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Unions allow students to let off steam

Clandestine extremist groups have been operating on Pakistani campuses in the vacuum created by the absence of unions

NADEEM PARACHA
|
The‘Smdcnts Solidarity March on
|
i

November 29 seems to have ruf-

fled some feathers. It was being
thought and even hoped by some that
the march would draw nothing more.
than the kind of negligent attention
candle vigils attract. But this wasn't the
case and thousands of students from
assorted universities and colleges
poured out in almost
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pened, or was perceived to have hap-
pened, than just a handful of students
marching and raising slogans. Prime
Minister Imran Khan tweeted that he
was in favour of restoring the student
unions. But by the time the tweet was
posted, his own Government was
arresting certain prominent student
leaders and booking them for sedition.
Twitter  trends  such  as
#StudentsSolidarityMarch and
#StudentsMarchExposed began to
compete against each other. Some
commentators on TV were gliling the
; Some were cyni missing
it as an “elitist” one-off; while others
were wnrmng that the restoration of
unions woul
on campuses.
The latter is the

again prompt violence -

text from the negative perception
associated with student politics. But I
would like to share here an incident in
which Khan actually faced the violence
he was talking about. During the
Indian cricket team’s tour of Pakistan
in 1982-83, the fifth Test match of the
series at Karachi’s National Stadium
was repeatedly invaded by student
activists agitating against the growing
Government curbs on campus politics
in Karachi. Khan was bowling and
some students charged towards an
Indian batsman on strike. Others ran
towards the batsman on the non-strik-
er’s end who was standing with Khan.
Khan;nﬂcd out a stump from the

and threatened to use it against

g:mcha?ng students. However, before
he could do this, cops entered the fray
and chased away the students.

. Indeed, politics, especial-
d 'inl(a_mhi:lrﬂhhore.hnd become

Iran. During my research in 2015, find-
ings showed that there were just three
incidents of gunfire in the country’s stu
dent politics between 1951 and 1977.
The first was recorded at Karachi
University in 1968, in which a student
was arrested for possessing a pistol but
one that was never actually fired.
Thena pistol was used for aerial firing
during a student union election at the
same university in 1974. There were no
casualties. A pistol was also fired dur.
ing the union elections at Lahore’s
Punjab University in 1975 in which a
student was killed.

However, between 1981 — th year
Pakistan fully joined the so-called
"Afilgan jihad” — and 1984, all hell
broke loose and dozens of students lost
their lives in gunfights between oppos-
ing student outfits — both from the
Leftand the Right — and between stu-
dents and the police. It is thys impor-
tant to compmll-nend ;Z;jer what cir-
cumstances violence became 3 norm
in student politics.

ever since student activism

" phyed amajor role in the movement
against

t the Ayub regime in the late
60s, Governments in Pakistan start
,""%yhen students manage to
xhibitan impressive show of strength.

What gets missed in this urge to
keep a lid on student politics, is the
important underlying fact behind stu
dent uprisings and violence. For exam-
ple, most scholars who studied the
global rise and fall of student activism
between the 1960s and 1970s, point out
that student violence and agitation
mushroomed in the 1960s when uni-
versities and colleges failed to accom-
modate the large influx of middle-class
students in that decade.

The students’ anger towards the
logistical and administrative prob-
lems caused by this influx boiled over
and was expressed through political
action. Student activism receded when,
in the 19705, colleges and universities
(in the West) managed to better
accommodate the students.

The same thing happened in
Pakistan in the 1960s. Pakistani univer-
sities and colleges also began to receive
alarge-scale influx of students, Then,
in the 1990s, when most students began
1o join private educational institutions,
politicised student unions fell out of
favour. But as we are now seeing, this
Was a stopgap arrangement,

No one is talking about the damn-
ing 2009 and 2013 Teports prepared by
the British Council in Pakistan. The

A
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reports speak about a growing youth
bulge in the country, with over 60 per-
cent of the country’s population being
under the age of 30.

The reports’ findings warn that dis-
illusionment among the youth would
continue to grow due to political and
economic instability, and this might
lead many young ‘people to adopt
extreme measures.

We have already seen the growth
of incidents in which educated young
people have been involved in commit-
ting crimes or joining extremist organ-
isations. The pouring out on to the
streets of students on November 29 can
also been explained and seen in this
context.

In fact, this should actually encour-
age the Government to restore the.
unions. Because unions can once
again become conduits for the students
to express their aspirations and con-
cerns in a democratic manner, rather
than become despondent, ical and
desperate; or worse, join clandestine
extremist groups which, ever since the
late 1990s, have been surreptitiously
operating on campuses in the vacuum
created by the absence of student

unions.
(Courtesy: Dawn)





