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Foreword

TheLearningSocietiesConferencein Iranhasbeenorganizedandsponsoredby

the Centerfor InternationalScientificStudies& Collaboration(CISSC),affiliated

to the Ministry of Science,Research& Technologyof the IslamicRepublicof

Iran. The old name for this center was ISMO,International ScientificMeetings

Office, which was establishedin 1999 with the help of Dr. Mansoorian,from

Sharif University. However,after the Ministry of Higher Educationchangedits

nameto the Ministry of Science,Research& Technologywith a broadermission,

this centeralsochangedits nameandscopeof work.

Themainelementsof CISSCmissionareasfollows:

Å Identificationof the scientificandtechnologicalneedsof our country

Å Identificationof current trendsandopportunitiesin the world

ÅDeveloping links with the international community, taking into account

political,culturalandsocialsensitivities

ÅOrganizing and/or sponsoring relevant international seminars and

conferences

After learning about the Learning Societies (LS) network, followed by the

invitation of a few LSmembersto Iranlast year,CISSCdecidedto host the sixth

LSmeeting inTehran.Thisis for severalkeyreasons:

1- The principles,valuesand the worldview of the LearningSocietiesnetwork

provides a fresh outlook to the current state of the world, while

fundamentally challenging dominant global trends for ȰÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓȱand

ȰÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȱȟaspropagatedby dominantWesternparadigms.

2- Breaking out of the East/West, Developed/Underdeveloped,Modern/

Traditionaldichotomies,which is at the core of the LS worldview, hasmany

common themes with the IslamicRepublicof )ÒÁÎȭÓȰÎÅÉÔÈÅÒWestern,nor-

%ÁÓÔÅÒÎȱfoundation principle. Iran is going through a difficult transition in its

struggle for defining its own path and the diverse experiencesof the LS

networkcanopenupnewinsightsfor us.

3- The modern educationalsystemhasnot only beenusedasthe backboneof

colonization and Western domination, but has severely damaged our

individual and community health, degradedthe environment under a false

perception of ȰÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȱand has robbed us of the ability for self-

learning. It is very important for Iran not to blindly follow global trends, just

becausethe majority of countries are doing so. As the need has been felt

since the beginning of the revolution and emphasizedby our leaders,a

transformation in our educational system is required, not just from a

methodological perspective, but more importantly from ontological and

epistemologicalstandpoints.
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As you canseein this document, the abovepoints are deeplyelaboratedto

provide our readerswith a new outlook to current and future trends. For

CISSC,this conferencewas a turning point in redefining and giving new

directionsto our scientific,researchandtechnologicalpolicy-making,aspart

of our mission. Wehopethat it canservethe samepurposefor othersaswell,

in all government,publicandprivatesectors.

Theconferencewasheld in two parts: i) 6 half-daysessionsin Tehran,with a

broaderparticipationof Iraniansfrom different sectorsto learnaboutLS,and

ii) 2 daysin Jajrood,with participation for thosefamiliar with the LSnetwork

to shareexperienceswithin the network. Thisdocumentis preparedwith the

aim of capturing the meetings in Jajrood and the Tehran conference

proceedingsare preparedas a separatedocument. We will try to distribute

both documentsto relevantpolicy makingbodies,who couldnot attend the

conference.

At the endI would like to acknowledgethe supportof the Ministry of Science,

Technologyand Researchin the initiation and approvalof the conference. I

deeplyappreciatethe sincereefforts of Dr. Ghahremaniand her colleagues,

who helped us create links with the LS network and to define meaningful

themes for the conference,in addition to facilitating the dialogues. I would

also like to thank my colleaguesat CISSCwho worked whole-heartedly to

organize the conference. Needlessto say, we ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔhave a conference

without our internationalguestsacceptingour invitation. I really thank them

for coming to Iran, amid their busyschedules. I would alsolike to thank Mr.

Yassemifor helping us with the coordinationof the conferenceand also for

the documentation. Finally,)ȭÄlike to acknowledgethe participation of our

Iranianguestswho acceptedour invitation.

Dr. HosseinMohammadiDoostdar

CISSCDirector

May2008,Tehran
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Editorial note

LearningSocietiesis referredto a network of thinkers,activists,organizations

and communities around the globe (mostly from countries in Asia, South

America and Africa) who aim to unfold what has been made invisible or

suppressed due to colonization, modernization and one-dimensional

economicgrowth. The network aims to regain the natural health, beauty and

diversity existing in societiesby learning and living new alternatives, while

denouncing the dichotomies of traditional/ modern, East/West,

underdeveloped/developed, body/mind. The main concern is about

distinguishingauthenticfrom unauthentic.

The Learning Societiesnetwork has tried to hold annual meetings with the

activeȰÍÅÍÂÅÒÓȱand other interested participantsto shareexperiencesand

to shapethe path ahead. The first two meetingswere held in India (Udaipur

2002 and Bombayin Jan2004), followed by the 3rd meeting in Jordanin late

2004, the 4th in Brazil in 2005, the 5th in Pakistanin 2006 and the meeting in

Iran(TehranandJajrood)wasthe 6th in Sep2007.

This document, which we would like to call Ȱ3ÏÇÈÁÔ-e 3ÁÆÁÒȱ(meaning a

souvenirfrom our journey together) is preparedwith the aim of sharingsome

of the insights of the meeting in Jajrood. Hopefully, it could also serveas a

reminderfor thosewho participatedin the meetingsto reflect on someof the

main themes,questions,picturesand memoriesthat emergedin the journey.

It is needlessto emphasizethat any form of ȰÄÏÃÕÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎȰis at most an

interpretation of asmallgroupfrom a richvarietyof experiencesthat will never

renderthemselvesto beȰÃÁÐÔÕÒÅÄȱandexpressedin words.

ThisSoghat isbrought to youby a few of the travelersin Iran,who gatheredin

a few meetings after the week-long journey to sharetheir memoriesand to

reflect on the selectionof the parts worth highlighting asa gift for others. We

havealsotried to adhereto the principleof diversityby sharingthe viewsof as

manyparticipantsaspossible. However,if for any reasonsomeviewpointsare

under-representedin the documentation,this is by no meansintentional and

wewouldwelcomedirect feedbackon anyunwantedmisrepresentation.

Moreover,the gathering took placein two venuesin Tehranand Jajrood. This

document has only attempted to reflect on the Jajrood sessions. So, the

presentations/ discussions/dialoguesof individualsand groupsin the Tehran

meetingsarereflectedin a separatedocument.
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Wehavealsotried to take a glimpseof the gatheringsandsomediscussionsin

an accompanyingDVD. We hope that you find this gift worthwhile in opening

up new windowsof thought for you and in inspiringyou to continuallysearch

for better questions,even if you find no answers!We would appreciateif you

shareyour feedbackandcommentswith usthrough the emailaddressbelow.

I would like to acknowledgethe efforts of two peoplespecifically. We owe the

connectionof )ÒÁÎȭÓnetwork to the LearningSocieties global network to Dr.

SuesanGhahremani,who has for many years been a forerunner in creating

alternative learningspacesin Iran, especiallyin the field of languagelearning.

And, we owe the possibility of having the conferencein Iran to Dr. Hossein

Doostdar, Director of the Center for International Scientific Studies &

Collaboration (CISSC),affiliated to the Ministry of Science, Research &

Technologyof the IslamicRepublicof Iran. Finally,we thank all of our guests

who acceptedour invitation to join usin this learningjourneyandwe hopethat

wemeet againin the nearfuture.

AydinYassemi

IranConferenceCoordinator

May2008, Tehran,Iran

a.yassemi@gmail.com

5

mailto:a.yassemi@gmail.com
mailto:a.yassemi@gmail.com
mailto:a.yassemi@gmail.com
mailto:a.yassemi@gmail.com
mailto:a.yassemi@gmail.com


Highlights, insights and learning from 

the gathering

4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÆÏÒ ×ÈÉÃÈ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÒÒÅÃÔ 

words to express. But, I feel that this is the right place to be at 

ÔÈÉÓ ÔÉÍÅȢ )Ô ÆÅÅÌÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÈÅÒÅȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÉÃÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÈÅÒÅ ÁÎÄ ) ÁÍ 

so grateful and thankful for this opportunity for being together. 

)Ô ÉÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÕÎÉÑÕÅȢ )ȭÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÏ ÍÁÎÙ ÍÁÎÙ ÇÁÔÈÅÒÉÎÇÓ ÁÌÌ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ 

world. But, there is something around here which is not making 

me competitive, not making me feel that I have to say the right 

things at the right time and that I have to perform something, 

ÔÈÁÔ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÕÓÅÆÕÌ ÈÅÒÅȢ 4ÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÈÅÒÅ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ 

different from the rest of the gatherings. This is my experience. 

This is the second time I am here. I was here also last year. I feel 

that I am absorbed here. 

Quratulain
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Session 1 highlights:

Open dialogue

Thu 6 Sep 2007 ɀMorning
How the session evolved:
(Timing is approximate)

Main theme:

I don't think we have any frame 

for this morning. So, you put the 

frame, whatever you want to say. 

The floor is actually open for 

anyone to choose whatever they 

want to say. If you want to talk 

about what happened yesterday 

morning that's fine, last night in 

the concert that's fine, last week 

that's fine, last 30 years that's 

fine, last 66 years fine (I'm 

talking about my age!). Anything 

you want to say that comes from 

your heart, it's fine.  

Munir

As soon as I say I am a Muslim, 

you say Iõm a Christian or Iõm 

an atheist or whatever,  then 

we canõt talk to each other! So, 

the doors are closed. 

Suesan Ghahremani
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08:30-

09:30

Groupbreakfast

Some participants arrived from Tehran

09:30-

09:50

Munirôs invitation for open space 

dialogue, followed by Suesan 

Ghahremaniós opening and key 

questions raised for dialogue

09:50-

11:30

Group dialogue based on personal 

experiences

11:30-

12:00
Breakand refreshments

12:00-

13:30
Continuationof morning dialogue

13:30-

15:00
Lunch break and end of session 1.



Session 1: Open dialogue

But when we talked about the topic of òhealthó, I 

thought my hejabis a sign of health for me. And it 

is something beyond the health that we have about 

environment, in schools and about knowledge. It is 

something else. However,  as we talked about the 

Western influence, I feel that since the Americans 

have not made the brochures, books or the text 

for me to explain how my hejab is my health, then I 

have nothing to say! 

Even if I do talk about it or if I show it, it may seem 

in a way to some people ridiculous or it may seem 

somehow shallow or weak. It has many 

interpretations. But, as we went through this 

experience of collecting plastic or becoming aware 

of food, I became aware of so many things I have 

learned through Americans who tell us to do this 

and that. But they have never told me how to talk 

about my hejab. So, I have no vocabulary for it. 

From the education I have, I donõt have anything to 

say that to have a healthy environment I am having 

my hejab. And my hejab is not just this dress that I 

wear, or that I cover my hair and my body. It is 

something much beyond that, which has people in 

it, it has history in it, it has the whole environment 

in it and so many other things that I really have to 

think and wonder about. 

7ÈÁÔ ) ÁÍ ÁÎÇÒÙ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ 

words to explain this, because we have been 

waiting for [American] books or brochures to 

explain it for me and for others to accept it. Even 

ÌÉËÅ ÓÉÎÇÉÎÇȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×Å ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÎÇÉÎÇ ÏÆ 

×ÏÍÅÎ ÉÎ ÆÒÏÎÔ ÏÆ ÍÅÎȠ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ Á ÈÅÊÁÂȢ 3Ïȟ ÔÈÅ 

ÏÔÈÅÒ ÄÁÙȟ ×ÈÅÎ (ÁÒÌÅÎÅ ×ÁÓ ÓÁÙÉÎÇ ÌÅÔȭÓ ÄÏ ÁÎ 

ÅØÅÒÃÉÓÅ ÏÆ 0ÁÎÔÏÍÉÍÅȟ ) ÓÁÉÄ ×ÈÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ×Å ÄÏ ÉÔ 

with women together and men will also do theirs 

ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÏÕÒ ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ (ÅÊÁÂȢ
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Suesan Ghahremani

Last night I was thinking about the things that 

happened and what we said. I was trying to 

figure out for myself what these things mean. I 

came back to the concept of Islam. I donõt 

know how to define Islam. I donõt like the way I 

would say Iõm a Muslim, and someone else 

would say Iõm a Christian or Iõm a Zoroastrian 

and so on. I think there is something wrong 

there. When I say Iõm Suesan, you see me in a 

very different way than when I say Iõm a Muslim. 

There is something I want to say when I say òI 

am a Muslimó and I want to discover that and 

see what does that mean. The word Islam itself 

means peace, security, faith and there is 

something that we have in Arabic òHagh & 

Bateló. Hagh is the truth and Batel is something 

that is not the truth. There is one kind of truth 

that I think is very close to what Jinan calls the 

biological order inside of us, so that when we 

get rid of this outward structure and systems 

that have been imposed on us, we come to that 

real truth of ourselves. I think when I say òI am 

a Muslimó, I am trying in a way to say that I feel 

these things. 

But I never think that I can tell 

ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ƭŜǘΩǎ Ǝƻ ƘŀǾŜ ΨVozooΩ 

ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ ƭƛƪŜ {ƘŀƳƳƛ ǎŀȅǎ άƭŜǘΩǎ 

go experience this food without 

ƳŜŀǘέΦ LŦ L ǎŀȅ ƛǘΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

ǎŀȅ άǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀ aǳǎƭƛƳ 

ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǎǘ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎέΗ

Suesan Ghahremani



Although, I know a little about Yoga, I didnõt 

question òWhat is Yoga? What for? I donõt 

believe in Yoga. Whoever has done it is not my 

prophet or Yoga is not my religionó. I got up and 

did it. But I never think that the sanity and 

health that ôVozooõ gives to me, when we pour 

water on ourselves, on our face, on our hands 

and our feet, all the time during the day for our 

prayers to be part of God, that I can tell you to 

letõs go have ôVozooõ together, like Shammi says 

òletõs go experience this food without meató. I 

donõt even think I can tell you òletõs go 

experience a vozooó! If I say it, people would 

say òthatõs a Muslim fundamentalist talkingó! 

How come we go and experience without any 

questioning? Itõs because of those published 

books that you reminded me of, most of which 

are from American press.  

Since I was seventeen in San Francisco, I 

remember Yoga and with all the people there 

we were very much into yoga and into the 

Indian cult.  And I remember my mother 

saying that ôpizzaõ never became pizza in 

Itlay; it became pizza when Americans 

brought it to America! And yoga became like 

that. 

So, if thatõs the case, then we are not going to 

do any more yoga. Because, Americans have 

taught me to practice Yoga like this and to get 

off automatically and do it. 
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For example, if we say that let the people 

of Learning Societies do this together and 

the group from another society do that 

together, it seems fine. But as soon as we 

say let the men do it together and women 

do it together, because of this healthy hejab 

environment, then we get this idea that we 

are being very fundamentalist, or prejudiced 

or that we are not considering othersõ healthy 

mind issues. But when we talk about plastic, we 

assume that we are considering everyoneõs 

mind. And when we talk about Haghand Batel, 

a lot of times we may have to use plastic in 

places that Haghhas to be imposed. We may 

even have to eat plastic, because of what has to 

be done as a whole, in our history and what is 

happening to people in the whole world to all 

people. 

This is something I was thinking about last 

night, so I just thought I wanted to share it with 

you. Iõm stuck myself in this way of thinking in 

this very closed English language way,  talking 

about myself, my beliefs and where Iõm coming 

from, where Iõm going to and how I see 

everything. I have seen the environmental 

perspective, school perspective and so on, all of 

which seem to have had its vocabulary and it is 

set. 

This is how I think we get stuck in ôvahmõ, even 

though at the surface it seems like itõs Hagh. 

And we are forgetting that there are some 

other things beyond all of this, for which we 

have no words to describe, because we have 

not had the time to describe it, or we have not 

been allowed, or we have been out-casted. 

So, as soon as I say I am a Muslim, you say Iõm a 

Christian or Iõm an atheist or whatever, and 

then we canõt talk to each other! So, the doors 

are closed. Or when we talk about Yoga and 

when in our sessions, Charlotte said òletõs have 

an ice-breaker, letõs do yoga togetheró, all of us 

got up together and did Yoga together. 

Session 1: Open dialogue



Wasif: do you want to say more? Ok, let me try 

to defragment a little! I went to ôziaratõ just a 

week and a half ago.  The only word that I have 

no American or English words for, not even 

words in Urdu, is the word that we have for 

ôNohahõ. Thatõs the only word to go to be with 

Hussein; there are no other words. One thing 

that I remembered was this hope and 

expectation. I have never seen a more hopeful 

place than that [Imam Husseinõs tomb in 

Karbala], completely void of any expectation. I 

saw Iraqis who would walk two to three 

hundred miles just to get there, I mean walking 

in 50 degrees heat. They would just get to the 

Ravaq, the gate, and would say òsalam-on aleik ya 

aba abdollahó and go back. Thatõs their hope. 

They donõt ask for anything and wonõt even do a 

prayer. They just go back. And I was part of a 

caravan which started from Pakistan, completely 

fragmented. People wouldnõt even talk to each 

other. Even in Najaf, nobody knew anyone else. 
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But, they havenõt taught me to do Vozoo 

without even thinking about it, to get into it. 

Or get into Hejab and practice it. I think we 

are hearing the words of America to much. 

The words that come from there, get 

published and in very very subtle ways 

make us get caught up in them without 

even knowing it. And I hold myself back and I 

think Iõm doing something, but I am not doing 

anything. Iôm destroying myself. I think all of us 

together are doing that. 

I thought about Yoga that we can do so fast 

without any thought; about a little song, we can 

definitely do it together; same with collecting 

plastics, eating vegetables, eating good food 

thatõs good for our body. But, we donõt know 

about all the answers that are in there. Maybe 

all of this is not really healthy. Maybe if you 

talk to a surgeon who has to implant a 

plastic into someoneõs heart and you ask 

him to forget about plastic, he may get 

very angry, because he thinks that he is 

saving so many lives with this plastic. So, I 

think in that perspective we are making 

things fragmented, more than anyone else 

maybe. Us that we are talking about not doing 

these fragmentations, we are fragmenting more 

than anyone else. 

Session 1: Open dialogue

Sharareh: so, we have to invent new words for 

them, like Americans that give us their own 

words, we have to give our own words to them. 

Suesan: to ourselves first, I think. 

Sharareh:  we have our own words.

Suesan: I donõt think we do. We have the 

American way of expressing things. If we did 

have our own words, then I could also say it in 

English. I think.



But, why donõt we feel the trust in Hussein and 

the resent in ôsherkõ as a part of us? I have tried 

to share it in smaller groups and this is the first 

time in a larger group. How come we share Yoga 

and we share our concern for using plastics, but 

we cannot share this history of faith for 1400 

years? Where is this barrier? 

One of the issues attached to that is our 

negativeness towards divine. Somehow the 

relationship with divine is so problematic now, 

so that when one presents their own sense of it, 

it creates more discomfort than comfort. For me 

one of the meaningful things that I can do is that 

I could express my association with Hussein as 

me. Why it makes everybody uncomfortable, is 

something I want to understand. 

Manish

Iõm very happy you shared that. This reminds me 

that the source of whatever I am speaking about 

or am concerned about, is at least from 2500 

years ago, from the Jain philosophy. Not because 

I was in America. Actually, in America I was not at 

all an environmentalist. But I connected back to 

my faith of Jain philosophy, the core of that being 

the concept of ôHinsaõ. Again English language has 

perverted the meaning of that to non-violence. It 

is actually respect for the divine nature of all life 

and the fundamental right of all life to exist and 

to flourish with us as human beings. 
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But as soon as we entered the Haram-e Seyyed-

ol Shohada, we did our Nohah, not looking for 

any revenge, just acknowledging that it was a 

great battle that happened. That brought our 

entire caravan together. Those words will never 

be Americanized, thatõs my hope. Nobody is ever 

going to tell me from any media what to do.  

There was no clergy, no ayatollah, nobody. Three 

million people were there on their own accord, 

with no mediation, nothing. 

A 71 year old lady from rural Punjab, to whom 

somebody had given some money to come, she 

was the only person that did not utter a word 

of complaint, about 7 hours waiting time at the 

border, about the long journey. Her only 

complaint was when the Haram was shut down. 

She was waiting at the hotel in front of the 

Haram, looking for it to be opened. She had 

never read a piece of paper in her life and never 

saw any schooling. She had more knowledge and 

more understanding of Hussein than all of us 

combined. There is 1400 years of history and no 

amount of academia can capture that. If we have 

that, where is our hope?

Rarely, in the Islamic world, has anybody 

suffered like Iraqis. But, when some problem 

started in Karbala, all Iraqis came to protect us. 

They would open their homes and take us 

there. Everybody is drawing their own sense of 

history and sense of rootedness, especially for 

Shiites and Muslims. 

Session 1: Open dialogue

Somehow the relationship with divine 

is so problematic now, so that when 

one presents their own sense of it, it 

creates more discomfort than 

comfort. Why it makes everybody 

uncomfortable, is something I want to 

understand. 

Wasif Rizvi
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I didnõt become vegetarian because I went 

to America. My entire history is being a 

vegetarian.  At least in Jain philosophy, this 

dichotomy of spiritual and material does 

not exist and spiritual and material life are 

equally interconnected. 

I just want to share a couple of images with 

which I grew up with. If you have ever seen our 

ôsadusõ or monks, there are actually two 

groups. One group of sadusdonõt wear any 

clothes, because part of jain philosophy is non-

attachment to life. Even the production of 

clothing is considered violence against other 

beings. The other group cover their mouth 

with a cloth, because our existence should be 

our own unfolding, our own search. It should 

not hamper or disturb any other creaturesõ 

lives that are unfolding for truth also. People 

used to carry a broom in their hands, so when 

they walked they would gently remove the 

living insects so that they wouldnõt crush them 

with their existence. Or, we would not sit in 

rooms with air conditioning, because the 

production of that electricity is destroying 

nature. 

So, these are the images I have grown up with 

since childhood. Iõm happy you opened that, 

because thatõs the source for me.

Suesan: I know, but youõve never said that, so 

we judge with our own perceptions.

Manish: thatõs why Iõm thanking you for 

opening that, because these have so profoundly 

shaped who I am. Another source, which is a 

very real source, is my grandmother, as I 

shared the other day. Being with her and living 

with her has helped me embody all these 

things. In my mind also the spiritual and 

material were different and I said that they 

should be integrated. But, the embodiment of 

that is my grandmother. Every single act I see 

her doing is a spiritual act. 

Itõs very important that the source of what 

we are talking about needs to be discussed 

very clearly. 

Wasif: I think what Suesan was pointing to is 

that some of these practices are open to 

greater possibilities of co-option and they have 

been, especially within some Western trends, so 

to speak. Fortunately or luckily, I call it, because 

of special geo-politics, Islam as a practice has 

been isolated from that co-option, at least until 

this point. Maybe that would be the next 

strategy, to start co-opting it as well. Thatõs why 

at least greater knowledge of the sources, 

which are pure and real, is important. Because, 

the superficial knowledge of it is a little more 

pervasive. So, if the source is not clarified, there 

is every possibility that people would start 

attaching it to the nonsense that comes out of 

West. 

Manish: this is like yoga, which is the Ameican 

word. We say Yog, meaning the unity of 

being. Actually, what has happened is that 

Americans have extracted the breathing 

and stretching. There is a devotional aspect 

to it, there is learning and most important 

of all is your physical work and daily 

actions, your whole lifestyle. Like in 

Shikshantar, we donõt do Yoga, but our attempt 

is to bring the concentration of divine unity in 

everything we are doing. 

And that sensitivity around every action is what 

we try to build. For example, if you see any 

villager, everything they do as a farmer for 

example is an act of Yog. Thatõs the original 

thing, which centers around personal 

responsibility for everything we do.  This 

also the source of my inspiration for Islam, 

in which there is a strong understanding for 

the personal responsibility of our actions.

Session 1: Open dialogue



What I saw in Pakistan last year is dangerous. 

Itõs so dangerous. I was trapped in a road 

closure, on my way to Karachi, so we had to 

spend two nights and a day on the road. So 

many people were stuck in buses and cars. 

There was such heavy storm, rain was pouring 

and we were in a desert. But there was a 

mosque; very huge, nice marble mosque in the 

middle of the road. But we were not allowed 

in there! It seemed that it only belonged to a 

group of men who seemed to be more 

religious. 

So, the women, children and the rest of the 

men were not invited and allowed to take 

shelter in the mosque. So, we decided to drive 

back another hour so to reach a small town, in 

which there were three or four mosques. So, 

we said maybe we can stay in one of these 

mosques. But each one of these mosques sent 

us to the other, saying that they would not 

allow women in. We went from mosque to 

mosque and somebody was there to decide 

whether we could go in or not! 

This shows such a dangerous picture to me. I 

donõt know if I am able to express what Iõm 

trying to say. This is the environment today, 

which I donõt see improving. Instead itõs 

becoming more and more dangerous. This is 

the environment where our young people will 

live, where they will raise their family and their 

children. This is my very deep concern, day in 

and day out.
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Quratulain: My experiences I want to share 

here and my learning and my whole being is full 

of pain inside. I see the young people, across the 

borders, especially in Baluchistan, they are so 

beautiful.  Young people are divine to me. In 

them I see Akbar and Asghar.  For me this pain is 

not for a certain place or certain beliefs. I see all 

of them with that focus.  When I see them and 

all the people, I feel so much pain all the time 

and I am so worried that they are trapped in 

such an era of the world. How will they live? 

How will they cope? How will they survive? You 

and I may not be seeing what they will go 

through. And I find myself very ill-equipped to 

help them see that, because even I myself am 

not that well-educated and well-experienced. I 

saw this very intensively in Baluchistan and that 

is where my awareness came to me and also in 

the space of IDSP,  especially when Wasif came 

in it. 

He helped us see a different way of looking at 

organizational space. And till today we are 

flowing on the energy that Wasif gave us and 

that foundation. Wasif himself is a young man, 

energetic and pure-hearted; I see him and I feel 

that he is vulnerable and I think how to protect 

him? And I see Raziq, Ali and Noureen. And I see 

all children. I think we should really make 

these young people the focus of everything, 

rather than focusing on my beliefs, your 

beliefs and their beliefs. This is my concern.

Session 1: Open dialogue



14

I think it would be hard to make a small space to 

reflect on these areas, but Iõm afraid for IDSP 

also. IDSPõs space, which is right now so pure and 

authentic, building on the energy, passion, 

honesty and sincerity of the people in it. But, 

unfortunately or fortunately,  I donõt know,  

somehow we cannot cope with the authority 

of states that again want it to be 

systematized in a fashion where all these 

feelings have no space, when it is turned into 

an organization that wants to survive for the 

organizationõs sake. Thatõs my fear and it is a big 

fear that is in me. I struggle inside, but I keep 

going along with the young peopleõs aspirations, 

because I also have to respect that. At the same 

time, I also have to watch that and be prepared 

when it goes to come to an end. 

The same issues I am practicing with my own 

family, with my three sons and their families, after 

my husband left last year. He died and I am 

experiencing a very unique and strange time of 

my life, which is also related to my work life. I 

have to be so careful about my sons and my 

daughter-in-laws, who are beautiful girls and I 

couldnõt have better in-laws. Before, I turned to 

my husband to help me giving advice and 

guidance to my children, but now I have no one 

to turn to. I keep thinking all the time how to 

reach my sons or my daughter-in-laws, so that 

they donõt get upset. I try to create spaces, but I 

feel very afraid because with all the systems, 

rules, principles é things are getting very 

difficult. So, how can we reach our children, how 

can we protect them? Itõs such a constant 

challenge and I donõt find myself very equipped 

for it. 

I think this is what we need to help and 

support each other.  Itõs very complex, itõs 

very intense and itõs isolating and breaking 

apart people, especially people who matter 

the most, our young ones. 

Iõm sorry if I made everybody sad.

Session 1: Open dialogue

Ali:

I have been reflecting all the time and I donõt 

want to speak for the sake of speaking. But 

some things have emerged in the discussions 

here that prompt me to share my 

experience. 

I grew up in my grandmotherõs home and I 

didnõt even know that they were Shiites. 

However, like what Manish said, their life 

activities and their spirituality were 

integrated. My grandmother would read 

Quran and my brother and I would recite 

those verses, without really realizing what we 

were doing. But, all the time we would recite 

them. My grandmother would do her prayers, 

she would do cooking and do the housework 

and everything was so integrated that until I 

was 10-12 years old, I didnõt realize that we 

belonged to something different [Shiite sect]. 

In the city of Quetta that I used to live, there 

were these Moharram processions and every 

Sunni family also had the same ceremonies 

that you could not differentiate them from 

the Shiites. I have seen processions that were 

guarded by police and not everyone could 

join, but I have also been part of processions 

that have not had these issues. I have also 

seen Christians with similar traditions. 
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Session 1: Open dialogue

So, for me religion was something very integrated. 

It wasnõt fragmented as it is now, so much that in 

places within my city I am afraid to declare that I 

am a Shiite. I have to take off any symbols for 

security reasons, because people would identify 

me with a certain sect. I donõt think that 

institutionalization of religion mentioned by Raziq 

is the only cause. Fragmentation is also 

contributing to it, because even in the Shiite sect 

there are so many fragments. As Wasif said, I think 

there is one constant inspiration that you are part 

of it. 

I am a very non-practicing type of Muslim, but 

when these things come to me, Iõm so much 

emotionally attached that I cannot leave this 

space. It is a space which I can share with so many. 

I think as a group we have to overcome this 

fragmentation and this is the beauty of this 

learning society to note how different we 

are, yet how similar we are. I think that is the 

essence of this whole group. 



Session 2 highlights:

Cognitive Health

Thu 6 Sep 2007 ɀAfternoon
How the session evolved:
(Timing is approximate)

Main theme:

One of the strategies that I 

put forth for your 

challenge, question and 

reflection, is that we need 

to start presenting the 

effect of school not only in 

societal, political, historical 

terms, but in pure biological 

and health terms: what 

does it do to cognition, the 

other biological system 

within us? 

Wasif Rizvi 

Pavlov's primary subject was dogs, 

Watson worked on rats and Skinner 

worked on pigeons. And by working 

with dogs, rats and pigeons, they 

made a theory about human beings!

Wasif Rizvi 
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If the external environment does not destroy it, it 

will grow. It's natural. Even if the environment has 

an impact, nobody claims that the growth is 

because of that. It grows because of an internal 

nature, but unfortunately the behaviorist 

assumption has led us to produce perhaps the 

most abusive institution of our time, which is 

school.

Something astonishing about school, is that not 

only it is based on this outlandish argument, it 

acquired ðand as for us Muslims, especially 

disturbing ðan opposition of "Tohid-e Kazeb": a 

false Tohid. It is the only thing in the world, which 

has almost exactly similar framework, wherever it 

is. This Tohid has its own prophets, its own 

scriptures, its own Gods or Imams, whatever you 

name it; those are exams, timetables, and most 

dangerously this Tohid has "Jaza & Ghaza". It 

claims to reward you and will punish you if you 

don't follow it. It has acquired the most 

pronounced characteristics of a false God, if there 

ever existed one. From a spiritual perspective, or 

a moral standpoint, that's one of the most 

disturbing observations that you can make. You 

can go anywhere, to Norway, Australia, Africa, 

Latin America, é it exists like a pervasive God. 

And it exists in absolute singular format. 
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Wasif Rizvi

What I wanted to talk about, as I have titled it, 

is Biology of Learning; false doctrines and the 

challenge of biology of learning. Something 

really extraordinary has happened in the past 

60-70 years, extraordinary even in academic 

terms. Certain ideas that have proven to be 

fundamentally wrong, false, destructive, 

deficient, have not been abandoned. Because 

the institutions attached to them, have too 

many interests and too many forces which want 

to perpetuate that. Even in the Western world, 

with the levels of dishonesty that they have 

maintained, it's quite extraordinary. 

Something started about 150-200 years ago, 

called empiricism, as a branch of philosophy. 

There were two guys called Locke and Hobbes, 

who championed this idea that human beings 

are not really natural. They are a being that can 

be and should be made from outside. There is 

nothing inside them, it is all outside. That 

philosophy was turned into a science or social 

science by primarily three people: Pavlov, 

Watson, and Skinner. Pavlov's primary subject 

was dogs, Watson worked on rats and Skinner 

worked on pigeons. And by working with dogs, 

rats and pigeons, they made a theory about 

human beings. That's factually true and the 

theory was called "behaviorism". 

Behaviorism, based on the fundamentals of 

empiricism, stated that everything about 

our body is natural, but nothing about our 

mind is natural. So, there is no school which 

would say, "Come and we'll teach your arm 

to grow!" But, the most sophisticated 

system of the world, which is our brain, is 

not considered biological. It can't grow, 

based on this assumption, if there is no 

force from outside! Arm can grow, leg can 

grow, and every other thing in nature can grow, 

with some sort of balance from the external 

environment. 

Behaviorism stays, the assumption 

stays that all of these things, whether it 

be learning through creativity, learning 

through technology, learning through 

innovation and learning through this or 

that, it will only happen from outside. 

The naturalness of a being has no role to 

play in that. 

Wasif Rizvi
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army, police, banks, insurance, transportation, 

media, politics, any career or profession that is 

going on in today's world and that comes into your 

mind. Now in the bottom half of the page draw a 

vertical line in the middle and draw a stick figure 

on each side of it. Let's say there are two people; 

one is compassionate, caring, conscientious, 

intelligent, creative, sensitive, truthful é and the 

other is avaricious, willing to trade principles for 

personal gain, wicked, manipulative, ambitious, 

ruthless, selfish, competitive é you name it. Now 

apply any statistical method to see who has a 

better probability of governing and controlling any 

of the professions/ institutions on the top? I have 

done this test across cultures in many countries 

and never there has been a different answer. Every 

time people assign the higher probability to the 

latter set of qualities, relating them to the man-

made institutions named at the top.

If there is such dramatic convergence in anything 

man-made, what does it tell us? That it has to be 

by design; it couldn't be an accident. That means 

that everything that we strive for and we believe 

that there is merit in it, is designed to promote the 

negative qualities over the positive ones. Let's not 

look at it as two people; imagine it is one person 

who seems to possess both sets of qualities. If you 

demonstrate the positive side of you (caring, 

ÃÏÍÐÁÓÓÉÏÎÁÔÅȟ ÔÒÕÔÈÆÕÌ ȣɊȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ 

getting anywhere on the top will be dramatically 

reduced. If you manifest and polish the other side, 

then you have it made. If schools were on this, 

they would say "we'll make you a blood-sucking 

monster and you will be very successful!" and they 

will be. 
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It keeps the behaviorism aspect with it and it 

keeps on attaching: creative behaviorism, 

technology and behaviorism, holistic behaviorism, 

open behaviorism, innovative behaviorism, you 

name it ðall these terms that are used in 

schools. 

Behaviorism stays, the assumption stays that all 

of these things, whether it be learning through 

creativity, learning through technology, learning 

through innovation and learning through this or 

that, it will only happen from outside. The 

naturalness of a being has no role to play in that. 

That has created the worst possible thing (term) 

and it's simple observation about what are the 

best and worst conditions of learning. The best 

condition of learning is that, number one, it 

has to be free and self-willed. It has to be 

stimulating and rich; it is not vacuous and it 

is not forced from anywhere. The three worst 

conditions of learning are that it is vacuous, it is 

not free (you are not even free to roam around 

the classroom) and it is definitely not self-willed. 

And what it has done to attach itself with it, is 

that there are convenient myths that it has 

grounded itself in. The first myth is that human 

beings are inherently ego-centric and selfish 

and that they will only labor for personal 

gain and benefit. The other myth , which is 

one of the most dangerous myths, is that merit 

breeds success and that successful have 

merit. Today there was this lady and her 

husband, they were just having this argument 

forever that "Western people have merit, so 

they deserve to dominate us". This was 

stated many times. 

I want to examine this particular myth especially, 

i.e. merit breeding success and success breeding 

merit. Let's do a little experiment. Take a piece of 

paper and on the top half of the paper start 

listing anything that has to do with today's world, 

e.g. law, business, 

We know that what school does is that it 

gives the most horrible characteristics 

within us and the most horrible individuals 

within our communities, legitimacy and 

power. But it still continues. 
Wasif Rizvi
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In the same manner, the characteristics of 

compassion, caring, creativity, curiosity, wanting to 

be part of a community é all of that is there. If 

somebody starts invading our children and chops 

their limbs, it would be less cruel than this. 

Because what is chopped off through this process 

is such a "zolm", because hidden zolm is worse 

than manifested zolm. It doesn't kill us 

physically and it doesn't show its symptoms as 

violently and as pronounced as physical 

damage; that's why it continues. 

But it shows grand symptoms, I tell you. I taped 

about 20 hours of broadcast on popular FM radio 

channels in Karachi, where young people call in 

for various requests of songs to be played. If you 

listen to that, you notice that they are incapable 

of forming three coherent sentences! They can't 

speak any language, English, Punjabi, Urdu, you 

name it, because their language organ is gone; 

they can't form any interesting thought, 

because their creative process is gone. They 

are cognitively retarded impaired people. And 

the way people act in institutions and schools 

is enough evidence. 

So what we are hoping to do is to start 

addressing it as a major health issue. There is a 

serious health crisis for people subjected to 

school, because they are diseased and deficient. 

This disease and deficiency is relatively 

straightforward to identify. 
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This is an intuition that all of us have that the 

way the world is crafted is for horrible 

destructive people to dominate us. So the 

biggest myth on which this entire enterprise 

[school] is standing, that it actually takes 

people who deserve to go anywhere, this 

myth doesn't even stand a laugh test. It took us 

2 minutes to figure out this myth, yet ten new 

schools are going to be opened here tomorrow. 

It is inexplicable! Honestly, I don't know how 

this happens, even when the knowledge system 

from which it has emerged has discredited it. 

We know that what it does is that it gives the 

most horrible characteristics within us and the 

most horrible individuals within our 

communities, legitimacy and power.  But it still 

continues. That's one of the strangest 

paradoxes that I have come across. Analysis and 

interpretations could be many: it helps the 

nation-state, yes; it helps the concentration 

of wealth, of course; it helps people who are 

oppressing other people, yes. There are 

many reasons, but there is no reason for us 

to be a participant in that. Because one 

important element in this complex equation is 

us and our participation. Somehow, there is also 

this gambler's belief that "Oh, you know, maybe 

there is something in it".

One of the strategies that I put forth for your 

challenge, question and reflection, is that we 

need to start presenting the effect of school 

not only in societal, political, historical terms, 

but in pure biological and health terms: what 

does it do to cognition, the other biological 

system within us? It does monumental damage, 

because it is designed to destroy these aspects 

of our cognition: compassion, care, creativityé 

which are all the organs within us. Just like 

when a human child is a ball of cells, each cell 

has all these programs within it that specify it 

for example to become a leg, not a tail, or to 

become an arm and not a wing. 
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The third is to come up with a cognitive health 

profile, i.e. what does it mean to be cognitively 

healthy? What aspirations do we have personally 

and for the community and society? These would 

be 3 or 4 interconnected themes, on which 

people can focus and do stuff.  It will enshallah 

start after the March 2008 conference. We will 

use the March conference for the inauguration 

of this. I think for cognition the time is right, 

because there is uneasiness about schools 

among common people. If you ask parents, many 

say that they feel it's a waste of time and they do 

feel that their children are harmed in certain 

ways. 

I am talking about those parents who have some 

reference and connection left to what's real, not 

the parents who are part of this disease anyway. I 

think the time is right, and at least in a place like 

Pakistan this can be raised. And hopefully this is 

going to lead us to a bigger objective, which is to 

establish ðapart from this focus ða learning 

space with more diverse possibilities. It sets the 

agenda about learning as well. This cognitive 

health defines the many ways we should be 

engaging with the external world and how we 

learn things and how we follow the principles of 

Yuhsen. 
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But if we accept it as a health issue, a lot of 

work needs to be done regarding what's 

healthy and what can heal us and what can 

make us healthy. And a lot of work Manish and 

his team are doing is aimed at that. 

Based on this we want to create a space in 

Karachi to work on cognitive health. Just like 

what we have done to improve physical health, 

what would it mean to work on cognitive health? 

For example, what are the things that affect 

cognitive health, as we are concerned with 

physical damage, like cigarettes, air pollution, 

ammonium nitrate and so on. There are many 

things that schooling destroys, even in biological 

terms. Then hopefully,  there are many ways of 

recovering.

If we break away from this " tohid-e kazeb" 

and false uniformity,  that would be a sign of 

health. The sign of fake health is that you say, 

"yes, but what else can we do?" One of the 

thrusts of Learning Societies for me is 

disengagement from this.  As I said, in 20 minutes 

you can do your research and figure out that it is 

all fake; it's based on false knowledge, false and 

absolutely devastating assumptions. And you can 

see its application in 2 minutes for yourself. So, 

we need to figure out a way for disengagement; 

at least, personally for your own. That will 

hopefully open up a lot of space for us to 

regenerate things and rediscover what are the 

possible ways of embarking on a health journey: 

physical, as well as cognitive. 

So, that was my presentation. Thank you.

Q: What are your research areas?

The biggest area is to discover cognitive health, 

which involves a lot of things that I see 

Shikshantar and IDSP are doing. The other area 

of research is identifying cognitive deficiencies, 

caused by schooling. That's a relatively easier 

area. 

Brilliant human accomplishments are 

attributed to be natural. No amount of 

teaching or schooling can encourage 

me to run a 4-minute mile or write a 

ghazallike Hafiz or play football like 

Maradona. We know that, but knowing 

all that, seeing all that, feeling all that, 

still has not convinced us or given us 

enough confidence or trust to discard 

these assumptions. 
Wasif Rizvi
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So, there is no need for painting anything from 

outside. I think words like Fitrat or Qalb 

would be more appropriate for the concept 

of health [which is a holistic concept not 

limited to the mind and cognition].

Wasif: That's a good point. My only concern is 

that because I want to communicate with people 

outside of the Islamic tradition, as well, the term 

Fitrat might be limiting, because it would take lot 

of time and effort to explain the meaning behind 

it. I love it though. I didn't think of it that way. So, 

"healthy fitrat" sounds far better than "cognitive 

health".

Munir:  One thing I would like to mention 

about how to name it, relates to the word 

òAghló in Arabic, which corresponds to mind and 

cognition. The verb for òaghló in Arabic means 

to tie or to hold, that is to be careful not to 

lose what you have. As Jinan says, senses are 

our gateway to knowledge, yet the mind is 

not there to dominate, but to check, in order 

to be careful how our choices affect the 

seventh generation. This means that if we do 

something now that seems very attractive or 

beneficial at the moment, how is it going to 

affect the seventh generation from now? Then 

we should decide whether we should really do it 

or not. This is what we mean by health, in its 

broader sense; i.e. how can we make life 

continue without destructing things. 
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Tell anybody who is a great believer in 

schools that "I'll give you 3 trillion tomans

so that you make my child play soccer like 

Pele!"; they'll laugh at you. Or say, "teach 

me to write a poem like Hafiz"; they'll laugh 

at you! Brilliant human accomplishments are 

attributed to be natural. No amount of teaching 

or schooling can encourage me to run a 4-

minute mile or write a ghazallike Hafiz or play 

football like Maradona. We know that, but 

knowing all that, seeing all that, feeling all that, 

still has not convinced us or given us enough 

confidence or trust to discard these 

assumptions. It's like a medicine regarding 

which there is absolute understanding that it's 

going to kill you. Instead of taking it away from 

all markets immediately, people take ten of it! 

You know that one kills you, but you take ten 

and then you take one hundred!

There is a joke about a Hindu and a Muslim 

arguing about their religions. So, they decide to 

go on top of a mountain, pray to their God and 

jump. Whoever's God is the real God would be 

saved! So, they both carry their prayer stuff and 

symbols to the top of the mountain and start 

praying. Then the Hindu says, "I'm ready and I'll 

go first". So, he jumps off the mountain and 

after falling, gets up with absolutely no scratch. 

Then the Muslim says Allah-o Akbar and gets 

ready to jump, but then faces towards his boots 

and says, "You look out for me too, now!" Our 

Yaghinis like that! Instead of relying on nature, 

we hope that schools will save us!

Q: I was wondering why you have chosen 

the word "cognitive health"? Because, to 

me, health means finding the right path and that 

is already within us, which we call Fitrat. As 

reflected in Rumi'sstory of the Chinese and 

Roman painters, to rediscover the health and 

beauty that is already within us all we need to 

do is to polish ourselves (Seyghal) and God's 

light will be reflected on us. 
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P:  Cognition to me is so attached to mind and 

intellectual things. In Islam, human beings are 

instead referred to through òQalbó (heart). Also, 

one of our Imamõs says that knowledge is given 

to the òQalbó of òmoamenó [i.e. the faithful learn 

through their heart]. So, I think that òQalbó is a 

very special word, because of its root meanings 

that guide us to the right place. 

Wasif: I told you that I am very drawn to òQalbó, 

òFitrató and all that. But, my only consideration is 

how inviting or clear would it be to various 

participants.

Hanif: I think what the mind does is to draw 

borders around things [to categorize]. But heart 

implies infinity, without drawing any borders. So, 

the mind cannot understand God and the infinity 

of being.

Claude:  The whole essence of Western 

philosophy is liberation through the mind. They 

seem to have finally agreed that this couldnõt 

be done, but they keep teaching philosophy in 

colleges anyway! 

Other academic subjects are also based on similar 

assumptions. For example, sociology treats people 

as aggregates, assuming that people do not have 

hearts [or that they lack the ability to influence the 

general patterns or social constructs]. It deals with 

averages and aggregates, so it is a material science 

par excellence! [Not part of òhumanitiesó].
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It is interesting that now more and more 

people, even in America, look at the whole 

American system as an òassault on reasonó, 

in the sense of making the mind serve the 

purposes or interests of certain groups.     

So, somebody like Al Gore is attacking Bush, 

because Bush actually stole the presidency from 

Al Gore. He is talking about things outside of 

the political arena and his latest book is called 

òAssault on Reasonó, in which he talks about 

how TV is an assault on reason. The biggest 

thing he talks about is how TV is used ðby 

the way it presents, connects and 

disconnects things ðwith the purpose of 

making the mind accept things that are 

absurd. This is the biggest role of TV. Even 

somebody like Al Gore, who is part of the 

criminal creed in America, sees how TV is 

robbing people of their mind (and of course 

Americans more than others, because they 

watch more TV), so that they accept absurdities 

that human mind would naturally not accept. 

So, I think what you (Wasif) are talking about is 

something very very fundamental, which we 

need to integrate into the other things we are 

talking about. 

Wasif: I think I have told you before that no 

where in the 6666 verses of Quran the word 

òZehnó is mentioned.



Session 2ȡ Ȱ#ÏÇÎÉÔÉÖÅ (ÅÁÌÔÈȱ

Jinan:  In indigenous communities there is no 

conception of waste. They donõt talk about it 

and they donõt categorize things as òwasteó and 

ònon-wasteó. However, in modern life, just 

because we have created the category and 

that we have kept a waste basket has 

taught people that they can waste! You 

donõt have to talk or teach; just keeping a waste 

basket conveys the message that you can waste. 

So, I think that instead of creating more words, 

we need to reduce words. As another example, 

take the issue of gay and lesbian movements. 

The more they talk about it the more their 

number increases! This practice has been seen 

in many places, but it is not made into an ò-ismó. 

I think we need to stop using words and learn 

to ignore some things. I donõt know; I am just 

placing this as an issue. 

Sudeh: You know when we talk about òharimó, 

which is like a boundary that you donõt pass 

when talking about something. You donõt need 

to say everything about it and there are 

boundaries that you need not pass. I think thatõs 

something which is forgotten nowadays. We 

need the òharimó to stop talking about 

certain things. Not even stop, because 

stopping means you do want to talk about 

it, but you stop. Just let it go naturally. 
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Jinan:  I think human beings are cursed and 

blessed at the same time! Thatõs the condition by 

which we begin our life. We always have two 

paths to go and we have no control over them. I 

was thinking of a very simple example, about this 

child who was born to mentally retarded 

parents. Everybody thought that he is abnormal, 

because he behaved and acted strangely. 

However, after I inquired further, I noticed that 

the child is normal, but what he was seeing was 

his parentsõ behavior and he had started to 

behave like them! So, external conditions are 

so powerful in human beings that we can be 

manipulated in any way. That is not the case 

with animals. Animals can only behave in a 

certain manner; their nature is fixed. We have 

a nature, but there is no guarantee for that to 

lead our life, because external conditions are so 

powerful and we are so helpless. 

Wasif: Your argument proves even more how 

brutal we are in creating social constructs, 

knowing that we have this vulnerability and still 

ensuring that we have every condition that is 

going to ruin us from outside! We donõt do that 

for showpiece animals, but we do that for 

humans. So, if you have a pair of parrots from 

Brazil or a panda from China, you will be 

very conscious about not disrupting their 

nature, but for human beings everything 

goes! Have you seen a panda raised in a non-

Chinese environment? We have more investment 

to ensure the naturalness of external conditions 

for such animals than perhaps in a fancy high 

school!
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Next day, after he goes back to the seminary, he 

takes his books to go. One of his friends asks, 

òwhere are you taking your books?ó. He says, òI 

want to post them back home, for when I return 

after graduationó. But actually he sells his books in 

the market, buys some food and takes it to the 

people under the bridge. When the guy who was 

buying his books asked, òhave you read all these 

books, already?ó He replied, òNo, but I havenõt 

practiced the ones I have read beforeó.

Hanif: I think if we practice what we have learned, 

God will then show us what we need to learn 

further. 

P: If you practice your knowledge, you will 

become its embodiment. We say òetihad-e alem 

va maaloomó, which means the unity of the 

knower and what is known. We have this poem, 

which I canõt translate:  ЅϷϠ ͼϧЃк ϾϜ йϧТϝӷϝж ϤϜϺ

       ЅϷϠ ͼϧЃк ϸнІ йͭ ϹжϜнϦ ͼͭ

Jinan:  Iõd like to add that our cognitive conditions 

make us behave in a certain manner. In the school, 

the cognitive condition is such that it can only 

create people who are authoritarian or slaves. This 

is the only possibility in the school cognitive 

condition. This is because what the child learns is 

the teacher teaching. That is what the child 

perceives. Thatõs why all of us have a teacher 

mind; we donõt have a learning mind! We 

always want to tell others what to do, because 

for 10-20 years you always see somebody coming 

to teach you; so you embody teaching. 
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Jinan: This whole conscious attempt to do 

things is not necessary. For example, in the 

context of learning situations, if you go the 

slums of Bangalore in India, children can 

speak about 4-6 languages by the age of 12! 

What is interesting about that is no one is 

learning consciously. There is no conscious 

knowing happening and there is no teaching. 

Consider the complexity of learning six 

languages, not one language, yet they are able to 

learn it with no teaching at all. There is no 

conscious attempt to learn it. I think the 

moment you become conscious about 

something, then your ego is built. I think 

traditional communities have by default created a 

condition for non-ego. Consider this for names 

and naming. In modern life, everyone is given a 

special name. You donõt see that in traditional 

communities. Usually grandmotherõs or 

grandfatherõs name is repeated and there is no 

question of ego. Now we are trapped and itõs 

not possible to go back, because after you 

know itõs not possible to not know! Our mind 

is now damaged and our process of natural 

learning is destroyed. Since our mind is 

already fragmented, our process of knowing 

is always fragmented. The ego is already 

constructed. 

Yusef:  Jinan you reminded me of this Iranian 

film I saw last week, called òUnder the 

Moonlightó. Itõs about this young man who goes 

to an Islamic seminary, where one has to wear 

the robe and turban of a scholar to show that 

one has become a scholar.  So, he goes to the 

market to get the cloth to get one of them 

made. However, on the way back in a train, a 

young boy steals his material and shoes and 

everything. So, he gets sidetracked by chasing this 

young boy, realizing that he lives with some 

homeless people under a bridge. He spends 

some time with these people, listening to their 

stories and what has happened to them in their 

lives. 
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Fri 7 Sep 2007 ɀMorning
How the session evolved:
(Timing is approximate)

Main theme:

When we started IDSP, the 

whole concept was not for 

IDSP to be set up as an 

organization to be successful. 

We are and I am still very 

conscious that IDSP should 

only be the means, not an 

end. I have studied 

organization development 

processes, especially in South 

Asia, concluding that we 

create something and then 

consume ourselves for 

preserving it. This is not what 

IDSP is about.

Quratulain Bakhtiari

There is a program around each 

person, because every person is 

different and every person has a 

different way of learning.

Quratulain Bakhtiari
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08:30-

09:30
Groupbreakfast

09:30-

11:00

IDSP members shared their 

experiences

11:00-

11:30
Breakand refreshments

11:30-

13:30

IDSP experience continued,followed 

by group discussions

13:30-

15:00
Lunch break and end of session 3.
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Noureen: 

The basic idea is to create a course for young 

people, but not a ready-made or a very artificial 

type of course. It is based on the last 12-15 years 

experience that Quratulain shared with all of you 

and it is also based on our own experiences. So 

finally we came to this fundamental idea of 

developing oneself and creating the thing 

around the person, not creating an institute or 

program that is very planned, very big, having 

particular objectives and agreed vision and 

lots of funds. So, we are creating things around 

the person. 

I have a very good example that is in a small 

district in Baluchistan, Masdoom, where a woman 

joined IDSP as a researching teaching fellow.  So 

one year she worked with me in my program at 

IDSP.  In the last 6-7 months we felt that she 

wasnõt feeling good. She had some problems that 

maybe she could not discuss with us. Finally she 

said that she could not continue as a researching 

and teaching fellow at IDSP due to her domestic 

problems. When we went deeper into the issue, it 

was her two kids. She said I donõt want to leave 

them at home for some sort of salary. So we 

asked if she had any idea to work at her own 

community. She said, òYes, there is a big issue of 

women health. I want to create somethingó. But 

she wasnõt very clear.  

So, we came up with the idea for her to work at 

her own community, while living at her own 

home, within the community that she belongs to, 

and she is well aware of the issues at her family 

and community.  We could have said òOk, bye. We 

donõt have that much space for youó. So we 

helped her find out how she could make her own 

small community-based organization off-campus 

to work on the same issue at her home. So, now 

she is running a community-based organization 

with a group of 20 young women and they are 

trying to work with high priority health issues, 

with solutions, not issues.

So, they are connected to other fellows through 

learning seminars, they are writing their diaries, 

while their qualifications is at a basic level. They 

are primary and middle pass. They are not that 

much qualified. So, these group of young women 

are working there. We have so many examples 

not only in Baluchistan, but throughout Pakistan.

Quratulain:  This time we wanted to bring her, 

but she did not have a passport. You should see 

her face glow. She is the happiest mother, the 

happiest professional, the happiest activist and a 

teacher, all in one on.

Community and local government are also 

supporting her,  because she is from the same 

family and community. So that is the ownership of 

that woman. In normal development scenarios 

that I have seen and experienced in my life, if 

you do not fit in or belong to an organization, 

they say bye to you. There is no space for you. 

They say you are not fulfilling the policies, 

rules and regulations and you are not 

performing according to your TOR, so there is no 

space for you. We are trying to include people. 

This was only one example, it may be a small one 

at initial stage, which we cannot claim to be a big 

success or achievement of IDSP.  But, we are 

trying to make changes in society at this level. 
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In other districts, several young people have 

graduated from the courses and now they are 

creating their own space. They are doing their 

own courses and they are learning to host and 

to engage the way they want to. This is the 

energy of young people that Pakistan 

unfortunately has been unable to look at. They 

just look at those who have got Masters, 

Bachelors and degrees. The rest are left, more 

than 70% who donõt get degrees are left to be 

used by anybody, to get them to do anything 

they want. 

Raziq:  

We are struggling to define IDSP: what is IDSP? 

Because I feel that our experiences and the 

wisdom within those experiences are much 

richer than our knowledge about our own self, 

about our experiences. So, it will only be 

possible by coming and engaging in those 

experiences that you will understand first-hand 

what we are doing. Words do not convey the 

spirit of the experiences. 

The situation with Baluchistan in the past 5-6 

years has become more critical politically, 

socially. Every aspect of society is becoming 

more dangerous for living and survival, because 

of the happenings in Afghanistan, with which we 

have one of the largest borders. What is 

happening in Afghanistan is influencing our 

societies. 

The young people not just in Afghanistan, but the 

young people in Baluchistan are politically very 

charged. They are not like the usual Pakistani 

young people. Baluchistani young people are 

more politically engaged in this group and that. 

So the political situation is creating a reaction 

among young people and is making them more 

vulnerable to the Western interests groups. 

They are captured by extremist groups, who are 

patronizing their minds, they are polluting their 

minds and sensibilities by saying that òyour 

religion is in danger and your identity is in 

danger, and the only way to protect yourself is to 

fight against them and fighting against them is to 

put bombs in your bodies and go and destroy 

any symbol which belongs to them. And the 

symbol of (for example) a Shiite mosque is seen 

to be identical to their symbol of the power 

structure. Or in a court, people who are just 

moving and listening to their trial are blown up. 

This happened just 6-7 minutes before. So, in our 

villages we are receiving the bodies of dead 

people, who have blown themselves and they 

send their bodies saying that this was the 

body of a Shahid or Mojahed. éBut jihad 

against whom? Killing the same people and 

the same ethnic groups? Before it was 

between Shiite and Sunnis, and now Sunnis 

are killing each other.

And the fuel for all this extremism is young 

people. And the society, the family, the formal 

education system are not helping the young 

people how to reflect on these issues and 

understand the global link and political logic 

of all these happenings and then 

channelizing their energy in a constructive 

way in order to register your education or 

political stand. 

So, this was a challenge for us. Usually, we were 

offering courses for young people and their 

courses were longitudinal courses. 
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They were supposed to come to IDSP and 

spend an amount of time in a reflective process, 

for example 1-3 months, and then go back to 

their families and then come back for another 1-

2 months. So, it was not much inclusive. The 

people in shops, having no formal education, 

were more vulnerable to these extremist groups. 

So, we created forums, as an alternative 

strategy to engage people who are not in the 

mainstream, but they are in the majority yet 

in the periphery or marginalized. 

These forums are providing us with a very new 

sense of engagement with young people. As 

Claude was asking whether this is a theoretical 

or analytical process, it is neither theoretical 

nor analytical. Itõs just reflective, helping 

young people understand their own 

perceptions. The trend is that young people 

have a very adopting mentality. They adopt 

stereotypes from the media, from groups of 

friends and the surrounding environment. 

Quratulain: Even if you are adopting, just be 

reflective. The speed is so fast to become 

something that they do not just see in between. 

And the pressure is from the parents for them 

to become something fast. 

Raziq: And we are trying to understand the 

trend of why these people are so desperate 

to die, to destroy themselves, to damage 

themselves, their families and communities.     

I, personally, have explored so many ways to 

understand what are the dynamics, the 

psychological dynamics, the personal and social 

dynamics, which influence people and how they 

are dealing with that. What I concluded is that 

youth is a kind of transition and tension between 

your childhood and adulthood. It is a transition 

where one is exposed to the society for the first 

time, creating oneõs identity in the ages 14-15 to 

20-21. But the attitude and behavior of dealing 

with issues is still of childhood. 

They want immediate results:  if something is 

wrong it must be corrected in 2 hours, 

otherwise Iõll destroy it. 

So, what we are creating in this forum is just an 

environment for them to be reflective  on their 

own worldview,  to be reflective on their own 

sensibilities and to be reflective on their 

understanding of things to which they are 

responding and showing strong reactions. This 

helps them see things calmly. If there are 

religious issues, they are encouraged to go and 

explore, to understand things for themselves 

instead of adopting the perceptions of 

someone else. For us, all we try to do is to 

create a reflective sense among young people, so 

that they form their own sense and their own 

understanding about an issue, instead of being 

influenced by someone else. 

This is one aspect and the other aspect is 

generating dynamism and activism through 

diverse means, such as cultural events, poetry 

(moshaera), anything that creates a positive 

sense of engagement.

Quratulain:  Inherent in what Noureen and 

Raziq both said is that something has managed 

to disconnect the youth from their families.   

I donõt know how it happened, whether by 

school or whatever, but there is a 

disconnection. 
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And the main victims of this disconnection are 

men, young boys more than girls, because girls 

are traditionally held back in the family. But 

the boy of 14-15 years age goes outside and 

he usually has nothing to do with her mother. 

He is even ridiculed if he comes and hugs her 

mother. A 14-15 year old man spending time with 

his mother or sister or touching them is 

condemned. So young men are pushed out of the 

family, because he is a man and he has to go out. 

So, all the softer feelings are totally gone. 

Charlotte:  Do you have a media program? 

Because, some of this disconnection I feel is 

caused by the stereotypes of media and by all 

the messages mass media projects on young men 

and women. 

Ali:  We analyze the media. And in the last decade 

Pakistan has come up with a whole lot of media 

exposure, national and international. We just had 

an exercise where we concluded that the talks 

that used to happen on streets and in coffee 

shops was very genuine, coming from peopleõs 

own experiences and their own analysis. 

Now it has converted into whatõs being said in 

which channel or which newspaper is saying 

what. So the whole analysis is taken over by 

media and it simmers into people.

Then we tried to do lots of exercises to find 

what are the sources of this news and to 

whom it really facilitates. We do analysis of the 

politics of rights, because there is a lot of hush 

among the NGOõs on rights-based approaches 

and declaration of human rights. We tried to 

analyze where these notions are coming from 

and whom they are being facilitated by and 

what is the role of media, and schooling 

obviously. 

Media and schooling go in conjunction. 

And now we are trying to develop a 

program where people begin to produce 

their own media. How they can connect with 

their own communities and families and start 

producing their own media. They have begun 

to produce, for lack of a better term, their 

newsletters. Women are beginning to tell their 

stories, their poetry, and their experiences. So 

we do quite a lot in media analysis and 

alternative media production.

Quratulain:  The other thing about our work 

is that I donõt create things myself. There is a 

team that people are part of. My experience is 

that the young people are very fearful inside. 

There is lot of fear and intimidation. 
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Now in modernization everybody talks 

about women and women issues, but I 

feel so sorry for young boys. They have 

no ties for love and affection. There is a 

ÍÏÔÈÅÒȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÒÅÌÁÔÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÅÒȟ 

ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á ÓÉÓÔÅÒȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÔÁÌË ÔÏ 

their sisters. All their friendships and 

connections are formed outside, with 

ÍÅÎȢ )ÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÏÌÄÓ 

you and controls you. When this tie is 

completely torn, the person is free to be 

used by anybody. 

Quratulain
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Claude:  Do all the people who come to IDSP 

demand any kind of certification? Because in 

our part of the world, nobody goes to any 

institution unless they feel can get some form of 

degree, diploma or certification. 

Quratulain:  When we started IDSP, the whole 

concept was not for IDSP to be set up as an 

organization to be successful. We did not want to 

create the organization as the focal point. We are 

and I am still very conscious that IDSP should 

only be the means, not an end. I have studied 

organization development processes, especially in 

South Asia, concluding that we create something 

and then consume ourselves for preserving it. This 

is not what IDSP is about.

IDSP is a space to be used and then to be 

forgotten about. Just go on and donõt even 

mention IDSP.  We tell our learners, òPlease do 

not mention IDSP.  IDSP has only been six months 

in your life. Your parents have raised you; your 

community has raised you. They are the ones that 

you should be talking about.  You belong to so and 

so family, so and so tribe, éó. IDSP is just six 

months. So this mentality of giving credit to 

institutions is a wrong mentality and we are 

fighting it. Whether it is schools or NGOõs or 

institutions or whatever, I feel they are using 

the people.

So, when we started, we went out to young 

people and we gave lot of community 

seminars, same as the way I am talking here. I 

just said to people why we are creating IDSP 

and then I narrated my story. They listened for 

two hours to my story. Somehow everybody 

agreed [related] with the story. Then to 

respond to this situation, we would invite 

any young man or woman who could 

read and write , who has a dream to 

follow and who is able to articulate and 

present his/ her idea or dream in public. 

We just have these three criteria for coming 

to IDSP. So, to begin with we do not consider 

certifications; we do not look to see who is in 

5th grade, 10th grade, intern, or whatever. Small 

children come and show all the work they 

have done. PhDõs come and show all their 

CVõs and papers, which we do not even look 

at. All these certifications are brushed aside.

After this they apply so that we can see their 

level of comprehension and writing. Then they 

write how they see the world, what were 

their experiences in life and anything they like. 

Through that we can see their ideas and 

dreams. 

The next thing is for them to present their 

dream not to us ðwho are we, we are nothing 

ðbut to the people they live with. So, they 

collect people around themselves, anyone, 

family members, politicians, children, street 

hoppers, anyone. We just observe their 

presentation and the dialogues. On that basis, 

because we donõt have enough spaces, we 

select people. We select a few, because we 

donõt have the capacity. Before, we select, we 

make it very clear that if you join this IDSP 

course, you will not get a job; this does not 

ensure a job. Spending time with us will 

not ensure any promotion in your current 

work. 
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Sixty percent of Pakistani population 

falls between 15 to 35 years of age. 
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2% reach university. The majority drop 

out at certain levels, who are not 

engaged in any meaningful livelihood. 

This situation has created very 

negative spaces for our young people 

to be used by any vested interest 

group. Quratulain


