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Abstract

The history of computing is notoriously incomplete when it comes to the women who have shaped
it as engineers, scientists, and theorists. This video essay hypothesizes that this invisibility originat-
ed well before that, in the age of computing as manual labor, a profession once known as secretarial
work. Two images support this view. The opening shot of Billy Wilder’s The Apartment, showing a
colossal New York building full of rows of busy secretaries as far as the eye can see, might seem like
a computer tower to the 21st-century eye that has since contemplated the humanoid programs that
populate the mainframes of Tron. In the same city and diegetic period (although the series was not
created until almost half a century after Wilder’s film), Mad Men is also partly set in one of those
open spaces where dozens of secretaries operate. Typing on their keyboards, formatting notes, re-
ceiving and transferring phone calls, carrying messages, updating diaries, and consulting rolodexes,
they perform a myriad of tasks that have eventually evolved into the work contemporary employees
do alone at their computers. In the seventh and final season, an IBM 360 computer enters the office,
terrifying the creatives and secretaries alike. Yet it is these women who have the most to fear from
this machine employment-wise. In French, ordinatrice (computress) could have been the name of
the ordinateur (computer, with a masculine suffix). This video essay sets out to demonstrate the ex-
istence of ordinatrices in the plural, in the interval between the post-war years and the computer
age.
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Creator’s Statement

In the Mad Men series (Matthew Weiner, AMC, 2007-2015), secretarial work is undertak-
en by anonymous women, dwelling in the open space where the main characters only pass
by when they leave their offices. During the seven seasons of this series, which takes place
in the sixties, gendered power dynamics slightly evolve — at least two of the emblematic
secretaries climb up the social ladder to become a copywriter (Peggy Olson) or an associ-
ate of the firm (Joan Holloway).

But in the final season, somewhere on the fringes of the company’s central narrative
and individual trajectories, something is destined to materially disrupt secretarial work: a
massive computer is installed in the middle of the firm’s floor. Symbolically, this machine
is replacing the creative room, where copywriters used to brainstorm and come up with
their wildest ideas. That is why the arrival of the iron giant is shown as an existential crisis
of Don Draper, the advertisement genius, who feels threatened by this machine, which can
predict the consumer’s desires better than his legendary instinct.

However, while watching the show, I felt that the real menace posed by this machine is
related rather to the other workforce of the series: the secretaries. Their realm, the open
space between the offices, functions as a black box where the copywriters abandon not
only their coats and hats but also all kinds of documents, information, and input to be
processed outside of the frame. Their presence is only made sensible by the sound design
of this liminal space: the loud rumor of typewriters and phone calls, of heels hitting the
floor as the information is physically transmitted along the corridors. What if the former
open space was, in fact, an earlier version of the IBM operating system?


https://youtu.be/s-FwBeohmfo
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Desktop (Typewriter) Documentary

Among videographic practices, desktop documentary holds a special place for aesthetic,
hermeneutical, and practical reasons. All of them converge in the particularly stimulating
use of the concept of suture by Jifi Anger and Kevin B. Lee in their article “Suture Goes
Meta: Desktop Documentary and its Narrativization of Screen-Mediated Experience”V
From psychoanalysis to film theory, this Lacanian concept, borrowed either from sewing
or surgery, depicts the emergence of meaning from the narrative use of an apparatus —
namely, editing techniques that have become a common “film grammar” or “filmic lan-
guage,” to quote the widely used and misused structuralist expressions.? In the digital age,
a familiar media interface becomes the ideal site where the gap that separates the subjec-
tivity of the spectator and the one of the essayist can be sutured. A contemporary computer
user is accustomed to letting their train of thought unfold on their screen, as well as peeking
over someone’s shoulder to look at another screen or even watching a streamer’s interface
displaying a game or a video during a react session. In all these cases, the spectator uncon-
sciously associates what they see on the screen with the operator’s subjectivity. Desktop
documentary has made the most of this unconscious association, and the virtuosity of its
mise-en-scéne is entirely focused on recreating the apparent effortlessness and transparen-
cy® of a spontaneous navigation while exploiting the visual possibilities of the interface.

The idea of effortlessness (desktop narration) as concealed effort (editing) resonates
deeply with the divided modes of production operating in Mad Men, made sensible by the
nonchalance of the male copywriters as opposed to the bustle of the swarm-like open
space. For this reason, I wanted to include not only desktop moments and software inter-
faces in my video essay but also my own hands working on my laptop keyboard as well as
on a typewriter keyboard, much louder and heavier to handle. Through the very literal use
of transparency — not the one of the desktop interface, but as a diachronic technique for
revealing time strata — and split screen, I wanted to outline a practical archaeology of our
mediatic gestures, the ones we thoughtlessly perform while typing or navigating on a page,
forgetful of the mechanics that once had to be set in motion.

Negative Spaces

For Ordinatrices, I only wanted to work with material set in the open space. I saw it as a
white box in which the secretaries, in the loud soundscape of this working floor, only
heard rumors of the series’ main storylines. I re-watched the seven seasons of Mad Men
while purposefully avoiding the scenes occurring in the private offices or outside of the
building. Thus, at the end of the first season, Peggy’s subjectivity and aspirations disap-
peared for me since she obtained, as a copywriter, an office of her own. I tried and concen-

1) Jifi Anger and Kevin B. Lee, “Suture Goes Meta: Desktop Documentary and Its Narrativization of Screen-
Mediated Experience,” Quarterly Review of Film and Video 40, no. 5 (2022), 595-622.

2) Christian Metz, Film Language: A Semiotics of Cinema (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974).

3) On the relationship between transparency and digital interfaces, see Jay D. Bolter and Richard Grusin, Re-
mediation: Understanding New Media (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2000), 20-62.
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trated on the unseen labor performed in this negative space of the fiction, where all the
women’s gestures are primarily parts of the films set. For this reason, I chose to cut out sec-
retaries from this background and associate these strange shapes with computer tasks
within an image manipulation software interface to underline this principle.

I also subtracted my own hands, using green body paint, to create a negative space
within my computer in which I could insert first an older machine viewed from an archae-
ological perspective, and then Peggy, in the final season, as an allegory of the idle secretary
still haunting the hardware.

Taking Sides

Watching Mad Men without the men motivated me to use a spreadsheet and to discern some
patterns (Appendix). Each color is linked to a secretarial activity resembling a computer
operation (green is for screen, blue is for using a keyboard, orange is for using a telephone).

Cutting out these little gestures put me in a viewing position that evoked another of-
fice series, Severance (Dan Erickson, Apple TV, 2022), in which the characters’ minds are
torn between their private lives and their working hours. The side of their consciousness
tied to the office is consequently unaware of the existence of the outside world — very few
are the secretaries of Sterling-Cooper who are granted a private life.

In a way, they already are hybrids, half women, half machines, since they are always
shown as tied to the apparatus of the perfect secretary, achieving tasks and acting only in
response to what the “real” characters do.

It should not come as a surprise, then, that at the end of the seventh season, a male
character calls the IBM 360 computer an “old girl,” as if he perceived how much the gen-
dered division of labor displayed during the previous five seasons led to this very techno-
logical moment.

The chimeric nature of secretaries on the brink of the computer age was brilliantly ex-
plored by the exhibition Computer Grrrls, curated by Marie Lechner and Inke Arns at the
Gaité Lyrique (Paris) in 2019. The epistemological standpoint of the exhibition and its as-
sociated timeline® presents both the forgotten female engineers of computing history and
the prehistoric creatures of the digital age: the female operators who acted as computers
before they even existed.”

The very existence of the term ordinatrice in French, or rather of this linguistic hypoth-
esis, seems to bear the unconscious knowledge that computer tasks, not so dissimilar to
ancient secretarial work, are usually performed by women. Proposed by the linguist
Jacques Perret in 1955 to IBM France, which was looking for a French name for its ma-
chine, ordinatrice (computress) was supposed to temper the god-like connotation of ordi-
nateur (computer). The masculine ending of the word evokes the Creator — often called
the great ordonnateur in French — while the feminine form suggests an executive role,

4) Inke Arns and Marie Lechner et al., Computer Grrrls [Timeline for the 2019 exhibition at the Gaité Lyrique],
accessed July 15, 2024, https://computer-grrrls.gaite-lyrique.net/.

5) For an overview of the history of female computer labor, see Sophie Rentien Lando, Computers at Work:
About Women in Computing (Paris: Espace Ness, 2019).
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a service work, as opposed to the real human (male?) mind thinking in front of the screen.
In French, calculatrice refers to the small pocket machine, while calculateur designates a
massive mainframe computer — which is probably why IBM France finally decided on the
word ordinateur.

Ordinatrice After All

This video essay was inspired by my grandmother, who once took typing lessons in a small
house in my hometown, now a beauty salon. In the same space where women used to
learn how to write with a white cloth over their hands, women are also repeating the same
gestures every day: waxing, massaging, and painting the nails of working women who
spend their time typing on laptops.

The female-associated labor remains somewhere in the metal, not only in a symbolic
or materialist way but also in an anthropological sense. Jonathan Beller, in The Message is
Murder: Substrates of Computational Capital, questions “the unthought formations of vio-
lence presupposed by and consequent upon the everyday functions of communication’s
media”® According to him, in the same manner, women-assigned operative work was
thoughtlessly concealed within the open space; unthought violence remains embedded in
the performance of servile femininity with which conversational Als are endowed.”

While voice performance survives as an interface, the entire heritage of the specifical-
ly female working class is fading away under the keys of the personal computer. I do not
deny that the prospect of a division of labor that is less alienating than the one in which
women were condemned to “serve the machines™ can be a form of social victory. As Syl-
vie Schweitzer points out, these women workers blend in with their work tools, in terms

»

of both language and labor, becoming “the phone lady [la dame du telephone],” “the key-
punch-checker [perforeuses-vérifieuses],” “the typist [la dactylo],” while their very physical
work becomes derealized. The computer manages to merge mechanical and creative work
into a hybrid activity; as one of the reviewers of the video essay very acutely highlighted,
Mad Men began airing three years after the end of Sex and the City (Darren Star, HBO,
1998-2004), another major New York series in which each episode begins or ends with a
shot of Carrie Bradshaw, a contemporary woman journalist, typing her own column on
her own computer.

However, the subordination of women has not deserted the world of tertiary work, de-
spite the deep transformations in media use. The negative space of women-assigned work
has shifted to other gendered skills and tasks (communicational, organizational, adminis-
trative, and care labor), most of which are devolved to the digital precariate.”

6) Jonathan Beller, The Message is Murder: Substrates of Computational Capital (London: Pluto Press, 2018), 1.

7) Ibid., 47, quoting Emma Goss’ thesis, “The Artificially Intelligent Woman: Talking to the Female Machine”
(Bachelor’s thesis, Barnard College, 2015).

8) Sylvie Schweitzer, Les fernmes ont toujours travaillé: Une histoire du travail des femmes aux XIX* et XX° siécles
(Paris: Odile Jacob, 2002), 195-225, 216.

9) Daniel Calderén-Gomez et al. “The Labour Digital Divide: Digital Dimensions of Labour Market Segmen-
tation,” Work Organisation, Labour ¢ Globalisation 14, no. 2 (2020), 7-30.
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Appendix
Timeline of secretarial activities in Mad Men

(Each color is linked to a secretarial activity resembling a computer operation: green is for screen, blue is for
using a keyboard, orange is for using a telephone).



48  Occitane Lacurie: Ordinatrices: About the Negative Spaces of Early Computing



ILUMINACE Volume 36, 2024, No. 2 (132) THEMED ARTICLED 49




50  Occitane Lacurie: Ordinatrices: About the Negative Spaces of Early Computing



