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Abstract

This paper begins by looking at radical visions of development, such as those of Gandhi
and Mao, which developing countries threw up in the twentieth century. But soon these
visions were eclipsed by the technological vision of development, now being championed in
India by its president, Abdul Kalam. The elites of the world believe that only the technology
of the developed west can lead developing nations to the path of development. But they fail
to recognise the linkages of this capitalist, technology-driven path with colonial exploitation
and war. They overlook the insight, first stated by Rosa Luxembourg, that capitalist expan-
sion presupposes non-capitalist or pre-capitalist territories that provide the markets required
for capitalist growth. Thus the major failure of the capitalist technological vision is that it
can only be a vision for selected nations, or for a selected few within nations. It can never be
a vision for the whole world. For countries like India, therefore, an alternative vision of
development is essential. This will require a political act of courage to delink from the
developed nations and the development and refinement of alternative technology, much of
which already exists. Educating the intelligentsia that a good society does not require the
technological pursuit of unlimited prosperity, however, is a big challenge.
# 2004 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Radical 20th century visions

During the last few decades the societies of developing nations, as they are

called, have projected visions of their future development in various ways. One

type not prevalent nowadays but which may reappear before the end of the century

is strictly based on justice. Gandhi of India and Mao’se-Tung of China were the

representatives of radical visions in the 20th century outlined in the course of their

struggle against exploitative regimes.
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In Gandhi’s picture the emphasis on justice was so thorough that it could be

only an austere society banishing all luxuries and technologies attendant on mod-

ern urban prosperity. Mao’s ideal society was not intended to be an austere one

though his stress on justice was no less. He believed in urbanisation and believed

that once the people had power over the means of production they could gradually

harness technology for generating unprecedented wealth in order to ensure a higher

living standard for every citizen, higher than what the developed countries are

enjoying. Political power did not come to Gandhi’s hand. It was enjoyed by his

colleagues who did not share his vision of the future; and he himself was assassi-

nated within six months of India attaining freedom.
Mao, unlike Gandhi, held absolute power for a sufficiently long period and car-

ried out the egalitarian reforms in order to translate the vision into a reality. Pecu-

liarly enough what his experiments produced in China was very much similar to

the Gandhian vision. It was a society of austere living judged by the standards of

modern urban societies, deprived of most of the technologies of urban comforts.

So China became a bicycle civilisation without any cars, for only a tiny section

could have been provided with cars. It was not possible to give a car to every fam-

ily, not even to the majority of the families. Mud houses were built even by the

government. District industries using traditional technology were protected. Even

agriculture could not be fully mechanised. The people, however, were empowered

in terms of employment, health and elementary education so that when the vision

was reversed in 1986 China already had a strong economic base compared to India

and many other developing countries. At one period, Amartya Sen revealed, mil-

lions of people in China died due to famine. But the distinctive features of the

economy remained—and reforms, full employment, expansion of literacy, health

services etc. The political system based on dictatorship also remained unchanged.

What picture would have emerged in 2000 or 2020 if Mao’s policies had been con-

tinued has not been made a subject of analysis, but after three decades of commu-

nist experiments the successors of Mao realised that this was leading to a situation

where the modern technologies could never be given a major role for ensuring a

higher standard of modern living for the Chinese people. The use of modern tech-

nology in all spheres of life was an inextricable part of the communist vision, as

basic as the achievement of economic justice.
The communist vision was falsified by the progress made in China. It was the

progress of an egalitarian society without modern prosperity. The latter could be

achieved only in a capitalist state, i.e., in a situation of great inequalities. So in

1986, the Chinese communists under the leadership of Deng, opted for the capital-

ist road and that is how high technology entered the development scenario of

China by its own right—when equality was no more the commanding principle. By

contrast, the Gandhian vision was more consistent but less popular. Who would

opt for a bicycle civilisation?
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2. The technological vision of development

Before the 20th century was out, the Gandhi–Mao type of vision had been
eclipsed by the technological vision of development. In India no one less than the
president of the country is pioneering that vision. His book Vision 2020 [1] was
published about three years before his contesting for the top office of India.
The content of the vision is not new. It has its genesis in the ‘‘temples of modern

India’’, the famous phrase (now referred to only by critics who want to ridicule)
coined by the first Prime Minister of the country. Nehru used this phrase to denote
the mega projects making use of new technologies for industrialising and modernis-
ing India. Nehru pushed this vision through the second five-year plan. Later on it
was the central theme of all the subsequent plans. Now we are in the midst of the
10th plan. After the second plan no other plan had any significant achievement
worth mentioning. Significantly, as if to contradict Mao, Nehru had warned his
colleagues not to think of equal distribution. There is no point, he asserted, in dis-
tributing poverty. Let there be prosperity first. It sounded very wise; but alas: the
desired prosperity never came and so distribution also has never been done. India
has the largest population living below the poverty line. If India is not ready, will
China be ready for equal distribution after a few decades? Will modernisation, as
brought about by liberalisation and privatisation, limited within a specific region of
China become a pervasive feature for the whole of the vast country? Those who
speak and write untiringly about the future based on technology must be able to
answer certain questions, which have recurred again and again at the theoretical as
well as practical levels.
3. Universal technology and its elite champions

Technology, when it is not qualified by a prefix such as traditional, small-scale
or appropriate, always denotes modern technology currently in use in the most
developed countries. Both the speaker and the audience understand the term in this
way. What is strange is that very knowledgeable persons give the impression of
believing that whatever technology is currently beneficial to the developed nations
is equally beneficial to the poor, overpopulated, developing countries. This belief is
the outcome of the modern educational system which instils rigid ways of thinking.
The highest educated class in India and China will say, ‘‘Europe, America and
Japan have developed by this technology, and so others can develop by this tech-
nology alone’’.
Such a thoroughly fallacious statement goes uncontradicted among the intelli-

gentsia internationally. In a recent ‘conclave’ organised by the widely circulated
weekly magazine India Today Bill Clinton, Abdul Kalam and Alvin Toffler among
others participated in a discussion called ‘‘India: Global Giant or Pigmy?’’ Toffler’s
warning was typical: ‘‘India will never be an economic giant till it puts aside the
attitude that technological advances have made life worse for the poor’’ [2]. Toffler
does not disprove the fact that technological advances have made life worse for the
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poor in most of the countries of Asia, Africa and Latin America; nor does he have
the courage of a clear mind to articulate the hidden philosophy of the technologi-
cal prophets. The philosophy is sometime like this: If the poor are undeserving and
cannot compete, they have no business to prevent the developed sections of society
to become more developed and thereby contribute to the formation of the global
village which is the goal, logical and desired, of the technological advancements
pushed around by governments, companies and intellectuals the world over. Elites
of the world unite, albeit hierarchically.
The prophets of technological development think in a one-dimensional manner,

even if they are aware of the other critical dimensions of development. For example,
the question usually bypassed is the question writ large: who will be the carriers of
the process of development, the people or the technocrats or both? Once the people
become a factor, the application of technology becomes a complex task. The recent
experience of the Marxist-ruled state of West Bengal in India is a case in point.
Marxists are staunch approvers of modern technology and after 1991 they are not
averse to foreign capital. An agricultural policy was formulated by McKinsey and
Co., a long-standing consultant of the government on matters relating to foreign
capital. The draft policy provided for ‘contract farming’ by which small farmers
would lease their land to the big multinationals who alone are capable to modernise
Indian agriculture by harnessing high-tech methods. The first objection came from
the minister himself who was entrusted to pilot the draft for discussion in the
Assembly. India is a country of millions of small farmers who have neither the
capital nor the farm-size to go in for fully mechanised cultivation. Contract farming
was the way to deprive the peasants of their right to cultivate, resulting in an unpre-
cedented scale of unemployment in the countryside. After a long interval of dither-
ing and intra-party discussions the pro-liberalisation, pro-technology Left Front
government had to drop the McKinsey package, because ‘‘it would alter the nature
of landholdings’’ in favour of the multinationals [3].
Neither Abdul Kalam, nor Alvin Toffler will be mentally prepared to enter this

debate which was initiated long ago by M. K. Gandhi. The term ‘technology’ was
not in fashion yet, machine was the word. Gandhi was the staunchest opponent of
using modern machines for industrialising India. ‘‘India when it begins to exploit
other nations—as it must if it becomes industrialised—will be a curse for other
nations, a menace to the world’’ [4]. Elsewhere he points out that the few nations
who have attained the industrialised (read developed) status have already reduced
the rest of the world to colonies; so where will the colonies come from if India has
to become as big as Europe or America? In other words, how many giants can the
earth sustain?1

If Mr X. draws an elaborate picture of India as the economic giant of 2020, the
picture will inevitably contain an outer zone of markets, alias colonies. Those who
1 ‘‘ To make India like England or America is to find some other races and places of the earth for

exploitation. So far it appears that the western nations have divided all the known races outside Europe

for exploitation and that there are no new worlds to discover’’ [5].
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hold beautiful visions will not spell out this part, it will be in bad taste to do so.
The cracks will show elsewhere. Why is it that visions of single nations becoming
developed are available? Visions of making the whole world a developed place are
missing?
The modern technology born as a twin of capitalism is a double-edged instru-

ment which digs on one side and accumulates on the other side. This truth about
capitalism was first brought about by the renegade Marxist Rosa Luxembourg in
her famous book ‘Accumulation of capital’ [6]. She did not criticise technology, she
only criticised capitalism, but she laid the foundation of a true understanding of
capitalist technology. That is why official Marxists, whose dream it was to build
socialism with the help of the technology that the bourgeoisie had perfected,
denounced her. The main part of her thesis was that capitalism could expand only
because non-capitalist or pre-capitalist territories and social groups existed to pro-
vide markets. Capitalist development always presupposes contact with non-
developed, stagnant economies.
When a nation bent upon industrialising itself is incapable of finding colonies

outside its national boundaries, it creates them within the national boundaries.
That is how all the developing nations have got their ‘internal colonies’. These
nations present the image of an ugly beast half of whose body is fattened by licking
the other half. This is an objective truth visible to the naked eye, but yet to be inte-
grated in to the theoretical framework of the modern intelligentsia.
4. War, technology and development

Long before becoming the president of India when Abdul Kalam was in a tri-
umphal mood having successfully tested a series of missiles for the Indian Army,
he gave out a bit of his perception of the truth about technology. ‘‘Now this is
where the key to the modern world lies,’’ he records in his autobiography,
‘‘. . .superiority through technology. Deprive the opponent of the latest technology,
and then dictate your terms in an unequal contest’’ [7, p. 164].
Abdul Kalam’s development vision is a bye-product of his military vision. This

is quite in keeping with the modern spirit. War and development are concomitants
in modern civilisation. War technology has led to the invention of developmental
technology in most cases. There is never a dearth of fresh illustrations. Only a few
months ago the world witnessed America’s Iraq war in pursuit of the greater devel-
opment of America, which could also be called the development of Iraq and global
development. Alvin Toffler cannot deny that the Iraq war and such other military
adventures are necessary steps in the advancement of technology. Abdul Kalam
did not mince his words in praising the Gulf war of 1990, which he called ‘‘the vic-
tory of the technologically superior Allied forces’’ [7, p. 165].
Maybe, there is nothing wrong in development becoming war-like and nations

becoming giants. But how many are? How many can be? Among the non-white
nations only Japan stands out as an economic giant, i.e., on the side of countries
having per capita GDP worth 25000 dollars or above. (Japan is not a political
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giant; politically it has to toe the American line—that shows its vulnerability). No
amount of technical planning will boost South Korea or China, the two popular
models, to that height unless by some historical accident they also become imperi-
alist powers. Technology without colonies is useless. A nation without colonies
cannot even undertake scientific research, which is becoming costlier and costlier.
Nations without colonies can attain a relatively affluent status only if the great
imperialist powers, the real giants, grant them concessions and access to equal
rights of trade. This they have done in two special circumstances. In the classic per-
iod of European imperialism they allowed all white nations to economically exploit
Africa and Asia in the same manner as they themselves did. It was as if they
had conquered the world on behalf of the white race. That is how nations like
Switzerland, Scandinavians and Israel rose to become developed.
The second special case was in respect of a number of East Asian countries. By

1949 the European and American capitalists were mortally afraid of the prospect
of the whole of East Asia going red. So they had to adopt a dual policy of politi-
cally subjugating their governments and encouraging their economic development
liberally so as to make capitalism a success, make capitalism more attractive than
communalism in the eyes of the middle classes. Their policy was to make South
Korea more affluent than North Korea, Taiwan more affluent than communist
China and Thailand better than Vietnam. After 1986 the communist challenge has
disappeared, so the need for helping the Asian nations has come to an end. Joseph
Stiglitz, the former chief economist of World Bank, former chairman of president
Clinton’s council of economic advisors and Nobel Prize winner, in his widely read
book ‘Globalisation and its Discontents’ feels hurt and surprised that the USA
Treasury and the IMF together adopted wrong policies culminating in the East
Asian crisis of 1997. At the same time he complains that neither IMF nor the USA
Treasury was interested in studying the processes which brought about the spec-
tacular development of some of the East Asian countries. He does not analyse the
motives and does not come to a conclusion [8 (Chapter 4: The East Asia Crisis)].
The fact is that during the cold war period the super powers were interested in
making capitalism a success in East Asia. By 1997 they were deliberately pursuing
the ‘wrong’ policies. Pursuing the wrong policies is normal behaviour as it is profit
giving, the way to accumulate more capital.
Technological visions are not of recent origin. From the beginning of the twentieth

century bourgeoisie and proletarian governments have been trying their luck with
this paradigm. High-tech was not the phrase those days. Lenin designed his vision
with two words: ‘Soviets and Electricity’. Soviets symbolised people’s control and
electricity symbolised technology. Soon after Lenin’s death the soviets lost their
power and technology became the dominant note in the hands of a dictator who
wanted to make Russia the most powerful state in the world. Up to a point he
succeeded. The peak year was 1956 when Sputnik was sent to the space. Many
believed that this could be made possible only through the communist ideology.
However, in a few years the USA outdid Russia. In the subsequent three decades the
USSR looked like a technologically backward area compared to the USA. Advance-
ment and proliferation of technology depends a lot on money power. Enslave the
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scientists and ask them to make innumerable experiments in the desired direction;
that is how modern technology and its innovations multiply. Soviet Union had a
slender colonial base; it created internal colonies also; but harnessed its money with
unprecedented determination for the expansion of military power. That is how the
Sputnik was born. It did not have money to spend on technology in other sectors, the
civilian sectors. Soviet technology in textiles, cosmetics, cars and entertainment was
of an indifferent order. The Soviet people excelled in warfare and sports for some
time. Only a few areas were modernised, the region around Moscow, the region
around Leningrad and a few others. The urban-rural disparity was vast. This dichot-
omy gave rise to tensions and internal conflicts. Revolts brewed in East European
countries, which were treated like colonies. At one point the Soviet economy was so
strained its rulers resorted to over-drilling the oil wells for selling crude and earning
dollars. Those who write about the decline and fall of the Soviet Union have not yet
paid attention to this aspect of technology’s need for unlimited capital.
The world is a graveyard of industrial and technological visions. World Bank,

IMF and WTO are guiding all the nations of the third world along the path of
industrialisation and technologisation. It is the compulsion of powerful capitalist
countries to build up other nations in their own image, to impose their wants and
their technologies on others so that the latter will have to import the new
machines, and their know-how, and become a market. That is how railroads were
built in India and now computers are spreading all throughout the world. With
every technological innovation the developing world becomes more dependent on
the developed. The more a developing nation wants to be technological, the more
it will be dependent on the developed nations economically as well as politically.
This vicious circle can be broken only by the invention of a new genre of technolo-
gies adapted to a new life style and a new outlook on development. What is needed
is not a vision for industrialisation, not a vision for technological expansion, but a
vision for an alternative strategy of development. The technology that divides the
world into imperial and colonial territories will not be useful for the development
of all men together and all nations simultaneously.
5. An alternative development vision for the future

The technological innovations that will develop the poor nations simultaneously,
i.e. without dividing them into imperial and colonial will appear as soon as a few
of them decide wilfully to delink their economic development from that of the
developed nations. This delinking will be the epoch-making act of a political lead-
ership capable of inspiring large sections of the third world intelligentsia including
scientists. Their goal will be achieving limited prosperity through egalitarian poli-
cies and alternative technology. In such a situation a group of dedicated scientists
shall emerge to take up the challenge of fabricating a set of technologies that will
suit the needs of a society with less capital but determined to ensure a decent life to
every citizen. Prosperity here will not mean multiplying the wants and gadgets of a
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privileged class. It will mean access to those material goods and institutions that
could nourish the mind and body of every citizen.
In the very beginning, before the new inventions materialise, a technological

change can be brought about simply by changing the package of priorities. Some
existing technologies will be banished, some will be kept for limited use, while
some that are on the decline will be revived and accorded high priority. For
example, in the Indian situation the handloom industry should be the number one
producer of textiles, and the use of sophisticated computers limited to large estab-
lishments. In all poor countries private cars should be dispensed with and replaced
by comfortable buses. The latter will become the main automobile for passenger
transport. Organic farming as an alternative to large-scale mechanical farming has
already been tested; and low-cost methods of irrigation, power generation and
house building are known everywhere. They lack respectability because they do not
require gigantic investments which produce, along with goods, a coterie of super-
rich men and women.
New inventions are necessary for making small-scale industries viable in terms of

productivity. As far as possible, industries should be owned and managed by the
local people and local communities. Even the problem of food security can be
solved when every local community is called upon to plan its food production.
Mining is the crudest technology of contemporary civilisation. It disfigures the

earth, depletes its resources and systematically destroys communities who are the
natural owners of the land gifted with minerals. Man must invent a technology and
a method that can be used by the owning communities to exploit the mines in a
sustainable manner. No new mines should be opened till such an invention is con-
firmed. Without a nature-friendly mind and nature-friendly tools, nobody has the
moral right to interfere with nature.
New inventions are not an impossibility. As a matter of fact, a good part of the

alternative technology is already in the making, waiting for perfection. Technolo-
gies become a social fact when either the state or capital decides to launch them.
The more difficult task is to educate the intelligentsia about the feasibility of a just
and good society, since their minds have been trained to look for unlimited pros-
perity, even while disregarding its wider and long-term consequences.
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