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A major portion of the crimes perpetrated against women is partially attributable to the place we assign them in society. How can we then preach and practice essentialist tenets in our educational institutions that may facilitate that status quo?

A battle is raging between the traditionalists and modernists in our country. The traditionalists would like the society to revert back to the “golden age” and “revive” the old, time tested methodologies of life in general. The modernists, on the other hand, want to cast away the chains that bind the society and move on. In education, the traditionalists are represented by the state-owned and state-controlled educational institutions and bodies, and the modernists by the private sector educational groups and lobbies. The former outlook grew out of the “back to basics” approach to education and life. In educational psychology it is frequently referred to as “essentialism”. 

The spirit of essentialism is to accept the given social, economic and political system of a society. It does not pretend to change or alter the given practices. It emphasises traditional moral values, and aims to make a student the flag-bearer of those values and their dependent outcomes. 

Essentialist educational psychologists believe in and practise traditional values and norms like respect for authority (in whatever form it may exist) and fidelity (in all its meaning, particularly to duty). They preach responsibility to “higher” tenets of behaviour; believe in and emphasise consideration for others; and celebrate practicality. To disagree, question or change is almost sacrilegious. 

Our primary and high school teachers try to instil the virtues of the same philosophy; expecting “good” handwriting from our children; and encouraging them to read “good” books. Sometimes the emphasis on “good” handwriting stretches to ridiculous levels. Proponents of this philosophy consider classics “essential”. 

Some years ago when my wife had finished her master’s in education from the Punjab University, she applied to the University of Hawaii, USA, for admission in their master’s programme. The UH required her complete transcript from the PU. However, when she wrote to the Punjab University for the transcript, the department asked for a specimen of her Urdu alphabet writing. As my wife is half English and did some of her schooling in England, she was not sure if she had a “good” handwriting for Urdu alphabets and wondered whether or not she would get her transcript. The Punjab University however was categorical in its demand. 

After much practice, finally she was able to produce the required “good” hand written Urdu alphabet and satisfy the department and was issued her transcript. She eventually sent it to the States, where she was accepted at University of Hawaii, from where she eventually completed her master’s degree. The University of Hawaii was not bothered about her handwriting. However such is the philosophy and approach of the essentialists in the Pakistani educational scene. 

The essentialist viewpoint stresses the traditionalist, status quo paradigm, which may operate well in an industrialised, developed, and vibrant society. However, in an agrarian, underdeveloped, regressive society like Pakistan it can lead to radically different outcomes. Consider only two examples in this regard. Over 70 percent of our population draws its livelihood from an agricultural system that is at least partially, dependent upon rainwater; the sector still employs animate rather than mechanical source of energy: the sector is still largely dependent upon the vagaries of weather; the farmer still ploughs his fields with himself at one end and a bull on the other end of the plough. In such conditions preaching and practising essentialism would hardly be appropriate. 

We should also remember that we live in a country where some would want to confine women — over 50 percent of the population — to the home, in fact chained (virtually) to the kitchen. The society cannot afford to deny itself the talent and the potential of this vast human resource and workforce. 

These two examples should be sufficient proof that maintaining, practising and preaching a traditionalist, essentialist philosophy and basing our educational practices on such a philosophy would be inappropriate. We need philosophies and practices that help shake the foundations, of society and wake it from its slumber, rather than those that emphasise the traditional belief system.

This appears to be the major problem with state-controlled educational bodies and institutions. They emphasise, and in some cases, over-emphasise the traditional, conservative, essentialist approach. According to this view, education, both at the school and college/university level should emphasise practices and values that accept the existing structures of society. No wonder the system produces students, who are rote-learners, who never question and who practice fidelity to traditionalism and conservatism in all their manifestations.

Have we ever given any thought to the blowback of such an approach? The fallout not just in economic and political terms, but also in terms of the psychological price that the society may pay? A major portion of the crimes perpetrated against women is partially attributable to the place we assign them in society. How can we then preach and practice essentialist tenets in our educational institutions that may facilitate that status quo? Doesn’t such an approach add to the probability of women continuing to be target for such crimes? 

It also leads to other problems. Epistemological research has repeatedly shown that more women than men fall victim to and suffer from definable psychological disorders. This relatively higher rate of psychological symptoms in women can also be due to the backwardness of the society where women are relegated to a lower status. If in such a society we adopt and preach essentialist philosophy and its attendant behavioural practices, we become part of the problem, rather than the solution. Is it not time to move beyond essentialism? 
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