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Man cannot predict the future: he can invent i t .  
-Dennis Gabor, 1971 Nobel Prize 

winner in Physics 

will attempt here to invent a future role for I the transnational corporation in the de- 
velopment process of Latin America, Asia, and Africa. 
I will move away therefore from the nearby neighbor- 
hood of time and geographic space, as well as from 
fashionable and conventional forecasts that, precisely 
because they tend to reinforce each other, are least 
likely to materialize. 

In the nonconventional prospective field of view 
there arises a reciprocal dependency between those 
who produce and those who consume strategic re- 
sources. In  my “scenario” interdependency requires 
cooperation in the shape of concerted planning, re- 
search, and development between otherwise competi- 
tive forces, whether governments or corporations. The 
cooperative ventures are bound to reverse existing ten- 
dencies such as (a) the declining share of the Third 
World in global output, (b) the facsimile of the indus- 
trial development process in the Third World, (c) the 
satisfaction of industrial requirements at the expense of 
agriculture, and (d) present-day needs at the cost of 
future ones. 

Since most major problems are global, intercon- 
nected, and urgent, transnationals find themselves, 
willy-nilly, at the heart of the matter. They own the 
unique resource capabilities that mesh with the future 
priorities of the development process. Yet it  may re- 
quire a fairly nonconventional perspective to assume 
that transnationals will thus be tempted, much less 
encouraged, to assist home and host governments in  
the novel role sketched out here. Once legal and 
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technological obstacles are removed by collegial plan- 
ning and research, “pride and prejudice” in some 
developing nations may yet remain an obstacle. 

It may therefore require the establishment of a 
“Transnational Institute for Research and Develop- 
ment” to blueprint the conceptual framework of the 
future role of transnationals as instruments in the de- 
velopment process. As a legal framework, we envision 
something like a “General Agreement on Investments 
in Development.” These tools may bring about the 
mass application of adapted technology, a southbound 
transfer of certain industrial sectors, and new access 
for this output to the world markets. If this “scenario” 
seems farfetched, one more reason to grant i t  the ben- 
efit of the doubt. 

orman Macrae, deputy editor of The N Economist, once wrote in that weekly 
that when many of the early car manufacturers were 
going bust in the Edwardian days, The Economist won 
considerable plaudits from the then Establishment by 
publishing a well-reasoned article called “The 
Triumph of the Horse.” That title demonstrates the 
risk of conventional forecasts that happen to be in 
vogue, the risk of becoming the shortest-lived ones. 

Fashionable prognoses are those that, espoused by 
the “experts,” are constantly repeated, thus reinforc- 
ing each other to the point of becoming all but dogma. 
More often than not such forecasts are self-canceling. 
For instance, the quadrupling of the petroleum price in 
one year led to the prediction of a major deficit in the 
supply of fossil fuels. In consequence, expensive pe- 
troleum deposits as well as substitute sources of energy 
are being‘ explored and exploited, while conservation 
of energy is activated. The combined results of both 
measures are bound to produce a glut of petroleum 
instead of a shortage. 

If human memory is short, its forward-looking 
capabilities are also quite restricted. This is reflected 
in, for example, the crowd that jubilantly received 
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Chamberlain and Daladier upon their return from 
Munich. On the other side of the spectrum is the case 
of President Kennedy, who, jolted by the Sputnik, 
committed his country to land a man on the moon 
within ten years, even though the pertinent technology 
was not even invented on paper. Does each nation, 
each transnational, need its own .figurative Sputnik in 
order to invent a future not chained to the immediate 
neighborhood of time and geographic space? 

Although astronauts travel with the speed' of sound 
and computers communicate with the speed of light, 
we remain essentially geared to the present. Anybody 
familiar with discounted cash flows and long-range 
planning must acknowledge how much the future is 
discounted in today's basic decisions. And anybody 
conversant with foreign relations knows all too well 
that the temptation to discount the faraway is also 
mirrored in international policies. Although transna- 
tionals often compress geographic space by establish- 
ing regional offices abroad, in  the opinion of Professor 
Howard Perlmutter this does not prevent an ethnocen- 
tric view from permeating corporate decisions. 

The triumph of the horse-that of the here and 
now-turns into a Pyrrhic victory. Therefore the fol- 
lowing scenario is designed to take the transnationals 
into t h i n k i h e  unthinkable and expecting the 
unex pec ted-a speculative yet rewarding exercise. 

' 

n the nonconventional field of view the fu- I ture and the present are mutually depen- 
dent. This concept is more difficult to grasp than the 
interdependency in geographic space. And for us to 
realize rhar interdependence, to perceive the planet as , 
an integrated organic whole, i t  took the flight into 
outer space, the ecological crisis, and the ripple effect 
of the dearth of petroleum. Even so, mutual depen- 
dency surpasses the physical interlocking of resources 
by a wide margin. For instance, we now realize that 
we cannot plunder the ecosystem without hurting 
moral values, nor endlessly pursue exponential growth 
of the economy without creating almost intolerable 
tensions in the societal fabric. 

With the rush of time mutual dependency affects 
transnationals more than any other organization. This 
is the crux of the matter in  our scenario of the transna- 
tional as an instrument of development in  Africa, Asia, 
and Latin America. I t  is, of course, easy to perceive 
mutual dependency in river systems, such as the 
Mekong, the Plata, and the St. Lawrence Seaway, as 
well as in petroleum pipelines and electric power 
grids. To a less visible degree this concept applies also 
to critical minerals, proteins, forestry products, and so 
forth. 

Mutual dependency .is more difficult to envision 
where i t  concerns the transnationals most:  i n  
worldwide investments and trade. This is a recent 
phenomenon, as over the past generation foreign trade 
rose fourfold and foreign investments fivefold. It is 
accelerated by common markets and customs unions, 
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as'well as by regional industrial programs, such as the 
one proposed by the Andean countries. Its impact can 
be forecast, for example, in  the worldwide commerce 
of energy fuels that at the beginning of this century 
amounted to 10 per cent of all energy produced, and is 
projected to rise to 50 per cent by 1980. This prospec- 
tive mutual dependency is mind-boggling, because its 
consequences reverberate throughout the world I 
economy. 

Interdependencies affect essential components of 
transnationals. Take capital, for instance, where 
mutual dependency is reflected in the emergence of . , '  
Eurodollars, special drawing rights, consortium banks 
such as Orion and Libra, petrocurrency, the prolifera- 
tion of world and regional financial institutions, and 
floating exchange rates. Or consider technology, car- 
ried by 220,000 technicians from industrial to Third 
World nations, and absorbed by 180,000 students from 
developing nations in North America, Europe, and 
Japan. It is reflected in Japan's purchase of 10,000 
license agreements abroad, many of which are reex- 
ported. 

Each segment of industry has its specific pattern of 
mutual dependency. There is the textile industry and 
Mary Quant's miniskirt; the education industry and the 
contraceptive pill; the tourist industry and the price of 
petroleum; and the food industry and the vagaries of 
the weather. The mutuality of the dependency may not 
readily strike the eye, yet is there by implication, a 
rationale that goes, alas, beyond the scope of this 
article. 

In this nonconventional prospective view, the 
crisscrossing of interdependencies creates dependency 
between the transnationals themselves. The proprietary 
nature of research and development and the competi- 
tive traits of the marketplace need not preclude such a 
mutual dependency-as reflected in cooperation in 
planning, R & D. and other ventures. This cooperative 
characteristic is a prerequisite for any role of the trans- 
nationals that meshes with the priorities of the future 
development process of the Third World. 

ccording to Dr. Benjamin Higgins in  his A textbook on economic development, the 
share of the Third World in global output has been 
constantly declining. Extrapolating from his research, 
I reckon that in the one hundred years preceding 1973 
this share went down from 40 per cent to 17 per 
cent-primarily due to the relative stagnation of Asia. 
With the advent of the petroleum crisis the participa- 
tion of the Third World started rising again and is now 
approaching 20 per cent. 

This reversal of an existing trend is, in the noncon- 
ventional perspective, not an isolated phenomenon. I t  
accompanies a fundamental change 'in the development 
process, subtle today, marked in the 1980's, and a 
leading phenomenon before the end of the century. In 
the past the development process was likened to a 
railroad track, whereby the late trains (developing 



countries) were running over the same track, but on a 
later schedule, as the early trains (industrial nations). 
The concept was researched by Dr. W.W. Rostow and 
called the five stages of economic growth. This rail- 
road postulate is now rejected by most development 
experts, who allege that the environment of the late 
1900's is conducive to an altogether, different de- 
velopment pattern than that of the middle 1800's. 
World competition, the demographic explosion, the 
revolution of rising expectations, and antitrust legisla" 
tion reflect some of the restraints on development that 
Europe and North America did not have to face when 
they industrialized. The same applies to contamina- 
tion, social legislation from cradle to grave, and mass 
communications. 

This nonconventional view agrees with the fashion- 
able one that the world economy will continue expand- 
ing for the humanly foreseeable future. As with the 
bicycle, forward movement is essential to the mainte- 
nance of equilibrium. This, then, precludes the no- 
growth society. Where the nonconventional viewpoint 
differs sharply is in the direction, speed, and motiva- 
tion of the forward movement. 

Even though the Third World is bound to reach for a 
fairly high economic growth rate, because of the pre- 
vailing demographic explosion and the exceedingly 
low level of consumption among the marginal 40 per 

-cent of its population, growth as such will henceforth 
.no longer be the overriding economic-political goal. 
.Obviously the resource-rich countries will outpace the 
resource-poor ones in terms of development, but this 
need not affect the role of the transnationals in  the 
process. The latter will be shaped inter alia by new 
alliances that may be forged with bauxite, copper, and 
tin, so to speak. Or they may be stretched with natural 
rubber, sparked with energy fuels, or sweetened with 
cane sugar. 

The freshly emerging development priorities may be 
the knell of the railroad postulate. These priorities will 
differ from one period to the next, from one country to 
another, but some clearly visible common threads run 
through them. Perhaps the most outstanding priority is 
the balanced development of the rural sector, beyond 
agriculture, in  order to provide employment, avoid the 
rural exodus, allow people to remain in contact with 
nature, integrate the national economy, and provide 
the food. In this process developing nations will exer- 
cise a greater autonomy over their development pat- 
terns than in the past and, in  so doing, will integrate 
their economy more into the world economy. 

t that stage of the new development pro- A cess the transnationals can play a re- 
warding and catalytic role. However, that role should 
be evaluated in the framework of the new international 
economic order that is abuilding. The industrial na- 
tions will give greater priority to savings and invest- 
ments at the expense of consumption. They will try to 
provide greater satisfaction of public needs at the ex- 
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pense of some private demands, and in the process will 
make more room for future  needs at theinevitable cost 
of some present demands. Their market mechanism& 
to compute more and more social and environmental 
costs of economic decisions and technical resource 
allocations. This is of necessity a speculative scenario 
of the !980's, one that should have a substantial dem- 
onstration effect in the Third World. 

The development priorities of the 1980's are to suc- 
ceed where those of the 1960's failed-in the least 
dynamic sector of the economy (where for that very 
reason most transnationals were least active): in  the 
rural areas, especially the tropical ones. I t  stands to 
reason that development engineered i n  temperate 
climes does not necessarily prosper when superim- 
posed upon tropical climes. There is the small belt, 
between latitudes 5 degrees North and South, which is 
characterized by constant heat, rainfall, and humidity. 
Between latitudes 5 to 15 degrees North and South 
there are alternatively wet and dry climes that include, 
for instance,, the monsoons. In surface, the greatest 
area is between latitudes 15 and 30 degrees North and 
South, the so-called dry tropics, where rainfed agricul- 
ture is all but impossible. 

The conventional view is tempted to discard a re- 
warding role for most transnationals in the upcoming 
mutation of the rural sector. Yet there. is a growing 
number of exceptions that may well signal the hegin- 
ning of the reversal of an existing trend. One such 
exception is a U.S. transnational that exported ag- 
romachinery to India based upon the domestic concept 
of a laborer standing at the machine while working. 
However, in India agriworkers happen to be much 
happier if they can squat-so the U.S. transnational 
company reengineered the machinery for the squatting 
posture. This example is one of appropriate or adapted 
or intermediate technology, as i t  is variously called. 

The Brasilia declaration on the transfer of technol- 
ogy (1973) recommends that foreign know-how be 
adapted' to local requirements. Technology that is de- 
veloped in countries where capital abounds and labor 
is scarce is to be adjusted to the Third,World, where 
manpower is plentiful and capital expensive. Ideally 
such equipment should be manufactured in the Third 
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World. Interdisciplinary research is to. foment the 
orientation of scientific-technical systems toward mar- 
ginal populations in rural and urban zones. 

All this is easier said than done. Pride and prejudice 
within the developing countries themselves hamper the 
development of such technology, whatever its origin. 
Many poor countries have a built-in yearning for up- 
to-date, sophisticated equipment, ranging from laser 
beams to wide-bodied jets and from fully automatic 
machinery to modern electronics. While capital cities 
are thus catapulted into the twenty-first century the 
interior can languish among remnants of the Middle 
Ages. I t  is hardly an incentive for a transnational to be 
asked to set the clock back in their research and de- 
velopment centers. I t  will require nothing less than a 
breakthrough in the concept and practice of appropriate 
technology to render it palatable not only to those who 
are to use it, but above all to those who place the orders. 

The London-based Intermediate Technology De- 
velopment Group has done admirable pioneering 
work-yet they report that massive use of such R & D 
is not in sight. For instance, the two-wheeled, walk- 
behind tractor the Japanese developed for Asia finds 
no captive mass market. Nor does the basic automobile 
that a U.S. firm developed for the rugged terrain and 
economy of Asia. It is produced out of angle, channel, 
and scrap iron, with few castings and without com- 
pound body curves. I t  is a one-wheel chain drive, 
single cylinder car, with a cruising speed of forty miles 
per hour on a mere 0.7 gallon of low octane petroleum. 
Nevertheless, the project has not yet gone beyond the 
pilot stage, for reasons of “pride and prejudice.” 

The much-needed breakthrough in this area may be 
hastened by the establishment of the so-called Transna- 
tional Institute for Research and Development of Ap- 
propriate Technology, a proposal made at the world 
conference of the Society for International Develop- 
ment in Abidjan (August, 1474),. published in the 
Winter, 1974, issue of the Columbia Journal of World 
Busitless. I t  reflects the view that only joint research 
and development will bring about appropriate technol- 
ogy on a large scale designed for the genuine needs of 
Africa, Asia, and Latin America. These needs may 
spell opportunities for transnationals in low-cost hous- 
ing structures, machine tools, and agricultural imple- 
ments, packaging materials, and so forth. Given the 
obstacles inherent in  the process, it stands to reason 
that the Third World itself must play a dynamic and 
participative role in the future Transnational Research 
and Development Ins t i  tu te. 

he Transnational R & D Institute need not T limit  its endeavors  to appropriate 
technology. It can help seek out the full range of 
development tasks where the priorities of the Third 
World mesh with the unique resource capabilities of 
the transnationals. This may incIu.de the southward 
transfer of certain industrial segments-for instance, 
labor-intensive or energy-intensive industry, or opera- 

tions that no longer appeal to the sophisticated labor 
forces of Europe and North America. The heart of the 
matter is not the definition of these overlapping 
priorities and capabilitig, but rather the underlying 
concerted planning, research, and developmenj be- 
tween transnationals and between transnationals and 
home and host governments. 

The participative character of such an involvement 
requires a legal international framework. It might as- 
sume the shape of a charter, stating the rights and 
obligations of the transnationals engaged in develop- 
mental operations. Such a charter should be subscribed 
to by home and host nations alike._One of its prime 
functions would be to determine, in  international mea- 
surements, mutually agreeable economic values for the 
transnationals on the one hand, and of the participating 
governments or other institutions on the other hand. 
The necessary components include energy, raw mate- 
rials, management, capital, manpower, and last but not 
least the value added by current or adapted technology. 

Even in the nonconventional view it  is exceedingly 
complex to envision such a charter. Not unlike the 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, i t  may as- 
sume the shape of a General Agreement on Invest- 
ments in Development, ’ inserted into the United Na- 
tions family of organizations, and woven sideways into 
the United Nations Conference on Trade and De- 
velopment and the Organization for Economic Cooper- 
ation and Development. Under the aegis of the World 
Bank and other regional development banks, and with 
a generous infusion of petrocurrency, the Investments 
in Development might be either funded or insured, or 
both. A distinguished panel of international lawyers, 
development experts, senior executives from transna- 
tionals and from the public sector might study the 
myriad aspects and draw up’a proposal for the General 
Agreement on Investments in Development. 

Membership in the General Agreement should be 
entirely voluntary, both for transnationals and develop- 
ing nations. However, the charter should provide a 
framework of time periods so that investments in  de- 
velopment, which necessarily give a late return, can be 
gauged over their full life. While the General Agree- 
ment would not possess the jurisdiction over the host 
countries that might terminate the contractual .ar- 
rangements with the transnationals, the voluntarily un- 
derwritten charter would have to provide penalties for 
premature cancellation of investments in development. 

It will no doubt require a considerable amount of 
political will and consensus to bring about such a 
charter. The political, financial, legal, and psychologi- 
cal obstacles are seemingly impregnable. This may 
tempt pragmatic chief executive officers or down-to- 
earth politicians to dismiss either the role of transna- 
tional corporations in development or its embodiment. 
into an international charter as being the fruit of uto- 
pian thinking. However, what seems arcadian today 
may be archaic tomorrow. Do we still rejoice at the 
triumph of the horse? 


