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*—' Innovation and Self-reliance

A.N.S. Kulasinghe 
Felicitation Votome '

' This book consists o f a .collection of articles by 
engineers who had worked under Dr. Kulasinghe 
.inutile course of his illustrious career spanning 
more than half a  century. It covers a very wide 
field of engineering.
■ Sir. Arthur C. Clarke, in his foreword states that 
Dr. Kulasinghe’s many achievements should be 
Studied to identify where we as a nation have 
failed to develop adequately indigenous capacity 
for science and technology.

An epilogue by the editors o f this b o o k . 
attempts to answer this question as follQws: Our 
vibrant traditional society that was responsible for. 
astounding engineering achievements in the 
course of history, is now considered to be a sort of 
poor relation of the emerging modem sector mod­
elled on the western development model. This 
model has been described as follows, by the Ven. 
Bhikkhu Bodhi of the Forest Hermitage, Kandy:

“The goal of economic and social development 
currently being pursued by m ost developing 
nations is governed by a model represented by the 
West, particularly by the United States....A devel­
oped country is understood to be one in which the 
economy is driven by the application of high tech­
nology to industrial production and commercial 
services. The trajectory of development is defined 
by both vertical and horizontal, axes: the , vertical 
axis is innovation’in techniques and products, the 
horizontal axis expansion in production and dis­
tribution.” (Facing the Future. Four. Essays. 
Wheel publications, 2000). 

i It has been shown in all the contributions-by 
engineers in this felicitation volume that, in the 
Golden era of engineering in Sri Lanka from 1940 
to 1970, we were well advanced on the vertical 
axis of the trajector o f development, as defined 
here, in the sense of innovation in  techniques and 
products. And, although A.N.S. Kulasinghe’s cre- 

: ativ.e efforts were some o f the greatest individual 
; contributions, there were o ther innovative 
achievements at the time in the Irrigation Depart­
ment, the Railway Department, and elsewhere, 
including the private sector.

Since that time, development on the vertical 
, axis has faded, while the horizontal axis, after a 
period when it was stifled during the closed econr 
;omy in 1970-77, has fared better. But, in follow­
ing the western example, we have been using 
imported manufactured goods for expanding pro­
duction and distribution, and not by stimulating 
local production. The bad side of the social con­
sequences, are described in the following quota­
tions by Bhikkhu Bodhi:
| ! “The social consequences o f the industrial 
jgfoyth economy are equally grim. A traditional 
Buddhist society is characterised by a high degree 

! of social cohesion and a strong sense of commu­
nity, its members linked in a rich web of relation­
ships, from the family on up, that confer a deep 
sense of personal anchorage....

' “Enter the market economy, beginning from the 
colonial era, and the complex web of sustaining 
relationships is twisted into a tangle. Small farms 
jafe dismantled in favour of large estate used to 
grow cash crops for sale on the global market. 
Small industries are driven into extinction by the 

►arrival- of- the-tfansnatkmal-corporation, artisans- 
J  rendered superfluous by cheap mass-produced 

goods, the small retailer driven into bankruptcy 
by the spread of the supermarket and the chain 
store.” In these quotations, it is possible to see and 
understand the deeper, widespread, long-term 
adverse social consequences o f  the general 

. neglect o f innovation and self reliance in engi-

neerihg'iri'SHjii^nkn- Also, the impending'threat 
Of the multinational corporations is mentioned...i 
Engineers even more than other citizens have to \ 
be ever vigilant, , and alert, to check the possibili- , 
ty of subtle activities behind the scenes and away j 
from the p.ublic. gaze, that will bring untold harm , 
to our'Oouiitry.. and .its people. Behind the scenes I 
activities in tihe;water sector is,an example, per- I 
haps the -most significant example, at ..the present I 
time. The country is in a grave state o f crisis,, j 
today, not only because of the ongoing armed" 
conflict. The deeper roots o f the crisis are social 
and economic on account, o f economic growth 
without, adequate innovation in techniques and 
products in the vertical axis o f the trajectory of 
development, as defined. Stifling creative endeav­
our and substituting imported products,for indige­
nous production in the horizontal axis o f the tra­
jectory of development is further aggravating this 
crisis. Levels o f  technology in Sri Lanka have 
been identified as traditional technology,; local 
empirical technology, local research-based tech­
nology, and transferred foreign technology, in , 
ascending order of dominance.' It is suggested that 
a lasting and permanent solution to the social'and 
economic crisis is for local research-based tech­
nology to be given massive support and encour­
agement; and for traditional technology to be re- 
invigorated and re-vitalized by creatively grafting 
onto it modern science and technology.

Such a'national economic policy can serve as 
an effective antidote to  the corruption of so-called 
development, described by the Ven. Bhikkhu'
Bodhi as: “ ......symptoms of decay so prevalent
today, both in the North and the South: homeless­
ness, escalating crime, prostitution and child 
abuse, juvenile delinquency, suicide, pervasive 
alcoholism and drug addiction.” : :

In conclusion, attention may also be drawn here 
to the increasing global disillusionment; with the 
Conventional wisdom o f laissez-faire economic 
theory, a-la the World Bank, today. The following 
extract from an item in the Internet from the Park­
land Institute, Canada is relevant: '

Neo-liberal Globalism and its challenges: 
Sustainability in the semi-periphery

ronically, challenges to globalism are also com­
ing from business leaders. Sir James Goldsmith,* 
the richest man in Europe, wrote about the free 
trade doctrine: “W hat an astounding thing it is to 
watch a civilization destroy itself because it is 
unable to re-examine the validity, under totally 
new circumstances, o f an economic ideology” 
(1994).

George Soros, who made billions in currency 
transactions, wrote that “untrammelled intensifi­
cation of laissez-faire capitalism and the spread of 
market values to all areas o f life are endangering 
our open and democratic society.” (1997)"".'."

World Bank head, James Wolfenson (1997), 
questions economic growth as the primary mea­
sure of,a society’s progress. Some leaders o f the 
new right are joining left commentators as critics 
o f globalism.

“Broken homes, uprooted families, vanished’ 
dreams, delinquency, vandalism, crime,” writes 
Pat Buchanan (1998), Reagan’s speech writer, • 
“these are the hidden costs o f free trade”. Leading 
Thatcherite. John Gray, states that “free markets 
are creatures o f state'power, arid persist on ly  so 
long as the state is able to prevent human needs 
for security and the control o f economic risk from 
the finding political expression” (1998). , ,

This volume does provide material for a wide 
readership, not only engineers, w ho are" con­
cerned with the current state o f the country. It 
should find a place in every library in.the country.

The above address was delivered by Dr. C.G. 
Weeramantry at the launch o f this b o o k .
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