SECOND OPINION: Will English be ‘disastrous’ for us? —Khaled Ahmed
[image: image1.jpg]


What the government is doing is right. Instead of going against the job market and ‘enforcing’ Urdu and ‘eliminating’ English, it should give the less privileged classes the capacity to learn English well

First Dr Tariq Rehman warned us that there ‘could’ be violence in the country because of English. Now Dr Manzur Ejaz (Daily Times; December 13) says it will be as disastrous for Pakistan as President Bush’s democracy roadmap.

He was reacting to education minister General (Retd) Javed Ashraf Qazi’s plan to make English compulsory. English has been compulsory since 1947 from the sixth grade in the Urdu-medium schools. He thinks it wasted a lot of time and effort of the pupils who could have advanced quickly in knowledge and consciousness through Urdu.

He says data refute the wisdom of imposing English as a key to success in the international market, but doesn’t present the data in question. He should have also presented evidence against the national job market trends in Pakistan, but he did not. He did not produce evidence to prove that the policy of making English compulsory has been disastrous.

He thinks the success of graduates of the English-medium schools in professions was owed to their class rather than the language. He likens the ‘moderation’ of the English-medium graduates to the ‘crusading’ spirit of the Americans who learn in English. Perhaps he is unfamiliar with Dr Tariq Rehman’s research on the subject, which Dr Rehman has not repudiated despite his new ‘violence’ theory.

Dr Ejaz makes another interesting observation. He thinks that the early 1940s campaign of writing Urdu in Roman letters was given up because that would have promoted the already privileged Hindus — as if the Urdu alphabet was a cipher keeping the Hindus away from domination. Then he makes a cryptic remark: “The enforcement of English as a compulsory subject from the elementary level onwards, will lead to the very consequences that kept the British from using Roman alphabets for Urdu.”

Like many other advocates of the mother tongue — agreed at UNESCO at a time when nationalism was not well studied and the global market was still in its early stages — Dr Ejaz makes the argument in favour of instruction in the mother tongue: “Chinese, Japanese and South Koreans should have languished in the wilderness because they were almost pedestrian in the “magical” language, English.”

He is insulting towards the “so-called English-wedded educationists who tout” the example of India where he oddly traces the success of the South Indian to his strong link with the mother tongue. He doesn’t look at the South Indian’s insistence on English because he wants to avoid the dominance of Hindi as ordained by the Indian Constitution.

My own experience as an Urdu-medium school pupil has been quite different from Dr Ejaz’s. All my classmates were brilliant and scored high in matriculation. The trouble came at the college where the sciences had to be taught in English; and instruction of English at our Arif High School Dharampura Lahore had not been good enough. Dr Ejaz should resolve the problem of converting the sciences into Urdu. That will solve the problem for Indians, too.

The ‘mother tongue’ thesis has posed a lot of problems in India and Pakistan, where the constitutions pledge imposition of a national language to replace both English and the mother tongues. A link language is necessary to pre-empt linguistic separatism. Urdu and Hindi have been rejected by the provinces.

The example of China and Japan has been given in the past as arguments for the success of the mother tongue model. One could have pointed to the Arabs, whose mother tongue is more efficient than Urdu but who have made no comparable progress.

The policy of teaching English as a compulsory language right from class one has been announced in the past by earlier governments too, which Dr Ejaz has ignored. The effort at ‘equalisation’ was more effectively done by the private sector after General Zia denationalised education in Pakistan.

Thanks to the private sector, where most of the new schools are English-medium, the elites are no longer exclusive. But the problem of the poor will remain and the state must run its own schools to take care of them. And it must make them English-medium so that the poor are not at a disadvantage in the job market.

The language of learning has often been ‘foreign’. Khayyam wrote his poetry in his mother tongue but did his twenty odd tracts in mathematics in Arabic, the imperial language of his times. The same went for a large number of great Persian writers, including Ibn Sina and Imam Ghazali. They also went to ‘privileged’ schools endowed by the aristocracy for their own children.

In Khurasan, Persian was the imperial idiom and the Mughals took it although it was not their mother tongue. Babur insisted however on writing his Tuzuk in Uzbek.

Language is an asset no matter how acquired. And if it happens to be global then it is sheer good luck to have it as a past colonial experience. The Internet is 90 percent English and all exporting countries are struggling to learn the language to increase their wealth.

Dr Manzur Ejaz should not write in anger even though ‘hard-hitting’ is the style beloved of most Pakistani writers. I support the mother tongue if people want it. I think Seraiki should be the language of the Seraiki Suba (which should be granted) if the people want it.

But if the people want to learn English, we should not stand against it. What the government is doing is right. Instead of going against the job market and ‘enforcing’ Urdu and ‘eliminating’ English, it should give the less privileged classes the capacity to learn English well. *

