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Guideline
1. Written History and Archives

1. Hegemonic histories

2. Why the Program ?

2. Archives and Practice

1. Text

2. Practice

3. Practitioner

3. Archives as Vehicles

1. Texts, fragments, heritage

2. Unchanging text

3. Engagement

4. Trio: Text, Practice, Practitioner

1. Resonance, Dissonance

4. Archives and modes of Abstraction

1. Text and Abstraction

2. Orders of Practice and Abstraction

5. Archives as site of Practice and 

Knowledge

6. Challenges, Limits, Possibilities



Written history and Archives

Hegemonic History of Math in India based on
● Certain written texts (Sanskrit)

● Computational Astronomy

David Pingree’s census of exact sciences - 

catalogue or archive ?



Written history and Archives



Written history and Archives

Hegemonic histories render privilege to activities of the mind

Serve a political function in a society where occupation is caste based

Different modes of abstraction in and across occupations

Orders of abstraction in practices there were computational/mathematical

Our programme is to bring hand and mind together to reconstruct a different history of mathematics 

● Not any one particular language (all Indian languages)
● Not any one practice (agrarian, mercantile, bureaucratic)
● Practioners in time and place
● Texts as records of practice



“
”

Archives and Practice



What is an archive of practice ?

Text as records of practice Practitioners
● codification as processes of a few
● manuals at work 
● pedagogic devices
● world of computation
● professional virtuosity

● Architect
● Carpenter
● Blacksmith
● Goldsmith
● Sculptor

● Boat maker
● Weaver
● Leather worker
● Accountant
● School teacher

Practices without Texts
● How to write history ?
● What archive ?



Sculpting



Boat Building



Boat Building



Carpentry



Accounting



Revenue Accounting



School Teaching



School Teaching



“
”

Archives as Vehicle



Archives as vehicle of creating/sharing knowledge

Practice → When associated with the practitioner → 

Unchanging 

Example image of Indian Artisans

⇩
Product of practice

⇩
Heritage

⇩
Codified text

⇩
Fragment of an archive⇨

⇦

Change at the workshop vs Unchanging text

⇩
Archives capture text (17th century, philological tools)

⇩
Workshop (tools, markets, pedagogic boundaries, patronage)

⇦Historian Engages

Practitioner Engages ⇦



Text – Practice - Practitioner
In search of Resonance or Dissonance ?

⇩
How to bring together

⇩
Read aloud the text (recite)

Text vs Workshop

⇩
Does it resonate ?

⇩
Measure 
resonates
But not 

language

⇩
Language 
resonates
But not 
measure

⇩
Virtues resonate

Where is text ? Where is practice ?

Why text at all ?

Occupation without texts ?

Why text now ?



Text – Practice - Practitioner
Curious case of the Merchant Accountant

● Account books available
● Codes available
● Economic history available

But the practice of cunning ?

The practice of manipulation ?

Perceptions available but are they retrievable ?

How to make the archive speak for the practitioner ?
● Historian is just a fragment of the public
● Which archive ?



“
”

Archives and Modes 
of Abstraction



Text and Abstraction

⇩
Procedural

⇩
Mnemonic practice

⇩
Algorithmic

⇩
Virtuosity

⇩
Imagined public



Orders of Practice and Abstraction

At the workshop
● Through the axis of measure  - as reconstructible practice

School
● Mnemonic practices – reconstructible

Accounting
● Codes reconstructible



“
”

Archives as sites of
Practice and knowledge



Possibilities and Constraints of Digital Platforms

How archives cognitively shapes the image of an activity of the practitioner ?
● From Fixed/Static to dialogic

● Towards reconstruction
● To measure again ?

● To recite again?

Digital archive/atlas (a work in progress) – as a Thematic-Spatio-Temporal 

framework, providing a means to explore the sources and diverse records. Design 

is exercised based on long term collaborative participation and distributive 

approach.













Possibilities and Constraints of Digital Platforms

Digital Constraints

What the code allows ?

Dimensionality: 2D, 3D

Interaction that facilitates exploration

Visualizing a different archive

Different stories need different archive

How do we reinvent a relationship between history and archive of practices

Different values and possibility of justice

How can we imagine archive for the practitioners ?



Conception based on grounded learning experience

Method of doing history with people by 

grounded investigation of primary 

sources and their memories, changes 

the way information is curated and its 

diversity into the archive. Thus making 

archive as a repository of not only of 

the past records but also the space for 

current practices.

We organized the collections to let the 

visitor navigate through the 

perspectives of site of learning, working 

and what general mathematical 

practices people have known and 

practicing.

This throws light on interaction 

between all three facets, that lets the 

nature of knowledge creation, 

transformation over time and place.

With this perspective, underlying information connects information contextually that brings together the textual records, tools of 

practice, and evidences from the workshop of practitioners, collected through ethnographic work. Thus relationship between text, 

practice, practitioner can be explore to engage in discussion about the nature of measure, calculation and value assignment.



Conception based on grounded learning experience

Perspectives to approach archiving resources changes when 
● absence, silence, gaps, erasures are given importance
● practitioners, and readers of archive to connect, engage collaboratively
● generalizing based sparse records is avoided – thus healthier skepticism
● cataloging, categorizing is not made with protocols for information 

organization alone



Technological facilitation for collaboration



Technological facilitation for collaboration



QUEST IONS/D I SCUSS ION


