
COMMENTARY 

TECHNOLOGY: 
WHAT IS APPROPRIATE? 

A ppropriate technoiogy has been held to be a// things to a// people by its 
advocates - from a mechanicai path to enlcghtenment, to a sustainable 
economic growth plan for the post-industrial world 

in his book, Paper heroes, a review of appropriate technology+, W/to/d Rybcrynski 
plays skeptic and historian to this populist approach to science and technology. 

Rybczynsk! is a professor of architecture at McGi// Unwersity (Monlreai, Canada) 
and a “confessed practrtioner” of appropriate technology whose work on low-cost 
housing and sanitation technolgiesr has given him a special insight. Assoctate 
eoitor Rowan Shirkie interviewee him for Reports. 

Reports: You say that 
appropriate technology is 
part lay religion, part pro- 
test movement, and part 
econom,c theory. In what 
propori~ons are they mixed? 
Rybcrynski: That IS very 
difficult to say. I’ve been 
crtticized for not defining 
appropriate technology. 
but I think that If one wants 
to deal with the phenome- 
non of appropriate technaIL 
ogy - and it certainly exists 
- one really has to deal 
with a number of very dis- 
parate things. Dependlng 
on where and in what con- 
text it IS beinq discussed, it 
can be very iilfferent. For 
mstance. the idea of appro- 
pnate technology in the 
context of the World Bank 
or Ihe United Nations takes 
on a very different coloura- 
tion than when It IS being 
discussed in the context of 
a national lendina aaencv, 
or in the context of the 
United States’ or Canada’s 
“back-to-the+nd” move- 
ment. So many people have 
taken parf in this movement 
that it’s not so much that it 
combines philosophical, 
economical, and almost 
religious ideas, but that 
depending on whom you 
are talking to, one or other 
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,f these tendencies will 
?merge. 
3eports: If ifs only appro- 
lriate to any one individual. 
iow can there be a consis- 
ency that you can call 
ipprapnate technology? 
Rybczynski: There are 
two tendencies within 
appropriate technology 
tihich are more or less 
coherent or consistent. On 
the one hand, there is a 
tendency to deal with ap- 
propriate technology as 
an Intermediate technology 
31 as a stepping stone in 
the development process. 
This is an evolutionary po- 
sition -the ultimate goals 
of technology are not dif6 
ferent, but the way of 
achieving them has to be 
different. 

On the other hand. you 
have withln the appropriate 
technology movement a 
much more revolutionary 
position based on the 
assumption that technology 
IS now inaporoprlate and 
must change very much 
more radically. It’s a ques- 
tion of changing the goals 
of society, and that one 
way to change how develop 
ment occurs - and, in fact, 
the goals of development 

- is to change technology 
quite radically. 
Reports: Do you think 
Schumacher originally for- 
mulated a revolutionary 
technology? 
Rybctynski: He was a 
very difficult person to pin 
down: you can find a quote 
to support almost any po- 
sition in his writing. He was 
once asked why he called 
his thearIes Buddhist eco- 
nomics, because it didn’t 
seem to be very different 
from other sorts of eco- 
nomics. Schumacher replIed 
that if he called it some- 
thing else. people wouldn’t 
have particularly noticed it. 
The Buddhist economics 
has less to do with 
Buddhism than with fairly 
conventional, welfare state 
fXO”OmiCS. 

I think what motivated 
Schumacher was a disil- 
lusionment wth the direc- 
tion that economic and 
social development had 
taken in Europe and Amer- 
ica. Small is beautiful re- 
flected, and perhaps 
expressed in a clearer way 
than people could have 
recognized themselves, a 
discontent and a search 
for alternatives. I have called 
the book first and foremosl 

a diatribe against modern- 
zation. 
Reports: Why do you say 
n your book that “small is 
lot always beautiful”? 
Rybczynski: If we have 
oeen choosing the wrong 
technologies. IS there a 
riifferent type of technology 
that will put us on safer 
ground, whether environ- 
%entaIIy, socially, or eco- 
nomically? If there IS such 
a technology, one has to 
find some sort of criteria 
to identify it. I think nobody 
consciously chooses in- 
appropriate technologies, 
or very rarely. Most of the 
bad choices of technology 
result because the choice 
was badly made. 

Schumacher’s argument 
is that there must be a 
technology - which he 
calls appropriate - that 
avoids these pitfalls. I was 
trying to identify some cri- 
teria of appropriateness, 
and one of the criteria he 
used seems to be smalls 
ness of scale. He actually 
claims that If we choose 
smaller technologies. we 
can avoid ecological fall- 
out, for instance, because 
the smaller scale technol- 
ogres are less likely to have 
undesirable effects. Mv 
ftnding IS that there are 
enough examples where 
that is not true to make 
one s”spic,o”s. 

There IS more to 
appropriate technology 
than a literal reading of the 
word. Behind appropriate 
technology is a whole 
range of ideas that have to 
do with a lot more than 
simply choosing the right 
technology.Ithastodow!th 
a whole philosophy. 

In this light, Gandhi could 
be said to be the first, 
authentic, appropriate 
technologist, and his in- 
fluence IS great. Schu- 
macher quite frequently 
mentions Gandhi, and 
Schumacher did have 
some early experience In 
India which was one of the 
things which led him to 
formulate h!s theory of 
intermediate technology. I 
think the links between the 
appropriate technology 
movement and Gandhi’s 
ideas about technology are 
very strong. Not that the 
m&ementhas added much 
to his original ideas.. 
perhaps he was even 
more radical in hts views. 
He wanted, after all, to do 
away with the foreign 
technology that existed in 



India. and really go back 
to a pre-European tech- 
nology, but in spite of the 
fact that the Indians are 
great admirers of Gandhi 
they have not actually 
followed any of his specific 
proposals. 
Reports: Ghandi also said: 
“Production for the masses, 
not mass production.” 
Does appropriate tech- 
nolow reflect that concern 
for 0% poor? 
Rybczvnski: Aporooriate 
technology IS p;t&~/ly a 
product of the United 
States, Great Britain, and 
some of the European 
countr~s, and then not 
even a product of poor 
people in those countries 
It comes out of the unwer- 
sity and government envi- 
ronment. which hardly 
represents the poor I think 
it has tried to address itself 
to the problems of poverty, 
and in certatn cases, tried 
to develop technologies 
appropriate to the situation 
of poor elements in society. 
But it is very rare that ap- 
propriate technology has 
emerged out of poverty. 

It’s really very much of a 
top-down movement, which 
IS, I think, one of the 
reasons why appropriate 
technology has had limited 
impact. It always has a 
built-in phIlosophical 
problem, always flowing 
from developed countries 
to the Third World, which 
is a contradiction, of course. 
Windmills, for Instance, 
were never used by poor 
people. A windmill I” 
Holland or France was a 
mark of prosperity. 

It’s true there is a section 
of the appropriate tech- 
nology movement.. some- 
times referred to as village 
technology or rural tech- 
nology.. that tries to revive 
or Improve on indigenous 
practices, particularly in 
developing countries. I 
think I would have perhaps 
the most sympathy for that 
part of the movement, be- 
c&se m a way II is a 
modest part, it makes the 
most modest claims, and 
it simply tries to improve 
what already exists. In 
effect, the original idea of 
intermediate technology 
was a technology that 
stood between the very 
crude and the vew ad- 
vanced. That still makes a 
lot of sense. 
Reports: Do the poor not 
have to use appropriate 
technologies simply be- 

cause they have no other 
choice? 
Rybcrynskk I don’t see 
why you have to call it 
appropriate technology. I 
think they just use what’s 
at hand. It’s very often not 
appropriate at all. A lot of 
the deforestation that oc- 
curs in Somalia is due to 
the fact the people use 
thatch for their roofs. It 
makes a very good roof for 
the climate and it doesn’t 
cost anything, but it de- 
nudes the landscape and 
you get erosion. The 
Somali government is tiying 
to find alternatives to the 
use of thatch. 

One always has to look 
at specific cases. My argu- 
ment hinges around this: 
that without looking at the 
specifics of a situation you 
cannot define what’s 
appropriate or not. As a 
consequence, you cannot 
determine inappropriaie- 
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ness either. The poor often 
use more highly mdustri- 
alczed products - llke 
galvanized tin for roofing. 
Does that make it mappro- 
priate? I don’t think so. 

Appropriate technology 
tries to simplify, and I don’t 
find It a convincing sim- 
plification. 
Retorts: YOU sa” that 
for&gn aid agencies have 
become the main purvey- 
ors of appropriate tech- 
nology, and that a lot of it 
is parachuted mto devel- 
oping countries. Why is 
that? 
Rybczynski: I’m not sure. 
I think there is a centraliz- 
ing tendency built into 

.appropriate technology. 
The theory of appropriate 
technology is very attractive 
to bureaucrats because it 
implies that you can 
choose different sorts of 

technoiogles and get bet- 
ter results. In a nutshell. 
that couid be said to con- 
stitute the basic message 
of appropriate technology. 
This is attractive to an atd 
agency because it means 
mstead of bullding one 
sort of plant, you build 
something else. You stcck 
in windmills. you stick in 
some other technology 
associated - however 
tenuously - with appro- 
priate technology, and you 
are supposed to get a bet- 
ter result. I think the ewd- 
ence is that is simply not so. 
Reports: Are there exam- 
ples of any successful, 
widely used appropriate 
technologies? 
Rybczynski: It depends 
on how you define it. There 
is no technology that is 
changing the world ~ti 
terms of revolutionizing 
the sort of development 
that IS taking place. Most 
technologies are inter- 
related with other sorts of 
development. I think to a 
certain extent the 
Green Revolution showed 
that if you rely on tech- 
nology alone to make all 
kinds of sowa and other 
changes, you can some- 
times be in for a rude sw 
prise. 
Reports: China IS gener- 
al!y given as the success 
story of appropriate tech- 
nology. How much success 
has China enjoyed and 
how much of its experience 
can be transferred to other 
countries? 
Rybczynski: China was 
a very stronq part of the 
appropriate‘i&hnology 
argument, parttcularly in the 
60s and 70s when very 
Il!lle information was com- 
ing out of China except 
propaganda. My feeling is 
ihat the Chinese exoer- 
pence precisely sho’ws the 
terrible things that can 
happen when you try to 
approach technology in 
an ideological way - which 
is what happened in the 
decade of the Cultural 
Revolution and the Great 
Leap Forward. I think, in 
fact, China should be a 
lesson of what can happen, 
m a negative way, when 
you try to impose ideology 
on technology. There are 
indications that the 
Chinese have now re- 
turned to a much more 
typical, pragmatic approach. 
Reports: Does appropriate 
technology have a future? 

Rybcrynski: In terms of 
developing countries, no, I 
don’t th,nk so. it seems to 
me that the countries that 
are using appropriate lech- 
nology - in however small 
a way - and that are ide- 
ologically supporting it, are 
not the countries which 
have shown in the past 
that they are going to 
make any significant head- 
way in terms of economic 
development. If countries 
like India, or some of the 
centralized economies of 
Africa simplv absorb 
appropriate technology 
into their economies there 
IS not really going to be 
much change. But I think 
appropriate technology 
has made a contribution in 
a general sense. It has 
made people aware of 
technology and the 
importance of technolo- 
gical choice in terms of how 
It affects other aspects of 
development. 

In a very specific sense, 
what has happened is that 
appropriate technology has 
become isolated. Various 
agencies have created of- 
fices of appropriate tech- 
nology, or appropriate 
technology groups, and 
this tends to isolate appro- 
prlate technology. Instead 
of a philosophy affecting a 
whole range of techno- 
loglcal choices, it occupies 
a very special sort of niche 
in development. I think this 
is a great mistake, because 
if appropriate technology 
means anything. it means 
a point of view that should 
be applied more or less 
across the board. This 
doesn’t seem to be what’s 
happening. The questlon 
that appropriate technology 
asks is, how we can con- 
trol technologies? That is 
a good questlon.. it is the 
right question. I’m very 
skeptical of the answer 
that we have been given 
so far. q 

- 
Paper heroes: a review of 

appropriate technology, by 
Witoid Rybczynski, Anchor 
Press/Doubleday, 1980. (501 
Franklin Avenue, Garden City, 
New York 11530, usn) 

:Low-cost technology options 
for sanitation, by Witold 
Rybczynsk!, Chongrak Poipraa- 
sert, and M,chael McGarry 
(melO2e) IS avatiable from 
Commumcahons Division, IDRC, 
P.0. Box 8500, Ottawa, Canada 
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