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WHILE the whole nation is focused on the subject of democracy and public discourse is awash with setting things right by restoring the original Constitution of 1973, it is pertinent to raise the issue of the educational qualification for becoming a member of the National Assembly.

The condition that a person must have a bachelor’s degree for becoming a public representative is undemocratic and indefensible for a number of reasons.

Firstly, disqualifications based on education, and the possession of private property, belong to a distant past when citizenship was not equally available to all members of society. People were excluded on the basis of sex (women were not allowed to vote), possession of property (the poor and dispossessed were excluded) and education which is a privilege of those who can afford to pay for it.

Over time, as liberal ideas, freedoms and values were extended to include larger numbers of people in the government of the country the liberal state also became a democratic state.

Ultimately, citizenship came to be based on the principle of universal adult franchise. All citizens above a certain age level could vote and stand for public office. The only condition was age based on levels of psychological, mental and emotional development and maturity.

All other bars on exercising citizenship rights were abolished so that common people could have a say in the affairs of government. The abolition of slavery and suffragette movements, along with other social movements, fought hard for the right of every citizen to participate in matters that affect them.

The condition that only a graduate can contest elections flies in the face of one of the most fundamental principles of democracy, that is equality of all citizens irrespective of class, caste, ethnicity, sect, race or gender. It abrogates the widely accepted notion of universal adult franchise and leads to the exclusion of vast swathes of people from the right to represent their constituents in elected assemblies and stand for public office.

Secondly, it is a form of double discrimination, in particular against the background of the recent thrust towards privatising education. First our government is unable to provide universal primary education for all and then imposes the possession of education as a condition for entering elected assemblies. A very large number of Pakistan’s children are unable to reach even the primary levels of education given the dismal state of government educational institutions and/or the unavailability of schools in the remote rural areas of all the provinces.

The dropout rate for girls at puberty is extremely high when parents fear for their security due to the distance of schools, and they are withdrawn also to help with housework. The dropout rate for boys is also fairly high as they see no relevance of the school curriculum to their lives. Teacher absenteeism combined with dull and boring curricula, harsh punishments and absence of any returns on educational investment have made schools an unattractive option in a large number of remote areas.

Poverty further forces many parents to withdraw children from schools so that they may help earn a living for the family. With an increasing emphasis on private education which is expensive and accessible to only those with some means, a large part of the poorest of the poor may never even reach primary or middle levels, let alone intermediate or graduate levels of education.

Given these conditions the BA qualification for election becomes a tool of discrimination against those with lesser means, especially women. The National Assembly thus becomes a house for only those who have the means to educate their children. In other words, it becomes an assembly of those from the better-off classes and those residing primarily in urban areas.

It also becomes a means of discrimination against women who are not allowed to attend school in certain parts of Pakistan due to cultural, religious or traditional practices. In some parts of the NWFP, for example, girls’ schools are bombed from time to time to discourage women’s education. Given our sociocultural and socio-economic realities, it is an injustice to institutionalise the exclusion of such a large number of citizens from political processes.

The graduate condition is flawed for another reason which has become obvious from an examination of the decisions made by the outgoing graduate assembly. By some of its actions, the previous assembly proved itself to be an ignorant and ill-informed mass of chattering opportunists. One would have thought that the degrees which became their passports for entering the august house would have at least educated them about the Constitution and fundamental principles of democratic functioning.

However, their decisions indicate that they probably did not even bother to read the Constitution or understand its basics. A large number of them voted for a Grade-22 officer in the presidential election despite the fact that the Constitution expressly prohibits this and requires a civil or military officer to resign and a period of two years to elapse before standing for a political office. This is designed to create the necessary separation between the state which represents everyone, and parties which represent their political constituencies.

Some members of the ‘educated’ assembly proudly announced that they would elect the president in uniform ten times over.

A large number of the members of this so-called educated house never uttered a word against the dismissal of the supreme judiciary and the promulgation of ‘emergency’ by a COAS who was constitutionally not authorised to do so. The examples of being politically illiterate are too numerous to be recounted here. Suffice it to say that the graduate assembly proved itself to be uneducated.

Educationists have for long pointed out that schooling and degree-holding cannot be equated with being educated. Education, in the wider and more accepted sense of the term, means having an understanding, wisdom and critical awareness of social and political issues.

There are many people who do not possess BA degrees but exhibit a far greater understanding, knowledge and political acumen and awareness than the illiterate graduate assembly we witnessed in our recent past.

The only condition that needs to be added is that each and every potential lawmaker should acquaint him/herself with the fundamentals of our Constitution and express respect for its institutions such as the judiciary, parliament and above all the will of the people who are the fount of sovereignty.

