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Science and Technology in History. An Ap-
proach to Industrial Development. IAN INK-
STER. Rutgers University Press, New Bruns-
wick, NJ, 1991. xvi, 391 pp., illus. $50.

Modern advertising has given new meaning
to the expression caveat emptor. In book
titles, as in all forms of advertising, we have
learned to be suspicious of broad claims and
quick to look to the subtitle or introduction
to find the narrow purpose, the case study,
concealed within the boastful jacket. What
a pleasant surprise it is, then, to discover a
book that delivers what its title offers—and
then some. Ian Inkster, a professor at the
University of New South Wales in Austra-
lia, has written a penetrating account of the
links among science, technology, and in-
dustrial development in the world economy
of the 18th and 19th centuries. He has
appended to that analytical and descriptive
core a brief treatment of 20th-century de-
velopments, bringing his book to conclu-
sion in the mid-1980s, before the collapse
of the communist states in Eastern Europe
and the Soviet Union.

Intending his book for undergraduate
and postgraduate students, Inkster works
hard to furnish those readers with the in-
troduction they need to the basic concepts
and literature bearing on his themes. Along
the way, he provides those of us who are no
longer students with a great deal of well-
ordered information about technological
change, its institutional setting, and related
power structures, subjects of importance as
we try to understand the global economy
that emerged from the industrial and orga-
nizational transformations of the 19th cen-
tury. Although the author is a professor of
social science and policy, he is in fact a
historian dedicated to “the veracity of his-
torical detail, rooted in time and place” (p.
xv). As such, he is able to enrich this broad
review with the results of his own primary
research. This is particularly evident in his
treatment of Great Britain, Japan, and the
chemical industries worldwide.

What emerges is a historical tapestry
with patterns of emphasis and a description
of historical process. This is not in the strict
sense a theory of development. But in
creating his tapestry, Inkster untangles
many of the intellectual knots the previous
attempts at grand theory have left behind.
He does so with good common sense sharp-
ened by an impressive knowledge of the
secondary literature in this field. His em-
phasis throughout is on the flow of informa-
tion and the private and public institutions
that carry the concepts of science and
technology into and between economies.

Inkster’s major original contribution is, I

believe, his treatment of the diffusion of
these concepts in Europe and Asia, espe-
cially the latter. His comparison of the
experiences of Japan, China, and India is
most persuasive. In the case of Japan, he
finds the ability of the state to promote
information flows, to reduce the risks of
innovation, and to maintain authority
through the transition to rapid growth of
central importance. The inability of the
government to perform these functions in
the case of 19th-century India and China—
itself a partial product of empire—doomed
those nations to backwardness as the West
surged forward toward the age of consumer-
ism.

Specialists will of course be concerned
about the lack of depth they find in a book
that covers more than two centuries and
most of the leading economies of the world.
Certainly on my own turf—U.S. economic
and business history—I had reason to think
the author had given too little credit to the
early development of a vibrant commercial
sector as a source of industrialization, had
failed to recognize how decisively the
uniquely rich resource base shaped the na-
tion’s transition, and had understated the
manner in which entrepreneurship and
technical knowledge were blended in many
of the relatively small enterprises that were
the heart of the economy in the 19th
century. In this case, the author uncharac-
teristically allowed aggregate patterns to
obscure those historical details that so en-
liven his treatment of the European and
Asian nations.

While that kind of academic reservation
is inevitable given the book’s scope, a more
serious charge can be levied against Ink-
ster’s very favorable view of the emergence
of the modern bureaucratic, administrative
state. Guided perhaps by a leftish ideology,
the author finds much that is good and little
that is threatening—either economically or
politically—in state planning. This is true
whether he is examining German educa-
tion, Japanese encouragement of technolo-
gy transfers after 1868, or Chinese resis-
tance to Western technical systems when
that country was being sliced up by the
industrial powers. In these cases and most
others, he sees the state implementing pol-
icies suited to the countries’ economic en-
vironments and technical capabilities. The
same is true in his brief review of China’s
policies since the creation of the People’s
Republic.

For my part, I have more confidence
than Inkster does in markets and more fear
than he acknowledges that the state will act
in its own behalf, rather than mine (or
yours). My views are shaped, I know, by the
swing toward deregulation and privatization
in the last decade or so and by the dramatic
collapse of communism. These events have
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forced us to appraise more carefully the
costs as well as the benefits of bureaucratic
planning. They have pressed us to acknowl-
edge that Lord Acton’s dictum that power
corrupts still applies to even the best-inten-
tioned of modern governments.

That caveat notwithstanding, this is an
extremely valuable comparative history of
the central processes that created our mod-
ern world. Well written if necessarily
dense, the book deserves to reach a broader
audience than the one for which it was
targeted. It can be read with profit by
anyone who is interested in the develop-
ment of the economically significant insti-
tutions of science and technology during
their formative centuries. If you are not
interested in that subject, if you do not care
why entire nations led while others fol-
lowed in the drive to industrial leadership,
you should avoid Inkster’s Science and Tech-
nology in History. But in that case you will
be forced to fall back on the kind of folklore
that all too often substitutes for Inkster’s
style of hard-minded historical analysis.
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