Harnessing S&T: The Political-Economies of Technology and the

Sciences in India’s Policymaking——
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The traverse of ideas, rooted in the natural gcjences, from braln to- 964'3 ﬁ i 5/217-
bazaars, or the spread of their ubiquity, or thgir application in the service of

a societal need, is far from a linear process. The instruments of State policy

that influence the speed and direction of the processes at play are only

sometimes proximate to, but are often remote from, the identifiable

connections between technological activity, economic performance or social
consequence. Although this perspective was explicitly so articulated in

India's policy-making by the National Committee on Science and

Technology (NCST) as far back as 1973, only recently has it been

recognised more widely. This lecture ia an attempt to disaggregate the

issues that still struggle to find effective expression in the design and

wielding of instruments of policy nominally directed towards, or supportive

of, the harnessing of S&T to economic and social ends.

1.The baselines

Of all the post-colonial countries — bar none -- India has the largest and
densest array of scientific and and technological institutions’ It is for us to
use this asset for purposes we can decide, and in ways that we can
fashion: liberties that other post-colonial countries cannot — and mostly dare
not — contemplate, much less take.

1. For a tour-de horizon of the post-colonial/post-Independence evolution of science and
technology in India, see::Siddhartha. V., at 36.5 The Evolution of Science and Technology in
India since Independence., Pp.744-746. in UNESCO: History of humanity : scientific and
cultural development. Vol. VII, The twentieth century, ISBN 978-0-415-09311-8 (Routledge)
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In recent years about half of these have emerged in the private sector,
although each such unit is quite small by the number of qualified scientists
and engineers employed, and their annual throughput of money

One factoid that gets repeated is that India has the “third largest number of
the world’s scientific and technical personnel’. This is wholly incorrect. The
actual rank on this account is in the teens: the actual number depending on
definitions. And the toll is now being felt of the ignored warnings over the
past decade-and-a half. of the consequences of mindless mis-application of
engineering talent to near-routine key-boarding \

The second baseline is annual expenditure on S&T of the Central and State
Governments, plus the expenditure of enterprises in both the public and .
private sectors on “R&D” (Of this, about half is accounted for by the
strategic mission agencies of Atomic Energy, Space and Defence
Research). While the total has never exceeded 0.9 % of GDP in any year in
the last quarter century, the spend has been increasing monotonically — so,
the availability of money, per se, has not been a significant constraint on the
nation’s conduct of scientific and technological activities -- so that non-
constraint will not form any part of the rest of this lecture.

And that rest is explicitly not about those mission agencies.

2. Webs of contention: The tightening interconnectedness in our well- |
being

In a short but telling article, Dilip Hiro? notes:  The emphasis of the
WTO and the IMF on export-led growth encouraged cultivators to switch
from food crops to fertilizer-intensive cash crops like cotton, coffee,
sugarcane, groundnuts, pepper and vanilla. As a consequence, the daily per
capita availability of food grains declined from 510 grams in 1991 to 422
grams in 2005. The general lack of rural development and neglect of poverty
alleviation has meant continuing malnutrition. A 2009 study by the official
National Nutrition Monitoring Bureau showed 35 percent of Indians
suffering from chronic hunger as measured by body mass index. During the
first post-N(ew)E(conomic)P(policy) decade indebted farm households
nearly doubled, from 26 percent to 48.6 percent. The ratio of debt to assets
rose from 1.6 to 2.4, an increase of 50 percent. The trend has continued,
with an increasing number of indebted farmers committing suicide. “

2. Hiro, Dilip: “A Quarter Century Of Market Reform Leaves India Richer With Wider
Inequality”, YaleGlobal online, 14 July, 2016.
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