Report on the URKEW Workshop

Technologies and Artisanal Cultures in Europe, China and India.

LSE, 20.6.2011

This workshop was organised with the aim to widen, deepen and follow up the discussions held at a previous workshop on “Conceptualising the Production and Diffusion of Useful and Reliable Knowledge in Early Modern Europe” (January 17th 2011, LSE, see report).  Both events were dedicated to exploring relationships between Useful and Reliable Knowledge, Technologies and the Artisanal World. The first workshop conceptualised problems inherent to the production, accumulation and circulation of technical (proto-scientific) knowledge by analysing methodological issues, using case studies from Europe. This second workshop dealt with global comparative dimensions. By bringing together historians of science and technology with expertise in different regions of the world and presenting them with questions and problems, the team aimed to obtain a better understanding both of the technical cultures characterising India, China and Europe and of the possibilities and methodological difficulties related to comparative histories of technical cultures.

The questions posed to the guests in preparation for the meeting were followings (see program for more details):

1. Geographical Scales for Enquiry: between the local, the national, the international and the global.
2. Temporal Scales of Enquiry: comparisons and long term phenomena.

3. The Role of Institutions: how to Compare?

4. The Conduits or Connexions between artisans, natural philosophers (or their analogues), wealthy patrons and investors in innovations.

5. The role of associations.

The paper by Liliane Perez analysed in a comparative fashion recent historiography on the histories of technologies in China and Europe. 
In Early Modern China and Europe there was a range of practitioners who produced sophisticated goods without recourse to propositional knowledge. In both regions we can also observe a trend towards the codification of part of this knowledge (by bureaucrats, intellectuals and others). For a long time codification did not modify how products were made. In 18th c. Europe codification became important. This occurred because codified knowledge was used to organise production to produce more and more efficiently.  She underlined the role played by the state and the markets.
During the discussion the question was raised why (given the similarities described between China and Europe) codification became important and relevant to production as late as the 18th c. and only in Europe.
Another question raised in the discussion was the degree to which the agrarian based Chinese literati were comparable with the city based (urban) world of the European artisans and the intellectuals writing on the crafts. It was also underlined that in Western Europe technical advancement was not only urban but rural as well.
Christine Moll-Murata offered an overview of Chinese technical manuals dealing with building technologies, shipbuilding, printing and ceramics by three possible categories of people: State officials, literati, experts. 

In her conclusions she underlined that the ways in which knowledge was diffused (which actors and media played a more or less important role) seems to be dependent upon the kind of craft under scrutiny. 
During discussion the theme of the status of artisans came up. Were they in direct contact with literati in China and Europe? It was underlined how for centuries in Chinese intellectual history there has been a minoritarian trend towards the ‘nobilitation’ of artisans that became stronger in the 18th c., when direct contacts between artisans and literati became less problematic. It was noted how Europe and China showed similarities in the timing of the process of codification of expert knowledge, however Europe has a much weaker tradition in the state-led production of manuals.
It was emphasised that it will be necessary to define expertise more closely and to compare the ways in which and the extent to which quality was regulated. What roles did the state play, what was delegated to communal authorities or to guilds?  
David Washbrook 
In his paper David Washbrook underlined that Indian elites engaged with technological matters in terms of management (particularly in the fields of building and of war making). The art that elites sought to learn was how to persuade people who knew how to do things, to work together efficiently.

Large, very high level artisanal workshops were to be found at courts but there is little evidence that there was intervention from “above”. People who made things appear to have left virtually no records of their practices. For example metal workers had a strong literary tradition but they did not write on metallurgy.

If any information on methods used by crafts (e.g. accounting methods) was written down this was done through the use of secret codes (e.g. rhymes containing “scientific” information). Most Indian writing was not done to substitute for memory but to prompt recollection. Skills and knowledge, even in early colonial era, were not separate.

Breakthroughs seem to come to India from outside (Persian wheel etc.) these are then adopted and adapted very quickly and efficiently. 

During the discussion issues such as the transaction costs occurring in the Indian case due to the co-existence of several different Indian languages (migrant groups tend to keep their languages, which also serves to protect their skill) came up along with the role of casts in shaping the production process, the degree of specialisation and the division of labour.
William Clarence Smith (SOAS, London)
Prof. Clarence Smith gave a very brief overview of technology in the Islamicate world and stressed how India, for a period, was an important part of that world.

Roundtable
Participants: William Ashworth (Liverpool), Maxine Berg (Warwick), Kristine Bruland (Oslo), William Clarence Smith (SOAS, London), Celina Fox (independent scholar), Maarten Prak (Utrecht).
Topics discussed from diverse and comparative perspectives included:

1. The rise of the expert.

2. The respective roles of the state, associations and firms in stimulating and producing useful knowledge/innovation.  

3. Problems of comparative approaches for the study of a global history of technology.

Report by S. Valeriani

� Attempts were made to secure a speaker on the history of technology in the Islamicate world but they sadly failed. Prof. W. Clarence Smith kindly offered to share his expertise to partly obviate this problem.





