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The Resurgence of English-medium Schools

HE sun may have set

50 years ago for the

British Empire in thjs
part of the world, but ene of
its more enduring legacies,
the English Medium School,
‘has persisted. and after a
long hiatus, has resurfaced
stronger than ever. On the
birth of Bangladesh, an out-
pouring of nationalistic zeal
tinged with more than a
smidgen of linguistic xeno-
phobia caused the near ex-
tinction of English medium
schools. These institutions
were viewed as citadels of
elitism. the breeding ground
of a privileged class alienated
from their indigenous culture
and values. For many. their
mere existence was an af-
front to national pride, a
reminder of a colonial past
(first British and then
Pakistani), where Bangla, the
mother tongue of the major-
ity of the population was rel-
egated to a secondary role, a
bit player on the national
stage. In the newly indepen-
dent Bangladesh, children
would no longer be subject to
the cruel indignities of trying
lo emulate an alien culture, of
trying to be second class
English or American men or
women. Instead they would
rejoice in learning in their
mother-tongue. No longer
would the inability to speak
English fluently be a handi-
cap Lo career advancement,
or a source of social embar-
rassment.

The campaign to abolish
English medium schools, and
to disallow English as a
medium of instruction while
largely stemming from lofty
(perhaps in retrospect.
somewhat misplaced) ideals,
had also a certain element of
class confilict. For all of those
who believed Lthey were oul-
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THE EMPIRE STRIKES BACK

side the so called "magic cir-
cle” of English madium stu-
dents, for those who were
slighted in the job and mar-
riage markets for being insuf-
liciently westernized. this
was the time of reckoning, a
time of comeuppance for
their tormentors.

Thus, a system of educa-
tion which provided a small
but significant group of stu-
dents with the necessary
skills to interact with the
wider world outside
Bangladesh was dismantled
very rapidly, a victim of
shortsighted nationalistic
zeal, At a time when coun-
tries like Singapore and even
India were expanding the
English language skills of
their educated class in order
to rapidly assimilate into the
world economy, we in
Bangladesh were retreating
into our cocoon, cutting our-
selves off from the interna-
tional arena. We who had by
an accident of history been
given a position of advantage
in having a relatively bilingual
educated class, consciously
frittered away that benefit in
the euphoria of indepen-
dence.

In the intervening two and
a half decades since the birth
of Bangladesh. there has been
a precipitous decline in the
command of English. Even a
casual perusal of English lan-
guage newspapers [(with
some notable exceptions) re-
veals a hodgepodge of gram-
matically incorrect, un-id-
iomatic Victorian usage. In an
era where international link-
ages are mushrooming in ev-
ery sphere and English has
become the de-facto lingua
franca of the world. in
Bangladesh it is difficult to
lind individuals who can ex
press themselves even mini-

mally in English. | despair for
an educational system where
a masters graduate can barely
construct a grammatically
correct sentence, leave alone
a paragraph in English.

It is only in the last five
years that the situation has
started to reverse. Now one
sees English medium schools
mushrooming in every
corner, and there is a mad
rush by parenis to enroll

tlass. nowadays, they seem to
have bécome the exclusive

. preserve of the rich. The

irony is that a mildly elitist
systemm has been replaced
with one of extreme polariza-
tion.

Lest 1 be accused of har-
boring colonial sympathies,
let me state categorically,
that 1 agree with the notion
that some English medium
siudents did, and do end up

by Dr Omar
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The campaign to abolish English

medium schools,

and to disallow

English as a medium of instruction
while largely stemming from lofty
(perhaps in retrospect, somewhat
misplaced) ideals, had also a certain

element a[ class cnnt_‘!ict.

their children in such
schools. That which was re-
viled is mnow revered,
Bangladeshis never seem to
clo things by halves.

There is however a basic
dillerence in the situation as
it existed before 1971 and
that which exists now. While
in the earlier period English
medium schools were ex-
pensive but not completely
out of reach of the middle

being part of an alienated
elite detached from the ma-
jority culture. One cannot
help but be ambivalent about
and educational system,
which at best ignores, and at
wWorst patronizes one's
indigenous values and beliefs.
There is many a horror story
of Bangladeshi children recit-
ing nursery rhymes, and
reading stories, where the
saints are European or

American” and the sinners
are natives or Indians. One of
the more regrettable aspects
of such schools is that for
quite a few of the students,
English instead of being a
complement to Bangla be-
comes a substitute. These in-
dividuals then fall into the
trap of interpreting their
own societies through the fil-
ler of a foreign language
centered in a completely dif-
[erent cultural ethos, with all
its baggage of imperialism
and ethmocentricity.

While one should be aware
of the possible pitfalls of an

" English medium education, it

is important to realize that
such dangers are neither uni-
versal. nor inevitable. An
English medium education
can be, and is in many cases,
a broadening experience.
Properly structured. it can
produce well adjusted indi-
viduals who are both at home
in their own societies and
comfortable in dealing with
those in the larger world
outside.

Leaving aside concerns
about cultural alienation, the
reality is that for most mid-
dle class parents, the deci-
sion to enroll their children
in English medium schools
stems more from a desire for
high quality education than
an obsession with
Westernization. Parents want
their children to be part of
an orderly. coherent, and
modern educational frame-
work which teaches its siu-
dlents effective numeric and
language skills. Unfortunately
Bangla medium secondary
schools by and large. are
hostage to a system of archaic
ceniralized national examina-
lions which reward rote
siiemorization more than in-
clependent thinking. It is a

snd but true testament of the
deplorable state of secondary
school education in
Bangladesh, that twenty four
yvears after independence,
people have so little faith in
the indigenous educational
structure that those who can
afford it are scrambling to
have their children st ina
system designed for a differ-
ent world, and a different
cultural ethos.

| view the recent explo-
sion of English medium
schools with some ambiva-
lence. To the extent that they
provide alternative higher
quality educational venues to
existing Bangla medium
schools, coupled with the

"broadening - experience of

learning another language in
addition to your own, they
are a positive factor. This is
especially true if they provide
att  incentive to existing
BBangla medium schools to
improve their quality.
However their high costs
essentially limit their utility
in this regard, as they can
only be afforded by a small
section of the population for
whom sending their children
lo Bangla medium schools
has never been a real option.

The exorbitant expense of
English medium .schools
raises some disturbing equity
issues. In the current context
of Bangladesh, where English
medium de-facto has become
a proxy for higher quality.
and access to this quality is
severely restricted, we seem
Lo be moving towards a situa-
tion where only a select few
(the children of the rich) can
vain the necessary skills to
compete in an increasingly
complex technological world.

The writer is Assistant
Projessor of Demography.
Harvard University.

Revival of Traditional Pest Control

UST a block away
from the complex of
CARDI (Central Asses-
sment and Resource Deveio-
pment Institute) in Joydev-
pur where experts were
training to minimise the use
of chemical pesticide on our
soil, a half-finished factory
unit was formulating chemi-
cal pesticide in full swing.
The unfinished structure
of the factory building looked
spectral with a colourful
signboard in frent of it, but
hings appeared busy inside.
Enrd the lucrative business of
hemical pesticide in the
country has been attracting
imany to rush into the trade.
!  Some started formulating
‘and delivering the deadly
ichemical to the naive users

these factories do not con-
dform to any standard with re-
spect 10 environment or pub-

lic healih.
' The result of indiscrimi-

range of wildlife.
' In the face of an ever in-
wcreasing demand for food.
ithe pressure is ever-present
‘to proeduce more, and achieve
self sufficiency in food pro-
duction. Successive gowern-
‘ments have launched them-
welves in achieving these
goals within their “"term” of
Jpower in order to earn pepu-
Jarity. Use of chemical fertil-
izer and deadly pesticide was
'seen as a quick solution.
Highly toxic pesticide,
banned or restricited in any
developed country, found its
'way easily inte the fields of
‘this land. The laws of
the land.
tion and marketing tfl‘lm
cal pesticide, were manipu-
lated and curved at will by a
section of people to assure
‘their own interests.
' But the silver lining in the
‘dark clouds of the chemical
pesticide is now beginning to
show with the experts trying
to find a way out and by-pass-
ing the use of this lethal for-
muia.
 Inside CARDI. experts of
the Department of
Agriculture Extension (DAE)
were running a seasonal
training course for 34 field
workers as a part of a project
called Inter-country
Programme for Integrated
Management in Rice in
h and South East Asia. or
IPM (Tntegrated Pest
Management). Sixieen coun-
iries in the region are now
engaged in the projeci

Indiscriminate Use of Chemical Pesticide

funded by FAO [Food and
Agriculture Organisation).

. The seasonal training ses-
sion emphasises sticking to a
very traditional and effective
method of pest management
and using chemical pesticide
as a last resort.

"We have nothing against
chemical pesticide.” said Dr
M A Latif, Deputy Director of
IPM. "but we want o tell our
farmers Lhat there are other
wavs |o control pest.’

The whole uir'l ol the pro-
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activated in ‘a deast 95 thanas
of 45 districts. involving
nearly thirty thousand farm-
ers of the country. is to use
natural ingredients and a
‘little bit of intelligence" to
fight pest in the paddy fields.

Among the natural ingre-
dients to keep the paddy
fields pestfree are the wide
range of friendly insects and
wildlife such as the Spider,
Caribid Beetle Demsel Fly,
Frog Ladv hirdd Wasp and

*common  practice in

tountiéss ''others.  which
mainly survive on the pest
that destroys the paddy.

"But what we have wit-
nessed over the years is that
indiscriminate use of chemi-
cal pesticide has kept these
insects away from the fields."
said Dr Latif.

Only 30 vyears ago, fish
culture in rice fields was a
the
country bt due to the liberal
nse of pesticide it s el

most non-existent.

"Once chemical use is
avolded in' the fields, the
farmers can grow fish in the
paddy flelds, " said Latif. "and
this has proved to be a very
profitable business.” Farmers
are to dig a water reservoir
beside the field so that dif-
ferent fish can be cultivated.
In case of a dry spell the fish
can shelter in the reservoir.

"Around the perimeter of
these fields. an embankment
is huilt and different kinds of
vege! ables are grown there,”
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South Pacific

You Can't Sink a Rainbow

by David Robie

UCKLAND — The 1wo
A French secretl service

agents crouched low
into the icy breeze as they
motored across the harbour
The southern hemisphere
winter made it bitterly cold
even in their waterproof
jackets and wet-suits.

When thev were close
enough the two Switched off
the four-horsepower out-
board motor and paddled
their Zodiac raft towards the
wharf where the boat was
berthed.

Donning flippers. axygen
tanks and masks. the frog-
men slipped into the inky
water. They attached one ten
kg timebomb to the propeller
shaft. and another 15 kg ex-
plosive o the hull outside the
engine room.

The first blast at 9:00 PM
of Jul 10. 1985, ripped a
hole the size of a garage door
in the hull of the Rainbow
Warrior. The shocked crew
scrambiled on to the wharf as
the ship began sinking. But
Portuguese-born photogra
pher Fernando Pereira
dashed down a narrow stair-
way to his stern cabin to res-
cue his cameras.

The second explosion
probably stunned him as the
seawaler surged into the cab-
ms. Pereira drowned with his
camera straps Langled around
his legs.

The converted North Sea
irawler was used by Green
peace to proiest French
nuciear testing in the South

Pacific and had just arrived in
Auckland from Vanuatu. [ts
sitiking seni shock weaves of
revulsion around the world
dgadinst state-sponsored
Lerrorisanmn

Exactly ten years later,
French naval commandos
stormed Rainbow Warrior [l
off Mururoa atoll. Via short-
wave radio. Greenpeace anti-
nuclear campaign manager
Stephanie Mills gave a blow-
by-blow account of the board-
ing as French (rigates
rammed the ship. comman-
dos climbed on board and
began blow-torching the
door .

The Greenpeace ship had
been sailing through the
South Pacific to protest the

decision by new French
President Jacques Chirac to
resume underground nuclear
lesting at Mururoa.

The French themselves
now have to deal with the ef-
fects of Chirac's decision on
their relations with South
Pacific islanders

France tried to rehabili-
tate its heavy-handed colonial
image that had got tarnished
with a sabotage that many
saw as an example ol "state
terrorism’' and' atomic gang-
steriam.’

Greenpeace studies have
shown radioactivity in plank-
ton found near Mururoa, and
plutonium in seawater, Bul
most French health tests on
the residents of the atolls are
a military secret.

— Gemini News

said A Abbas., Assistant
Director of IPM. He added
that the vegetables grown on
the embankments not only
bring good incentives for the
farmers but also help con-
serve the friendly insects.

"When the harvest is over
in the paddy fields, the bene-
ficial insects can find refuge
in these plants and repro-
duce."” Abbas said. In addition
to using the beneficial insects
to fight pest in the paddy
fields, the farmers are re-
quired to select healthy
seeds, use correct spacing
between saplings. keep Lhe
field weedfree. adopt syn-
chronised cultivation and
have proper water manage-
menit.

“The use of ¢hemical fer-
tilizer comes as the last re-
sort, when everything else
has failed,” Abbas noted.

Occasionally the farmers
are required to make a me-
thodical check on their
paddy fields, if the saplings
are found to be infested then
a net is used to lightly comb
through the area. Besides,
use of other traditional
methods to fight pest is also
taught under the project.

So far, under the |PM pro-
ject nearly 2,500 DAE offi-
cers have been trained to
pass the message onto farm-
ers. These officers offer
practical field training in
such a way that the farmers
are able to comprehend the
method easily and implement
it indepéndently. At present
there are 91 Farmers' IPM
Field Schools in the country.

Recent studies on 300
IPM farmers have shown that
these farmers could reduce
pesticide costs by 92 per
cent after they received
training to adopt the method.
In addition. the trained
farmers have come up with a

"Brilliant” 24 per cent iIn-
crease in their rice

"The country whlth has
really freed itself from the
stranglehold of pesticide
abuse is Indonesia. This was
possible because [PM was
taken seriously there,” said
Shykh Seraj, compere of
Mati-O-Manush on BTV.

According to a reporl re-
cently prepared by Dr S
Ramaswamy, an [PM special-
ist for South Asia., rice is
produced in over 10.5 mil-
lion hectares of land. and
over 70 million farmers are
engaged tn rice cultivation.
Thus, the magnitude of the
task of educating the coun-
try's farmers is such that un-
less there is a massive mobi-
lization In different sectors,
the IPM method will
progress but only at a turtle’s

In the meantime. the ne-
farious pesticide-producing
factories will flourish in their
bid to earn cash, profiting in
the lack of awareness among
70 million farmers.

Divorce

woman enters her
cunjugal home in the
hnpe that she will co-
me out of it only after passing
[rom this life and not before
that. At least thats how she
felt just a few decades ago.
No matter how much she
had to give up in order to
adjust, how much she had to
talerate, our great-grand-
mother, grandmother, even
mother, accepted discrimi-
nation and cruelty as her fate
and sacrificed her individual-
ity, her entire existence, just
to stay married. They never
uttered a word against their
in-laws or husband that was

cases, revealing yet another
case of forsaken wives,

"Abandoned wives are
more pathetic a case because
they cannot settle their lives.
They have traceless hus-
bands,” Alena Khan adds re-
lating one of her case experi-
ences.

A girl was marricd to a
boy who went off to Australia
only after 22 days of their
marriage. Her married life is
a year and half long now, but
her husband is refusing on to
take her to live in Australia
with him. Her fault, accord-
ing to her in-laws, of course,
is her way of living. Her in-

by Raffat Binte Rashid

something close to commit-
ting a sin.

But that 'was' and is now
only in the past. Our women
are finally conscious of their
stand and their capability,
and aware of their rights.
They no longer want to be
lreated as just another per-
son., or a mere nobody, in
their husband's home. And
thus the recent rise in the
rate of divorce in Bangladesh,

The reason is quite sim-
ple. The sudden realisation
by our country's women of

the discrimination thev face
in every possible form, and -

then the more sudden urge
lo revolt and break free of
the chains, has lead to this
marked trend.

"While women were be-
ing made conscious on the
one hand, the men were left
in the dark, that is, with
their age-old chauvinistic at-
litude towards their wo-
men." says Alena Khan, Legal
Rerainer of Bangladesh
Society for the Enforcement
of Human Rights (BSEHR).

As a result of this gap
growing between the iwo
genders, in matters regard-
ing the changes of thought
taking place, opinions were
formed, differences were
felt. and ultimately these

clashes lead to divorces.
"Since women have now
discovered themselves, they
have also found the strength
to face society as a divorcee.
they no longer think of how
react Lo

people  will them

heing single.” she says, em-
phasising the three different
types of divorce she thinks
exist. The [irst type. as al-
ready discussed, is basically
by women who are now
aware, more sure of them-
selves and are ready to revolt.
The second type is when
women who under dire cir-
cumstances are forced to ac-
cept divorces. Such as. when
their husbands want to take a
second wife, or when their
in-laws influence their son to
part ways with her. The
third. and most practised in
rural areas, is divorce exe-
cuted in the heat of the mo-
ment. The couple might
otherwise lead: a happy con-
jugal life, but after one family
fight end up as divorced.

"Since the villagers are
ignorant about laws, these
improper divorces are exe-
cuted”, Khan explains.

Besides these, Lhere are
many factors working behind
such family erosions. "A hus-
band or wife might be a
polygamist. A wife can be
blamed and divorced for giv-
ing birth to a female child.
Then of course there is the
whole question of survival.
Men tend to desert wives due
o economic reasons. ac-
cording to Advocate Sigma
Huda.

Such shirk'ng ol respon-
sibilities are mostly among
men with weak character
streaks and is found mainly
among the migrant popula-
tion. says Huda. "People who
are town-hopping or habitat-
hopping come to Dhaka,
thinking that liere the roads
for them would be paved in
gold, or even people who
cross international borders
marry for the sake of dowry
only,” Huda explains. Getting
married for them is a ticket
to the good life, but when
the opposite happens. they
find faulls with Lheir wives.,

"Divorce concerning do-
wry is on the rise also, there
are instances where Grameen
Bank loans are taken, app-
arently, only to give it to son-
in-laws (o go abroad. When
bank emplovees ask for the
adjustments. the parents
realise the situation only
then.,” Huda talks about her

laws asked her to sleep in
the same room with them.
When she refused the pro-
posal as being absurd,

reported that she had no
morals and is not obliging to
her in-laws, and thus the
obedient son is planning
other things. The girl can
neither divorce nor remarry.

"Women are always the
victim of a vicious cycle of
discrimination. Society, par-
ents and husbands; we can-
not lead our own lives be-
cause we fear society and its
people, and are indirectly
being ruled by them. Then,
also it is the love for our
parents that many times
stops us from doing what our
minds actually want, and fi-
nally it is the husband, we
have to adjust to his whims

and nature,” Khan reveals
her views.

In cases where a girl is
abandoned by her husband
living abroad, it is the girl's
parents who should be the
guilty party for being mdy
and destroying a life. of
course there are examples
where a man in the village
marries (in village terms
kabin kora) and leaves for
somewhere in the Middle
East. He sends her some
money but on his return — a
moneyed man, then — finds
her unsuitable for his sophis-
ticated life, and deserts her
for good. Khan relates- this as
an examph of manv of her
CiasSes.

The main reason why
such divorces or desertion
occur frequently in the vil-
lages is ignorance. The peo-
ple are ignorant about basic
laws, and therefore lack civil
sSense. :

Among affluent couples,

or people of the upper ¢
divorees occur ite fre-

quently because of personal-
ity conflict. Whereas, the
middle class couple fears so-
clety, and needs the security.
Thus. divorce among them is
less common: either the
woman adjusts or they both
compromise.

However, the men's atti-
tude is changing. But slowly.
They. for the sake of family
ties, prefer separation rather
than any ultimatum. This is
more so in the upper and
middle class families.

A man married for the last
15 yvears feels that diverce
with kids and without kids
has two different meanings.
The impact is more down-
grading psvchologically when
more lives are involved.
Divorce is always bad for kids.

"Then it is the wives who
face most ol the problems in
this male dominated society.
A husband escapes with mi-
nor injuries.” he says.

According to his epinion,
a divorce happens after a
certain period of time, be-
cause of personality clashes,
social and financial pres-
sures, and, of course, if men
are weak and are mother's
pel sons.

"Bangladeshi women are
now more conscious, they
have the economic freedom
in the villages because of
NGOs  work. There is a
beautiiul and positive change
among them, and thus di-
vorce rates have also gone up.
It Is mainly because of this
basic economic freedom.” he
SVS.

Single women who have a
modern and smart approach
towards life, feel that mar-
riage is not ‘the’ thing in life,
they want a partner who will
not impose on her individu-
ality. and at the same time
treat her as an equal human.
Such are the new approaches
towards being married, hap-
pily, (or ever



