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“They just need light,” my brother-in-law said this morning.  Harry Koller is the director of economic studies and strategies in the Australia office of PriceWaterhouseCoopers, a global consultancy.  He spends much of his time in China and India, proposing various ways of getting electric power to rural areas.
  A few months ago, he consulted with officials in Guwhati, Assam, located in northeast India, where one million people have electric power and 25 million people do not.  The average annual income approximates $100US, and people living outside of the immediate city see by sunlight or kerosene lamps.  Harry says that when small provinces and villages vie for electricity, kitchen appliances and hairdryers do not drive them; they want to plug in light bulbs.  
In When Old Technologies Were New, Carolyn Marvin describes how the development of the incandescent light and telephone in the 1800s changed social structures and heralded the technical communications advances of the next century.  It seems that the difference in social attitudes, behavior, acceptance, and expectations between people receiving electricity for the first time in the 19th century compared with the 21st century arises from capital market viability.  During the inception of electricity, when no one had it, all economic markets functioned with relatively equal capabilities.  People had the luxury of worrying, fantasying, and prophesying about the possibilities of electric power.  Today, when large cities and areas controlling all of the significant capital markets have more than ample access to electricity, any community without it functions at a decided disadvantage.  People in these areas do not have the luxury of contemplating the possibility of technology’s negative effects.  They see the light and they want it.  Without power, they cannot compete, have a business open in the evening, or, in some cases, even sustain themselves with any reasonable level of comfort.  
I read most of Marvin’s book at night, which I could not have done easily if I lived just outside of Assam, just as young students cannot study at night in the same manner as their city peers.  Kerosene costs more than electricity and people must conserve it.  Marvin states that, “In much social imagination, [the electric light] was the premier mass medium of the future” (6).  Harry believes that the current large populations without power have no delusions or grand visions about the abilities of electricity; they do not suffer from a naiveté about technology in this regard, despite their relatively primitive living conditions, perhaps even living with domestic technologies comparable conditions of the 19th century or earlier.  He describes mud huts and other ramshackle dwellings.  It is unlikely that a 21st century economist could “awe the native rulers” with a hand buzzer, as Marvin describes the explorer Henry Stanley doing to the African chieftains in the mid-1800s (35-36).  The residents visit the marketplace in the city, where they see what they do not possess.  According to Harry, the villagers and their officials do not think about electricity itself as a benefit, but they clearly understand the advantages of controlling darkness.  
“They can’t see the power, but they can see the light,” Harry says.    
In contrast with Marvin’s description of 19th century homeowners, the residents of Assam would not envision electricity as “the ‘key to the servant difficulty’.”  They live in abject poverty.  Marvin describes home as “the protected place, carefully shielded from the world and its dangerous influences” (76).  The Assam-ians, according to Harry, do not fret about the symbolism of outside intrusion in the form of wiring the village and its residences.  In fact, after governments in similar areas have opened the possibility to electricity, residents often consider it a right.
“Community leaders have to educate people to pay for it.  They tend to treat electricity as a government gift,” Harry says.
Money drives the decisions related to where and how communities receive electric power.  While many rural villages and provinces cannot pay for power in any appreciable way, experts consider providing electricity as a significant and necessary step in reducing poverty.  They have to have it to afford to have it.  The World Bank and the Asian Development Bank, in addition to many other government and private organizations, offer soft loans and grants for communities to develop rural electrification programs.  Keeping in mind Marvin’s description of the “germ of a consumer age” laying in “an intensified awareness not only of a thing-filled world but of ways in which these things were used to mark social status” (208), I ask Harry whether the electricity drives small, rural communities into a consumer-buying frenzy.  Harry replies – rather sardonically – that there was no way that individual residents could set about purchasing stoves, refrigerators, televisions, or entertainment devices, outside of a few incandescent bulbs.  But, he emphasizes the importance of light as a first step out of the neediness and lack of material comfort experienced by a great portion of the world.  
“Power reduces poverty,” says Harry, as he sits in my kitchen, fully bathed in electric light.
The main street in Guwhati, Assam, in India. Photo by Harry Koller, Oct. 2004.





Kids walking to school in Guwhati, Assam.  They can study at night, because they have lighting in the evening, whereas their rural peers cannot. Photo by Harry Koller, Oct. 2004.








� Harry and his wife, Angela, spent one night with us on their U.S. trip – last night – which coincided with my writing this paper.  We used electric lights during all of our waking hours.
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