Means and ends by Conrado de Quiros (Phil Daily Inquirer)


SHORTLY before war erupted in Iraq last month, many newspapers and TV stations carried editorials that lamented the plight of college graduates. It was graduation time then for most schools, though others, such as the University of the Philippines, were just about to have theirs this month. 

Much of it was the usual thing we hear every graduation time. Well may the graduates strut and fret their hour upon the stage for tomorrow they have more than a hangover to wake up to. They have the specter of joblessness to face up to. Most of the editorials cited the extent of joblessness today, made worse over the years by the advent of truly bad times. 

The expressions of anxiety are not unreasonable, and I suspect many of the parents of the graduates themselves harbor them. Particularly the not so well-off, even if they do not always say it openly. Would the sacrifices have been worth it? Would the sale of the carabao, the small piece of lot, the family heirloom have been worth it? Would the scrimping and saving and foregoing of amenities have been worth it? It is not an easy thought to have, as I know very well, having come from worse circumstances, and knowing friends who continue to be trapped in them. 

It is not unreasonable, but I wonder also from another perspective if it is not a narrow-minded view of things. For what it is saying basically is that the purpose of education is to enable people to find jobs. If they are not able to do so, through lack of talent or opportunity, "saying" (wasted) the education. It will have gone for naught. 

The only comparable idea I've heard in recent months, also seemingly commonsensical, is that we should emphasize English more than any other language in this country because English is our ticket to finding jobs, preferably in big companies or abroad, and luring in foreign investors. Well, maybe English should be emphasized in this country, or restored as the medium of instruction -- I leave others to debate the point -- but I don't see why that should be so simply because it enables us to find work abroad and lure in investors and tourists. The purpose of language is to communicate, not find work. The purpose of language is to enable the government to talk to its people and us to talk to each other, not lure in investors or tourists. 

It's the same thing with education. Of course education gives an edge in finding work, but that is not its real purpose. The real purpose of education is to educate. The real purpose of education is to help make a human being full, to spur him to reach for things beyond his grasp. Finding work or riches is its byproduct, not its reason for being. 

In a deeper sense, what we're basically saying when we suggest that the purpose of education is to find work is that we live to work rather than we work to live. That is as monumental a confusion about means and ends as you can get. 

That confusion is more pervasive than we think. It is patent in the way we conceive of "development," though what is patent is often the least visible to the naked eye. Our concept of development is that farmers and workers, who are the majority of the people of this country, should live miserable lives to ensure growth, not that growth should ensure better lives for farmers and workers. Of course the latter is implied, but the silence over it soon leads to its being forgotten. Look at the utterances of government officials in this respect and see if growth has not become the end rather than the means. And see if people have not become the means rather than the end. 

It's a silly view of life, which however has now taken on the aspect of a truism. The opposite in fact is true. People are the end, the economy is the means. Education is the end, making a living is the means. Education is not wasted whether people find jobs or not. It is the end in itself, the flowering of life. 

Education has its pragmatic or utilitarian value too, but so in ways that go beyond the notion of "have AB (or BS), will work." Education is practical too in that it helps us see things in a new light, change the terms of an equation, or ask entirely different questions-three ways of saying the same thing. In this respect, I've always found that joke about the difference between a Chinese-Filipino and Filipino graduate a most illuminating one. A Filipino graduate, the joke goes, will ask another Filipino graduate: What job have you found? A Chinese-Filipino graduate will ask another Chinese-Filipino graduate: What business have you formed? It is in fact no joke at all, it is a thoughtful observation about life in these parts. 

Doubtless, many will say that is just a function of having capital, or being born into a family with one. Well, it is that too. But it is more than that: It is a different attitude toward life, it is a different perspective on life. I will not theorize on its origins. I will just say here that I've always thought education could do the same trick. You have education, you can think of possibilities that go beyond those your society has thrust on you. You have education, you can glimpse worlds beyond those your parents and their parents before them laid out for you. You have education, you need not dream of serving others, you can dream of conquering worlds. 

You have education, you have imagination, you have moral judgment, you have the ability to distinguish means and ends. At the very least, you won't strike the pose of a vulture, waiting to pounce on the carcasses of the dead, which our government would have us do in Iraq, a thoroughly shameful thing to do. Which also suggests that not all those who go through school and earn letters after their names, which many of today's leaders have, get to be educated at all. 

But that is yet another story, or column.

