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niversity of Dhaka (DU)

undergraduate admission tests

remind us that you only live
once; after all, there has been no second
chance for test-takers since 2014. While
the DU authority opens its doors to its
Master's programmes allegedly through
non-competitive examinations for
monetary considerations, the university
slams its door shut to fresh HSC (Higher
Secondary Certificate) graduates who
fail to make the right first impression in
the highly competitive admission tests.

While admission seekers from all

educational backgrounds can sit for DU
tests based on their stream of study, the
acceptance rate is very low. This year 37
candidates competed for each DU
seat—eight less than the previous vyear.
Students receiving formal education
from madrasas were previously
ineligible from choosing certain DU
disciplines such as Women and Gender
Studies, English, Bengali, Linguistics,
and International Relations, as they
apparently did not meet the
prerequisites. Fortunately, they are now
allowed to apply for those subjects. The
tests, however, fail to attract a large pool
of English Medium students whose
General Certificate Examination (GCE)
syllabi do not match that of DU
freshman admission tests.

NOT JUST A

ONE-HOUR TEST

MUHAMMAD AL-AMIN

Records are meant to be broken. The
number of GPA 5 achievers reminds us
of that every year. But the ratio of top
grade achievers to those passing the DU
entry test is, surprisingly, very low. This
year 85.25 percent students failed the DU
C (Ga) unit admission test—9.23 percent
fewer than the last year. 83.44 percent, on
the other hand, could not the pass the B
(Kha) unit entry examination—>5.13
percent fewer than the previous year.
Needless to say, we need to look beyond
the numbers. Mere growth in pass rate
and GPA 5 inflation cannot take a
country far if simultaneous gains cannot
be ensured in elevating the standard of
learning and teaching.

Former DU Vice-Chancellor Professor
AAMS Arefin Siddique said, “The DU
admission test is a process of elimination
through competitive processes as the
number of seats is very limited. In the
academic session of 2014-15, for
example, we could only entertain 6,700
from among 301,800 applicants. The
scenario has not changed much, though
253 more seats have been added for the

undergraduate programmes of the 2017-
18 session.” Though the university's
evaluation method is neither a yardstick
nor an indicator of the quality of
education in the country, a part of the
questions examine knowledge on
previously studied subjects. It is
expected that students meeting the
eligibility criteria for attending the test
would, at least, secure pass marks in
English and Bengali.

Primary education is free for all
children in Bangladesh, from grades one
through five. However, the quality of
education remains a barrier for
education levels (UNICEF Bangladesh,
2017). A 2016 World Bank report finds
that, in general, Bangladeshi students
have weak reading skills, while
curricula, teaching approaches, and
examination systems at all levels focus
more on rote learning than on
competencies, critical thinking, and
analytical skills. Low educational
standards at early levels affect the
tertiary education of the country.
Students coming out successful in the
HSC examination cannot apply their
knowledge of whatever English or
Bangla they are taught for 12 years in the
examination halls, let alone to the real
world.

The national learning assessment
conducted by the government of
Bangladesh also shows poor literacy and
numeracy skills among students: only
25-44 percent of students in grades five
through eight have mastery over Bangla,
English and Math (World Bank, 2016).
Educational divide across the country
adds to the conundrum.

The methods and processes that DU
employs, too, have their limitations. The
General Knowledge (Bangladesh and
international) segment of B and D unit
question papers are often randomised
and too general. The same question
pattern is set for the would-be students
of Arts and Social Sciences, which is far
from appropriate. Disciplines such as
Economics, Development Studies,
International Relations, and the likes
require specific aptitude and cognitive
abilities. The Social Sciences and Law
demand critical thinking skills from their
students which are not reflected in the
over-generic B and D unit questions.

Which elephant came from India and
died in Bangladesh recently? Under
which tree was the old woman of the
story “Aobhan” laid to rest? Helsinki is
the capital of which country? Questions
like these that, miserably, try to assess
the memory and memorisation skills of
candidates cannot cater to the need of
teaching and learning certain disciplines.

DU undergraduate admission tests,
ultimately, turn out to be a routine check-
up of how well one prepares oneself for
the test. It does not reveal how intelligent
and knowledgeable a student is. Holding
separate exams for certain disciplines
and faculties will not be an uphill task
for the DU authority as one of its
autonomous institutes (institute of
Business Administration) has been
taking SAT-styled examination for years.
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Freshmen selected through wrong
processes cannot live up to the stature of
the claimed “echelon of highest
academic excellence”. Even though most
DU courses are offered in English, all the
classes are conducted in either Bangla or
“Banglish”, creating verbal
communication deficiencies, which affect
the students’ acceptance in the job
market.

Low relevance of tertiary education
and skills training is also an issue of
concern (World Bank, 2016). The 2012
World Bank Enterprise Skills Survey
revealed that the graduates of
Bangladesh's higher education and
training programmes are inadequate for
today's and tomorrow's labour markets.

DU took the country to roads not
taken before and became symbolic to all
the major movements that took place in
the country since and before
Bangladesh's inception. Though the
university has fallen from its grace, it has
not lost its relevance. The centenarian
academic institution is still home to
students from all social, racial, and
economic backgrounds.

The first Vice-Chancellor of DU, Sir
Philip Joseph Hartog, aptly remarked
that the university that is content with its
past is half-dead. The DU admission
authority and think tanks need to re-
fashion their admission strategies and
testing methods. However, the reform
process, for sure, has to be backed by the
policy regime, as DU cannot raise the
standard of its question papers to the
required level until and unless the
dividing education system of the country
is overhauled.

The writer is an independent researcher and a former
student of the University of Dhaka.
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£/ e must at present do our best to
Wfﬂrm a class who may be
interpreters between us and

the millions whom we govern—a class of
persons Indian in blood and colour, but
English in tastes, in opinions, in morals and
in intellect. To that class we may leave it to
refine the vernacular dialects of the country,
to enrich those dialects with terms of science
borrowed from the Western nomenclature,
and to render them by degrees fit vehicles for
conveying knowledge to the great mass of the
population.”
— Thomas Babington Macaulay, Minutes
on Indian Education, 1835.

How would this class of Macaulay's
vision be formed? Where would they
learn the terms borrowed from Western
nomenclature? Where would their
“Indian/Bengali” body acquire the
English tongue? The British colonisers
needed institutions that would establish
their dominion in the episteme. And the
colleges and universities established
during the colonial period have, hitherto,
contained, concealed and, in many cases,
carried out this colonial purpose in the
subcontinent. The British left the
subcontinent in 1947 granting
“independence” to two nations or, as
Gayatri C Spivak would call it, through a
“negotiated settlement”. But colonisation
persisted in academia, in universities
that multiplied not only in number, but
also in its colonial matrix. And thanks to
Radcliffe's cartographic “mischief”, we
are constantly haunted by the spectre of
colonisation from Kashmir to Rakhine, a
cartography that was once ours before
our identities were bordered with
shadow lines of ethnicity, religion,
gender and nation. But this cartographic
exposition of the haunting colonial
power is rather concealed in academia
and its apparent educative benevolence.
However, the colonial legacy of the
universities remains exposed yet
unnoticed, unseen, unknown, and more
importantly, unquestioned, as it cannot
be identified always in its immediacy.

Then how do we identify the colonial
legacy in the university and question it?
Rabindranath Tagore points out the
modern and colonial university's
Western-centrism: “The university
would always remain as an imported
plant in a tub; the tub might be valuable
or adorned but the roots of the tree
would remain separated from the land ot
the Indian subcontinent. The university
would be a fancy object detached from
life.” Although his observation does not
entail any subversion of coloniality,
Tagore does question the very idea of a
colonial university, creating a space of
doubt in which more questions can arise
and eventually help us identify and
locate the coloniality of the university's
teaching or our learning.

Apart from the only medium of
teaching in higher studies being English
(credit goes to Macaulay), the curriculum
of different disciplines remain white-
washed. With the advent of postcolonial
studies, the call for the abolishment of
the English department has become an
academic cliché. But how far has that
conversation progressed in the
universities in Bangladesh?

We still look for the Shakespearean
archetype in the Bengali or Chakma

villages not innocently to render a
reading but to prove Shakespeare's
universality and consequently the
universality of Western discourse. We are
made to swallow books (and for the lazy
and last benchers, notes and sheets) and
discourses produced by the white men in
Europe, without any effort to ascertain
any relation or relevance to our cultural
and existential conditions. We learn that
the greatest human achievements came
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relevant to our cultural context remain
outside the university's academic
scrutiny. We worship Pythagoras in the
textbooks but forget Panini; Leibniz and
Lacan are designated more space in the
courses than Lalon. Paradise Lost appears
to be more appealing to our aesthetic
senses, while Padmapurana decays into
“puran”—old and forgotten. We learn
these marginalised discourses are not
“worth” studying.

IN ACADEMIA

What are we really learning
In our universities?
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into being in Rome and Greece whether
in mathematics, philosophy, literature or
science in general. We are taught that
Aristotle, Plato and Euclid fathered
disciplines foreclosing any other
possibility. We learn that the works of the
great white men are universal—it is the
history of knowledge of all humankind,
without being taught to doubt its
pretentious universality. Pages after
pages are discussed only by the merit of
the writings being produced in Europe
while the vernacular texts that are more
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So, to restore the marginalised, the
distorted and destroyed discourses, do
we abandon the European discourses for
good? Of course not. Abandoning what
has been already established
institutionally in its entirety would create
another sort of academic despotism. And
to confront this problem, we need
“epistemic disobedience”, the subversion
of the Eurocentrism that assumes Europe
as the centre of epistemology. This will
require and consequently result in the
contextualised study of the European
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discourses and the determination of the
discourses would be regulated in terms
of their relevance to our existential
reality, as Ngigi wa Thiong'o puts it. But
where is our quest for this relevance? On
the 47th year of our independence and
after 200 years of British colonisation and
24 years of Pakistani colonisation, is it
not time yet to wash the "whiteness" out
of our syllabus for good?

How do we even approach this
question when British colonisation has
been obscured in history during the
Pakistan period? And how do we come
to terms with Pakistani colonisation (as a
lot of the wealth of Bengal ultimately
ended up in Karachi), when academia
went through institutional Islamisation?
Decolonisation or, even the very attempt
it, can help us approach these questions.
Frantz Fanon reminds us in this respect:
“Perhaps we haven't sutficiently
demonstrated that colonialism is not
satisfied merely with holding a people in
its grip and emptying the native's brain
of all form and content. By a kind of
perverted logic, it turns to the past of the
oppressed people, and distorts,
disfigures, and destroys it.” After all, is it
not a result of the distortion and
destruction of the precolonial past that
even though we had ancient universities
like Nalanda in this subcontinent, to
express the excellence of a university we
obliviously resort to comparing it to
Oxford as the ideal?

Hence, academic decolonisation can be
attempted by not dwelling on the
dichotomy of rejection and acceptance of
the coloniality of epistemology, but by
creating a third category, an alternate
space away from the overpowering centre
by thinking from the margins. By
restoring the marginalised past, which is
the inauguration of the past in the
present, Argentine semiotician Walter D
Mingolo propounds an alternate space
through the idea of decoloniality that
holds in account European modernity for
the darkness it creates and inflicts upon
non-European people. The recent call for
the restoration of the Sompura University
not just as infrastructure, but rather in its
detachment from the Eurocentric colonial
idea of the university, is a part of this
attempt recreating the past lost or
distorted in the process of
colonisation—as Syed Nizar proposes in
his idea of the decolonised university in
Bangladesh.

Even this very attempt to think about
decolonisation essentially means to
question what colonisation wants us to
learn. Learning which seems to be
enlightening but causes blindness, the
blindness that we can not even realise as
we are captured by the illuminating
hallucination of the colonial education. It
is an enlightenment that blinds not the
eye but the cognition by restricting our
thinking. It is an enlightenment that
conceals its blindness—the colonial
hegemony operating in the production,
preservation and circulation of
knowledge in the universities. And
decolonised means to be aware of the
blindness of the enlightenment of
colonial learning—of coloniality itself.

Oliur Sun is a non-philosopher currently studying

Literatures and Cultural Studies at Jahangirnagar
University.



