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on education

he coronavirus outbreak
dealt a severe blow to the
education sector as institu-
tions were shut down, stu-
dents were restricted to homes, and
exams ceased to be the immediate
priority. The sector was virtually on
crutches for over a year as the online
mode became the teaching model.
With schools and colleges now
reopening, questions surface sur-
rounding the reforms required for
the education sector at a time when
the state budget is to be placed.
The Founder Vice-Chancellor of
St Xavier's University, Dr John Felix
Raj speaks to Soumyadip Mullick
about the measures that need to be
adopted.

Excerpts:

Q: What are some of the challenges
that lie ahead of the ailing
education sector that suffered due
to Covid, especially in West Bengal?

A: Covid has affected all aspects
of our life, including education.
Finally, we are back to normal. Life
is slowly improving. We need to
come out of the new normal, the vir-
tual mode, and get accustomed
once again to the old normal, the
conventional mode.

Technology came in handy dur-
ing Covid. Online mode of teaching-
learning, in the absence of face-to-
face classes, rescued us, but cannot
remain permanent. It is a passing,
temporary phenomenon. Now we
are switching over to in-person
teaching-learning. The challenge is
to combine both conventional and
virtual modes and introduce a
blended mode. We need to take
advantage of the technological
growth and use facilities for a better
environment in schools and col-
leges.

Q: What is the expectation from the
2022-23 state budget for education
and what are some reformative

measures required to resuscitate
the sector?

A: Government should increase
its expenditure on education and
bring the poor and the worst affect-
ed people into the mainstream and
establish more financial aid like stu-
dent credit cards introduced by the
state government. Switching over to
in-person classes will be gradual
but smooth. We need to take risks
and move forward now. Covid
should not remain a pandemic for-
ever.

Q: The rate of dropouts increased
in Bengal during the pandemic.
What should the state government
do to deal with the problem? Are
virtual classes a boon or a bane?
A: Mutual reassurance and
understanding between educational
institutions and parents is needed
immediately. Government should
take bold steps and make clear
announcements with regard to
Covid restrictions and opening of
institutions. We must use technolo-
gy for improving methods of educa-
tion. Virtual mode came as a boon

during the pandemic. It cannot
remain a boon for long. It misses the
human element in education. The
virtual model has taught us a lesson
that online can supplement the
existing conventional system.

Q: The state government is drafting
policies to opt for a PPP model for
education which many fear may
deprive underprivileged students
of their right to education due to
high fees. Is it a legitimate concern?

A: It is a good move to intro-
duce a PPP model. We tried initial-
ly and proposed to the state gov-
ernment for a PPP model for our
university. But it did not work out.

The model needs to be spelt
out clearly as two parties are
involved. I am personally not in
favour of this. Instead of the PPP
model, grant in aid from the state
must continue on the basis of the
performance of colleges and uni-
versities. Government should come
forward and support academically
outstanding colleges and universi-
ties. There can be a system of eval-
uation of these institutions. Gov-
ernment aid must be based on per-
formance.

That private institutions
charge high fees is not always true.
Many of them have good scholar-
ship schemes. Service to the poor
and disadvantaged students should
be a part of the performance of
these institutions.

Q: What are the solutions that
could help students cope with their
syllabus now that colleges have
reopened?

A: Now that institutions have
reopened, classes must be planned
out well and be regular to complete
the syllabus. Exams may be post-
poned for some time, but not
delayed indefinitely. They need to
work extra, overtime, to complete
the syllabus, overcome the gap and
set the semester system in order.

Govt. must spend more

St. Xavier’s university has begun
classes in full swing and students are
responding well. Classes are going
smoothly. Institutions may have to,
if more time is required, sacrifice
their summer vacation for classes or
exams.

Q: What are some initiatives taken
by St Xavier's University to help
students and ensure Covid safety?

A: Classes have begun for all
students; Covid restrictions are fol-
lowed. Hostels are open. The whole
campus was sanitised before they
came for classes. Now regular saniti-
sation takes place. We have a health
centre for any eventuality. Students
are regularly advised about Covid
restrictions. No mask, no atten-
dance in class. Entry and exit into
the campus are monitored. By God’s
grace, we have not had any Covid
case so far on the campus.

Q: Do you feel there should be
more teacher exchange
programmes among the
Universities/colleges in the state?

A: Yes, collaboration and net-
working among colleges and univer-
sities must take place. Good colleges
and universities must share their
best practices and even facilities
with other institutions.

We are functioning as islands
today. There must be schemes to
promote these exchanges. We are
more concerned about offshore
exchanges than in-house exchanges.
Teachers yes. Why even students of
different institutions must be
brought in small groups for acade-
mic and outreach exchanges. This
will benefit all.

We need to also introduce a
social dimension or thrust into our
education. We have a programme
called ‘university to village’, and ‘vil-
lage to university’. Our students
have to fulfill 60 hours of rural expo-
sure during their study. All these
help them to become leaders.

Brace for a crash of civilisations
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ever in the history of

human conflict has so

much been demanded of

so many by so few. That
parody of Winston Churchill’s
wartime tribute to the RAF is cruelly
applicable to the present conflict in
Ukraine. An odium of Western politi-
cians demanded expressions of loy-
alty from all nations, condemning
Russia. After they failed in the Securi-
ty Council, ahead of the UNGA ses-
sion they resorted to ‘friendly per-
suasion’ through their diplom-ats,
targeting ambivalent countries like
ours.

The level of pressure applied was
astonishing. Countries were asked to
sanction Russia, albeit selectively.
Germany, for example, supported
general sanctions but excluded its
vital gas imports from Russia.

The International Paralympic
Committee, having allowed Russia
and Belarus to participate in the Bei-
jing Winter Games 2022, under pres-
sure reversed its decision. The IPC
president asserted that “sport and
politics should not mix”, then con-
fessed that “behind the scenes many
governments are having an influ-
ence”.

Boycotts of Olympic Games as a
weapon of international remon-
strance are not new. They have been
used six times since 1956. Hopeful
Olympians who train for years stand
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warned. They do not compete
against athletes from other countries:
they have to contend with hostile
governments.

Even the arts are not exempt.
Opera houses in New York, Bavaria and
Zurich cancelled performances by
Russian soprano Anna Netre-bko for
not condemning President Putin. The
Munich Philharmonic removed its
chief conductor Valery Gergiev for the
same reason.

History is replete with such
hypocrisies. In June 1941, Germany
attacked the Soviet Union. In July,
Britain and the Soviet Union signed
their Anglo-Soviet Pact against Ger-
many. Soviet Foreign Minister Molo-
tov praised it as “the foundation of
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friendship and fighting collaboration
between our countries in the struggle
against their common, sworn enemy
(Nazi Germany)”. Winston Churchill
quipped: “If Hitler invaded hell, I
would make at least a favourable ref-
erence to the devil (Stalin) in the
House of Commons.”

On March 8, the present House
of Commons listened to a live dra-
matic appeal by Ukraine’s president.
He marshalled Shakespeare and
Churchill. PM Johnson responded
with platitudes inspired by Cham-
berlain. Today, Stalin’s successor
Vladimir Putin is to the West both the
devil incarnate and Hitler reincar-
nate. To the angst of political ana-
lysts, Putin’s intentions remain (to
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quote Churchill) “a riddle, wrapped
in a mystery, inside an enigma’.

Will Putin stop at Ukraine or will
he, like Hitler after ingesting Czecho-
slovakia, extend his bootprint across
Europe’s softer fringes?

Putin views the West and Nato as
a Cerberus, a hydra headed beast bait-
ing the Russian bear. Nato barks at
him but cannot bite without US’s
detures. He knows from experience
that such sanctions are as limp as
Olympic boycotts. Sanctions have
never worked not against Cuba, South
Africa, Rhodesia, Libya, Iran,
Afghanistan, nor against a hobbling
Pakistan.

Putin has calculated that
Ukrainian resistance will be raggle-
taggle and short term. He knows the
West does not want to battle with
him over Ukraine’s skies. Putin is not
a 19th-century czar playing the Great
Game over Afghanistan. He is not a
20th-century Gorbachev conceding
defeat in Afghanistan. To Putin, the
Crimea and Ukraine are not just tac-
tically important; they are redemp-
tive, the renaissance of Russia’s
superpower ambitions.

Today’s Russia is no longer the
Soviet Union bankrupted by its
socialist policies and ‘Star Wars’ pre-
tensions. It is not the rump left after
Gorbachev’s disassembly and
Yeltsin's buffoonery. Russia is not the
Soviet Union that communist China
once mocked for being Marxist-
Leninist revisionist. Russia and
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China are the new ‘Eastern Axis’, two
allies who share a visceral suspicion
of the West and its pervasive hege-
mony, disguised as the spread of
democracy.

The foreseeable clash between
Eastern and Western powers will not
be only ideological and economic. It
shall be technological. The West is
vulnerable to cyberattacks by Russia
and China. (Putin demonstrated that
by interfering insidiously in the US
presidential elections of 2016 and in
2020.) At the press of a button, its
homeland systems could be dis-
abled, disarmed or neutralised.

A recent New York Times report
discussed US exposure: “Almost
every industry runs its computers on
one of three operating systems: Win-
dows, macOS, and Linux. In many
cases they also use the same business
software a defence contractor’s pay-
roll system isn’'t much different from
a pharmacy’s. That means vulnera-
bilities are similar across industries.”

In ancient times, wars were
decided by combat between single
champions fielded by either side. The
outcome of tomorrow’s conflicts may
well be decided by two IT nerds, sit-
ting on opposite sides of the globe,
tasked to outwit each other with
increasingly sophisticated destruc-
tive programmes.

Brace yourself for a crash of
civilisations.
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The circular letter from the Bishop of
Calcutta published in the Diocesan
Record and reproduced in Friday's
paper makes it clear that considerable
changes are contemplated, both by the
Government and the ecclesiastical
authorities, in the relations between
military chaplains and non-official con-
gregations. For many years, as Dr. West-
cott points out, certain Anglo-Indian
congregations have been ministered to
by military chaplains almost as a matter
of course, but in the near future, chap-
lains will be largely restricted to their
military duties, and will no longer be
available for parish work. So far from
being a hardship to these congregations,
the deprivation should, in the Bishop's
opinion, prove a stimulus to their spiri-
tual life. "We all know from experience,"
Dr. Westcott remarks, "that men are pre-
pared to pay for that which they value,
and that in any church it is demoralising
when the members are not called upon
to provide to the utmost of their ability
for their own needs." These sentiments,
with which most people will now hearti-
ly agree, would have been denounced
by many zealous churchmen a few years
ago as pointing to disestablishment.
Today, as the Bishop rightly observes,
they make for freedom.

SABHA MEETING

DELHI, MAR11

A meeting of the All-India Hindu Sabha
was held today. The Hon. Mr. G.S. Kha-
parde was voted to the chair. Pandit
Sattyachandra Shastri, from Calcutta, R.S.
Narayan Swami, from Lucknow, among
others, attended. It was decided to hold
the next general conference at Hardwar
on June 4 and 5. Religious opinions invit-
ed by the Sabha regarding the forcible
conversion of Hindus in Malabar were
unanimous that such Hindus have not
lost their religion and should, therefore,
be freely taken back into Hindu society. It
was resolved to convey the Sabha's
thanks to the Calcutta Cooperation for
stopping the slaughter of cows and
calves, and to request other municipal
committees and district boards to follow
its example within their jurisdictions.

OFFICERS
CAPTURED BY
RAIDERS

DELHI, MAR11

A communiqué states that five British
officers, of the 27th Punjabis, while
shooting in the Surkhab Valley, near
Pishin, were attacked by a party of
raiders, under the leadership of an out-
law named Nadir, on the afternoon of
March 3 and two of their number, who
were some distance from the remainder
of the party, were captured and carried
off. The raiders allowed their captives to
send back a letter to the effect that they
would be held till certain prisoners in
Pishin gaol were released. Meanwhile,
the Barshere levies under Rissaldar Khara
Khan and the village Chighas turned out
in pursuit of the raiding party. After a run-
ning fight, in which Nadir was killed, the
captured officers were rescued and
returned unharmed to Pishin on March
5.

POLICE FORCED TO
FIRE ON MOB

LUCKNOW, MAR11

Information has been received from
Udaipur, a village in Hardoi district, that
on March 9 a sub-inspector of Allahabad,
one police constable and two chowki-
dars who proceeded to the place to make
inquiry regarding the Eka affairs were
surrounded by a mob of 100 men with
lathis. The police had to open fire result-
ing in the death of two of the mob,
including the ringleader. The station offi-
cer was slightly injured. It is not known
how many among the mob was injured.
The Deputy Commissioner of Hardoi
who investigated the matter justifies fir-
ing, stating that it was necessary to pre-
vent murder and the burning of the
police and two zemindars.

FIRING HEARD
OVER A WIDE
AREA

JOHANNESBURG, MAR11

Fighting is occurring over a fairly wide
area, and the sound of volleys is continu-
ally heard. Ambulance cars are dashing
in all directions. Government forces have
occupied Brakpan, and are now advanc-
ing towards Springs, and have taken as
prisoners many strikers. The Benomi
commandoes are endeavouring to occu-
py Johannesburg itself, which is already
partially surrounded. The strikers have
burned Fordsburg police station. The
police at present are merely holding key
positions. Meanwhile the concentration
of Government forces is proceeding most
rapidly. Burgher forces are shortly arriv-
ing, the artillery is taking up positions,
and aeroplanes are active and have
bombed the strikers' positions at Fords-
burg. It is estimated today's casualties are
over 100 killed, and many wounded.



