Power to the Powerless

The topic for the present discussion is, “Power to the Powerless”. This theme is very important. Indeed it is a fact that our society is a divided society. A section of the society is powerless and the other section is enjoying all kinds of power. 

This disparity must be minimized. It is the duty of the powerful group to provide a share to the powerless group. Without this sharing, we will not be able to establish peace and justice in our society. 

It is a hopeful sign that our NGO’s, our social institutions as well as our government are trying to provide some help to the backward section of the society. The present meeting is being held for this very purpose, and it is no doubt a commendable initiative. 

But all these provisions are nothing but a temporary relief. I would like to point out that we are in a position to do something more than this that will provide a permanent solution to the problem. 

What is this permanent solution? In a single word it is – ‘natural empowerment' of the powerless people. By natural empowerment, I mean to extend support to these people so that they may be assisted to utilize their own hidden treasure. The hidden treasure that I am talking about is nothing but their ‘mind’. 

It is said that Mr. So and So was born with a silver spoon in his mouth. But one’s mind is far greater than this. Every one is born with a mind, and the mind is more precious an asset than all the silver and golden spoons. The mind is a natural treasure house. According to scientific research, every human being has a hundred million billion billion particles in his brain. These particles are particles of power. By activating one’s brain one can achieve all kinds of success. 

This may be called as ‘self-empowerment’ and what is better than self-empowerment for a person? Now the question is how to achieve this formula of self-empowerment. The answer is – through education. 

Educational empowerment is the best way of empowering the powerless section of society. Educational empowerment is so sufficient that one does not require anything more after having received it. Educational empowerment is not only empowerment, but it is also enlightenment of the person, which is more than anything else that the person could require. 

To illustrate this point, I would like to give some examples. One of the well-known examples is that of Sir C.V. Raman. Raman was known as a scientist of international repute. He was awarded the Nobel Prize in 1930. But the record of his life shows that he was born in a poor family. At the time of his birth, he was treated as a powerless person, but when he died he was elevated to the status of the powerful. The secret of achieving this high status was nothing but education. He worked hard to educate himself and the result was that he had emerged as a great son of India. 

Now let us take the example of Dr. Ambedkar. Dr. Ambedkar was also born in a poor family. During his childhood he was a member of the powerless group. But in the later years of his life, he became so powerful that he was appointed to prepare the Constitution of free India. The secret of his great achievement was nothing but education.

Then there is the example of our President, Dr. Abdul Kalam. He was born in a poor family. His family was not able to bear his educational expenses. But Dr. Kalam worked hard to educate himself. Education opened the door of all kinds of success for him and you know at present he is occupying the highest seat of the Indian Republic. 

It is not a matter of only a few examples, but almost 99% of the achievers of the world initially belonged to the powerless category when they were young. But after securing education and after the necessary struggle they became successful members belonging to the powerful category. So the secret behind this great success was also education.
These were individual cases. Now let us take the example of a nation. Japan is one such example. It is a well-known fact that in the Second World War, Japan was destroyed by the American bombings. Japan suddenly became a powerless nation. But the record shows that Japan never adopted the way of complaint or protest. Also it never asked for favours from any countries. For the reconstruction of Japan, Japanese leaders adopted a singe point agenda - that is to educate the new generation of Japan. They spent 30 years to implement their educational agenda, and the result was miraculous – Japan made a new history. It emerged as an economic super power of the world. 

The Importance of Education

The Importance of education is quite clear. Education is the knowledge of putting one's potential to maximum use. One can safely say that a human being is not in the proper sense qualified till he is educated. 

This importance of education is basically for two reasons. The first is that the training of a human mind is not complete without education. Education makes man a right thinker. It tells man how to think and how to make decisions. 

The second reason for the importance of education is that only through the attainment of education, is man enabled to receive information from the external world to acquaint himself with past history and to receive all necessary information regarding the present world. Without education, man is as though in a closed room and with education he finds himself in a room with all its windows open towards the outside world. This is why Islam attaches such great importance to knowledge and education. When the Qur' an began to be revealed, the first word of its first verse was 'Iqra,' that is, ”Read”. Education is thus the starting point of every human activity. 

The Importance of Striving

We have to understand that while educating ourselves, we have to strive in our efforts. Only by striving to avail the opportunities that come our way, will we be able to achieve success. We can understand this with the help of the following example. 
A young aspiring Muslim student from Azamgarh, A.M. Khan by name, stood nervously before the principal of Hindu College. “Sir, I should very much like to be admitted to the B.Sc. course in your college.” The reaction was sharp. “The admissions are closed. How do you expect to be admitted in the month of October when you are already several months late with your applications.” Unforeseen circumstances had prevented young Khan from applying sooner, but he simply said, “It would be extremely kind of you if you would help me.” Then he added hesitatingly, “One whole year will be wasted for me if I am not granted admission.” The principal’s reply was stern. “There is just no question of further admissions.”

The principal talked in such an offhand manner that it should have been obvious that there was no point in persisting. Even then the student was determined to try his luck, although all he really expected was to be asked to leave the room immediately. On seeing the insistence of the student, the principal finally asked him, rather dryly, what his marks had been in the previous examinations, because he felt certain that he must have failed to get admission elsewhere due to his low marks. If this were the case, the principal would have had good grounds for rejecting his application. But the student’s reply was just the opposite of what he expected. He said, “Eighty five percent, Sir.”

These words worked like a miracle. The principal’s mood changed all of a sudden, and he asked the student to sit down and show him his certificates. When he had seen them and was satisfied that the student’s claim was true, he told him to write out an antedated application. 

Not only was the student then given admission in spite of such a long delay in applying, but he was also granted a scholarship by this very same principal who had been so reluctant even to give him a hearing. 

Had the same student approached the principal with a third class degree, and had been refused admission as a result, he would surely have gone away full of hatred for the principal concerned, and would have remarked to his friends that it was prejudice which had come in his way. He would not have admitted that he had been refused admission because of his poor results. He would not have admitted that the response of the society we live in is usually an echo of our own condition - we tend to attribute the evils afflicting us to society so that we may shake ourselves free of the blame. 

When a man enters life fully prepared to meet its challenges, the world cannot but give him due recognition. Never in any environment does he fail to receive the position of honour, which is his due. This results in his being able to maintain high moral standards. His conduct is then marked by bravery, confidence, broad-mindedness, gentlemanliness, acknowledgement of others’ worth and a realistic approach to life. He has the will and the capacity to enter into proper human relationships. Society having recognized his talents and he in turn having given due acknowledgement to society, he can rise above the negative attitudes of hatred and prejudice. 

The reverse is true when, because he cannot come up to the required standards, he fails to prove his worth; when he enters life with inadequate training he surely fails to find a place of his choice in the world. As a depressed personality, he almost certainly develops a low moral character. He falls prey to negative psychology—anger, complaint, even criminality. Failure in life gives birth to this negative psychology, because it is seldom that the person concerned blames himself for his failure. He almost always lays the blame on others for his own shortcomings. Inadequate preparation for life brings two evils simultaneously—failure on one’s own part and uncalled-for complaint against others. 

A stone is hard to all and sundry. But it presents no problems to anyone who has a tool, which can break it. The same is true of the more complex obstacles that face us in life, for it is only if you enter the field of life equipped with the proper skills, that you feel entitled to claim what is your due. Even after the “last date” you can be given admission to a college without anyone else intervening to help you. But without the necessary skills and ability, you will fail to find the place you truly deserve. 

Anyone who wants success to come his way will first have to make himself deserving of it. He must know himself and his circumstances. He must organize and channelise his energies properly. He must enter the field fully armed in every respect, and then others cannot fail to recognize his true value. He must be like the tree that forces its way up through the undergrowth to take its place in the sun. 

Dealing with the Problems of the Minorities

Addressing the issue of the minorities, I would like to say that the problem of the minorities is one of the most vexed questions confronting India today. A great deal of administrative machinery has already been geared to the tackling of this issue and a whole spate of letters and articles have been written; plans have been made and commissions have been set up. But seeing the result, no concrete solution has been found. I would like to ask if we have looked at the problem from all possible angles? A glimpse at what is happening in other countries with minority problems would indicate that there is one line of action, which has been almost totally neglected in India - that is of ‘self-help’. 

It is positively heartening to see what this has done for minorities elsewhere in the world. (Let us never forget that India does not stand alone in having such a problem). In the United States, for example, the Asians settled there account for two per cent of the total population, but their success rate goes far and beyond their population ratio. It is true that the US has provided them with opportunities, which are available in very few other countries in the world, but it would be far from correct to say that it had solved the minorities' problems. Without the sustained personal efforts of the Asians themselves, their success stories would have been few and far between. It is important to understand that it was this resolution and tenacity of purpose, which brought them to the fore, and not the 'demand-and-protest' formula so beloved of the minorities in India - particularly the Muslims. America's Asian minority should serve as a model for the minorities of India. Their problems have equaled those of the Indian minorities in severity, but they have had the sense to open their eyes to the advantages all around them and to exploit them to the full. It is unfortunate that there are many people in this world who cannot or will not recognize an opportunity when it comes their way. As an English poet has observed: 

“Two men looked out from prison bars; one saw the mud and the other saw stars.” 

If a class or community, that considers itself, disadvantaged or deprived, goes through life seeing only the mud and never the stars, there is little hope of its making progress, with or without external encouragement. Considering that India's minorities seem to have spent a very long time concentrating their attention on the mud and doing very little to reach for the stars, they would do well to reflect that America's Asian minorities did not start off in any better situation than they find themselves in today, and certainly they had no ready-made sinecures ready and waiting for them. They had to start from scratch in an alien environment, cut off from their roots and traditions. They had to ignore disadvantages, create their own advantages and then learn to exploit them. India's minorities, in sharp contrast to this, are living in their own land, in their own homes, with the support of centuries of tradition and culture behind them. Then what exactly are they waiting for? 

The majority of the emigrants from Asian countries who have settled in America - the Asian Americans - belonged originally to China, Korea, Indo-China, etc., and when they first came to America, they could hardly converse in English at all, but, today, they are known as 'super students' in the best of America's English Schools. Although they make up only two per cent of the population, they have secured 20 percent of the places in American Institutes of higher learning. 

This state of affairs has given Americans much food for thought, and detailed surveys have been carried out to pinpoint the contributing factors. 

The Way Ahead 

In every department of education, Asian Americans are ahead of their American counterparts. When Harvard Psychology Professor Jerome Kagan was asked to give his views on this subject, he said quite simply, 'to put it plainly, they work harder.’ It is just a question of these people considering education as their passport to success. And there is no doubt that the American system of education has proved to be just that. The price they have paid to have that passport is plainly unremitting toil. 

This is the kind of performance, which has allowed them to demonstrate their excellence and has secured them the position of a 'model minority' in the land of their adoption. But there was no question of their having found all avenues open to them. Racial discrimination was a major obstacle, it being quite common for American youths to poke fun at them and call them 'the yellow peril.' There were also repeated instances of their being the objects of physical violence. But Asian Americans did not run away from this situation, and, what is even more important; they did not react by voicing protests and registering complaints. What they did do was put greater effort into whatever work or study they had undertaken. Their parents too helped them to stay away from the path of retaliation - which would have proved disastrous for them - and instead encouraged, them to revere the work ethic. The atmosphere in Asian American homes was so success-oriented that if a boy scored 80% in a test, he would be asked 'Why not 85%?' And if he scored 85%, he would be asked, 'Why not 90%?' 

Whenever a group is confronted with problems, there are generally two possible solutions. One involves self-help and greater diligence. The other - the one we see in India today - ​involves the constant registering of claims and protests, with the resultant head-on collisions. Opting for the latter policy does two kinds of damage, one being that instead of solving the problem, it renders it more complex, and therefore, more difficult of attainment. The other kind of harm, which it does, is to cause the group to lose the respect for others. Any group, which attempts to lay the burden of its problems upon others, is bound to appear self-seeking, paranoid and degraded. The behaviour of Asian Americans presents the opposite example. 

On seeing these facts I would like to suggest that apart from providing temporary relief to the powerless people, we have to provide them with a permanent solution. This permanent solution is nothing but educational empowerment. We have to do our best to establish best educational infrastructure in our country. This infrastructure will help these people in the way of self-empowerment. Educational empowerment is self-empowerment and nothing is more important for needy people than to provide them opportunities in the way of self-empowerment. The ‘Power to the Powerless’ motto must be replaced by “Education to the Powerless’ motto. According to my experience, this is the only solution to the problem facing us today.
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