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IT makes me angry to hear someone as influential as a government minister say, “A degree is a degree — whether it’s real or fake, it’s still a degree.” And yet the minister is just exercising his own form of lowest common denominator logic: it isn’t the quality of the degree that matters, but the actual physicality of it, the possession of a piece of paper that is your ticket to a seat in the corridors of power.

If the parliamentary requirement called for, say, a McDonald’s hamburger wrapper, then what matters is that you have the wrapper, not whether you bought the hamburger or stole it when the restaurant manager wasn’t looking.

We all understand that in most countries as corrupt as ours, the degree symbolises our access to bigger and better things: a high-status job, better earning power, and in Pakistan, a seat in the national or provincial assembly (at least during Musharraf’s regime; the condition has now been scrapped in favour of the 52 per cent of our people who can barely read and write). But the fakers treat the degree as if it were a special privileges card to a club that most of Pakistan can only dream of entering. Here’s what the honourable minister and fake degree holders don’t understand: a degree is something you earn, not something you buy.

A degree is a symbol, but not of power and privilege in the material or worldly sense. Instead, it represents your commitment to knowledge and learning, to the intellect, and to your wish to use that intellect to better yourself and those around you. Anyone who has earned a degree in the legitimate way, whether at home or abroad, knows what kind of hard work went into that endeavour. Anyone who simply bought their degree or manipulated the system into getting it has no idea, and never will.

Here’s what I had to do to achieve my degree: I had to devote four years of my life to my studies. I spent 10 hours a week for those four years in classrooms, listening to lectures and participating in discussions and debating ideas and talking about what I learned in front of my professors and peers. I spent my time outside of class reading books, writing papers, working on projects. I created computer programmes and dissected laboratory animals, conducted psychology experiments and research, worked in a child study centre, tutored international writing students, walked to a language lab on freezing winter days and sat there for hours with headphones on my ears so I could learn how to speak a different language with the correct pronunciation.

Twice a year I spent an entire week in a cold sweat, taking my final exams at the end of each semester. Incredibly, these exams were not proctored; they operated on the honour system. Moreover, we were free to take our exams at any time during exam week; so I would sit in a room taking a psychology exam surrounded by other students taking their English literature, chemistry or philosophy exams next to me. If I cheated, nobody would ever know — except me. 

At the end of four years when I climbed onto the stage to receive the piece of paper that said I was a college graduate, I was elated — and exhausted. That degree is something that I earned; nobody can ever take it away from me. I paid for it, but with more than money: with effort, with time, with sacrifice. That is the real meaning of education, and the very real achievement behind that piece of paper.

Our country has many people who think that it’s stupid to actually go through years of hard work when you could just call up the right people, grease the right palms and walk away with the same piece of paper as the others. They think the best measure of intelligence is how well you can play the system for all it’s worth. They think it a mark of their cleverness when they bribe the exam invigilator, pressure the teacher, lean on the admissions officer. They laugh when they see their less intelligent classmates studying and working hard. Why bother?

Furthermore, there are many members of the privileged elite in Pakistan who use their money and political clout to get themselves sent abroad on fellowships, six-week development courses at Ivy League schools, training programmes and conferences, without merit. They come back bearing certificates and credentials that they then wield like credit cards, using them to gain even stronger footholds in the industries and political institutions of their choice. This is an even more sophisticated form of self-deception: your piece of paper may be legitimate, but it is meaningless. Money cannot buy intellect nor education, only the trappings of it.

It’s come to the point where the word ‘merit’ is synonymous with ‘poverty’ in Pakistan; not on the surface, but on the level of unconscious association, innate social class differences and cultural psychology. ‘Merit’ means that you lack privilege and wealth; it means you have nothing to rely on but your own intelligence, talent and hard work. In this country, merit is rarely rewarded: it is sneered at, looked upon as a handicap. Our geniuses in parliament and elsewhere have even come up with their own mathematical equation to sum it all up: merit + degree = poverty + stupidity. I bet even Einstein would be scratching his head at that one. 
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