Promoting inequality

By Humair Ishtiaq

DUCATION is rightly consid-
ered to be among the ele-
ments that promote social
and psychological equality by
encouraging awareness on basic issues
and by way of ity to give every-
one a level p d. But, more than
that, it is a the manner of its de-
livery that dec whether or not a so-
ciety will achieve the ln[lv targets asso-
ciated with mas
In our context, it may well be serving
just the purpose that it should not. If
anything, it is there to ensure that the
level playing field remains a dream for
the majority, while the minority contin-
ues to make hay. For the minority the
sun keeps shining and the system — ed-
ucation being nothing more than one of
its many components — is there to
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m each other. Dangling in the

middle is the majority. Pulled
two extremes in diametrically opposite
directions, it sometime goes in one di-
rection cmd sometimes in the other.
While the tug of war continues, it re-
mains a battle which can never produce
a winner.

The story does not end there though.
At each level, there is further pol
tion. At the bottom rung, for instance,
there are the state-run Urdu-medium
schools as well as the seminaries. Each
of them has its own peculiar dimen-

1gh not at the same level of dis-
parity, the peculiarities do exist at the
elite level as well. Tt is not exactly in
terms of the level and quality of educa-
tion imparted. It is more about the
brand one is associated with. Seeing it
through the prism of vanity that is the
hallmark of our elite, one can be sure of
the psychological barrier that separates
the good institutions from the localised
version of the Ivy League.

Those lying between the two ex-
tremes have a huge variety to contend
with. From English-medium secondary
system and various shades of foreign
programmes — Cambridge being the
most popular of them all — it is a mas-
sive range to explore. But
parents and they will confirm wnhnut
much of a thinking that it is not as
much about picking and choosing than
about picking and reject i
stitutions are more of a f u}l]mnc:n
agency than a place of learning.

And when you think you have taken
into account all p S
again; still left is urban-rural dl\-’lde,
which, practically speaking, is the most
fundamental of all divides in the con-
text of the country’s education system.
And, then, there adet col-
leges and public sche

For a glimpse of how all these vary-
ing concoctior fect the mindset of
their victims, let’s turn to a survey done
by known educationist and social acti-
vist Tarig Rahman a few years ago
(Denizens Of Alien Worlds: O'EJP, 2-004).
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ety.

Together, they are playing havoc
with society’s fabric, having led to a sit-
uation where the perceptions and no-

ions of young adults coming out of the
arious educational streams — semina-
ries, state-run schools, and private insti-
tutions of various hues and shades —
happen to be divergent in dangerous
proportions. Alongside the prevailing fi-
nancial inequality in society, the class-
based education system is a quick rec-
ipe to ensure that the present levels of
polarisation in society, already alarm-
ing as they are, will only grow in the
days ahead.

Talking of inequality, the system at
the lower level produces clerks and
semi-skilled workers, while at the upper
level it creates westernised people
whose lifestyle depends on obvious and
voracious consumption of western prod-
ucts. The result is that the two classes
together are perpetuating capitalism in
its worst form, the lower by providing
cheap labour, the upper by creating in-
ane and selfish consumers. This natu-
rally portends disaster for the future, as
neither of the two tiers is capable of
ushering in an era of self-sufficiency,
equality and social dignity for the mass-
es.
Though living in the same country,
the two classes are completely alien-

(Denizens Of Alien Worlds: OUP, 2004).

Drawing the class lines for the pur-
pose of his survey, the author divided
the school-going lot into four broader
and rather generalised categories; semi-
naries, Urdu-medium schools, cadet col-
leges and public schools, and the elitist
English-medium schools. The survey
was aimed at feeling the pulse of the
country’s youth in terms of their per-
ceptions about such key issues as mili-
tancy and tolerance.

Asked about supporting state-level
covert militancy in occupied Kashmir,
52.82 per cent pupils in the seminaries
and 53.08 per cent in cadet colleges fav-
oured the approach, but the figures
dropped down to 33.04 per cent for
Urdu-medium schools, and further
down to 22.41 for the elitist institutions.
Not surprisingly, the survey of teachers
at the same institutions brought out al-
most similar opinion patterns.

While the statistics were understand-
able for the three other categories, the
author qualified the figures for the
state-run Urdu-medium schools by not-
ing that since General Pervez
Musharraf, the then president, himself
had reversed the policy of carrying out
covert activity in Kashmir and had
been talking of averting a possible war,
“students and teachers might have felt
that it was safer and perhaps more de-

sirable not to support war.”

Though the survey had its limita-
tions, it did offer a peep into how per-
ceptions on key national issues are
formed — or deformed — by an educa-
tion system that has inbuilt flaws.

Among other things — pattern of
government spending on the various

types of institutions, the fee structure. .
. any stakes in the-education system, it is

etc. — the survey also took up the issue
of direct or indirect control enjoyed by
the armed forces over schools, colleges
and even instititions of higher learn-
ing, noting, not without a hint of irony,
that while the armed forces have had a
history of using seminaries and state-
run schools to promote their concepts
and ideologies, “the very same armed
forces have established elite schools for
the children of their officers.”

A staggering 48.95 per cent of those
found in the seminaries told the survey-
ors they were there purely because of
economic reasons. This is a classic case
of social and economic inequality being
turned into ideological inequality by
those who happen to be in a pesition to
call the shots.

For sure, the military is not the only
perpetrator in this context; the civilians
are not any different at all. The bureau-
crats have their own ways out and the
politicians, being the pragmatics that
they are, more often than not tend to
carry passports of more than one coun-
ayatall times.-

~ With none of the ruling elite having

no wonder that the whole activity is
centered on the idea of creating pigeon-
hole compartmentalisation of the coun-

The net worth is not difficult to as-
sess. The system is only giving birth to a
polarised future where different seg-
ments may well move to different desti-
nations based on the social and psycho-
logical inequality that marks the forma-
tive years of the youth. With every pass-
ing moment the future is becoming the
present and the signs are there for all
to see. In fact, one would expect the
leaders to not just observe the trend,
but also to do something about it, but in
the kind of society that we are part of,
it is like asking for the moon.

We have often heard our leaders giv-
ing voice to their intense intention of en-
abling the country to join the ranks of
the developed world. What we have nev-
er heard from them is the plan they may
have in mind to make it happen. Leave
out the cynics who may argue that in or-
der to have a plan in the mind, one
needs to have the mind in the first place,
but even the layman knows that there
has neither been a plan nor an intention
to turn things around. All we have seen
our leaders — both of the political and
military varieties — doing is to indulge
in one-upmanship on this vital issue.

Had it not been so, the leadership
would have certainly focused on such a
key area as education. It is no secret
that around 90 per cent of the growth of
the higher performing Asian economies
— South Korea, Taiwan, Malaysia and
Thailand, for instance — could be ac-
counted for by the exceptionally high
levels of primary school enrollment and
equality during the 1960s. We, in
Pakistan, failed to match things on the
ground, but have surely beaten every-
one else in terms of hollow verbosity. B




