
Commentary 

DOMINATION BY “COOPERATION” 
A Third World perspective on technology transfer and information 

“Technology is like genetic material - it is encoded with the characteristics of the society 
which developed it, and it tries to reproduce that society.” Bruno Wambi is chief librarian 
of the Central library of Ma&n Ngouabi University in Brazzaville, Congo, and president of 
the Congolese Association for the Development of Library and Archival Documents (ACDBA). 
In this commentary, he argues that Third World cultures are the victims of Western technol- 
ogy transfer, all in the name of development. 

BRUNO WAMBI 

--T o matter where you 
are, libraries are 

L tools for social, cul- h 1 tural, and economic 
d progress - integral 

- _ elements of a coun- 
ws national development plan. 

And to do library science is to engage 
in research and technolo@. For 
these rasons, cooperative links 
between the libraries of the North 
and those of the South have been 
established within the framework of 
development assistance programs. 

III practice, unfortunately, the 
general feeling of euphoria died 
after the first two development 
decades. The reason is that the 
problems of the general masses have 
not been solved in all the countries 
of the South. A persistent disen- 
chantment has replaced the illusions 
that marked the beginning of 
cooperation. Worse, the gulf between 
the have and have-not countries has 
widened, with the wealth of the 
developed countries having fed itself 
off the poverty of the underdeveloped 
countries. As a result, when it 
comes to imported development 
models, the Southern countries are 
hostile toward the donor countries 
and mistrust them. This disillusion- 
ment has driven Third World 
nations to be more inward-looking, 
more self-preoccupied, according to 
Jacques Bang in his book Queile 
voie de dheioppmmt pour I’AAfrique? 
(Which development path ior Africa?). 

Ninety percent of the people in 
our countries are forced to live in 
silence because they do not speak 
the language of technology and 
progress. Their silence is political, 
technical, and ideological. The 
remaining 10 percent of people 

believe this is the logical state of 
affairs. What then is the basic con- 
dition for development? 

I will not rehash the theories 
which practice has relegated to the 
garbage can of history - theories 
such as the universaliV of science, 
the neutrality of science, and the 
premise that science is truth. Science, 
of course, is neither universal, neu- 
tral, nor synonymom with absolute 
truth These labels were pinned on 
science so that it could be used in 
that great expansionist plan whereby 
the title “human being” is denied to 
the other human beings of the planet. 

To tell the Third World that 
science is neutral is the sane as 
telling them that all questions have 
already been asked, once and ior 
all. It is to tell them that to solve 
their problems, all they and future 
generations have to do is dip into 
the grab-hag of scientific solutions 
invented in and for the countries of 
the North. 

The question arises whether all 
societies must pass through this 
process of so-called development? In 
other words, is it really desirable for 
the whole world to become an in- 
dustrial civilization? Why shouldn’t 
we have the right or, dare I say, the 
duty to follow our own path and 
even to distinguish science from 
progress, development from 
Westemization - concepts that 
have been intentionally co&ted. 
AR we really unable to escape the 
perpetual human urge to dominate 
through the power of the intellect? 

To build a coherent, development. 
oriented economy, we must rely on 
the work of ethnologists who are 
able to describe both industrial and 
traditional societies. Western logic, 
based on objective knowledge and 
essentially materialist, is in direct 
opposition to the mythical way of 

thinking found in nonindushial 
societies. 

There is an enormous psychologi- 
cal cost to modemization. Advanced 
technologies, imported without ques- 
tion into the new nations of the 
Third World, can do more bad than 
good. Why? 

To begin with, Western technologv 
has been designed in light of the 
many resources available in the rich 
countries: financial capital, workers 
with specialized skills, raw materials, 
energy, and so on. As such it is not 
directly transferable to poor coun- 
tries where money and energy are 
scarce and human resources are 
abundant. The social, economic, 
and cultural interests of Third 
World countries are often directly 
opposed to those of the rich nations. 

Secondly, when an ultramodern 
factory is sold “ready for operation” 
to an underdeveloped country, 
chances are it will be built in an 
urban area and create jobs there, 
rather than in the rural areas where 
the need is greatest and the weight 
oi poverty most onerous. 

Finally, large foreign industries 
recruit their managers and technical 
staff from among the 5 to 10 per- 
cent of the population that makes 
up the local elite. And it is these 
me people who end up reaping 
the benefits of their activities. Thus 
the vast majority of the population 
is ignored and will never benefit 
from the presence of a new high- 
tech industry in their area. 

It is clear that the industializa- 
tion model adopted by most develop 
ing countries has only accentuated 
the gap behveen rich and poor. It 
almost always reiniorces the societal 
schism whereby 5 to 10 percent of 
the people form the elite - indus 
trialists, businessmen, large land- 

owners, politicians, bureaucrats, 
doctors, engineers, technicians and 
so on - and far behind trails the 
other 90 to 95 percent of the POPU- 

l&ion, the poor peasants, half of 
whom live below the poverty line. 

Technology is like genetic material 
- it is encoded with the character- 
istics of the society which developed 
it, and it tries to reproduce that 
society if the economic, social, and 
political environment is compatible 
with it and malleable. In short, 
elitist, capitalist societies that export 
high technology will reproduce 
elitist, capitalist structures in the im- 
porting countries. 

To understand this phenomenon, 
one simply has to look at the mech- 
anisms oi technology transfer: provi- 
sion of massive amounb of capital 
or financial aid by the exporting 
countries; knowledge transfer 
through technical experts; and train- 
ing of student apprentices from the 
underdeveloped countries in institu- 
tions in the industrialized countries. 
Even if the injection of foreign capi- 
tal doesn’t directly modify the social 
stmctur~ of the importing country, 
it nevertheless comes with political 
strin@ attached. 

The presence of experts from the 
industrialized countries goes a long 
way to transferring Western values 
to the host Third World countries. 
Scientifically and technically superior, 
the expatriate expert! set up labora- 
tories, work sites, and research 
centres very similar to the ones they 
left behind at home. And because in 
the eyes of their Third World counter- 
part! these expatriate5 are founts of 
knowledge, they become models to 
be emulated. Their lifestyle and way 

of thinking are copied, clearly to 



the detiment of the host counhy’s 
sociocultural values. The transfer of 
a foreign technology, then, auto- 
matically promotes the transfer of 
the foreign culture that invented the 
technology. 

Finally, the tnining of Third 
World technicians and engineers in 
industiialized count&s also pro- 
motes the introduction of Western 
structures. It is difficult for students 
to avoid being influenced by the 
lifestyle of the country in which they 
are studying. When they return 
home, they become, of necessity, 
part of the elite, that select group 
which follows the lifestyle most likely 
to perpetuate its position of 
privilege. 

No matter how well intentioned 
the promoters of technical assis- 
tance may he, it is unthinkable that 
the Third World could pull together 
the necessary financial, human, and 
material resources that the techno- 
logical enterprise demands. For the 
indusbialized counbies, it took cen- 
turies to build up such resources 
Humanity’s largest and most shame- 
ful programs of dehumanization 
have always carried noble labels - 
such as “the duty to civilize”, 
“development aid”, “technical asis- 
tance”, “new world humanitarian 
order”. 

If the Third World finds itself un- 
able to dispense with a bonowed 
identity, it will have no choice but 
to reject progress. Its happiness 
d&ends on its decision. It must 
decide on its own culture, joys, 
dreams, hopes, identity - its own 
future. 

Having said that, we must recog- 
nize our duty to show that science 
is no more universal than the multi- 
tude of techniques and technologies 
that make it up. We must then 
choose those technologies which 

help humanity to reconcile itself 
with nature rather than dominate it, 
and which help us to avoid the 
wasteful habits that consumer societies 
have forced on us. 

We in the South have the poten- 
tial to build an alternative to this 
camivor called science which 
devours nature and feeds on people 
and life. We have the potential to 
create new ways of thinking and act. 
ing, ways which are wise and human. 
In our hands and heads, we hold 
humanity’s best chances of survival. 

Because of this I would like to 
shout out to the researchers, techni- 
cians, and engineers of the Third 
World: “My friends, it’s your turn. 
Design your machines to suit us in 
the tropics!” I would also like to 
address my Northern colleagues 
working in the area of scientific and 
technical information - the librari- 
ans, archivists, documentalists, and 
consultants who are the main chan- 
nel of development aid in the area 
of documentation. I would tell them 
that we in the South are convinced 
that it is no longer possible for us 
to develop according to the models 
of either the Western or Eastern 
countlies. 

Our p&St experience no longer 
allows us to confuse cooperation 
with subordination, bilateral ex- 
changes with unequal exchanges, 
Our public libraries could hence- 
forth have meaningful roles to play 
if we can just rid them of the im- 
ported frameworks under which they 
operate and have them become 
more responsive to the local popula. 
tions’ needs. They need to use the 
resources available to them to create 
adapted structures and tools. 

New librarians should be trained 
to meet the needs of the young 
countries of the Third World. They 
should be able to compile pools of 
information pertinent to the inter- 
ests of the citizenry. They should be 
able to teach reading and writing 
and prepare basic spelling books. 
They should be able to develop 
audiovisual materials on oral tradi- 
tions. They should be able to write 
for children and adults and hold 
readings in libraries and public 
halls. 

As for our school libraries, they 
would like to play the same role as 
their counterparts in Europe and 
North America. I refer here to 

What is essential, though, is that we 
ensure that the new technologies 
are adapted to the needs and means 
of our countries, enabling develop- 
ment to happen from within. We 
must ensure that the transfer of 
technologies to the Third World is 
not tied to the creation of expolt 
markets for multinational companies. 

There is nothing more disheaten- 
ing than to see cemeteries of broken- 
down machines awaiting spare parts 
or repair by technicians from 
abroad. And when equipment 
breaks down every week because it 
isn’t suited to the Third World 
environment, how distressing it is to 
have to call in experts from the 

I 
“It is no longer possible 

for us to develop 

according to the models 

of either the Western or 

Eastern countries.” 

university libraries, research 
libraries, and specialized scientific 
and technical libraries. Our academ- 
ics and senior technical personnel 
need the same information as their 
counterparts in the industrialized 
countries. After all, science and 
technology now transcend all geo- 
graphical boundaries. For this reason, 
new technologies are of great inter- 
est to us. We do not want to con. 
tinue using outdated information; we 
want to tap the latest sources of infor- 
mation so that our researchers are 
in tune with the rest of the world. 

company you’ve been forced to sign 
a senice agreement with. 

So, dear colleagues and partners 
of the North, if you truly wish to 
help us, give us the means to self. 
development. Always remember to 
take into account our particular 
circumstances and needs, and please 
do not impose your solutions on us. 
This is the price of harmonious 
cooperation between the libraries of 
the indutrialized countries and 
those of the Third World. I 


