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North and South: a reflection path along the thread of contributions
By Pierre Lane, member of the facilitation team. You will not find in the text below a dialectic scrutiny of the different arguments, or a well-ordered analysis of the points of agreement and disagreement among the contributors and of their interconnections. My idea is rather to follow the thread of this subject as I had the pleasure of reading it in your contributions. 19 March 2001. 

Introduction
You will not find in the text below a dialectic scrutiny of the different arguments, or a well-ordered analysis of the points of agreement and disagreement among the contributors and of their interconnections. My idea is rather to follow the thread of this subject as I had the pleasure of reading it in your contributions. Given that I am more inclined to meditative thought than to brain effectiveness, I am not a good representative of First World modern mentality. Since, consequently, the lines below might seem disconcerting, this introduction was a must.
 

On account of the geographical diversity of the contributors, many aspects of the North-South relation could emerge.
The urgency of the South’s needs
The Western-style debate about general issues at the beginning of the forum turned out to be secondary from the point of view of some Third World representatives, who face the urgency of pressing day-to-day needs. “From a developing country standpoint, the discussion has thus far not been very useful”, says quite neatly Joycelyn Lee Young, who asks then “what would be the philosophy of science in a small developing country with limited resources” (…) while “some peoples around the world should always be badly off and live only to suffer?”
The First World, a term that will be often used, is here questioned and brought to account for its policies. “The role of first world science should include helping other countries to advance and improve the quality of life of their peoples” (J. Lee Young). This request for aid is presented first of all in terms of scientific and technological training, and of knowledge transfer. “What is the point of Science if one third of the world’s population cannot and does not make use of it?” asks Ababacar Diop, who stresses “the need for education and training aimed at renewing the current scientific potential, notably in Third World countries.”
But this knowledge transfer could not be the mere application in the Third World of the method that enabled the First World to achieve its current level. The resources exist in the countries of the South for them to follow their own development path. “Indeed there is plenty of alternative research being undertaken in the South and for the South’s sake, but it is unknown,” says Lazare Ki-Zerbo: many problems come into being on account of “the liberal globalisation (which) allocates little or no space to endogenous development, and therefore to an endogenous research that sets its own priorities.” According to Bertrand Euverte, “there is a huge reserve of intelligence, of capacity of understanding, of invention, of questioning, of revolting, of searching for truth and justice, etc., notably among the “marginalised” people and groups of all kinds, both in the North and in the South.” And he points out that, in order to enable their development, it is “essential to vigorously stop the bureaucratic, corrupt and expensive ‘cooperation’.”
 

A paradox? In the South the focus is on knowledge rather than on technology
Indeed this is not about technology: “the concept of Technology includes, implicitly and above all, the knowledge and the understanding of the basic scientific phenomena and laws, and (…) Science is the basis for all applied research and therefore for every technology,” as Khedidja Allia says; then it is Science Philosophy that is invoked as such. “Overall, government policies and public opinion are utterly enamoured of science and will not listen to alternative views, (…) my own view is that we really have no understanding of the philosophy of science” (Prof. S. Ahmed Durre). “The acquisition of technologies does (would) not assist in their quest for development, since acquiring a given technology does not mean that they use it rightly and even less that they understand the philosophy of the science that led to its production,” Khedidja Allia adds; “nowadays, despite being attached to education, our Southern societies lack a scientific culture, and this lack leads (and has led) to absorb and accept as faits-accomplis all kinds of indoctrinations or assertions that are often opposed to any evolution, expansion or development of a given society.”
Therefore it seems important to stress that according to the contributors from the South, and with regards to the North-South relation, the knowledge aspect prevails in the notion of Science Philosophy, rather than the scientific technical issues or the technical effectiveness. In this respect they join the concerns of the contributors from the North: “researchers (…) ‘apply methods’ without caring for the meaning or the legitimacy of the knowledge they are based on. Concepts (…) are used in ALL disciplines, hard and soft, and most often without being on the alert against their fragility or even against their fallacious nature. The eminent masters (…) are often quoted, but without having carefully read, meditated … and criticised their texts” (Jean-Louis Le Moigne).
The demand for a redefinition of Science accompanies that of education: “the university is not anymore this space of erudition, of free thought, of knowledge search for the evolution of society and man. Today, the prevailing focus of the university world is material. (…) it is about undertaking an analysis that takes into account the different aspects of the human beings, namely, their biology, their mind, their emotions and their spirituality, which are at the source of their choices.” (Ghislaine Jacquier). By evoking the traditions of professional honour of scientific professions from which intellectual honesty is derived, Gérard Toulouse talks about “trying to convince the young scientists that their profession has nothing to do with those of their best predecessors is going precisely in the wrong direction.”
 

Persistence of colonialism
“Perhaps we need to look at experiences in countries like India to see how this is done and with what effect”, suggested Joycelyn Lee Young. When he retakes all the issues that emerged with regards to the North-South relation, Dr. Malur R. Srinivasan answers and echoes Ms. Young: “The vast majority of people in the former colonies lead a bare subsistence life, often of great hardship and limited opportunities. (…) The rich first world has a moral obligation to transfer resources to the developing world to help in its development, rather similar to the compensation the Jewish community has been claiming from Germany for the sufferings inflicted on them. (…) A virtual Science & Technology colonialism has become a fact of life.”
M.R. Srinivasan describes the modus operandi of this colonialism: “The way global markets are organised, there is a pressure for all production processes in agriculture or manufacturing to be corporatised into large holdings run by a whole lot of technical, management and finance experts. People who were previously owning small farms are reduced to being mere wage earners.”
 

Scientific expertise and sustainable development
We go on to deal with the issue of sustainable development, whose objective was clearly defined by Frédéric Piguet: “it is achieved when (…) the improvement of the ecological efficiency of technology prevails over economic growth”. However, “for the last two centuries, (…) focus has been on economic growth.” In order to achieve this objective, both a moral fortitude and a political will are needed.
It is evident that, given the inequalities of the peoples worldwide (see above the contributors’ quotations), the restrictions to growth cannot be applied homogeneously to all; the fair principle that would enable some peoples to have at least the right to benefit from a higher economic growth than the environmental efficiency of technology remains to be defined. This issue is being discussed in another forum of the Alliance (on sustainable development). The question here is that of the role of Science.
“If science is expected to play here an important role,” this means that “the relationship between scientists and the economic power should change, (…) that the authority of scientific expertise should overcome the economic power.” (F. Piguet). In effect, “scientific expertise has from this perspective a number of assets; (…) for example about the Bio-geo-chemical limits of the planet.” F. Piguet continues: “Even if the scientists acknowledge only a little the moral bases of sustainability, they have the potential to acquire a substantial authority that enables them to become independent of the economic power.”
We should take into account the risk of this authority leading “to a government of the scientists.” A counter-power is then needed that is “able of challenging the scientific expertise in order to enable its positive evolution by checking that the moral requirements of sustainability are respected.” F. Piguet mentions, among others, two means to exert this counter-power: the “conferences of citizen consensus” and the Science shops. And M.R. Srinivasan points out an example where this moral authority could be applied: “the planned obsolescence results in the conversion of virgin metals extracted from the ground being converted to scrap in a very short time. Industry does pride that it is able to recycle many metals. Still the price paid by way of higher energy use for recycle adds to resource depletion of energy and to pollution.”
Regarding these proposals on the issue of sustainable development, Jean-Paul Karsenty provides some nuances: “Should we ‘liberate Science from economic growth’? I don’t think that this is THE issue. (…) This is rather about ‘protecting Science from the excesses of economic power’, which, nowadays, directs in excess the choice of research objects, research conditions, and sometimes even research findings (which is not a minor scandal!). (…) Should ‘scientific authority subdue the economic power’? We can of course stir up smiles with this demand, but beyond this we need to remind that, fortunately, scientific authority is not monolithic.”
“In principle”, according to M.R. Srinivasan, “scientists are supposed to be objective and pursue truth. Many of the outstanding men of science all over the world have done so but we must not forget that there are ambitious scientists, competent but not necessarily with the right philosophical balance who become handy men of the rich and powerful. Otherwise we would not have had so much distortion in the pursuit of totally useless goals such as building up massive nuclear weapons or other weapons of man destruction on such a large scale.”
In J.-P. Karsenty’s opinion, “to say what is ‘fair and good’” is not the role of Science, “except when it has the temptation to recapture head-on ‘the religious power’ it has lost for the benefit of the ‘media power’.” But he admits that there is “an interesting paradigm” in the acknowledgement of “the moral bases of sustainability, in order to acquire the potentially substantial authority so as to get hold of the economic power.” Nevertheless, he considers that Science is deprived vis-à-vis the issues of sustainable development: “do we know that in almost all the issues dealt with by scientific research, the link with the ‘sustainability’ objective is not actually concretely identifiable?”
 

Economy: the monetary aspect, the micro-economy
On the other hand, J.-P. Karsenty introduces the monetary aspect in the evaluation of growth: “Economic growth is actually but the synthetic expression of a choice of indicators that measure it solely and positively in monetary terms; in other words, if we were brave enough to change the indicators to designate it, it is possible that economic growth would appear as a morally acceptable and politically desirable perspective.” The examination of this monetary aspect is a pending issue.
J. Lee Young suggests the path of micro-economy in the direction of sustainable development: “We need to train scientists who (…) help the small man ‑ the micro-entrepreneurs and tradesmen ‑ to utilise science and technology to upgrade their operations and their products.” M.R. Srinivasan stresses the importance of political will in order to achieve this goal. “Small scale industry has been nurtured in the last fifty years through government policies. They have helped in spreading technology and providing employment.” Even if nowadays “small scale industry is threatened by the arrival of multinational companies with their vast financial and technological clout.”
 

Environment and life quality
“Outside of the area of the environment, there appears little interest or support” (from the North), J. Lee Young said. It seems important to note that actually what is perceived as an environmental issue in the North becomes in the South a lifestyle choice issue. “Globalisation is exacerbating the difference in the quality of the life of peoples world-wide” (J. Lee Young). “A fundamental question missing in the usual debates on this question is that of life style options, can a high consumption life style practiced in North America and Western Europe be a model for the world?” asks M.R. Srinivasan; and he quotes a Chinese delegate to an international conference, who asked: “‘what do you want us to do? We thought you wanted us to live like you!’ That sums up the issues,” M.R. Srinivasan concludes.
“Some 500 million people living in these areas have managed to corner a disproportionately large share of global resources.” (M.R. Srinivasan). “In this culture committed to technology,” Barbara H. Rosenberg “thinks the public increasingly has an uncomfortable feeling about both. Unfortunately, it seems that a balanced view is going to have to evolve gradually, along with a series of catastrophes. They are already starting, but people don’t want to believe it yet.”
There is however a further counterweight: “In India while there is definitely the rise of consumerism (…) there is also a strong tradition of ‘simple living and high thinking’,” while in the West “spread of democracy and welfare policies of socialist governments have transformed the lives of most people in these countries to one of physical comfort and intellectual opportunities.”(M.R. Srinivasan).
 

Power concentration; competitiveness, success
M.R. Srinivasan reminds to us a few important notions: “As an intellectual proposition, civil society abhors concentration of political power. At the same time, the world is prepared to accept concentration of economic power in the hands of a small number of multinational companies.”
On the competition-based success: “Most teachers of management these days stress the virtues of competition and the importance of everyone coming on top. For every one who is at the top, there are a hundred or a thousand at other levels. The world is not only to be lived in by the one successful person but by all others. Earlier societies especially Indian and China practised a different ethos. The European civilization has made competitive success the be all and end all of life. Either you succeed or you perish is the motto. There needs to be a change in attitude towards the larger good and not just individual good” (M.R. Srinivasan). “Knowledge is formally meant to be confounded with action,” J.-P. Karsenty says also.
 

The values
Can this ethics of ancient societies be still valid? The deep change of values is not the result of an unavoidable collective evolution; it is the outcome of premeditated actions. It is rare to have as clear a description of a phenomenon as the one provided by J.-P. Karsenty: “in the midst of the general indifference, it was decreed that a discovery (that of the ‘sequence’ of human genes) would be thereafter considered as an invention. One of the major, centuries old, epistemological foundations, which was already undermined, was blown to pieces. (…) The crisis we are living since then gets deeper and deeper.” Such confusions of values begin to perturb the lifestyle, then the quality of life, and finally have an effect on the environment.
In a letter that Jean-Louis Le Moigne sent us after the end of the forum, he points out: “just a few people have seen the scam of this patentability [of the gene]: something that does not exist is patented, something that is a concept, something that is attributed a function, without questioning whether it can be attributed many other functions (since the object to be patented is the exercise of a function that is assumed to be identified in a molecular interaction that is in turn assumed to be recognisable). Le Moigne quotes then a dictionary of epistemology: “we are (…) compelled to admit that the ‘gene’ has no autonomy or physical or substantial existence, and what does really exist at a molecular level are not autonomous and substantial genetic atoms, but a dynamics of the genome in interaction with its cellular environment.” Here the confusion takes place in the epistemological domain.
 

Traditional knowledge
“Science, à la western mode of discovery, is not the only form of knowledge. There is traditional knowledge build up over years [or centuries!] of experience in different cultures. This knowledge is generally considered weaker in rigour than western scientific knowledge especially as regards explaining cause and effect. It would be very difficult to get western trained minds to accept the mental constructs that explain phenomena in the traditional knowledge mode.”
The previous quotation, by J. Lee Young seems to summarise the issue of North South relations in terms of what is really at stake. The civilisation of the First World asserts itself by the satisfaction of all needs. The comfort and the consumerism fill all gaps. When the needs are fulfilled, it creates new ones. An endless alternation of satisfaction and eagerness. The First World civilisation abhors lacks and poverty; something new is always needed. “A new product is a good product. And if it is disposable, it’s even better!”, satirises Charles Cange.
Among all contributors, B. Euverte is the only one to mention the Fourth World (the poorest people in developed countries). If the peoples of the Third World and the Fourth World should be able to enjoy fairly the comfort and the benefits of the civilisation of the First World, according to their own choices, it could happen as well that the Third and Fourth Worlds show to the First one that a measured acceptance of the needs and the lacks is an indispensable precondition for discovering something really new, not in terms of the products, but in terms of knowledge. “Sustainability is, from this point of view, a sacrifice,” Frédéric Piguet says. The need is an integral part of the human condition. Denying this need by means of the artificial overproduction of material goods may not be the best way to satisfy it. What can be received in a glass that is everlastingly full?
These are then the key elements of the debate on the North-South issue, as they appeared to me in their different aspects and in their interrelations. I am grateful for your patience and let me inform you that a list of the last proposals that were put forward in this forum will shortly be sent to you all.
Pierre Lane,
member of the facilitation team.
English translation by Claudio Alatorre
