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Abstract 

 
Technology is not value neutral, as many people tend to believe, but carries with it the value system 

of its progenitors.  In fact, the values act like a “sieve” which allows only those technologies to “pass 

through” and propagate which are in consonance with it.  These values remain encoded in the 

technology in the form of its basic characteristics, akin to the  “genetic-code”.  Thus, the modern 

technology, which has been evolved and nurtured in a crass materialistic world view, has fundamental 

traits like centralization, mass production through automation, planned obsolescence etc. all of which 

enable it to give high profits to the industrialists.  It is quite natural that propagation of this technology 

has played a key role in spread of materialism and all its adjuncts like consumerism, inequity, 

corruption, strife, crime, violence etc. throughout the world.  Gandhiji, visionary that he was, could 

foresee this fact about a century ago, much before the onset of these problems, and suggested the 

evolution of a humane technology.  In this paper this relationship between technology and values is 

brought out in detail through numerous illustrations and suggestions are made for changes in 

technologies in tune with Gandhian vision which could help bring about a change in the worldview. 

 
Introduction 

 

The role of modern technology as a potent agent of development of a nation is well 

appreciated.  However, its relationship with values is not so well recognized.  Often, 

technology is seen as value neutral – implying that it can be employed in all societies and 

cultures, without influencing the societal values.  This explains why the erstwhile USSR, with 

its avowed policy of socialism and reducing inequality, adopted the same model of 

development through modern centralized technologies as pursued by its arch capitalistic rival 

USA, inspite of its strong antipathy to capitalism.  Similarly, when India followed suit, 

despite the objections of Mahatama Gandhi to “industrialism”, it was the fond hope of the 

leaders that we would be able to overcome the negative consequences of “capitalistic” 

technology by “state control” and that our traditional value system would protect us from its 

harmful effects which were surfacing in other societies.  The empirical evidence of over 

seven decades of existence of USSR, and over five decades of post-independence India, 



shows that despite of the best intentions of the leaders and the planners, while the much 

cherished socialistic society is still a distant dream, the traditional value system which held 

the society together has been severely eroded in both these countries.  There are, of course, 

numerous reasons for this failure, but usually the contribution of technology in promoting 

unabashed consumerism, exacerbating inequity, and thereby promoting corruption, strife, 

crime and violence, is not well recognized.  To appreciate this, let us have a brief look at 

evolution of modern technology and its relationship with prevailing value systems. 

 
Evolution of Modern Technology 

 

Traditionally, technology has been viewed as systematization of practical and industrial arts 

which evolved over generations in response to societal needs.  Indeed, before the industrial 

revolution, most of the technologies were evolved in direct response to the basic needs of the 

society for convivial survival viz. the need for food, clothing, shelter, reducing drudgery, to 

promote rest and relaxation etc.  Consequently no serious social backlash ever arose even in 

the west, for any technology which could have harmful consequences would never get 

acceptance of the society.  As mentioned by Jacques Ellul, during the high middle-ages when 

Christian world view reigned supreme in the west, the : “technical activity didn’t escape Christian 

moral judgement.  The question, “Is it righteous?” was asked of every attempt to change mode of 

production……… That something might be useful or profitable to men did not make it right and just.  It 

had to fit a precise conception of justice before God.  When an element of technique appeared to be 

righteous from every point of view, it was adopted, but even then with excessive caution – only 

inventions judged worthy were applied or even allowed to become known.”(1) In fact, the greatest 

engineer/inventor of all times, Leonardo-da-Vinci destroyed some of his drawings of 

submarines since he felt that “it was too satanic to be placed in the hands of unregenerate 

men.” (2) 

 
The industrial revolution, however, marked a change in this basic motivation.  The objective 

of technology was no longer fulfillment of societal needs but, as pointed out almost a century 

ago by Gandhiji, maximization of the profit of the producers, often by pampering the baser 

instincts of man.  In the sober words of historian Lewis Mumford, –  “There was a sharp shift in 

interest from life values to pecuniary values.  The system of interests which only had been latent and 

which had been restricted in a great measure to the merchant and leisure classes now pervaded 

every walk of life.  It was no longer sufficient for industry to provide for livelihood, it must create an 

independent fortune.” (2)  It was this crass materialistic attitude which saw workers only as 

“tools” to an end and permitted and promoted their unremitting exploitation as revealed by 



the horror tales of worker’s plight in the mills in England soon after industrial revolution.  

The same situation continues today, though in a more sophisticated form.  Over last two 

centuries, the technology has escaped meaningful social evaluation, the only criteria for 

acceptance or rejection of a technology being, whether it was profitable to the manufacturer 

or not.  It is this fundamental shift in the values --- “from life values to pecuniary values” ---

which is reflected in the character of modern industrial technology and also in its impact on 

the society. 

 
Modern Technology and Values 

 

In the modern scenario, there exist numerous alternative technologies to fulfill a human need.  

Thus, for example, cloth could be produced in automated textile machines, in powerlooms or 

in handlooms.  The type of technology which would eventually propagate strongly depends 

on the world-view of the society, its values. Thus, for example, if the society values only 

profitability, it would opt for automated textile mills, but if it values employment generation, 

it would probably opt for handlooms and khadi.  The values can thus be seen to act as a sieve 

which filters out the technologies not in consonance with it.  In a manner quite akin to 

Darwinian evolution, the type of technology that eventually survives is the one with traits in 

conformity with these values. 

 

Today human welfare has become synonymous with material well-being because of the 

prevailing notion that happiness lies solely in sensory pleasures achievable through wealth.  

As mentioned above, the world view of the progenitors of industrial revolution was equally 

materialistic.  The evolution of modern technology in such a world view has therefore, 

endowed it with basic characteristics that not only enable it to give high profits to the 

manufacturers but also to propagate values in conformity with its governing world view, viz. 

selfishness, acquisitiveness and avarice; arrogance and pride; cut-throat competition, ill will 

and strife etc.  As discussed at length elsewhere(3), and summarized in Table 1, these very 

characteristics which are responsible for its phenomenal commercial success, are also 

responsible for some serious maladies afflicting most nations.   



 
 

Table 1 
Modern Industrial Technology 

 
    
Social Consequences 
 

Detriments Basic Traits Benefits 

 Pollution,  
Vulnerability,  

Inequity 
 

 
Centralization 

 
Economy of 

Scale 

Crime  
Violence  
Alcoholism 
Drug Addiction 

Unemployment, 
Meaninglessness 

of jobs, 
Ecological Backlash 

 

Mass Production 
through 

automation 

Increased 
productivity 

& 
reduced costs 

 Consumerism, Resource 
Depletion, 

Waste Generation 

Planned 
Obsolescence 

Creating 
sufficient 
demand 

 
 
Thus centralization – a basic characteristic of modern technology which enables reduction in 

costs due to the economies of scale – is also responsible for increasing environmental 

pollution and inequity in the society, besides rendering it vulnerable to disruption by anti-

social elements.  As has been pointed out by Schumacher(4), “small-scale operations, no matter 

how numerous, are always less likely to be harmful to the natural environment than large scale ones, 

simply because their individual force is small in relation to the recuperative forces of nature”.  Thus, 

for example, while disposal of the waste generated in a single household can be done easily 

in its backyard without harming the environment, when we collect all the sewage and the 

solid waste generated in a mega-city like Delhi or Mumbai (which themselves are a creation 

of this centralizing attitude) together, its treatment and eco-friendly disposal in a centralized 

manner becomes a herculean task.   

 

Inequity, a major social problem, is exacerbated by this centralizing attitude of modern 

technology.  The principle, “economy of scale” is equivalent to “Bigger is better” which often 

gets translated into “small (being unprofitable) should perish”.  The benefits of modern 

technology have thus been cornered by the “big”-the big business, the big farmers, the big 

manufacturers – often by gobbling up the “smaller fish”.  As discussed in detail elsewhere(3), 

we find the rich thus get richer and the poor are driven to the wall – small farmers selling off 

their “unprofitable” land to become landless labourers or getting overburdened by debt 

(needed due to capital intensive nature of modern agriculture) and committing suicide, 



weavers and artisans driven to destitution since their products can’t compete with those of 

modern textile mills and machine-made artifacts.  Surely, centralized technologies have 

played a crucial role in exacerbating inequity which is the root cause of increasing social 

strife, corruption, crime, violence and extremism throughout the world. 

 
The social impact of automation, another basic characteristic of modern technology, through 

direct reduction in employment, is well known.  Another harmful effect is the 

meaninglessness of jobs in automated industries.  To enable machines to take over and speed 

up the production/assembly processes, the tasks have to be simplified, in a reductionistic 

manner, to such an extent that they demand little skill and knowledge.  As a result, the jobs 

done by a typical worker on an assembly line are highly monotonous and repetitive, with 

pressure of the work demanding unremitting attention which impairs their mental health – as 

has been marvelously portrayed by Charlie Chaplin in his classic film “Modern Times”.  

Naturally when work loses meaning, it ceases to be a source of satisfaction and becomes a 

burden, to be shed off at the earliest opportunity.  Man now searches for satisfaction 

elsewhere – in leisure, in alcohol, drugs, aggressive behaviour, sex etc. resulting in  

degeneration of values.  In our own country, we can see the heaviest concentration of liquor 

shops around industrial areas! 

 

Planned obsolescence – the policy of discarding products much before their useful life is over 

– is another basic characteristic of modern technology.  This is necessary to create sufficient 

demand to keep rolling the juggernaut of automated, centralized industries.  The 

manufacturers do so by ingenious attractive ploy of introducing “new models” of products – 

often with only cosmetic changes – and not making available the spare parts of “older” 

models.  The people are thus forced to “throw-away” their old products – be it TVs, 

Computers, Music Systems or even Cars – much before their useful life is over.  The result : 

excessive wastefulness of precious resources like metals, minerals and energy and a fillip to 

the consumeristic traits which, to quote Gandhiji’s critique, “pamper the baser instincts of 

Man”.  This naturally results in enfeebling of the traditional values of sharing and caring 

for the less privileged brethren for it promotes perpetual discontentment, ostentations living, 

arrogance and egotism.  How else can one explain the fact that in our own country, which 

taught to world the concept of “Vasudhaiva Kutumbhakam” – the whole world is like a 

family – today while huge stocks of grains are rotting in godowns, a section of population – 

some members of our extended family are starving to death! 



 

We can thus see how the world view encoded in modern technology and the values implicit 

in it are getting slowly propagated in the societies along with the propagation of the 

technology.  Besides, the influence of aforementioned basic characteristics of modern 

technology in general, the impact of specific products in propagating materialistic values has 

been equally far reaching.  Thus, for example, decline in social interaction, even that among 

family members, has been a very damaging consequence of introduction of products like TV, 

video games, motor car, personal computer etc.  As a result of this excessive privatization of 

life, the tendency is for each man to become an island in himself.  This is reflected in 

continually reducing participation in community activities like Ramlila, people’s theatre, 

puppet shows, magic shows, circus, and even cinema halls, which hitherto used to be not just 

a means of healthy entertainment but also promoted social interactions.  The result: increased 

self-centred outlook and apathy towards the suffering of others, which are the root causes of 

general dehumanization of the society. 

 
Gandhian Vision of Humane Technology 

 

In a seminal little book, entitled Hind Swaraj, published almost a century ago, in 1909, 

Gandhiji gave a critique of modern technology – he called it, industrialism.  This he further 

elaborated in his correspondence on this subject with his closest lieutenant Shri J. L. Nehru.  

Some of his important objections to industrialism were(5) : 

 
 The impetus behind it all is not philanthropy to save labour, but greed.  It is against this 

constitution of things that I am fighting ----- replace greed by love and everything will be all 

right. 

 The machine should not be allowed to cripple the limbs of man. 

 Industrialization on a mass scale will necessarily lead to passive or active exploitation of the 

village ------ (it) has been so planned as to destroy the villages and village crafts. 

 Its cities, its monster factories and huge armaments are so intimately interrelated that the one 

cannot exist without the other. 

 Mechanization is good when hands are too few for the work intended to be accomplished.  It 

is an evil when there are more hands than required for the work. 

 Any plan which exploited raw materials of the country and neglected the potentially more 

powerful man-power would never bring about human equality or make the nation really happy 

and prosperous. 



It is evident that his main objections arose from the facts that modern technology was based 

on unwholesome values – greed, avarice, exploitation, violence – and therefore it could not 

be a wholesome tool for development. 

 
The alarming increase in unemployment, gradual destruction of traditional crafts and village 

industries, rampant poverty, the raging fire of consumerism which is breeding 

acquisitiveness, vanity, corruption, strife and crime are a testimony to the prophetic vision of 

Gandhiji. 

 
In the light of this critique, we can appreciate the Gandhian vision of humane technologies 

which aims at promoting economic well being but not at the cost of threatening the basic 

ethical and moral values of the society.  The technology should not promote inequity and 

exploitation, nor should it pamper the baser instincts of man.  From this basic philosophy, the 

details follow immediately.  To put in his own words(5,6) : 

 
“……… There should be equality between the town-dwellers and villagers in the standard of food 

and drink, clothing and other living conditions.  In order to realize this equality today people should be 

able to produce their own necessaries of life, i.e. clothing, foodstuff, dwellings and lighting and water. 

 
Man is not born to live in isolation but is essentially a social animal independent and inter-dependent.  

No one can or should ride on another’s back.  If we try to work out necessary conditions for such a 

life, we are forced to the conclusion that the unit of society should be a village or call it a manageable 

small group of people who would, in the ideal, be self-sufficient (in the matter of their vital 

requirements) as a unit and bound together in bonds of mutual cooperation and inter dependence. 

 
Swadeshi is that spirit in us which restricts us to the use and service of our immediate surroundings to 

the exclusion of the more remote ……… if everyone of us performed his duty to his neighbour, no one 

in the world, who needed assistance, would be left unattended to. 

 
……… crores of people will never be able to live at peace with each other in town and palaces.  They 

will then have no recourse but to resort to both violence and untruth.  I hold that without truth and 
non-violence there can be nothing but destruction for humanity. 

 
We can realize truth and non-violence only in the simplicity of village life and this simplicity can be 

best found in the Charkha and all that the Charkha connotes.  My idea of village Swaraj is that it is a 

complete republic, independent of its neighbours for its own vital wants, and yet interdependent for 

many others in which dependence is necessary.  Thus every villager’s first concern will be to grow its 

own food crops and cotton for its cloth ------ Then if there is more land available, it will grow useful 



money crops, thus excluding ganja, tobacco, opium and the like ------ As far as possible every activity 

will be conducted on the cooperative basis. 

 
------ I want the dumb millions of our land to be healthy and happy, and I want them to grow spiritually.  

As yet for this purpose we do not need the machine.  There are many, too many, idle hands.  But as 

we grow in understanding, if we feel the need of machines, we certainly will have them --- (provided) 

the means of production of elementary necessaries of life remain in the control of the masses.  These 

should be freely available to all as God’s air and water are, or ought to be; they should not be made 
vehicle of traffic for the exploitation of others. 

 

------ I do visualize electricity, ship building, iron works, machine-making and the like existing side by 

side with village handicrafts.  But the order of dependence will be reversed.  Hitherto the 
industrialization has been so planned as to destroy the villages and village crafts.  In the state of the 

future it will subserve the villages and their crafts.” 

 

An important point emerges from above outline of Gandhian vision of technology, viz. the 

recurrent key-words in this vision of humane technologies are all value based : equality, non 

exploitation, truth and non-violence, peace, simplicity, self-sufficiency, industrialization 

subservient to village crafts, spiritual growth. Any technology in tune with these value would 

necessarily have in its “genetic code” such characteristics as will help in manifestation of 

these values in the society.  To appreciate this, let us take a few illustrative examples of such 

technologies. 

“Value-Based” Technologies 
 

As a good example of value-based technologies we can cite the technologies developed in 

Benedictine monasteries during the middle ages(7).  In these monasteries, besides prayer; 

introspection and scriptural studies, every monk was expected to do manual labour for no less 

than five hours a day.  This balanced recipe of activities ensured a rewarding involvement of 

head, heart and hand and thus avoided all difficulties that we associate today with the 

reductionistic work ethos of industrialism. This didn’t mean acceptance of drudgery or un-

necessary labour.  The monasteries became, the cradle of inventions (like optical devices for 

observing heavenly bodies, rotation of crops etc) and dissemination of technologies based on 

the horespowered tread mill, the water mill, and later the wind mill.  As remarked by 

Mumford(), “the Benedictine system demonstrated how efficiently the daily work could be done, 

when collectively planned and ordered, when cooperation replaced coercion, ……… and above all 

when the kind and quantity of work done was regulated  by the higher needs of human 
development. ……… In moralizing the whole process of work, the monastery had raised its 



productivity; and the term, “le travail Benedictin” became a byword for zealous efficiency and formal 

perfection.” 
 
As an example of the extent to which technologies were employed in such monasteries, we 

quote from Mumford(7) the detailed description of a typical mediaeval monastery : 

 
The river enters the abbey as much as the wall acting as a check allows.  It gushes first into the corn 

–mill where it is very actively employed in grinding the grains under the weight of the wheels and in 

shaking the fine sieve which separates the flour from the bran.  Thence it flows into the next building, 

and fills the boiler in which it is heated to prepare beer for the monks’ drinking, should the vine’s 

fruitlessness not reward the vintner’s labour .But the river has not yet finished its work, for it is now 

drawn into the fulling–machines following the corn –mill.  In the mill it has prepared the brother’s food 

and its duty is now to serve in making their clothing.  This the river does not withhold, nor does it 

refuse any task asked of it. Thus it raises and lower’s alternately the heavy hammers and mallets, or 

to be more exact, the wooden feet of the fulling machines.  When by swirling at great speed it has 

made all these wheels revolve swiftly it issues foaming and looking as if it had ground itself.  Now the 

river enters the tannery where it devotes much care and labour to preparing the necessary materials 

for the monk’s footwear; then it divides into many small branches and, in its busy course, passes 

through the various departments, seeking everywhere for those who require its services for any 

purpose whatever, whether for cooking, rotating, crushing, watering, washing, or grinding always 

offering its help and never refusing.  At last, to earn full thanks and to leave nothing undone, ,it carries 

away the refuse and leaves all clean”. 

 
The difference between the nature of mechanization in these monasteries and that in modern 

industries is quite revealing.  Here the basic motivation was to avoid un-necessary labour to 

have more time and energy available for prayer and meditation and other rewarding 

activities; while in the modern industries the sole aim is to increase productivity to maximize 

profits – and this makes all the difference.  As pointed out by Mumford() : 

 
Unrewarding work they turned over to the machine : grinding, pounding, sawing. Rewarding work they 

kept for themselves : manuscript copying, illumination, carving.  In that original discrimination they 

showed their intellectual superiority to many of our own contemporaries, who seek to transfer both 

forms of work to the machine, even if the resultant life prove to be mindless and meaningless”. 

 
As another example of technology conceived in consonance with the moral and spiritual 

values, we can cite Fukuoka’s natural farming (8).  Fukuoka conceived natural farming only to 

demonstrate the practical implications of his spiritual experience of omnipotence of nature 

and meaninglessness of ego-prompted human interventions in the working of nature.  “People 

often think in their arrogance and ignorance, that nature needs their assistance to carry on.  Well, the 



truth is that nature actually does much better without such “help” from human!  Once a field is healthy 

and working on its own, natural – or “noninterference” – agriculture becomes a real possibility (8)”.  In 

contrast to ‘modern’ agriculture, where the effort is to improve by asking questions, “How 

about trying this or that?”, Fukuoka chose the opposite questions(8) : “How about not doing this?  

How about not doing that?” and ultimately reached the conclusion that “there was no need to 

plough, no need to apply fertilizer, no need to make compost, no need to do weeding, no need to use 

insecticide.”  Thus Fukuoka doesn’t plough the soil.  “I let the earth cultivate itself by means of the 

penetration of plant roots and the digging activity of micro organisms, earth worms and small 

animals”.  Neither does he ‘sow’ the seeds in the traditional manner; these are just broadcast 

while the previous crop is still on the field.  To prevent the seeds getting eaten by mice and 

birds, these are covered with clay in a simple process. When the earlier crop is harvested, all 

the straw is scattered over the field, which protects the soil from compaction and erosion 

from rain.  The seeds remain dormant till the appropriate season when they sprout through the 

straw cover.  The only ‘fertiliser’ is the chicken manure, which also helps decompose the 

straw.  The pest control is achieved through natural predators and weeds are controlled by 

straw mulch and temporary flooding of fields, assisted by interplanted crop-rotation timed to 

suppress unwanted plants.  Fukuoka has practiced this method of farming for over forty years 

and achieved yields matching (sometimes even better) with those obtained in labour and 

capital intensive modern agriculture dependent on costly synthetic fertilisers, chemical 

pesticides, agricultural implements and genetically-mutated seeds.  This method also has a 

vital advantage over the latter in that unlike the modern agriculture, which degenerates the 

soil progressively, natural farming enriches it year after year. 

 

Once again, we can notice the stark differences between the technology motivated by greed 

of maximizing productivity, and another based on spiritual insight of egolessness, with an 

entirely different motivation (8).”  “The ultimate goal of farming is not the growing of crops, but the 

cultivation and perfection of human beings.” 

 

Finally, a few words about the “humane” technologies suggested by Gandhiji himself as 

worthy of propagation.  These include (6), besides Khadi, rice pounding, wheat grinding, oil 

ghani, gur and khandsari production, bee keeping, small scale production of handmade paper, 

soap, ink, dairy, composting and tanning etc.  It is very easy to discern the common thread 

running through all these technologies – they all need low capital investment, are labour 

intensive, based on locally available raw materials, environmentally benign, producing 



natural and healthy products.  All these characteristics can be seen to be in conformity with 

the Gandhian vision of promoting equity, employment, self-reliance and non-exploitation.  

Given proper scientific, technical and management back up, there is no reason that these 

technologies cannot be strengthened to take care of various shortcomings of traditional 

technologies like low productivity, inconsistent product quality and higher costs.  This would 

enable them to co-exist along with the modern industrial technologies even today. 

 

Concluding Remarks 
 

Technology is not value neutral, but carries with it the value system of its progenitors, which 

remains “encoded” in it in the form of its fundamental characteristics.  As a technology is 

widely disseminated in a society, its values slowly unravel and progressively supplant the 

traditional values of the society.  With wide-spread acceptance of modern technology 

throughout the world as the most important agent for “development”, the values encoded in 

its fundamental characteristics – perpetual discontentment, greed, selfishness, aggressive 

competition, and their various offshoots like corruption, strife, violence etc., are getting 

strengthened everywhere spurning ethical and moral values.  These transformations are not 

confined to India or other developing countries alone as is often mistakenly believed.  In fact, 

inequity and social maladies like crime violence etc. are even more acute in the so-called 

developed nations, from where most of the “modern technology” has originated.  A perusal of 

the statistics presented in the latest UNDP report on human development, HDR-2003 is quite 

revealing in this context (9): “The richest 5% of the world’s people receive 114 times the income of 

the poorest 5%.  The richest 1% receive as much as the poorest 57%.  The ratio of incomes of the 

richest 10%, to the poorest 10% in the country is 16.6 for USA, 13.4 for UK, 14.2 for Germany, 11.7 

for Singapore, 20.3 for Russia, 65.8 for Brazil and 9.5 for India.”  No wonder, it is also seen that the 

countries with high values of Human Development Index (a composite index based on life 

span, educational level and economic well being) also have the highest level of crime, suicide 

and divorce rates! 

 

There is increasing recognition worldwide about the role of modern technology in 

exacerbating inequity and the need for shifting to value-based technologies to promote 

development which is both socially and environmentally sustainable.  Decentralized and 

labour intensive technologies, based on the Gandhian vision are now being suggested as 

benign and humane alternative especially for the production of the items of daily needs like 



various kinds of foodstuff, clothing, energy and shelter.  That such technologies can 

commercially survive has also been amply demonstrated, in our own country as also abroad.  

The website of Schumacher’s Intermediate Technology Development Group (ITDG)(10) 

documents some international success stories; while November 2003 issue of Business 

Today(11) documents some national success stories of such decentralized production units.  

These examples give us hope that “value-based technologies”, if improved to enhance 

productivity, efficiency and product quality, can eventually usher in a change to sustainable 

life style and ethical and moral value system, just as introduction of modern technology 

played a key role in propagation of the materialistic world-view and concomitant values. 
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