record. In this sense, the sources we use result from
knowledge actors who provide us with a multitude of heterogeneous,
skewed, and narrow windows into the past.

This implication of historical actors—as makers of our past—raises
particular challenges to some forms of digital history. I thus begin
with a discussion of the role of seriality and homogeneous time series
when constructing digital histories, and how such methodology, if
used naively, may obscure actor agency. I then relate my experiences
of two recent digital-history projects.

First, there are the problems of using digital and statistical methods
to understand categories of correspondents with the Royal Swedish
Academy of Sciences (1739-1850), from which I argue that the prom-
ised efliciency of digital-history techniques can cause us to forget
important points of critical historical method, and in particular how
digital analyses of large collections of texts make it more difficult for
us to adopt actor-centric perspectives to the past. These statistical
methods pose the question, central to this book, of what constitutes
a ‘knowledge actor’. My answer is that a knowledge actor should be
understood through its agency and its way of relating to historical
hierarchies of diverse knowledge forms. Historians should use methods
that recognize actor agency if we are to understand the interplay of
historical knowledge actors.

Second, I turn to an ongoing project to study mobile knowledge
actors by deep mapping historical spatio-temporalities. I chart the
ways a digital history of knowledge might retain the fine-grained
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understanding of power relationships and the distributions of agency
necessary to understand how knowledge-making and circulation
depends on the interactions, and mobility, of a myriad of hetero-
geneous categories of actors. Finally, I discuss how the practice of
annotating historical data is central to digital analyses that aim to
go beyond the mere source content. Annotation requires much work,
and especially the integration of more traditional historical skills with
digital expertise. Nonetheless, I would argue that data annotation
enables us to highlight the complex relationships between diverse
historical actors and knowledge forms.

Seriality and the analysis of knowledge actors

In their much-discussed book The History Manifesto, Jo Guldi and
David Armitage criticize the prevalence of what they term the short-
termism of historical scholarship. They argue that historians have in
recent decades abandoned long diachronic narratives that address
the great challenges of the present in favour of short microhistories
of short timespans geared mainly towards a scholarly readership.
In opposition to such limited narratives, they propose a radical
reinvention of historical methodology, and a reorientation towards
long-term history inspired by Braudel’s concept of the longue durée
coined in 1958.°

Guldi and Armitage’s manifesto has attracted immense interest
among historians, but also received much criticism. In an influential
critique, Deborah Cohen and Peter Mandler argue it misconstrues
recent history writing. Using the same long-period statistical methods
proposed by Guldi and Armitage, they instead argue that recent
historical scholarship has seen the opposite development, because
history theses and monographs today in fact examine longer periods
than those published in the early twentieth century.® While they make
an important point, particularly by nuancing Guldi and Armitage’s
narrative of historical research in crisis, by concentrating on the
opposition between microhistory and the longue durée as a question
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of time spans, they miss the one of the points of the manifesto—its
historiographical basis.

Guldi and Armitage’s proposed digital methodology builds not only
on emerging technologies from computer science, but also on older
traditions of long-term historical investigation and above all Braudel’s
longue durée. Key to this historiographical tradition is the wish to
focus on the repetitive and serializable rather than the anomalous.
In an article looking back at the method of microhistory, in practice
the opposing approach to that of Braudel, Carlo Ginzburg pointed to
what he perceived as the fundamental problem in the macroscopic,
quantitative mode of history writing. Ginzburg’s main problem with
this form of history was that it tended to ‘select as cognitive object only
what is repetitive, and therefore capable of being serialized’. He argued
that such approaches are ‘paying a very high price in cognitive terms’’
His concern with long-term history was not its timescale, but rather
the criteria it used for valuing sources and the principles by which it
ordered historical documentation into time series. He thus argued that
the key limitation of Braudelian history ‘emerges precisely through
what should be its basic objective: “the equalization of individuals
in their roles of economic or socio-cultural agents”” According to
Ginzburg, this approach not only distorted power relationships in
relation to who can produce documentation in a given society, but
also ‘cancels out many particulars in the existing documentation for
the benefit of what is homogeneous and comparable’.?

I would argue that the points Ginzburg raised against Braudel
in the 1990s are valid against much digital history of late. A key
approach among digital humanists is that of ‘distant reading’, a concept
introduced by the literary theorist Franco Moretti for a wide range
of digital techniques for text analysis, centred on a computer-aided
statistical analysis of word frequencies and collocations. Distant
reading, as opposed to traditional close reading, thus ideally results
in a holistic understanding of collections of texts that would be
too time-consuming, or even impossible, for a human to read. In
digital history, distant-reading methods have mainly been used for
diachronic, conceptual histories of linguistic change.” However,
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when applied to the raw textual contents of historical sources, most
distant-reading methods seem unsuited to analysing the power rela-
tionships of historical actors described in our sources, and perhaps
even less useful for exploring the actors involved in the production
and circulation of the sources themselves. An unsophisticated use of
computer-aided statistical analyses of historical sources would thus
encourage the search for the serial and repetitive, making it harder to
discern diverse categories of actors with differing agency in relation
to the production and circulation of knowledge.

When it was published, The History Manifesto also sparked discus-
sion among historians of science. As pointed out by the historian
of philosophy and science Stephen Gaukroger, the tension between
microhistory and big-picture history can be understood using the
concepts of under- and over-contextualization. Gaukroger points
out that traditional forms of history of science are problematic in the
way they under-contextualize their objects of study. For example, the
traditional ‘history of ideas’ in the same vein as Arthur Lovejoy’s Great
Chain of Being, follows ‘ideas whose essential content is wholly context
free and explores them through radical contextual changes’. However,
detailed microstudies that do not filter their detailed material also
carry a risk of over-contextualization and risk ‘obscuring the object
of study’ with unnecessary background noise.” Gaukroger, much
like Ginzburg before him, underlines how the difference between
microhistory and longue durée ‘lies not so much in the length of
the period studied, but, rather, in the kinds of questions asked and
the resources needed to answer them.” As an example, he points
out how synchronic projects comparing disparate geographies face
many of the same methodological challenges as those covering long
periods." Instead of becoming stuck in the dichotomy between the
long term and the micro, we should thus perhaps instead focus on
how we construct and contextualize the time series we use to write
narratives of historical actors.
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Efficient methods and bad history

The theoretical problems of how digital methods compel us to embrace
specific historiographical modes of enquiry are more tangible if
we relate them to one problematic example from my own work.
Let us hence look at the minutes of the Royal Swedish Academy of
Sciences (KVA). In the 1940s, KVA had their handwritten minutes
from c.1739-1850 transcribed using typewriters. As part of this effort,
they also compiled an index nominum. Besides names, the index
includes dates of birth and death and short descriptions of any titles,
profession, discipline, etc.

By first digitizing the index and using optical character recogni-
tion (OCR) and then a custom Python script to populate it, I have
compiled a database of all the people in the index as well as of the
references to where they are mentioned in the minutes. At first glance,
this database simplified work on a new actor-centric perspective on
the KVA for a century or more. In his work on its early history, Sten
Lindroth, the doyen of Swedish history of science, gave an approximate
demography of the academy’s early members. By focusing only on
its members he, however, provided a narrow understanding of the
community around the KVA. Moreover, this narrow approach made
high-status categories of actors visible (for example, aristocrats, civil
servants, and university scholars), while failing to highlight the broader
groups of, for example, the academy’s correspondents or employees.
Likewise, it favoured forms of knowledge traditionally viewed as
‘scientific’, while obscuring the many other ways of knowing—of, for
example, farmers, sailors, craftsmen, or traditional medicine—that
the academy related to in a broader context.'””? While there are wider
narratives of the academy—most notably the volume Knowledge in
Motion (2018)—there is no systematic analysis of these heterogeneous
actors and forms of knowledge. Perhaps a digital analysis of the index
would facilitate such a study?

While this digitally enhanced index thus constitutes a shortcut
to analyses that would have required substantially more effort if the
data had been compiled manually, I soon realized my approach had
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several methodological problems. First, it was not clear what layers of
interpretation I was basing my claims on, as the KVA index is not an
unproblematic account of the actors mentioned in the minutes. For
example: do we know if all people mentioned in the text are present
in the index, or does it have a bias towards categories considered
important by the people who compiled it in the 1940s? To understand
the index, we would thus also need to understand the historical actors
who produced it. Similarly, the KVA’s eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century minutes must be understood in relation to the changing
cultures of Sweden’s political and scientific elites. What categories of
actors did the KVA’s fellows consider important enough to discuss at
their meetings and to note in the minutes? It is immediately apparent
that the descriptions of the actors in the index were shaped by the
multiple contexts of its production. Perhaps the most evident example
is how women in the index are generally defined by their relationships
to men (as wives or daughters), as opposed to men, who are described
using their titles and professions.

Thus, in the course of working with the index, the analysis became
an increasingly complex task. To understand it, I would need to
decipher multiple contexts of production from three centuries, and
relate that to a wide range of knowledge actors: those mentioned
in the index, the twentieth-century individuals who compiled the
index, and the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century academicians
who produced the minutes. None of these problems is unique to the
name index discussed here. Historians face these problems every day;
we always need to relate historical representations to the context of
their production and their intended audience. However, some digital
methods—and especially distant-reading methods and statistical
analyses of highly aggregated data—raise particular problems for
historians. Being based on approaching historical representations
as serializable as sequences of homogeneous and comparable data,
digital methods’ efficiency comes from comparing stable categories
which are homogeneous over time. I would argue that it is exactly
the efficiency offered by these methods that risk compelling us to
ignore the contexts of production of the sources themselves. When
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approaching compilations of historical data, which themselves are
products of a historical context, we thus need to be attentive to what
analytical categories we use for constructing our time series and how
we relate to changing actors’ categories, anomalies, and agency in
our historical material.

The example of my own partly failed research process does not
mean that distant reading is incompatible with detailed, critical
history, or that statistical analyses of sources such as the KVA name
index cannot contribute to our understanding of historical change
in a meaningful way.” Nevertheless, it highlights the importance of
integrating a critical analysis of historical sources into digital-history
practice. Towards the end of their manifesto, Guldi and Armitage
make a similar point. In what seems like a wish to nuance their call
for long-term history, they underline that ‘events drawn from the
lives of actual persons must continue to be a source of circumspection
and critical analysis for historians, even as they take their arguments
wider’.* Studies technically possible from a digital perspective are
not always good history. And when we approach sources critically,
we might realize that digital methods need to be complemented with
other forms of historical analysis.

Movement, deep maps, and scale

Critical approaches to digital history that abandon the strict seriality
of statistical analysis in favour of a more contextual approach often
require far more work to curate and closely engage with sources. For
digital textual sources, such work generally involves describing it
using metadata, as well as annotating the text itself."” Metadata and
annotations become a way of anchoring the source in relevant historical
contexts, and enable other forms, and thicker, historical descriptions.
While such approaches thus force us to tone down the promises of
automatization and large scales that often, implicitly or explicitly,
accompany calls for the digital humanities, it instead charts a way
forward by combining long-term approaches with more contextual
modes of history that, for example, highlight the agency of actors. As
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pointed out by Johan Jarlbrink, in practice digital humanities research
is generally far from automatized. Humans are not only required
to make sense of results, but digital methods are more often than
not based on ‘dull tasks that make data outputs possible’.’* Digital
historians who take actors” agency seriously would need to critically
engage with these tasks, and think about how they annotate data
in ways that facilitate research questions relevant to wider fields of
historical research.

In recent decades, global historians have developed a large set
of sophisticated tools to deal with multiple contexts and broader
scopes. In both global history and history of knowledge, concepts
such as circulation, scale-making, and friction have been used to
analyse historical epistemologies beyond local contexts in a way that
makes it possible to alternate between scales, ranging from actors’
performances through larger transnational infrastructures to global
connections.” Digital humanists, or more specifically scholars in the
spatial humanities, have similarly developed a range of theoretical
tools for approaching historical space. In a key monograph, Stuart
Dunn points to how the field has moved from a focus on specific spatial
technologies (primarily geographical information systems, or GIS)
towards ‘the study of general principles and broad understanding, as
opposed to answering particular research questions’® Dunn particu-
larly points to the development of ‘deep mapping’, a method which
blurs the distinction between maps and spatial relations.”

Deep maps have been described as ‘finely detailed, multimedia
depictions of a place and the people, buildings, objects, flora, and
fauna that exist within it and that are inseparable from the activities
of everyday life’, which can be used ‘to engage evidence within its
spatio-temporal context and to provide a platform for a spatially-
embedded argument’* Deep mapping can contribute much to the
history of knowledge, for example by illuminating the interplay of
mobile actors, disparate geographies, and various cultures in the
circulation of knowledge. It offers what is perhaps the most concise
example of a digital method that facilitates thick descriptions of histor-
ical contexts. In contrast to methods of distant reading originating
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in literature studies, the way deep mapping enables the switching of
scales—from following individual actors in the streets to mapping
long-term, larger geopolitical developments—might for example make
it more compatible with modes of history that wish to go beyond an
analysis of text and language to instead focus on actors’ performances,
material aspects, and spatial relationships.

To illustrate how deep mapping could be integrated into long-term
historical narratives that preserve focus on heterogeneous knowledge
actors, I use the example of my research project, Mapping the Geog-
raphies of Early Modern Mining Knowledge: A Digital History of
the Study Tours of the Swedish Bureau of Mines, 1691-1826, where we
use digital deep maps to structure a transnational diachronic history
of European state-related knowledge. From the seventeenth to the
mid nineteenth century, the Bureau of Mines (Bergskollegium) was
charged with controlling and upholding the Swedish state’s interest in
the production and trade of metals. Policing these activities required
officials knowledgeable in several fields (ranging from mathematics
and mechanics, chemistry, geology, and law to the hierarchies of the
mines and miners’ working techniques).” To gather relevant know-
ledge, the Bureau encouraged officials to tour foreign territories and
compile travelogues, primarily about European mines, ironworks,
and other worksites deemed of interest to the Swedish government.
These handwritten accounts, consisting of Swedish text written in
a German script typical of eighteenth-century Northern European
manuscripts, were submitted to the Bureau archive and are now
held by the National Archives of Sweden in a series comprising some
12,000 pages.?

Our project explores how methods from the spatial humanities
might benefit research in the history of knowledge. We examine how
such methods might enable large-scale spatio-temporal studies that
retain the focus on historical actors. Such an approach requires a
great deal of manual work, however. Our workflow thus consists of
several steps. Using the Transkribus platform for handwritten text
recognition, we transcribe the folios.”® Then we annotate the text,
focusing on marking up the places that officials moved through
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and described, and such things as categories of knowledge actors,
relevant concepts, and key technologies. The result is a dataset with
which we can follow and compare the Bureau officials’ travels over
more than a century and their changing descriptions of European
mining knowledge.

This form of annotated dataset makes it possible to create deep
maps that describe travellers’ itineraries as they moved around Europe.
Thanks to the annotations, the travelogues also lend themselves to
more sophisticated, and particularly more contextually aware, forms
of distant reading. For example, we could explore changes in the
composition of words in texts describing the same mines. At the same
time, the annotations make a qualitative analysis possible, enabling us
to find specific cases in the sources: anomalies, interactions between
particular categories of knowledge actors, or different approaches to
travel writing. The maps make it possible to compare the descriptions
of mines by different travellers, and to understand the geographical
spread of mining knowledge, and ultimately the circulation by locality
of diverse approaches to mining. The project is thus designed to
illustrate a digital historical methodology of zooming between a
general level consisting of serialized data on the one hand, and several
detailed contexts in which we can see the agency of individual actors
as they move through different geographies on the other hand. By
broadening our scope in this way, the methods moreover enable us
to write a history of knowledge that focuses on contexts beyond the
elite communities of universities and academies, and which thus
illuminates the role of knowledge in early modern work, state-building,
and transnational trade. The digital tools, as employed here, will help
in constructing thick contextual descriptions. They are thus primarily
aids to other historical research practices geared towards the historical
understanding of the circulation of knowledge.
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Conclusions

A question underlying the analysis of this essay has been the relation-
ship between digital methods on the one hand and general big-picture
history and narrower, though detailed, actor-centred accounts on the
other. The History Manifesto has presented a vision of longue durée
history and digital methodology as two closely knit parts of a new form
of history writing, based on big data. It cannot be denied that digital
methods provide highly efficient methods for analysing time series.
This efficiency is perhaps the reason some digital historians point to
such approaches as the key for new big-picture histories. However, as
argued in this essay, previous twentieth-century criticism of big-picture
history seldom faulted grand narratives for being based on too few
sources or overly simplified statistical analyses. Twentieth-century
historians critical of the grand narratives of their day instead argued
these approaches lacked attention to the anomalies and various power
relationships between historical actors, and that these deficiencies
resulted in long-term narratives that were under-contextualized.
Going forward, if we were to attempt new long narratives in the history
of knowledge by using digital methods, we should take the spectre
of under-contextualization seriously. Or in other words, we should
think about how we can keep an eye on context while expanding our
temporal and geographical scope.

There are several reasons why distant-reading methods carry a
risk of under-contextualization. First, the structure of the data, usually
as plain text, generally favours conceptual studies. As a rule, per-
formatively inclined analyses—of, for example, controversies, relations
between people, or power structures—require more fine-grained,
curated, and relational data. Such studies demand ways of following
speech-acts or other performances, made by specific actorsin a certain
context and in relation to particular audiences. Second, source selection
bias makes it difficult to carry out studies of marginal actors, and thus
digital analyses risk reproducing existing dominant narratives. Only
specific organizations tend to leave large enough collections, which
also are considered valuable enough to digitize by the financers who

228



ACTORS OUT OF SIGHT?

fund such large projects. Thus, the sources available to digital analysis
are generally skewed towards, for example, parliamentary records,
governmental reports, printed papers, or scholarly journals. Guldi
and Armitage identify a similar problem with skewed archives, and
how digital studies ‘other than that of the nation-state rests upon the
ongoing creation and maintenance of inclusive archives’.* However, the
creation and maintenance of such archives require specific resources
that are seldom available without strong institutional backing.

The two examples from my own studies discussed in this essay
serve to highlight how digital approaches can serve very different
roles in historical inquiry. For the sake of argument, we could divide
such methods into two ideal categories. On the one hand, we have
techniques similar to those of distant reading, which promise a high
level of automatization, and which enable us to write history using
big data. Such history, as argued here, is in many ways similar to the
approaches envisioned by Braudel and other big-picture historians
of the twentieth century. On the other hand, we have techniques
such as deep mapping. These methodologies instead promise new
ways of constructing detailed contexts that can be used for writing
both grand narratives and short-term history, but which also require
a great deal of manual intervention in the form of annotation and
structuring data.”

These digital approaches offer radically different possibilities for
adopting actor-centric perspectives in the history of knowledge.
Generally, distant-reading techniques, such as topic modelling or
collocation analysis carried out on plain text, seem to encourage a more
structuralist approach to historical records, where words and concepts
become the object of study. Such approaches also enable statistical
analyses of actor categories. Which actors are mentioned in a specific
collection of sources, and does the composition change over time?
How are these actors discussed and does the textual context in which
actors are mentioned change? But such digital approaches are less apt
to reveal historical sources as complex networks of knowledge actors
and audiences, all with diverse roles in relation to the making and
circulation of the source. Less automated techniques—which revolve
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around annotating data and visualizing historical contexts—show
more promise for such complex historical analyses. Carefully annotated
datasets could thus be a way of realizing longer narratives that still
maintain the historical narrative based on thick descriptions of the
past. As shown in the discussions of deep mapping and handwritten
text recognition, we have a wealth of digital tools that can be integrated
into the workflows of more qualitatively oriented historians.

There are great opportunities in exploring how we could write
digital histories, from the micro level to studies with broader scope,
using methods that do not focus on effectiveness and instead aim to
support historians’ research practices. Using such approaches, we
could improve our understanding of marginalized actors, power
relationships, and the production contexts of historical sources.
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CHAPTER 12

Organizing knowledge
circulation

Using conference design to engineer
the exchange of knowledge

Thomas Mougey

In 1910, the French engineer Charles-Marie Gariel issued a report on
a method of organizing international conferences for the Congres
Mondial des Associations Internationales (CMAI). Back then, inter-
national conferences—or congresses as they were called in the late
nineteenth century—already gathered assemblies by the thousands and
had grown into a staple of international life after only three decades.!
Mobilized by geologists, meteorologists, hypnotists, and even bakers,
the international conference was by the turn of the twentieth century
the preferred means to meet, debate, and exchange knowledge for all
sorts of specialized groups.? Nonetheless, Gariel, who had organized
hundreds of them for the Paris Expositions Universelles of 1889 and
1900, warned his audience about the mounting procedural challenges
impeding effective conferencing, before sharing several guidelines he
considered essential to ensuring international conferences remained
a powerful arena of knowledge exchange.?

With hundreds of international conferences under his belt and
armed with his 26-page report, Gariel did not just speak at CMAI
as a mere state-employed conference administrator. He acted as a
powerful knowledge actor as well. On this occasion, Gariel shared his
practical expertise on the practice of conferencing, and discoursed
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Figure 12.1. Portrait of Charles-Marie Gariel in his laboratory (1908). Source:
Bibliothéque interuniversitaire de Santé Paris Cité, Paris, CIPB0293.

at length on the way this burgeoning arena of knowledge uniquely
fostered the circulation of knowledge beyond national borders and
social spheres. Yet, people like Gariel and the things they did to
organize and enlarge the international movement of knowledge have
generally been ignored in the history of knowledge.*

How knowledge moves and who participates in its motion have
been much-debated questions. Shifting away from presumed centres,
tracing the movement of knowledge through social classes, cultures,
and material objects, and conceiving encounters and reception as
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productive mediations of knowledge, historians of science and histo-
rians of knowledge have profoundly revised our understanding of the
ways knowledge moves.® Speaking of circulation rather than diffusion,
recent historiography has depicted knowledge movement as a locally
situated, mediated process which does not just transform the forms
and functions of knowledge, but also reconfigures the means of its
production and validation as it moves to and fro.® With concepts
such as ‘go-between’, ‘knowledge brokers’, and ‘active readership’,
circulation studies have also shown how the movement of know-
ledge—or lack thereof—depended mostly on a range of overlooked
intermediary and receiving actors rather than its assumed originators.”
Yet, these studies have hailed as knowledge actors only those acting
or interacting with knowledge in a productive capacity, leaving out
actors like Gariel who neither produced nor used the knowledge they
nonetheless set in motion.

In this essay, I examine Gariel, his actions as a conference organizer,
and his discourse of knowledge movement to see what new insights
the history of knowledge can draw about knowledge circulation
by considering actors like Gariel as a particular type of knowledge
broker—the organizer of knowledge circulation.® To understand what
he did by organizing and reforming conferences and why it matters
for the movement of knowledge requires a shift of attention, however.
Rather than emphasizing knowledge per se and scrutinizing the way
its movement reshuffles form, content, and validity as it is usually done
by circulation studies, studying Gariel’s role requires us to explore
the question of the conditions to circulation and their organization.
Here, I do not scrutinize the nature of knowledge exchange at the
conferences Gariel organized; instead, I analyse his vision of conference
organization and its problems, his understanding of conferences’ role
in knowledge exchange, and the politics of knowledge circulation
underpinning his conception of effective conference-based exchange.
How did Gariel organize conferences and what model of knowledge
exchange did he develop for and after the world fairs? What was their
role in the international circulation of knowledge? What problems did
he foresee threatening conferences, and how did they affect knowledge

235



KNOWLEDGE ACTORS

circulation in his eyes? What solutions did he offer? What vision of
conferencing did he defend and what function did he attribute to
conference-based knowledge circulation?

The perils of multiplicity

In his lengthy report, prosaically titled Rapport sur I’Organisation
des Congres Internationaux, Gariel meticulously laid out the complex
procedures behind the running of a conference. He went into an array
of practical and organizational issues ranging from how to assemble
an effective organizing committee to discussing the right method for
drawing up a workable conference schedule. His thorough descrip-
tion of conference infrastructure served as a critical analysis of the
booming practice of international conferencing and the challenges
that threatened the form of knowledge circulation it enabled.’

For Gariel, international conferences proved to be valuable
machinery in moving international understanding and intellec-
tual progress forward. If, as he observed, more conferences failed at
fulfilling their agenda, it was the consequence of three main prac-
tical challenges—‘the multiplicity of languages, the multiplicity of
sections, and the multiplicity of members’. These three problems, he
added further on, ‘manifested themselves ever so strongly as these
congresses multiplied’.

The first problem, Gariel claimed, was the dramatic increase of the
number of official working languages at international conferences.
Reflecting the diversification of conference membership, he explained,
the multiplication of languages had the perverse effect of straining
exchanges. As few conference attendees could speak more than two
languages well enough, Gariel wondered how ‘many could not follow
(the discussions) in their entirety’, or at best ‘managed to keep up
with the session if only approximately’" Likewise, he criticized the
tendency of organizers to split conferences into more sections. Aimed
at accommodating the bigger and increasingly diverse population of
attendees, these measures challenged in his view the cohesion that
conference work demanded. Dispersed in different sections and
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sometimes scattered in different locations, attendees were ‘forced to
make a choice’ according to Gariel and give up the other questions
simultaneously treated ‘without the certainty that this choice may
be the most satisfying’.'” He concluded his diagnosis by adding that
the plethora of sections and the resulting dispersion of conference
work reduced the chances for attendees to meet and get to know one
another. The odds were made even worse by the third problem, that
of a soaring number of conference-goers with multiple conferences
gathering up to 60,000 attendees on a regular basis since the early
1890s.

For Gariel, the unchecked growth of attendees, the chaotic splitting
of conference programmes into countless sections, and the cacophony
of languages found in sessions obstructed the direct contacts and
exchanges that international conferences originally enabled. These
challenges were in his eyes merely the symptoms of a deeper problem,
that of the unreasoned organization of international conferences,
or of the inadequate means by which knowledge exchange became
organized in its midst. As we will see, solving these problems and, in
so doing, reinforcing knowledge exchange required to Gariel’s mind
a profound revision and standardization of the way conferences were
planned and run.

Here, Gariel’s diagnosis already offers to the historian of know-
ledge several interesting insights regarding the process of know-
ledge circulation. Unlike the mere conference attendee—that is,
the knowledge actor the historian usually interrogates—who might
evoke from personal experience the problem of size or language as
circumstantial, these problems, seen from the overarching perspective
of a conference administrator such as Gariel, appeared here elevated
and conceptualized as structural obstacles to effective conference
exchange. Seen from Gariel’s position, these problems bring to light
the otherwise invisible question of the infrastructure of exchange.
Gariel’s diagnosis underscores the challenge of providing the right
conditions and organizational regime to maintain an effective know-
ledge exchange over time and across social and national differences.
His report illustrates how easily the machinery of something like
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international conferences can derail in the face of challenges inherent
to international contact (for example, diversity of language) and
contingent on the practice itself (for example, its structure in sessions
and its unchecked growth).

Proven experts at international exchange

Criticizing unreasoned organization and chaotic procedures and
pointing out its detrimental effects on international exchanges landed
well at the CMALI The many conference organizers, directors of
international associations, and promoters of international unification
projects present in the audience were also grappling with the challenges
of booming international, intellectual, and knowledge exchanges.”
The promoters of this particular conference, the Belgian pacifist Paul
Otlet, a well-known bibliographer, and his friend the international
lawyer Henri La Fontaine, had brought these specialists of international
cooperation together to bring order to the surge of international
exchange they had observed in the previous two decades.

Coined as the “first era of globalization’, the period 1880-1914 saw
the international flow of goods, people, and knowledge grow exponen-
tially." With the rapid development of new means of transportation
and communication, the belle époque was a period of tremendous
cultural, artistic, and scientific development. The appearance of
new publication methods and the emergence of new arenas such
as international conferences and international associations enabled
not only intense, regular face-to-face intellectual exchanges, but the
resulting contacts and flows of knowledge and people also contributed
to transform and specialize intellectual work.”

Through the Office Central des Institutions Internationales set up
in 1907 and the publication of the Annuaire de la Vie Internationale
(1908-1909), the Belgian duo had been scrutinizing the thriving yet
chaotic development of the period’s intense international life. The
surveys by the Office eventually paved the way to the CMAIL As
Otlet explained in his introductory report, the aim of this confer-
ence was to provide ‘a rational international organization’ for these
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organizations, ‘to coordinate, unify, and complete them’, and hence
strengthen ‘an international entente regarding all aspects where such
an understanding is possible and recognized as desirable’.'®

For Otlet, international conferences were not just a driving force of
internationalization, they were a crucial mode of knowledge exchange,
and as such a valuable instrument he effectively mobilized throughout
the 1910s and 1920s through the CMAI to undertake the collective
ordering and rationalization of international life. Yet, to regulate
international exchanges by means of conferencing first required in
his view—and in line with Gariel’s own assessment—regulation of
the chaotic growth of international conferencing and its inadequate
infrastructure.” A task he handed over to Gariel.

By 1910, Gariel was recognized as an experienced conference
organizer and a dedicated observer of international conferencing.
Between 1889 and 1900, he directed the French Ministry of Commerce’s
Service des Congres, and through it administered 196 international
conferences for the Parisian Expositions Universelles of 1889 and
1900 and planned France’s participation in the series of conferences
held at the world fairs in Chicago (1893) and Brussels (1897). Building
upon this experience, he and his Service des Congres authored several
reports in the 1890s, which critically examined conference procedure
and evaluated the growth and outcome of international conferences."
Gariel got involved with other modes of international knowledge
circulation as well. Like Otlet, he scrutinized the growing pool of inter-
national associations, and, thanks to his work on the standardization
of conference documentation, joined Otlet’s Institut International de
Bibliographie and participated in 1908 in his Congres Mondial de
Bibliographie et Documentation (CMBD).

Placing Gariel’s problematization of turn-of-the-century confer-
encing in context illuminates the fact that a peculiar regime of know-
ledge and expertise governed the organization of knowledge exchange.
Atthe CMAI, Gariel spoke as one expert among a burgeoning commu-
nity of experts on the period’s international life and its organization.
His assessment of international conferences, their actual and future
function in international knowledge exchange, and their organizational
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structure and necessary reform rested upon a recognized procedural
expertise, which combined two decades of theoretical, practical, and
experiential knowledge of late nineteenth-century conferencing. I will
thus chart some of the ways Gariel altered conference rules, space, and
infrastructure and indicate how these logistical changes transformed
the nature of the knowledge exchange as predicated by conferences.

Conference logistics

For Gariel, a well-functioning and successful international conference
ought to produce a flawless, seamless experience of contact and
exchange between its attendees. For him, the ideal conference had to
foster unhindered accessibility, maximal engagement, and relevant
interpersonal contacts. As he explained, the ideal exchange model
should make it possible for every participating member to listen
to every talk at the conference and to participate in every ensuing
discussion. Attendees should also be able to understand everything
being said and to interact meaningfully with every delegate they have
an interest in getting to know.

Gariel’s vision of effective knowledge circulation drew heavily
on his experience as a conference organizer. It reflected the kind of
conference practice he sought to generalize at the Parisian world’s
fairs. At the 196 conferences he and his Service des Congres organ-
ized, Gariel tried to implement three conference functions. First,
mimicking the exposition’s encyclopaedic goals, he enforced special-
ization by welcoming as many international conferences as possible
while avoiding duplication, preventing overlaps between conferences
and creating new ones in fields where none existed.” Seeking to
encompass all knowledge fields, Gariel used conferences to enforce
emerging disciplinary boundaries and to enact specialized epistemic
communities. A second important function of conferences was to bring
these burgeoning international communities to life by facilitating
socialization and face-to-face contact. Finally, conferences put each
specialized community to work by pooling existing knowledge, by
enabling comparisons between nations and, ultimately, by helping
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settle key questions, which at the time revolved primarily around the
adoption of international standards.

To fulfil these functions and overcome the multiplicity of problems
obstructing conference-based exchange, Gariel proposed to rationalize
conference organization and procedure.” At the world’s fairs, he gota
first-hand view of how infrastructural shortcomings such as the lack
of adequate space, loose session programmes, and unclearly defined
or even missing rules of procedures plagued all the conferences. For
Gariel, the neglect of conference infrastructure hindered knowledge
circulation. Building on this knowledge, he arrived at the diagnosis
and prognosis he presented in Brussels.

The first set of problems impeding knowledge exchange at confer-
ences concerned the loose structure and regulation of conference work.
Gariel explained that back in the 1890s, conferences merely relied
on their titles to frame the content of their programmes, which, he
claimed, had a dreadful effect on the quality of the exchanges. With
sessions consisting of a succession of vaguely connected paper pres-
entations, Gariel observed that the ensuing discussions rarely mattered
as the audience’s attention was spread thin and rarely prepared well
enough to interject meaningfully. Back then, rules and traditions
were not yet the norm for all conferences, and even when some were
enforced the outcome was rarely satisfactory.”

Gariel sought to improve the quality of in-session exchanges by
introducing detailed rules and regulations to empower conference
staff, focus the audience, and discipline speakers. Besides delineating
afocused agenda, he proposed to precirculate a preliminary report on
the state of the art for each agenda question. Prepared by a qualified,
authoritative figure and used as introduction to each session, these
reports were designed to make it possible to treat a topic in depth
and increase the quality and duration of general discussions. While
providing the audience with relevant background knowledge, these
reports also enabled speakers to use their time to convey novel know-
ledge claims for discussion.

If these measures were essential to focus exchanges on relevant
points, the overall quality of exchanges also depended on the quality
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of the collective enacted by the conferences. For Gariel, the degree
of specialization and intellectual unity of the conference cohort was
also key. Yet, gathering the right crowd was still a major challenge.
Despite advances in transport networks, many foreign attendees were
still discouraged by the journey, which remained costly and often took
longer than the conference itself. The lack of a defined programme
and adequate promotion resulted in a degree of eclecticism among
attendees that proved detrimental to conference business.

Bringing in the right people called for meticulous preparations,
which according to Gariel should preferably start years before the actual
meeting. Helping with travel and accommodation by offering pref-
erential rates was crucial to attracting foreign attendees to a meeting
and reinforcing its international character. Targeted promotion of a
conference, Gariel argued, was also indispensable to reinforcing unity
and specialization in the conference’s future work. What he meant
here was that, by picking clear identity markers and publicizing a
precise agenda in relevant specialized publications or via a patronage
committee featuring every eminent man in the field, the organizing
committee would likely ward oft non-specialists and attract relevant
figures.

Last but not least for Gariel, the quality of conference exchange
depended on the ability of the conference to emulate a sense of together-
ness and common understanding among its attendees. Yet, as we have
seen, Gariel pointed out to his readers that conferencing tended rather
towards dispersion. With inflated numbers of conference-goers and
sections to accommodate everyone, he noted that it was as ‘if there
were not a single congress anymore but a range of simultaneous
congresses’.?? These overpopulated multisection conferences posed
significant logistical challenges and, more problematically, disrupted
conferences’ ability to generate togetherness and familiarity among
attendees. While too many sections meant that attendees were scattered
across various session halls in different buildings, too many attendees
overburdened the secretary-general and his staff and hampered their
ability to hold the conference together.
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As with the rest, creating cohesion and togetherness primarily
boiled down to strict rules and procedures. Believing that the
single-section conference was the best format to produce the most
useful results, he suggested multiplying the number of conferences
rather than the number of sections and attendees. He claimed that
greater specialization would mechanically reduce the number of
attendees and, in turn, enabled organizers like himself to introduce
other logistical measures conducive of greater exchanges. In that
regard, he insisted on the importance of conference facilities. Having
not provided adequate facilities in 1889, Gariel designed and built a
Palais des Congres in 1900 to centralize conference life at a single site.
By providing for every of the attendees’ needs, this kind of specialized
venue made it possible to keep everyone under the same roof and
emulate the sense of togetherness he believed to be so important for
formal and informal exchanges.

Conference procedures

With his battery of logistical and procedural measures, Gariel did not
aim to improve conference-based knowledge exchange for its own sake.
Taken together, his measures were a complete overhaul of this arena
of knowledge exchange as his procedural reform served to consolidate
conferences as arenas of disciplinary and professional specialization.
It favoured the production of international resolutions and stand-
ards over open-ended discussions; the exchange of specialized and
monodisciplinary knowledge over multidisciplinary confrontation;
and finally, it welcomed and encouraged institutionalized specialists
to interact and excluded amateurs.

Gariel’s conference model shows that not all knowledge was
considered worthy of circulating and that none moved for the sake
of moving. Seeing his proposed reforms in the wider context of
Otlet’s CMALI further clarifies the politics of knowledge exchange.
Gariel pursued a particular agenda through his conference reforms
and his attempt at regimenting the kind of knowledge exchange it
performed. By establishing conferences as the normative arena for
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the international circulation of specialist knowledge, Gariel, Otlet,
and the CMATI strived to enforce the rational, highly specialized
international knowledge order they deemed necessary for orderly,
peaceful international exchanges.?

After the CMALI, Gariel reframed his 1910 report as a procedural,
organizational conference method. Encouraged by Otlet, he prepared
a universal reglement-type, or model regulations, which he presented
at the second session of the CM Al in Ghent in 1913. The réglement-type
synthetized his vision of conferencing and how standardized proce-
dures and infrastructure could enhance the international exchange
of specialized knowledge at conferences. More importantly, Gariel
and Otlet foresaw in such a universal réglement-type an instrument
to structure the practice of conferencing and provide a rational basis
for an orderly international life.

With the reglement-type, Otlet and Gariel together established
specialization and standardization as the key mechanisms for effective
international organization and knowledge exchange. At the micro
level, applying the reglement-type was to steady specialist knowledge
exchange and help with consensus-building by each specialized
epistemic community which a conference gathered and enacted—a
promise that Otlet actually put into practice as he enforced Gariel’s
reglement-type to organize the work of the ensuing sessions of the
CMIA and the CMBD. At a macro level, the réglement-type offered
them an instrument to enforce a rational reorganization of the confer-
ence movement as a whole. They expected the universal adoption of
their model regulations to prevent duplication and overlaps and to
provide a specific international arena for every specialized knowledge
community. The standardization of conference procedures fed into
Otlet’s vision of the rationalization of international life by special-
ization. However, Otlet and Gariel were denied the opportunity to
pursue their plans. The outbreak of the First World War did not just
strain international cooperation, it brought their collaboration to a
sudden and definitive end.
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Figure 12.2. An example of Gariel’s conference ideal, the International Geolog-
ical Congress in its 12th session, Toronto (1913). Source: University of British
Columbia Library, 0.14288/1.0214799.

Concluding remarks

By examining how Gariel strived to reconfigure and routinize confer-
ences as a mode of knowledge circulation, this essay sheds light on a
particular category of knowledge broker: the organizer of knowledge
circulation. Reconstructing Gariel’s engagement with the practice of
conferencing, we have seen him ponder its role in international know-
ledge exchange, identify various logistical and procedural problems
and their impeding effect on conference-based knowledge exchange,
and elaborate practical guidelines to remodel such conferences and
improve the process of circulation they enabled. At no point, however,
do we see Gariel engage in the act of exchanging knowledge or showing
an interest in the content of the knowledge and ideas being exchanged
at the conferences he studied, administered, and tried to reform. He
nonetheless had a hand in the process of knowledge circulation, not
by engaging in the act of exchange, but by engineering the conditions
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enabling it. Decentring the analysis of circulation away from know-
ledge producers and users onto organizers such as Gariel provides
new insights into how, why, and in what forms knowledge circulates.

Although, as Fa-ti Fan points out, circulation studies and their
emphasis on the fluidity of knowledge tend to depict knowledge
as flowing almost seamlessly, many barriers and frictions stand in
the way of exchange.?* And, as this essay shows, communicating
knowledge and making it move even at the most basic, direct level of
face-to-face exchange is a complex operation. Interestingly, looking
at how actors like Gariel identified and tried to overcome barriers to
exchange showed that it implied setting up new ones. Gariel facilitated
exchange by promoting certain ways of exchanging and certain actors
of exchange and by excluding others. By structuring sessions with a
rigorous distribution of papers, by specializing the attendance through
strict membership selection, he relegated lengthy lecture-like forms of
knowledge communication and amateur and lay attendees to outside
the new perimeter of knowledge exchange endorsed by his conference
model. Scrutinizing the making of Gariel’s conference model hence
reveals its infrastructure to be less an external context than a set of
purposefully produced conditions of circulation, which mould the
knowledge being circulated as much as the actors involved.

By dint of the barriers he overcame and those he enforced, Gariel
acted as an organizer or regulator of knowledge by shaping, directly
and indirectly, the production and circulation of knowledge in several
ways. First, the guidelines he enforced directly affected conference
actors and the way agency was distributed in the exchange process.
His external procedures designated which knowledge actors were
legitimate to exchange and governed what a speaker and his audience
could or could not do. Second, scrutinizing the making of these
regimes of exchange highlighted the key role of a number of different,
often dismissed facilitators. Gariel did not just make visible the role
of the organizing committee, the session chairmen, and secretaries in
mediating exchange, he also pointed to their importance as he sought
to reinforce their role in the circulation process. Third, despite what
circulation studies assume, knowledge is not just transformed by,
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but also for movement. This is evident in Gariel’s initiatives, which
sought to calibrate the knowledge to be conveyed in session by, for
example, limited speech time, specific communication formats, and
precirculated papers. Interestingly, this calibration was not just about
overcoming barriers to exchange (for example, mental fatigue), but
was also designed to enforce a specific function of conference work,
that of knowledge specialization.

Finally, looking into Gariel’s work on conferences in context shows
that circulation organizers and the arenas they create are neither
disinterested nor politically neutral. Although circulation studies
demonstrate that the free, unregulated circulation of knowledge is
a chimera, the production of conferences shows that such dreams
nonetheless had an effect. As we have seen, Gariel pursued a particular
agenda by making and deploying his reglement-type. With it, he
devised a conference model that would support specialization as
the norm of international knowledge exchange and the basis for an
orderly organization of international life. The normative character
of this and similar endeavours can be seen in the vision of effective
and acceptable international exchange. And, as the recent post-
COVID-19 pandemic digital models of conferencing showed, it can
have unexpected repercussions.

In 2020, digital conference formats were widely used to circum-
vent the travelling restrictions imposed by COVID-19 and maintain
continuity of exchange. They were also presented as a promising
way to tackle the more fundamental issues of the excessive carbon
footprint and limited inclusivity of physical international conferences.
While these formats did produce substantial environmental benefits
and saw the participation of otherwise marginalized actors from
the Global South, the premise of these designs backfired. Driven
by a vision of conference exchange limited to session proceedings,
most digital conference promoters and designers ignored conference
informality and so disrupted the casual contacts and spontaneous
exchanges—the very things that turned out to be the heart of today’s
conference experience and an essential factor in the success and
quality of in-session exchanges.
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CHAPTER 13

Scholars as knowledge actors
Taking the knowledge paradigm personally

Christa Wirth

This essay is a suggestion that we should take the knowledge paradigm
personally—or at least professionally.! What if historians of knowledge
employed the insight gained from studying knowledge in the past to
recreate themselves as knowledge actors in the present and future?
How can the historiography of the history of knowledge inspire us
to reimagine ourselves, the knowledge we create, and the institutions
we work in? For example, if we have learned from our research that
knowledge circulates in interactions between different actors, why
is single authorship celebrated as the gold standard of publishing in
history? This does not suppose naively applying what we learned from
the past to the present, as contingency will make our selthood and
practices drift in unexpected ways. Instead, self-reflective knowledge
actors put themselves inside history.

With this mindset, we, as scholars, can tweak our identity as
knowledge actors and gauge our research interests, objects, and
methods accordingly. Lorraine Daston employs the mise en abyme
when describing the practice of historians of science who historicize
their own discipline in the hall of mirrors.? Building on this metaphor,
I contemplate what (self)reflected subject of the historian (and their
discipline) emerges in this hall of mirrors. Do we like what we see?
And if not, how do we change it?

In the following, I will ask what insights and perspectives we
acquire from the history of knowledge could circulate back on us as
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historians and establish knowledge actors that develop epistemolo-
gies, a praxis, and institutions that contribute to open, democratic,
collaborative, and pluralistic societies. Which knowledge actors can
exist and counteract the current contexts of the humanities as they
face legitimacy pressure, precarious working conditions at universities,
and on a larger scale global warming and the rise of (post)fascism?
What kind of scholarly personae do we then adopt?> What kind of
epistemologies do these personae create? How does a scholarly persona
work, affect, and impact the academy and the public?

Since this is a programmatic essay, I rely on literature that has
been programmatic in the history of knowledge. In addition, I will
lean on my experience as a former associate member of the Zentrum
Geschichte des Wissens of the ETH and University of Zurich (ZGW).
The literature I rely on is neither to be understood as a representative
canon, nor as an exhaustive list, but as the lay of the land that historians
of knowledge have described to make sense of what doing the history
of knowledge could entail. Taking seriously the shortcomings of the
history of knowledge, I make suggestions for how a knowledge actor
can develop the ‘critical agency’ which can represent and contribute
to knowledge-making in and outside an academy committed to
open, democratic societies.* Crucial for this normative project is not
only the literature coming out of the history of knowledge, but also
the writings of the female and feminist scholars in the philosophy
of science, history of science, and in science, technology, and society
(STS). In the canon-building of the history of knowledge they have
been continuously written out of the script.” As Banu Subramaniam
has pointed out, ‘feminists have begun to re-theorize a science and
technology that seriously engages with subjectivity, to create new
subjectivities’.® We thus need more feminist history of science, as
Monika Dommann declares.” Just as historians and STS scholars
have proven that science and technology are formed by values, our
own studies of histories of knowledge are no less imbued by (implicit)
values, a fact that feminist scholars are aware of and can name.®
The feminist intervention in the history of science and STS is value
driven. To veil one’s own values is a luxury only scholars have who
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are continuously reproducing the values of the mainstream. These
feminist values, nevertheless, are contingent upon time and space and
‘do not represent timeless truths’, as Sandra Harding notes.’

I have gleaned the resurfacing definitions and characteristics of the
arguments about the history of knowledge from many programmatic
texts published in the last twenty years. (I date the starting point of a
self-conscious, institutionalized Wissensgeschichte to 2005 when the
ZGW was launched—although this might be the result of personal
bias as a former associate member of the ZGW."°) Other institutions,
people, or starting points might be relevant. I have traced the following
saturated discursive nodes within the programmatic texts of the
history of knowledge. They are incomplete but not arbitrary: (i)
definition(s) of knowledge; (ii) the circulation of knowledge; (iii) the
role of power and how it impacts which knowledge gains currency;
(iv) failures of knowledge; and (v) knowledge actors. I will consider
what implications these five aspects have for the making of a new
subjectivity of knowledge actor, which we as scholars can perform.

Definition(s) of knowledge

A great deal of ink has been spilled over the question of what is and
what is not knowledge." Yet a concise definition continues to elude
us. If all aspects of human life, behaviour, societies, and objects can
be tagged with ‘knowledge’, the term loses its analytical sharpness.”
Although the what is not clear, a consensus has emerged on the how,
that is how to study knowledge. Concretely, historians historicize and
analyse the following: in what contexts did knowledge discourses
emerge and change, and how were they ‘situated’?* How did they
become relevant and eventually vanish? Who were the actors or carriers
of this knowledge?* And how do power and societal asymmetries
shape knowledge systems?*

Intrinsic to historians grappling with the proper definition of know-
ledge is another question: is rational knowledge, such as ‘wissenschaft-
liches Wissen’, distinct from other forms of knowledge, such as belief
systems?'® And should historians who analyse all forms of knowledge
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(including rational science) remain agnostic about the ‘truth’ aspect
of the knowledge they study? The COVID-19 pandemic and the rise
of fake news have given this and the question of ‘truth’ in knowledge
greater urgency, as anti-vaxxers and conspiracy theorists took to the
streets, torpedoed the containment of the virus, and sabotaged public
health.” Given these global circumstances, Sandra Barnreuther et
al. interpret the ‘Corona-Krise als Wissens-Krise’." For historians
of knowledge to take merely an agnostic position in their research
whether a mRNA vaccine or the deworming drug ivermectin is better
at preventing people from getting very sick from the COVID-19 virus
seems irresponsible. Especially since taking a stance and responsibility
for it does not even mean we must quit our constructivist perspective.
We can confidently and pragmatically declare that some forms of
knowledge have been more helpful in specific historical contexts
than others. I would argue that a postmodern constructivism with
pragmatic, feminist, democratic values eclipses relativism, orthodox
agnosticism, and also positivist-rational science.

The idea that historians of knowledge merely report on the ebbs
and flows of epistemic regimes without having a stake in them is
epistemologically naive.” A ‘fundamentalist’ agnostic position invites
alleged objectivity and neutrality through the back door. Notions
of socially disconnected objectivity as a view from nowhere have
been relegated to the dustbin of history, and rightfully so. (Granted,
too much morality can stand in the way of understanding.) A close
rereading of Donna Haraway’s seminal essay on situated knowledges,
which does more than mention ‘situated knowledges’ in passing as
one of the founding texts of the history of knowledge not written by
a man, brings to the fore the recent unease about the dichotomies
of rational, positivist science versus postmodern constructivism.
Haraway criticizes scientific positivism which she refers to as ‘the
god trick of seeing everything from nowhere’* As a remedy for the
god complex, she offers a feminist ‘vision’; a way of seeing that is
always partial and based on the scholar’s embodied situatedness in
society that considers the social and historical ‘webs of knowledge and
power’? She clarifies her concept of situatedness: ‘Such a preferred
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positioning is as hostile to various forms of relativism as to the most
explicitly totalizing versions of claims to scientific authority’.** Taking
our cue from Haraway, knowledge actors with critical agency can
declare their situatedness and positionality in a society which they
are studying. With this embodied position, we can propose how some
science and knowledge may be more applicable in specific contexts
to solve specific problems than other forms of knowledge.

The circulation of knowledge

That knowledge circulates is arguably the leading paradigm in the
history of knowledge, as gleaned from the programmatic texts.?
Knowledge takes on different forms as it circulates across borders
from one societal arena to another.* For knowledge to circulate, it
requires constant translation practices.” As historians of knowledge,
we study these translation practices empirically, but what does the
importance of the concepts of circulation and translation mean
when applied to critical knowledge actors? How does this impact our
self-understanding and our actions in institutions? First, knowledge
actors should be able to translate their research for various contexts
and several audiences, contributing to the societal circulation of
‘wissenschaftliches Wissen’. Awareness of the translational character
of knowledge enables university-based knowledge actors to work with
other knowledge actors from varying societal arenas, be it activists,
journalists, librarians, and beyond. Second, it is in these translational
spaces that new knowledge emerges, as we know from the history of
knowledge: Peter Burke, by referring to Anton Blok, has pointed out
that ‘innovation in knowledge’ stems from displaced people working
in groups.?® Not all forms of knowledge share the same (scientific)
quality, yet translations can be seen as displacements of knowledge
and provide an intriguing space for creativity.”’ And this means, third,
that universities, aware of the translational character of knowledge,
should value the experience of scholars who have gained insight into
other knowledge institutions—for example, public bodies—when
applying for academic positions. Scholars who can translate their
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knowledge and practices from one societal knowledge institution to
another should be valued academically in higher education. Critical
knowledge actors should communicate the circulation of know-
ledge between institutions as a historical reality within societies,
and challenge the misconception that scholars need to be lured out
of their ivory tower or that scholarly knowledge does not translate
into professional proficiencies outside the academy.?

A public acknowledgement of the circulatory character of know-
ledge should help undermine the ivory-towerism which permeates
public conceptions of the university, which in this narrative finds
itself outside society and history. As Vincent Brown stated,

Too many people imagine the university as an ivory tower, which
suggests that is detached from the world or perched above it. But
shouldn’t the thought of an ivory tower make you wonder how many
elephants you would have to kill to make one? There is no place out-

side of history.”

Critical knowledge actors communicate the circulation of knowledge
between institutions as a historical reality within larger society,
challenging misconceptions about ivory towers.

The importance of power

I look at failures of knowledge alongside the role of power and its
impact on which knowledge gains currency for the simple reason
that they are connected. As historians of knowledge unsentimentally
substitute the master narrative of progress, which was more prevalent
in the history of science, with power as the master narrative in the
history of knowledge, the questions of which orders of knowledge
have pushed other forms of knowledge out to liminal spaces (and
against what historical backdrop) are pertinent.*® Failures of know-
ledge, not knowing, and marginalized knowledge are thus equally
relevant as objects of study.” Historians of knowledge have studied
knowledge-making in all its messiness. How can we use these insights
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when forming a scholarly persona as a critical knowledge actor? I
would suggest that critical knowledge actors are well placed to share
the character of the messiness they study and experience in their own
research in and beyond the academy.

The stakes for the universities communicating science and know-
ledge against the background of the global health crisis set off by
COVID-19, could not be higher. Fake news, decades of discriminatory
medical practice, intellectually lazy relativism: there has been much
to rattle the public’s trust in science in the last 30 years.*? It seems
doubtful that relapsing into megaphoning to the public that science
is a purely rational process will guide us out of the debris. Instead,
critical knowledge actors could convey science and knowledge as
an imperfect process shaped by historical contingencies and power
that nevertheless can come to a scientific consensus advantageous
to public health.

Regarding the history of discriminatory science practices—these
can potentially be curtailed if scholars working together are diverse,
as Naomi Oreskes argues.® And that would make science better,
although there is ‘no guarantee that scientists are correct in any given
case’** Oreskes continues:

Moreover, outsiders may judge scientific claims in part by considering
how diverse and open to critique the community involved is. If there
is evidence that a community is not open, or is dominated by a small
clique or even a few aggressive individuals (...) this may be grounds

for warranted skepticism.”

For example, if a critical number of black scientists had been allowed
to join white scientists in the US Public Health Service Syphilis Study
at Tuskegee in which black men were denied much-needed treatment
for syphilis, the black scientists could have recognized that this was
bad science.*

Communicating research failures and the messiness of academic
research provides scholars with critical agency as knowledge actors.
Our expertise as historians in tracing the trials and tribulations of
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knowledge-making in the past sets us up for verbalizing our own
shortcomings and obstacles in the archives, in libraries, at conferences,
inlecture halls, and at our desks. Yet too often these failures are merely
shared in hallway conversations. As Paul Rabinow stated back in 1986
when confronted with the crisis of representation in anthropology,
‘For many years, anthropologists informally discussed fieldwork
experiences among themselves. ... But such matters were not, until
recently, written about “seriously”.”” Can we draw parallels between
the crisis in anthropology in the 1980s and what Barnreuther et al.
have declared to be the ‘Corona-Krise als Wissens-Krise’?

Rabinow contextualizes the inconvenient truth of the messiness
of (field) research—in the past only shared unofficially—within the
framework of power and hierarchies in the academy. This lets us focus
on the question of power as the leading paradigm in the history of
knowledge. Without a doubt, power permeates all relationships and
epistemologies. When it comes to us as academic researchers, teachers,
and supervisors, Michel Foucault’s oeuvre hands us—and especially
those of us on permanent contracts—the tools to understand our
position in the political power structure of the university and how
it treats us favourably compared to our non-tenure colleagues and
students. Under the hashtags #IchbinHanna and #IchbinReyhan, junior
scholars have exposed the feudal working conditions in the German
academy.® The Swiss academy prides itself in having slightly better
working conditions than Germany, but the grotesque disparities in
income and job security reveal a similar pattern.

These asymmetries are not a side product of epistemologies made
at universities—they are constitutive of them. The #BlackLivesMatter
and #MeToo movements have reached academia, bringing to light
abuses of power by members of the academy. Moving this knowledge
about power abuse from hallway conversations and ‘whisper networks’
among students, women, and minorities in the academy into a public
space is an important step. Critical knowledge actors could tie these
asymmetries to questions of epistemology. As Rabinow explains,
when talking about struggles in the field,
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But what cannot be publicly discussed cannot be analyzed or rebutted.
Those domains that cannot be analyzed or refuted, and yet are directly
central to hierarchy, should not be regarded as innocent or irrelevant.
We know that one of the most common tactics of an elite group is to
refuse to discuss—to label as vulgar or uninteresting—issues that are
uncomfortable for them. When corridor talk about fieldwork becomes

discourse, we learn a good deal.¥

Since historians of knowledge are keenly aware of the power asym-
metries that shaped epistemologies in the past, why do they fall short
in their own time? How does power in academia shape epistemologies?
It behoves critical knowledge actors to look at the conditions in which
they produce their knowledge.

Knowledge actors

Like other areas of history, the discussion about knowledge actors
unfolds along the lines of agency versus discourse (structure), albeit
strongly weighted towards discourse. It is well established that indi-
viduals should no longer be seen as the ‘founders’ or ‘discoverers’
of an idea but mere focal points of knowledge systems.** Actors’
relevance—and power—in the orders of discourse depends on their
ability to be identified with knowledge considered true and relevant.*
It is again this Foucauldian combination of knowledge and power
that knowledge actors owe their existence to. The allure for scholars
to define people by how much they know and how powerful they
are is easy to explain, as Suzanne Marchand states. However, and as
Marchand convincingly continues, “There are many more things that
make up our humanity, and our histories, than what we know and
how we know it’.*> She invokes the ‘P-word’ when she invites us to see
knowledge actors as ‘people’.** Ostling and Larsson Heidenblad have
suggested the history of knowledge should concern how knowledge
impacted the life of everyday people.** And this has been one of its
big promises: the history of knowledge will bring more knowledge
actors into view, which the history of science had relegated to the
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outskirts of knowledge production systems.* If we want to bring the
human back into the humanities, which the history of knowledge is
part of, how would this shift impact us as critical knowledge actors?
Before I try to answer these questions, I would like to first set out the
main discrepancies between the theoretical assumptions described
here and the daily academic praxis, epistemologies, and habitus at
the university.

As a PhD student in the late 2000s at the University of Zurich, I
knew very well that the author was dead, yet Foucault had risen in
Zurich. His celebrity, together with that of the other founding fathers
(sic) often mentioned in the same breath as the advent of the history
of knowledge—Ludwig Fleck, Thomas Kuhn, Paul Feyerabend—ran
counter to the promised ‘pluralization’ of the study of knowledge
in society which the history of knowledge embodied.* Fleck and
the others were more than mere nodes or subjects in the discourse.
Barnreuther at al. conclude that the promise of a ‘pluralization was not
generally fulfilled because the “orders of domination” simply (were)
reproduced on a different level’.*” What Newton and others were to
the history of science, so Foucault, Fleck, Kuhn et al. now were to the
history of knowledge.* Under the guise of the discourse, the individual
male ‘genius’ yet again took the chair at the head of the table.

Although the German Romantik myth of an individual, male
‘genius’, working in lofty solitude as he awaits divine inspiration
for his next discovery, has been thoroughly debunked, its spectre
obviously haunts the hallways of many a university. It manifests
itself not only in the celebration of the few founding fathers in the
history of knowledge, but also in other areas. The single-author
monograph as the gold standard among historians of knowledge is
another manifestation of this myth. As critical knowledge actors we
could emphasize the discursive-collective effort of doing Wissenschaft
by publishing a single text or texts with others which goes beyond
editing an anthology together.*

The concept of critical knowledge actors must then find its equiva-
lent at the structural level of the university. Collective research efforts
are impeded by the Lehrstuhl system in German-speaking academia,
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which creates (financially) extreme asymmetries and undermines the
possibility of collaboration on more equal terms.

Another insight from the history of knowledge should give us pause,
if only because of the current status quo of traditional discipline and
hiring practices. New, creative knowledge emerges where displaced
people meet. That displacement can be social or geographic, but also,
as we have seen, disciplinary.*It is in interdisciplinary settings and not
just in traditional disciplinary contexts that creative shifts in knowledge
occur. Displacement, which holds the promise of innovation, is another
argument for critical knowledge actors with diverse backgrounds to
come together—in addition to guaranteeing the quality of the science
by identifying discriminatory practices, with for example the lessons
of the Tuskegee Study in mind. And since calls for the history of
knowledge have implied a democratization of knowledge production,
and by extension a wider cast of actors, this could be represented at
the level of critical knowledge actors who come from varying (dis)
placements in society. One of the biggest strengths of the ZGW was its
interdisciplinary composition, encompassing historians, philosophers,
literary scholars, art historians, and ethnologists among others.

In the Claimed Pasts (CliP) research group, based at the Univer-
sity of Agder in Norway, we try to follow these principles in our
studies of critical knowledge and heritage production. We come from
different levels of the academy (and while well aware of the existing
hierarchies we strive for a flatter hierarchy than in other national
academic contexts). Our critical knowledge actors are the University
of Agder’s PhD and MA students, full professors, postdocs, lecturers,
and associate professors, but are also drawn from other (academic
and archival) institutions beyond. An array of disciplines—history,
art history, psychology, archaeology, and heritage studies, geography,
religious studies, and linguistics—are represented in Claimed Pasts.
The participants come from various regions in Norway and the world
and different social locations within society, which is the precondition
for “displaced’— or what I also like to call it— ‘diasporic’ knowledge
production. The group is an experiment in embodying critical know-
ledge actors within the university.
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The curtain and the vessel

I started this essay with the general question of what insight can be
gained from the programmatic texts in the history of knowledge to
(re)invent ourselves as (critical) knowledge actors, to think about the
underlying epistemologies we create, and to form the institutions
in and for an open, solidary, and pluralistic society. To that end, I
asked what lessons from the history of knowledge can be used—and
possibly tweaked first—to envision a knowledge actor. I set feminist
arguments from the history of science and STS alongside insights
about the history of knowledge. Subramaniam wrote that in order to
recreate technology and science, one must also reimagine subjects,
and this was my aim with this essay: to reimagine the historian as a
subject-knowledge actor. The main discussion points in the history
of knowledge, as I have shown, entail definitions of knowledge, circu-
lations of knowledge, power, and knowledge, failures of knowledge,
and, ultimately, knowledge actors.

Recent conversations about the definition of knowledge turn on
whether historians should maintain a purely agnostic position vis-a-vis
various forms of the epistemic regimes they study. To my mind, the
answer is no. Historians should eschew agnosticism and relativism on
the one hand and positivist science on the other. Orthodox agnosticism
implies the historian who studies knowledge is not positioned within
society and has no stake in Wissenschaft, which allows the supposed
neutrality or socially disconnected objectivity of the historian make
an uncalled-for comeback. Relativism stands for a fallible concept
applied by those who misunderstand postmodernity; rational, posi-
tivist science, a ‘god trick of seeing everything from nowhere’, as
Haraway puts it. Instead, I would suggest the reimagined knowledge
actor pursues postmodern constructivism undergirded by pragmatic,
feminist, and democratic values. Adopt this intellectual position and
historians of knowledge can run the gamut from Wissenschaft to belief
systems, as long as they are aware—and communicate—that not all
forms of knowledge are created equal. Specific historical contexts
and specific functions matter.
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The Claimed Pasts research group tries to abide by the values that
underwrite the critical knowledge actor. Since knowledge circulates
and ‘translates’ between different societal spaces, as historians of
knowledge have argued, Claimed Pasts makes it a principle to bring
people from various spaces together and create new—by which we
mean translated—knowledge. We take to heart Blok’s assertion that
displaced people create new knowledge. Displacement manifests
in manifold ways, and contributing to Claimed Pasts’ knowledge
production are local Kristiansandere, Norwegians from elsewhere,
and people who have migrated to Kristiansand from other parts of
the world and are thus culturally and linguistically displaced, while
its LBGTQ+ members, people of colour, and those from different class
backgrounds have experienced social displacement. Further, Claimed
Pasts’ knowledge actors translate knowledge from other institutions
where they work—libraries, museums, the media, while collaborating
with other institutions such as archives and LBGTQ+ organizations
in Kristiansand. As an interdisciplinary research group they bring
together disciplines—history, art history, psychology, archaeology
and heritage studies, geography, and linguistics—and ‘displace’ or
conjoin them in creative ideas that can disrupt the scholarly status
quo. A similar effect comes from integrating scholars from most levels
of the academic hierarchy: MA students, postdocs, faculty, and PhD
students all add to the possibility of knowledge creation that is not
‘disciplined’. All these expressions of displacement, however, only
realize their creative potential if they coincide with other knowledge
actor values, such as a self-critical awareness of one’s positionality
in the Claimed Pasts group or society. This includes an awareness of
power relations, not least within the group.

Armed with these insights, we treat Claimed Pasts’ seminars and
research as a process where, in addition to our successes, we share
the failures, messiness, and challenges we encounter. Publishing not
only edited volumes together, but also articles, is an expression of the
worth and empirical knowledge of texts from a (small) milieu rather
than an isolated individual. With these values and—as we hope—
corresponding behaviours, Claimed Pasts produces an academic
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identity along the lines of a knowledge actor, contributing to an
open, collaborative, and pluralistic society. For the same reason,
members are also politically active in the academic institutions at
the University of Agder, fully aware that knowledge emerges from a
specific institutional context.

In this essay, I have asked where my proposed critical knowledge
actor should be placed on the spectrum between agency and discourse.
What lies beyond the genius on the one hand and the all-consuming
discourse on the other? The critical knowledge actor may be framed
by structures and discourses, but also has something more to offer
than—and here I am exaggerating—being an empty vessel through
which the spirit of the discourse flows. At the other end of the spec-
trum, the critical knowledge actor has jettisoned the myth of the
individual (male) ‘genius’, and what remains is one who contributes
to knowledge as a place of creativity and possibility, but nevertheless
is acutely aware of how power (in discourses) shapes societies—and
the academy. Marchand asks of historians, ‘do we really believe that
we too simply are part of a discourse whose rules dictate, more or
less, what we say, and in which curiosity, creativity, and compassion
are mere illusion, while only power is real?™ Curiosity and creativity,
the driving forces of the scholarly persona embodied by the critical
knowledge actor, align with Haraway’s ‘feminist embodiment (that)
resists fixation and is insatiably curious about the webs of differential
positioning’.*? Curiosity about our own and other’s positionality
comes with responsibilities, as Haraway writes.” Instead of hiding
responsibility for our claims and praxis behind the vast curtain of
the discourse from which most likely the individual male ‘genius’ is
peeking out, we can own our responsibility by our own positionality
and situatedness as we study knowledge as critical knowledge actors.

Notes

1 Iwish to thank Josephine Munch Rasmussen, participants at the digital workshop
Actors of Knowledge, 23-24 Mar. 2022, and Anna Nilsson Hammar, David Larsson
Heidenblad, and Johan Ostling for commenting on earlier drafts of this essay. All
translations are my own unless otherwise noted.
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EPILOGUE

Knowledge

The return of the actor

Peter Burke

You have been reading a collection of thought-provoking specialized
studies that focus on a variety of knowledge actors, mainly in the
twentieth century. At the beginning of the collection, Johan Ostling,
David Larsson Heidenblad, and Anna Nilsson Hammar introduced
both the topic and the contributors. Here, at the other end, I should
like to attempt to integrate these studies into a bigger picture, noting
the long history of both the concern with and the rejection of human
agency to ask where we might go from here.

The past

This topic is both old and new; ‘new iterations of old problems’ as
Joel Barnes puts it. The relative importance of what we call agency
and structure have been discussed, under different names, for a long
time. In Renaissance Italy, for instance, the names were virti, in the
sense of the personal qualities that underlie individual success, and
fortuna, in other words circumstances or destiny.

In the nineteenth century, agency dominated, and was attributed
mainly to ‘great men’. Responding to this challenge, Auguste Comte
presented his dynamic sociology as a ‘history without names’. Karl
Marx argued that although ‘men make their own history’, they ‘do
not make it just as they please’. Students of folktales and folksongs
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often took them to be expressions of the traditions of ‘the people’
rather than the work of individuals.

The twentieth century, as the introduction to this volume points
out, was dominated by scholars who emphasized structure. From
Fernand Braudel, who claimed that events were unimportant, to Roland
Barthes, who proclaimed ‘the death of the author’ (in an essay that,
paradoxically, made him famous).! Sociologists and anthropologists
concerned themselves with social structures and cultural rules, viewing
the individuals whom they observed or interviewed as mouthpieces
for ‘culture’ or ‘society’.

Linguists emphasized the structures of languages (Claude Lévi-
Strauss, the most famous of the French ‘structuralists’, admitted
his debt to the linguists Roman Jakobson and Nikolai Trubetzkoy).
Arthur Lovejoy argued that a history of philosophy should focus on
‘unit-ideas’ such as Nature rather than on individual thinkers, while
Heinrich Wolfflin called for an art history ‘without names’, which
focused on the history of styles such as classicism or baroque.?

Needless to say, the picture presented in the previous paragraphs
needs nuances. It is necessary to distinguish the situation in different
regions of the world of learning. Reaction against the emphasis on
structures came at different moments in different disciplines in the
19508, 1960s, and 1970s. For example, Ernst Gombrich’s famous Story
of Art (1950) opened with the provocative statement that “There really
is no such thing as art. There are only artists’, implicitly contradicting
both Wolfflin (whose lectures the young Gombrich had attended) and
Marxist historians of art such as Arnold Hauser (whom Gombrich
would criticize explicitly three years later).?

Some anthropologists became increasingly aware that their
informants, or at least some of them, were not mere embodiments
of their culture but individuals with ideas of their own, among them
Muchona ‘the Hornet’, an unusual member of the Ndembu people in
today’s Zambia studied by Victor Turner. Indeed, a new approach,
sometimes described as ‘the anthropology of subjectivity’, presents
culture as a result of a multitude of encounters between individuals.

270



KNOWLEDGE

In similar fashion, in the 1980s, Bruno Latour’s actor-network theory
had presented society as the sum of individual interactions.*

Folklorists, who had begun by accepting what has been called the
‘myth of anonymity’ according to which ‘the people create’ (das Volk
dichtet), moved towards an interest in individual ‘bearers of tradition’
(as they used to be described by scholars). A well-known case is that of
the oral poet Avdo Mededovi¢ (c.1875-1955) from Novi Pazar in what
is now Montenegro, who impressed two American researchers for the
creative way in which he produced variations on traditional epics,
adapting them to the different audiences before whom he performed.’
As this example suggests, the term ‘bearers’ of tradition is something
of a misnomer, since it implies (like the word ‘tradition’ itself, which
originally meant ‘handing down’) that what is transmitted in each
generation is unchanged, rather than reinterpreted or adapted to
new circumstances.

After a long period of emphasis on structures, some linguists
presented the use of language as a series of actions, including ‘acts of
identity’ in which individuals in a multilingual society express their
allegiance, for example by speaking Catalan rather than Castilian
or Ukrainian rather than Russian. The historian Lynn Hunt made
a similar point in a study of the French Revolution when she wrote
that ‘Revolutionary language did not simply reflect the realities of
revolutionary changes and conflicts, but rather was itself transformed
into an instrument of political and social change.® Just as acts of
deference helped maintain the old hierarchical regime, so the regular
use of egalitarian terms of address such as citoyen helped turn people
into republicans. Small acts such as these, repeated many times, have
the capacity to change a culture over the long term.”

In the study of politics, an interest in agency was revived by the
events of 1968 in Paris and Prague and once again in Central and
Eastern Europe in 1989, when old structures appeared to collapse.
For example, James Scott’s study of the ways in which ordinary
people resist domination, not so much by open revolt as by ‘poaching,
foot-dragging, pilfering, dissimulation, flight’ restored to them a
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degree of agency or as the author puts it, ‘autonomy’.* According to
Scott, the resisters made a difference, at least in a small way.

In history, the movement for ‘microhistory’, visible from the late
1970s onwards, was, among other things, a recognition of the autonomy
of ordinary people, notably in the case of Carlo Ginzburg’s famous
study of the knowledge and beliefs of Menocchio the miller.’ In the
1990s, Bernard Lepetit, a gifted member of the fourth generation of
the Annales School of French historians, offered a critique of Fernand
Braudel’s and Ernest Labrousse’s structural approach and argued
that what he called ‘the eclipse of the actor’ was (and ought to be)
drawing to a close.”

Still more recently, in the domain of art, concern with artists has
been supplemented by attention to the agency of objects, or more
exactly the agency attributed to objects and the effects of images on
the viewers. The British anthropologist Alfred Gell, who notes that
idols make things happen, describes himself playfully as an ‘idolater’
of some paintings. For his part, in his theory of the pictorial act
(Bildakt), the German art historian Horst Bredekamp argues that
images have ‘a life of their own’ (Eigenleben), and their own power
(Eigenkraft), acting on the world around them rather than passively
‘reflecting’ it, as social historians of art used to say."

In the case of knowledge, remembering Latour’s inclusion of
non-human elements in his networks of actors, it may be illumi-
nating to consider the ways in which objects are actually nudging or
guiding us while we think that we are using them. Examples range
from traditional maps to the search engines on which we have come
to depend.

The future

Where do we stand now? It seems that the world of scholarship in
the humanities and social sciences has shifted emphasis, in different
decades in different disciplines, from structure to agency. The ‘death’
of the author (actor, agent) has been followed by a kind of ‘resurrection’.
It is therefore no surprise to see the contributors to this book moving
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away from the idea of ‘systems’ or ‘orders’ of knowledge and focusing
on ‘actors’ instead.

Where do we go from here? The contributors have identified a
variety of agents and as a preliminary step to future studies it might
be useful to produce a typology. Such a typology would include
inventors and discoverers; analysts and synthesizers; ‘secret’ agents,
operating behind the scenes, as well as open ones; ‘coerced” agents
as well as independent ones; individual or collective; dominant or
subordinate; central or (as Maria Bach suggests) ‘marginalized’; direct
or indirect (this last category might include facilitators or mobilizers
such as laboratory assistants, publishers, and the television producers
studied by Strandgaard Jensen).

Another type of agent is the organizer of knowledge. One obvious
example is the planner of encyclopaedias, as in the case of Diderot
and d’Alembert. Another is the organizer of the conferences discussed
by Thomas Mougey, including the international congresses that
became a prominent part of the academic world from the second
half of the nineteenth century onwards, ushering in the age of what I
would call (thanks to railways and steamships) the steam republic of
letters, replacing the horse-drawn one."? Keepers of knowledge such
aslibrarians, archivists, and curators are also organizers, cataloguing
their holdings and so making different items or classes of item more
or less prominent. Not so much a type as an extraordinary individual
was the Belgian polymath Paul Otlet, the man who tried to catalogue
or classify images as well as texts in the hope that his work would
assist the movement for world peace.”

Yet another type might be described as the ‘influencers’ (a new term
for an old phenomenon) including charismatic teachers, preachers, and
journalists who inspire as well as inform. Influence resists precise study
but an important attempt was made by the sociologist Paul Lazarsfeld
in the case of the American presidential election of 1940. On the basis
of his research, Lazarsfeld presented a model of communication that
he called (mixing his metaphors) ‘two-step flow’, arguing that most
voters are influenced by local ‘opinion leaders’ who in turn acquire
their opinions from the media."* Following the recent rise of social
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media, the Lazarsfeld model of communication might be modified to
include three steps rather than two, offering a new role for individuals
such as the couple studied by David Larsson Heidenblad and Charlotte
Nilsson in this book, an example that also shows the central idea to
be fruitful in studies of the economic as well as the political domain.

A major theme of this volume, as of an earlier one in the series, is
another type of agent, one that might be described as the ‘circulator’
of knowledge—remembering a book by the physicist-historian John
Ziman, arguing that ‘ideas move around inside people’."” This move-
ment is particularly apparent in the case of exiles and expatriates
such as the Danish academics discussed by Ning de Coninck-Smith
(we might ask what intellectual baggage did they take and what they
brought back). Some exiles, the teachers, present knowledge that is
traditional in their homeland but new in their ‘hostland’. Others offer
a critique of the conventional wisdom of the hostland almost without
knowing it because their own assumptions clash with those of their
hosts, as in the case of German theorists in the empiricist cultures
of the UK and the US.*¢

In other words, exiles act as intellectual go-betweens. The concept
of the go-between is prominent in this volume as in much recent
research on the history of knowledge, and for this very reason it
deserves a closer look. I once attended a conference organized by the
gifted French historian Michel Vovelle on ‘intermédiaires culturels’.”
In the course of the presentations, which covered a remarkable variety
of individuals and groups, it became increasingly difficult (at least
for me) to think of anyone who was not a cultural go-between. I am
not suggesting we should abandon the concept, which has proved its
value in drawing attention to the work of individuals, groups, and
organizations. I would prefer to say we are all knowledge actors, but
that some of us, Johannes Westberg’s teachers among them, are more
active or in a position to act more effectively than others are.

What we surely need to do at this point is to distinguish between
different types of go-between: the early modern clergy, who commu-
nicated government decrees from their pulpits; the gatekeepers, who
might sometimes be described as negative go-betweens, excluding
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certain people from entering and certain information from leaving;
the professional scribes, who drafted petitions for clients of the kind
studied by Anna Nilsson Hammar and Svante Norrhem, and, not
least, the translators.

Translation is particularly worth study in the context of the circu-
lation of knowledge because it reveals what we often suspect but
can only rarely demonstrate: the gap between the message sent and
the message received. Although many translations are reliable and
some brilliant, there are also cases that reveal what Lisa Hellman
calls “friction’, when knowledge is ‘concealed, distorted or falsified’.

Continuing to look ahead, I would like to express agreement with
Christa Wirth’s suggestion that the history of collective agents of
knowledge remains a relatively neglected topic. It includes a variety of
forms of collaboration, from the team working on a long-term project
to a group that comes together to write an article or to produce a
collective volume such as this one. In the latter case, editorial direction
may be tight or loose, each with its costs and benefits.

Collaboration between two or more individuals on a book also
varies a great deal, as I know from experience. At one end is the
division of labour between essays. In the social history of the media
I wrote with Asa Briggs, I wrote the introduction and the essays on
early modern Europe while Asa wrote the rest. We read one another’s
essays and made a few comments, but each of us was autonomous.
On the other hand, when I wrote two books in collaboration with
my wife, Maria Lucia Pallares-Burke, we wrote everything jointly.
The process of writing and rewriting took much longer, but the result
seemed worth the effort.”

Teams of knowledge workers are usually associated with the
natural sciences, especially in the last century or so—in 1902, the
German chemist Emil Fischer was already complaining that the
‘mass production methods which dominate modern economic life
have also penetrated experimental science’.” However, the role of
collective research in the humanities and social sciences should
not be forgotten. Teams of historians, recommended by Theodor
Mommsen and Lucien Febvre, were actually at work much earlier:
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the ‘Centuriators’ of Magdeburg in the sixteenth century, for example,
and the Bollandists and the Maurists in the seventeenth.? Some
teams have been relatively hierarchical, others more egalitarian.
Leading them is a difficult task, as I am sure Johan Ostling will agree:
finding a balance between giving members autonomy (at the risk of
an incoherent volume or project) and laying down firm guidelines (at
the risk of inhibiting individual creativity). The history of teams of
scholars and scientists might make a good topic for a future collective
study in the history of knowledge.

This epilogue has suggested a swing of the pendulum, or a series
of swings, between an emphasis on agents of knowledge and one on
orders of knowledge, offering more or less space for individual and
group initiatives. The metaphor of the pendulum is not altogether
a happy one, since each movement does not take scholars back to
where they were before. History does not repeat itself exactly, and it
may be more illuminating to think of a zigzag movement in which
concepts that have been invented and approaches developed to solve
problems turn out to have unexpected side effects, generating problems
of their own.

Zigzagging is unlikely to come to a stop in the place where we
stand now. Some recent studies have offered cogent critiques of an
exaggerated emphasis on agency, referring in one case to the ‘agency
trap’, and underestimating constraints on both thought and action.?
To correct such an overemphasis, Hellman’s notion of ‘friction’ might
be developed into a history of obstacles to knowledge, ranging from
censorship to difficulties in communication, sometimes described as
the ‘tyranny of distance’??
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