UNIVERSITY OF NORTH BENGAL

29th ANNUAL CONVOCATION

(R

Address by

Professor Muchkund Dubey

Chief Guest

RAJA RAMMOHUNPUR
15th March, 1997


http://www.pdfcomplete.com/cms/hppl/tabid/108/Default.aspx?r=q8b3uige22

I regard it as a great honour and privilege to have this
opportunity of addressing the 29th 'Annual Convocation of the
University of North Bengal. - I visited this university two years ago
to participate in a seminar and since then I ‘have taken a great
fascination for it. I am charmed by its beautiful surrounding, nestled'
as it is. at the foothills of the mighty Himalayas. I have been
impressed by the outstanding calibre of the teachers whom I'came to
know during my brief stay here. And I am aware that this university
is engaged in the lofty task of catering to the educational needs
of a backward region of India. ' This evokes my natural admrratlon
and goodwill for this university. Seipaol :

I would first like to convey to the students assembled here as,
well as those who could not come to thlS convocation, my deepest-
affection and best wishes for success and achievements in their lives.
Let their education in this university instill in them the confidence to
face the multiple challenges of the fast and fundamental changes:
that are taking place all around us. - ‘

I thought ina gathermg of teachers and students in a umversrty,
the most appropriate subject to talk about would be the present state
of. educatlon in India. It would not be an exaggeration to assert that
the educational system in India is in a very bad shape’ today. With
the exception of some of the South Asian countries, India has the
highest rate of illiteracy in the world. It is estimated that at the
turn ‘of this century, over 90% of the world’s rllrterates would be
lrvmg in the Indran Sub-continent ; and most of them in Indra This
is -inspite of the fact that Article 45 of the Indian Constltution
provides that “the State shall endeavour to provide within a period
of ten years from the commencement of the Constitution, for free and
compulsory education for all children until they attain the age of
fourteen years’>. That 10 years period was over in 1960.. And yet 37
years after that, more than 90 million children of school gorng age in:
Indra are not going to any school.

. Article 46 of the Constitution of India provides . “The State
shall promote with special care the educational ... interests of w‘eal&er
sections of -the people, and, in - particular, of the Scheduled Castes
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and the Scheduled Tribes ...”. Inspite of this obligation assumed by
the State, there is little evidence of the equalisation of the educa-
tional opportunity in our grossly unequal society. In fact, the gap in
the educational opportunity is widening. The highest incidence of
illiteracy is still among these Weaker sections of the society. - Women:
and the girls have the least educational opportunities in India. There
cannot be any hope for achieving an egalitarian educational structure
in India unless vastly expanded and improved educational opportu-.
nities are provided for these groups. In his article published in one.
of the recent issues of the Economic & Political Weekly, Myron Weiner
writes “Deep class/caste divisions have been barriers to the develop-
ment of'a national drive for mass education by those who have made
it to the upi)?: strata, It will take a major coalition of locally-based:
groups, active participation of media, the contributions of researchers,.
the support of investors, . educators, social activists and trade
unions ... to 'gétjlndia' to address the way it treats the children of the
PG {0 00, 700 (1 | ) : ' '

., -As the government does not have the resources to provide schools
for all: those who' need. to be educated, private schools are mush-
rooming all over the country. They generally 'cater to the needs of
the children of the. well-to-do. parents, with English/non-English
distinction coinciding with the private/public management. - This,
divided system of education deepens the malaise of an already.,
divided society. Since even the relatively less ‘afﬂuent parents in a .
bid to provide the best possible edu\caition‘ to their children, resort to
these English medium private schools which charg¢ higher fees, this
leads to the further impoverishment of the lower middle class in the
country. In the general atmosphere of cofrliption, proclivity . to
‘make easy money and absef)qe of any effective quality control -
mechanism, most of these private schools have poor academic .
standards and are opened mainly for spinning quick money. This’,
involves a collossal waste of national resources for education.

There has been a rapid growth and wide diversity of institutions
for education at all levels. The diversity reflects differences. in
incomes and wealth, proliferation of disciplines and diversification
of market .and industrial requirements. The educational system
now includes a number of educational institutions which offer -
quality education. But the quality of the system as a whole has gone :
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down becaiise of the decliné in the standards of old institutions which
were the bulwark of the system and centres of excellence.

The quality of education in universities has declined sharply.
The single most important factor for this decline is the paucity of
funds, which has resulted in poor malntenance shabby appearance,
decay in the infra-structure like the’ laboratories class rooms,
‘auditoria, public services etc.and very inadequate investment in
books, journals, equipment and teaching aids. :

The universities have also come to reflect, -in the acutest forms,
the general distortions and tensions in the society. Strikes, walkouts
‘and gheraos have become endemic, seriously impeding teaching.
In some universities, examinations have fallen 2-3 years behind,
thus putting the students of the university at a great disadvan-
tage in seeking admissions to higher classes in other universities
or taking ~competitive examinations for succeeding in the job
market. The criminalisation of politics is now extended to
universities and some of the umversmes have become the den
of criminals. ; :

A sense of all-pervasive purposelessness stalks many of our
universities. Education in these universities neither endows the
students with d1scr1mmat1ng ability, — {13 ®1F ﬁaf\aﬁﬁ fawE—nor
unlocks for them the mystenes of nature and. life, nor enables
them to cope with the complex1ty of modern world nor pr0v1des
to vast mO_]OI‘lty of them job opportumtles The un1vers1ty
education has tbus become a charade Which the bulk of the
students, who can afford it, go through hopmg that some miracle
of a job opportumty will come their way.

. The universities .are. no longer the fountalnhead of resealch
breakthroughs in India. The really serious research woik now
takes place in the privately or otherwise specially-financed.
institutions. ~Unlike the universities, they .are built on a narrow
base. . This has resulted in the general weakemng of the
research infra-structure in the country. It is, therefore, not sur-
prising that the research base of the Indian economy is very weak
in international comparison. ' *

The reason for the vast number of the educated unemployed
is clearly the excess of supply over demand. Our economy  is
simply not expanding fast enough to absorb all the graduates
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-and post-graduates- ‘that our academic institutions are- churning
out. To some’ extent, there is also a mismatch of supply and
demand. We are. not training the kind of -the people who are
required by the industry. A pioper manpower planning and the
calibration of the educational facilities to such a plan can no
“doubt mitigate the ‘problem -of educated unemployment.‘ ‘But in
‘the ultimate analysis, the real answer to the problem will be
‘found only by sustaining a dynamic economy over an extended
period of time:and conscrously working for 1mpart1ng employment
orlentatlon to the development strategy. '

It is no longer true that students 'in India go in for hlgher
‘education as a status.symbol. That was the case when B. As.
F’_and M. As. were very few in number Now there is hardly any
status symbol attached to these degrees If a survey is taken, it
would be demonstrated that if diversion to vocational and technical
training can guarntee jobs, then a vast number of students would
opt for such training before reachrng the higher secondary or
university levels. Only a small percentage of the high school
graduates wrll opt for higher education. Besides, these days hlgher
‘educauon even in the specmllsed fields, like engineering, carry
l{no job gurantee. That is the main reason why an increasing
“number of engineers try to compete—and indeed succeed in
”competmg, for civil service _]ObS And a large number of students
go in for general degrees because they know that if they are
gomg ‘to remain unemployed even as engineers, then why should
they. not. remain unemployed as B.As. & M. As., partrcularly as
these degrees are less rigorous and expensive. Thus. the excess
of supply over demand ‘among university graduates and -post-
graduates persrsts not "due to the pursuit of status symbol, but
because ‘the ' economy  is  not dynamic enough and society- not
»orgamsed, enough to mop- up-the excess. i :

There is a global consensus on the key role of education in
soc1ety lt ‘is now unrversally recognlsed that educatron is' both
‘the means as well as the end’ result of development. It is one
of the basic needs of the people and their human right. Artrcle
41 of the Indian Constitution . enjoins upon the State to ““make
effective provision : for ‘ensuring the right......to education’. And,
finally, education is by far. the .most :powerful instrument for.the
empowerment of the people.: ot
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There is a Sanskrit saying I fawmi wifeyet®’” that is “it is
‘knowledge alone that liberates”. The motto in. Farsi is ‘7%
CoFl- vl Iqw $Fi«i 337 that . is “Everyone who is wise is also the
one who is strong”’. =

Literacy or the knowledge of the three R’s is the ﬁrst
‘essential tool for empowerment. For it opens up wide avenues of
‘knowledge. And knowledge alone has the capacity to empower.
:In Satyajit Ray’s famous film “Hirak Rajar Deshe”, the Minister
-advises the King :

7 T wra wiw
I ity ©ra Tied.

If someone reads, he knows

If he knows, he does not obey.

; Total Literacy Campaign designed to spread literacy was a
umque experiment launched in India in 1988-89. This venture
entirely under the pubhc sector depends on total moblhsatmn of
the people to achieve its goals.

~ Though it is far from realising its objective of total literacy
‘and the campaign has had its’ ups and downs, it has proved to be a
'very effective "entry point for the mobilisation of peop]e, parti-
cularly women, for serving wider purposes of social equality, human
rights, gainful employment etc. A remarkable achievement of the
Campaign bhas been its transformation into a movement for ful-
ﬁlhng W 1der asplratlons of ' women: in Indla

Drawmg msp1rat10n from messages in post-literacy literature,
the Campaign led.to the anti-arak movement in Andhra Pradesh
and the movements for women’s credit co-operatives and employment
generatlon e1s=where in the country. In M1dnapur surveys have
shown that the vast majority of the neo-literates have been able to
achleve considerably high levels of polltlcal and soc1a1 conscwusness
and scientific témper, particularly among women.

‘This- shows that literacy as mcrely a knowledge of the three R’s
is:not enough. It is the post-literacy effort :to promote  self-reliance,
expose social evils andinculcate human rights and gender sensiti-
vity that triggered movements for empowerment.
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‘Fér the empowerment of the Scheduled Castes, Scheduled
Tribes: and Other Backward Classes, it will be necessary to go
beyond literacy-and assist them in acquiring university degrees which
can ensure for them access to government jobs, public positions and
professional services.. Thus for these weaker sections, higher educa-
tion of both general : and specrahsed varieties becomes an 1nstrument
of empowerment.

Emphasising the development function of education, Gunnar
Myrdal had stated in his Asian Drama: * ....in almost every
respect, a correlation exists between education deficiencies -and a
low economic level ; deficiencies are the largest and most prevalent
in the poorer countries”.” Gunnar Myrdal then refers to a U. N.
report Which says: “We can assume that it is virtually ‘impossible
to spend too much on education, provided it is efficiently progra-

29

mmed ....."%

Mass literacy provrdes the mass human resources base to ensure
the success of a development strategy 1rrespect1ve of whether it is
a State- controlled or market oriented one. Mass human resource
base is essent1a1 to create the literate labour force necessary fora
competitive economy. India. has unfortunately a long way to go to
build 2 mass human resource base without which its present market-
oriented .development strategy is unlikely: to succeed. Education is
the most important factor facilitating labour mobility, and labour
mobility is essential for the operation of free market forces.

Education has suffered badly under the World Bank/IMF imposed
structural adjustment: programmes. - This has been the experience
of almost all the countries which have implemented these progra-
mmes. And India is no'eéxception to it. i

In India, there was a severe retrenchment in the education sector
during the first two years of the structural adjustment programme.
This resulted in a severe cutback on research activities and a more
rapid decay of the infrastructure for education. Though resources
for education were partly restored subsequently, they are nowhere
near the optimum level.

In Africa; retrenchment under the structural adjustment progra-
mmes led to a substantial erosion of the tremendous gains made in
the educational field in the immediate post-independent period. - The
level reached “during that period is yet to be restored because in
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most of the African countries the SAPs have proved a failure and
economic- recovery is yet to take place. This is one of the principal
reasons why Africa has been described asthe wasteland of libera-
lisation. -

" As a part of the liberalisation policy, it has been suggested that
education should be progressively privatised and’ that access to it
should be made subject to the payment of appropriate prices. The
Government is, therefore, encouraging the establishment of a larger
number of -private schools, private research institutions and even
private universities. -- Universities are bemg encouraged to- earn
money by taking up projects, including those from the private sector
and foreign institutions and they are: given the incentive of a
:matching . grant for the money they thus earn. In the process, they
are being starved of funds for carrying out normal educational activi-
ties. Established institutions are being bypassed with the Govern-
ment patronising new institutions set up with private funds. Asa
result, the traditional educational structure on which vast amount
‘of resources have been invested over a long period ‘of time is

“enfeebled and going out of use. This is a social wastage of a
¢ollosal dimension. ' Its inevitable consequence is the narrowmg
down of the human resource base.

Very few departments and centres’ of ‘universities hold eut an
appeal to the market forces. The result is that the vast majority
of the departments and ‘centres are. discriminated because they are
not eligible for matching grants. Links with outside agencies with
a view to earning money, brings the universities -under the influence
of foreign foundations, think tanks and research establishments
which have their own axe to gr'ind. This can have even adverse
security 1mp11cat10ns.

- THe fact is'that the market forces cannot play: much of a useful
‘role in' the field of - education. For, vast number of our people are
outside the pale of the market force.. And the greatest challenge ‘of
our- education policy is to’ take education to these people. - This
challenge can be met only if they can 'have access to quality
education free of charge. As a matter of fact, because of their
economic disabilities which prevents them from incurring any expen-
diture whatsoever on children’s education and which obliges them to
keep their children at home to attend to household and other income-
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earning chores, it is necessary to provide them with incentives like
mid-day meals, free supplles of textbooks, learmng materlal uniforms,
etc. a,nd exemptlon from admission and mlscellaneous fees.

Market forces will not go to the wide and very crucial areas ot
education where there is no return on investment. This includes
basic research and the entire sector of elementary and primary
education which will have to be prov1ded free of cost. Of course,
finances from the private sector, partlcularly from charltable institu-
tlons, should be welcome. But the ultimate responsibility of ensuring
the funding of and running the educatlonal system in these. areas
must Test w1th the government.

- The private sector cannot prowde public good like education.
Nor can it become an instrument of organic and fundamental social
transformation which is a principal purpose of education. The
-motive which drives the private  sector: is profit and not wider soc1al
purposes. ‘

That mass educat1on should be prov1ded by the State was never
a controvers1al subJect in the . Western countries. Almost all these
countrles still prov1de compulsory and free elementary, prlmary and
even secondary and higher secondary education. In some of them
which are the brlghtest examples of the effective operation of free
market forces,'even university education is highly subsidised.

The irony is that the package in which liberalisation is recomm-
e‘nded by the' IMF and World Bank to the developing countries, is
nowhere practised in the Western countries. In all these countries
competition is not allowed to come to the defence and several sectors
of the education market place. Their social service and social
security system is regarded as the hallmark of the Western civilisation.
There is nothiug even remotely comparable to it in any of .the
developing countries. The question may be asked : why inspite of
this, they are putting pressure on developing  countries to liberalise
indiscriminately ? The answer clearly lies in their ruthless pursuis
of economic self-interest.. They clearly want to pave the ground -fos
an ever-inereasing ‘intrusion of all the sectors-of the economies of
developing countries, by their transnational corporations. ‘And in this
effort, they are co-opting the elites- of our society. ' Specialised
private sector academic - institutions and lure of project by foreign
agencies areinstruments of such co-option. :
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. Several. of the new regimesunder the WTOQ.are  also - desrgned
“to serve the same purpose. . Some of them have far-reachmg
1mplrcat10ns for education. I:ducatron services are in principle
covered by the General Agreement on Trade in Servrces (GATS).
“It is very likely that the deVeloped countries Would in the very near
‘future ask for negotiations for lrberahsrng educatronal “services: ‘In
-the negotratrons, they will demand mtroductron of prrce mechamsm
“in the education sector, “and opening up thrs sector for competmon
‘by"‘the private sector, including their: own prrvate compames On
the other hand, our trained manpower continue to be denied’ entry
into ithe markets of developed countries. This was. clearly demon-
strated in the negotiations on the movement of natural persons
concluded in 1995. The offers by developed. countries for entry. of our
rprofessronals into their markets was ‘minimal-and circumscribed by
all kinds of conditions and restrictions. Thus in-an area where we
have clear competitive advantage, we are not allowed to integrate
“with the global economy. Globalisation of educated labour servrces
‘stops-at the border of the developed countrres. : :
The Agreement on the Trade Related Intellectual - Property
Rights ( TRIPS ) would have the effect of freezmg the present level
and pattern of technolog1cal development in developrng Countries.
(The TRIPS. regime is desrgned to ensure that major 1nn0vat10ns in
.science and technology take place in deVeloped countrres which
‘would also produce the goods -and ‘services :-based on. such techno-
logies, and the developmg countries would provide markets for -such
products. . By the year 2005, the introduction of product patents in
areas. where only process patents are granted in-India, will -throw
.out of job thousands of scientists. and technrcrans in uhits: establrshed
in sectors where process patents alone are granted at present In the
‘long run, such provisionsin the - TRIPS Agreement as virtually ' ne
provision for:compulsory: lrcencmg, 1mports of patented products
being -as good as the working: .of the patents etc., wrll serrous]y
1mpede the development of - technology m the country e 10 B

The various reglmes establrshed by developed countries to control
the export of . dual purpose technolegies, substances:’ and . equipment
ostensrbly in order to prevent the proliferation of . weapons.of . mass.
destruction, and some. of. the. envrronmental regrmes whrch have,
either been set up or are likely to _be set up, will have the same,
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“effect of - restrlctnng the development of technology in developmg
countries.

What then should a developing country like India do in these
circumstances. First of all, there is no reason for.us, either in terms
of legal obligations or going by what developed countries are them-
selves doing, to go in blindfolded tor globalisation and -liberalisation.
We should integrate with the global economy at the axes of our
choice and - not 1ndlscr1m1nately in all areas. . This is precisely what
China is:doing. ‘

Secondly, we should adopt a mission approach for developing
‘frontier, key and sensitive technologies. This may involve partial
‘delinking with the world economy. We should provide for all the
‘resources and protection that’ are needed ‘to achieve the desired
results in these areas. ‘ :

_ Thirdly, there can be no denylng the role of the State in the
areas of education, 1nfrastructure and science and technology. The
State should, therefore, assume full responsibility for fulﬁllmg the
Constitutional obligations in the field of education. Asa first step,
the already declared policy of spending 6% of GNP per annum on
“educatlon should be implemented without delay.

“ But as the Total theracy Campalgn has demonstrated govern-
‘ment’s effort alone will not suffice. ‘The government s 1ndlspensable
Tole must be supplemented by the effort of the civil society—that
of the voluntary agencies and above all the universities and schools.
Reliance would need to be placed on the existi ng massive structure
of education in""th_e pu_hli‘c sector i.e. the vast number of schools,
colleges and universities funded, supported and run by “the govern-
ment. Any policy of discriminating against them, co-ercing them
to earn money for' what they do and by-passing them will run
‘contrary to our avowed purpose in the field of education.

In our tradition, the purpose of education has been regarded as
inculcation of basic values among the students. Today, the values
that are ‘on ascendency in the campuses are ' those of greed,
money-making by any: means, display of material possession and
pursuit of western consumption pattern.

In some of the private schools run by religious denominations
of various kinds, a different set of value system is pursued which is
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equally pernicious for a pluralistic society like India. These are
the values of religious fundamentalism, communal intolerance
and false chauvinism.

The crying need of the hour is the inculcation among students
righi: from their early childhood, of values which constitute the very
core of the Indian ethos and which are duly and amply reflected in
our ‘Constitution. These are the values of human love and
brotherhood, compassion, tolerance and  the basic unity of the
human kind—the values which Gandhiji summed up as truth and
non-violence.

Swami Vivekananda said, ‘““Education is the manifestation of
perfection already in man” and its ultimate mission is “man-
making”. True knowledge opens the door to the divine. The
purpose of education is not merely to collect and cram information.
Swamiji had further said : “If education were identical with
mformauon the libraries would be greatest sages in the world and
encyclopaedias the rishis”. To this list should now be added the
computers and the mternet. ‘ - '

I would like to conclude in a nostalgic note. When I was
growing up as a student, people used to approach education with a
sense of reverence. Parents used to miss their meals to send their
children to schools. Teachers were highly respected. Books were
regarded as the abode of Saraswati, the Goddess of learning. As
soon as we used to get a book we immediately used to put a cover
on it and treasure it asa valuable possession. I remembr having
walked several miles to get a book from a student who had
graduated from the class I was to enter into. What we need today
is to revive the same spirit of reverence towards education.
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