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Knowledge Production and Communication
Control: About Shanghai Lithography
Association, 1886-1930

Jingbo XU

Abstract

Will the introduction and spread of modern Western science and
technology be bound to result in a full-scale reform in the traditional industry?
This paper focuses on the study of the Shanghai Lithography Association,
analyzing its function of management and supervision of the modern Shanghai
lithography industry and endeavoring to reflect the complexity of the production
and pervasive influence of modern knowledge. The book guild had played the
role of the “gatekeeper” for the production and spread of knowledge in
traditional China; however, the change in modern society required it to shift
from its original role to that of a “pathfinder.”” The modern lithography of
Shanghai came into being as a result of the introduction of Western
technologies, yet its organization, i.e., the Shanghai Lithography Association
(shuyegongsuo), bore a strong resemblance to that of the traditional guilds. It
could neither follow the original track of “gatekeeper” nor become the
“pathfinder” that would lead the change in the industry, and therefore it was in
an awkward and difficult situation. The dilemma of the Shanghai Lithography
Association vividly reflects the contradictions and difficulties that the traditional

Jingbo XU (Lecturer). Department of Marxism, Shanghai Insitute of Technology.
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guild was entangled in during the process of transformation brought about by
modernization. Though the whole industry was established upon the new
technology of lithography introduced from the West, due to its limited
capability and size, the Shanghai Lithograph Association still retained the
traditional guild’s concept of restricting competition for the purpose of
stabilizing the industry. Conservative in its function, it could not play much of
a role in the development of the industry, and therefore was phased out. This
paper argues that the modern transformation of traditional industry cannot rely
solely upon the introduction of new technologies, but also calls for the joint
innovation of the whole system of the industry.

Keywords: Gatekeeper, Shanghai lithography, Shanghai lithography association
(shuyegongsuo)
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