1

SCIENCE, TECHNOLOGY, MANAGEMENT AND FUTURE OF SOCIETY

Humanity for long has been challenged on its inability to create life. This often has been quoted by many as proof of existence of God or of a superior power beyond humans. That challenge has now been met. Thanks to technology and organizational management that goes with it, yesterday life has been created by humans. These and such like achievements are eloquent testimonies to perfectionism of tools, technologies, and management and draw insistent compliments to technological and management capabilities of today and institutions / organizations that make it possible.  

At the same time we also learn that in this planet of ours everyday a substantial proportion of population goes to sleep without adequate food, clothing and/or shelter.  This happens in spite of the fact that the world has more than adequate resources to take care of minimum needs of all.  This is also a reflection on the management performance and technological imperfections of our society at large.
That available technologies and management systems continue to suffer from such inadequacies may be looked at as a technological and management failure and re-examined with the hope and intention as to how best the shape of society be changed, through changes in technological capabilities and managerial  knowledge, attitude and action, to bring about a more equitable, sustainable and happier society.   

For a long time technology and management have been value neutral. Their task has been defined as that of minimization of the use of inputs/resources and maximizing corresponding outputs/products. In this scenario technologies and managements are under an inexorable pressure to deliver growth in their respective segments at the highest possible levels by minimizing inputs and maximizing outputs. In its task, so defined, both technology and management have achieved tremendous progress. But the need and quality of objectives/tasks set either by its own technological and management teams or by some other techno-economic-socio-political process have seldom been questioned.  To bring about a sustainable, equitable and better society the technologists may now question the objectives set for them.
The present technology and management system, attempt to minimize, for a given output, the use of resources to the best of its ability.  For this purpose both technology and management systems use reference yardstick of market prices.  These prices, unfortunately, do not reflect the cost to the society, especially to the vulnerable sections of society.  These also do not reflect the real costs of labour of the relatively poor, because prevailing socio-economic system does not assure for them equitable terms of trade.  Terms of trade are heavily loaded in favour of finance, technology and management, all elite, and against the weak and the vulnerable.  Minimum wages are almost always under estimated and even at that level seldom paid to the most vulnerable and voiceless. How can our technology and management systems ensure computation of realistic costs in the present day input/output relationship?  It has first to compute realistic terms of trade for those who are marginalized and, therefore, not able to obtain fair price for their produce or the work effort.   And there are no guidelines available for doing so. Social contract, as at present, favors the organized against the unorganized, who constitute a large majority in a country like ours. These are also largely the deprived sections of society with no security, social or otherwise.
The input costs neither reflect the correct value of draw on natural resources, nor the correct cost of air, water and noise pollution that such minimization of cost may entail.  If these social costs are taken into account the left hand side of the equation i.e. input cost will go up substantially and the difference between input and output will not be as it presently appears in the balance sheets of our corporates /organizations. The profits as these appear at present are highly exaggerated with respect to realistic costs and benefits to the society at large. How these costs are to be built realistically into the benefit-cost or input/output equation which takes into account not only social costs but also market aberrations is a challenge? Pending realistic solution of these issues, the functioning of technologies and management systems, as at present, is increasingly jeopardizing the future of human society. 
On the output side there is a similar problem. Outputs that present technological and management systems offer  products and services which have maximum demand as reflected by the purchasing power of the consumers.  This purchasing power reflects the effective voter preference for certain products/services. It obviously is not a democratic vote but a vote which is proportional to the capacity to spend of the households in a particular society.  This preference reveals products/outputs/services that will receive priority in the market place.  This preference is revealed to both technologists and management specialists who follow it up as per market preference. Unfortunately, what they are actually pursuing is not a democratic vote. It is an unequal vote highly skewed in favour of those few who have command over large proportion of resources/purchasing power.  

Imagine a country which is largely  controlled by a few families (say 50).  Since these 50 families manage and control major share of the  GDP of the country concerned,  these families would also decide what their economy would produce and use.  This may sometimes leave out large majority of the population of a country  from expressing its choice and priority as to what needs to be produced and made available to public.  There are many countries where a large proportion of GDP/purchasing power is in the hands of a small proportion of population.  For this reason expressed choice of goods/services/products that need to be produced is that of a small minority rather than that of population at large.  

This situation requires mending through suitable technological and management reorientation.  Efficiency, as earlier defined, which currently is the hallmark of perfectionism in technology and management will require to be looked at in the context of the effect it has on increasing or decreasing the level of pain in the society, both in the short and the long run.  And this pain arises from inequitable distribution of capacity to make choices and possibility of further limiting the choices, through future years, as nature’s resources in specific sectors get constrained or even exhausted.  Or else they get further inequitably distributed in favour of a few to the neglect of many. Welfare essentially is the power and capacity to make choices of our own rather than being deprived of such control on our lives, as is increasingly happing with the present dispensation of forces of technology, management and finance.
Consider a situation where a management specialist walks into country A and finds two  persons X and Y working there, one producing 50 units and the other 30 units.  This happens because of difference in access to technology, finance and other inputs. The management specialist advises them that if they were to work together and make better use of available technical and other capabilities their productivity would go up.  Having agreed to this suggestion they find that at the end of the day  their total productivity has gone up from 80 units to 100 units.  This is shared as 90 units in favour of A and 10 units in favour of B.  Whereas the productivity has gone up the level of deprivation  gone up.  

Likewise,  country A and B were to work together (a la WTO ) the total productivity of the two countries would go up.  But if incremental productivity is not shared equitably, the societal well-being may be effected adversely. Gain of utility of some will not be adequate to cover the loss of utility of others, unless instruments were in place to rearrange welfare to correct the adverse effects of efficiency syndrome as visualized by our management and technology specialists.

We have to re-think whether through high capabilities of technology, finance and management we, the elite, have somewhat innocently or ignorantly  targeted and manipulated poor people, ordinary people, large population groups, marginalized and landless laborers and so forth and obliged them to produce and consume according to our plans.  In this manner we have made them more vulnerable than before.  They are now slaves not only of their essential needs of food, clothing and shelter which they have to keep following but also of the acquired habits and desires resulting from our excellent communication and marketing strategies.  And while the poor suffer from imbibed habits of gutka, smoking, drinking, lottery, and the like resulting in their loss of control over their lives, we boost our balance sheets and corporate results and pat our backs as technologists and managers par excellence. 
Very recently we have come up with a partial answer to these questions in terms of corporate social responsibility and emergence of voluntary sector  There is a chance in this but a hopeless chance. As at present resources devoted to these tasks are infinitesimal as compared to overall corporate budgets or Government spendings.  Further, these socially friendly worded institutional arrangements of corporate social responsibility and the voluntary sector have often  been utilised to take advantage of available tax benefits or to relocate  resources into different control systems so that these go outside the corporate/institutional responsibility framework altogether. As a result, increasingly we have a phenomenon of more and more  private expenditures appearing as public costs.  It is apparent to all of us that a large part of five star luxury, on private account and for private benefit, be on land or in air, is ultimately billed to corporates or public institutions as public costs.

The current business scenario is dotted with mergers and acquisitions.  These will raise the competitive capabilities of supra organizations.  Each of these organizations will attempt to establish an equilibrium for itself at the most efficient levels as evaluated by the market place at whatever cost to the rest of the society which may escape being reflected in the balance sheets. These will draw upon available resources at a speed and in a manner as to consume, as fast as possible, all natural resources over and under our lands.  These will also marginalize public institutions and sometimes even the Governments of some countries, with smaller budgets and limited powers. 

Whereas each of these organizations will benefit their constituents/ stakeholders more than before as these reach closer to their own equilibrium, the  world society at large will stand to lose. The emerging technological and management systems of supra organizations will ensure for a limited few an  extravagant lifestyle at considerable cost to nature. This will happen also at the cost of those who are left out of the system or remain untouched by the evolving techno-economic dispensation. They, by and large, do not even comprehend as to what is happening around them.  It appears that the world is destined to have a short life of say 500/1000 years in which a few will live extravagantly beyond the bearing capacity of nature and its resources till it burns out.   In the struggle between man and nature, it is axiomatic, that nature will win.  

A ray of light is sometimes thrown by management and technology specialists indicating that there is no linear relationship between inputs and outputs and it is a possibility that input use does not move as fast as output.  It is very much a possibility but its overall contribution is bound to be limited.  This auto correction of the system will prove inadequate and too much delayed to save our planet which is moving at a fast pace towards its own exhaustion.  What is urgently required is conscious mending of the technology mix in such a manner that its efficiency indices take into account current and future  costs in terms of loss of well being of the vulnerable  and  of over-use of natural resources.  The market costs as these currently go into the computation of input : output relationships  do not take into account our obligations to the vulnerable sections of society and the  future generations, both born and yet to be born.  

How this sustainable and therefore, responsible  incremental growth is to be distributed across countries and across communities is the new technological and management challenge at the global and national level. We have to move from growth per se to responsible growth across countries and corporates.  If we  are in the business of low cost housing, food and clothing,  schools, hospitals, clinics and such like products, our growth has a different meaning to society  as against growth of some who are in the business of producing alcohol, cigarettes, cosmetics fashion goods, or even constructing jails, and bars. To a value neutral statistician both contribute to GDP. But, the corporate results of the first category of producers have a different social significance for the society as against corporate results of second category of producers.  The need for goods produced by second category of producers/ managers arises from a certain disease of the mind from which, overtime, all of us get afflicted to different degrees.  This happens because of pressures that surround us by the manner of management and communication assault assisted by massive technological inputs and functioning of these  categories of corporates including their advertising and marketing wings and the society’s response to them.

Once we introduce concepts that differentiate from growth responsible growth, and responsible consumption from consumption, these pressures on our psyche will decline and a more responsible global production and consumption scenario will emerge.  What these concepts should be and how these are to be brought into practice are issues that technological and management experts must ponder. We hope these new concepts will insist on change in the way our corporates and various other institutions are functioning at present and how these re-adapt themselves to better meet the needs of the world society through future years. 

Being capable and being value neutral is like placing yourself as a robot in the World’s scheme of things. Technologists and Managers should cease to be robots furthering single mindedly the objective of maximizing outputs and minimizing inputs as per market directions and going market price and thereby maximize profits. Instead they should reflect on a value system which not only they themselves will pursue but also advocate to others so as to lay down priorities for humanity. These priorities may include sustainability of nature, physical, financial and emotional security for all irrespective of religion, caste, and place of births, or status in society.  And Technologists and Managers must evaluate, at each stage, their own work in this scale of values. 
Technology and management along with finance should work as change agents in favor of increasing life span, improving health, ensuring food security, universalizing education and conserving natural resources and environment.  Technological advancements which are now taking place at a fast pace should be evaluated with reference to these societal objectives.  We learn of a motto, as early as 1933, of a world fair at Chicago “Science Finds, Industry applies, man conforms”.   This needs to be changed to “man requires, science finds, industry applies:.  The starting point of all technological efforts thus should be man or society and their well being.
Science and technology may be likened to a locomotive that is at present driving the society at large.  Its speed is getting accelerated at a fast pace, each decade, each year.  It has immense capacity to save.  It also has the capacity to kill.  In current reckonings its capacity to kill far exceeds its capacity to save.  It, therefore, needs to be guided, through normative goals and related management and finance to deliver more for humankind by way of enhanced welfare.

Fortunately forces are at work to give technology and industry based development a human face. Every effort to hijack development in favor of the few to the neglect of many is being increasingly resisted by civil society across the globe. Similar efforts are also being made to tame the killer aspect of technology.  This is seen at all critical meetings that take place to consider future of nuclear and other weapons, of wars of policy framework of International Financial Institutions, the Davos, the WTOs and the like. This is also reflected in the work of institutions like the World Social Forums which is gaining World Wide acceptability even while working haphazardly and without the required institutional framework. Technologist, Management Experts and socio-political actors must lend support to such efforts and guide these along a desirable normative framework. Climate management becomes part of this normative expectations. So do millennium development goals which are all both desirable and doable. And there are several other “desirables” on which agreement exists among large part of humanity. Technology and management specialists may re-direct effort to ensure achievements of these normative goals which better meet the aspirations of many, even as they create wealth to fund and finance such efforts. It is this balance between wealth creations and its use that needs to be brought about if the future of the world society is to be secured over the very long run.   
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Technology, Management and Finance are the lead actors in determining the future of our society. Their performance in creating wealth and maximizing profits has earned much appreciation. At the same time their neglect of distributive aspects and their misplaced calculus of costs and benefits to the society is doing much harm to the world resources, natural and human.   Particularly,s so for the poor and the vulnerable. This is because Technologist and management specialists have, by and large, pursued single mindedly the objective of maximizing profits while maintaining the scientific temper of value neutrality. Time has come when this value neutrality tag has to be shed and all actions are to be viewed and evaluated in the context of enhancing well being of humanity. This, through pursuing normative goals which may include sustainability, equity, attainment of Millennium Development Goals and similar desirables. This will be important for the long term future of society as against its current technology and now nano-technology leveraged track run to its own exhaustion in a limited time frame.
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