‘Comparing Companies’

Workshop at the University of Warwick, 28th October 2011


10h30 – 10h45 Registration & Coffee

10h45 – 11h00 Welcome (Maxine Berg, University of Warwick, Project Leader)

11h00 – 12h30 Session 1: Networks of Trade in Europe and Asia 	(Chair: Felicia Gottmann)

Transnational perspectives can lead to a greater appreciation of the role that merchant networks played in comparison with and in relation to the great monopoly companies, often only analysed in a national context. A fairly recent wave of studies on networks (both formal and informal) opened up new avenues for research that we would like to discuss in this first session. Historians have begun to take a closer look at the local intermediation of trade in the East. At the same time, a renewed interest in private and privilege trade has brought a range of interesting ‘new’ actors to the forefront of research. We would like our speakers to share with us their ideas about the role of historiographically marginalised figures who were directly involved in the organization of the East India trade, or on those who were vaguely associated with the Companies’ activities. 
 
12h30 – 13h15 Lunch
 
13h15 – 15h00 Session 2: Markets and Sales				(Chair: Hanna Hodacs)

Historical narratives of the East India Companies often read like stories of commercial success. However, it might be asked what do we really know about the difficulties (and failures) involved in establishing extensive markets for Asian manufactured wares (such as cotton and silk textiles, furniture, porcelain and many other wares) that so influenced eighteenth-century fashions in early modern Europe? We believe that we need to better understand the market mechanisms (e.g. marketing, auction sales and design transfers) in Europe and the changes that occurred over the period under consideration (1600-1830). 

15h00 – 15h30: Coffee

15h30 – 17h00 Session 3: Statistics and Wider Impact			(Chair: Chris Nierstrasz)

Much statistical work has been done on the individual Companies. What is missing, however, is an attempt to bring some of the results together into a wider comparative picture. We still do not know enough, for instance, about the prices that were fetched in different European markets, and how widely distributed Asian manufactured wares were in continental Europe. There are ways of coming to terms with these issues and we would like to discuss some of the possibilities of comparing the quantitative source bases available for the different Companies. There is much more untapped material available that could shed new light on the commercial success of both private and Company trade and the overall impact of Asian luxuries – and fortunes made in the East – on the social, economic, and political developments of each country involved in that trade.


17h00 – 17h30 Final Remarks (Maxine Berg)
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