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Remembering General VO Nguyen Giap And
Dien Bien Phu
Pathik Mitra*

Few battles have had more influence on
events of the past half-century or been studied
more than Dien Bien Phu — which ended 50
years ago this week. The fall of the French
garrison at Dien Bien Phu on May 7, 1954, was
a landmark in the history of decolonisation of
South-East Asia. It was a battle that changed
the political face of the world and set the scene
for America’s Vietnam War.

Never before had a modern, well-equipped
Western army been so decisively defeated by
poorly supplied guerilla troops who lacked
nearly all advantages of advanced weaponry
and other modern technologies that the French
relied on to maintain their military
predominance.

For 56 days in early 1954, this tranquil
valley was the scene of a battle that transfixed,
then changed the world. Lured to the area in
the hope of staunching communist infiltration
of neighbouring Laos, and of drawing Ho Chi
Minh’s elusive Vietminh guerillas into a
decisive conventional battle, France fell into a
deadly trap. (Vietminh was the name then
commonly used for the communist party
dominated by Vietnamese Independence
League). Today, at first sight there is little to
identify the vast natural amphitheatre ringed
by low-lying hills as the brutal stage where the
death knell was sounded for French
colonialism in Asia — and where the prelude
was written to the humiliation of world’s
greatest military power.

“In France, when the news came, the whole
nation went into mourning. All theatres and
cinemas were shut. The Berlioz Requem and
other solemn music were played all day on the
radio. The same day in Geneva, they started
to discuss the future of Indo-China.” — Peter
Macdonald, “Giap: The Victor in Vietnam”.

It was a brilliant victory for General Vo
Nguyen Giap, commander of the Vietminh
armies and now in his 90s. And the magnitude
of the French defeat brought to an abrupt end,

a nine- year effort to retain their Asian colonies
by sheer brute force against the Vietnamese
nationalists battling for independence in the
First Indochina War.

And even more fatefully, it led directly to the
disastrously destructive 20-year phase of US
aggression to stem the tide of communism in
Vietnam, the Second Indochina War.

That second effort ultimately proved as
unsuccessful as the French war — and for much
the same reasons: persistent underestimation
of the Vietnamese nationalists under the
leadership of Ho Chi Minh’s communist party,
their capabilities and determination; naive trust
in superior technology as the ultimate arbiter;
the constant failures to comprehend the mind
of the enemy. (Do we see the forebodings of
Irag and Afghanistan there?)

How did it come about? Most historians
believe Giap’s decision to change tactics early
in the campaign — abandoning plans for a swift
attack in favour of slowly tightening the noose
around his adversary and severing their supply
lines as a series of set piece attacks were
launched — was the most important factor in
the Vietnamese success.

“That was his decision and that was the
key. If he had stuck to the original plan and
attacked while the French were strong, it could
well have ended in defeat”, says Le Van Lan,
a professor of history at Hanoi University. Le
was 18 years old and living in Hanoi under
French rule at the time of Dien Bien Phu. He
had three brothers who fought with the
Vietminh. Two were killed and third was
captured and imprisoned. He says the victory
that stunned France and the Western world
came as no surprise to ordinary Vietnamese.

“Most of their soldiers were just
mercenaries — Algerians, Moroccans, even
Germans. The French were arrogant and
looked down on our people. They did not
understand that the will of our people to be
independent was an irresistible force.”

* Compiled it in 2004, 50 yrs of Dien Bien Phu victory
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At Christmas in 1952, Le remembers
watching a drunken German soldier — one of
many veterans of Hitler’'s Wehrmarcht who
signed up with the French in Indochina —
staggering through a red light district near his
home weeping as he sang Silent Night. “|
knew then these men could not defeat us and
that it was only a matter of time before we
would be liberated,” he said. “Why did the
French come back to Vietnam after World War
[I1? They were defeated in the war and they
were liberated, but they could not consider our
right to be liberated.”

“De Gaulle and his generals dreamed of
recovering their empire, They thought that the
Vietnamese could be easily conquered again
because we were poor and illiterate, and we
had just been through a terrible famine, in
which two million people died. But the French
made a fatal mistake.”

Nong Van Khau, one of the most decorated
Vietnamese survivors of the battle, was a 22-
year old platoon commander when he joined
to fight at Dien Bien Phu with the Vietminh’s
316 Division.

“The French fought hard, but day after day
we broke their spirit”, he says. “Our army
came from the people, and we were fighting
for our country. We had nothing to lose and
everything to gain. Ho Chi Minh told us it was
better to fight and die than to live as slaves,
and we were ready to fight to the last man.”

Nong, who eventually rose to the rank of
colonel, took part in the attack on the final
French stronghold of Hill A1. “After we
captured a French officer, we discovered there
was a big bunker system dug deep inside the
hill. So we dug for 23 days to get to the edge
of their bunkers. We placed 1000 kilograms of
explosives inside the tunnel, then we
surrounded the hill to stop anyone escaping.
Once we blew the hill, that was the end of it”,
says Nong, who was seriously wounded in the
assault on May 6.

The fighting in Vietham had reached a
stalemate in 1953, with the French controlling
much of the south and the Red River Delta
around Hanoi, but the Vietminh dominating the
mountainous interior in the north, with neither
side able to reduce the other’s base areas.
The lightly armed highly mobile Vietminh
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guerrilla forces were very cautious in main-
force attacks on French strongholds.

But in mid-1953 general Henri Navarre,
newly appointed French commander for
Indochina, decided to occupy the valley
surrounding the tiny village of Dien Bien Phu,
deep in the mountains of Northwestern Vietnam
near the border with Laos, about 300 km from
Hanoi, to prevent Vietminh movement into newly
independent Laos and to use it as a base for
offensive operations into the mountainous
northwest. The French commander in Dien Bien
Phu was Colonel Christian de Castries.

This enabled Giap to capture a rare chance
to prevail in a main-force battle in a situation
geographically favourable for his guerilla
forces. But for that he had to overcome
enormous logistical problems to move four of
his experienced divisions, along with their
ammunition and supplies, along hidden,
mountainous jungle tracks including
dismantled artillery pieces being brought in
from China. Giap said later: our troops razed
hills, cut roads into the mountainsides and
open roads for the artillery hundreds of
thousands of dan cong (civilian porters),
women as well as men, surmounted perils and
difficulties.” A secret weapon was the use of
thousands of bicycles, specially adopted to
carry 250 kg of supplies.

The French did not believe it could be done
— and by the time they realized it had been,
they were caught in a trap of their own making.

The battle developed through three distinct
stages. The first began quietly with the French
occupation of the valley in November 1953, after
paratroops landed to secure the airstrip and
enable aircraft to fly in 5000 troops, their
equipment and tanks over the weeks following.

Navarre initially expected no serious
resistance. Even when he became aware that
Giap was mustering substantial forces, he was
still confident that if the Vietminh tried to attack
in strength the French would be able to
destroy them and then assail the Vietminh
from the rear in their mountain heartland.

In the second stage, between December and
March the gradual build up of large Vietminh
forces resulted in a siege of Dien Bien Phu that
had the effect of closing the trap, leaving the
French no possibility of withdrawal. That
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compelled them to increase their forces to more
than 15,000 men and strengthen their fortress
in anticipation of mainforce battle. Navarre was
still sure he could win, despite the increasingly
obvious disadvantages of the location, with its
long supply lines and soggy terrain.

Finally, Giap “switched from siege to
assault” on March 13, the start of 56 days of
fierce fighting and entirely unexpected
Vietminh artillery bombardments from well-
camouflaged gun emplacements in the
surrounding hills, which wreaked havoc on the
airstrips and French strongholds. In addition to
the advantage in troop numbers, Giap’s troops
were building an amazing network of trenches
and interconnecting tunnels around the main
fortress, several hundred kilometers in total,
which brought them in places to within few
meters of French dugouts.

When it began clear in April that the garrison
was in dire peril, the French government made
inquiries in Washington about the possibilities
of air strikes on the Vietminh forces from two
US aircraft carriers stationed in the Gulf of
Tonkin. Admiral Arthur Radford the chairman
of the US joint chiefs of staff, who feared loss
of all South-East Asia to communism, even
suggested the use of tactical nuclear weapons.
But President Dwight Eisenhower ruled out
direct US involvement.

The final assault on the French positions
began on May 1 and within a week they were
overrun. The French had no choice but to
surrender unconditionally. By then they had
lost more than 7000 men killed and 20,000
wounded, while more than 6000 prisoners
were taken during the fighting. Another 11,000
or so were taken prisoner after the fall.
Vietminh losses were estimated at roughly
8000 killed and 15,000 wounded.

The French troops fought bravely and
tenaciously right until the end. But so did the
Vietnamese soldiers, very much as they later
did against the Americans after 1964.

It was the strategy and tactics of the two
commanders, Giap and Navarre, that primarily
determined the course of the battle and its
outcome. Giap’s approach was cautious and
patient, Navarre’s almost the opposite. “If we
wanted to win swiftly” wrote Giap later,
“success would not be assured. So we
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resolutely chose to strike and advance surely
............ and strike to win only where success
is certain. If it is not, then do not strike.”
Navarre from his air-conditioned headquarters
in distant Saigon, knowing little about the
conditions of jungle warfare, relied far too
much on European strategic principles
imbibed in French war colleges, and too little
on the information about Vietminh capacities
coming from his own intelligence in the field.

The political consequences of the disaster
were immediate and far-reaching. A
conference in Geneva of the major powers,
the Soviet Union, US, Britain, France - and
also the communist China, for the first time —
had previously been planned for May 8, the
day after the fall of Dien Bien Phu, as fate had
it, to work out a political settlement to Korea
and Indochina war.

In Paris, the French were almost desperate
after the defeat at Dien Bien Phu to find an
acceptable formula to end the fighting. The
shaky Laniel government had already been
hovering on the brink of collapse because of its
inability to win the war or negotiate a political
settlement in Vietnam. A long time critic of the
war in Indochina, Pierre Mendes-France,
waiting in the wings and steadily gaining support
in the National Assembly for a policy of
negotiations. He became prime minister when
Laniel government fell a few weeks after the
Dien Bien Phu surrender, promising to reach
an agreement within a month or resign.

After tough negotiations he succeeded at the
11th hour, on the basis of an agreement to
partition Vietham at the 17th parallel between
the communist dominated north and the “pro-
French, anticommunist” south. Within two
years, Ho Chi Minh was in power in Hanoi. Also,
both Laos and Cambodia were freed of French
rule, and both eventually became communist
states. The partition of Vietnam was supposed
to be temporary, subject to nationwide elections
within two years, but US backing of a new
southern leader, Ngo Dinh Diem, ensured that
the elections never took place.

The result was to be a further 20 years of
war before the Americans finally gave up the
fighting entirely. Giap’s forces swept south
victoriously in 1975 to reunite Vietnam under
communist flag.
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Pl Raddur (Samaddar)
. Let the memories, race back to me;
e & g @0t e wifr Let the little flower, bloom back a smile,—

When memories torn bring back but sorrow...
Let the diamond spark, its elegance

Where friendship is the only meaning;
Where rejection has no dwelling;

And that is where | start my day—

Let those matured thoughts, come back to me;
Let the ruptured dseams, fly back to me;
when there is no more sorrow in my life—
Only an array of happiness in Nature

and within every sphere of it.

The cute cloud welcome me, the puny
grass give me space, the brightness

of the sky, come running to define

My sorrows, my lost hopes, my

lost days, my unwanted moments

and establish the cacophony

of tunes of happiness gradually

conquering my Heart.

This is where | live my life,
Amidst you and everyone.
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Technical Education
Prof. Md. Ismail

Technical Education plays a vital role in the
development of a country. India is an agro-
based country where nearly 70% of the
population is engaged in agriculture. This is
not a good sign for a country. It shows that the
living standard of nearly 65% people is very
low in comparison to population of developed
countries. We can improve the standard of
living of the people by linking the economy with
the agriculture as well as the industries. The
industries can provide jobs to a large number
of people which will reduce the pressure of
employment on agricultural sector. Agricultural
production can be increased considerably by
using modern methods including the use of
machines and implements. India can feed its
people properly if Industries and agriculture
both are allowed to grow. To achieve this goal,
therefore, the country requires good quality of
Technical Education.

The technically qualified persons can bring
the revolution in Industrial production as well
as the agricultural production. It has already
been identified that there should be three
categories of the Technical persons for
industrial growth:

(1) Engineers—Degree Holders and above.

(2) Technicians—Diploma Holders.

(8) Skilled workers—ITI and certificate
courses.

The graduate and post graduate engineers
should be trained to show the industries the
right path so that it does not become sick in
due course. As such the engineers should
have the vision. The syllabi should be
designed in such a manner that the engineers
become conversant with the theoretical as well
as practical aspects. They must be
encouraged to develop entrepreneurship. The
universities should design the curriculum and
syllabus to produce engineers equipped with
theoretical as well as practical knowledge and
with vision and not just theoretically trained
engineers on mass scale.
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The diploma engineers passing from the
polytechnics have to work between engineers
and skilled workers. Hence they should have
sound practical knowledge. Syllabi of
polytechnics must give more emphasis on
practical, and give less weightage to the
theoretical subjects. But now a days, the
quality of Technical Education has downward
mobility which is a dangerous trend. If this
trend is not arrested in time, then the Degree
Engineers and Diploma Engineers from most
of the colleges will become burden on the
country and it will have disastrous
consequence.

This trend can be arrested by-—

(1) Framing and implementing the rule of
minimum 75% attendance.

(2) Holding the theoretical and practical
classes properly.

(3) Preventing the use of unfair means in
the examinations.

(4) Closing the Degree and Diploma
colleges having insufficient Infra-structure.

(5) Updating the faculty by sending them for
short term training in reputed organizations.

(6) Creating the opportunity for
employment.

The employment opportunity can be
created by active support of the state
governments and the central government to
the Industrialists and the enterprisers. If the
engineers are employed properly then the fate
of the country will be drastically changed. The
villages and cities may be developed by
utilizing the services of Technically qualified
persons and with proper monitoring without
fear and favour.

There are 638,588 villages in India and
nearly 238,054 gram panchayats and in West
Bengal has 40782 villages and 3351 gram
panchayats. Our villages are required to be
advanced along the path of development. This
can be done by appointing four types of
engineers in each gram panchayat.
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(1) Civil Engineer-He has to look after
the Irrigation, village road construction,
supervision of house financed by Central
Government water preservation etc.

(2) Surveyor-His main job will be
demarcation of land for different projects and
measurement of land for peaceful settlement
of the land disputes.

(3) Mechanical Engineer—To promote
the small scale Industries and to work as a
consultant and marketing Manager. He has to
look after the workshops for repairing the
agricultural equipments.

(4) Electrical Engineer—To keep the
Infrastructure ready for supply of Electricity. In
village, the electric supply remains disrupted
months after months due to faulty transformer

and there is none to take care of it. Electrical
Engineer must be conversant in Non-
Conventional Energy for handling solar energy
and other forms of energy.

The Technical Education should be
revamped to make our Degree and Diploma
Engineers specialized in certain fields. There
is no need to teach a large number of subjects
which have no application in practical life. The
need of the hour is the specializations. Our
students are taught a number of irrelevant
subjects which make the students “Jack of all
trades” with very little depth. This concept has
to be changed.

Let us hope that a day will come when our
technical persons will become expert in their
fields and will serve the nation with dedication.

INDEPENDENCE DAY
Devdoot Roy Choudhury

This is the day when many martyrs had shed
their blood to bring freedom to our omnipotent
Motherland sixty-six years ago in the year
1947. But the moot question is that whether
we have really become independent? Are we
behaving like a nation that has attained
independence 66 years ago?

In this world of globalization, although India
has been rescued from the hands of the
tyrannic British rulers after almost 200 long
years, our Motherland is still not free from
numerous heinous crimes or sins. It is
regrettable that even after 66 years of
independence, our law enforcing authorities
are unable to contain these shameful crimes.
Patriots like Khudiram Bose, Prafulla Chaki ,
Bhagat Singh, Sukdev , Rajguru and so on to
follow, have laid down their lives with a smile
in their faces for the sake of their dearest
Motherland. But crimes like rape, murder etc
have reached their peak in this so called ‘Free
India’.

The recent infamous Delhi rape case is an
instance of such a social evil. The position of
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the female folk in India is very much insecure.
In the past, women such as Matongini Hazra,
Rani Laxmi bai of Jhansi etc have fought for
their country’s freedom. Unfortunately, we
notice that respect for the women folk in India
has been reduced to dust over the years.
Previously in the ancient ages women like
Apala, Lopamudra had been given
omnipotence and higher authority. If India is
considered to be mother, she is no less
disrespected.

We call India to be a ‘developing nation’.
Is a developing nation measured only at an
economic scale? If we can’'t overcome these
social perils we can not stop the downfall of
our dear Motherland. If we can not perform
the responsibilities bestowed on us as a son
of ‘Mother India’ we are such a ‘waste’ in the
true sense of the term. Therefore, hoping for
the very best of our motherland, let us infuse
the germ of patriotism in the hearts of every
person such that we will have a better country
to live in.
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MALADIES OF ENGINEERING EDUCATION IN
WEST BENGAL
Prof. Indra N Sinha

ABSTRACT: Over the last two decades
degree level engineering colleges have
mushroomed all over West Bengal. This
Paper attempts to assess the present scenario
of engineering education in the state against
a holistic perspective. A rudimentary
assessment of the causes behind its poor
state is presented. General suggestions are
put forward for improving the overall situation.

Keywords: Engineering Education, West
Bengal, Quality Education.

1. INTRODUCTION

Breaking the prevailing unwritten protocol
in the academic circle the author would begin
by being personal. He got the first taste of
higher technical education when he took
admission in an engineering institute of West
Bengal. That was way back in 1977. Ever
since his completion of post graduation in
1984 from another institute, — an over-hyped
Institute of National Importance, he has been
in the profession of inculcating knowledge.
That way he has been living in the milieu of
higher technical education for the last three
decades, most part of the first two in a central
institute and about ten years in a state
university in West Bengal.

The author returned to his parent state in
December 2004, — post tsunami, to look after
the registry of a fledgling technological
university. The euphoria of home-coming turned
into crude shocks as he realised the all
pervading game of pretention going on all over
West Bengal. The teachers pretended to teach
the students and the students pretended to
learn. Work culture took its leave and didn’t
bother to return to duty. Persons at every
echelon took (and still take) shelter behind the
cushion of protection provided by the political
system, making enforcement of accountability
difficult, if not impossible. What pained the
author most was the ineptitude and lack of
objectivity in persons of authority. Finding
himself an absolute misfit in the socio-political
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ambience and having suffered severe ignominy
for two long years, the author returned to where
he belongs, - the profession of teaching.

AAt that time the author was in a pensive
mood and he wrote something about
prevailing academic environment in the state,
in respect of higher technical education. What
is presented here is an updated version of
those scribbles.

2. FRESHMEN QUALITY

In West Bengal, neither the parents nor the
schools are interested in education. So the
order of the day is literacy, advanced literacy
and more advanced literacy. Education — ‘the
manifestation of perfection in man’ has no place
in the system, so inculcation of values should
better be forgotten. Most of the school-teachers
are worse than clerks in writers’ buildings. They
lack both acumen and attitude. Persons
occupying positions in the governing bodies of
the Schools dance to the tunes of their political
masters to whom they owe their positions. The
situation is no different in ‘Secondary Education
Board’ or in ‘Higher Secondary Council’. Getting
marks in Madhyamik/ Higher Secondary has
become much easier. An overwhelming majority
of the Schools lack basic infrastructure in sports
and culture. At school level neither there is
pleasure of learning nor any pressure for
learning. Sub-mediocrity is nurtured by the
system. For the above-par students, cracking
JEE is the principal goal. With effect from 2006,
WBJEE has become a joke. No attempt is made
to test of a candidate’s ability to think logically
and resolve problems. So the inputs to higher
technical education are self-centred individuals
not interested in studies. Only goal is to get a
degree.

Society and Environment do not help them
much; people of West Bengal are more
arrogant, less informed, unreasonably
complacent and generally non-performers.
They are only good at passing the buck. A
student before and after entering an engineering
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college (including JU and BESU) lives in this
social surrounding. The society therefore does
not teach them many a right thing.

3. INTELLECTUAL IMPOVERISHMENT

As the students enter engineering colleges
(based on the circumstantial evidences
available to him the author is inclined to
believe that some of them enter through
forgery) the teachers follow a two pronged
strategy subject them to academic
impoverishment and ignore them socially. In
the guise of ‘ragging-prevention’ a ghetto
culture in encouraged to be developed. While
private engineering colleges run basic course
in science by teachers drawn from colleges on
hourly rental basis (sorry for using a term in
a different trade) in govt engineering colleges
such courses are offered by juniors, - even by
guest faculty. Courses of Jurassic era are
offered to the students. At high profile
institutes like JU and BESU, the esteemed
Professors have better jobs to do; - to teach
post-graduate students and to carry out
researches. Some of them indulge in earning
a few extra nickels-and-dimes by delivering
lectures at private engineering colleges. So
the students’ intellect is not taxed. Cutting
across the high-low profile barrier the system
fails measurably in giving technical orientation
to the basic science subjects. Syllabus is
seldom completed. Number of classes held
per semester is much less than what is
desired. That is one of the reasons for which
teachers do not furnish attendance records.
The entire process of attendance monitoring
has been reduced into a mockery. Inculcation
of hard skill has taken a back seat at both JU
and BESU; situations in other institutes are
easily understandable. Teachers are mostly
interested in paper publication, foreign trip,
post-doc fellowships. Someone has rightly
said ‘A university is what a college becomes
when jts teachers lose interest in students’.

4. TEACHING-LEARNING TAKES BACK-
SEAT

Teaching is a non-priority activity. As the
maxim goes — the principal job of a teacher
is to ‘take the horse to the water and make it
thirsty. More often than not, the teachers
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forget the thirst-component and take little
interest in generating academic interest in
young minds. Language is another barrier. You
don’'t expect a student to take interest in
‘Engineering Mechanics’ if ‘Timoshenko and
Young’ needs to be understood with the help
of a dictionary. And the dictionary too is often
not of much help.

Examination is a cruel joke! There are
institutes where the job responsibilities of
teachers include dictating answers during
examinations. For the elite institutes the
situation is only marginally different. They try to
maintain a semblance of order, albeit, only
outwardly. Significant portions of the
courseware are suitably scribbled on the desks
and walls. Hard copies are dumped in toilets.
Cheating is rampant. Invigilators are not
interested in discharging their duties properly.
Over-marking is the order of the day. In the
process neither performance is rewarded nor
are non-performers taken to tasks. Punitive/
deterrent measures are slackened to great
extents, so-much-so that a student can appear
in supplementary examination after getting
caught cheating in the regular examination.
People day-dream of becoming world-class
institutes but refuse to be painstaking in carrying
out simple academic duties.

5. SELLER'S MARKET? NO THE
EQUATION IS CHANGING
Students enter engineering colleges

underprepared and they graduate half-baked.
In the prevailing non-academic environment,
students pass their precious four years adding
little to their knowledge and acumen. They go
out unemployable but yet, thanks to the
prevailing seller’s market, get employment in
sector-V as software babus. This author has
access to first hand information from
numerous employers. While minor divergence
of opinion exists, almost all of them have been
consistent, at least in two aspect in their
assessment of engineering graduates
churned out from the state, — that the
students have severe knowledge shortfall and
they lack in basic soft skills too. But the think-
tank refuses to pay any heed. Students are
never encouraged to dream or to aspire. As
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a result, amongst the many things missing in
them is an ‘urge to accomplish’. A dignified
clerk’s job in the IT sector is often the goal.
That will allow them ‘NIz ©’ (rice with fish
curry) and ‘FAW (Marxism).

Somehow or the other the global IT bubble
burst of 2000 didn’t lead to much retrenchment
in India; it mostly led to continued benching.
But the recession in IT sector, coupled with
plummeting economic growth rate in India
took its toll, the head-hunting (yes that’s the
term the recruiters use) is at low ebb. Many
fresh graduates are unable to get placed. As
the reward is less, there is consequent fall in
craze for getting admissions in xyz institutes.
So the admission to ‘n’ number of engineering
colleges takes place in rounds and rounds and
rounds. Situation came to such a pass that in
2012-13 even after fourth round of counselling
huge number of seats remained vacant. So
the hitherto profitable business of engineering
education found itself in a difficult situation.
The state government came to its rescue and
issued notifications for admitting students
through direct admission by these ‘education-
business’ outfits. At the enticement of making
their wards engineers, parents/ guardians, -
many of them coming from rural Bengal and
neighbouring states of Jharkhand and Bihar,
get duped of their hard earned money. Below-
the-table exchanges made for such ‘direct’
admissions are not really negligible.

6. FURTHER MALADIES

Before the start of this blooming private
business, engineering colleges were mostly
residential. Jadavpur was a notable exception.
As engineering colleges mushroomed and men
of straw found access to managing committees,
myopic decisions were taken by these bodies.
A blunder, for example, was the decision to
convert B.E.College/ BESU to a non-residential
Institute. It has taken its toll. This author came
from a village and having stayed with the
students from Calcutta and suburbs got a little
urbanised. Although soft skill development was
not considered a sine-qua-non during the
eighties, a lot of that used to get inculcated
through its environmental settings. Today soft
skill is a must and the institutes are not doing
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much to develop the same. Hard skill gets you
an interview but you require soft-skills to get a
job and to retain the same.

7. HALLOWED ELITES OR THE
HOLLOW ONES?

The so-called elite institutes under the
state’s ambit are sliding in their all India
rankings. Insiders know that the Institutes are
not performing to their potential, but they
garner happiness from the fact that
‘Biswamitra Engineering College’ is perhaps
worse. Establishment of WBUT had its magic-
spell over JU/ BEC. The postgraduate courses
are running and a few hapless lecturers of
non-descript engineering colleges have
enrolled as part-time PhD scholars. The
problem is these scholars, even after
acquiring their PhDs, will contribute little
towards advancement of knowledge. The
supervisors will of-course claim to have
produced a number of PhDs. Dilution of
standard is the name of the game.

Sub-mediocrity of the think tank has hurt
these institutes hard. Take the case of BESU
for example. Once it became an autonomous
deemed university it entered into an thoughtless
expansion spree. And then, for no obvious
reason, the deemed university was transformed
into a state university through an Act passed by
the WB assembly. The BESU Act 2004 is anill-
conceived one. Deemed university was a much
better option. At least that provided some
watchdog mechanism to union Govt. But if at
all it was to become a state-university it should
have been made a unitary technological
university. It should become a unitary university
(with or without the INI tag) with the University
Court (General Council), Board of Governors
(Executive Council) and Academic Council
(Senate) as the principal authorities. EC should
discharge the functions of an executive board
and let Academic Council (Senate) discharge
all academic functions and responsibilities. The
concept of Faculty Councils in its present form
is non implementable and is bound to be a
source of perpetual problem with disjointed
functioning.

The General administration in these elite
institutes beggars description. No serious
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endeavours towards management-capacity-
building are undertaken. With the change of
guard in the state, the university laws were
amended with the stated purpose of reducing
political interference. But habits die hard and
the university laws were further amended to
hold the state’s sway in important matters
including Vice Chancellor's appointment.
Taking advantage of the amended law attempt
was made to remove a Vice-Chancellor by
branding him dishonest. The author from his
personal knowledge knows that honesty of the
person is vouch-safe; he stood his ground and
the politicians had rotten egg on their face. But
what suffered most, was the academics. In the
recent past a well intended VC thought he had
enough and called it quits. There was only a
feeble murmur of disappointment and no
serious attempt was there to hold him back.
Through their individual efforts, a Registrar
here or a Controller there, tried to put in
systems that work. But they could do little
against an imposing inert ambience, the
administrative structure in most of the govt./
autonomous institute stand fundamentally
flawed and ineffective. Add to that the flock of
inefficient and inept individuals and you get
what administration of these institutions is.
Men of straw get promotion because of their
seniority only. In the process they play decisive
roles in important bodies. Composition of
Faculty Councils and Executive Council are
anything but well intended. Most of the persona
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grata at the top are essentially ‘frogs in the well’
put in place by the state-government at the
insistence of the ruling political party. They do
not understand the outside world and the
opportunities and challenges offered by it. Low
levels of thought lead to bad decisions. Talks
are often centred around persons rather than
policies.

8. CONCLUSIVE REMARKS

Thoughtless expansion has stressed the
system to the point of plastic deformation. It
is necessary that a long term view is taken.
As of now there should be a complete
moratorium on any academic expansion in any
institution where infrastructure shortfall exists
in relation to existing programmes. The need
of the hour is to consolidate. Residential
character of engineering education needs to
be restored, primacy of teaching is to be
brought back, academic ambience needs to
be created, campus life needs to be made
vibrant, open responsive administrative
systems are to be put in place, syllabi need
continual improvement. There is a handful of
agenda. But turning the desires into reality
would require dedicated team-work led by
visionary academicians.

The author could go on and on. But if the
reader, with all his/ her patience and
forbearing, has read this far of this rather
emotive article, - not too well written, he/ she
has, with all probability, understood the
author’s views. Comments are welcome.
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At Crossroads
By Prasun Ray

The golden pen was lying on the table,
catching a glint of the light, as the sun rays
filtered in through the crack in the window.
Saswata was staring intently at it, as fif
expecting it to burst into flames at any
moment. The pen had been gifted to him by
his father, when he had topped in Sanskrit in
the board exams. The glint from the pen was
having a hypnotic effect on him.

Right from childhood, he had this dream of
becoming a writer. It all started when he got
a prize for story writing in primary school. The
claps reverberating in the hall, gave him a
feeling of joy and contentment, which seemed
to seep down to his bone. That's when he
decided that he wanted to feel this pleasure
again and again. What dreams he used to
have those days!! Getting huge tomes
published, winning awards, the same sound of
claps ringing in his ears wherever he went,
being invited to august gatherings. Often the
dreams would end with a shooting pain in his
ears, as the teacher would forcefully pull him
out of his daydreams.

But dreams, like all good things, often
come with an expiry date. You slowly start
forgetting your dreams; as you get hit by the
winds of parental pressure, peer pressure, and
conventional advice from teachers. Also, fear
of uncertainty also acts as a corrosive acid.
Like millions of Indian children, he also got into
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the rat race of achieving the ultimate aim of
a fat salary and a nice sounding title.

Not that it troubled him. He was fairly good
at running the race. He passed school with
flying colours. Then, like most kids, he got into
a very good engineering college.

That was one of the most memorable
periods in his life. College life was an entirely
different world. He tasted freedom for the first
time. No conventions to follow, no parental
guidelines to adhere to. It was as if he
achieved Utopia.

This could have become a cause for the
downfall of Saswata. Many kids lose their way
during this phase. The taste of freedom
triggers a yearning for hedonistic pleasure.
Life becomes an aimless quest for momentary
pleasure, often through addictions or unsocial
activities.

But don't worry!! Nothing of that sort
happened to our Saswata. He rather
flourished in this environment. His penchant
for writing blossomed again, as he founded a
literary magazine. His academic performance
was not too shabby either, consistently scoring
among the top five in his department.

Three years passed like a dream!!

Just then, something happened which
completely changed the course of his life.

He was packing to go home at the end of
the year. That’s when he saw two things lying
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on his table: the magazine founded by him, his
very own creation; and the fat ugly book, to
which he had devoted considerable time to
achieve his grades. That’'s when it hit him!!
What was he doing? Why was he wasting his
time reading arcane engineering concepts?
He got reminded of the dreams he had dreamt
ages ago. What happened to them? He slowly
sank back into his bed, feeling a deep sense
of restlessness. Till now he had felt very good
about his first year in college. But now it all felt
such a waste of time.

But what can he do now? Can he leave all
this behind and embark on a new path? A new
path with great rewards, no doubt, but also full
of uncertainties. He was virtually sure of
getting a respectable job. Will he throw all this
away.

Then his eyes fell on the pen, and he didn’t
even realize when he fell asleep.

Within a few minutes, he was woken up by
a pleasant looking bearded man. He sat up
with a start.

“Who are you?” asked Saswata.

“That does not matter, hero!! Is that the
most important question in your mind right
now?” the man said with a knowing smile.

“Please! Please take away anything you
want. But please don’t hurt mel!”

“Calm down boy! | am not a thief.”

“Who are you then?”

“l was just passing by. | saw you sleeping
with a confused expression. | am a face
reader you see. | know what you are thinking.”

“Tell me, what is it? Tell me!!” challenged
Saswata.

“You are not sure about the choices you
have made, isn't it?”

Saswata was shocked.
know?” he wondered.

“Surprised, aren’t you? | can tell you more.
You really want to do something to achieve
your childhood dreams, but you are not sure
whether you can risk it”.

“Ok, so you are an astrologer! Looking for
some extra business, are you?”

“Come on! You are more intelligent than

“How does he
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that. Do | look like a two-bit card reading
Sadhu Baba?”

“What do you want?”

“That’s not important. Question is, what do
you want? Do you want me to help you put
your mind at ease?”

Saswata found himself saying, “Yes!”

“Ok Good! You are exactly in the same
situation as | was, 30 years ago. Now you
understand how | could quickly sense your
state of mind? Come; let me take you to my
room. You will find some interesting things
there, which will help you decide.”

The mystery man’s room was a bewildering
mess. Seemingly useless things were jostling
for space with rows and rows of books,
documents, certificates and trophies. Then he

“Ooh! He is a celebrity in literary circles!
How come | don’t know him? | have the names
of all the Nobel Prize Literature winners and
Booker Prize winners on my fingertips. Who
is he? | am sure I've never seen him. What
is his name?”

The mystery man chimed in, “Ah! So you
have seen that. Not a big deal, man. Just the
fruits of doing what | wanted to do in life.”

“But yes”, he added, “It has come at a
price”.

Then he handed Saswata a box of odds
and ends. Saswata took something out of it.
It was a railway coolie badge. “Oh that! Those
were the days. Man! | used to feel like such
afool. | had left my studies to become a writer,
on a whim. | was on such an ego trip. | didn’t
even flinch when my father disowned me. |
would think ‘Oh! I'll just jot down my ideas on
paper, and send to those Penguin people, and
roll in the moolah. Dad will look so silly then!’
Well, it took me sometime to come down to
earth. Penguin did not even bother to send me
a regret letter. When | came to my senses, |
had no money, no home to go to, and no idea
about what to do next. Then | somehow got
the job of a Railway coolie. What to do, | had
to eat. You know, for two years, my home was
the railway platform.”
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Then Saswata took out a bound notebook,
with a huge red cross on the cover.

The mystery man continued, “This is not
just a book, but my greatest teacher you
know.”

Even while working as a coolie, | tried to
keep my dream of becoming a writer alive. |
even managed to write a novel. That one, the
book you are holding in your hand. | was so
sure it would be a success.”

“One day, | managed to be-friend a scholar,
who was aspiring to become an author. We
talked for hours on that platform, discussing
right from Shakespeare, to Wodehouse. He
did know a lot of publishers. During the course
of the discussion, | showed him my book.

He was so impressed! He was very sure
that this would be an international bestseller.
He urged me to get it published. But | did not
know any publisher. So he took my
manuscript, and promised to connect me with
publishers. Like a naive fool, | handed it to
him.”

“And that was the last | heard from him.
Many months after that, guess what
happened? My book was a bestseller, all right!
But of course the author was supposedly, my
scholar friend”

“That day taught me so much about human
nature, about greed, about how easy it is to
break someone just for your self interest.”

“Most importantly, it taught me about
myself. Could | rise again after such a huge
setback? Oh yes | could! | found that my
dream, my passion, was as indestructible as
a rock.”

“l continued writing. | continued sending my
manuscripts to publishers, and magazines,

unfazed by the rejections. Gradually, some of
them started getting published”, he said,
handing Saswata a thick volume of his
publications. He used the pseudonym
“Phoenix”.

“Such an apt name”, though Saswata, “but
why have | never heard of him?”

The mystery man continued, “It turned out,
people loved what | wrote, so the publishers
loved me. The trickle became a deluge. And
it has now ended up with this”, he pointed to
the Booker Citation.

“Of course the going has not been smooth.
30 long years of struggle to reach this stage.
How can it be smooth! But | survived! Because
| had the conviction, that what | am doing is
what | want to do! Without conviction, you will
be crushed at the first hurdle itself. Crushed!”

Saswata heard the dinner bell just then. He
said, “Thank You sir! For sharing your story.
It was truly very inspiring. Now I'm a little surer
about what | want to do. | really want to stay
in touch with you. Can | now know your
name?”

“Come on! You know me. You know me
better than anyone in the world!”

“'m sorry sirl You are mistaken. You are
confusing me with someone else. Please tell
me, who are you?”

“Well, my friend! | am Saswata, 30 years
in the future!”

Saswata just went blank. He staggered and
fell back. Instantly, he opened his eyes. He
found himself lying on his hostel bed, with
unpacked luggage scattered all round him.

He started smiling. He now knew what to
do. He calmly got up, lit up a candle, and
started burning his student I.D. card.
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b: Sectoral Gross Domestic Product Growth
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* A few has surplus on everything but
majority have shortage on everything...

* Confusion - helplessness - foolishness is

passing, conclusions - self-beliefs - wisdoms
are emerging.
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* Deadly summer was end, rain with heavy
lightening; flood, slippery path etc. are reality.

* Worst time of unipolar globalisation is
fading, better times with multi polarity
(dialectical) is visible.
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“ The practical application of the
principles will depend, as the Manifesto states,
everywhere and at all times, on the historical
conditions...for that reason, no special stress

is laid on the revolutionary measures proposed
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at the end of section two. That passage would,
in many respects, be very differently worded
today. In view of the gigantic strides of Modern
Industry in the last twenty five years, and of
the accompanying improved and extended
party organisation of the working class, in view
of the practical experience gained, first in the
February Revolution, and then, still more, in
the Paris Commune, where the proletatiat for
the first time held political power for two whole
months, this programme has in some details
become antiquated. One thing especially was
proved by the Commune, viz. that ‘the working
class cannot simply lay hold of the ready-made
State machinery, and wield it for its own
purposes...”.
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The irony in India is that unlike Russia and
China where the vanguard role was played by
leaders who had succeeded in uniting the
oppressed masses, the Indian vanguard
parties are themselves fragmented into
various communist parties. These divided
communists cannot lead a united front of the
oppressed. The upshot of the above
description is that a necessity for forming a
united front of the oppressed has to be felt by
fragmented communists because it is only
then that they can challenge the class power

of the exploiters. People blames the rulers for
following the policy of scocial “divide to

e

rule”,while the issue is that fragmented
communists cannot organise a revolution of
any kind. This is the crux of the issue.
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