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ESPITE widespre-
ad educated unemp-
t. the demand
for education shows
no of abatement. This
is , If not so much
in the number of univer-
sities (from six in 1970 to
seven in 1990, with two
more in the offing) surely
in the steady increase in
enrolment. For one place in
our universities, there are
anything between fifteen to
thirty applications. Those
who cannot find a place in
one of the uniﬂraltl;
departments, are ultimate
absorbed in one or other of
the four hundred and -fifty-
odd degree colleges spread
all over the country. In
1986-87, a total of 110
thousand students came out
successful in Higher
Examination, of
which one- third
can be said to have had the
necessary qualification for
admission to an honours
course at a university. Out
of approximately 35,000
eligible students, the seven
universities could take
between 6 and a
half thousand students.
This shows that there is
a case for more uni-

versities in Bangladesh.

The government Is
aware of this demand, and
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CRISIS IN HIGHER EDUCATION
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Should We Have Private
Universities?

' While the government plans to set up more universities, whether by
upgrading some of the leading colleges or as fresh establishments, public
opinion is divided on the question of establishing some universities in the
private sector. A noted academician and litterateur, the author, in this
article, considers the pluses and the minuses of the proposition while he
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existing (seven) universi-
ties.
While the government
plans to set up more uni-
versities, whether by up-
grading some of the leading
colleges or as fresh estab-
lishments, public opinion is
divided on the question of
establishing some universi-
ties in the private sector,

there is a body of opinion
which strongly favours the
idea of a few private uni-
versities being established.
The argument appears to
be that these will bring re-
lief to the existing universi-
ties that simply cannot
meet the ever mounting
pressure for admission.
Also, there is belief that
private universities may
prove to be more efficiently
run than the existing ones.
With better management
and with the spectre of

session-jam being elimi-
nated, these may wel] at-
‘traét hose students now

being lured away to distant
shores, mostly to American
universities. Worried, and
affluent parents, who are
now footing the heavy bill
of such costly education
abroad, may turn with a
sense of relief, to these
universities. There is no
denying the fact that the
most potent reason why
parents are yeilding to
their childrens demand for
education abroad is the
existing session-jam which
threatens to become a
permanent feature of our
universities.

However, there |is
equally a body of opinion
somewhat suspicious of
the idea. There is a fear,
not altogether unfounded,
that private universities,
charging much higher tu-
ition fees, may finally bring
about an u division
betiween the rich and the
poor In the field of higher
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Japan which has
smallest number of Christians
among countries in Southeast
and Far East Asia. This is
Japanese commercialism, the
big business at work.

F a lestival can be
commer clalised, it can
Take this for an example.

In Malaysia, four major na-
tional festivals are Eid-ul-Fitr
for its majority Muslim popula-
tion, the Chinese New Year,
the Deepavali for the Hindu
community and the Christmas.
The Eid-ul-Azha — the Bakr
Eid — enjoys a shade less im-
portance than the Eid that
comes after Ramadan.

All these festivals are ob-
served in the same way as In
South Asia and in other parts
of the world. There are

There is one element that
has made the Malaysian cele-
bratiog of these festivals a little
different. almost unique.

it is the "Open House” held
by prominent personalities,

Ministers, for their
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also the time for the
TV to take its camera inside
the homes of leading politi-

cians, with the Prime
Minister.
These open houses are

welcome to foreigners, espe-
clally diplomats, working in
Malaysia. Here, they have all
the opportunities to build up
informal contacts with top
leaders of the country.
However, for some, unused to
the routine, this can also be a

If a festival can be
commercialised, it can
also be politicalised. In
Malaysia, four major na-
tional festivals are Eid-ul-
Fitr, the Chinese New
Year, the Deepavali and
the Christmas. All these
festivals are observed in
the same way as in South
Asia and in other parts of
the world. There is one
element that has made the
Malaysian celebrations of
these festivals a little dif-
ferent, almost unique. It is
the ‘Open House' held by
prominent personalities,
especially Ministers.

Fe

throws a look at the state of higher education in the couniry.

education. To those who
hold this view, the division
is not a disirable thing
from the social point of
view. But whether we like
it or not, a similar division
is already taking place in
primary and secondary ed-
ucation, and by all tokens,
will now spread to the re-
maining area of tertiary ed-
ucation. In other words, an
unmistakable trend only
waits to be institution-
alised.

On the positive side,
however. private universi-
ties may well introduce and
element of competition,
and an urge for excellence,

now more or less missing
in our universities. At any

rate a number of private
universities, provided these
are committed to the ideals
of higher education, can
form a supplementary sec-
tor within the larger sys-
tem.

In fact, as far a the four
hundred and fifty-odd col-
leges are concerned, form-
ing the bulk of the existing
system, there already exists
the two sectors; private
and public. The 1986-87
figures show as many as
295 degree colleges in the
privet sector as against 159
in the public. The favoured
terms are non-government
and government. The situ-
ation here points to an un-
resolved problem for the
entire system of higher ed-
ucation.

Till recently. the estab-
lishment favoured the idea
of gradually taking over the
management of private
colleges, though on a selec-
tive basis. The present [ig-
ures reflect the progress of
this trend over the years.
The trend started as early
as the sixties, and was ac-
clerated after 1972. There
is now a

process neéds  to be

stivals,

little tiring. Once, after visiting
three open houses within a
matter of two hours where he
was obliged to eat quite a bit,
a diplomat collapsed in heat

when he had just arrived at the T

fourth one.

Here, his host was none
other than the Deputy Prime
Minister. An hour later, the

“that the.

The Curzon Hail, Dhaka University.

On the positive side, private universities may well
introduce an element of competition, and an urge for
excellence, now more or less missing in our
universities. But there is a body of opinion some-
what suspicious of the idea. There is a fear, not alto-
gether unfounded, that private universities may bring
about on unhealthy division between the rich and the

poor in the field of higher education.

checked. if not to be
halted. There are perhaps
other ways ol helping out
the financially weak institu-
tions of higher learning
than their outright adop-
tion by the government. It
looks as if the Fourth Five-
year Plan Is going to reflect

this latest perception about
the privately run degree
colleges of the country.
Finally, a word about the
University Grants Commis-
sion, established by a
Presidential order in 1973.
The Commission met. a
growing demand “of the

sixties. It is expected to
enquire into the needs of
Lthe universities, to examine

proposals coming from the
government fqr meeting

the revenue and develop-
ment needs of the univer-
sities. The Commission has
been doing all this, to the
best of its abilities. It has a
delicate job to do, that of
giaylng the role of a buffer

tween the government
and the universities.

The Commission is also
required, under the Order
that brought it into exis-
lence, to advise the -
ernment on the establish-
ment of new universities.
What the Order did not
specifically say is that, as
far as the colleges consti-
tute a major sector of the
system, the Commissions
seope should also include
them. In the absence of
this idea, the colleges have
been deprived of some-
thing they deserved: the
privilege of the Commis-
sions care and superin-
tendence now limited only
lo a few universities. Per-
haps the omission will
some day draw the notice
of the government , and of
those are in charge of
planning and the system of
higher education in
Bangladesh will come un-
der the purview of a single
authority. University Grants
Commission .

What if the proposed Af-
filiating university/ uni-
versities, as it/ they come
into existence, are changed
with the same responsibil-
ity? Even then. | should
imagine, an alliliating uni-
versity, as long as it is a
university, may not remain
ouliside the orbit of the

UGCC.
® The author is a former Vice-

Chancellor of Jahangirnagar
University and a former Aduviser
to the Acting Presideni of the
ersiwhile caretaker government.

- S
diplomat woke up in a private

room in the capital's best hos-
pital.

L] L L]

HERE are a couple
festivals observed in
some Southeast Asian
countries which this writer
simply detests.

The first is the enactment

The writer (left) being greeted by a Laotian friend at a Baei

ceremony in Vientiane, celebrating the start of the Laotian

New Year.

What

"1 Khaleda Zia...."
thus the s Prime
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of the crucifixion of Jesus
Christ which takes place in the
Philippines, usually during
Good Friday. that many
Christians regard as cheap
melodrama at its worst. We
had a news picture of one such
enactment in The Daily Star
last week.

The other one is Thaipusan
which is observed by some
members of the South Indian
Hindu community in com-
memoration of their Guru
Subramaniam's birth month
which usually falls in January
or February. On this day, some
devotees pierce their cheeks
with sharp spears, cover their
faces with ash and go into a
trance. It is purely a Dravidian
festival which is no longer ob-
served in India.

Years ago, writing in his
column for a Singapore paper,
noted Indian journalist. Shiri
Mulgaokar criticised the festi-
val as grotesque. “This is one
festival Singapere can do with-
out,” he said. This produced
angry responses from some
members of the South Indian
community in the city repub-
lic. One was sharp and blunt.
"Muigaokar i1s one Indian jour-
nalist Singapore can do with-
out,” it said.

OST festivals observed
in Burma, Thailand
and Laos originate or
at least linked to

s in a Name?
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Around Asia

Buddhism, the religion of the
majority populations living in
these countries. The biggest
one which provides a sense of
unity among the Buddhist
countries is, of course, Visakha
Bucha which falls in the May-
June period. marking the
birth, enlightenment and the
passing into nirvana (death) of
Lord Buddha. In South Asia,
members of the Buddhist
community refer to it as
Buddha Purnima. (Bucha is ob
viously a distortion of the
word, 'Puja’ and shows the Pali
/ Sanskrit influence on the
Thai language, a subject that
has fascinated many of us for

years.)

There are several other
Buddhism-related festivals, ob-
served throughout the region,
which are all very gentle and
almost poetic, like the Asalaha
-Bucha which is held on the
full-moon day of the eighth
month of the Thai lunar calen-
dar, commemorating the first
sermon delivered by Lerd
Buddha to his first five disci-
ples.

In parts of Thailand and in
the Indonesian island of Bali.
some festivals are inspired by
the Ramayana, although some
of them are perhaps no longer
observed in India. In the tem-
ples of Bali. most of the dance
dramas, staged for tourists, are
essentially based on these
Ramayana cpisodes. Quite nat-
urally, these shows evoke
protests from Indonesian
intellectuals about
commercialism which has
penetrated the once slee
island. But, then, how else
would the outside world know

::rttul::g of the great Balinese

There are indeed amall en-
chaves of Hindu culture, which
survive in the midst of lslamic
and Buddhist influences. In our
modest collection of pleces of
decoration, acquired in
Thalland, there 13 a small
one , replica of a
"Rath”, of cast firon.

Buddha ;: fish and birds are set
free; and children have a great
time watching the festivities.

Late in 1959, when the late
Pandit Nehru, the Ilate
President Nasser and the then
Prime Minister of Burma, U.
Nu met in on their
way to Indonesia for the
Bandung Conference, the
provided the world press wi
a great newsphoto. Out on a
Rangoon street, they were
seen splashing perfumed water
on one another. It just hap-
pened to be Songkran time in
Burma.

| have a special reason for
looking upon this festival with
some fondness.

A couple of years ago, due
a mix-up in my [(lght sched-
ules. | arrtved in Vientiane,
the capital of Laos. just at the
start of a three-day holiday for
Songkran which coinciding
with the beginning of the New
Lao Year, is locally known as
Pee May. On the streets of
Vientiape, one of the gquictest
capitals of Asia. people drench
each other with water. With
friends, we went out and

joined the festivities.

prayers,

chanting of mantras in Pali, a
bit of social drinking and, most
important of all. baci ceremony
which involved tying white
cotton strings around the
wrists of one's family members
and friends.

local United
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extremely Laotian affair.

As my Laotian friends tied
white cotton on my
wrists, good-
mm'r--n
urged me not to take off the
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