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Tom Friedman’s miseducation - By Mosharraf Zaidi


This past weekend, two of The New York Times’ finest columnists wrote about the excellent work of philanthropists and social entrepreneurs in helping Pakistan respond to the challenges of building a better society. Dr Shershah Syed’s work in maternal and women’s healthcare (which Nicholas Kristof wrote glowingly about) and “Three Cups of Tea” author Greg Mortenson’s building of rural schools (which was highlighted in Thomas Friedman’s column), are both excellent examples of the kinds of innovation and enterprise being deployed by ordinary people of extraordinary commitment. 

Let’s be clear. The philanthropy, social enterprise, intellect and integrity of folks that do their bit for humanity is something that should inspire and instruct all our lives. So when Greg Mortenson drinks his third cup of tea and becomes a part of the communities he learnt to love, and establishes fifty or one hundred schools, or several hundred more, in Pakistan—Pakistanis should salute him. Of course, Pakistani arms would get tired, very rightly, for having to salute several hundred standout philanthropists and social entrepreneurs for their work in education. There is a long list of accomplished individual and collective efforts to educate Pakistan . Those efforts come in all shapes, sizes and colours—secular, non-profit, faith-based, or for-profit. 

Parsi schools have churned out the finest (in all senses of the word) young ladies of Karachi for decades. Catholic schools have pro duced some of Pakistan’s most talented citizens (with a well-deserved shout out reserved for the holy trinity of Pakistani Catholic schools—St Joeseph’s and St Patrick’s in Karachi, and Rawalpindi’s St Mary’s). 

As with everything else in Pakistan , the landscape is incomplete without the mention of Muslim philanthropy. In that regard, one needs to mention the Ismaili community’s contributions to education, starting from the very top, by His Highness Prince Karim Aga Khan and his family -- and no better an institution than Aga Khan University Hospital in Karachi . 

Of course, one need not necessarily be inspired by their faith, to act in deeply humane and divine ways. Indeed, some of the most humane work is done by people that don’t feel the need to invoke faith to do good. Pakistan ’s philanthropy landscape is populated by hundreds of this kind of groups too. The Citizens Foundation is an avowedly non-religious organisation. They’ve established over six hundred schools (that’s at least four times the number Mr Mortenson’s Central Asia Institute has built). They cater to over 80,000 students. They too are worthy of deep praise. So are the folks at Read Foundation. They’re catering to over 65,000 students through more than 330 schools. Smaller, more strategic, and more research-oriented philanthropy in education is provided by individuals like Shahid Kardar, who was instrumental in breathing life into the Punjab Education Fund for=2 0the last several years, and organisations like SAHE, where Hamid Kizilbash (and the later Fareeha Zafar) have constructed a most impressive array of policy lessons). 

Of course, if the emphasis in Friedman’s piece on education was not on education—which, given his track record on Pakistan, it was almost unquestionably not—then it was on the secularity of such education. In addition to non-religious organizations and their efforts in the philanthropic arena, it is useful to remember the contribution made to Pakistan by private schools, despite the class structures which they have exacerbated (and in some ways attenuated). The Beaconhouse and City School enterprises, despite being often demonised for being “too business-minded,” have replicated success everywhere, under every government, in every major city in Pakistan . Perhaps their success is not just about the money, but about a quality product that produces globally competitive young Pakistanis, every year, like clockwork. As big as those two are, small can be beautiful too—as demonstrated by Sami Mustafa’s legendary work 
at the Centre for Advanced Studies in Karachi and Firoza Zaidi’s work at EMS High School in Islamabad (disclaimer: Mrs Zaidi was my first and best teacher, and happens to be my mom). 

All of these for-profit efforts certainly help deepen the class divide between the haves and have-nots in Pakistan —but they also help bridge the have-some, and have-overwhelmingly-most-of-it crowds. It would not b e incorrect, in fact, to suggest that the emergence of Pakistan ’s urban middle class has been timed, almost to perfection, with the coming of age of the first wave of private-school products this country has known. 

What is the purpose of walking the reader through this long list of bright spots in a country that has an overwhelmingly dismal record of darkness in terms of educating its young people? More than anything else, it is that the efforts of philanthropists and social entrepreneurs deserve our unreserved admiration, and our unflinching moral support. However, what they do not deserve, and must never get, is the status of somehow representing a solution to Pakistan ’s most egregious problems—one of which, most definitely, is educating its young. In 1981, out of a total of 84 million Pakistanis, 38.6 per cent were of school-going age. That put the number of school-aged children in 1981 at 32.5 million. By the 1998 census, Pakistan ’s population had ballooned to almost 130 million. Of that population, 39 per cent were between the ages of five and 19—the school-going age. That meant that between 1981 and 1998, Pakistan experienced a systemic growth in the demand for education, from 32.5 million clients, to 50.3 million clients—a total increase of about 18 million kids that needed a school to go to. 

There is no NGO, no philanthropist, no social entrepreneur, no genius, no saint, no sage, no mom, no Ataturk, no Ayatollah, no mullah, no madam, no mercenary, of any kind, anywhere that can deliver the kind of miracle Pakistan needs. To educate almost 70m children, the only “cup of tea” that will do, is the one that is served by the state. The state is not only ultimately responsible—legally, morally, and politically—for educating Pakistan ’s children but also internally wired, to ensure Pakistan ’s survival. And there are no two ways about this simple fact: the next addition of 18 million new students with no school to go to will come faster than it ever has before. 

Pakistan needs many things to enable its young parents to educate their kids in a manner that can help empower those children to live up to their natural potential. One of the things it needs is a serious conversation about education that contextualises philanthropy as a useful demonstration of the realm of the possible, rather than as a replacement for the state. Philanthropy can contribute to the conversation by helping Pakistanis acknowledge that an overwhelming majority of Pakistani teachers are unqualified to teach, and cannot be fired. That democratic MNAs, MPAs, senators, and ministers have helped teachers get their jobs. That the Supreme Court will invariably help them keep those jobs. That the World Bank building new schools for incapable and disincentivised teachers—much like putting stale wine in fancy new bottles—will simply not do the trick. That the ministry of education with no reason to exist other than to keep its officers and20naib qasids (and drivers and clerks) employed, has no capacity to think. That the provincial departments of education, with the best civil service officers busy getting Masters and PhD degrees, are bereft of talent, even when the political and administrative will to perform does exist. 

This is a massive agenda, even in terms of a policy conversation. It does not represent even the tip of the Titanic, but it does represent a set of serious issues. Pakistanis should get serious about education. Three cups of tea just won’t do for 70 million school-age kids. Thomas Friedman can afford to not be serious. He speaks of Pakistan from a helicopter in Helmand . Pakistanis have no such luxuries.
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