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In 1982, he lined the walls of a room with floor-to-ceiling panels of 

cardboard and poster board on which he carefully inscribed the events 

of William Wordsworth's life and times until he was encircled by an in

tricate, seething web of dates threaded with colored strings pinned from 

node to node. Sometimes when he stood back, he could almost make 

out the whole pattern there. Something immanent-not the portrait 

of an author or his age, perhaps, yet more than just a pulsing circuitry 

of convergences and divergences-seemed to bulge across the inteiface 

into the room. But it always retreated. There was too much imprecision, 

white space, noise in the panels-too much that could not be known or 

inscribed except through imprecision, white space, noise.' 

In 1989, he wrote an essay on the fascination of postmodern cultural 

criticism with "local knowledge," "the massive fact of cultural and his

torical particularity," "the concrete, the material, and the particular," 
"the details of disposition and empirical contingency, " the "picture of 
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great detail," "etc." "Media-01iented readers," he wrote, "may wish to view this 

mat1ix [ of detail] as if with remote control in hand-flitting from channel to 

channel and sentence ji'agment to sentence fragment in a hallucinatory blur of 

strangely continuous discontinuity." Perhaps detailism, he thought, could be im

mersion in history. But, in the end, he found himself again writing about the 

retreat of the presence. Immanence became detachment. The pictures of great de

tail dissolved into simulations whose hyperresolution was somehow the same as 

background noise, a mere texture or decor of history.' 

Then, in the 1990s, he thought he had found the medium of capable imagi

nation for these slippery encounters with history: not cardboard or television 

channel, but network and database. Some years after collaborating to build the 

Romantic Chronology on the Web, he rebuilt the site in a database that dy

namically generated lists of events, each flanked by a "Details" link that convened 

related resources automatically.' As in the case of other database-to-Web projects 

he experimented with at the time (culminating in the migration of his Voice 
of the Shuttle into a database), he felt that the Romantic Chronology might 

thus offer a fuller, livelier picture of great detail.' Yet, the more he learned about 

the workings of databases, the more he woke to the fact that the great, digitally 

sharp massifs of detail they rendered only set off by contrast all the presence not 

there-whatever could not be cut up and cut down to fit the granular structures 

of databases, whatever could appear only as a ghost limned in the ceaseless froth 

of redundant or contradictory ent1ies, overlapping dates, null values, and other 

database noise attesting to the pressure of the unstructured and unknown. That 

part of history that was by nature blurred, messy, and contingent ( adaptation of 

contingent-em, Latinfor "touching together or on all sides, lying nem; contigu

ous, coming into contact or connexion, befalling, happening, coming to pass"; 

from con + tangere, con-touch) could not otherwise manifest in databases of 

fine, digital touch.' Only some grosser, whole-body, ambient touch, he thought, 

could make contact with the ghost. 

This final essay speculates at once retrospectively and prospectively on 
the function of the New Historicism in the age of the database. In the 
New Historicism and other postmodern cultural criticisms, history both 
emerges from the buzzing, blooming swarm of events caught in the great 
matrix of detail and escapes in the noise of that detail. Similarly; history 
both manifests and sublimes in databases, both emerges in the ~ables, re
cords, fields, and joins that are the structure of the modern relational da
tabase (implemented in SQL, or Structured Query Language) and escapes 
all such holding structures. Whether in the form of the New Historicism 
or of a database, contemporary postmodern historicism is an escape struc
ture. As they say, it is the "end of history.''" 
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Yet the New Historicism does not just accompany data on the great 
escape of random access. Its specific function in the age of the database, 
I believe, is to bind that escape to the escape structures of the past that 

might be called the beginning of the end of history. 
I start with a note (no more than an anecdote) recounted by Charles 

Babbage, go on to consider the relational database (epitomized in a recent 
database project at the Microsoft research labs), and conclude by reflect

ing, once again, on the New Historicism. 

The Chains of History 

In the 1838 second edition of his Ninth Bridgewater Treatise: A Fragment 

(original edition, 1837), Charles Babbage added a remarkable anecdote to 
the end of his chapter on historicity. 7 To discern how singular this anec
dote is, we need to read it within the series of nested frames-almost 
like nested instructions in a modern computer program-in which it is 

recursed. 
The main frame of Babbage's treatise is natural theology. Offered as an 

uninvited, unsanctioned sequel to the eight previous Bridgewater Treatises, 
which had been endowed by the Earl of Bridgewater to demonstrate the 
"Power, Wisdom and Goodness of God, as manifested in the Creation," 
Babbage's Ninth (as we might call it for short) sought to make deductive 
mathematics as relevant to the problem of natural theology as the physical, 
geologic, biological, astronomical, and other natural sciences. It did so, in 
essence, by calculating the existence of God! Nature is a calculating ma
chine, Babbage analogizes, and God is its programmer (where analogy, of 
course, was the norm of proof in natural theology, with such mechanically 
simpler analogies as that of a watch or a clock serving as the precedent): 

Specifically, Babbage drew on the contrast between his partially built 
Difference Engine (which generated mathematical tables based on poly
nomial functions through straightforward, if mechanically complicated, 
algorithms) and his recently conceived Analytical Engine (the predeces
sor of today's logically general, stored-program computers that can be 
programmed to change their own programming depending on previous 
calculations).'° We can paraphrase-and mathematically simplify-Bab
bage's God proof as follows. Imagine first, Babbage says in his second 
chapter, that the world is a Difference Engine running the same, predict
able algorithm forever unless a change in the program (i.e., a miracle) is 
effected ad hoc by the programmer. Such was the world in the age of 
miracles. But imagine instead, Babbage continues, that the world is an 
Analytical Engine programmed from the first to change its own program-
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ming from epoch to epoch-that is, the discontinuous epochs of geolo 
and biology then being discovered by the sciences-such that what on~ 
seemed a natural law as predictable as the series 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, ... could be 
wrenched into a new series (e.g., 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 16), not through the direct 
intervention of the programmer, but merely through the operation of 
higher-order, humanly incalculable algorithm governing the succession 

0
; 

lower-order algorithms. Such is the world in the age of natural theolog 

where God as programmer sets nature in motion with a single, all-creati~ 
code." As it were, not "Let there be light," but, on the command line 
"execute." "Which of these two engines," Babbage asks, gives "the highe; 

proof of skill in the contriver?" Unequivocally; he answers, the universe
as-Analytical Engine. 12 The only real questions that remain concern the 
trustworthiness of the evidence that humans, as reverse engineers of 
creation, require to deduce the design of the original program (an issue 
Babbage takes up both directly; in applauding the empirical evidence of 

geology at the end of his second chapter, and indirectly; in regard to testi
~~~ial evidence in his later chapters on Hume and miracles) and the pos
sibility of free will in a preprogrammed universe (a topic he addresses in 
his final chapter, "Reflections on Free Will"). 

. Nest~d one level down in Babbage's calculation is then the chapter on 
h1stonc1ty that is our particular concern. 13 Entitled "On the Permanent Im

pression of Our Words and Actions on the Globe We Inhabit," this ninth 
chapter in Babbage's Ninth calculates the time arrow of the universe in 
reverse as a sort of check-sum verification of the progress of the God pro

gram. Borrowing with attribution from the French mathematician Pierre 
Simon de Laplace, whose Philosophical Essay on Probabilities (1812) had 
envisioned a universe of atomistically precise causal determination the 
chapter projects Babbage's version of what has come to be known a~ the 
Laplace Demon.'" Babbage imagines a "Being" of enormous calculating 

powers who can, not only foresee the future trajectory of every particle 
of nature, but also review the vectors of quanta back to their sources as if 
reading in a perfectly lossless, infinitely detailed library of history: "\Vhat a 
strange chaos is this wide atmosphere we breathe!" he exclaims: 

Every atom, impressed with good and with ill, retains at once the mo-
tions ... imparted to it .... The air itself is one vast library, on whose pages 
are forever written all that man has ever said or woman whispered .... 

No motion impressed by natural causes, or by human agency, is ever 
obliterated. The ripple on the ocean's surface caused by a gentle breeze, 
or the still water which marks the more immediate track of a ponderous 
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vessel gliding with scarcely expanded sails over its bosom, are equally indel
ible. The momentary waves raised by the passing breeze, apparently born 
but to die on the spot which saw their birth, leave behind them an endless 
progeny, which, reviving with diminished energy in other seas, visiting a 
thousand shores, reflected from each and perhaps again partially concen
trated, will pursue their ceaseless course till ocean be itself annihilated. 

The track of every canoe, of every vessel which has yet disturbed the 
surface of the ocean, whether impelled by manual force or elemental 
power, remains for ever registered in the future movement of all succeed
ing particles which may occupy its place." 

Three paragraphs later, this line of thought brings Babbage to the follow
ing moral: 

If the Almighty stamped on the brow of the earliest murderer-the indel
ible and visible mark of his guilt-He has also established laws by which 
every succeeding criminal is not less irrevocably chained to the testimony 
of his crime; for every atom of his mortal frame, through whatever changes 
its severed particles may migrate, will still retain, adhering to it through 
every combination, some movement derived from that very muscular ef
fort, by which the crime itself was perpetrated.'6 

Here the chapter had closed in the 183 7 first edition. But, as if prompted 
by the drift in his media substrate from "wide atmosphere" to the "ocean's 
surface" inscribed by "the track of every canoe, of every vessel," Babbage 
at this point adds in the 1838 second edition one further paragraph that 
drives the moral home through the then topical example of slave ships. 
The new paragraph reads: 

The soul of the negro, whose fettered body surviving the living charnel
house of his infected prison, was thrown into the sea to lighten the ship ... 
will need, at the last great day of human account, no living witness of his 
earthly agony. V/hen man and all his race shall have disappeared from the 
face of our planet, ask every particle of air still floating over the unpeopled 
earth, and it will record the cruel mandate of the tyrant. Interrogate every 
wave which breaks unimpeded on ten thousand desolate shores, and it will 
give evidence of the last gurgle of the waters which closed over the head 
of his dying victim: confront the murderer with every corporeal atom of 
his immolated slave, and in its still quivering movements he will read the 
prophet's denunciation of the prophet king." 
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Now we come to the singular anecdote I mentioned, which is remark
able because it is nested within this final, moral codicil as a footnote 
whose further level of recursion-intended to clinch the point-proves 
in the end not to be recursive at all. The anecdote (cited by Babbage from 
a section of the Parliamentary Papers quoted in the Quarterly Review for 
December 1835) is "from a report by Captain Hayes to the Admiralty, of a 
representation made to him respecting one of these vessels in 1832." Bab
bage quotes Hayes: 

"The master having a large cargo of these human beings chained together, 
with more humanity than his fellows, permitted some of them to come on 
deck, but still chained together, for the benefit of the air; when they imme
diately commenced jumping overboard, hand in hand, and drowning in 
couples; and, continued the person (relating the circumstance), 'without 
any cause whatever' [ emphasis added]. Now, these people were just brought 
from a situation between decks, and to which they knew they must return, 
where the scalding perspiration was running from one to the other, covered 
also with their own filth, and where it is no uncommon occurrence for women 
to be bringingforth children, and men dying at their side, with full in their view 
living and dead bodies chained together; and the living, in addition to all their 
other torments, labouring under the most famishing thirst (being in very 
few instances allowed more than a pint of water a day)-and, let it not 
be forgotten, that these unfortunate people had just been torn from their 
country, their families, their all! Men dragged from their wives, women 
from their husbands and children, girls from their mothers, and boys from 
their fathers; and yet in this man's eye (for heart and soul he could have had 
none) there was no cause whatever [emphasis added] for jumping over
board and drowning. This, in truth, is a rough picture; but it is not highly 
coloured. The men are chained in pairs; and, as a proof they are intended so 
to remain to the end of the voyage, their.fetters are not locked, but rivetted by 
the blacksmith, and as deaths are frequently occurring living men are often far 
a length of time confined to dead bodies; the living man cannot be released till 
the blacksmith has performed the operation of cutting the clench of the 
rivet with his chisel; and I have now an officer on board the Dryad, who, 
on examining one of these slave vessels, found not only living men chained to 
dead bodies, but the latter in a putrid state. And we have now a case reported 
here, which, if true, is too horrible and disgusting to be described."18 

The interest of this anecdote-an anamorphic paratext that does not, 
and cannot, fully fit within the nested structures of Babbage's main argu
ment-can be stated in this way. Let us accept for the sake of argument 
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Babbage's premise that there is a great chain of determination by which 
history, slaved to natural determination, can be read forward and back
ward all along the illimitable tracks of the great program until the alpha 
and omega of existence-the outermost open and close parentheses in 
the God program-at last come into view to guarantee closure, correct
ness, justice. Edmund Burke's variant of this premise is instructive. We 
remember that,just before the passage in the Reflections on the Revolution in 
France on society as a "great primaeval contract of eternal society, linking 
the lower with the higher natures" and "those who are living, those who 
are dead, and those who are to be born," Burke speaks of "the whole chain 

and continuity of commonwealth."19 Babbage, as it were, did the code for 
that, rescuing chain and contract from the messy imprecision of Burke's 
"custom" or "prejudice" (all so many tangled, unclosed loops of code) 
to make the "primaeval" program calculable. Processed through Bab

bage's interpreter, God's high-level source code-whose compiled form 
is nature-might be rendered as follows: Do not weep, ye enchained slaves 
crossing the watery deep of nature's indifference and human cruelty. There is a 
greater chain, not just of being, but of calculability, in which the links that bind 
you even as they so cruelly sever you from your country, your families, your all 
("Men dragged from their wives, women from their husbands and children, girls 
from their mothers, and boys from their fathers") will be redeemed in the eyes of 
God. In the calculation of the final account, positive must balance out negative, 

and there will be no remainder. 
In the ethical calculation that Babbage runs on top of the primary 

program of natural and historical determination, in short, there is no 
remainder-except, of course, for what remains after we have processed 
Captain Hayes's anecdote and found a bug in the program. Everything in 
the anecdote between the statement by the anonymous witness quoted by 
Hayes that the slaves jumped "without any cause whatever" and the damn
ing recapitulation of that phrase by Hayes ("and yet in this man's eye ... 
there was no cause whatever")-everything, in other words, framed by 
the open and close statements in the algorithm of moral judgment being 
run here-is designed to output a determinate cause. But neither the wit
ness nor Hayes can compute the cause-the witness because the action of 
the slaves undermines the very premise of rational calculation underlying 
slavery's (and not just slavery's) regime of force (namely; that human be
ings will suffer utmost pain and degradation rather than die), and Hayes 
because, when put to it, he cannot quite come out and declare his alterna
tive theory of rational choice, that pain and degradation cause humans 
to prefer death. Except for the most heartless necessitarian, perhaps, that 
conclusion is unspeakable and, truth be told, unknowable. "Who are those 
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that are born to poverty?" Dr. Johnson had asked in his critique of Soame 
Je~yns's theory of social determination.2° A variant of that question ap
plies here: Who is to say which humans must be driven by what degree of 
suffering to step overboard? 

In any case, what emerges at this point instead of rational statement 
is an incalculable loop of figuration seeming at once to affirm the slaves' 
determination by slavery and their freedom, not just from that system, 
but from the entire chain of calculation-rational, economic, moral-in 
which exploiters and redeemers alike try to link them. Witness, therefore, 
the weirdly revealing way in which, on the one hand, Hayes's imagery of 
chains (a metonymic figure of thought for slavery) stands paradoxically 
for the inhumane disconcatenation of "men ... from their wives, women 
from their husbands and children, girls from their mothers, and boys from 
their fathers," while, on the other hand, his aggregative or anaphora-like 
and's (a figure of speech) stand for a grotesque reconcatenation of human 
society: "It is no uncommon occurrence for women to be bringing forth 
children, and men dying at their side, with full in their view living and 
dead bodies chained together; and the living ... -and, let it not be for
gotten ... [and so on]."21 And here (and throughout this passage) marks 
both a cruel syntax of utterly associative, arbitrary, and, thus, fractured 
causality and a powerful, redemptive figure of inalienable sociality-of a 
society whose continuity somehow survives, not just despite, but in exter
nally caused fractures of pain and degradation. And projects the vision of 
a humanity that, chained side by side as if in an exploded diagram of all 
the stages of generation, forms a society of life in death literalizing (and 
ironizing) Burke's chain of the living and the dead. Such is the unspeakable 
a'.legory of painfully broken yet redeemed society hidden within Hayes's 
discourse-otherwise too explicit and reticent both, in strange measure, 
to look past the naked, embodied hurt of inhumanity to the subject of 
humanity that survives precisely because it needs no assigned cause. It is 
its own cause. And, at the end of the anecdote, therefore, no conclusion is 
possible except through an inexpressibility topos (the quit statement in the 
program) introduced by another and marking at once a link and a break 
in the link of determinate logic: ''.And we have now a case reported here, 
which, if true, is too horrible and disgusting to be described." Such is the 
open-ended close of this unthinkable train, or chain, of thought. 

In the very process of imagining a cosmic system of determination 
that would account in the last days for human beings lost in unutterable 
abjection, in sum, Babbage counterimagines through the medium of 
Captain Hayes an undecidable reversal between his thesis and his empiri
cal example that is incalculable within tidily closed, nested programming 
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Figure 9.1. J. M. W Turner, Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and Dying-Typhon Coming On 

(exhibited 1840). 

structures of the sort that makes slavery just a subroutine framed between 
the begin and end statements of divine right. Just as free will is a profound 
problem in the larger argument of the Ninth Bridgewater Tre~tise ~bout the 
calculability of the universe, so is the event of the slaves Jumpmg over
board "without any cause whatever." At this point in Babbage's argument, 
calculability reaches an impasse where one of its functions se.em~ to be 
precisely incalculability, or the determination to escape deternunat10n. 

If Babbage's Ninth were scored to Beethoven's Ninth, we might say, the 
anecdote of the slaves leaping overboard would be a somber version of the 
"Ode to Joy"-the climax of the opus of freedom that is actually not part 
of the symphonic structure of that opus. Or we might allude to Words
worth's and Coleridge's notion of the One Life. All things touch on, and 
are codetermined by, all things in the round of nature, but, somehow, there 
is one thing (not slave, perhaps, but Wordsworthian child or subject) left 
free to imagine.22 Or, again, if the "Ode to Joy" and the One Life seem too 
pretty a comparison, we might look for a more exact analogy to J. M. W. 
Turner's Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and Dying, exhibited at the 
Royal Academy in 1840 just two years after Babbage published his anecdote 
(figure 9.1). In the painting, Turner's characteristically orbicular or vortex 



Figure 9.2.J. M. W. Turner, Slavers Tltrowing Overboard the Dead a11d Dyi11g (detail>. 

Figure 9.3. J. M. W. Turnet; Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead a11d Dying (detail). 
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composition frames the scene of horror between the twin arcs of the sky 
(especially at the topmost right) and the sea (especially in the swirling pat
terns at the lower left). But the closure of these transcendental parentheses 
is violently quartered by the grid imposed by the x-axis of the horizon and 
the y-axis of the cleft of light centered on the sun. And, in the exploded 
quadrants of the composition thus formed, we see in the lower-left and 
-right foreground a drama of isolated human limbs whose hyperrealistic 
chains-seeming almost to be inscriptions added with a detail brush
limn their essential disconcatenation from any transcendental, unifying 
composition (figures 9.2-9.3). The limbs, the fish, the birds, the chains, the 
froth: it is as if some great database underneath the sea were throwing 
forth images ("and ... and ... and") organized by random access.'' 

MylifeBits 

To update Babbage's "one vast library" of history from the age of me
chanical calculation to that of digital computing, we might next proceed 
through a series of well-established relays in the history of computing. 
One such relay, for example, is the Memex machine imagined by Vannevar 
Bush in 194 5 whose repository of codable microfilm was to have been inter
linked in random-access "trails" of associations. A second is the Xanadu 
project that Ted :Kelson started in the 1960s and 1970s. The random-access 
"docuverse" that Nelson dubbed hypertext was to have included, among 
other features, "historical backtracking" or time-based "intercomparison" 
between earlier and later assemblages of linked documents." And a third 
relay, of course, is the Internet and World Wide Web, which followed up 
on the hypertext vision. 

I will concentrate, however, on a fourth relay in the digitization of the 
"one vast library" that is less well-known in the humanities but equally cru
cial (and, in computer science, canonical): E. F. Codd's work at IBM on the 
theory of relational databases, most influentially in his 1970 "A Relational 
Model of Data for Large Shared Data Banks." Codd's formalization of 
high-level, logically general, and consistent database structures-together 
with later work by others at IBM on the SQL language that (partially) 
implemented Codd's theory-brought into being the modern relational 
database. 25 

Before Codd, we know, databases in the 1960s and 1970s followed the 
so-called hierarchical or network paradigms, according to which informa
tion was logically organized in single-root or multiroot tree structures such 
that finding anything required traversing a so-called pointer (like running 
one's index finger down a branching diagram) to the appropriate logical 
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location." The disadvantage, of course, was that changing the structure at 
a later date-for example, adding a new branch or level-scrambled up all 
the pointers. It was like giving someone elaborate, procedural directions 
to retrieve a book from the library by taking the elevator to the fifth floor, 
turning left, going down four aisles (and so on), only to find that someone 
had added an extra aisle or even a whole floor. Fundamentally, such lack of 
logical independence, as it is called, was symptomatic of an underlying lack 
of physical independence. A system of traversing pointers was premised 
at base on needing to know exactly how the bits were organized in hard 
storage. In the early years, when limited computing power rewarded those 

who kept an eye out for what the machine was actually doing, database 
science was more an empirics than a theory. 

The first true theory of the database appeared in Codd's work in 1970, 
though it would be a decade before computers came up to the speed 
needed to implement his notions. By the 1980s, Codd's relational model 
had made the hierarchical and network models obsolete, and it is now 
so dominant that it is staving off even the newer object-oriented model 
that claims to be better aligned with recent programming philosophy. This 
dominance ensued from the clean break that Codd's relational concept 
made with both physical and logical data dependency. 

An example will be expedient. Consider the following data: "Alan Liu, 
customer 5643289, of [such and such an address], orders from an online 
vendor on May 1, 2004, a book by E. F. Codd entitled The Relational Model for 

Database Management, Version 2 (Addison-Wesley, 2000, ISBN 0201141922). "27 

In a relational database, this proposition would be recorded as a set of data 
known technically as a relation or relational variable (more colloquially, a 
table consisting of individual records or rows, each holding data in discrete 
columns or fields). A first draft of a book-order table in which the above ex
ample is the most recent entry might appear as in figure 9.4. Each record 
in this table consists of a set of entities whose interrelation the database 
describes through the table structure alone, independent of any aware
ness of the underlying physical data model and even of the locational 
order of records (which can be entered in any order). Instead-and this is 
the heart of Codd's theory qua theory-data are related through a pure 
mathematics of value comparison and manipulation based on set theory 
and its database variant, relational algebra. By parsing, transforming, and 
cross-referencing data tables (individually or in combination) through 
computable set operations named restrict (or select), project, product, union, 
intersect, difference, join, and divide (akin to arithmetic addition, subtrac
tion, multiplication, and division), relational algebra does all the origami 
trick of folding and unfolding data tables into derivative tables showing 
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information exactly as the user wants. Thus, a restrict ( or select) operation, 
for example, might convert our book-order table into a derivative table 
showing just records in which the customer last name field is "Liu" (in 
SQL: "SELECT* FROM Book_Order_Table WHERE C_Last_Name = 
'Liu'"), or, again, a join operation might produce a derivative table linking 
Liu to another table containing credit card information. The basic idea is 
that data can be broken down into members of a logical set whose permu
tations can be manipulated free of the restrictions imposed by the "real" 
concatenations of data in the internal program or physical system. 

Nor does the drive toward data independence stop there. Any data
base programmer today would shudder at the book-order table instanced 
above, which is only a first, untidy approximation of the pristine state of 
data freedom. Programmers would know that this table is unclean because 
it exhibits the very anathema of good relational database design: redun
dancy. Whether in its most dangerous form, duplicate records, or in the 
lesser form exhibited here of information tediously repeated from record 
to record (e.g., the repetition of the customer name and mailing address), 
database redundancy is inherently bad because it inevitably leads to in
consistency or ambiguity-for instance, when some, but not all, instances 
of a customer's credit card number are updated in a large, complex, and 
evolving database maintained by multiple operators over many years. At 
base, redundancy is a symptom of incomplete data atomization-a term 
with multiple meanings in database theory that applies from the level of 
individual fields (e.g., the need to atomize names into separate first and 
last names) all the way up to that of whole "transactions" (involving mul
tiple records and tables) that must complete as discrete, bounded, and self
consistent events without any possibility of partial or double completion. 

The problem with our book-order table in figure 9 .4, we may say, is that 
it is molecular rather than atomic: it is really several tables living together 
in unclean cohabitation and generating data redundancy among them. 
Specifically, if we think of the ideal table as a proposition about one, and 
only one, subject (the "primary key," unique identifier, or, more loosely, 
identity of a record), then our book-order table is abnormal because it is 
about at least three different subjects: the book order (identified by order 
number), the customer (identified by customer number), and the book 
(identified by ISBN number).28 In an actual database, our book-order table 
would thus likely undergo a process that database theory calls normaliza
tion. It would be decomposed into at least three, separate tables: one hold
ing just data about the customer, a second holding just data about the 
book, and a third holding the actual event of the order itself with the 
customer number, ISBN number, and date (see figure 9.5). In this revised 
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scheme, customer and book tables are independent of each other, yet con
vene in the order table through the propinquity of their primary keys. It 
is like isolating the intercourse between one body of material and another 
to a single Michelangelesque, God-to-Adam point of indexical contact. 
A new god of random access thus arises-more Maxwell's Demon than 
Laplace Demon-for whom creation is a return to the state of entropy 
where any one atom can again be free to touch any other. 

Or, at least, such is the theory. We have still to account for a crucial 
remainder not accounted for by database theory. To do so, we must now 
recognize-as database programmers in fact do all the time-that data 
independence is in real life not so pristine. First, the normalization process 
that decomposes data tables almost never proceeds to its conclusion
often stopping at the so-called third normal form-because logical and 
physical efficiency does matter beyond a certain point (data independence 
is purchased at the expense of extra operations that the machine must 
perform to interpret the pure concept). Second, the SQL language that 
allows users to manipulate and query databases is, from the point of 
view of relational purists, a compromised, even bastardized implementa
tion of the theory-failing, for example, to interdict duplicate records. 29 

And, third, there is the enormous compromise represented by so-called 
three-value logic or, in a word that makes some database theorists almost 
cross themselves, nulls. In theory, every value in a database should be eval
uated as true or false (e.g., either a year is or is not 2000). But, in the real 
world, there is enormous pressure to enter records into a database even 
if some of the values in a record are either unknown or nonexistent (e.g., 
no declared publication date for a book). The result is that major database 
programs today contravene the purity of database theory by allowing the 
option of null values, which are neither true nor false but instead a third 
computational value of unknown.'" By the mathematical logic of relational 
algebra, however, any comparison operation that involves a null results in 
a null (akin to multiplying by zero), with the consequence that the null 
state, unless carefully controlled, propagates outward across ever vaster, 
more distant reaches of the database, shadowing knowledge in a cone of 
night within which all things, again, are indistinguishably concatenated." 

This part of the discussion has been technical, but the important point 
to retain is not. Babbage sought total data determination, but wrestled 
with an incalculable remainder of independence called free will. Inversely, 
relational databases quest for total data independence but grapple with 
an incalculable remainder of dependency called, among other bad words, 
redundant and null. (Indeed, there is a whole other class of databases called 
knowledge bases, data warehouses, or decision support databases that are anti-
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thetical to data independence because they present agglomerated histori
cal data for the purpose of managing enduring patterns.)" If Babbage had 
his "chains" and database theory has its "relations," in other words, then 
the weak link in both systems-indeterminability for Babbage, concatena
tion in databases-is the common link that joins them in a conterminous, 
if inverse, meditation on the way human history is ordered. 

We can thus at last close all the historical relays mentioned above to 
watch the signal of random-but not random enough-access surge into 
the present in "one vast library" projects like MyLifeBits, a software ap
plication under development in the early years of the twenty-first century 
by Jim Gemmell, Roger Lueder, and Gordon Bell of the Media Presence 
Group at the Microsoft Bay Area Research Center. While explicitly in
spired by Bush's Memex and Nelson's docuverse, MyLifeBits is grounded 

in practice on Codd's relational database.33 

MyLifeBits is a personal history system whose true intention (as in the 
case of such other recent projects as Total Recall, LifeLog, Memories for 
Life, Time-Machine Computing, and Shoebox) is total history. 34 The prem
ise is that advances in storage media will soon enable users to have, not just 
gigabytes, but terabytes of personal storage-more space, in fact, than can 
easily or even feasibly be filled.-" In such an abundant-resources environ
ment, therefore, why not save everything? "MyLifeBits is a lifetime store of 
everything," the project's homepage declares in its first sentence. As defined 
in the group's paper "MyLifeBits: Fulfilling the Memex Vision," everything 
means that "users will eventually be able to keep every document they 
read, every picture they view, all the audio they hear, and a good portion 
of what they see."J6 Or, again, as Bell chants the mantra in an interview: 
"everything you read, every picture you've ever taken, everything you've 
said." Indeed, as the project's designated guinea pig, Bell is personally prac
ticing the art of everything. Assisted by such aide-memoire as scanners, 
recorders, and "cameras mounted on his hat and glasses" that save "the 
previous 30 seconds of video when a button is pressed," he is embarked on 
a hyper-Shandyan enterprise of recording all that crosses his sensorium, 
past or present: "The system now captures everything that you see that 
comes to you electronically. You've got all that. I'm capturing phone con
versations·, so those are available. I've got a Sony voice recorder ... so in 
principle every conversation you have could be captured there. The TiVo 
capability could get you all the TV you'd ever watched."" 

But, of course, omnistorage is not the same as omniscience. Given "all 
that," the specific research problem of MyLifeBits becomes finding things 
in life's everything.rn This problem has two aspects, which we can call the 

blob and the tree: 
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Problem. Text can be searched in relatively well-understood ways, but the 
ever-burgeoning stream of images, video, and audio entering into people's 
life stores cannot because they are technically "blobs." Blobs are binary 
large objects stored in databases as wholes of raw, binary data without 
any innate features or internal structure apparent to the storage system." 
To be made tractable, they must be annotated in some way, whether with 
textual descriptors or through the intelligent juxtaposition of neighboring 
data related by time, place, or some other criterion important to human 
experience. 40 

Solution. MyLifeBits is developing various ways to "gang" annotate 
large batches of multimedia so that they can be poured automatically or 
semiautomatically with descriptions into the relational database that un
dergirds the system (in this case, Microsoft's SQL Server). 41 Users will then 
be able to search both text and blobs through the database's built-in query 
functions. "Everything," truly, will be random accessible. 

Problem. Besides searching, users also want to assemble, navigate, 
browse, and mine their life data in configurable ways-all of which re
quires organizing information so that its multiplex relations can be pre
sented through what the project calls flexible "views" or visualizations 
(including detail, thumbnail, timeline, story; and other views). 42 But the 
hierarchical tree method of organization that currently rules is hopeless 
because, above a certain scale, it always degrades into disorganization ( data 
isolated in ill-sorted, arbitrary, cryptically named or forgotten folders). 

Solution. Here, MyLifeBits's profound reliance on the relational data
base paradigm is clearest since, of course, it was precisely the tree that 
Codd set out to hew. MyLifeBit's organizational solution is the particu
lar design of its SQL Server database, whose highly modular, pliant table 
structures are designed to be preadapted to human experience-allowing 
loose organization in some circumstances, imposing tight organization 
in others, and never constraining information to hierarchical logic. In 
the vocabulary of the project, users need be aware of only two genres 
of structure: "resources" and "links." Resources are documents, e-mail, 
contacts, events, images, music, and so on, while links relate those re
sources either polymorphously (when all that is required is to stuff things 
into such all-purpose structures as "collections" and "annotations") or 
semantically (through so-called strong typing imposing finer relations so 
that, for instance, a person can be associated with a document through 
an "author of" link but not an "attendee of" link).4' The actual work of 
organization is then performed in the background by the table schema 
of the MyLifeBits database, which the group diagrams as in figure 9.6. 

As a consequence, users will be able to view their life through the full 
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M LifeBits schema. Each box is a database table. Arrows 
Figure 9.6. "Key Elements of the I y . fi G ell et al "Living with a Lifetime 
indicate foreign keys." (Diagram and caption rom emm ., 
Store.") Reproduced by permission of Jim Gemmell. 

tory of database-query operations and not just the narrow-purpose, 
::~::tring operation we normally call search. "Everything'' will be an even 

richer experience of random access. . . 
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return of the repressed here, of course, is "everything." "Everything in the 
database" is the frightening, final threat of the MyLifeBits system. In the 
case of the most difficult or desperate queries, we are invited to revert our 
life to a gigantic blob or, more uncanny still, the database simulation of a 
~lo~: thousands of e-mails, appointments, files, images, and so on explod
mg mto view in their original chronological order around a point in time. 
The most advanced, random-access digital technology; in other words, is 
dedicated to reproducing exactly the concatenated mess that was life in 
the first place. 

And so the blob comes back to life. Where Babbage's Ninth focused 
on programming the concatenation of things but discovered a disturb
ing remainder of unprogrammability epitomized in the slaves, MyLifeBits 
reverses the dilemma. It focuses on freeing things from each other, which 
is to say; random access, but in the end rediscovers the everything that can
not be disconcatenated. The alter ego of MyLifeBits is MyLifeBlob. 

\ Escaping History: The New Historicism Reconsidered 

The format for parameter expansion is as follows: 

${expression} 

where expression consists of all characters until the matching'}'. Any T escaped by 

a backslash or within a quoted string ... shall not be examined in determining the 

matching'}'. 

from the Open Group and IEEE specification for a standard operating system interface 

and environment 

Think of it this way: we want to live in history; where our ancestors and all 
our brethren live and die in common. Those are the expanded parameters 
of our community (Burke's contract and chain). But, however expansive 
such parameters may be, we also desire to escape from history. No one, 
after all, actually wants to live in history if there is no escape from its chains. 
To adapt Nietzsche's argument of purposiveness in his Use and Abuse of 

History, that is not what history is for. We want to be chained in history; but 
we also want to be unlinked via an escape character (in programming: a 
backslash, quote sign, comment tag, and so on) that allows us the freedom 
to be a link unto ourselves or to whom and what we choose.4' 

Now we are ready to reconsider the New Historicism. Since the 1980s, 
we know, the New Historicism has blurred somewhat into the larger 
scene of postmodern cultural criticisms. Insofar as it remains distinctive 
it is often because of the keepsake we call the anecdote-a silhouette of 
its best, and worst, features. Yet, in the age of the database, I think, the 
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New Historicist anecdote may well be our best clue to the general rela
tion between postmodern historicism in the academy and postindustrial 
technologism everywhere else. After all, anyone other than a cutting-edge 
cultural critic ( and even the latter when engaged in the act of querying a li
brary database or quickly verifying a date via Google or Wikipedia) knows 
what the anecdote really is. It is random access. If the New Historicism is a 
kind of relational database, then the anecdote is its query. As it were: Here 

is a key incident. It has a microdesign that feels like it may be part of a broader 
pattern. What does the whole data set of history look like if we filter it through 

that microdesign (in SQL, e.g., "SELECT author, work FROM history WHERE 

keyword= 'nature' OR keyword= 'Napoleon' AND year> '1802'")? What othe_r 

"hits" might be returned leading toward pattern recognition-that is, the recogni

tion of "episteme," "mentality," "structure," "power," etc.? 
As a touchstone, we can consult the eulogy for the New Historicism 

(already referred to in the introduction to this volume) that appeared in 
2000, Catherine Gallagher and Stephen Greenblatt's Practicing New Histori

cism where the anecdote is characterized first of all as what amounts to 
random access. Indeed, one of Greenblatt's chapters in the book describes 
anecdotes in faux-technical terms uncannily reminiscent of Codd hewing 
hierarchical trees ( or, the equivalent of the tree in Renaissance studies, the 
chain of being in the book the New Historicists loved to hate, E. M. W. 

Tillyard's Elizabethan World Picture). Anecdotes, Greenblatt says, "subvert 
a programmatic analytical response, a fully systematized methodology." 
The "unfamiliar cultural texts" they mark are "marginal, odd, fragmentary, 
unexpected, and crude."46 Or as Gallagher elaborates in one of her chap
ters: "outlandish and irregular ... heterogeneous ... askew ... accidental, 
suppressed, defeated, uncanny; abjected, or exotic." 47 More subversively, 
as the New Historicism likes to say, anecdotes do not just atomize history 
analytically; they are atomization as ontology. "Random" (analogous to 
the universal, even metaphysical implications of entropy in modern phys
ics) is the ground state of being. In other words, the random anecdote's in
terior contradiction, irony, or aporia (a whole Foucauldian heterocosm m 
microcosm) exposes the fault lines in the "reality" of history itself, which 
is thus revealed to be the primordial disjoint structure-no less than an 
ironic New Critical or poststructuralist literature of ontological being (all 
paradox, difjerance, and so on). Phrased somewhat differently in romantics 
New Historicism, but no less ironically, the anecdote is (as noted in chap
ter 5 above) what shows history to be '"displaced,' 'erased,' 'suppressed,' 
'elided,' 'overlooked,' 'overwritten,' 'omitted,' 'obscured,' 'expunged,' 're
pudiated,' 'excluded,' 'annihilated,' and 'denied'" (160-61). In part, such 
displacement is a perspective effect imposed by somebody with a par-
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ticular, angled view of reality-state official, poet, critic, or anyone else. 
It is akin to anamorphosis as discussed in Greenblatt's Renaissance Self

Fashioning: a fracturing of history into partial, contradictory, ideologically 
blindered views that can be manipulated with imaginative legerdemain to 
conceal and, more rarely. to reveal.4" But, more deeply. the displacement 
effect runs deeper-all the way to the default mode of historical reality. 
Random-access details (e.g., Wordsworth's image of "wreathes of smoke" 
at Tintern Abbey) are only apparently random. Like Freud's puns, they 
are apparitional. They make appear the truth that history qua history is 
the original agent of reality displacement-of erasure, exclusion, annihi
lation, denial, and all the other precious and dreadful mobilities of human 
desire, all the perpetual fragmentations and remixings we call war, revo

lution, poverty, diaspora, terror, and so on that break open the solid facade 
of reality to reveal its radically atomic form, free and cruel at the same 
time.49 

This is to say that the seeming levitas of the New Historicism's random 
anecdotalism (what I labeled why not? in chapter 1) is counterbalanced by a 
profound gravitas: no less than the pull of the real itself. As the vocabulary 
of denial in my own Wordsworth: The Sense of History perhaps too aggres
sively suggests, the New Historicism is overdetermined (dealing in denial 

rather than just displacement).5° Random access in the New Historicism is 
the very mark-like a brand on flesh-of the forces of historical determi
nation that break up bodies, lives, families, villages, nations, and so on to 
make both tyranny and recuperative freedom possible. In short, the New 
Historicism is the intuition simultaneously of random access (an atheist 
transcendence) and determination (a bowing down or conviction). Green
blatt thus witnesses in his chapter in Practicising New Historicism entitled 
"The Touch of the Real": "We wanted to recover in our literary criticism 
a confident conviction of reality. without giving up the power of litera
ture to sidestep or evade the quotidian and without giving up a minimally 
sophisticated understanding that any text depends upon the absence of 
the bodies and voices that it represents. We wanted the touch of the 
real in the way that in an earlier period people wanted the touch of the 
transcendent."" Participating fully in the emancipatory program of random 
access, the New Historicism nevertheless acknowledges its overlap with 
older philosophies of determination-including the nineteenth-century 
historicisms that originally credited determination by climate, zeitgeist, 
modes of production, ideology. and, yes, Analytical Engines too. 

In sum, the New Historicism wants a paradox of random determina
tion or determined randomness (Greenblatt: "We wanted to recover ... a 
confident conviction of reality, without giving up the power of literature 
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to sidestep or evade"). This want, I wager, is more than just greed, a mat
ter of wanting to have one's cake and eat it too. It is the want for a very no
tion of human want or desire unconstrained by our contemporary master 
verbs search and query, with their carefully metered promise of more ("next 
10 results") indicated by the link at the bottom of any Web-search results 
page. It is the want for the combined substance and freedom of history 
that, as I intimated earlier, Babbage's and Codd's worldviews could not 
individually acknowledge as more than their weak link, their unconscious. 
The New Historicism wants the determination and the random access 
it believes make up the whole span (always both enslaved and free) of 
human life. 

The function of the New Historicism in the age of the database, then, 
is to declare our hope for both a significant history and the end of history. 
Where better to look for such hope, the New Historicism argues, than 
to history itself, which-in something like the function calls of contem
porary object-oriented programming-can be called on to show that the 
past is the exact precursor of our own determination to be free of the past. 
All the New Historicism's anecdotes of subversions, displacements, deni
als, and so on: what are they but stories of how dearly people have always 
wanted both determination and freedom, both their history and the end 
of their history? The function of the New Historicism in the age of the 
database is to define the function of the past as the beginning of the end 
of history. 

Postscript: The Poetics of Contingency 

Is the New Historicism, therefore, a continuation of the project of the 
Enlightenment, which named the paradox of determination and freedom 
reason (a progressive, irresistible tide of reason that could free humanity 
from the dark chains of its past)? 

A final thought-one that might well serve as an epitaph for the move
ment-is that the New Historicism is, ultimately. not a project of the 
Enlightenment because it is devoted to the romance of irrationality that 
postmodern cultural criticism calls contingency. As Gallagher says in one 
of her chapters in Practicing New Historicism, the attraction of represent
ing history as akin to texts is that '"history' could be imagined as part of 
[textual] contingency."" The anecdote is the form of contingency. 

Widely espoused in contemporary cultural criticism and epitomized 
in the New Historicism, contingency is a philosophy of compromise be
tween determination and random access. It is both a "touching together 
or on all sides, lying near, contiguous, coming into contact or connexion, 
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befalling, happening, coming to pass" according to which nothing can act 
but in lockstep with everything (see OED etymology for contingent) and an 
aleatory slippage within the consistency of everything that allows some 
things to slip free. 53 As Elena Esposito writes in "The Art of Contingency," 
we are today witnessing a "general reassessment of the relationship of 
the necessary and the contingent, of the stable and the mutable, of re
dundancy and variety." We desire "loosely coupled elements" in which 
"data represent a set of elements whose bonds are loosened in order to be 
available for new recombinations." 54 Or as Esposito once put it more suc
cinctly to me in a personal communication: "Constraint is not the same 
as determination."" Indeed, constraint may even be the very ground of 
creativity-as formulated in Jon Elster's rational choice theory definition 
of creativity as "maximizing aesthetic value under constraints."56 

We might visualize it as follows. Imagine that each particle of existence 
is constrained within its immediate historical context so that the whole 
weather cell of history moves together or not at all. But also imagine that, 
beyond a certain distance, the constraint of any local cell of action ends 
at its interface with another cell. The result is a world of contingency in 
which particles may be chained to contexts but where contexts themselves 
perpetually slip along their interfaces in sudden, unpredictable shifts evinc
ing unknown metaconstraints beyond the reason of local maximization. 
And this is not even to reckon the full epistemological as well as ontologi
cal force of the unknown in its contemporary guise as the science, philos
ophy; and literature of contingency. I refer to the epistemology of "emer
gence," according to which (as in complexity theory) deterministic local 
systems yield unpredictable results when seen as part of a higher-level, 
emergent system.57 Contingent history is like code "escaped" with a back
slash ( or some other escape character) in programming: the escaped mate
rial is embedded in the local routine but lives a different life. 

The function of the New Historicism in the age of the database is to 

declare that the past determines us to be free, and the name of that radi
cally determined freedom is contingency, the form of our near escape. 

Notes/ 

Introduction 
1. U.S. patents may be invalidated if the patent office finds that the.re has 

been relevant "prior art" that undermines the claim of a pat~nt ~~ uniqueness 
and innovation. The relevant portion of U.S. patent law begms: i'illy person 
at any time may cite to the Office in writing prior art consisting ~f patents 
or printed publications which that person believes to have a bearmg.on .the . 
patentability of any claim of a particular patent. If the person explains m w~lt
ing the pertinency and manner of applying such prior art to. at least one c~arrn 
of the patent, the citation of such prior art and the explanation thereof will 
become a part of the official file of the patent" (35 U.S.C. 301; U.S. Patent and 
Trademark Office, ''.Appendix L: Patent Laws"). 

2. Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, 83-84. ~or a discus
sion of the way the late twentieth and early twenty-first ce~tunes adop~ed 
Schumpeter's phrase as the unofficial motto of postindustnahsm, see Lrn, 

Laws of Cool, 2. 
3. It is instructive to contrast with Schumpeter Jurgen Habermas's 

"Modernity-an Incomplete Project." Habermas's essay reme~bers just how 
old the idea of a modern "new" breaking with the past actually 1s before then 


