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Early Mechanization in Global Perspective
One of the salient features of the first industrial revolution was the mechanization of production processes in a wide range of industries. However, mechanization was not an unprecedented phenomenon. Historians of technology have found evidence in different historical contexts, well before the eighteenth century, of the development and adoption of machines or systems of machinery that, in terms of technical sophistication, are fully comparable to the “gadgets” of the industrial revolution. Significant examples of early mechanization have been observed in the ancient world, in the middle ages, and in the early modern period. Moreover, these examples emerged in very different civilizations in Europe and Asia. Interestingly enough, before the industrial revolution these episodes of mechanization remained peculiar to specific segments of the economy and did not spread across sectors. In some cases (such as Renaissance Italy or fourteenth century China) the restricted diffusion of mechanical technologies has prompted economic historians to talk of “failed transitions” to the modern industrial world. In the literature, several hypotheses have been put forward for explaining both the emergence of new mechanical technologies and their limited diffusion before the industrial revolution. Several authors have pointed to the role played by economic factors (especially by high wages) in inducing the invention and diffusion of new machines. Others have drawn attention to the resistance to mechanization maintained by those social groups whose skills were going to be replaced by the new machines. Finally, another stream of literature has emphasized the role played by broader social and cultural factors.
The aim of this session is to shed new light on these episodes of early mechanization in a global perspective. In particular, we intend to provide a number of case-studies of early mechanization that will reappraise not only those factors responsible for the development and adoption of specific mechanical technologies in different economies but also those factors responsible for their limited diffusion.
If you are interested in participating to this session, please send an abstract to Christine MacLeod (c.macleod@bristol.ac.uk) and to Alessandro Nuvolari (alessandro.nuvolari@sssup.it) preferably before December 31, 2011.
