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Gallery: G Prathap

Technology As Command Performance?
No, technology grows as an evolutionary, 
emergent process 

One of the great conceits that 
developing countries delude 
themselves with is that
revolutionary technology of the 
highest order, the sort that
brings with it commanding 
leadership of the global 
economic marketplace, can be
conjured up as a command 
performance.

It is very easy to disabuse 
oneself of this delusion if one is 
willing to accept that technology

evolves just the 
way the natural 
world and all of
science evolved. 
The defining 
feature about 
evolution is its 
open-endedness.
This is not often 

understood by the Grand 
Designers I wrote of in an earlier
column. Nor is the role science 
plays in the evolution of 
high-tech.

One interesting case study that 
most appealed to my 
imagination is illustrated by the
saga of a relatively unheard of 
and unsung "Global Indian". I 
had to rely on a foreign
magazine, The Economist, to 
bring to my notice the role
played by Narinder Singh 
Kapany, at a crucial stage in the 
history of modern
telecommunications. The point I 
want to make is that Narinder
Kapany never thought he was 
going to set in motion a billion 
dollar industry, the fibre-optics



Technology As Command Performance, NAL, Bangalore, India file:///e:/oldhome/pages/gpr2.htm

2 of 2 7/9/2007 2:10 PM

The best way to grow
technology is to fund 
basic science in the
most generous ways 
possible without asking 
too many questions.

communications explosion. It is 
impossible for anyone to have
had that kind of prescience. 

Interestingly I 
read elsewhere 
in The Economist
that even 
Alexander 
Graham Bell had 
no idea that his 
invention will

create the miracle of 
Telecommunications, and that 
Bell Lab lawyers never thought
the laser could become a useful 
device. Which all goes to show
how open-ended, evolutionary, 
and emergent, technological 
growth is. So the best way to
grow technology is to fund basic 

science in 
the most
generous 
ways 
possible 
without 
asking too 
many 
questions. 
The 

following viewgraphs illustrate
the delicious irony of how 
technology grows as an
evolutionary, emergent process.
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