TECHNOLOGY, CULTURE AND NATIONAL

DEVELOPMENT IN AFRICA

BY Professor Peter Anyang Nyong’o

On the 6th of January each year, The Professor Bassey Andah Foundation organises a Memorial Lecture in honour of the Late Professor Bassey Andah.

Professor Bassey Andah who died on the 22nd of December 1997 was a great scholar and quite outstanding in his field of Archaelogy.  He rose to be the first Black person south of the Sahara to be elected to the position of President.  World Archaeological Congress.  His writings have helped to change the global perception of the Bantu race.

Professor Peter Anyang Nyong’s, the Guest Lecturer at the 7th edition of the Memorial Lecture Series is the erstwhile Minister for Planning and National Development for the Republic of Kenya.  He is a political economist of global repute and serves as a consultant to several Multinational Organizations in Africa.

Many years after leaving primary school in rural Ratta, Kenya, I remember the colonial chief’s warning to us that we would never become an independent nation.  He reasoned that since the black man could not make a needle, how then could he run a modern government?

The white district commissioner made matters worse regarding our future in Kenya.  Gathering us in the chief’s baraza, he warned us of the superiority of the white man’s gun over our African weapons of war and defense.  He also reminded us of the white man’s might.

Technology therefore was linked with power, might, superiority, political oppression, dominance and the white man when I was growing up.  It was something out there to which we could aspire after but not achieve.  It was an alien civilization.  We belonged to a culture of inferiority.

In school, we were thought mathematics, religion. History, English, geography, rural sciences, and civics.  One had to learn them to be a “modern man” in colonial Kenya.  They prepared one to be elite; those who could help the white man administer the colonial state and exploit the people.

The science and technology behind the publication of the newspaper did not bother us.  The train to Nairobi was an alien machine that made traveling easier.  We were not really worried about having a train in our society.  It was what made it possible for them to cross the ocean to us, bringing us into their own “civilization”.

On reading many historical treatises on Africa, I realized that man’s origin was in East Africa, at Olduvai George and Kenyan anthropologist Louis Leakey had gone to great lengths to prove this.  Man developed, using tools and conquering nature.  Marx and Engels remind us that technological and cultural development has to do with man the producer and not racial superiority.  A close look at European history as observed by Professor Andah reveals that the modern western concept of progress is pragmatic, exploitive and elitist.

It is pragmatic due to its occupation with material occupation with material and practical gains.  It is scientific because the laws of science are upheld as supreme.  It is exploitive because nature’s gifts have been used with nonchalance and ruthlessness.  It is elitist because the progress has benefited very few at the expense of very many and at the expense of natural resources belonging to all.

Africa through Colonial experience did not escape the impact of this model of progress.  Franz Fanon observed that the psychology of the colonized was messed up by the development of society on this template.  He observed that the black man’s inner world of thought, images, values, and perceptions is colonized by this western mode of thought and “civilization”.  The black man as it were is dehumanized and cannot really discover his mind.  This psychological colonization inhibits the African from advancing technologically.

The history of Africa from pre-colonial to post-colonial times is in the incorporation of Africa into European development through imperialism as basically a process of under-developing Africa.  This continues through the West’s technological superiority over Africa and through unequal trade and exchange imposed by globalization.  Combined with the psychological oppression, this objective under-development creates a more burdensome situation for Africa’s development than can be easily discerned from casual observations.

Thus, both at conceptualizing reality and interacting with other human societies through trade, politics and economic activities, the African has to deal with this historical past and structural intermeshing with Western civilizations.  Progress at its barest minimum means improvement.  

Thus, humans progressed from being nature’s scavengers to nature’s exploiters but subjecting others to servititude in the process.  This is the misgiving we now have about the western heritage of progress and its cultural and ideological expression, in capitalism and the protestant ethic.  Karl Marx and Friederick Engels saw the inequality and social injustices that capitalist progress brought to Europe, mainly as a breeding ground for revolution.

Nevertheless, science and technology needed not be used permanently as tools of domination, exploitation and underdevelopment.  In efforts to restructure the production and use of knowledge, the UN, post World War two, created organizations whose aim it was to develop technology and the fruits of progress to serve humanity.

A global political culture of mutual responsibility and shared progress was expected to be promoted by such bodies as the UNDP, FAO, UNESCO, UNICEF, WHO and many others.  The Breton Woods Institutions were meant to fund development and stabilize the international financial system.

World history has not been written according to the optimists who founded the UN system.  Africa after much contribution to the world economy and global civilization, languishing in the past as other societies benefit from the technological progress in improving their livelihoods.

The technology of irrigation cannot be rocket science; centuries after Hammurabi, Egyptians have effectively used it to turn the Nile waters into the lifeline of desert agriculture.  Kenya could also use irrigation technology to relegate drought induced famine to Kenya’s history.  

Ironically, in rain and drought, Western Kenya’s suffer from their sever effects, making people flee their homes and beg for external aid, when nature could be appropriately tamed by technology and scientific management, for them to live stable lives.  Once nature is tamed, attention can then be paid to improving pastoral and agricultural practices and productivity can be increased.

It is often said that poverty has inhibited the productive use of technology in most of Africa yet this line of thought is doubtful as these so-called cultures of poverty have produced men and women with doctorates of philosophy in some of the most sophisticated scientific subjects.  In these same backward societies, people seek after information from all over the world.  This lack of rapid advancement in development, science and technology can be explained by other variables such as history, global environment, and political power structures as well as cultural dispositions.

First, if Africa’s development under the West African kingdoms and civilizations were not terminated, if slavery and slave trade had not disrupted the socio-economic progress in vibrant parts of Africa, her level of technological progress would be different today.

Second, our current situation in the global village called the world economy makes us start off as underdogs in the world trade of goods and services as well as international politics. 

Third, is our cultural and political inertia to confront and deal with these problems in an effective manner so as to redeem Africa from the current predicament through smart partnership with the globe by adopting internal policies and programs that are consciously aimed at elevating us into the same levels of development as our imperialist adversaries in the long run, as accomplished in Malaysia.

Malaysia’s investment in education, infrastructures, national integration, science and technology, are results of conscious planning by a political leadership and should be lessons to Africa.  We need an imaginative African leadership to lead us out of the current bog of economic backwardness and culture of poverty.

Domestic use of energy is bused largely on wood fuel and kerosene fuel and reliance on these energy sources leads to deforestation and lower rainfall patterns which results in lower levels of water in rivers and lakes and a resulting ecological imbalance.  Eventually, even electricity generation becomes a problem when rains fall.  It is therefore imperative for Africa to move towards science and technology-based development process for progress and sustainable development.

African cultural heritage as found in languages, marriage practices, transfer and use of knowledge, music dance, architecture, authority structures and religion, need not remain in the past but be infused with science and technology to improve livelihoods.  A visit to the tombs of the Buganda Kings in Kisubi, Kampala, remind us not only of the rich and meaningful this past was but how much it needs to be incorporated into the modern requirements of uniting various nationalities into one progressive political community.

Many African leaders in the name of progress have simply returned us to political suffering and economic backwardness where neither cultural renewed nor modernity could be faced.  These military dictators gave state-led cultural renewal in Africa a bad name such that any subsequent talk of an African cultural renaissance has been looked at with skepticism and suspicion.

But we are now in an age where African leadership feels more confident to speak of a cultural renaissance in the midst of championing a science and technology-led development.  Hopefully, this should lead us to a new African reconstruction age that should be the true inheritance of those born after the Second World War and tempered by the change of neo-colonialism.

If the twenty-first century is to be different from the previous twentieth century, politics alone will not do it; science and technology-led and politically driven development will do it.  I emphasize “politically driven” because politics will take into account the people’s needs, goals and aspirations, the struggles over which shall give rise to democracy, justice and social equity.  The traditional and technological systems are visible systems on which our future can be built.  These systems being compatible with local cultures and integrated into the social fabric of society should be domesticated into our modern system and way of life.

Professor Andah’s observation that the educational system is central to our development remains true today as it is the key by which we can develop technology to fit our needs.  The fruits of science and technology become useful to man when we interact and work to change the environment for the better for all people, bringing about development.  Professor Andah also indicated how a sustainable and stable ambient needs to be maintained in the process of development with resources being optimally used within the context of ecological balance.  African renaissance in science and technology will come from applying knowledge to solve our problems through learning, research, discovery, and innovation.  Not surprisingly, when the African Academy of Sciences journal, Discovery and Innovation, was started, over two decades ago, its first editor was Nigeria’s current Minister of Science and Technology, Professor Turner Isoun.  It is therefore here in Nigeria that the leadership in Africa’s discovery and innovation in scientific and technological progress is expected in the memory of the nation’s illustrious son, Professor Bassey Andah.

